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INTRODUCTION

Internationalization, according to established 
international business theories, encompasses in-
creased participation in global markets through 
mechanisms such as foreign direct investment (FDI), 
joint ventures, initial public offers (IPOs), technology 
exchange, and exports (Costa Jr. et  al., 2024a; Hult 
et al., 2020; Knight & Liesch, 2016). This phenome-
non spans various organizational categories, including 
small- and medium-sized firms (SMEs), multinational 
corporations (MNEs), universities, technological cen-
ters, government agencies, and civil society represen-
tatives, creating a complex and dynamic ecology that 
involves both local and international stakeholders 
(Distefano et al., 2016; Luo, 2021).

The expansion of internationalization gives rise 
to the concept of a global BE, defined as a network 
of organizations situated worldwide, some forming 
large clusters, interconnected in producing and deliv-
ering products, technologies, and services to a glob-
al market, thus generating global value (Luo, 2021). 
Such ecosystems, unique in their nature, have been 
shown to boost competitiveness through networking 
with domestic and international partners, knowledge 
sharing, and intercultural development, resulting in 
higher levels of entrepreneurial activity and innova-
tion within and outside of regional, national, and in-
ternational organizations (Henn et al., 2022; Odei & 
Stejskal, 2020).

The Brazilian Agency for the Promotion of Exports 
and Investments (ApexBrasil) is tasked with promot-
ing Brazilian products and services abroad and at-
tracting foreign investors. Established in 1998, initially 
as part of the Brazilian Support System for Micro and 
Small Enterprises (SEBRAE), it became an autono-
mous social service in 2003, operating as a private 
entity and integrated into the System S (System S—
Law No. 10.668/03) (Alcaraz & Zamilpa, 2017; Costa 
Jr. et al., 2022).

ApexBrasil plays a pivotal role in developing net-
works capable of mobilizing private and public agents 
from various spheres and competencies in an inte-
grated effort to expand Brazilian businesses interna-
tionally. This engagement involves stakeholders such 
as trade associations, industrial consortia, education-
al institutions, research centers, and business incuba-
tors (Farias & Miranda, 2016; Monticelli et al., 2017).

While existing research has diligently examined 
the correlation between internationalization, sup-
port mechanisms for internationalization, and overall 
company performance (e.g., Theodoraki & Catanzaro, 
2021), significant gaps persist in the specialized litera-
ture (Costa Jr. et al., 2022). These gaps are notably ev-
ident in the domain of BE, with a specific emphasis on 
internationalization and the intricate ways in which di-
verse entrepreneurial ecosystems (EE) transcend geo-
graphical confines. This extends beyond conventional 
connections linking companies solely to product mar-
kets (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a, 2024b; Hult et al., 2020; 
Rong et al., 2022). Furthermore, a substantial gap ex-
ists in the literature concerning the role and influence 
of Export Promotion Agencies (EPAs) such as ApexBra-
sil within internationalization ecosystems (INT-E), un-
derscoring the imperative for further exploratory stud-
ies to fill these knowledge gaps (Costa Jr. et al., 2022; 
Monticelli et al., 2017; Ribeiro et al., 2020).

Therefore, the current work endeavors to compre-
hensively analyze the institutional role of ApexBrasil 
in the Brazilian INT-E, identifying emerging patterns, 
meaningful relationships, and unexplored perspec-
tives. The primary research question guiding this 
study is: “How does ApexBrasil influence and shape 
the internationalization processes of Brazilian busi-
nesses within the internationalization ecosystem?”

1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Internationalization is conceptually perceived as the 
strategic process through which organizations expand 
their operations and influence beyond domestic bor-
ders to engage in international markets, involving activ-
ities such as establishing foreign subsidiaries, forming 
strategic alliances, engaging in cross-border mergers 
and acquisitions, exporting products and services, and 
leveraging international partnerships (Costa Jr. et  al., 
2024a; Hult et al., 2020; Knight & Liesch, 2016). 

This phenomenon includes a diverse range of enti-
ties, from SMEs to multinational enterprises (MNEs), 
universities, technology centers, government agen-
cies, and civil society representatives, creating a com-
plex and dynamic ecosystem (Baier-Fuentes et  al., 
2021; Cha et al., 2023; Costa, 2022). 

Factors such as trade liberalization, digital business 
models, technological innovations, FDI accessibility, 
and social media have made internationalization cru-
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cial for business growth and competitiveness (Alcaraz 
& Zamilpa, 2017; Henn et al., 2022; Knight & Liesch, 
2016). The evolution of internationalization leads to 
the concept of global BE—networks of organizations 
worldwide, interconnected to produce and deliver 
products, technologies, and services globally, thus 
creating global value (Hult et  al., 2020; Luo, 2021; 
Nambisan et  al., 2019). These ecosystems enhance 
competitiveness through networking, knowledge 
sharing, and intercultural development, fostering en-
trepreneurial activity and innovation across regional, 
national, and international levels (Henn et al., 2022; 
Odei & Stejskal, 2020).

Fundamentally, the concept of ecosystems origi-
nally pertains to the interaction and interdependence 
of biotic (living organisms) and abiotic (physical en-
vironment) factors. This concept has been adapted 
to the business environment to study the coeffect 
and coevolution of organizations and their external 
environment. This adaptation explains how differ-
ent actors, both institutions and individuals, within a 
non-centrally organized economic community coex-
ist, thrive, innovate, cooperate, and compete through 
informal arrangements (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a; Hewett 
et al., 2022). 

The BE concept surpasses conventional paradigms 
such as clusters, marketing ecosystems, and global 
value chains. It incorporates diverse stakeholders, 
including social networks, research institutions, reg-
ulatory bodies, and civil society representatives (Cha 
et al., 2023; Hewett et al., 2022). Acknowledged as a 
paradigmatic framework for comprehending business 
dynamics and interactions (Adner, 2017; Cha et  al., 
2023; Jacobides et al., 2018; Rong et al., 2022).

