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The e-learning market is a rapidly changing business ecosystem shaped by 

technological innovation, shifting educational policies, and evolving learner 

expectations. Static and linear branding approaches may therefore be inadequate for 

educational startups that must build trust while adapting quickly to market change. 

This study developed and tested an agile branding framework for educational 

startups. A quantitative, applied, descriptive-correlational design was used. The 

target population comprised founders and senior managers of 300 educational 

startups operating in Districts 2, 8, and 17 of Tehran, Iran. A proportionate stratified 

random sample of 169 individuals was invited to participate, and 158 valid 

questionnaires were analyzed (response rate = 93.5%). Data were collected using a 

researcher-developed instrument and analyzed with partial least squares structural 

equation modeling. Agile branding was operationalized through rapid 

responsiveness, value co-creation, and strategic iteration. The findings indicated 

significant positive effects of agile branding on business performance (β = 0.456, p 

< 0.001) and brand equity (β = 0.512, p < 0.001). Brand equity positively predicted 

business performance (β = 0.483, p < 0.001) and significantly mediated the 

relationship between agile branding and business performance (indirect β = 0.289, p 

< 0.001). Dynamic capabilities significantly strengthened the association between 

brand equity and business performance (β = 0.198, p = 0.004). The model explained 

56.7% of the variance in brand equity and 54.7% of the variance in business 

performance; predictive relevance was supported for both endogenous constructs 

(Q² = 0.384 and 0.361, respectively). These results position agile branding as a 

strategic organizational capability that can help educational startups strengthen 

brand equity and improve performance in volatile digital education markets. 

Keywords: agile branding; brand equity; dynamic capabilities; business performance; 

educational startups; e-learning market 

  

1. Introduction 

he global e-learning sector has moved from a 

supplementary delivery channel to a central 

component of the digital economy and contemporary 

education. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated adoption, 

but the sector’s continuing transformation is now driven by 

broader forces, including generative artificial intelligence, 

platform-based delivery, changing learner expectations, 

international competition, and rapid shifts in the skills 

demanded by employers. The distinction between 

emergency remote teaching and deliberately designed 

online learning also underscores that sustainable digital 

education requires organizational, technological, and 

pedagogical capabilities rather than the temporary 

migration of conventional instruction to online platforms 

T 
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(Hodges et al., 2020). More broadly, the World Economic 

Forum (2023) identifies digitalization, artificial 

intelligence, and changing skill requirements as major 

forces reshaping organizations and labor markets (World 

Economic, 2023). 

Educational technology startups operate under more 

uncertainty than established educational institutions. They 

typically have fewer financial and reputational resources, 

limited historical data, and weaker institutional legitimacy, 

yet they must establish credibility, acquire learners, and 

revise their offerings quickly. Their performance therefore 

depends not only on educational quality but also on their 

ability to learn from the market, test assumptions, and 

reconfigure products and processes. Agile management and 

lean-startup approaches emphasize short learning cycles, 

experimentation, feedback, and iterative adaptation as 

mechanisms for operating under uncertainty (Denning, 

2018). Business-model research likewise emphasizes 

continuous renewal rather than reliance on a single fixed 

configuration (Osterwalder et al., 2020). 

Conventional branding theory emphasizes the 

development of a coherent identity, stable associations, 

perceived quality, and customer loyalty. These principles 

remain essential because brands reduce uncertainty and 

organize customer expectations (Aaker, 1991; Keller & 

Swaminathan, 2020). However, consistency should not be 

confused with rigidity. In volatile digital markets, 

organizations may need to revise messages, interfaces, 

service bundles, and channels while preserving their core 

identity. Marketing strategy therefore requires a balance 

between recognizable positioning and responsiveness to 

changing customer and competitive conditions (Kotler & 

Keller, 2022). 

Agile branding describes a branding process based on 

rapid responsiveness, continuous stakeholder involvement, 

and iterative strategic refinement. Rather than treating 

brand strategy as a periodic planning exercise, the agile 

approach frames it as a continuous learning system. 

Customer feedback, market signals, experimentation, and 

performance data are used to refine the value proposition 

and communication strategy. This logic is consistent with 

agile management and lean experimentation, in which 

small, testable changes generate information before large-

scale commitments are made (Denning, 2018; Ries, 2011). 

For educational startups, this approach is particularly 

relevant because trust and perceived quality must be built 

while technologies, learner needs, and competitive 

offerings continue to change. 

