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This report was produced as part of a project funded by the Future 
Skills Centre (FSC), with financial support from the Government of 
Canada’s Future Skills Program.  

FSC is a forward-thinking centre for research and collaboration 
dedicated to preparing Canadians for employment success. We 
believe Canadians should feel confident about the skills they have to 
succeed in a changing workforce. As a pan-Canadian community, 
we are collaborating to rigorously identify, test, measure, and share 
innovative approaches to assessing and developing the skills 
Canadians need to thrive in the days and years ahead.  The Future 
Skills Centre was founded by a consortium whose members are 
Toronto Metropolitan University, Blueprint ADE, and The Conference 
Board of Canada

The opinions and interpretations in this publication are those of the 
author(s) and do not necessarily reflect those of the Future Skills 
Centre or the Government of Canada. 
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‘Building Small Business Resilience’ Digital Marketing Training Program 
Stage 5: Program Evaluation 

 
This is the third and final report from our research project: ‘Building Small Business Resilience’ (BSBR) Digital 
Marketing Training Program. It summarizes Stages 3, 4, and 5 of the research process, which includes the testing and 
evaluation of the Alpha and Beta Training Prototypes and recommendations for future development. 
 
Background 
As the COVID-19 pandemic plunged the global economy into the worst recession since World War II[1], businesses 
owned by members of underrepresented communities were amongst the hardest hit due to their existing financial 
fragility and poor economic health[2]. Underrepresented small business owners were forced to further pivot their 
businesses online, faced with the need to quickly upskill their digital marketing capabilities. The BSBR Digital 
Marketing Training Prototype was specifically designed to address current vital skill gaps and build resilience and to 
prepare them to face any future economic shock or disruption. 
 
Objectives 
The project aimed to: 
● Increase equitable, diverse and inclusive participation in small business sectors 
● Develop optimal training courses and tools to bridge digital marketing skill gaps for small business owners 
● Develop and enhance other training programs in adult education, experiential learning, and digital marketing as we 

learn from the research data 
 
Expected Outcomes 
By the end of the training program (i.e. short-term) participants were expected to develop and execute a digital 
marketing campaign plan applicable to their own businesses and customer base; evaluate impact of implemented 
tactics; and make necessary changes to optimize the results. 
 
In the long-term, participants were expected to further  increase their capacity to successfully migrate their promotional 
and retail strategies online, with greater potential to earn revenue and build resilience against future economic 
disruptions. And specifically, business owners who self-identify as members of equity-deserving communities would 
be better equipped with these strategies, supporting their longer-term viability in the ever-changing market. 
 
The training prototype is expected to be developed into programs offered by Sheridan College. Learning gained from 
the project will be applied to the development of other digital marketing programs in the Pilon School of Business, 
Faculty of Continuing and Professional Studies and EDGE Entrepreneurship Hub at Sheridan College. 
 
Research Process 
There are 5 stages of research: 
Stage 1: Program Design  
Stage 2: Program Development  
Stage 3: Alpha Testing 
Stage 4: Beta Testing 
Stage 5: Program Evaluation 
 
This report covers Stages 3 to 5: Alpha and Beta Testing, and Program Evaluation
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Stage 3: Alpha Testing 
 
We conducted an online recruitment campaign where applicants were asked to complete an extensive online intake 
survey to determine their business background and digital marketing skills.  
 
The three main criteria was being a business owner from an underrepresented community, business having secured 
clientele and revenues i.e. not a startup, and some followers and engagements on their digital marketing channels. 
 
Out of 150 applicants, we recruited 21 individuals to participate in the Alpha cohort and 4 participants who opted for 
the Beta cohort. 
 
With the Alpha cohort, out of 21 participants, 14 finished the training program. Nine of them came back to join and 
repeat the program with the Beta cohort; they were a mix of those who finished or did not complete the Alpha 
program.  
 
Throughout the 12-week program, we conducted online surveys and one-on-one interviews at four and eight week 
intervals to find out participants’ feedback and suggestions to improve both the program content and delivery. Some 
inputs could be implemented immediately. Others were to be adjusted in the Beta testing. 
 
At the end of 12 weeks, we conducted the final online survey and focus group interviews. Participants were asked to 
look back at the beginning of the program and reflect on their learning, struggles, and achievements. Since the 
program was particularly intensive and stressful, the final reflection was beneficial for the participants to take a pause, 
step back and reflect on their learning experience. Some of their views from the 4- and 8-week discussion changed 
after they completed the program and gained a new understanding. 
 
