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Abstract

Purpose: This article analyzes companies’ absorptive capacity and inno-
vation actions incubated in the Agribusiness Incubator of Cooperatives, 
Community Organizations, Associations, and Rural Settlements of the 
Semiarid Region of Paraíba (Iacoc).
Originality/value: The value of this research is the validation of the litera-
ture and the process’ effectiveness of fostering incubators with incubated 
enterprises, whose transfer of resources/knowledge can generate innova-
tion. We present the theoretical relationship between absorptive capacity 
and innovation actions in the context of incubated enterprises, inspiring 
management practices for different types of innovation, including in 
specific contexts, such as agribusiness.
Design/methodology/approach: We carried out a qualitative multicase 
study whose analysis focused on six projects incubated at Iacoc.  
Documentary research and semi-structured interviews with the leading 
managers were used, and the ATLAS.ti software processed the data. 
Subsequent content analysis framed the data into four main categories: 
absorptive capacity combined with the product, marketing, process, and 
organizational innovations.
Findings: Results show that the analyzed projects presented advance-
ments from the absorptive capacity realized, with the generation of 
innovations in management and planning, people management, the 
direction of production techniques, product design characteristics, and 
access to markets. We argue that the theoretical association of the field 
of absorptive capacity and innovation in the context of incubated enter-
prises can trigger substantial gains for the thematic area and the actors 
of innovation ecosystems: the capture of knowledge by companies, 
innovation actions, the transformation of those involved in the initia-
tives and socioeconomic impact.

	 Keywords: absorptive capacity, innovation, incubator, agribusiness, 
socioeconomic impact
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Resumo

Objetivo: Este artigo analisa a capacidade absortiva e as ações de inova-
ção de empresas incubadas na Incubadora de Agronegócios das Coope-
rativas, Organizações Comunitárias, Associações e Assentamentos 
Rurais do Semiárido da Paraíba (Iacoc).
Originalidade/valor: O valor desta pesquisa é a validação da literatura e 
efetividade do processo de fomento de incubadoras aos empreendimen-
tos incubados, cuja transferência de recursos/conhecimento pode gerar 
inovação. Apresentamos a relação teórica entre a capacidade absortiva e 
as ações de inovação no contexto de empreendimentos incubados, ins-
pirando práticas de gestão para inovações de diversos tipos, inclusive 
em contextos específicos, como o do agronegócio.
Design/metodologia/abordagem: Realizamos um estudo multicasos qua-
litativo, cujas análises se concentram em seis empreendimentos incuba-
dos na Iacoc. Foram utilizadas pesquisa documental e entrevistas semi
estruturadas com os principais gestores, sendo os dados processados 
pelo software ATLAS.ti. Posterior análise de conteúdo enquadrou os 
dados em quatro categorias centrais: capacidade absortiva realizada alia-
da às inovações de produto, de marketing, de processo e organizacional.
Resultados: Os resultados mostram que os empreendimentos analisa-
dos apresentaram avanços a partir da capacidade absortiva realizada, 
com a geração de inovações em gestão e planejamento, gestão de pes-
soas, direcionamento de técnicas de produção, em características de 
concepção de produtos e acesso a mercados, entre outros. Defendemos 
que a associação teórica do campo da capacidade absortiva e a inovação 
no contexto de empreendimentos incubados podem desencadear ganhos 
substanciais ao campo temático e aos atores de ecossistemas de inova-
ção: captação de conhecimento pelas empresas, ações de inovação, 
transformação dos envolvidos nas iniciativas e impacto socioeconômico.
	 Palavras-chave: capacidade absortiva, inovação, incubadora, agrone-
gócio, impacto socioeconômico
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INTRODUCTION

For an adequate holistic view, companies need to know how to deal with 
the knowledge they have and envision having and how innovative it is to 
sustain them. In this regard, the absorptive capacity, resulting from the ini-
tial contribution of Cohen and Levinthal (1990), is an important vector, as 
it acts as an ability to recognize the value of new information, assimilate, 
and direct it – initially foreseen only for commercial purposes. Therefore, it 
is assumed that the absorptive capacity can be an innovation enhancer 
(Apriliyanti & Alon, 2017; Cassol et al., 2017; Engelman & Schreiber, 2018; 
Zhang et al., 2015).

Zahra and George (2002) argue that absorptive capacity has two dimen-
sions: potential absorptive capacity (Pacap) and realized absorptive capacity 
(Racap). The potential absorptive capacity makes the company receptive to 
acquiring and assimilating external knowledge, but it does not guarantee its 
exploitation. On the other hand, the absorptive capacity realized is the com-
pany’s capacity to explore and transform the acquired knowledge to develop 
new practices. In this understanding, this research adopts the absorptive 
capacity realized, recognizing that the companies went through the previous 
stages of the potential absorptive capacity and were able to explore well the 
acquired knowledge.

McCann and Folta (2018) point out that, although other elements can 
lead to different innovative performances, the absorptive capacity can be an 
essential driver in understanding the differences in the asymmetrical use of 
knowledge and its application in innovations. It is a crucial vector for inno-
vation theories and a strong predictor of innovation and knowledge transfer 
within firms (Koch & Strotmann, 2008; Zou et al., 2018).

Innovation is now considered an activity that starts with developing an 
initial element until its transformation into a commercially valuable compo-
nent accepted in the social system (Schumpeter, 1997). The minimum 
requirement to define innovation is that the product, process, marketing, or 
organizational method are new or significantly improved for the company 
((Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD] & 
Eurostat, 2018).