The dynamic capabilities perspective provides a 

theoretical explanation for why some firms can benefit 

more from agile branding than others. Dynamic capabilities 

refer to the organizational capacity to integrate, build, and 

reconfigure resources in response to changing 

environments (Teece et al., 1997). Later work 

conceptualized these capabilities through the processes of 

sensing opportunities and threats, seizing opportunities, and 

transforming or reconfiguring the organization (Teece, 

2007). Dynamic capabilities are not substitutes for 

operational resources; rather, they determine how 

effectively those resources are renewed and deployed under 

uncertainty (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece, 2018). 

Brand equity represents the principal marketing asset 

through which branding activities may improve 

organizational outcomes. Customer-based brand equity 

includes awareness, brand associations, perceived quality, 

and loyalty (Aaker, 1991; Keller & Swaminathan, 2020). In 

digital education, prospective learners often assess service 

quality before direct experience using indirect signals such 

as reputation, peer recommendations, communication 

quality, and the coherence of the learner experience. Strong 

brand equity can therefore reduce perceived risk, support 

acquisition and retention, and create a more favorable basis 

for organizational performance. 

Despite the relevance of agility, brand equity, and 

dynamic capabilities to digital ventures, these concepts are 

often examined separately. Research has not adequately 

clarified how agile branding translates into business 

performance in educational startups, whether brand equity 

functions as the principal transmission mechanism, and 

whether dynamic capabilities strengthen the conversion of 

brand equity into performance. The present study addresses 

this gap by developing and empirically testing an integrated 

framework for educational startups operating in volatile e-

learning markets. 

2. Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses 

2.1. Agile Branding and Business Performance 

Agile branding may improve business performance by 

shortening the time between market change, organizational 

interpretation, and strategic response. Rapid responsiveness 

allows a startup to adjust communication and service 

design when learner needs or technologies change. Value 

co-creation incorporates users and other stakeholders into 

the development of the brand promise, while strategic 

iteration replaces infrequent large-scale repositioning with 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-9433
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smaller evidence-based adjustments. Together, these 

practices can improve market relevance, customer 

acquisition, internal learning, and resource allocation. This 

reasoning is consistent with agile and lean approaches that 

link iterative learning with performance under uncertainty 

(Denning, 2018). 

H1. Agile branding has a positive effect on business 

performance. 

2.2. Brand Equity as a Mediating Mechanism 

Agile branding should also strengthen brand equity. 

Continuous engagement and rapid response can increase 

brand awareness, produce clearer and more favorable 

associations, demonstrate responsiveness as a signal of 

quality, and reinforce loyalty through repeated positive 

interactions. These dimensions are central to customer-

based brand equity (Aaker, 1991; Keller & Swaminathan, 

2020). Brand equity, in turn, can improve organizational 

performance by lowering perceived risk, increasing 

preference and retention, and supporting more efficient 

customer acquisition. Accordingly, brand equity is 

expected to transmit part of the effect of agile branding to 

business performance. 

H2. Agile branding has a positive effect on brand 

equity. 

H3. Brand equity has a positive effect on business 

performance. 

H4. Brand equity mediates the relationship between 

agile branding and business performance. 

2.3. The Moderating Role of Dynamic Capabilities 

Brand equity is a valuable intangible resource, but its 

performance value depends on the organization’s capacity 

to use and renew it. Firms with stronger sensing capabilities 

can identify changes in learner needs and competitor 

behavior; stronger seizing capabilities support the 

conversion of those insights into offerings and market 

actions; and transformational capabilities allow structures 

and processes to be reconfigured when existing routines 

become inadequate (Teece, 2007, 2018). Dynamic 

capabilities should therefore strengthen the extent to which 

brand equity contributes to business performance. 

H5. Dynamic capabilities positively moderate the 

relationship between brand equity and business 

performance. 

3. Methods and Materials 

3.1. Research Design and Participants 

This applied study used a quantitative, descriptive-

correlational survey design to develop and test an agile 

branding framework for educational startups operating in 

volatile e-learning markets. The target population consisted 

of founders and senior managers of 300 active educational 

startups located in Districts 2, 8, and 17 of Tehran, Iran. 

The required sample size was estimated using Cochran’s 

formula for a finite population (Cochran, 1977), resulting in 

a minimum target of 169 participants. Proportionate 

stratified random sampling was used to preserve 

representation across the three districts. Of the 169 

distributed questionnaires, 158 valid responses were 

returned and included in the analysis, yielding a response 

rate of 93.5%. 

