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Multinational corporations increasingly rely on experimentation for data-driven
decision-making, yet business schools have failed to prepare managers with these skills.
This article introduces a master’s course bridging this gap. Through case studies, lab
visits, and hands-on projects, students embed experimentation in their strategic toolkit.
This allows companies to recruit individuals who can immediately contribute to
experimental projects and foster innovation and agility within MNCs. The article
provides practical guidance for educators on integrating experimental methods into their
curricula and demonstrates an engaging and accessible approach to teaching research

methods.

WHY DO WE NEED MORE EXPERIMENTAL
DESIGN IN THE CLASSROOM?

Experimentation in business refers to the systematic ap-
proach of testing new ideas, strategies, or products by im-
plementing controlled trials and analyzing the outcomes to
make data-driven decisions (Davenport, 2009). It offers sev-
eral advantages for managers working in multinational cor-
porations (MNCs). First, it helps them understand causal
relationships (Zellmer-Bruhn, Caligiuri, & Thomas, 2016),
where, by isolating and testing specific factors, managers
can gain clearer insights into the impacts of various strate-
gies and actions. Therefore, many companies like Booking.
com and Amazon use monthly thousands of experiments
to measure the effects of their (potential) decisions, from
small changes on their websites to larger strategic changes
(Thomke, 2020). As Jeff Bezos now famously said, Amazon’s
success “is a function of how many experiments we do
per year, per month, per week, per day” (Thomke, 2020:
51). Furthermore, experiments help to mitigate biases by
random assignment, ensuring that any differences in out-
comes are due to the manipulation of the independent vari-
able rather than external factors (Reeb, Sakakibara, & Mah-
mood, 2012). Last but not least, they are a useful method
to quickly test and iterate on innovative ideas, products,
or services, before scaling them up. This approach reduces
the risk of large-scale failures and ensures that strategies
are viable before full implementation, while at the same
time allowing the company to stay ahead of competitors by
rapidly refining and optimizing their offerings.

The realization of the power of experimentation in
MNCs has been embraced by a growing cohort of managers,
leading to a notable increase in the frequency of exper-
imentation within diverse companies and industries
(Thomke, 2020). Simultaneously, this surge has emphasized

a growing demand for junior and middle managers
equipped with a data-driven mindset and the expertise to
design and execute business experiments effectively.

However, regardless of the advantages of experimental
design, its increasing adoption in companies, and the grow-
ing employment demand for managers with such skills, a
significant gap remains in business school curricula (Ten-
ney, Costa, & Watson, 2021). There are two main reasons
for this. One is that academics in the international business
(IB) field rarely use experimental design in their research.
As a matter of fact, less than 1% of all empirical articles
published in the IB most prominent journal, the Journal
of International Business Studies, used experiments as a re-
search method (Zellmer-Bruhn et al., 2016). This clearly
shows that in the IB domain, there are not many experts
on experimental methods who could teach students how
to implement them in companies. Second, the recent trend
in business schools to offer fewer methods seminars and
limited opportunities for academic (re)training due to fi-
nancial constraints (Aguinis, Cummings, Ramani, & Cum-
mings, 2020) does not promise a bright future in this re-
gard.

As a consequence, there is a mismatch between the
growing companies’ need for employees with experimental
skills and the lack of supply by business schools. To bridge
this gap, the innovative master’s-level course, “The Power
of Experimentation in Multinationals,” equips students
with a crucial research method that enhances their future
management careers. This course guides students on how
to conduct experiments within companies and identify
where the greatest potential of experimental design lies,
ultimately providing students and their future employers
with strategies to leverage systematic experimentation for
addressing complex challenges.
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HOW TO INTEGRATE EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN IN
THE CLASSROOM?

The course takes a comprehensive learning approach by
incorporating various teaching methods, such as lectures,
in-class and homework case analyses, an experimental lab
visit, participation in experiments, and a team research ex-
perimental project. This diverse set of methods (presented
in detail in Table 1) aims to achieve a holistic learning ex-
perience for students through several phases with different
aims.