The concept of EE, widely acknowledged in spe-
cialized literature (e.g., Ferreira et  al., 2023; Henn 
et  al., 2022), encapsulates dynamic interactions 
amongst diverse actors, organizations, and processes 
within a given region, fostering the creation, growth, 
and scaling of new businesses, along with economic, 
technological, and social development (van Schijn-
del, 2019; Zahra & Hashai, 2022). Although there is 
a growing exploration of internationalization within 
the context of EE, a systematic examination of entre-
preneurial internationalization, particularly concern-
ing internationalization support ecosystems (ISE) and 
cross-border connections, remains less clear (Theo-
doraki & Catanzaro, 2021; van Schijndel, 2019).

Innovation ecosystem (IE), in its turn, is intricately 
linked to entrepreneurship, fostering collaborative ar-
rangements for knowledge and technology exchange 
amongst diverse actors, including organizations, busi-
nesses, research centers, and policymakers (Champ-
enois & Etzkowitz, 2018; Costa, 2022). These ecosys-
tems encompass diverse domains such as science and 
technology, venture capital, innovative infrastructure, 
innovation demand, legislative framework, and hu-
man capital (Costa, 2022; Odei & Stejskal, 2020; Roig 
et al., 2020).

The triple and quadruple helix framework (Ley-
desdorff, 2012), emphasizing collaboration between 
universities, industries, and government, proves in-
strumental in driving innovation and economic devel-
opment within such ecosystems (Baier-Fuentes et al., 
2021). This model extends to include civil society as a 
fourth helix, exerting influence on knowledge-based 
collaboration and open innovation (Distefano et  al., 
2016; Leydesdorff, 2012).

Digitalization stands as a pivotal driver of global-
ization and the expansion of international business, 
providing diverse actors, from SMEs to MNEs, with the 
means to partake in cross-border transactions through 
innovative platform-based models (Nambisan et  al., 
2019; Yonatany, 2017). The advent of digital platform 
ecosystems (DPEs) has brought about a paradigm shift 
in business dynamics, fostering seamless collaboration 
and value creation across organizational and geograph-
ical boundaries (Ciasullo et al., 2022; Yonatany, 2017). 
Within this context, the processes of digital transition 
and the adoption of platform-based models funda-
mentally influence the landscape of global entrepre-
neurship, dictating how businesses enter foreign mar-
kets and collaborate for value creation (Hewett et al., 
2022; Tatarinov et al., 2022).

The conceptual framework guiding the present 
study (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a) adopts an INT-E perspec-
tive, integrating four interrelated ecosystem concepts 
and its variants as presented in Figure 1.

These ecosystemic arrangements exhibit varying 
degrees of interconnectedness, and each under-
scores internationalization as a pivotal strategy for 
organizational survival and expansion. Consequently, 
one can posit that the notion of INTE-E incorporates 
components from the other ecosystems examined, 
serving as a central integrative concept as presented 
by Costa Jr. et al. (2024a). Moreover, it can be con-
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tended that each ecosystem possesses a distinctive 
nature contingent upon environmental characteris-
tics and actor interrelations. Nevertheless, by identi-
fying shared characteristics inherent in diverse eco-
system concepts, one can propose distinct typologies 
of ecosystems, each bearing a unique relationship to 
the internationalization process.

This framework illustrates how BE, EE, IE, and PE 
interact to shape internationalization dynamics. Some 
ecosystems, such as Core Internationalization Models 
(1), integrate all four types and are driven by open in-
novation, collaboration, and global connectivity. Oth-
ers focus on specific intersections: for instance, MNE/
SME Integration Ecosystems (2) emphasize partner-
ships between traditional and innovative firms, while 
New Digital BE (3) revolve around platform-based, dis-
ruptive digital models with a strong internationaliza-
tion component. Ecosystems vary in their reliance on 
internationalization; some, like Digital Incubation (10), 
treat it as central, whereas more traditional clusters (2) 
integrate it gradually. These dynamics showcase how 
the nature and purpose of the ecosystem shape its ap-
proach to international markets, whether through fos-
tering disruptive innovation, supporting digital transi-
tion, or leveraging partnerships across businesses and 
institutions (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a; 2024b). 

Export Promotion Agencies are focused on in-
formation, training, trade mobility, and financial aid 

(Costa Jr. et  al., 2022; Dornelas & Carneiro, 2018; 
Monticelli et  al., 2017), emphasizing internal devel-
opment, international competitiveness, and image 
promotion (Bianchi & Figueiredo, 2017). These pro-
grams offer services like market research, marketing 
campaigns, financing projects, participation in fairs, 
sector consultancies, and promotion through con-
ventions and business meetings (Dornelas & Carnei-
ro, 2018; Ribeiro et al., 2020). Despite its significance, 
previous studies (Costa Jr. et  al., 2022) have noted 
that ApexBrasil is not systematically studied by aca-
demics, leaving room for exploratory studies on its 
institutional role in the Brazilian INT-E, which is the 
focus of the current research.

Furthermore, EPAs also have a central role in INT-E, 
going beyond the execution of public policies. They 
act as network organizers that connect firms, govern-
ment, academia, and civil society, while continuously 
adapting their strategies to environmental changes. 
The literature highlights different dimensions of Apex-
Brasil’s contribution: support for the development of 
Brazilian multinationals (Fleury & Fleury, 2011), for-
mulation of sector-specific public policies to enhance 
international competitiveness (Bianchi & Figueiredo, 
2017), and the articulation of export promotion pro-
grams through the lens of internationalization the-
ories (Rezende & Reis, 2021). Taken together, these 
studies indicate that EPAs operate not only as poli-

Source: Costa Jr. et al. (2024a).
Figure 1. Internationalization ecosystem core concept.
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cy implementers but also as dynamic coordinators 
within ecosystems, performing functions that can 
be understood through the lens of the pivotal helix: 
a flexible and adaptive axis that connects actors and 
sustains systemic cohesion in complex international-
ization environments.

Building on these conceptual contributions, the 
present research employs the following analytical 
categories: BE, EE, IE, and PE (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a; 
2024b). Each of these constructs is further divided 
into meso-categories, which capture intermediate 
dimensions (e.g., strategic alliances, entrepreneurial 
activity, university–industry collaboration, and digital 
transition), and into micro-categories, which repre-
sent specific operational elements derived from the 
literature. These categories were employed as a pri-
ori analytical dimensions, guiding the initial stages of 
data codification. For transparency, the constructs 
and their respective codes are presented in Table 1, 
located in the Results and Discussion section, which 
systematizes the categories adopted from prior litera-
ture and applied in the present research design.

