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ABSTRACT

Highlights: The implementation of innovation in small businesses; the regional develo-
pment of eastern Minas Gerais; the growth of business profits in various segments; the 
success of small businesses.
Aim: Check the first results of innovation during the Local Innovation Agents Program at 
Vale do Rio Doce in Minas Gerais, Brazil.
Design/Methodology/Approach: The Radar of Innovation scores were obtained from 
small companies served by the Program of the cities of Governador Valadares, Colonel 
Fabriciano, Ipatinga and Timóteo, from 2015 to 2017.
Results: Companies have generally been successful in relation to the innovation proposed 
by agents between cycle 0 and cycle 1 of the Radar of Innovation. It was a great challenge 
to adapt companies with more time to the new habits of consumers, since one of the 
innovations proposed was the insertion of companies in social networks. 
Limitations of research: The questions that were part of the questionnaire applied to the 
companies were those provided by the Radar of Innovation, for cycles 0 and 1 of the Pro-
gram, from a total of five cycles. It is therefore recommended that new questions adapted 
to the other cycles be drawn up.
Practical Implications: The adoption and practice of after-sales with customers by small 
businesses, with none adopting this activity as a standard procedure, as observed in cycle 
0, before joining the Program.
Originality/value: This study sought to demonstrate the capacity of small businesses to 
resist the economic crisis and bring positive results to the economy through innovation 
and their insertion in social networks, according to their scores obtained.
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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The small entrepreneur’s vision is fundamental for the 
success of his own company, especially when it comes to 
providing services. The constant search for innovation pro-
cesses, as well as the gains from innovation itself, must be 
paramount in an effective and dynamic economic structure. 
The Brazilian position in the last ranks of a world innovation 
ranking shows that the country needs greater stimulus and 
investment (Nunes, 2017).

Currently, in the digital age, the entrepreneur needs to 
look for methods and ways to excel, besides the challenge 
of adapting to the market itself. According to Chiavena-
to (2009), this era is constantly evolving and organizations 
need to follow this movement. For this, changes in the mar-
ket, which has become increasingly dynamic and competiti-
ve, are indispensable.

In recent years, Brazil has been facing a serious economic 
crisis, which has led small entrepreneurs to innovate in their 
companies to face the fierce competitiveness faced in their 
daily lives. This work of innovation should be requested, by 
the small and medium businessman, as a way to remain in 
their business, promoting their growth and performance in 
the local economy.

Innovation is an important success factor for business. 
According to Simantob (2017), innovation is essential for 
companies to survive in the competitive and globalized mar-
ket. This statement is reinforced by the Oslo Manual (OECD/
FINEP, 2007), according to which companies use this tool to 
ensure their current competitive position, in addition to see-
king new advantages in relation to the market. 

Micro and small enterprises (MSEs) are strongly impacted 
by new market demands, despite representing a significant 
share in the world economy. These companies have little 
capacity to withstand damage from ineffective innovations, 
in addition to limited internal competence for research and 
development of new technologies (Silva and Dacorso, 2014).

On the other hand, innovation becomes critical because 
it requires financial efforts from MSEs, such as high costs, 
difficult access to financing lines and deficient demand. The-
re are also specific factors, such as the lack of specialized 
personnel, less access to sources of information on techno-
logy, less flexible organizational charts, little political power 
and a smaller physical structure; and legal factors, such as 
regulations and tax rules (Silva and Dacorso, 2014; Paulla 
and Hamza, 2015).

Brazil ranks 100th (out of 139) in the Innovation pillar, ac-
cording to the global competitiveness report of the World 
Economic Forum (WEF), 2016/2017. This is a reflection of 

the insufficient stimulus-investment axis, both necessary 
for an innovation to go beyond the limit of utopia (Nunes, 
2017). 

In this context, the actions of Local Innovation Agents 
(ALI, in Portuguese) of the Vale do Rio Doce Regional are 
indispensable in solving problems, using the Radar tool for 
Innovation in Companies (Bachmann and Destefani, 2008). 
These agents seek the economic success of the companies 
served by the ALI Program, and it is necessary to understand 
the internal processes of companies and how they relate to 
their customers, and the implementation of the concept of 
innovation in their daily lives.

The role of the agents is fundamental for the Vale do Rio 
Doce region, which presents great economic importance, 
since it comprises cities that contribute significantly to the 
industrial and agricultural production of Minas Gerais and 
are one of the main consumer markets: Governador Vala-
dares, Ipatinga, Coronel Fabriciano, and Timóteo (Ferreira et 
al., 2012). In the ALI Program, local innovation agents work 
alongside companies for a period of 30 months: they per-
form diagnoses, employ their own methodology, such as 
the creation of a SWOT matrix, and implement action plans 
focused on innovation (SEBRAE, 2016). After this period, 
companies are expected to be able to carry out and manage 
their own innovative activities without the presence of the 
agent.