One unanticipated issue we encountered was that we overestimated our participants' computer literacy levels. We 
used self-rating screening questions to gauge their computer skills but these questions were not accurate predictors of 
tech literacy. As a result, our participants had issues accessing online training applications such as online meetings 
and Google Classroom. 
 
 
Stage 4: Beta Testing 
 
We conducted another online campaign and out of 79 applicants, we recruited 24 new participants. With 4 participants 
from the initial campaign, the Beta cohort consisted of 28 business owners. 
 
With the learning from the Alpha testing, we adjusted some of our program calendar and content. We also restructured 
the technical support for the participants. The findings are discussed in detail in the Recommendations for Future 
Development section. 
 
With the Beta cohort, out of 28 participants, 21 finished the training program. 
 
 
Stage 5: Program Evaluation 
 
At six and 12 months after the program finished, we conducted data collection and focus group interviews with the 
Alpha and Beta cohorts to find out how they applied their learning in their business and how these applications 
impacted their business performance. 
 
 Alpha Cohort Beta Cohort 
Started the program 21 28 
Finished the program 14 21 
Graduation rate 67% 75% 
Repeated the program 9 n/a 
Participated in the 6-month evaluation 9 12 
Participated in the 12-month evaluation 8 8 
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5.1 Summary of quantitative results 
 
Businesses are growing. 
Business Profile: Twelve months after completing the Program, both Alpha and Beta Cohorts increased their yearly 
revenue by 242% and 121%, respectively. Compared to pre-covid yearly revenue, Alpha increased theirs by 113% 
and Beta’s revenue was back to the same level. 
 
Subsequently, the number of employees increased 138% and 129% to cope with 122% and 127% customer 
expansion from Ontario to national and international customer bases. 
 
Digital marketing effectiveness evidenced by increasing savings on advertising. 
 

● Channel Engagement: After 12 months, customer engagement across all channels increased by 148% for 
the Alpha cohort and 290% for the Beta cohort. 
 

● Channel Marketing: Marketing efforts by Alpha cohorts was up 109% and Beta 197%.  
Comparing the efforts (the frequency participants updating content) to the results (user engagement rate): an 
increase of 109% effort to 148% results for Alpha and 197% effort to 290% for Beta shows that participants 
successfully applied the learning to get better performance from their efforts. The Program emphasized the 
need to create quality content to increase engagement. Particularly a couple high-performance participants 
shifted marketing efforts from website to YouTube and increased their YouTube engagement to 1096% by 
increasing their effort 500%. 
 

● Paid Channel: paid channels decreased to 72% for Alpha and had very limited use for Beta. The decrease in 
paid channels is encouraging since most of the participants had room to grow their organic marketing efforts. 
In addition, many had in the past paid fees to digital marketing consultants or agencies who advised them on 
ineffective or wasteful digital advertising tactics lacking a measured strategic underpinning.   
 

● Through the Program, participants learned to better manage their advertising spend and outsourcing their 
marketing resources while evaluating their return on investment. 

 
The increase in customer engagement relative to the decrease in paid shows better performance and cost 
effectiveness of their marketing efforts. In the Alpha cohort, customer engagement was up by 148% while 
paid channels were down to 72%. In Beta, customer engagement was up by 297% while paid channels were 
not being utilized. 
 

Participants’ digital marketing mastery is higher. 
 

● Channel Importance: both Alpha and Beta Cohorts did not change their view on the importance of the 
channels. Most increases were email, followed by video and content writing. 
 

● Channel Expertise: After 12 months, participants’ confidence in their digital marketing skills was up by 112% 
for Alpha and 128% for Beta. The common areas of confidence being Digital Strategy and Social Media 
Marketing. 
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5.2 Summary of qualitative results 
Participants reported the constraints of time and money as their two main obstacles in implementing their learning 
from the Program. As a small business, an owner is likely to spend most of their time on day-to-day operational 
issues. Even though they understand the importance of marketing to generate leads and customers, operations 
demand more immediate attention.  
 
Participants who achieved better than average results reported scheduling marketing tasks/tactics in their weekly 
calendars as part of the work schedule to ensure ongoing and consistent efforts in marketing.  
 
Some participants turned to outsourcing marketing functions and using knowledge from the Program to help them 
hire suitable digital marketing service providers, prepare thorough marketing briefs with clear objectives, and 
evaluate their performance. 
 
The training program consisted of three parts: strategy, implementation, and evaluation. Both the Alpha and Beta 
cohorts struggled mostly with the strategy section for various reasons including the lack of understanding of the 
importance of marketing strategy, the assumption that since they had been running their businesses they already 
knew their strategy, and had an action bias which led to owners preferring to learn to create a Facebook post (devoid 
of strategic campaign reasons) than develop an overarching digital strategy. 
 