2. METHODOLOGY

A Systematic Literature Review supported by Con-
tent and Thematic Analysis (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009) 
was conducted by Costa Jr. et al. (2024a; 2024b) to 
explore internationalization from an ecosystemic per-
spective. Complemented by a documental analysis of 
corporate reports, handbooks, and brochures from 
ApexBrasil’s website and social networks (ApexBra-

sil, 2020a; 2020b; Costa Jr. et al., 2022), the analysis 
employed content and thematic techniques (Bardin, 
2011; Boyatzis, 1998; Guest et  al., 2012) alongside 
Grounded Theory methodology (Gligor et  al., 2016; 
Roig et al., 2020). This included interviews with Apex-
Brasil stakeholders and secondary data analysis of key 
publications, such as Integrated Management Reports 
(ApexBrasil 2020a) and the Strategic Report (ApexBra-
sil, 2020b), to ground findings in real-world contexts. 
Importantly, the combination of systematic literature 
review, documental analysis, and semi-structured in-
terviews configured a triangulation strategy aimed at 
mitigating potential biases related to interviewees’ 
perspectives and enhancing the robustness of the an-
alytical process (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; van Schi-
jndel, 2019). 

Thus, the methodological orientation of this study 
follows a pragmatic application of grounded theory, 
in which a priori categories derived from the litera-
ture were combined with a posteriori categories that 
emerged from the interviews. This iterative process 
of constant comparison reflects an abductive ana-
lytical logic, whereby data and theory are mobilized 
jointly to construct the most plausible theoretical 
explanations for the institutional role of ApexBrasil. 
Such abductive reasoning, as discussed by Timmer-
mans and Tavory (2012), extends the explanatory 
potential of grounded theory by recognizing the in-
terplay between empirical evidence and theoretical 
sensitivity, reinforcing the theory-building nature of 
this research. Details of the research structure can be 
seen in Figure 2.

Source: Elaborated by the author.
Figure 2. Research structure.
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The choice of a case study methodology was 
made based on its common usage in social sciences 
to get in-depth cumulative knowledge about specific 
phenomena, addressing the questions formulated in 
the research, while identifying the dynamics of phe-
nomena’s development, clustering complex informa-
tion (Yin, 2017). It was also taken into account the 
incompleteness of the framework on INT-E and its 
early stages of development (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a; 
2024b; Theodoraki & Catanzaro, 2021), which makes 
the case study approach advisable in business studies 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

2.1. Data collection and analysis

Primary data was collected through semi-struc-
tured interviews with nine senior ApexBrasil repre-
sentatives between June and September 2023. The 
instrument included 50 open questions, enabling 
flexibility for follow-up queries and the exploration of 
emerging themes (Bardin, 2011; Theodoraki & Catan-
zaro, 2021). Conducted virtually via Google Meet and 
Microsoft Teams, the interviews totaled 415 minutes, 
averaging 46 minutes each, and resulted in 59,730 
transcribed words across 148 A4 pages. 

The interviewees occupied senior positions across 
ApexBrasil, covering the main organizational areas 
directly linked to the agency’s institutional role in 
the INT-E. The group comprised managers and coor-
dinators from Government Relations, Market Intelli-
gence, International Expansion, Agribusiness, Com-
petitiveness, Industry and Services, Investment, and 
Institutional Relations. Their professional trajectories 
ranged from 9 to over 16 years within the organiza-
tion, which ensured familiarity with both policy de-
sign and program implementation. This composition 
provided access to respondents involved in strategic 
decision-making processes and operational coordi-
nation, thus guaranteeing that the data collected re-
flected multiple institutional perspectives relevant to 
the research question.

The sample was purposive, aligning participants’ 
expertise with the study’s focus (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a; 
2024b). A minor snowballing element emerged when 
one participant was recommended to replace anoth-
er who could not participate (Creswell & Creswell, 
2018). Transcriptions were completed using the Cock-
atoo Transcription Service.

Content and Thematic Analysis followed a two-
stage approach. First, a priori categories from the lit-
erature review (Costa Jr. et  al., 2024a; 2024b) were 
applied using protocols by Guest et  al. (2012). Sec-
ond, inductive reasoning generated a posteriori cat-
egories from the interview data (Bardin, 2011). This 
dual approach integrated theoretical and practical 
insights (Gligor et al., 2016).

Themes were coded iteratively, with classification 
and refinement to ensure depth (Williams & Moser, 
2019). Emerging themes connected findings to the 
existing literature, helping identify ApexBrasil’s role 
in the INT-E. The grounded theory supported theme 
development and theoretical contributions in quali-
tative research (Bardin, 2011; Gligor et al., 2016; Wil-
liams & Moser, 2019).

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Constructs and codification

To organize the presentation of findings, the re-
sults are structured into two complementary parts. 
First, the a priori categories derived from the previous 
literature (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a; 2024b) are detailed, 
as shown in Table 1, in order to demonstrate how 
established theoretical constructs were operational-
ized in this study. Second, the a posteriori categories 
that emerged directly from the empirical analysis are 
presented in Table 2, highlighting novel dimensions 
specific to ApexBrasil’s modus operandi. This distinc-
tion clarifies the interplay between prior theoretical 
knowledge and new empirical contributions, thus 
delimiting more clearly the theoretical advancement 
promoted by the article.

The research conducted by Costa Jr. et al. (2024a; 
2024b) identified a set of a priori categories, orga-
nized into four main constructs or macro-categories: 
BE, EE, IE, and PE. These constructs were further di-
vided into 13 meso-categories, encompassing a total 
of 41 micro-categories, each assigned a correspond-
ing code. 

To ensure transparency in the analytical process, 
the procedure used to calculate frequencies is de-
tailed as follows. After an iterative coding process 
that combined deductive (a priori) and inductive (a 
posteriori) categorization, each coded occurrence 
was logged and consolidated in an Excel 2013 spread-
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Table 1. Internationalization ecosystem constructs: a priori categories.

