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Abstract


Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) play an essential economic role through income and employment generation as well as reducing inequalities. In this regard, continuous innovation is a pillar for guaranteeing SMEs’ survival worldwide. In Brazil, the ALI Program (Portuguese acronym for Local Innovation Agent) trains groups of SMEs to implement a continuous innovation process based on agile methodologies. This paper applied focus group methodology to investigate whether, after participating in the program, SMEs practice some innovation processes in their business and the difficulties perceived by entrepreneurs in incorporating innovation processes into their ventures. Based on the extant literature and on the focus group, it was observed that SMEs see innovation as a risk, fear innovating because of tradition, family, and/or generational context, and do not see innovation as a process suitable to be systematized with agile tools. In addition, factors such as the age of the SMEs’ leaders, the age of the SMEs, the gender of the SMEs’ leaders, and the nature of the SMEs (family business or not) may affect their openness to innovation. Recommendations are stated for practitioners (such as ALIs) to improve their training quality, policymakers to improve and create similar programs, and researchers interested in future research directions.
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1. Introduction


Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) deserve specific attention as they represent a significant share of global business. SMEs account for 90% of all industries and 50% of employment globally [1]. Their relevance to Latin American countries is evidenced by the fact that they represent 99% of companies in the region and 70% of the job positions [2]. Given this context, innovation is considered the main factor of social and economic development and the source of competitiveness of regions and countries [3].



Olavarrieta and Diaz [4] pointed out that high-quality replication studies in Latin American and emerging markets are frequently desk rejected because they are seen as not helping the knowledge-building process. However, the authors listed five problems that may arrive from this usual editorial practice. Among them, this process creates the wrong incentive for the top-trained researchers in emerging nations, turning their focus on novel and very specific problems, but ones that are not relevant and necessary for their business communities (such as innovation in SMEs).



Consequently, this also raises concerns about the applicability of business theories for SMEs in Latin American and emerging markets, such as organizational agility [3,5]. Moreover, the extant literature demonstrates how SMEs in Brazil are not mature enough regarding innovation. One of the studies indicates that only 3.65% of SMEs are occasional innovators [6]. Another study demonstrates that SMEs have no systematic innovation processes [7]. On the other hand, a study case demonstrated preliminary positive results of the implementation of innovation management in a technology-based SME [8]. In a more recent paper carried out after the COVID-19 pandemic, it was indicated that SMEs need to innovate in their business models, even partially [9].



Some studies work on using agile methodologies in emerging enterprises [10], and others bring the possibility of innovation in microenterprises [11]. However, few studies investigate the cases of applying agile methodologies in SMEs in Brazil, the largest Latin American country. Since 1972, SEBRAE (Portuguese acronym of the Brazilian Support Service for Micro and Small Enterprises), a non-profit organization, has worked to stimulate entrepreneurship and enable the competitiveness and sustainability of micro and small businesses (MSBs) in Brazil [12]. SEBRAE operates in all Brazilian states offering courses, consultancy, and projects to support entrepreneurship and innovation [12]. As well as previous authors investigating SEBRAE, here, SME is assumed as a synonym of MSB [13,14].



Among the SEBRAE programs, the Local Innovation Agent Program (known by the Portuguese acronym ALI Program) was founded in 2008. It is a government-sponsored program and is also the largest innovation fostering program focused on SMEs in Brazil [14]. The ALI Program’s objective “is to revolutionize the small business through innovation” [15]. To achieve this purpose, the ALI Program hires local innovation agents (ALIs) from the business sector. Each ALI becomes responsible for performing eight-month training with a group of 20 SMEs on innovation and skills identified as necessary for SMEs’ survival, based on organizational agility. An eligible ALI candidate must have graduated from a university in the last ten years, prove experience in the business sector, and be approved. After being approved in this initial phase and before training SMEs in the ALI Program, the ALIs receive training on innovation and agility that is also eliminatory [14]. Hence, the ALI Program training for SMEs is based on and inspired by agile and innovation methodologies.



Like Olavarrieta and Diaz [4] observed for replication research in Latin America, most publications about the ALI Program are limited to journals with a regional scope. Carvalho et al. (2020) [14] executed a literature review about the ALI Program considering Web of Sciences, Scopus, and Revista de Administração e Inovação (RAI), the most important Brazilian innovation journal. The authors found 34 papers and identified that most of them only focused on SMEs from a unique Brazilian state. The program was investigated in only 10 of the 27 Brazilian states. The most investigated state is Paraná (seven papers). Of the papers, 13 (38%) were descriptive, 4 (12%) were qualitative, and 17 (50%) were quantitative. Regardless of the research limitations, the authors concluded that SMEs in the ALI Program were able to improve innovation over the program independent of previous management and innovation levels, which is evidence of the relevance of conducting research about the ALI Program and other, similar programs in different Latin American countries and emerging markets.