The course begins with a compelling introduction to the
importance of experiments in business, designed to capture
students’ attention and emphasize the significance of un-
derstanding experimental methods in corporate settings. It
features vivid examples of critical decision errors by expe-
rienced managers, such as Steve Ballmer’s infamous dis-
missal of the iPhone’s potential during his tenure as CEO
of Microsoft (Satell, 2016) and Google CEO Sundar Pichai’s
unsuccessful attempt to launch the censored search engine
Dragonfly in China (Keshav Pailwar, 2019). A business pro-
fessional guest then wraps up the session, sharing a per-
sonal journey from skepticism to the daily use of experi-
ments in strategic development.

Following this introduction, the course delves into the
principles of designing effective experiments. We explore
what makes a good experiment, how to run experimental
tests in online and offline business models, and how to ex-
periment with new digital tools. After the lecture on differ-
ent types of experiments, their advantages and drawbacks,
we analyze two experiments conducted in a truck company
(Khamitov et al., 2015), both of which are imperfect in dif-
ferent ways, and finish with students presenting an exper-
imental design of already published IB or strategy papers
(which they further elaborate on for homework).

Students then learn how some of the most successful
MNCs, such as Booking.com, employ experimental prac-
tices and learn about high-impact experiments done in this
company (Thomke & Beyersdorfer, 2018). Even though
such companies run thousands of controlled experiments
annually, engaging millions of users, we also discuss how
similar approaches can be applied in small companies, star-
tups, and everyday life, making the concepts more relatable
to students.

A unique feature of the course is the participation in
an experiment specially designed for each semester. These
experiments vary to maintain an element of surprise and
prevent information from previous semesters from leaking.
Past topics include cultural impacts on Al reliance, invest-
ment choices, and career decisions, among others. Through
group discussions, students attempt to identify the hy-
potheses tested, analyze methodological choices, and dis-
cuss their strengths and weaknesses. This diverse exchange
of perspectives enriches their understanding and prepares
them for their final research project.

This prompts a group discussion where students brain-
storm various topics they would like to explore through
experimental design and engage in a premortem exercise
(Blokdyk, 2021), imagining their experiment’s failure and

identifying potential causes. Each topic receives person-
alized feedback, with a strong emphasis on peer feedback
and collaborative discussion to tackle challenges. Once fi-
nal topics are chosen, students reconsider the ethical impli-
cations of their experiments, sparking broader discussion
on evolving ethical standards over time, illustrated by an
example of Facebook’s ethically questionable experiment
on nearly 700,000 users (Albergotti, 2014). The conversa-
tion then covers the necessary steps for registering an ex-
periment for ethical approval.

Moreover, the course includes a visit to four experimen-
tal labs at the university, offering students hands-on expe-
rience with experimental equipment and procedures, and
broadening their understanding of what type of experi-
ments can be done in which type of labs. This practical en-
gagement deepens students’ grasp of theoretical concepts
and demonstrates their real-world applications.

Finally, after gaining both theoretical and practical
knowledge, students design their own experiments through
Design Sprints (Kowitz, Knapp, & Zeratsky, 2016), where
4-5 students with various backgrounds come together to
brainstorm, prototype, and test a new idea and experimen-
tal design. Collaborative problem-solving is fostered
through peer interaction, with groups presenting their pro-
jects and gaining detailed feedback from classmates and
the instructor. Additional feedback is also available for stu-
dents who choose to further develop and implement their
experiments, whether as a master’s thesis or in a profes-
sional setting such as an internship.

The chosen teaching methods foster active engagement,
practical application of theoretical knowledge, and devel-
opment of critical thinking -, decision-making-, and col-
laborative skills. These are essential for designing business
experiments, which often require diverse perspectives and
expertise.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR
EDUCATORS, (FUTURE) MANAGERS, AND
INFORMED RESEARCH

This course prepares students for management careers
where experimental approaches to problem-solving and in-
novation are essential. By the course end, students will
have acquired the necessary skills to independently con-
duct business experiments, identify business segments
where experimentation is valuable, and foster experimental
culture within organizations. Equipped to tackle complex
challenges, they will use data-driven insights to refine
strategies and drive continuous improvement in their com-
panies and industries.