Therefore, the objectives of this work were: to present 
the evolution of innovation from cycle 0 to cycle 1, during 
the validity of the ALI Program in the period 2015-2017; and 
to verify the impacts on the MSEs attended, as a result of the 
action of the ALI in the Vale do Rio Doce Regional.

2.	METHOD

The work was carried out between September 2015 and 
March 2017, a period in which 20 agents worked at the Vale 
do Rio Doce Regional, in Minas Gerais. The Regional compri-
sed the cities of Governador Valadares, Colonel Fabriciano, 
Ipatinga and Timóteo.

The focus of the research was the 20 companies that each 
ALI followed, totaling 400 companies of the Vale do Rio Doce 
Regional, out of a universe of 1,600 that were attended by 
the Program in this period. These companies belonged to the 
following segments: food and beverages; automotive; health, 
beauty and well-being; civil construction and housing; fashion 
and metalworking. Only cycle 0 and cycle 1 (of five cycles that 
made up the ALI Program) were used in this work.

The data collection tool used was the Radar of Innovation, 
focusing on its 13 dimensions (Bachmann and Destefani, 
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2008; SEBRAE, 2015): offer, platform, brand, customers, so-
lutions, relationship, adding value, processes, organization, 
supply chain, presence, network, and innovative environ-
ment. From these dimensions, the innovation ability of each 
company was measured through the creation of the Radar 
of Innovation, from the average score of each dimension of 
innovation, and obtained through the answers of 42 ques-
tions, resulting in a metric to measure the degree of inno-
vation. Each question was a set of statements that accepted 
“yes” or “no” as the answer and pointed out three situations 
(Cardoso, 2014): innovation is present in the company (score 
5); innovation is incipient (score 3) or; the company does not 
present innovation (score 1).

Then, the average obtained in each dimension of each 
segment in cycle 0 and cycle 1 was calculated, and conside-
red the information about the company’s performance time 
and its number of employees, both based on questionnaires 
applied by the agents themselves with the companies.

3.	RESULTS

The MSEs from eastern Minas Gerais participating in 
the 2015-2017 ALI Program presented different results in 
terms of time and number of employees (Figure 1). The civil 
construction sector presented the longest average time of 
performance, with 13.1 years, followed by the health and 
metalworking sectors, with 12.4 and 12.1 years, respecti-
vely; the food sector, characterized by bars and restaurants, 
presented the shortest time: 10.3 years. The Rio Doce Valley 
also encompasses the Steel Valley, an industrial hub with 
great circulation of people (Ferreira et al., 2012), which may 
have influenced the time of action of the companies, since 
the regional program has a long history in this ecosystem 
since the 1960s.
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Figure 1. Average number of employees and average time of 
operation of companies participating in the Vale do Rio Doce 

Regional ALI Program, MG.
Source: The author.

Food companies are the most influenced by the seasona-
lity of trade, since they are a reflection of the willingness of 
the population to seek food inside and outside the home, 
which may explain their higher number of employees. It can 
be stated that the age of the company is directly correla-
ted with its consolidation in the market and the number of 
employees, because the longer the market time, the grea-
ter will be its stability and return on capital, reflecting the 
possibility of hiring and maintaining employees. According 
to IBGE (2014), of every ten companies, six do not survive 
after five years of activity. These data are indicative that 
the companies analyzed can be considered solid, since they 
have already exceeded the average age at which most com-
panies close.

Health, beauty and well-being segment

In cycle 0, the health, welfare and beauty segment pre-
sented 11 dimensions with scores below 3.0 (the company 
does not present innovation), excluding only the offer and 
brand dimensions (Figure 2). The supply dimension score 
was equal to 3.0, which can be explained by the fact that 
one of the main groups of companies in this segment, the 
drugstores, is always launching new products.
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Figure 2. Radar Dimensions of Innovation of companies in the 
health, beauty and well-being segment of the Regional Vale do Rio 

Doce, MG.
Source: The author.

In Cycle 1, it is interesting to observe the dimensions 
of customer experience and offer, because they show the 
problem that companies did not have a close relationship 
with their customers, which led to less investment in inno-
vation actions. The scores obtained in cycle 1 demonstrate 
maturity of firms in relation to the value of innovation in the 
customer experience dimension, the latter being a better 
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way to relate with their customers (Chibás et al., 2013). The 
creation of profiles in social networks was the main action, 
which began to function as new channels of communication 
and dissemination. In this sense, the access to an application 
to generate contact network with customers now represents 
10% of billing.