After the 6 and 12-month evaluations, all participants agreed the marketing strategy was the most important and 
impactful part of the training. They acknowledged the strategy planning was essential to their campaign 
effectiveness. Some noted they referred back to their strategic plan over time to conduct more research, and update 
the plan as their business situations changed. Some found it challenging to come up with the right strategies for their 
businesses. For example, which content approach, what communication channels, what marketing messages, and 
which marketing technology and tools to use. 
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Recommendations for Future Development 
 
The BSBR Digital Marketing Training Program was a prototype designed to address vital skill gaps and build resilience 
amongst small business owners from underrepresented communities, to prepare them to face economic shock or 
disruption. 
 
Even though the sample size was small, the Program proved to be effective in growing participants’ business 
revenues and employee numbers, increasing digital marketing effectiveness, and developing participants’ digital 
mastery and confidence. 
 
The Program could be further developed (also including AI tools) and offered to small business owners in general. 
Post COVID-19 pandemic, digitization will be accelerating, and consumers are likely to further embrace online 
shopping. Small businesses need to ensure they are equipped with digital and data capabilities to build and grow their 
customer connection and relationship online.  
 
We recommend the following elements in future implementations of the Program:  
 
Hybrid Delivery 
The BSBR Training Program was confined to online learning due to the COVID-19 restrictions. While remote learning 
offers ease and flexibility, participants reported they missed the social interactions, which were difficult to achieve in an 
online group setting.  
 
With the limitation of online interactions, the Program also could not fully maximize opportunities for business 
networking and group learning. Participants enjoyed a sense of community when forming groups based on their 
industry. Many participants formed close bonds that continued after completing the Program. These interactions and 
bonds would have been easier to develop and stronger should they have had opportunities to connect in person. 
 
Group learning also helps participants think more critically with a deeper understanding of the content. They can learn 
from one another by pooling their knowledge and skills to solve more complex problems than individuals alone can do. 
Participants reported they gained a great deal of insight and knowledge from interacting with their peers. 
 
The new training program could combine both in-person and online learning so participants can experience the 
benefits of both traditional classroom learning and remote learning. There could be a dedicated communication portal 
to help participants to network and share ideas. 
 
Structured Program Schedule and On-going Checkpoints 
One of the most pressing issues participants faced was time management. Each week, the BSBR Program required 
two 1.5-hour classes, an optional 1.5-hour workshop, and around 2.5-hour homework; or around 7-hour time 
commitment from participants. This caused a number of drop-outs and many could not complete the homework.  
 
While appreciating the BSBR Program content for being comprehensive and covering broad aspects of digital 
marketing, some participants found they did not have time to digest and reflect on their learning. After a few weeks, 
some began to feel overwhelmed and could not keep up with the Program as much as they wanted to. Some of the 
Alpha participants repeated the Program with the Beta cohort for the opportunity to revisit the content. 
 
The new training program could stretch the delivery timeframe from 12 weeks to 28 weeks. This will allow one class 
per week and a two-week break between the strategy and implementation parts, and another two-week break 
between the implementation and evaluation parts. Therefore, participants could have ample time to reflect on their 
learning by themselves and with their group. 
 
We also found once BSBR participants fell behind in their learning, they continued to fall behind for the rest of the 
Program. The new program could add checkpoints to ensure participants keep up with the program schedule by 
making their homework submission compulsory. Their homework will be evaluated before they can progress further in 
the program. The homework could include a digital marketing campaign plan for the strategy part, and one of the 
digital tactic executions for the implementation part. This also reflects real business practice. It is unwise to implement 
any marketing tactics before developing a strategy. Therefore, if participants cannot finish their marketing plan, they 
will not be allowed to join the implementation classes. 
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The two-week break between each part will be beneficial to allow participants additional time to catch up with their 
homework. It also provides opportunities for one-on-one mentorship or feedback to rectify any necessary changes. 
These additional personalized coaching sessions are very appreciated by all participants. 
 
Content Schedule 
As small business owners, they tend to prefer implementing tactics to strategic planning. Only after completing the 
BSBR Program, participants acknowledged that strategy planning was essential to their campaign effectiveness. The 
BSBR Program was designed in a conventional theoretical-led approach where participants were taught marketing 
theory to build the foundational underpinning for their campaign including the environmental scan and competitive 
analysis, marketing segmentation, and unique selling proposition. 
 