3.2. Instrument Development 

Data were collected using a researcher-developed 

questionnaire based on the branding, strategic management, 

and organizational capability literature. The instrument 

contained four latent constructs. Agile branding was 

measured with 12 items representing rapid responsiveness, 

value co-creation, and strategic iteration. Brand equity was 

measured with 10 items covering brand awareness, brand 

associations, perceived quality, and brand loyalty. Business 

performance was assessed with eight items reflecting 

financial performance, customer performance, and internal-

process performance. Dynamic capabilities were 

represented by nine items measuring environmental 

sensing, opportunity seizing, and organizational 

transformation. All items were rated on a five-point Likert 

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). 

3.3. Validity and Reliability Assessment 

Content validity was evaluated by a panel of 10 

specialists in branding, entrepreneurship, and educational 

management. The content validity ratio was 0.78, 

exceeding the critical value for a 10-member panel, and the 

content validity index was 0.85, indicating satisfactory 

expert agreement (Lawshe, 1975; Polit & Beck, 2006). 

Construct validity was evaluated using a partial least 

squares measurement-model assessment. Sampling 

adequacy was supported by a Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin value of 

0.873, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant, 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-9433
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χ²(465) = 2456.78, p < 0.001. Average variance extracted 

values ranged from 0.536 to 0.654 and therefore exceeded 

the 0.50 benchmark for convergent validity. Discriminant 

validity was assessed with the Fornell–Larcker criterion; 

the square root of each construct’s average variance 

extracted exceeded its correlations with the other constructs 

(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 

Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s 

alpha and composite reliability. Alpha coefficients ranged 

from 0.842 to 0.895, while composite reliability values 

ranged from 0.867 to 0.913. All values exceeded the 

commonly applied 0.70 benchmark, supporting the 

reliability of the measurement model (Hair et al., 2022). 

3.4. Data Analysis 

The conceptual model was analyzed using partial least 

squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) in 

SmartPLS 3. PLS-SEM was selected because the study was 

prediction-oriented, included mediation and moderation 

paths, and used a moderate sample size. Analysis followed 

the two-stage procedure recommended for PLS-SEM (Hair 

et al., 2022). First, the measurement model was evaluated 

using indicator reliability, internal consistency, convergent 

validity, and discriminant validity. Second, the structural 

model was evaluated using path coefficients, coefficients of 

determination (R²), predictive relevance (Q²), and 

bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples. Indirect effects were 

used to evaluate mediation, and the product-indicator 

approach was used to assess moderation. The standardized 

root mean square residual (SRMR) and normed fit index 

(NFI) were also reported as approximate model-fit 

indicators. The PLS Goodness-of-Fit index was retained as 

a descriptive statistic but was not treated as the primary 

basis for model acceptance, consistent with current PLS-

SEM guidance.  

4. Findings and Results 

4.1. Respondent Characteristics and Descriptive 

Statistics 

The final sample comprised 158 respondents. Of these, 

68% were male and 32% were female. Regarding 

education, 45% held a master’s degree, 30% a bachelor’s 

degree, 20% a doctoral degree, and 5% an associate degree. 

Respondents reported an average of 4.7 years of experience 

in educational startups (SD = 2.3). As shown in Table 1, 

dynamic capabilities had the highest mean score, followed 

by agile branding, brand equity, and business performance. 

All construct means were above the midpoint of the five-

point response scale. 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for the Study Constructs 

Construct Mean SD 

Agile branding 3.85 0.72 

Brand equity 3.72 0.68 

Business performance 3.58 0.81 

Dynamic capabilities 3.91 0.65 

Note. SD = standard deviation. 

 

4.2. Measurement Model Assessment 

The measurement model showed satisfactory reliability 

and validity. Cronbach’s alpha values ranged from 0.842 to 

0.895, composite reliability values ranged from 0.867 to 

0.913, and average variance extracted values ranged from 

0.536 to 0.654. The Fornell–Larcker assessment supported 

discriminant validity. The model’s SRMR was 0.068, 

below the 0.08 benchmark, while the NFI was 0.89, close 

to the commonly cited 0.90 reference value. Taken together 

with the reliability and validity evidence, these results 

supported proceeding to structural-model assessment. 