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD 
& Eurostat, 2018), through the Oslo Manual: Guidelines for the Collection and 
Interpretation of Data on Innovation, distinguishes four types of innovation: 
product, process, marketing, and organization. Thus, for innovation classifi-
cation, we accept the Oslo Manual typology to guide the analysis of this 



The absorptive capacity of incubated enterprises and innovation actions in the context of agribusiness in Paraíba, Brazil

5

ISSN 1678-6971 (electronic version) • RAM, São Paulo, 23(5), eRAMR220143, 2022
https://doi.org/10.1590/1678-6971/eRAMR220143.en

research, with the types of innovation brought from the 4th edition of the 
Manual being a more precise formulation for use with companies (OECD & 
Eurostat, 2018).

Studies that analyze the link between absorptive capacity and innova-
tion are increasing in the literature and have presented contributions in 
incubated companies (Cassol et al., 2017; Engelman & Schreiber, 2018).  
In this type of business, the absorptive capacity of resources is the vector for 
promoting innovation. In any case, the absorptive capacity proves to be flexi-
ble enough to be applied in different units of analysis and the most diverse 
fields of research.

According to Cassol et al.’s (2017) study, the authors found that knowl-
edge is better used through absorptive capacity, significantly contributing to 
innovations in incubated enterprises. Despite the growth in research dedi-
cated to the theme, these are generally theoretical or, if empirical, no evidence 
was identified that associates the absorptive capacity and the adoption of 
innovative practices in incubated rural enterprises, which justifies this 
research. These are projects directly related to community organizations, 
the management and management of natural resources, and the socioeco-
nomic context of communities, which benefit from innovative practices and 
sometimes need help to capture knowledge, carry out actions and expand 
their activities with the dynamics of innovation.

Given the above, the objective of this research is to analyze the absorp-
tive capacity and the resulting innovation in companies incubated in the 
Agribusiness Incubator of Cooperatives, Community Organizations, Asso-
ciations, and Rural Settlements of the Semiarid Region of Paraíba (Iacoc), an 
institution linked to the Study Program and Actions for the Semiarid Region 
(Peasa) of the Federal University of Campina Grande (UFCG) and the Paraíba 
Technological Park (PaqTcPB).

To achieve the objective of this research, a multicase study was carried 
out with a descriptive qualitative approach, whose collection sources were 
semi-structured interviews and document analysis. The relevance of this 
research lies in the validation of the results and effectiveness of actions to 
foster incubators as a tool for promoting family-based agribusiness ventures 
in the semiarid region, with possible use in other contexts. Empirically, the 
processes presented here are capable of inspiring management models for 
these initiatives.

The ventures chosen for empirical exploration are justified by their 
innovative characteristics associated with the absorptive capacity expe
rienced in the company/incubator relationships. We discuss absorptive 
capacity as a predecessor to product, process, organizational, and marketing 
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innovations. Data were compiled and processed through content analysis 
supported by the ATLAS.ti software.

Structurally, in addition to this introduction, this research has a theo-
retical foundation (“Absorptive capacity and innovation”), methodological 
aspects, results, and conclusions.

ABSORPTIVE CAPACITY AND INNOVATION

Organizational knowledge needs to be absorbed and managed through 
processes that identify, select, organize, share, disseminate, and apply this 
knowledge in problem-solving, corporate learning, product, and service 
innovation, developing strategies, and making decisions (Ali et al., 2018). 
There is the so-called absorptive capacity to motivate these processes, the 
ability to transfer experiences, information, and perceptions from experts to 
innovation practices (Ferreras-Méndez et al., 2016).

As a concept, absorptive capacity (Acap) was coined by Cohen and  
Levinthal (1990), defined as the firm’s ability to identify, assimilate, and explore 
knowledge from the environment. The authors argue that the term can be 
understood as recognizing the value of new information, incorporating it, 
and directing it for commercial purposes (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990).

Zahra and George (2002) add to the discussion two conceptual dimen-
sions: the Pacap and the Racap, which is the company’s ability to explore 
and transform the knowledge acquired for the development of new prac
tices; and the first, the ability to develop and assimilate external knowledge, 
without guaranteeing the exploitation of this knowledge.

According to the proposals developed by Lane et al. (2006), Vega-Jurado 
et al. (2008), Murovec and Prodan (2009), Flatten et al. (2011), Moré et al. 
(2014), Ferreras-Méndez et al. (2016), and Apriliyanti and Alon (2017), 
organizations should seek mechanisms to develop their absorptive capacity 
internally. These studies suggest that high absorptive capacity is associated 
with a better chance of successfully applying new knowledge for commercial 
purposes, resulting in innovation and good business performance.

One way to understand the innovative process is to know how absorp-
tive capacity occurs and how the company develops routines and procedures 
to internalize and apply internal and external knowledge innovation (Ávila, 
2022; Mura et al., 2013; Wang & Hu, 2020). In this sense, innovation is 
fundamental to economic growth (Schumpeter, 1997) and the primary 
source of differentiation and competitive advantage for organizations 
(Brown, 2008), including in the long term (Buchele et al., 2015).
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Defining innovation is broad. It is everything that differentiates and  
creates value, essential for a good performance, competitiveness, and sur-
vival of companies (Zapata-Cantu et al., 2020). It is a process in which 
knowledge is acquired, shared, and assimilated to create new knowledge 
that incorporates products and services (Harkema, 2003), methods and pro-
cedures (Brewer & Tierney, 2010), and social and environmental contexts 
(Harrington et al., 2016). According to the Oslo Manual (OECD & Eurostat, 
2018), innovation refers to implementing a new or significantly improved 
product (good or service), a process, a new marketing method, or a new 
organizational method in business practices in the workplace or external 
relations.