Along these lines, the current paper aims to register and discuss the understanding of five SMEs in different industries after receiving the eight-month innovation training in the ALI Program in São Paulo between 2019 and 2020. From this point of view, the current paper contributes to bringing a more recent period of investigation to the literature in a broader spread journal. Remarkably, the ALI Program had two versions: one from 2008 to 2018 and another between 2019 and 2020 [14]. Hence, it is important to note whether, during this period, the results differ from the previous versions. The current registration and discussion may be a useful tool for improving and building new versions of the program in the future.



São Paulo is the Brazilian state with the largest population, four times larger than the population of the state of Paraná [16], the most-investigated state. Assuming the number of SMEs is proportional to the number of people, there is a gap in the investigation of the context of the ALI Program application in São Paulo. In this regard, this current paper is mainly directed to practitioners, such as ALI agents, ALI Program leaders, and policymakers, not only from Brazil, but also those interested in applying for similar programs in similar contexts, e.g., other developing countries. The recording and discussion of the ALI Program experience are important for the improvement of the program as well as for developing similar innovation-fostering programs for SMEs in other countries, especially in Latin American and emerging markets.



Based on the perspective of organizational agility [3,5], the current research also aims to investigate (1) whether participating SMEs practice some innovation processes in their business; and (2) the difficulties perceived by entrepreneurs in incorporating innovation processes into their ventures. Comparing the observations with the extant literature (especially about similar programs in Latin America), the evidence is discussed, considering the particularity of the studied cases and what can be considered for future research directions. In this regard, this paper is also directed to researchers to whom the recording and interpretation of an experience of fostering innovation in SMEs in a less-investigated context (Brazil) may be relevant for building scientific advances. Future research directions are proposed along the text and summarized in the conclusion.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Theoretical Background


Like many management practices, adopting agility through the development and promotion of agile methods has been almost entirely driven by consultants and practitioners, with little participation from the academic community in the first stages of evolution [17]. Later, in the context of information system development, a definition of agility was proposed as follows: “continual readiness of a method to rapidly or inherently create change, proactively or reactively embrace change, and learn from change while contributing to perceived customer value (economy, quality, and simplicity), through its collective components and relationships with its environment” [17]. In this regard, agility is different from flexibility and leanness. Flexibility also corresponds to the ability to create change and proactively or reactively embrace change. However, unlike agility, flexibility does it in a timely manner and through its internal components (and relationships with its environment). Moreover, leanness is defined as “the contribution to perceived customer value (economy, quality, and simplicity)” [17]. Thus, flexibility and leanness can be seen as the basis for achieving agility, which, differently from both, also encompasses the creation through its collective components.



Organizational agility refers to the ability of organizations (here, SMEs) to create a new value by adapting their resources and strategies [5]. Organizational agility is also seen as the ability of an SME to cope with the volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) changes and thrive in a competitive environment of continually and unpredictably changing opportunities. Organizational agility is divided into reactive, proactive, and innovative. Reactive agility responds to a change in the market after identifying it. Proactive agility identifies a new customer’s desire in the market and changes the organizational strategy to attend to that desire and achieve the maximum return. Innovative agility is centered on developing new products and markets that customers did not know they desired [18]. In this regard, agility is seen as a key ability for SMEs to compete and survive [3,19]. Specifically, for SMEs, digital technologies capability, relational capability, and innovation capability contribute to building organizational agility. In turn, agility has a positive impact on performance [3].



Consequently, agility is also now seen as a fundamental pillar for research in the innovation context. Agility improves the innovation performance of innovative firms by facilitating ambidexterity [20]. Ambidexterity refers to the organizational exploration and exploitation orientation. On the one hand, exploitation is focused on current internal capabilities, knowledge, and well-established processes. Exploitation is usually associated with short-term success and profitability. On the other hand, exploration is focused on discovering new capabilities, learning new knowledge, and creating new ways of doing business. Exploration is associated with uncertain outcomes, high autonomy, and long-term success [21]. Although there is evidence that agility and innovation are connected, i.e., agility affects innovation performance in innovative firms [20], and innovation capability affects agility in SMEs [3], it also raises other questions for further investigations, such as which kind of agility impacts most the innovation performance. SMEs also have inherent characteristics that differentiate them from larger enterprises, such as limited resources and specialization capabilities, as well as more flexibility for adapting to new circumstances [3,22,23]. These characteristics reflect in the innovation [22,23]. For example, it was demonstrated that decision-makers in more innovative SMEs are more likely to adopt social media and public cloud computing [24]. SMEs may also be recommended to take different innovative routes to improve their performance when digital transformation is changing their business model [25].