4.3. Structural Relationships and Hypothesis Tests 

The structural model was evaluated using 5,000 

bootstrap resamples. Agile branding had a significant 

positive effect on business performance (β = 0.456, t = 

5.234, p < 0.001), supporting H1. Agile branding also had a 

significant positive effect on brand equity (β = 0.512, t = 

6.145, p < 0.001), supporting H2. Brand equity positively 

predicted business performance (β = 0.483, t = 5.872, p < 

0.001), supporting H3. 

The indirect effect of agile branding on business 

performance through brand equity was positive and 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-9433
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significant (β = 0.289, t = 4.123, p < 0.001), supporting H4. 

Dynamic capabilities also significantly moderated the 

relationship between brand equity and business 

performance (β = 0.198, t = 2.876, p = 0.004), supporting 

H5. Table 2 summarizes the hypothesis tests. 

Table 2 

Results of Hypothesis Testing 

Hypothesis Structural path β t p Decision 

H1 Agile Branding → Business Performance 0.456 5.234 < 0.001 Supported 

H2 Agile Branding → Brand Equity 0.512 6.145 < 0.001 Supported 

H3 Brand Equity → Business Performance 0.483 5.872 < 0.001 Supported 

H4 Agile Branding → Brand Equity → Business 

Performance 

0.289 4.123 < 0.001 Supported 

H5 Dynamic Capabilities × Brand Equity → Business 

Performance 

0.198 2.876 0.004 Supported 

Note. β = standardized path coefficient. p values are two-tailed. 

4.4. Explanatory Power and Predictive Relevance 

The model explained 56.7% of the variance in brand 

equity (R² = 0.567) and 54.7% of the variance in business 

performance (R² = 0.547), indicating moderate explanatory 

power. Stone–Geisser Q² values were 0.384 for brand 

equity and 0.361 for business performance; both values 

were greater than zero and therefore supported out-of-

sample predictive relevance. The reported global GoF 

index was 0.475. As noted above, this index was 

interpreted descriptively, while the principal assessment 

relied on SRMR, R², Q², measurement quality, and the 

significance of the structural paths. 

Figure 1 

Final structural model of agile branding, brand equity, dynamic capabilities, and business performance. 

 

Table 3 

Structural Model Evaluation 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-9433
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Construct Index Value Interpretation 

Brand equity R² 0.567 Moderate explanatory power 

Business performance R² 0.547 Moderate explanatory power 

Brand equity Q² 0.384 Predictive relevance supported 

Business performance Q² 0.361 Predictive relevance supported 

Overall model GoF 0.475 Descriptive global index 

Note. GoF is reported descriptively and is not used as a standalone criterion for PLS-SEM model acceptance. 

 

5. Discussion 

This study developed and tested an agile branding 

framework for educational startups operating in volatile e-

learning markets. The findings supported all five proposed 

hypotheses. Agile branding positively predicted business 

performance and brand equity; brand equity positively 

predicted business performance and mediated the agile 

branding–performance relationship; and dynamic 

capabilities strengthened the relationship between brand 

equity and business performance. Collectively, the results 

indicate that agile branding is more than a set of 

promotional techniques. It functions as an organizational 

capability through which startups can learn from 

stakeholders, revise market actions, and preserve brand 

relevance under changing conditions. 

The positive direct effect of agile branding on business 

performance is consistent with the strategic logic of agile 

and lean management. Rapid experimentation and short 

feedback cycles reduce the delay between environmental 

change and managerial response (Denning, 2018; Ries, 

2011). In educational startups, this capability can affect 

performance through several routes: faster adjustment of 

the value proposition, improved alignment between 

communication and learner needs, more efficient testing of 

acquisition channels, and earlier identification of weak 

service features. The result therefore supports the view that 

a startup’s branding process should be integrated with 

organizational learning rather than treated as a fixed 

identity exercise. 

The substantial effect of agile branding on brand equity 

shows that adaptability need not undermine brand 

consistency. When responsiveness is anchored in a 

coherent core promise, repeated interaction and evidence-

based revision can strengthen awareness, associations, 

perceived quality, and loyalty. This interpretation is 

consistent with customer-based brand equity theory, which 

treats brand value as a pattern of customer knowledge and 

response rather than merely a visual identity (Aaker, 1991; 

Keller & Swaminathan, 2020). In volatile markets, 

consistency may be achieved at the level of purpose and 

values while tactics, channels, interfaces, and service 

bundles remain adaptable. 