There are different taxonomies of innovation. Classifications related to 
innovation were emphasized in the studies by Spieth and Lerch (2014), 
Zhou et al. (2017) and, Yoon et al. (2018), which focused on the organiza-
tional learning dimension as an influence on innovation. Other paths include 
classification as incremental innovation (which builds where it already 
exists), radical (which produces a total change over the past), or semi-radical, 
which is located between radical and incremental innovation (Castaneda, 
2015; Macedo et al., 2015; Torugsa & Arundel, 2016). However, the classifi-
cation by Chesbrough (2012), Belso e Diez (2018), Kremer et al. (2019), in 
closed innovation (internal) or open innovation (external), is based on the 
origin of the source of innovation.

The OECD (2018), through the Oslo Manual, defines four types of inno-
vations that encompass a wide range of changes in the activities of compa-
nies: innovations, product innovations, process innovations, organizational 
innovations, and marketing innovations, which are described in Table 1.

Table 1
Types of innovation

Type of innovation Subcomponents

Product innovation Assets
Services
Knowledge capture and its combinations/applications
Product and service design features

Process innovation Production
Distribution and logistics
Information and communication system

(continue)
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Type of innovation Subcomponents

Organizational innovation Administration and management
Business practices
Distribution of responsibilities
External relations

Marketing innovation Marketing, sales, and after-sales support
Product positioning and packaging
Promotion, prices

Source: Adapted from OECD and Eurostat (2018).

Product innovation is the introduction of a good or service that is new 
or significantly improved in terms of its characteristics or intended uses. 
Process innovation is implementing a new or significantly improved  
production or distribution method. Marketing innovations are aimed at 
better meeting the needs of consumers, opening new markets, or reposi-
tioning a company’s product in the market to increase sales. Furthermore, 
organizational innovations in business practices include implementing new 
methods for organizing routines and procedures for conducting work 
(OECD & Eurostat, 2018).

Although innovations from developed countries are used as a common 
source, the Oslo Manual is quite comprehensive and flexible and has become 
a reference for research in the commercial sector, betting on the usefulness 
of its content so that companies can enjoy their concepts, adopt them, dis-
cuss them or use them as a reference for their innovation initiatives (OECD 
& Eurostat, 2018).

Finally, innovation is among the main attributes for survival and better 
business performance. New ventures are aware of this reality, seeking to 
absorb knowledge and insert disruptive and incremental innovations into 
the market to reach more customers and achieve remarkable success (Cassol 
et al., 2017; Rocha et al., 2019). Ventures that increase their involvement in 
knowledge sources tend to increase their innovative capacity ((Belso & Diez, 
2018; Kremer et al., 2019).

Having understood that absorptive capacity is an essential vector for 
innovation theories and a strong predictor of innovation and knowledge 
transfer within companies, the next step will be the methodological design 
used in this study.

Table 1 (conclusion)

Types of innovation
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METHODS

Following a qualitative approach, this study, based on the case study 
strategy according to Yin (2015), with additional support from Lakatos and 
Marconi (2007), has multiple cases and analyzes the absorptive capacity  
and the resulting innovation in companies incubated in the Iacoc. This agri-
business incubator aims to offer support to leverage the potential and pro-
mote enterprises in the rural environment of the semiarid region of Paraíba.

The choice of cases was made by incubation seniority, considering the 
minimum incubation time of one year and the estimated time the enterprise 
manages to adapt its routine to the incubation process. Iacoc coordinators 
brokered access to the six chosen ventures, including some recently graduated 
businesses.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, whose script 
was elaborated from the theoretical construction under analysis and vali-
dated by three experts, with questions about the genesis of the absorptive 
capacity and its consequences, the types of innovation, and the processes 
that interrelate these two phenomena in the studied context. The interview 
script was composed of two parts, including general knowledge questions 
about the interviewees, and questions presented from the four previously 
defined categories that comprise the absorptive capacity performed (Zahra 
& George, 2002), and product innovations from marketing, process, and 
organizational (OECD & Eurostat, 2018), together with a pre-analysis of 
data for the optimal targeting of collection.

The corpus built had six interviewees (E1, E2, E3, E4, E5, and E6), who 
authorized the disclosure of their names, chosen from their performance in 
the enterprises and general knowledge about the processes existing in them. 
For the composition of the primary data, document analysis was carried out, 
made possible by the incubator and the companies, and specific interactions 
with the respondents during the data analysis phase to clarify various 
aspects. Data from the interviews are described in Table 2.