At the same time, this proactive educational approach
aligns closely with real-world industry needs, ensuring that
graduates are not only theoretically proficient but also
practically adept. Consequently, managers benefit from a
streamlined recruitment process, as they can recruit indi-
viduals who possess the specific skills and hands-on ex-
perience required to meet organizational demands when it
comes to identifying causal inferences and analyzing com-
plex data patterns. This ensures that new hires can immedi-
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Table 1. Phases of the course with their aims and detailed approaches

Phase / Aim Method / Approach Analyzed cases / Concrete
Session examples
1: Reveal Show why experiments are e Show concrete examples when even e Steve Ballmer's infamous dis-
important in business the most experienced managers are missal of the iPhone's potential
often wrong during his tenure as CEO of
e Bring abusiness professional who Microsoft (Satell, 2016)
was at first skeptical, but then started e Google CEO Sundar Pichai's
using experiments for developing failed attempt to launch the
strategies as a guest lecturer to share censored search engine Drag-
their stories onfly in China (Keshav Pailwar,
2019).
2:Train Train ?tUdents how to design good o Lecture on different types of experi- e Two experiments within the
experiments ments, their advantages and draw- company Superb Trucks LP
backs (Khamitov, Whelan, & Thom-
e Work on 2 case studies to analyze 2 son, 2015)
experiments and all their good and
bad sides
e Givealist of all published experi-
ments in IB and strategy field and let
students present in pairs the chosen
experimental design, shortly present
itin class and write a detailed report
about them for homework
3: Show Show how experiments are e Show and discuss some high-impact e Booking.com’s experimental
employed by some of the most experiments done in Booking.com and culture (Thomke & Beyersdor-
successful MNCs in the world discuss their experimental culture fer,2018)
e Discuss how the same or similar ap-
proaches can be used in small compa-
nies, startups, or everyday life that
students can relate more
4:Let Let the students participate in an e Analyze in detail the experiment in o Specifically designed experi-
them experiment and guess what the which they participate and discuss all ments for each semester (e.g.
participate experiment was about details regarding design, experiment on the impact of cultural dif-
setting, and hypotheses ferences on Al reliance and in-
vestment choices, factors af-
fecting career decisions, etc.)
5:let Think together about which areas e Setgroup discussion to brainstorm e Premortem exercise (Blokdyk,
them think and topics experiments would be several topics that they would like to 2021) on their chosen topics,
the most suitable approaches for design the experiment for where teams imagine a pro-
e Give personal feedback and especially ject/experiment has failed and
encourage peer feedback then work backward to iden-
tify reasons why
6: Let Discuss ethical standards of o Discuss ethical standards, differences e Facebook’s ethically question-
them experimentation across countries, and changes over able experiment (Albergotti,
rethink the years 2014)
e Discuss all steps for applying for ethi-
cal approval for running an experi-
ment
7:Visit the Give students hands-on e Letstudents engage with real experi- e Hands-on demonstration of
university experience, which fosters their mental equipment and procedures the key tasks when conducting
labs deeper understanding of how techniques a lab experiment, from regis-
theoretical concest ta'ught inthe e Show different types of labs and ex- tering participants to paying
classroom are appllgd inreal- plain their purposes participation fees & bonuses
world research settings
8: Let Let students design their own e Give several rounds of feedback dur- e Design Sprint (Kowitz, Knapp,
them act experiments within small teams ing the design phase & Zeratsky, 2016), where
(4-5 students) e Encourage peer interaction and feed- cross-functional teams come
back within and between teams to together to brainstorm, proto-
solve problems type, and test a new idea - ap-
plied on students’ chosen topic
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Phase /
Session

Aim

Method / Approach

Analyzed cases / Concrete
examples

e Let members of one group present
and those from other groups give
them detailed feedback

e Follow up with further feedback if
students decide to implement their
experiments (as a master thesis or in
their place of work/internship)

ately contribute to projects involving experimental design,
and the interpretation of empirical results, thereby enhanc-
ing the organization’s capacity for rigorous and innovative
problem-solving.

Furthermore, for educators, this course shows how to
avoid monotony and student fears when dealing with a re-
search methods topic, as it unveils an engaging strategy for
learning research methods with confidence. Using meth-
ods listed in Table 1, the course sets an example of how to
turn complex concepts and research designs into an enjoy-
able learning experience. This course’s approaches are also
adaptable for teaching other research methods topics, en-
compassing both quantitative and qualitative research de-
signs.

Finally, classroom-based experimentation not only fa-
miliarizes students with experimental methods but also
builds a strong foundation for causal research skills, em-
powering them to tackle complex business phenomena with
rigorous, evidence-based approaches. By embedding
hands-on experimentation in the curriculum, some of these
students who later pursue a PhD in IB can bring these es-
sential skills into the field, ultimately helping to close the
gap of the lack of experiments in IB.