Fashion segment

Figure 3 shows the scores of the fashion segment. It 
shows that, in general, there was an improvement in the 
brand’s relationship with customers and greater organiza-
tion of internal and external processes. There was also an 
improvement in the management of social networks, such 
as the disclosure of companies through postings and better 
quality photos. All companies started to offer at least one 
new facility during cycle 0, resulting in increased customer 
satisfaction, mainly due to the improvement of the after-
-sales process through social networks, thus being a way to 
ensure their loyalty.
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Figure 3. Radar Dimensions of Innovation of companies in the 
fashion segment of Regional Vale do Rio Doce, MG.

Source: The author.

It is noteworthy, however, that this action of creating 
channels for identifying customer needs during cycle 0 was 
low and considered complex, according to entrepreneurs. 
This fact suggests that the fashion market in Vale do Rio 
Doce was not very innovative and had little concern in dif-
ferentiating itself through innovation. According to Abreu 
(1996), there is no perception by entrepreneurs that servi-
ces to identify needs are a great differential of a business. 
In order to build consumer loyalty, for example, it was pos-
sible to create a channel for collecting data from customers 
and the market and develop after-sales actions, as measures 
adopted by companies.

In Cycle 1, the dimensions that stood out with higher 
averages were brand, offer, experience and network (Figu-
re 3). Although the scores show only eventual investments 
in innovation – and that there is no systematic innovation 
process when comparing the other dimensions – brand, 
supply, experience and network are superior. The actions 
taken were aimed at creating a culture in companies that is 
customer-oriented, since the focus of business must be on 
the customer and on real profitability, i.e. the anticipation of 
their needs (Jesus, 2008).

Mechanical metal segment

Most of the MSEs of the mechanical metal segment has 
adopted, in cycle 0, the collecting action and has systemati-
zed it as routine (Figure 4). It can be observed that the pro-
cess dimension is one of the ones with the largest growth 
potential among the evaluated companies of this segment. 
Although entrepreneurs know the process well and try to 
pass it on to employees in an informal way, without any 
document to guide actions, this can lead to several pro-
blems, such as loss of efficiency and, consequently, increa-
sed costs. 
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Figure 4.  Radar Dimensions of Innovation of companies in the 
mechanical metal segment of Vale do Rio Doce Regional, MG.

Source: The author.

These results show that a simple action, implemented in 
a standardized and systematized way, can bring significant 
results for companies. Collection roadmaps, for example, 
have to be developed through partnership between mana-
gers and employees involved in the collection process. Ac-
cording to Silva and Dacorso (2014), the adoption of these 
scripts is a possible solution, since the mapping of proces-
ses can lead to a better understanding of the business as a 
whole. As for the platform, brand, experience and network 
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dimensions, which obtained an average score of over 3.0, it 
can be seen that there was evolution in the innovation from 
the incipient category (Cardoso, 2014).

Automotive segment

For the automotive segment, the average level of in-
novation was below 3.0, which according to Bachmann 
and Destefani (2008), is considered low (Figure 5). This 
means that some companies did not implement the pro-
posed action in the period evaluated. However, regarding 
only the customer experience and network dimensions, 
the analyzed companies evolved. This is mainly due to the 
implementation of the actions proposed by the ALI, ac-
cording to existing reports of increase in satisfied custo-
mers, attraction of new consumers and increase in sales.
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Figure 5. Scores of the dimensions of the Radar of Innovation 
of companies in the automotive segment of Vale do Rio Doce 

Regional, MG.
Source: The author.

It can be noted that the companies analyzed were con-
cerned about how to relate and communicate with their 
clients, as these two dimensions are closely linked (Chibás 
et al., 2013). Thus, there was a trend that companies in this 
sector, although accustomed to having a practical and ope-
rational service, would start to use information technology 
in their favor, because it was perceived the benefits of get-
ting to know their clients better and improving the way they 
relate to them.

Still for the dimensions client and client experience, the 
averages in cycle 0 were 2.2 and 2.9, respectively (Figure 5). 
In cycle 1, the averages of these dimensions jumped to 2.6 
and 3.9, moving from a low degree of innovation to the in-
cipient degree. These facts confirm that there was a consis-

tent development, and that the companies have started to 
value their customers more and have increased their efforts 
to satisfy them.