Given the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, the interviews took place 
through virtual platforms, mediated by tools such as Skype, Zoom, and 
Google Meet, in December 2020. Then the interviews were transcribed  
and analyzed, being the most relevant source of data for the study. The analy-
sis of documents was carried out to complement the understanding and 
guide the search for information about the company within the scope of this 
study through websites, technical reports, brochures, various newsletters, 
and other institutional documents.
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Table 2
Interview data

Identification Occupation Enterprise
Number of 
associates/

cooperatives
City Time

E1 Vice-president Rufinos – Produtos Artesanais 15 Pombal/PB 00:30:41

E2 President
Picuí Polpas – Cooperativa 
Agroindustrial do Seridó e 
Curimataú Paraibano (COOASC)

12 Picuí/PB 00:34:28

E3 President Padaria Bolo das Oliveiras 16
Várzea Comprida 
das Oliveiras/PB 

00:43:51

E4 President
EmanaMel – Mel, Polpa de 
Frutas e Bolos

38 São Bentinho/PB 00:51:08

E5 Manager
Associação dos Apicultores do 
Sertão Paraibano – Aspa

33 Aparecida/PB 01:06:37

E6 Vice-president Fonte de Sabor 15 Pombal/PB 01:24:22

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

As for data analysis, content analysis was performed following the paths 
of Bardin (2011), which consists of three stages of material analysis: 1. pre-
analysis; 2. exploration of the material; and 3. treatment of results, inference, 
and interpretation. We also registered the option of a support tool: the 
ATLAS.ti software, which, due to its flexibility, significantly contributes to 
qualitative analysis, ensuring greater systematicity of data, structuring them 
to help organize the analysis categories and form the networks that are  
associations where existing connections between coded information can be  
visualized (Sampieri et al., 2014). The numbering appears next to the cita-
tions (coded in the analysis). Respondents authorized the disclosure  
of names in the survey results. The letters G correspond to the number of 
references to the code referred to in citation networks. The letter D refers to 
density and does not imply analysis.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Iacoc, linked to the PaqTcPB and the Peasa, work to strengthen the 
sector agriculture through actions to encourage the development of produc-
tive agribusiness ventures in the semiarid region of Paraíba. Iacoc received 
the certification 1 of Brazilian Reference Center for Support to New Enter-
prises (Cerne), a methodology developed in partnership with Brazilian  
Support Service for Micro and Small Enterprises (Sebrae) and National 
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Association of Entities Promoting Innovative Enterprises (Anprotec), to 
create a platform for solutions to expand the incubator’s capacity to generate 
successful innovative ventures.

Next, each category of analysis based on absorptive capacity and the 
effects on each type of innovation are discussed.

Absorptive capacity and product innovations category

This category refers to the absorptive capacity and product innovations 
comprising the subcomponents: goods, services, knowledge capture, and 
their combinations/applications and product design characteristics (OECD 
& Eurostat, 2018).

We started the analysis of the product innovation absorbency category 
with the breakdown of the interviewees’ statements in accordance with the 
subcomponents of the types of innovation (OECD & Eurostat, 2018), whose 
citations are displayed in Figure 1. The statements demonstrated aspects 
that confirm the elements present in the Oslo manual.

Figure 1
Absorption capacity and product innovation category

Figura 1 
Categoria capacidade absortiva e inovações de produto 

 

 
Fonte: Elaborada pelos autores a partir do software ATLAS.ti. 

 

A capacidade absortiva é um direcionador para o aproveitamento do 

conhecimento, bem como para sua aplicação em inovações (McCann & Folta, 2018). 

Evidenciamos, nesse sentido, a capacidade absortiva realizada (Zahra & George, 2002), 

dos empreendimentos incubados em transformar os recursos/conhecimentos assimilados 

na Iacoc, resultando em inovação de produto ao introduzir um bem novo que difere 

significativamente dos produtos ou processos anteriores (OECD & Eurostat, 2018). Esse 

fato é relatado pelos entrevistados: “A princípio a gente produzia só mel, e justamente 

quando o grupo se tornou incubado da Iacoc, começou a produzir bolo e polpa de frutas” 

(E4); “Como fabricamos panelas, eles sugeriram confeccionar luvas térmicas para 

agregar valor à peça” (E1). 
 

A gente inovou nosso produto, porque no início a gente trabalhava com 

uma receita e a gente não levava em conta os valores de todos os 

ingredientes, se havia desperdício, ou se o nosso bolo, por exemplo, 

Sim, começamos a desenvolver 
novos produtos, além do bolo,  
como por exemplo, pão, biscoito,  
bolachas, torradas com 
orientações de especialistas de 
alimentos da IACOC.

Foi um divisor de águas porque a 
gente fazia dentro das nossas 
limitações, e a absorção do 
conhecimento da IACOC abriu 
nossos olhos como uma janela 
para o empreendimento. A gente 
não sabia que era uma empresa, 
não imaginava que era algo tão 
bom, que poderia transformar 
tantas vidas, social e 
economicamente. 

A gente passou por capacitação 
que ensinou a chegar no nível de 
acabamento desenvolvido hoje 
nas nossas pelas, e desde então  
a gente ficou atento a sempre 
melhorar esse padrão. Antes a 
gente trabalhava como a forma 
de peça rústica, e com o 
conhecimento da IACOC, a gente 
aprendeu uma técnica que deixa 
um acabamento liso e brilhoso. 

(continue)
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Interviews made in Portuguese – Acap product innovation (translation)

Acap ID Goods

Glauciene’s transcription

Yes, we began developing new products besides the cake, like bread, cookies, crackers, and 
toasts, using tips from Iacoc’s food specialist.

Acap ID Services

Acap ID capture of knowledge and its combinations/applications

Dapaz’s transcription

It was a turning point because we used to do it with our limitations, and the Iacoc opened our 
eyes to entrepreneurship. We didn’t know we were an enterprise and never imagined that it was 
good enough to be one, and that we could change so many lives socially and economically.

Acap ID product design characteristics

Izabel’s transcription

We went through a course that taught us to get to the level of designing we have today in our 
pieces, and since then, we have tried to get better as time goes by. Before, we used to work 
with rustic-looking pieces, and with the knowledge we got from Iacoc, we learned a technique 
that produces a shiny, smooth finishing to our pieces.