Macro-category Meso-category Micro-categories Codes
Frequency 

(%)
Total 
(%)

Business 
Ecosystem

Business strategy

Resource-Based View (BE BS RBV) 2.51

42.73

Transactional Costs (BE BS TC) 0.90
International Ambidexterity (BE BS IAB) 1.08

Dynamic Capabilities (BE BS DC) 3.59
Strategic Alliances (BE BS SA) 11.67

Knowledge-based View (BE BS KBV) 3.41

Clusters
Regional Clusters (BE CTs RCTs) 2.69

Public Policies (BE CTs PP) 1.44
Networking, supply chain, 

and knowledge sharing
Knowledge Transfer (BE NS KT) 7.00

Supply Chain Management (BE NS SC) 2.69

Foreign Direct Investment
Cross-Border Venture Capital 

Investments (BE FDI CBV) 5.03

Mergers & Acquisitions (BE FDI M&A) 0.72

Entrepreneurial 
Ecosystem

Entrepreneurial activity
Local Support Ecosystems (EE EA LSE) 6.28

25.31

Economic Resilience (EE EA ER) 0.18
Entrepreneurship Policies (EE EA EP) 0.90

International 
Entrepreneurship

Mixed Embeddedness Theory (EE IE MET) 0.18
Ecosystem Integration (EE IE Eint) 1.62

Transnational Entrepreneurship (EE IE TE) 4.13

Academic 
Entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurial Education (EE AE Eed) 1.44
Technology-Based University 

Spin-Offs (EE AE T-USOs) 0.18

Business Incubators and 
Accelerators (EE AE BIAs) 1.44

Entrepreneurial 
organizations

Small and Medium Organizations (EE EO SMEs) 2.51
Startups and Scaleups (EE EO STSC) 4.31

Born Global Firms (EE EO BG) 1.26
Multinational Enterprises (EE EO MNE) 0.90

Innovation 
Ecosystems

Triple and Quadruple Helix

University - Industry Collaboration (IE THx UEC) 2.87

5.92

Innovation Networks (IE THx IN) 0.72
Entrepreneurial Discovery Process (IE THx EDP) 0.18

Innovation Policies (IE THx InP) 0.18

Innovation Strategy
Open Innovation (IE IS OI) 0.72

Smart Specialization (IE IS SS) 0.18
National Innovative Systems (IE IS NIS) 0.18

Innovative Organizations
Research Technology 

Organizations (IE IOs RTOs) 0.54

HEIs 3rd Mission (IE IOs HEI) 0.36

Platform 
Ecosystems

Digital Transition and 
Digitization

Digital Servitization (PE DTD DS) 0.36

20.47

Digital Transformation (PE DTD DT) 3.77
Digital Economy (PE DTD DE) 2.15

Digital  Ecosystems

E-Commerce and E-Marketing (PE DE e-cm) 3.59
Omnichannel Strategy (PE DE OMS) 0.72

Digital Business Models (PE DE DBM) 1.26
Enabling Technologies (PE DE Dtech) 1.80

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on Costa Jr. et al. (2024a).
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sheet to enable descriptive statistics. The unit of anal-
ysis corresponded to interview excerpts interpreted 
by the authors, and individual segments could receive 
more than one code whenever multiple themes were 
present. The frequency of a category corresponds to 
the ratio between the number of times its code was 
applied across the aggregated corpus of interviews 
(n= 554 codifications) and the total number of codifi-
cations observed, yielding proportional measures ex-
pressed as percentages. No weighting was attributed 
when multiple codes overlapped in the same excerpt; 
instead, all codes were counted independently to 
preserve thematic coverage. Table 1 presents these 
categories along with the frequency of each code’s 
occurrence in the interviews.

As the broader thematic group, BE received a total 
of 42.73% of all codifications, pointing to the major 
operating areas relevant to ApexBrasil within the pro-
posed INT-E framework (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a). 

From a conceptual standpoint, Resource-Based 
View (BE BS RBV) with 2.51% and Dynamic Capabil-
ities (BE BS DC) with 3.59% are frequently discussed, 
indicating a focus on leveraging internal resources 
and adapting to changing environments. Strategic Al-
liances (11.67%) play a significant role, suggesting a 

reliance on collaborative efforts for business success, 
placing ApexBrasil as a key player in the ecosystem 
integration.  Regional Clusters (BE CTs RCTs), with 
2.69% —perceived by the interviewees as the differ-
ent Apexbrasil’s sectoral projects—are mentioned, 
reflecting attention to geographic concentrations of 
interconnected businesses and institutions. Knowl-
edge Transfer (BE NS KT) with 7% is also a major 
theme, emphasizing the importance of sharing ex-
pertise within networks, which relates to ApexBra-
sil export qualification programs, especially PEIEX. 
Cross-Border Venture Capital Investments (BE FDI 
CBV) with 5.03% and Mergers & Acquisitions (BE FDI 
M&A) with 0.72%, to a lesser extent, are also promi-
nent, suggesting an exploration of different forms of 
FDI for business expansion.

It is possible to infer that ApexBrasil plays a pivot-
al role in fostering strategic alliances (BE BS SA) and 
Knowledge Transfer (BE NS KT), indicating its involve-
ment in building collaborative partnerships to en-
hance Brazil’s global presence and possibly pointing 
out to its main modus operandi within the ecosystem. 

Entrepreneurial ecosystems were the second 
most coded thematic category, with 25.31% of cod-
ification across the interviews. Local Support Eco-

Table 2. Internationalization ecosystem constructs: a posteriori categories.