Given this context, questions such as “does agility affect innovation performance differently in SMEs than in other enterprises?” or “which kind of agility impacts most the innovation performance in SMEs?” may arise as recommended for further investigation. This answer is useful for designing more effective innovation-fostering programs. Innovation has been pointed out as a driver for improving SMEs’ performance [25,26,27]. Additionally, innovative SMEs contribute most significantly to a country’s economy (particularly regarding job creation) [3]. Consequently, they have been the center of attention in many studies [3,25,27,28,29,30].



Parallel to the concept of agility, there are different intensities of innovation, e.g., incremental, frugal, radical, or disruptive. Incremental innovation often refers to a series of small improvements made to an existing product or service. Frugal innovation is an emerging concept defined as the process of designing a novel product architecture at reasonable prices that provide consumers with the latest applications, as opposed to the existing solution [31]. In this regard, the agile tool Minimum Viable Product (MVP) taught by Ries in his book [32] represents an essential approach for SMEs to achieve frugal innovation. A study stated that frugal innovation achievement is a very tricky and complex task for SMEs [33].



Radical innovation requires creating new internal knowledge within an organization that generates the successful commercialization of a novel product or service. The concept of disruptive innovation is defined by Bower and Christensen [34] as a discovery that enables a significant breakthrough in capabilities. In this regard, disruptive innovation causes changes to the extent that traditional competencies are rendered irrelevant or trivial [35], and existing rules of the competition are disturbed [36]. Searching to answer how SMEs achieve the agility to respond to disruptive digital innovations in their ecosystem, a study concluded that mitigating organizational rigidity is enabled by the mechanism of achieving boundary openness, while developing innovative capability is enabled by the mechanism of achieving organizational adaptability [19].



Interpreting innovation from the perspective of organizational agility suggests that frugal and incremental innovations are more related to reactive agility, while radical innovation is more related to proactive agility. Innovative agility seems to be related to disruptive agility. However, deeper investigations are recommended.



Besides proactive, reactive, and innovative agility, intellectual agility is a common term in the literature. Intellectual agility is often considered a synonym for the wider concept of organizational agility [5]. However, intellectual agility is rooted in intellectual capital. Hence, intellectual agility is about creating an environment within the organizations in which employees can invest their efforts in the formulation of responses to organizational challenges through modifications in the existing product, process, and management, and creating innovative strategies [5].



Knowledge understood as intellectual capital has been pointed out as essential for explaining the cumulative growth of innovative SMEs. Intellectual capital has three components, i.e., human capital, structural capital, and relational capital. Among them, human capital seems to be unable to directly influence growth if not through social capital and, to a very low degree, through relational capital. Thus, the key to growth seems to be fostering SMEs’ capability for transforming knowledge from human capital into social capital (i.e., organizational value) [29].



Finally, based on 110 SMEs in Serbia, a paper [5] investigated the nexus between entrepreneurial leadership, human capital, and innovation. The authors concluded that the intellectual agility of employees positively influences the innovativeness of SMEs, but this effect is strongly mediated through entrepreneurial leadership. In this regard, the relationship between intellectual capital and intellectual agility is an open field for further investigations in SMEs.




2.2. Innovation Fostering Programs Focused on SMEs in Latin America


Multiple searches for similar programs in Latin America (i.e., focused on fostering innovation in SMEs) were executed in Scopus in August 2022. Eleven papers were identified: four in Spanish and seven in English. This may be evidence that the Latin American context is investigated less frequently. The papers studied programs in Mexico, Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, and Venezuela. The most investigated country was Mexico [37,38,39,40,41]. Four papers did not mention any program, but rather recommendations for program creation [42,43,44,45]. It is worth noting that none of the mentioned programs were based on agility, such as the ALI Program.



The extant literature about the programs can be divided between those programs that directly finance innovation [37,38,39,46] and those that finance indirectly [40,41,47], e.g., through training and consulting, such as the ALI Program. Similarly, there were multi-sectorial programs [37,38,39,46] and specific programs, e.g., focused on SMEs in agriculture [40,48]. The ALI Program has no sectorial focus. Some programs also promote innovation to improve SMEs’ exporting [43,45,46] or create jobs [47]. The ALI Program promotes innovation to increase SMEs’ competitiveness, guaranteeing survival.



Among the analyzed papers, one [38] investigated the collaboration between SMEs and academia regarding open innovation. A government program in Mexico sponsored this collaboration. This program relates to what is proposed by the ALI Program regarding innovation learning. In the Mexican case, the SMEs participated in the funding program with projects to develop innovation and collaborated with a research center or university. The authors applied an absorptive capacity approach to understanding the process of developing new knowledge for achieving innovation.



Drawing on the ambidexterity literature, the authors [38] interpret the organizational exploration and exploitation orientation results. Although the sample of the Mexican program was heterogeneous and limited (16 SMEs), it was possible to conclude that the exploitation of new knowledge is a complex dimension for creating value from collaboration, which makes the outcome difficult to measure using traditional means. In this case, the authors argued that ambidexterity for developing new knowledge for innovation is based on exploiting characteristics as an iterative learning process between SMEs and universities, while exploring characteristics is integrally delegated to the university [38].