Source: Elaborated by the authors using the ATLAS.ti software (2021).

Absorptive capacity is a driver for taking advantage of the knowledge 
and application in innovations (McCann & Folta, 2018). In this sense, we 
highlight the absorptive capacity realized (Zahra & George, 2002) of incu-
bated enterprises to transform the resources/knowledge assimilated at 
Iacoc, resulting in product innovation by introducing a new good that sig-
nificantly differs from previous products or processes (OECD & Eurostat, 
2018). The interviewees report this fact: “At first, we only produced honey, 
and just when the group became incubated at Iacoc, it started to produce 
cake and fruit pulp” (E4); “As we manufacture pans, they suggested making 
thermal gloves to add value to the piece” (E1).

We innovated our product because in the beginning we worked with 
a recipe and we did not take into account the values of all the ingre

Figure 1 (conclusion)

Absorption capacity and product innovation category
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dients, if there was a waste, or if our cake, for example, was too big 
and poorly made, ugly visually, so we reduced it and standardized the 
format (E4).

It is noteworthy that product innovation introduces a good or service 
(OECD & Eurostat, 2018). The Services subcategory provided in the Oslo 
Manual does not apply to the researched context. There were no elements 
evidenced in the services subcategory due to the type of activity performed 
by the incubated enterprises. They were not found in the contexts under 
analysis, service providers, or intangibles. The research incubated businesses 
offer tangible goods, materialized during their production process, and 
whose ownership is transferred to the buyer.

The capture of knowledge and its applications occur with enterprises’ 
absorptive capacity to transfer experiences, information, and perceptions 
from specialists to innovation practices (Ferreras-Méndez et al., 2016). In 
the entrepreneurs’ speeches, this is evidenced (Figure 1) mainly in the men-
tions of the promotion of personal and local development and the advance-
ment of business development, generating a better quality of life for the 
rural environment of the semiarid region of Paraíba. All demonstrate that 
they capture knowledge and transform it into innovation, enhancing the 
social and economic environment and the transformation of enterprises.

In this sense, the absorptive capacity realized by the incubated ones 
constitutes the company’s capacity to explore and transform the acquired 
knowledge to develop new personal and professional practices. The following 
excerpts describe the interviewees’ feelings: 

Iacoc is a partner who lends a hand, and it teaches how to grow as a 
dignified human being and as an enterprise (E4). 

So, only after the knowledge acquired at Iacoc did we learn to have 
confidence in ourselves, and it was transforming to know that we 
were capable of producing a good product (E4). 

Today we feel very victorious, despite the difficulties, we learned a lot 
at Iacoc and applied it every day, which makes all the difference for 
our enterprise (E2).

As for the product design characteristics, we observe the absorptive 
capacity and the resulting innovation in changes in the form and appearance 
of the enterprises’ product, comprising substantial changes in the product 
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design, resulting in innovation regarding its characteristics (OECD &  
Eurostat, 2018). This fact is reported by respondent E4:

Another thing that we learned and applied after Iacoc is that, before, 
we only made 500g pulp, and we learned how to make it in small 
packages of 100ml and thus serve other audiences. Regarding honey, 
before Iacoc, we only worked with liquid honey; now, we work with 
honey in combs, which are more profitable because it adds more 
value. Moreover, about the cakes, we only worked with large, deformed 
cakes, and we learned how to produce and standardize small cakes 
with a visually better shape.

Therefore, in this type of innovation, in the ventures incubated at Iacoc, 
there is the presence of the absorptive capacity carried out and three sub-
components provided for by the Oslo Manual (OECD & Eurostat, 2018), 
articulated in various elements, from the appearance of a new good to  
significant changes of its characteristics. Thus, we observe that entrepre-
neurs reinforced absorptive capacity and its relationship with innovation, 
focusing on the organizational learning dimension, stating that applied 
knowledge influences innovation (Spieth & Lerch, 2014; Yoon et al., 2018; 
Zhou et al., 2017).

Regarding product innovation, which is the most visible type of innova-
tion, agribusiness-derived products undergo significant changes in their 
manufacturing, packaging, and distribution processes, adding more excel-
lent value and incorporating innovation through the technicality that comes 
from the absorption of knowledge from the incubator.

Absorptive capacity and process innovation category

The absorptive capacity and process innovations were explored in this 
category, comprising the subcomponents: production, distribution and 
logistics, and communication and information system (OECD & Eurostat, 
2018). The related elements are arranged in the figure below.
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Figure 2
Absorptive capacity and process innovation categoryCategoria capacidade absortiva e inovações de processo 

Fonte: Elaborada pelos autores a partir do software ATLAS.ti. 

 
Em concordância com a inovação de processo no que diz respeito à produção 

(OECD & Eurostat, 2018), os empreendimentos implementaram, por meio da capacidade 

absortiva realizada (Zahra & George, 2002), um método de produção ou de distribuição 

novo ou significativamente melhorado. A capacidade absortiva e os resultantes em 

inovações de processo nos empreendimentos abarcaram mudanças significativas de 

técnicas, equipamentos e softwares novos ou substancialmente melhorados em atividades 

auxiliares de suporte, como compras e contabilidade (OECD & Eurostat, 2018), conforme 

relato:  

 

Eu enxergo a Iacoc como uma forma de se aperfeiçoar e inovar porque 

trouxe para nós inovação em vários segmentos a começar pela 

capacitação profissional, conhecimento de controle de caixa, de 

estoque, divisão de tarefas, padronização, a gente redescobriu nossa 

capacidade de produção e expansão com inovação do nosso negócio. 