Brand equity also had a significant positive effect on 

business performance and carried a significant indirect 

effect from agile branding to performance. The mediation 

result suggests that part of the performance value of agile 

branding is realized because responsive and participatory 

branding changes how customers perceive the organization. 

For educational services, where quality is difficult to 

evaluate before purchase, brand awareness, credible 

associations, perceived quality, and loyalty can reduce 

uncertainty and support acquisition, recommendation, and 

retention. The continued significance of the direct agile 

branding path indicates that other mechanisms may also be 

involved, including operational learning, faster product-

market adjustment, and improved internal coordination. 

The moderating effect of dynamic capabilities is 

theoretically important. Brand equity is valuable, but the 

ability to convert that value into performance depends on 

whether the organization can sense changes, seize 

opportunities, and transform its resource base (Teece, 2007, 

2018). Educational startups with weak adaptive capabilities 

may recognize the value of their brand but fail to update 

services, channels, or internal processes in time. By 

contrast, firms with stronger dynamic capabilities can use 

brand knowledge as an input to strategic reconfiguration. 

This finding aligns with the broader dynamic-capabilities 

argument that competitive advantage depends on the 

renewal and deployment of resources, not only their 

possession (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997). 

The results also refine the relationship between brand 

stability and strategic flexibility. Educational startups face a 

dual requirement: they must signal trustworthiness and 

quality while remaining responsive to new technologies, 

changing skill demands, and evolving learner preferences. 

The proposed framework suggests that these requirements 

are not necessarily contradictory. Rapid responsiveness, 

value co-creation, and strategic iteration can operate within 

a stable system of core values and brand meaning. This 

distinction is important because unstructured change can 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-9433
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fragment identity, whereas disciplined iteration can 

improve relevance without eliminating coherence. 

From a managerial perspective, founders should 

organize branding as a continuous cross-functional process. 

Customer feedback systems, learner analytics, rapid 

message testing, and regular review of the value 

proposition can improve responsiveness. Value co-creation 

can be operationalized through user advisory groups, 

structured post-course feedback, pilot cohorts, and 

collaboration with instructors and employers. Strategic 

iteration should involve predefined learning questions and 

decision criteria so that changes are evidence-based rather 

than reactive. These practices are consistent with the 

broader logic of iterative business-model renewal 

(Osterwalder et al., 2020). 

Managers should also invest in dynamic capabilities 

rather than focusing exclusively on external 

communication. Environmental sensing requires systematic 

monitoring of educational technologies, learner behavior, 

policy changes, and competitor offerings. Seizing requires 

clear decision rights and the capacity to allocate resources 

quickly. Transformation requires flexible processes, staff 

development, and the willingness to revise outdated 

routines. The significant interaction effect in this study 

indicates that the performance contribution of brand equity 

is larger when these organizational capabilities are stronger. 

6. Conclusion 

The study provides empirical support for an integrated 

agile branding framework in educational startups. Agile 

branding was associated with stronger business 

performance both directly and indirectly through brand 

equity, and dynamic capabilities increased the performance 

value of brand equity. The framework therefore connects 

branding theory with organizational adaptation: rapid 

responsiveness, value co-creation, and strategic iteration 

strengthen customer-based brand assets, while sensing, 

seizing, and transformation capabilities help convert those 

assets into organizational outcomes. For educational 

startups in volatile e-learning markets, sustainable branding 

appears to require both a coherent core identity and a 

disciplined capacity for continuous adaptation. 

7. Limitations and Future Research 

Several limitations should guide interpretation. First, the 

cross-sectional design does not establish temporal or causal 

ordering. Longitudinal or panel studies are needed to 

determine how agile branding and brand equity evolve over 

time. Second, the sample was restricted to educational 

startups in three districts of Tehran, which limits 

generalizability to other regions, countries, and institutional 

environments. Third, the study relied on self-reported 

questionnaire data, creating a potential risk of common-

method bias despite satisfactory measurement properties. 

Future research should combine survey measures with 

objective performance indicators, customer-level data, and 

longitudinal designs. Cross-cultural studies could also 

examine whether the dimensions of agile branding operate 

similarly across educational systems. Finally, future models 

may investigate how generative artificial intelligence, 

learning analytics, platform governance, and regulatory 

change influence the relationship among agile branding, 

dynamic capabilities, brand equity, and performance. 
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