In conclusion, the impact of this teaching innovation ex-
tends far beyond the classroom. By preparing students for
careers in consulting and multinational corporations, the
course promotes the adoption of causal thinking and ad-

vanced problem-solving approaches, laying the foundation
for a culture of continuous improvement across companies
and industries. Additionally, it serves as a model for edu-
cators, illustrating how a methods course can be delivered
in a dynamic and innovative way, ultimately enriching in-
formed research in IB.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Jelena Cerar is an Assistant Professor at WU Vienna. She
gained her PhD from WU Vienna and was a visiting scholar
at Copenhagen Business School and the Institute for Al
Research and Development of Serbia. Her specializations
are strategic decision-making in MNEs (focusing on AI and
cognition) and quantitative research methods in interna-
tional business. Her research has been published in highly
ranked journals, such as the Journal of International Busi-
ness Studies, Journal of Management Studies, and Journal of
International Management.

Submitted: April 25, 2024 EST. Accepted: October 27, 2024
EST. Published: December 11, 2024 EST.

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License
(CCBY-4.0). View this license’s legal deed at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0 and legal code at http://creativecom-

mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode for more information.

AIB Insights 4



From Insight to Impact: The Power of Experimentation in Multinational Corporations

REFERENCES

Aguinis, H., Cummings, C., Ramani, R. S., &
Cummings, T. G. 2020. “An A is an A”: The new
bottom line for valuing academic research. Academy
of Management Perspectives, 34(1): 135-154.

Albergotti, R. 2014. Facebook Experiments Had Few
Limits. The Wall Street Journal. https://
www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-experiments-had-
few-limits-1404344378.

Blokdyk, G. 2021. Premortem Analysis A Complete
Guide: 1-313. The Art of Service Publishing.

Davenport, T. H. 2009. How to Design Smart Business
Experiments. Harvard Business Review, 87(2):
68-76.

Keshav Pailwar, V. 2019. Google: Should “Dragonfly”
Fly? 1-10. Ivey Publishing.

Khamitov, M., Whelan, J., & Thomson, M. 2015.
Superb Trucks LP: How to Conduct a Field
Experiment: 1-8. Ivey Publishing.

Kowitz, B., Knapp, J., & Zeratsky, J. 2016. Sprint:
How to Solve Big Problems and Test New Ideas in
Just Five Days: 1-288. Simon & Schuster.

Reeb, D., Sakakibara, M., & Mahmood, I. P. 2012.
From the Editors: Endogeneity in International
Business Research. Journal of International Business
Studies, 43(3): 211-218.

Satell, G. 2016. Successful Companies Don’t Adapt,
They Prepare. Harvard Business Review. https://
hbr.org/2016/10/successful-companies-dont-adapt-

they-prepare.

Tenney, E., Costa, E., & Watson, R. 2021. Why
Business Schools Need to Teach Experimentation.
Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.org/2021/06
why-business-schools-need-to-teach-

experimentation.

Thomke, S. 2020. Experimentation Works: The
Surprising Power of Business Experiments: 1-288.
Harvard Business Press.

Thomke, S., & Beyersdorfer, D. 2018. Booking.com:
1-28. Harvard Business Publishing.

Zellmer-Bruhn, M., Caligiuri, P., & Thomas, D. C.
2016. From the editors: Experimental designs in
international business research. Journal of
International Business Studies, 47(4): 399-407.

AIB Insights


https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-experiments-had-few-limits-1404344378
https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-experiments-had-few-limits-1404344378
https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-experiments-had-few-limits-1404344378
https://hbr.org/2016/10/successful-companies-dont-adapt-they-prepare
https://hbr.org/2016/10/successful-companies-dont-adapt-they-prepare
https://hbr.org/2016/10/successful-companies-dont-adapt-they-prepare
https://hbr.org/2021/06/why-business-schools-need-to-teach-experimentation
https://hbr.org/2021/06/why-business-schools-need-to-teach-experimentation
https://hbr.org/2021/06/why-business-schools-need-to-teach-experimentation

	From Insight to Impact: The Power of Experimentation in Multinational Corporations
	Why Do We Need More Experimental Design in the Classroom?
	How to Integrate Experimental Design in the Classroom?
	Conclusion and Implications for Educators, (Future) Managers, and Informed Research
	About the Author
	References