On this subject, the orientation of the ALI Program is not clear. Before becoming an ALI, the selected candidates receive training. After this training, they conduct an eight-month training with groups of 20 SMEs (a cycle). After each cycle, the ALI is instructed to write a scientific paper under the supervision of an experienced academic. However, as a search in Scopus can reveal, absolutely no paper from an ALI has been published in English yet.



It is possible to assume that the ALI Program attempts to connect SMEs to universities and research centers. However, this attempt is weak and underdeveloped. Other strategies should be investigated and benchmarked beyond the Latin American context to strengthen this connection between SMEs and academia. Moreover, researchers could investigate more about the ambidexterity development of the SMEs in the ALI or similar programs.



Being a university graduate is a requirement for any candidate to become an ALI [13]. It should be ideal that during the training to become an ALI, candidates receive a scientific education equivalent to a master’s degree so that ALIs could deliver more in terms of developing new knowledge for innovation based on exploring characteristics and strengthening ambidexterity.




2.3. Brazilian Context


The ALI Program is an important program that promotes innovation among SMEs in Brazil. It started in 2008 with pilot versions in the Federal District and the state of Paraná. Between 2008 and 2010, the program was conducted by SEBRAE and adopted by some Brazilian states. From December 2010, the program began to be conducted at the national level and promoted in partnership with SEBRAE and the National Council for Scientific and Technological Development (CNPQ). Remarkably, the ALI Program had two versions: one from 2008 to 2018, and another between 2019 and 2020 [14]. In 2019 and 2020, the program served 5840 SMEs in the state of São Paulo (the largest Brazilian state in terms of population) from different industries.



In Brazil, the classification of SMEs follows the parameters of the National Statute of Microenterprises and Small Businesses, created by Complementary Law nº. 123/2006. The purpose of this statute is to simplify and differentiate this sector, stimulating the generation of employment and reducing informality in the economy [49].



According to the statute, SMEs are divided into:




	
Individual micro entrepreneur (MEI): gross revenue of up to BRL 81,000.00 per year.



	
Micro entrepreneur (ME): gross revenue of up to BRL 360,000.00 per year.



	
Small business (EPP): gross revenue greater than BRL 360,000.00 and equal to or less than BRL 4,800,000.00 per year.








The ALI Program attends the three categories, and they are considered SMEs in the current paper. In 2019 and 2020, 146 local innovation agents (ALIs) were selected for the program. Within the program, ALIs become responsible for applying a pre-established methodology that accompanies entrepreneurs (SMEs’ representatives) in identifying their customers’ problems, creating a value proposition, developing new solutions, and planning their implementation. The objective of the ALI Program is to transform SMEs through innovation processes, and for this, it works with accredited agents (ALIs) who visit SMEs, applying its innovative methodology designed by the CERTI Foundation (CERTI is a Portuguese acronym Reference Centers for Innovative Technologies) [15] and based on the organizational agility.



Among other books, the ALI Program’s recommended bibliography presents the books Scaling Lean: Mastering the Key Metrics for Startup Growth [50] by Maurya and Competing Against Luck: A Story of Innovation and Customer Choice [51] by Christensen. So, the choice for textbooks of the ALI Program represents the state-of-art of scientific discussion on the impacts of organizational agility on innovation for SMEs, translated and adapted to a comprehensive language for the SMEs’ practitioners.



At the end of the program, the ALIs have to write a scientific paper reflecting on their experience, but it is not necessary to publish it. This paper is born within the scope of the paper from an ALI in the city of São José dos Campos, São Paulo.




2.4. ALI Program Methodology


The ALI selection process consists of three phases and a training session. In the first stage, a curricular and documentary evaluation of the candidate is carried out. The ALI candidate must have higher education. In the second stage, a knowledge test is carried out involving, among other topics, innovation, business management, entrepreneurship, and knowledge about innovation ecosystems. In the third stage, an individual interview is carried out with the local program managers. After this process, the candidates participate in a qualifying face-to-face training, where the methodology of the program is applied in groups and ends with an application of part of the methodology of each candidate to a real SME. The training has an eliminatory character and is conducted by SEBRAE’s consultants. It serves as an evaluation of the behavioral characteristics of the candidates.



When starting their work, the ALIs had the function of applying the methodology to 40 SMEs of different sizes and industries over a period of one and a half years. This service was divided into two eight-month cycles, where each agent was responsible for 20 SMEs per cycle.



The ALI Program has no cost to the SME, and the SME is free to decide whether they will implement the proposed tools or not. The methodology consists of eleven face-to-face meetings with the responsible ALI and a representative of the SME in a sequence of presentations and application of tools designed for the program.