Macro-category Meso-category Micro-categories Codes
Frequency 

(%)
Total 
(%)

ApexBrasil

Networking, supply chain 
and knowledge

sharing

Key Companies (APEXB NS KC) 0.18

11.85

Regional Development (APEXB NS RegD) 0.18

Advanced Technology
Transport Technology (APEXB AT TT) 0.36

Aggrotech (APEXB AT Agtec) 0.54

Business Strategy

Gender (APEXB BS Gen) 1.08

Institutional Barriers (APEXB BS IB) 2.33

Operational Barriers (APEXB BS OB) 1.80

Triple and Quadruple 
Helix

Presidential Diplomacy (APEXB THx PD) 0.36

Environmental Social and  
Governance (APEXB THx ESG) 1.62

Brazilian S System (APEXB THx SiS) 1.26

Foreign Direct Investment Infrastructure (APEXB FDI INF) 0.18

International 
Entrepreneurship 

Export Culture (APEXB IE Cexp) 1.62

Tele Emigrants/Immigrants (APEXB IE Tim) 0.36

Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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systems (EE EA LSE) is the most recurring code with 
6.28%, suggesting a strong emphasis on fostering a 
supportive local environment for entrepreneurial ac-
tivities, indicating a focus on community engagement 
and resources. Transnational Entrepreneurship (EE IE 
TE) also presents a significant utilization with 4.13%, 
it highlights a keen interest in activities that transcend 
national borders, indicating a global orientation in the 
EE with a focus on different internationalization strat-
egies. Albeit ApexBrasil not having an exclusive focus 
on startups and scaleups,  (EE EO STSC) presents a 
substantial use, with 4.31% of codification, includ-
ing 1.26% for born global firms (EE EO BG), this code 
underscores the importance placed on the develop-
ment and scaling of startups within the EE, indicating 
a focus on innovation and growth as well as dynamic 
internationalization process. 

The data portrays a significant role ApexBrasil plays 
in the EE, valuing local support, global perspectives, 
educational initiatives, and the growth of startups, 
underscoring a comprehensive approach to fostering 
entrepreneurship.

Innovation ecosystems was the least coded Mac-
ro-Category with only 5.92% of occurrence. Its key 
element is university-industry collaboration (IE THx 
UEC), with 2.87%, there is a strong emphasis on fos-
tering collaboration between universities and indus-
tries that is reflected in programs such as PEIEX—The 
Export Qualification Program, suggesting a significant 
role in promoting knowledge exchange and partner-
ships for innovation (Costa Jr. et al., 2022). However, 
no other key Micro-Dimensions played a significant 
role in the codification. This may open a relevant line 
of enquiry regarding ApexBrasil role as an innovation 
driver, given that internationalization may be per-
ceived as a form of innovation (Costa et  al., 2024a; 
Knight & Liesch, 2016) and also point out to a gap in 
the literature regarding EPAs and innovation as well as 
a potential avenue for enquiry regarding innovation 
networks and entrepreneurial discovery processes, 
two vital elements for ecosystem internationalization.   

A platform ecosystem was a Macro-Category 
that had considerable weight not only in the previ-
ous SLR (Costa Jr. et al., 2024a; 2024b) but also with 
the responses given by the interviewees, presenting 
20.47% of the total codification. 

The thematic analysis shows a strong focus on dig-
ital transformation, the prominence of codes such as 

(PE DTD DT) with 3.77% and (PE DTD DE) with 2.15%, 
indicates a strong emphasis on digitalization and the 
adoption of digital technologies in the international-
ization process as well as ApexBrasil’s internal pro-
cesses. Furthermore, the significant use of codes like 
(PE DE e-cm) with 3.59%  and (PE DE DBM) with 1.26% 
suggests a strategic integration of digital platforms for 
marketing and the development of innovative busi-
ness models in the internationalization context.

The data suggest that ApexBrasil’s activities and 
strategies are associated with various aspects of digi-
tal transition, digitization, and digital ecosystems. The 
major subcategories highlight the diverse dimensions 
of ApexBrasil’s involvement in fostering digital aspects 
within INT-E. The percentage distribution further em-
phasizes the relative importance of each subcate-
gory, providing insights into potential focal areas for 
ApexBrasil’s efforts in promoting internationalization 
through digital means.	

Throughout the interviews, some new themes 
were also found, forming a set of a posteriori cate-
gories encompassing a Macro-Category composed of 
six Meso-Dimensions, totaling 13 Micro-Categories, 
each with its corresponding code. These categories 
emerged only after the coding of the interview cor-
pus, and therefore are considered genuinely empiri-
cal findings of this study, rather than constructs de-
rived from the previous literature. Details about a 
posteriori  categories are presented in Table 2.

The a posteriori categories and its codification rep-
resent themes that were found in the interviews and 
had no direct correspondence with the themes found 
in the previous SLR (Costa Jr. et  al., 2024a; 2024b); 
developing a framework based on the collected data, 
which was analyzed on a continual basis modeling the 
original interview protocol and expanding its scope, 
while unveiling some new themes that stood out due 
to their relevance. These new codes were compared 
to other informant data as well as the SLR data, cre-
ating a new Macro-Category (ApexB), very specific to 
ApexBrasil modus operandi and the very perception 
of their collaborators, which allows for the theoriza-
tion of its role in the Brazilian INT-E. In total, there 
were 54 codes that occurred 554 times across the 
corpus of the interview.

The results suggest a diverse set of themes within 
ApexBrasil’s internationalization role in the ecosys-
tem, including technology, business strategy, gover-
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nance, and FDI. The focus on institutional (APEXB BS 
IB) and operational barriers (APEXB BS OB) with 2.33% 
and 1.8%, respectively, along with aspects like export 
culture and technology, indicates a comprehensive 
approach to international business development 
without ignoring the internal and external barriers 
in the Brazilian ecosystem. The Triple and Quadruple 
Helix dimension highlights the importance of collabo-
ration between government, industry, academia, and 
society in ApexBrasil’s strategy, with particular em-
phasis on its social role, which is clear in their focus 
on gender equality (APEXB BS Gen) —1.08% and En-
vironmental Social and Governance drive (APEXB THx 
ESG) with 1.62%.

The ApexBrasil thematic analysis reveals an orga-
nization that sees its institutional role as beyond the 
economic sphere of export promotion and FDI. 

3.2. Content and thematic analysis: code interactions 

As previously discussed, the thematic analysis was 
composed of 54 codes across four a priori and one a 
posteriori categories. Codes occurred in 554 instanc-
es during the interviews, with considerable intersec-
tions amongst the codes, totaling 898 (at least two 
codes occurring simultaneously). 