To overcome participants’ initial resistance to learning the marketing strategy section, the new program could be 
redesigned using experiential learning as a practice-led approach. At the start, participants could be asked to create 
one of their digital marketing tactics such as a campaign’s landing webpage. The program can then unveil each of the 
theoretical components to improve their webpage and at the same time, develop a marketing campaign plan. 
 
The program can take participants through the process and show them the link between the theory/strategy and 
application/tactics, possibly with an infographic of the entire process. After that, participants could be asked to redo 
their landing webpage using the knowledge they have learned. 
 
The practice-led approach could enable participants to understand and appreciate how the theoretical knowledge can 
be applied through their digital channels. This could reduce the knowledge-practice gap and motivate participants to 
embrace theoretical learning so they can understand not only ‘what’ to do but also ‘why’. The ‘why’ understanding is 
crucial for participants to be able to adapt their strategy to the ever-changing business environments. 
 
Case Study 
Participants expressed their preference to see recent real-world case studies of digital marketing campaigns from 
other small businesses. The new training program could connect with digital marketing agencies and/or other small 
businesses to find a variety of case studies to showcase in the program. 
 
Technical and Marketing Support 
The BSBR participants appreciated technical support and expressed their need for additional marketing resources. 
The new program could connect with business schools and campus-linked accelerators/incubators, offering internship 
or coop opportunities. Participants could have additional marketing support while marketing students could gain 
valuable work experience, which may lead to future employment.  
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Appendix 
 
Business Profile 
 
Alpha 

 
● Business yearly revenue increased by 132% 6- months and 242% 12- months after the Program. There is more to 

this than post covid, revenue is up 113% over pre-covid sales.  
● The number of employees increased by 106% 6- months and 138% 12- months after the Program. 
● After 12-months the business locations increased by 110%. 
● Customer expansion from Ontario to/or Canada to/or World increased after 12-months by 122%. 
 
Beta 

 
● Business yearly revenue increased by 138% 6- months and 121% 12- months after the Program. Revenue is even 

with pre-covid sales.  
● The number of employees increased by 112% 6- months and 129% 12- months after the Program. 
● After 12-months the business locations decreased to 90% 
● Customer expansion from Ontario to/or Canada to/or World increased after 12-months by 127%. 
Digital Experience: Channel Engagement 
 
Alpha  
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● Engagement across all channels increased by 106% 6- months and 148% 12- months after the Program. 
● Most notably increases were in LinkedIn, Email, Twitter and Facebook.  
● With the amount of work required to load content to YouTube, the increase there should be noted as well.  
 
Beta 

 
● Engagement across all channels increased by 138% 6- months and 290% 12- months after the Program. 
● Increases are notable across the majority of the channels, with the lowest being Twitter, Instagram and Email.  
● As per the Alpha, with the amount of work required to load content to YouTube, the increase there should be noted 

as well.  
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Digital Experience: Channel Marketing 
 
Alpha 

 
● Marketing across all channels increased by 134% 6- months and 109% 12-months after the Program. 
● High-performance participants shifted marketing efforts from website to YouTube video and that somewhat 

skewed the results. 
 
Beta 

 
● Marketing across all channels decreased to 89% over 6-months and then and then an increase of 197% 12-

months after the Program. 
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Digital Experience: Paid Channel  
 
Alpha 

 
● Paid channels decreased to 89% 6- months and 72% 12-months after the Program. 
 
 
Beta 

 
● Paid channels are little utilized with one limited use in the results.  
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Digital Experience: Channel Importance 
 
Alpha 

 
 
● Overall the participant view on the importance of the channels was little affected by the Program. 
● On an individual channel level, in order of increased importance was Email, followed by Video and Content writing. 

This is not surprising since the Program did emphasize the growing importance of these digital aspects.  
 
Beta 

 
● Like Alpha, overall the participant view was little affected by the Program. 
● On an individual channel level, in order of increased importance was Email, followed by Video and Content writing 

(and Strategy). 
Digital Experience: Channel Expertise 
 
Alpha 
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● Participants stated that their expertise increased by 101% 6- months and 112% 12-months after the Program. 
● The highest confidence recorded for Digital Strategy, Influencer Marketing, followed by Video Marketing, and 

Social Media Marketing. 
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Beta 

 
● Participants stated that their expertise increased by 111% 6- months and 128% 12-months after the Program. 
● The highest confidence recorded for Social Media Marketing, Search Engine Optimization, Digital Strategy, 

followed by Graphic Design, and Data Analytics. 
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