The first meeting is the only group meeting with the ALI and the representatives of all SMEs. At this meeting, the ALI presents the program and all its stages and the main concept of innovation. After this meeting, representatives are invited to fill in a tool called “Innovation Radar” [52]. This is a self-assessment where each representative chooses a score from 1 to 5, measuring SMEs’ points defined as follows: Productivity and Cost Reduction, Culture of Innovation, Capital, Network, Processes, Technology, Customer Experience, Opportunities, Presence, Revenue with Innovation, and Market and New Markets. After this assessment, each representative receives an individualized diagnosis of their maturity to innovate and the answer as to whether they are approved to participate in the ALI Program. The individualized diagnosis categorizes the SMEs according to their score as beginners, aspirants, eventual innovators, and impact innovators.



Although this is not a definitive criterion, in general, the SMEs categorized as beginners are indicated for more basic programs offered by SEBRAE, the aspiring and eventual innovators are invited to participate in the ALI Program, and the impact innovators are indicated for a more advanced program.



From the second meeting, the meetings are individual, with each representative of the SMEs. In this last meeting, the ALI leads the representative to define a business model implementation plan, defining cost estimates, objectives, metrics, actions, and deadlines for the work carried out in the program to be implemented and its results to be measured. The representative receives a certificate of completion of the follow-up.



Although the SME is free to decide whether they will implement the proposed tools or not, after 6–12 months of participation in the program, the ALI returns to accompany and reassess the SME. Reassessing the innovation radar is mandatory and reassessing the management is optional. This is the way the success of the program may be evaluated [53].




2.5. Methodological Procedures


A focus group is established in qualitative research. Although there are many possible variations of the method, a focus group basically consists of an informal discussion among selected individuals about specific topics. Thus, a focus group enables access to participants’ own language, concepts, and concerns. It fosters the production of more fully articulated conceptualizations and enables the observation of the collective sense-making process [54].



A focus group is usually one or more discussion groups. Each group has 6–8 (and rarely more than 12 participants) from a pre-existing group (here, representatives/leaders of the SMEs that participated in the ALI Program). Participants focus collectively upon a topic selected by the researcher (ALI) and presented to them. The most common way of presenting a topic is through a set of questions [54].



In the current application, the questions were freely elaborated by the ALI based on the experience in the ALI Program. They were:




	
What is innovation to you?



	
How do you practice innovation in your enterprise?



	
What are the obstacles for your enterprise to be more innovative?



	
What opportunities do you see that innovation can bring?








It is recommended that focus group participants be homogeneous, particularly concerning “status” factors such as occupation, social class, or age. The focus group study was carried out after the end of the first cycle of the ALI Program [54]. This cycle had the registration of 20 SMEs, with 19 enterprises participating until the end of the cycle. The event was optional for participants, and all SMEs were invited. Five representatives of the SMEs showed up, and they were investigated as one focus group. They were considered to be homogeneous once they all had leadership positions at their SMEs. The focus group was recorded, a recommended practice for this research method [54].



Three of the representatives were women and two men. The names of the representatives and SMEs have been changed to preserve the identity of the participants:




	
Alexander, manager of Confection Prime, a textile SME.



	
Arielle from Accounting Speedy, an accounting SME.



	
Cindy from Coffee Daisy, an SME in the commercial industry that is a coffee shop and flower shop.



	
Denzel from Emporium Fresh, a natural products emporium.



	
Nikki, manager of Business Intellect, a consultant network.








Focus groups are an adequate methodological choice when the purpose is to elicit people’s understandings, opinions, and views. One of the advantages of the focus group method is its flexibility and consequent potential breadth of use. However, the disadvantages lie in its limited reliability and validity and various forms of moderator and respondent bias [54].



Deciding on using a focus group method can be based on three considerations: the purpose of the research, the kind of output desired, and the practical aspects of conducting focus groups [54]. When carrying out work that investigates changes in mentality, the confrontation with thoughts, emotions, dilemmas, and other subjective aspects of the respondents is assumed; Rey [55] states that qualitative research is the best approach to bring a more authentic expression of the subjects involved. The emergence of the subject is legitimated, considering research as a communication process that intends to facilitate the authentic expression of the studied subjects [55].



The purpose of this research was wholly aligned with the focus group method to better understand how people feel or think about a problem, idea, product, or service [56]. Given the restrictions of being one ALI in one city studying a unique cycle and the infrastructure availability (a meeting room with recording equipment), the research should have a qualitative, descriptive, and exploratory nature. Thus, the focus group was judged an adequate method.