Each macro-category includes a set of codes that ex-
hibited significant interactions with other codes across 
the interviews. Tables 3–6 present the primary codes 
within each macro-category, detailing their occurrence 
relative to all other codes (Occr), the percentage of in-
teractions with other codes (Intxns with), and the overall 
percentage of interactions (Total Intxns). Additionally, for 
each main code, the tables highlight the codes with which 
it interacts most frequently, forming thematic clusters.

Table 3. Business ecosystems codification occurrence and intersections.

Codes Occr (%)
Intxns 

with (%)
Total Intxns 

(%)
Key Intxns %

Strategic Alliances

(BE BS SA)
11.73 57 11.58

Local Support Ecosystems
(EE EA LSE)

13.46

E-commerce and E-marketing
(PE DE e-cm)

7.69

Knowledge Transfer
(BE NS KT)

7.69

Cross-Border Venture Capital Investments
(BE FDI CBV)

5.77

University - Industry Collaboration
(IE THx UEC)

5.77

Knowledge Transfer

(BE NS KT)
7.04 37.04 6.90

Local Support Ecosystems
(EE EA LSE)

14.52

Digital Transformation
(PE DTD DT)

1452

Strategic Alliances
(BE BS SA)

12.90

Cross-Border Venture Capital Investments
(BE FDI CBV)

9.68

Startups and Scaleups
(EE EO STSC)

6.45

Cross-Border Venture 
Capital Investments

(BE FDI CBV)
5.05 38.89 6.12

Startups and Scaleups
(EE EO STSC)

20.00

Knowledge Transfer
(BE NS KT)

10.91

It continues...
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Cross-Border Venture 
Capital Investments

(BE FDI CBV)
5.05 38.89 6.12

Strategic Alliances
(BE BS SA)

10.91

Transnational Entrepreneurship
(EE IE TE)

7.27

Regional Clusters

(BE CTs RCTs)
2.71 25.93 3.12

Local Support Ecosystems
(EE EA LSE)

21.43

Knowledge Transfer
(BE NS KT)

17.86

Brazilian S System
(APEXB THx SiS)

10.71

Institutional Barriers
(APEXB BS IB)

10.71

Dynamic Capabilities

(BE BS DC)
3.61 33.33 3.01

E-commerce and E-marketing
(PE DE e-cm)

14.81

Resource-Based View
(BE BS RBV)

11.11

Knowledge Transfer
(BE NS KT)

7.41

Dynamic Capabilities

(BE BS DC)
3.61 33.33 3.01

Strategic Alliances
(BE BS SA)

7.41

International Ambidexterity
(BE BS IAB)

7.41

Knowledge-Based View
(BE BS KBV)

7.41

Supply Chain Mana-
gement

(BE NS SC)
2.71 24.07 3.01

Local Support Ecosystems
(EE EA LSE)

18.52

Strategic Alliances
(BE BS SA)

14.81

Regional Clusters
(BE CTs RCTs)

11.11

Resource-Based View

(BE BS RBV)
2.53 18.52 1.89

Knowledge-Based View
(BE BS KBV)

23.53

Dynamic Capabilities
(BE BS DC)

17.65

Small and Medium Organizations
(EE EO SMEs)

11.76

Knowledge Transfer
(BE NS KT)

11.76

Table 3. Continuation.

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on Costa Jr. et al. (2024a).

Table 3 highlights the interconnectivity of codes 
within all categories, indicating thematic areas of sig-
nificance. (BE BS SA) is the most important code in 
all analyses; it represents over 11% of all occurrenc-
es, interacting with 57% of other codes, representing 
over 11% of all interactions. It is important to notice 

that the same code interacts significantly with codes 
from all a priori categories, specifically (EE EA LSE)—
13.46%; (PE DE e-cm)—7.69%; (BE NS KT)—7.69%; 
(BE FDI CBV)—5.77%; and (IE THx UEC)—5.77%. 
There is a profound correlation between Strategic al-
liances and LSE, pointing to the nurturing role played 
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Table  4. Entrepreneurial ecosystems codification, occurrence, and intersections.

Codes Occr (%)
Intxns 

with (%)
Total Intxns 

(%)
Key Intxns %

Local Support Ecosys-
tems 

(EE EA LSE)
6.32 22.22 2.78

Knowledge Transfer 
(BE NS KT)

20.00

Strategic Alliances 
(BE BS SA)

20.00

Startups and Scaleups 
(EE EO STSC)

12.00

Regional Clusters 
(BE CTs RCTs)

8.00

Cross-Border Venture Capital Investments 
(BE FDI CBV)

8.00

Enabling Technologies 
(PE DE Dtech)

8.00

Startups and Scaleups 

(EE EO STSC)
4.33 38.89 6.12

Cross-Border Venture Capital Investments 
(BE FDI CBV)

20.00

Business Incubators and Accelerators 
(EE AE BIAS)

9.09

Knowledge Transfer 
(BE NS KT)

7.27

Strategic Alliances 
(BE BS SA)

7.27

Born Globals 
(EE EO BG)

7.27

Transnational Entre-
preneurship 

(EE IE TE)
4.15 27.78 4.57

E-commerce and E-marketing 
(PE DE e-cm)

19.51

Strategic Alliances 
(BE BS SA)

14.63

Cross-Border Venture Capital Investments 
(BE FDI CBV)

14.63

Startups and Scaleups 
(EE EO STSC)

12.20

Small and Medium 
Organizations 

(EE EO SMEs)
2.53 37.04 3.45

Strategic Alliances 
(BE BS SA)

12.90

Local Support Ecosystems 
(EE EA LSE)

12.90

E-commerce and E-marketing 
(PE DE e-cm)

6.45

Transnational Entrepreneurship 
(EE IE TE)

6.45

Resource-Based View 
(BE BS RBV)

6.45

Supply Chain Management 
(BE NS SC)

6.45

Export Culture 
(APEXB IE CExp)

6.45

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on Costa Jr. et al. (2024a).
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by ApexBrasil. Their influence on digital businesses is 
also seen in the interaction between strategic allianc-
es and e-commerce and e-marketing categories.

It is possible to perceive that local ecosystem sup-
port is profoundly related to the BE strategy, focus-
ing on networking, supply chain management, and 
knowledge sharing within regional clusters, occurring 
mainly through strategic alliances.