Considero que houve inovação 
no nosso processo de produção 
no que diz respeito a otimização 
do tempo, através da instalação 
de um sistema de rotação, como 
por exemplo, foi cosntruída uma 
porta onde não tinha, como o 
objetivo de facilitar nosso 
trabalho que foi muito 
importante para agilizar a nossa 
produção. Enxergo inovação 
também na transmissão de  
novas técnicas e novas 
tecnologias no sistema de 
produção. 

Aprendemos também sobre 
logística fazendo planejamento 
eficiente do transporte e 
armazenamento das nossas 
mercadorias desde o ponto de 
origem até o ponto de consumo.

A IACOC fazia a planilha e ensinava. 
Tivemos um projeto de extensão 
pela UFCG que conseguiu um 
computador para a agroindústria e 
aprendemos um sistema de 
informação, um software que 
ensinava a fazer tudo em planilha. 
Então, nesse computador os 
professores colocavam as planilhas  
e ensinavam como alimentar. 

Interviews made in Portuguese – Acap process innovation (translation)

Acap IC production

Izabel’s transcription

I consider that there was an innovation of our products concerning the optimization of time, 
through the installation of a rotation system, for example, the construction of a door where 
there wasn’t one, aiming to facilitate our work, which was very important to make production 
more agile. I also see innovation in transmitting new techniques in the production system.

Acap IC distribution and logistics

Rose’s transcription

We also learned about logistics by efficiently planning the transportation and stocking of our 
products from the first point to the consumer.

(continue)
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Acap IC communication and innovation system

Dapaz’s transcription

Iacoc did the spreadsheets and taught us how to use them. We had an extension program with 
UFCG which managed to get a computer to the agroindustry, and we learned about an informa-
tion system, a software that taught us everything about spreadsheets. So, the teachers would 
place the spreadsheets on this computer and teach us how to fill them.

Source: Elaborated by the authors using the ATLAS.ti software (2021).

Following the process innovation concerning production (OECD & 
Eurostat, 2018), the enterprises implemented through the absorptive capac-
ity realized (Zahra & George, 2002) a new or significantly improved produc-
tion or distribution method. The absorptive capacity and resulting in pro-
cess innovations in the projects encompassed significant changes in new or 
substantially improved techniques, equipment, and software in auxiliary 
support activities, such as purchasing and accounting (OECD & Eurostat, 
2018), as reported:

I see Iacoc as a way to improve and innovate. It brought us innovation 
in various segments; starting with professional training, knowledge 
of cash control, inventory, division of tasks, and standardization, we 
rediscovered our production and expansion capacity innovation  
of our business. I can assure you that there was a remarkable trans-
formation and all of them contributed positively to our business 
development (E1).

From the absorption of resources/knowledge, the incubated enterprises 
implemented new production methods to reduce material and time waste. It 
is possible to see that production has been significantly improved for incu-
bated companies (OECD & Eurostat, 2018). In some businesses, the con-
trol of the processing of fruit pulps began with guidance from nutritionists. 
For others, the implementation of standardization in their productions.

In the bakery, the cake was made at home. Each member of the associa-
tion had a recipe. From the absorptive capacity, a change occurred that 
resulted in adherence to standardization, and the elimination of unneces-
sary and inappropriate ingredients through the guidance of a food specialist, 

Figure 2 (conclusion)

Absorptive capacity and process innovation category
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generating pasta yield and improving flavor and quality. These innovations 
were incorporated with difficulty for some businesses due to the entrench-
ment of customs and practices. As one of the entrepreneurs describes:

It was a change in the production method. Furthermore, it is not easy 
to convince a group of people and show all the procedures needed if 
you do not have someone’s help to have the training, qualification, 
and experience. For example, changing the recipe, because people 
have the culture that the milk cake needs certain products, it is not 
easy to change this mentality and show that you don’t need all those 
ingredients. It is a tremendous job, if you do not have support to take 
your hand and show you the right path, it is difficult, and that was the 
support we felt from Iacoc and UFCG (E3).

Also, in this sense of process innovations in production, it is possible to 
mention the example of one of the projects in an area with high solar inci-
dence, which introduced changes in techniques and equipment in the activi-
ties. We implemented a project by Iacoc with experts from the agronomy 
course at UFCG and the Semiarid Renewable Energy Committee (Cersa). 
The goal was to adopt the on-grid photovoltaic system, which consisted of 
equipment to convert solar energy into electricity, which started to supply 
the business energetically. Today, it works 100% with solar energy. In addi-
tion to starting during incubation, the reuse of water and installing a biodi-
gester to transform the rest of the food and animal feces into natural gas. 
“Iacoc contributed to this issue of the use of natural resources, and we started 
to understand how important sustainability is for the environment and our 
financial economy” (E3).

In this context, we observe that incubated ventures become innovative 
companies characterized as companies that, during a given period analyzed, 
develop innovative strategies, create products, and improve processes or a 
combination of them (OECD & Eurostat, 2018). Furthermore, the pulp 
industry, during incubation, had a 70% growth in production and sales 
through the transformation of knowledge into innovative production methods. 
However, we can demonstrate the support of UFCG for innovation in the 
production of hatched ones, as one of the entrepreneurs points out:

Honey needs to be tracked, with lots, cities, it needs all the control 
required by the Ministry of Agriculture. Iacoc fully encourages this 
quality control from the beginning of production. From the laboratory 
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part, because the honey leaves the field, a sampling of the honey is 
taken, which is sent to the laboratory. For that, we have the support 
of the UFCG (E5).