The event was held on 11 November 2020, in the service space of the SME called Coffee Daisy. At first, the ALI presented some concepts about innovation to the participants and then started a discussion about the application of innovation in the participating SMEs. After this presentation, the agent encouraged the participants to talk about how innovation can be applied in their SMEs, asking them the directive questions. Based on the question, the entrepreneurs raised their points of view and exchanged information with the other members of the group. The agent also recorded the findings of the event in the format of a paper, which was corrected and supervised by an experienced academic.





3. Results


The ALI systematically compiled the information at the event in Table 1. The names of the SMEs and their representative participants have been changed for privacy reasons. This table presents statements made by entrepreneurs regarding their understanding of innovation and management practices, identifying opportunities for how innovation can improve their enterprises, and the risks associated with implementing innovative business models.



The information collected in the focus group shows that SMEs are motivated and recognize the importance of making innovations in their businesses. However, the following considerations can be made about the practice of innovation processes in their business and the perceived difficulties in incorporating innovation processes into their ventures.



The observation “The enterprise focuses more on the purpose and desire of businesswomen than on customer needs” indicates that the Coffee Daisy is very far from the customer-centric approach. Customer centricity is a pillar of the agile philosophy. During the ALI Program, the SMEs have repeatedly come in contact with the concept of “Jobs to be done”. This concept emphasizes the importance of listening to the customer to understand what results they are looking for. In addition, the SMEs conducted several interviews with customers during the program. However, this SME failed to see value in listening to its customers and creating a systematic opportunity discovery through systematically summarizing informal conversations. Although encouraged to build minimum viable products (MVP) (i.e., incremental and frugal innovation) in a validated learning process with constant iterations (organizational proactive and reactive agility), the SME was unable to overcome the fear of “doing it differently”, as mentioned by the businesswoman.



This same fear appears in Denzel’s statement, who fears innovation due to financial risks, even having used the construction of MVP, which is a tool precisely to mitigate risks and validate the product on a small scale before investing a lot. The generational statement where the fear of innovating due to a more traditional worldview reveals an aspect that Dabic and colleagues [5] already stated. While investigating intellectual agility, these authors observed that younger employees could bring innovation to SMEs and concluded that hiring younger employees into the team is a good recruitment practice [5]. In this regard, executing future focus groups with participants from the same generation may be interesting.



Businesswoman Arielle demonstrates a greater sensitivity to the results expected by her customers, claiming to have made changes in the service of her clients, making her interactions more individualized. The businesswoman did not state whether this improvement arose from an opportunity arising from the observations of her customers’ needs. The absence of this statement may demonstrate a devaluation of the importance of listening to the customer’s voice. In addition, the businesswoman points to specific changes such as work software and room layout, which can improve deliveries. Still, as they do not involve continuous processes, they do not guarantee a substantial change around a more innovative performance in the market. Changes in legislation are mentioned as influencing the company’s performance. Although they bring value to the customer, they are conditional changes for the continuity of an accounting business. The enterprise’s tradition is mentioned as an impediment to growth.



Businesswoman Nikki sees the launch of new products and services as a solution to periods of financial stagnation. Again here, innovation is not seen from a systematic bias, but as an individualized action for a specific problem. The representative also points out the importance of observing indirect competitors who serve their customers better. However, it does not mention a defined and continuous process in its enterprise that allows the understanding that it is a method incorporated into the business practice.



In his speech, Alexander showed that he sees innovation as spontaneous insights from everyday life, which may indicate a lack of understanding of the processes and tools that encourage entrepreneurs and employees to develop new ideas (i.e., systematic innovation based on agile tools). Some statements reinforce the view of innovation as spontaneous ideas rather than systems and methodologies applied in enterprise management when referring to innovating as the “act of innovating”. The entrepreneur reveals fears of innovating and the need to overcome them, and the generational obstacle appears again when the difficulties of innovating in a family business are mentioned.



From this discussion stimulated by the focus group, it is possible to see some persistent points in the statements of SMEs:




	
The view of innovation as a risk.



	
The fear of innovating because of tradition, family, and/or generational contexts.



	
Innovation is not seen as a process/system.








Although the ALI Program brings these SMEs a vision that is more aligned with the best practices and consolidated concepts in the area of innovation, this is not enough to internalize in its participants the need to change processes and work systematically in the search for opportunities with customers, in the collaboration between the team and an anticipatory vision of the future, and exploring new opportunities, as mentioned by Dabic and colleagues [5] regarding intellectual agility as an essential role of leaders in SME innovation.




4. Discussion


Once most of the representatives (19 out of 20) attended the program until the end of the training (eight months), they believed in the importance of developing human capital through continuous education. Human capital has been pointed out as the most important pillar of intellectual capital for promoting the cumulative growth of innovative SMEs [29]. Thus, this also indicates that SMEs’ representatives may have a practical perception of what the drivers of growth actually are. In the observed cases, this perception agrees with what was observed in the previous literature [29].