Food and beverage segment

According to Figure 6, the MSEs of the food and beve-
rage segment had greater performance in the platform 
dimension. By innovating in this dimension, we sought to 
diversify the products used in the same physical structu-
re, thus achieving a greater product mix with relatively 
low investments in infrastructure. Most companies pre-
sented an average of business innovation close to or be-
low score 2. As a consequence, there was a need to exe-
cute actions to improve the business to achieve greater 
results in innovation.
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Figure 6. Scores of the dimensions of the Radar of Innovation for 
companies in the food and beverage segment of Vale do Rio Doce 

Regional, MG.
Source: The author.

With the proposal of using social networks in the com-
panies of this sector, a connection and relationship channel 
was created between the client and the company, that is, 
the company started to seek and value its clients, interacting 
and relating with them (Heringer and Dória, 2012).

In cycle 0, the brand dimension presented an average of 
3.7, while the average of the client experience dimension 
was 3.2. Both scores were considered a reflection of a pre-
vious implementation of innovation, because in the last th-
ree years, for companies in this segment (bars, restaurants, 
and snack bars), these are dimensions that have been con-
sidered priorities in their strategies. This same behavior was 
also noted in Cycle 1.
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Construction and housing segment

According to Figure 7, in cycle 0, the dimension brand 
presented the highest average in this segment (3.6), while 
the dimension value obtained the lowest score (1.5). Brand 
is the dimension most cared for and worked on by entre-
preneurs, which can be justified by the operational charac-
teristic of this dimension itself, because, for a company to 
function, it needs some basic conditions, such as product 
and customers, in order to have its brand better identified. 
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Figure 7. Scores for the dimensions of the Radar of Innovation of 
companies in the construction and housing segment of Vale do 

Rio Doce Regional, MG.
Source: The author himself.

There was little change in the scores from cycle 0 to cycle 
1, which reflects the difficulty of working the dimensions in 
the trade sector of this segment, since it is more common, 
for example, the implementation of a new business area, 
taking advantage of the pre-existing structure in this sector 
(Brito and Andrade, 2016).

In relation to cycle 1, the dimensions that increased the 
most were customer experience and brand (scores 3.6 and 
4.1, respectively), due to the result of actions suggested by 
agents on how to work the communication channels, with 
emphasis on social media and website development, and of-
fer facilities and amenities to customers.

The companies monitored by the ALI program were gene-
rally successful in relation to the innovation proposed by the 
agents between cycle 0 and 1. There was an improvement 
in the degree of innovation in the experience, network and 
brand dimensions, demonstrating the first impact of the ac-
tion of the monitoring of the agents and, consequently, the 

motivation of the entrepreneurs. The research conducted by 
the ALI Program during these two cycles generated concrete 
innovations in a few months, opposing the concept that only 
innovations considered disruptive are those of the long term 
(Nunes, 2017). When talking about innovation, it is common 
to think of something linked to high technology and high in-
vestments; however, innovation can be achieved simplified 
manner and with low investments or even at zero cost.

Most companies did not or hardly ever did post-sales with 
customers before participating in the ALI Program, and none 
of them adopted the activity as a standard procedure in cy-
cle 0. According to the testimony of some entrepreneurs, af-
ter-sales practice was carried out during informal conversa-
tions with customers and their opinions were not recorded.

However, entrepreneurs began to practice this action af-
ter they were introduced to its advantages and the correct 
ways to implement the tool. Santos (2014) states that an af-
ter-sales strategy allows generating a close relationship with 
customers, showing its important for the company, even af-
ter having made the purchase. It is precisely at this moment, 
in the post-sale, that most companies abandon their custo-
mers, losing opportunities to establish a strong and lasting 
relationship with them.

4.	CONCLUSION

There was a great effort of the MSEs to implement in-
novation actions related to the Radar of Innovation dimen-
sions. In the Vale do Rio Doce Regional it was a great challen-
ge to adapt companies with longer acting time to the new 
habits of consumers, since the innovation proposed was 
the insertion of companies in social networks. This action 
requires that many entrepreneurs go through a process of 
adaptation to these technologies, which requires time and a 
certain degree of dedication.

It should be noted that the information on which this 
work was based represents only the evolution of companies 
from cycle 0 to cycle 1. The companies of the Vale do Rio 
Doce Regional are still going through the other three cy-
cles of the ALI Program, continuing the actions that allowed 
them to evolve in the analyzed dimensions, increasing their 
degree of innovation and aiming for the maximum scores.

The MSEs have proved to be an example of how the eco-
nomy can extricate itself from the political crisis, because 
even after facing economic difficulties in the period 2015-
2017, they have improved their revenues and profitability 
and reduced their debts.
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