Regarding innovativeness in terms of distribution and logistics, we 
observed in the interviewees’ speeches a lack of knowledge about the impor-
tance of distribution logistics, whose activity is focused on planning the 
storage, circulation, and distribution of products to the final customer. One 
of the entrepreneurs succinctly describes: “We were talking about pro
duction, but without even knowing what logistics is, so we learned to con-
trol the stock properly, take care of storage and organize transport to meet 
delivery deadlines” (E2).

In the field of communication and information systems, the implemen-
tation of new or significantly improved information and communication 
technologies is considered a process innovation if it aims to improve the 
efficiency or quality of activity through the hardware functions, software, 
telecommunications, and automation, facilitating business processes 
(OECD & Eurostat, 2018). In the words of entrepreneurs, this subcategory 
is less robust. Therefore, this type of process innovation, computer-aided 
implementation, is a resource/knowledge that is less absorbed and trans-
formed by the incubated enterprises. However, it reflects innovation to a 
greater or lesser degree while presenting substantial improvement in pro-
cesses when absorbed.

Absorptive capacity and organizational innovation category

This category presents the absorptive capacity and organizational inno-
vations and their subcategories: administration and management, business 
practices, distribution of responsibilities, and external relations. Organiza-
tional innovation is implementing a new organizational method in the com-
pany’s business practices, its workplace, or its external relations (OECD & 
Eurostat, 2018).

We started the category analysis by breaking down the interviewees’ 
statements in agreement with the subcomponents, whose citations are dis-
played in Figure 3. The statements showed aspects that confirm the ele-
ments present in the Oslo Manual.
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Figure 3
Absorptive capacity and organizational innovation category

dos empreendedores, essa subcategoria é menos robusta. Portanto, esse tipo de inovação 

de processo, isto é, a implementação auxiliada por computador, é um 

recurso/conhecimento menos absorvido e transformado pelos empreendimentos 

incubados. Contudo, em maior ou menor grau, reflete inovação ao passo que apresenta 

melhoria substancial nos processos quando é absorvido. 

Categoria capacidade absortiva e inovações organizacionais 
Nessa categoria, apresentamos a capacidade absortiva e as inovações 

organizacionais e suas subcategorias: administração e gestão, práticas de negócios, 

distribuição de responsabilidades e relações externas. Uma inovação organizacional é a 

implementação de um novo método organizacional nas práticas de negócios da empresa, 

na organização do seu local de trabalho ou em suas relações externas (OECD & Eurostat, 

2018). 

Iniciamos a análise da categoria com o desmembramento das falas dos 

entrevistados em concordância com os subcomponentes, cujas citações estão dispostas na 

Figura 3. As falas demonstraram aspectos confirmadores dos elementos presentes no 

Manual de Oslo. 

Figura 3 
Categoria capacidade absortiva e inovações organizacionais 

Fonte: Elaborada pelos autores a partir do software ATLAS.ti. 

A IACOC forneceu diversos cursos 
de capacitação como plano de 
negócios, gestão da produção, 
inovação tecnológica, de 
marketing, inovação 
organizacional como, por 
exemplo, aprendemos a usar uma 
prática de gestão amplamente 
utilizada, a Matriz de SWOT ou 
Análise FOFA (fortaleza, 
oportunidade, fraqueza, ameaças), 
que é uma ferramenta de gestão 
que avalia o grau de 
competitividade de uma empresa 
frente à concorrência. São 
justamente essas as características 
analisadas na matriz – forças, 
oportunidades, fraquezas e 
ameaças. 

Através das formações da 
IACOC nos cursos com os 
professores, foi despertando  
a importância do 
empreendedorismo, práticas  
de gestão, algo até então 
desconhecido para a gente. 
A gente era produtor, mas não 
se olhava como empreendedor, 
como empresário. A gente 
acchava que era só um grupo 
de homens e mulheres que  
quer trabalhar, produzir e 
ganhar um dinheirinho. 

Tivemos aulas de gestão de 
empresa com divisão de tarefas. 
A IACOC colocou cada uma na 
sua devida responsabilidade. As 
que são responsáveis pela 
produção, pelo caixa, pelos 
equipamentos, pela limpeza do 
espaço. Colocou uma pessoa 
para cada função. A IACOC 
auxiliou para fazer a divisão dos 
funcionários, cada um com sua 
devida responsabilidade.

A gente até tem já algumas 
parcerias com outras empresas 
para quando regular tudo isso a 
gente exportar o mel para a China 
e Estados Unidos. 

Interviews made in Portuguese – Acap organizational innovation (translation)

Acap IO administration and management

Dapaz’s transcription

Iacoc provided many courses like business planning, production management, technological 
innovation, marketing, and organizational innovation. We learned how to use a management 
practice that is widely used, the SWOT model (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats) which is a management tool that evaluates the degree of competitiveness of a com-
pany in comparison to its competitors. These are precisely the characteristics that are analyzed 
in the Model.

Acap IO business practices

Rose’s transcription

Through Iacoc’s courses, with the teachers, we were awakened to the importance of entrepre-
neurship, and management practices, things that were unknown to us until then. We were pro-
ducers, we didn’t see ourselves as entrepreneurs or business people. We thought we were just 
a group of men and women who wanted to work, produce, and make a little money.