The literature also indicated that government programs focused on developing marketing and innovation skills are more effective in promoting SMEs’ survival [30]. In this regard, the SME representatives mentioned these skills as being the most important of the training period. However, it is worth noting that the observed program was executed before the pandemic and did not focus on digital transformation. This should have become a critical skill for survival during the pandemic. Hence, future investigations could focus on understanding the impacts of government programs on the survival of SMEs through improving digital transformation and innovation.



It is worth noting that although innovative SMEs are frequently associated with an innovative geographical hub [28], no representative of SMEs mentioned that aspects pertinent to their geographical location were affecting their business and possibilities for innovation. However, Arielle from Accounting Speedy mentioned the impact of national laws on her business, and Denzel from Emporium Fresh mentioned financial insecurity that may be related to the financial conditions of the country (besides the SME financial performance).



Among the analyzed SMEs, two are MEIs (the smallest possible category in terms of revenue, also classified as self-employment), one is ME (intermediary category), and two are EPPs (the largest category). There was no observed tendency to understand innovation in certain ways depending on the SME’s size.



On the other hand, three of the five representatives of the SMEs were women (one in each size category of SME). This is a very small sample for making non-gender-biased assumptions. However, none of the women described understanding innovation as a process, while the men showed they understood innovation as a process, but at the same time considered innovation as a risk. In this regard, the association of innovation as a risk may be an obstacle to women in adopting innovation as a process in their SMEs because the female social role construction relates women with non-risky behaviors in many cultures [57,58].



Previous findings pointing out that family SMEs led by women tend to be less engaged in innovation through digital transformation is intriguing [59]. It is also known that gender-based roles are influenced by the local culture [57,58]. In this regard, future investigations should focus on understanding the specific particularities and necessities for equally promoting innovation in SMEs independently of the leaders’ and representatives’ gender. The gender-focused perspective on future investigations is relevant globally once SMEs are responsible for more than 50% worldwide [1] and most female jobs [60].



On this theme, another correlated topic is the family SME. Two representatives (Alexander from Confection Prime and Denzel from Emporium Fresh, both men) mentioned that their SMEs are family businesses, which is an obstacle to implementing innovation as a process. Hence, further investigation should also replicate the study [59] to confirm the results (i.e., family SMEs led by women tend to be less engaged in innovation) in different cultural contexts. Apparently, in the currently observed context, the expected results may be confirmed.



The age of the leadership and the age of the SME also seem to affect the acceptance of agile and innovation methodologies. Denzel and Alexander mention generational conflict as an obstacle to innovation. Arielle mentioned the “tradition” of the SME as an obstacle, which may be related to the age of the enterprise or to a generational conflict. The literature expects those younger employees to be more open to intellectual agility [5]. Moreover, based on the technological acceptance model (TAM) and social cognitive theory (SCT), a previous paper [61] concluded that, in a family business, younger and older generations have different preferences when adopting smartphones and tablets at work. Generational considerations should be taken into account while training SMEs.



In summary, six factors were discussed as possibly affecting the adoption of innovation and organizational agility. They were the age of the SMEs’ leaders, the age of the SMEs, the gender of the SMEs’ leaders, the nature of the SMEs (family business or not), geographical position, and the size of the SMEs. Except for the last two, the other four seemed to affect in the following way: older leaders, older SMEs, SMEs led by women, and family SMEs tend to be more resistant to adopting organizational agility and systematization of innovation.




5. Conclusions


The ALI Program is a government program to promote innovation in SMEs. The ALI Program offers eight-month innovation training based on agile methodologies to achieve the innovation objective. One local innovation agent (ALI) is responsible for training 20 SMEs in each eight-month training cycle. After each cycle, the ALI is instructed to write a scientific paper under the supervision of an academic. Here, the experience of an ALI in São Paulo between 2019 and 2020 is presented and discussed based on the perspective of organizational agility.



Regardless of the identified obstacles, the actions of the ALI Program can be understood as a driver for enterprises to understand the need to innovate in a context of uncertainty (VUCA). It is observed that, even for well-established enterprises, the need to innovate and the understanding of what innovation really is raised a debate that had not been carried out by the ALI Program team before. In this sense, the actions of the ALI Program are effective in reinforcing the entrepreneurs’ awareness of the importance of innovating and motivating them to do things differently. On the other hand, the SMEs studied here still understand innovation as one-off actions and have not incorporated innovation management into their businesses.



The findings showed that even after finishing the ALI Program, SMEs see innovation as a risk, fear innovating because of tradition, family, and/or generational contexts, and do not see innovation as a process suitable to be systematized with agile tools. Many reasons can be investigated regarding the reasons for the program’s unsuccess, and they should be the focus of further research. It is suggested here that the age of SMEs’ leaders, the age of the SMEs, the gender of the SMEs’ leaders, and the nature of the SMEs (family business or not) could be explicative factors for the observed innovation resistance. Finally, based on what was observed in the literature from similar programs in Latin America, it is recommended that policymakers associate the ALI Program with a financing program so that the SMEs participating in the program have more resources for investing in innovation.