Table 4 provides insights into the key thematic 
areas and interactions between EE, international en-

trepreneurship, and various dimensions of business 
networks and strategies.

Even though (EE EA LSE) occurs more often 
(6.32%), it is the code with the least number of in-
teractions (2.78%), only interacting with 22% of the 
codes. On the other hand, (EE EO STSC) occurs only 
4.33% of the time, but has a much higher level of in-
teractions, almost 39% of the codes, representing a 
little over 6% of all interactions. That leads to the in-
ference that startups and scaleups are themes with 

Table 5. Innovation ecosystems codification, occurrence, and intersections.

Codes Occr (%)
Intxns 

with (%)
Total Intxns 

(%)
Key Intxns %

University - Industry 
Collaboration

(IE THx UEC)
2.89 25.93 2.45

Strategic Alliances 
(BE BS SA)

27.27

Innovation Networks 
(IE THx IN)

9.09

Open Innovation 
(IE IS OI)

9.09

Environmental, Social, and Governance 
(APEXB THx ESG)

9.09

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on Costa et al. (2024a).

Table 6. Platform ecosystems codification, occurrence, and intersections.

Codes Occr (%)
Intxns 

with (%)
Total Intxns 

(%)
Key Intxns %

Digital Transforma-
tion 

(PE DTD DT)
3.79 31.48 3.79

Knowledge Transfer 
(BE NS KT)

23.53

Digital Economy 
(PE DTD DE)

14.71

Strategic Alliances 
(BE BS SA)

8.82

E-commerce and 
E-marketing 

(PE DE e-cm)
3.61 33.33 4.68

Strategic Alliances 
(BE BS SA)

16.67

Transnational Entrepreneurship 
(EE IE TE)

14.29

Dynamic Capabilities 
(BE BS DC)

9.52

Cross-Border Venture Capital Investments 
(BE FDI CBV)

7.14

Startups and Scaleups 
(EE EO STSC)

7.14

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on Costa Jr. et al. (2024a).
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a broader scope, having several initiatives and pro-
grams designated to support them.

Once again, one of the key elements for their in-
ternationalization is seen on the strategic alliances, 
specifically to develop local ecosystems to expand 
through e-commerce. It is possible to see ApexBrasil’s 
role beyond the usual export promotion initiatives, 
providing different strategies for the international ex-
pansion of digital businesses and connecting different 
ecosystem players to create the synergy necessary to 
develop an INT-E. 

Table 5 presents the least complex set of inter-
sections. Within IE, only the code (IE THx UEC) had 
a significant occurrence (2.89%) as well as intersec-
tions with other codes (25.93%). The major inter-
section occurs with (BE BS SA), which is in accor-
dance with the literature on Triple and Quadruple 
Helix, as the helix concept and modus operandi are 
related to strategic alliances and synergistic efforts 
(Leydesdorff, 2012). 

It is important to emphasize that this code has 
a considerable intersection with the a posteriori 
code (APEXB THx ESG), which plays a significant 
role in explaining ApexBrasil ESG orientation as 
a strategic alliance effort, placing ApexBrasil as a 
key integrating force amongst the helices; playing 
a role in innovation and social responsibility alike, 
while connecting different players to further inte-
grate the ecosystem.

Table 6 presents the codes found within the PE 
Macro-Category key interactions. Two codes have 
the largest number of occurrences, Digital Trans-
formation (3.79%) and e-commerce and e-market-
ing (3.61%). Once again, strategic alliances play a 
fundamental role in interacting with both codes 
8.82% and 16.67%, respectively. It is possible to 
notice that Knowledge transfer exerts considerable 
interaction with digital transition (23.53%), indicat-
ing the need to prepare the companies to digital 
transition in order to become more prone to inter-
nationalization.

Digital transition can be perceived as a mediating 
force for internationalization, fostering it through a 
considerable amount of knowledge transfer as well as 
strategic alliances. It is also possible to see that Apex-
Brasil is quite advanced with regard to e-commerce, 
having integrated a platform strategy to support busi-
ness exports and knowledge transfer. 

3.3. A grounded view on ApexBrasil’s Institutional 
role in the Brazilian internationalization ecosystem

Upon examining the data presented, a discernible 
institutional role emerges for ApexBrasil—one that 
lacks clear identification in the pertinent business lit-
erature regarding the institution (Costa Jr. et al., 2022; 
Dornelas & Carneiro, 2018; Monticelli et al., 2017) or 
other similar organizations across the world. Figure 3 
presents the grounded theorization about ApexBra-
sil’s potential role in the INT-E:

Notably, this role appears distinct from existing 
grounded theories on BE. Positioned within the Sys-
tem S framework (Costa Jr. et  al., 2022), ApexBrasil 
assumes a unique role, functioning not only as an ex-
ecutor of public policy but also as a potential pivotal 
axis within the triple and quadruple helix structure. It 
is contended that the crux of ApexBrasil’s institution-
al role within the INT-E framework does not conform 
to a singular helix (government); rather, it functions 
interconnecting various helices (government, aca-
demia, civil society, and industry) while concurrently 
weaving a BE oriented toward internationalization.

As a pivotal axis, ApexBrasil assumes many dif-
ferent institutional roles, not clearly described in its 
strategic report and managerial reports (ApexBrasil, 
2020a; 2020b), bearing an institutional role of a col-
laborative facilitator, creating platforms and initiatives 
that bring together government, industry, academia, 
and civil society. It also establishes a collaborative 
culture, fostering open dialogue and mutual under-
standing amongst diverse stakeholders. Finally, de-
spite not having its main focus on innovation, Apex-
Brasil strategically aligns the activities and initiatives 
of the different helices within the Quadruple Helix 
Model, identifying synergies and coordinating efforts 
to ensure a harmonious integration that maximizes 
the impact of innovation across sectors.