Like all research, this study is not without limitations, and the limitations represent opportunities for further research. First, the sample size (five SMEs) is minimal and does not enable general and robust conclusions. This happens because the participation in the research was completely free and limited to the experience of one ALI during one cycle in one specific region (São José dos Campos, São Paulo state).



To overcome this limitation, it is recommended to the ALI agents and ALI Program leaders to promote coordination and collaboration for data collection among different ALIs and cycles so that the results can be analyzed considering a broader view. This also enables more research with other methods, such as quantitative and mixed approaches, thus improving the strength and the implications of the findings.



It is also recommended that policymakers create strategies for promoting the collaboration between SMEs, and academia for innovation should be built and tested. Specifically, it is recommended that the ALIs receive scientific training, equivalent to a master’s degree, before training SMEs. It is assumed that once ALIs have more scientific capacitation, they will be able to show the relevance of scientific knowledge and research to SMEs’ businesses. Consequently, more SME representatives will be interested in participating in research.



As pointed out in the introduction, there is a lack of replication studies for Latin American and emerging markets. Once more data are feasible, it is recommended to replicate in Brazil the paper that investigated the nexus between entrepreneurial leadership, human capital, and innovation in Serbia [5]. It is relevant to confirm whether the relationship between the intellectual agility of employees and the innovativeness of SMEs, strongly mediated through entrepreneurial leadership, is confirmed in other contexts for building and improving the theoretical knowledge on the theme.



Second, although the best practices for focus groups were followed [54], the guiding questions were created based on the ALI’s experience. Because no guiding questions on the theme were found, it is recommended that researchers and/or ALI agents systematically develop guiding questions based on a literature review and expert validation.



Third, although the focus group was assumed to be homogeneous once all members had occupied similar leadership positions, the findings and previous literature indicate that generation and gender may affect the results, probably due to cultural reasons. So, it is recommended that researchers and/or ALI agents execute focus groups with all members of the same gender. Then, the results from focus groups with different genders could be compared and discussed. The same procedure is recommended for investigating generational differences.



Regarding necessary replication studies, a study about French family SMEs pointed out that gender differences affect the role of IT in SME performance and the importance of family harmony [59]. It is recommended that researchers replicate this study in Latin American and emerging markets once the cultural view of gender roles may affect the results. In addition, it is recommended to policymakers and/or ALI Program leaders to consider specific particularities and necessities for equally promoting innovation in SMEs. These particularities may be based on gender, generation, regional culture, or the nature of the SME (family or non-family business) and may require different educational approaches to reach the same innovative performance. Given this context, promoting research on the theme and generating knowledge may be seen as the first step toward creating adequate policies and educational approaches.



This research work is just the beginning of a better understanding of how the concept of organizational agility can contribute to the innovation of SMEs in practice. It is hoped that this work could contribute a piece to the puzzle.
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Table 1. Summary of results of the focus group with entrepreneurs.
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Representative/SME

	
SME Classification

	
Gender

	
Statements

	
Opportunities

	
Risks






	
Alexander/Confection Prime

	
EPP

	
Man

	
Innovation is related to the insights that the entrepreneur has daily.

	
Innovation must always be exercised.

	
One difficulty in innovating is overcoming the fear of the risks involved.




	

	

	
The entrepreneur can overcome the fears involved in the “act” of innovating.

	
In family businesses, implementing innovations can be more difficult compared to the way of managing previous generations.




	
Arielle/Accounting Speedy

	
EPP

	
Woman

	

	
Recently changed working tools (software).

	




	

	

	
Accounting is a hypercompetitive market, so it is important to do it differently.

	




	

	

	
Changes in the physical space proved to be efficient in terms of the relationship of employees and in the way of working.

	




	

	

	
The enterprise changed its approach to customer relations, carrying out closer and more individualized communication.

	




	

	

	
Changes in laws make accounting enterprises need to adapt to new trends constantly.

	




	
Cindy/Coffee Daisy

	
ME

	
Woman

	
The enterprise focuses more on the purpose and desire of businesswomen than on customer needs.

	
She talks a lot with her customers informally.

	
Afraid of “doing different”.




	
Denzel/Emporium Fresh

	
MEI

	
Man

	

	

	
Due to their more traditional worldview, it is difficult for entrepreneurs from another generation to innovate.




	

	
It is difficult to undertake due to financial insecurity in a business.




	
Nikki/Business Intellect

	
MEI

	
Woman

	

	
Launching new products and services can be a good solution to financial stagnation.

	




	

	
Observing substitute competitors can help to understand unmet customer needs and improve your offering.
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