The interactive relations between the pivotal helix 
and ApexBrasil’s activities become more evident when 
analyzing how the agency simultaneously connects, 
reconfigures, and mobilizes diverse actors across the 
INT-E. Acting as a pivotal helix, ApexBrasil does not 
merely execute isolated export promotion programs 
but continuously realigns its initiatives, such as qual-
ification projects, investment attraction, sectoral in-
tegration, and governance coordination, to maintain 
the systemic cohesion of the ecosystem. This dynamic 
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Figure 3. ApexBrasil internationalization role: a grounded view.
Source: Elaborated by the author.

role is synthesized in Figure 3, which illustrates how 
ApexBrasil operates as the central axis interlinking 
government, industry, academia, and civil society, 
while adjusting to contextual transformations. In this 
sense, the pivotal helix concept provides an analyti-
cal lens to interpret ApexBrasil’s integrative capacity, 

highlighting the institution’s strategic contribution to 
ecosystemic internationalization.

The integration role of a pivotal helix institution, pre-
viously unexamined in the triple and quadruple helix 
literature concerning single institutions, raises intriguing 
avenues for further research, as summarized in Table 7.

Table 7. ApexBrasil and internationalization ecosystem: a grounded research agenda.
Research Theme Key Research Questions

Pivotal Helix Concept 
Adaptability

Can the concept of helix integration, as identified in the case of ApexBrasil, be applied to 
other institutions or contexts?

Helix Integration 
Dynamics

How effective is ApexBrasil managing the integration of different helices (government, 
academia, civil society, and industry) in its internationalization efforts?

Comparative Analysis What distinguishes ApexBrasil’s approach from similar internationalization agencies 
worldwide?

Policy Execution How does ApexBrasil’s role enhance business ecosystems and their readiness for 
internationalization?

Stakeholder Involvement How do stakeholders perceive their engagement with ApexBrasil in the 
internationalization process?

Source: Elaborated by the author.
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The diversity of relevant and original research 
questions seems to validate the study carried out by 
Costa et al. (2022), in which it was noted that Apex-
Brasil’s role within the Brazilian business interna-
tionalization scenario is little researched and has not 
caught the due attention it deserves.

CONCLUSION

This study sought to answer the research ques-
tion: How does ApexBrasil influence and shape the 
internationalization processes of Brazilian business-
es within the INT-E? The analysis demonstrates that 
ApexBrasil fulfils this role by acting as a pivotal helix 
institution that: fosters strategic alliances and knowl-
edge transfer; integrates multiple helices—govern-
ment, industry, academia, and civil society—into 
coordinated initiatives; and adapts its programs and 
policies dynamically to systemic changes, thereby re-
inforcing Brazil’s global competitiveness.

The article conducted through the content and the-
matic analysis using a grounded approach provides a 
nuanced and new understanding of ApexBrasil’s institu-
tional role in the Brazilian INT-E. The conceptual INT-E 
framework was presented as contemporary and dynam-
ic business frameworks distinguished by their emphasis 
on open innovation, collaborative work practices, and 
technology-driven business models. These ecosystems 
fundamentally prioritize internationalization as the cen-
tral determinant shaping their nature. The transnation-
al aspect of internationalization assumes a pivotal role 
within the model, indicating a paradigmatic shift toward 
global collaboration and market engagement.

The findings suggest that ApexBrasil plays a key role 
in fostering strategic alliances and knowledge transfer, 
indicating a significant involvement in building collabo-
rative partnerships to enhance Brazil’s global presence. 
The research highlights ApexBrasil’s substantial role in 
the EE, emphasizing local support, global perspectives, 
educational initiatives, and the growth of startups. 
Digitalization emerges as a key theme, with a strong 
emphasis on digital transformation, adoption of digital 
technologies, and strategic integration of digital plat-
forms for marketing and innovative business models.

The discernible institutional role that emerges for 
ApexBrasil challenges existing theories on BE and he-
lices dynamics. Positioned within the System S frame-
work, ApexBrasil assumes a unique role as both an 

executor of public policy and a representative within 
the triple and quadruple helix structure. Contrary to 
a singular helix, ApexBrasil functions as a pivotal axis, 
interconnecting various helices while concurrently 
weaving a BE oriented toward internationalization. 
The nature of such a role is complex and dynamic, de-
manding further studies to delve into the pivotal axis 
concept and its applicability within ApexBrasil and 
other key institutions in the Brazilian INT-E.

In addition to the theoretical and empirical contri-
butions, the study opens avenues for future research. 
First, there is a need to investigate whether the pivotal 
helix role observed in ApexBrasil can also be identified 
in other EPAs or comparable institutions in emerging 
economies. Second, further studies could examine 
how the integration of multiple helices—government, 
industry, academia, and civil society—evolves over 
time, particularly under conditions of institutional or 
political change. Third, research may explore the mech-
anisms through which pivotal helix institutions balance 
operational demands (e.g., program implementation) 
with strategic functions (e.g., ecosystem coordination 
and agenda-setting). Finally, comparative internation-
al studies could advance the theoretical scope of the 
pivotal helix concept, assessing its applicability across 
different institutional environments and its potential to 
enrich the literature on INT-E.

In addition to these contributions, future research 
could further contextualize Brazil’s performance in 
terms of internationalization, especially regarding inno-
vative businesses, by comparing the period before and 
after the creation of ApexBrasil. Such studies could also 
benefit from incorporating detailed case analyses of 
firms that have achieved international success with the 
agency’s support, thus providing concrete illustrations of 
ApexBrasil’s pivotal helix role. Although these aspects go 
beyond the scope of the present study, they represent 
promising avenues for advancing both theoretical and 
practical understanding of EPAs in emerging economies.

The research has some limitations common to its 
procedures and nature. It utilized a small sample size of 
nine individuals, potentially limiting the representation 
of diverse perspectives within the ecosystem. Including 
stakeholders from various institutions would enhance 
understanding. Additionally, temporal constraints may 
affect the relevance of findings, urging consideration of 
ApexBrasil’s evolving role over time. The subjective na-
ture of content and thematic analysis introduces poten-
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tial researcher biases. Finally, while the study mentions 
ApexBrasil’s role in connecting helices, it lacks a detailed 
exploration of the dynamics and challenges involved, 
suggesting a need for deeper investigation in future 
research. Addressing these limitations in future studies 
would strengthen the understanding of how pivotal he-
lix institutions shape INT-E in different contexts.
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