(continue)
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Acap IO distribution of responsibilities

Glauciene’s transcription

We had management classes about the division of tasks. Iacoc gave each one their own  
responsibility. The ones responsible for production, cash flow, equipment, and cleaning of the 
space. They gave each one a role. Iacoc helped by giving every member of the staff their own 
responsibility.

Acap IO external relations

Rodrigo’s transcription

We have a few partnerships with other companies so that when everything is regulated we can 
export to China and the USA.

Source: Elaborated by the authors using the ATLAS.ti software (2021).

In the scenario of the incubated enterprises under analysis, we under-
stand that management knowledge and business practices were practically 
non-existent. They had a limited view of their management, having com-
mercialization as their primary objective. Respondents did not perform the 
activities as a set of actions necessary to manage an organization in all its 
areas, promoting integration between them and the best use of available 
resources to achieve the planned objectives.

In this sense, the enterprises highlighted that they learned manage-
ment and entrepreneurship from the incubation. They reported that their 
activities improved significantly as several positive changes in the adminis-
trative routine (OECD & Eurostat, 2018). As evidenced by the interviewees’ 
statements:

Another thing, we were terrified of facing innovation, scared of inno-
vating in general, and afraid of not working out. Nevertheless, with 
the training, we see that we can innovate, and we are introducing new 
products to our internal management. We are growing precisely 
because we have this knowledge. After all, if not, we were stagnant, 
stopped. As I said, we learned to acquire more confidence in managing 
our business through Iacoc (E4).

Figure 3 (conclusion)

Absorptive capacity and organizational innovation category
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Iacoc showed the importance of good business practices with five 
senses. And we applied this quality tool, the 5S, which allowed for a 
reduction in waste and better use of time. We had no management 
organization, which made the difference (E5).

Regarding absorptive capacity and organizational innovations in terms 
of distribution of responsibilities, we observed innovations in associations 
and cooperatives during incubation, in the organization of the workplace 
involving the implementation of new methods to distribute responsibilities 
and decision-making power among employees in the division of existing 
work within the company’s activities (OECD & Eurostat, 2018). As the 
respondent E4 reinforces:

If it weren’t for Iacoc, we wouldn’t have direction; we wouldn’t have 
evolved in several aspects, such as the issue of product costs, an 
organization within the company’s management, because we worked 
like that, everything was very disorganized. There was no division of 
work; heavy work was left to some and not others.

As for absorptive capacity and organizational innovation concerning 
external relations, entrepreneurs highlighted that they acquired previously 
limited access to the market. They also stressed that before incubation, they 
did not have partners, and therefore the application of acquired knowledge 
promoted the possibility of expanding their market share. As reported by 
the respondent:

We entered a partnership with the Cooperative of Rural Producers of 
Family Farming during the incubation period on the Coast of Sul 
Paraibano – Coopasa. We started our story within Iacoc because no 
one knew anyone, and we already left there doing business; we still 
have partnerships today. So, the main contributions to external rela-
tions innovations were partnerships with trade, partnerships with 
other cooperatives, and market access (E2).

It is possible to observe that incubated entrepreneurs in the food areas 
served only the public of schools – Food Acquisition Program (PAA) and 
National School Feeding Program (PNAE) –, focusing on associations/ 
cooperatives, sales, directed to these programs and to the community.  
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However, as the application of knowledge changed the practices of com
panies, they reached other consumers, such as supermarkets, cafeterias, 
and gyms.

We noticed organizational innovation practices in external relations by 
implementing new organizational methods, such as changes in practices in 
the company’s external relations (OECD & Eurostat, 2018), by encouraging 
incubated enterprises to identify all regions of potential customers, for 
potential buyers, to export. The interviewees corroborate: 

Iacoc takes away that prejudice that we sometimes have of thinking 
small and encourages thinking about something big, with capacity 
even for export (E5). 

PNAE is good, but we cannot depend on just one market. [...] It’s a 
crucial point in incubation, reaching and guaranteeing new markets, 
making new external relations (E6).

Given the evidence, there is absorptive capacity in incubated enterprises, 
understood as the ability to recognize the value of new information, assimi-
late it and direct it to commercial purposes and, as support for the construc-
tion of competitive advantage based on innovation (Cohen & Levinthal, 
1990; Zahra & George, 2002). We observe, then, that all the knowledge 
captured and absorbed influences changes in management practices and, 
consequently, triggers organizational innovations and consequent restruc-
turing in all sectors of the incubated companies.

Absorptive capacity and marketing innovation category

This category refers to absorptive capacity and marketing innovations 
comprising the subcomponents: marketing, sales, after-sales support, product 
placement, packaging, promotion, and pricing. It involves implementing a 
new marketing method with significant changes in packaging, product posi-
tioning, advertising, or pricing of new sales channels (OECD & Eurostat, 
2018). The related elements are arranged in the Figure 4.



The absorptive capacity of incubated enterprises and innovation actions in the context of agribusiness in Paraíba, Brazil

23

ISSN 1678-6971 (electronic version) • RAM, São Paulo, 23(5), eRAMR220143, 2022
https://doi.org/10.1590/1678-6971/eRAMR220143.en

Figure 4
Absorptive capacity and marketing innovation category

organizacionais e reestruturações consequentes em todos os setores das empresas 

incubadas. 

Categoria capacidade absortiva e inovações de marketing 
Essa categoria faz referência à capacidade absortiva e às inovações de marketing 

compreendendo os subcomponentes: marketing, vendas e apoio pós-venda, colocação e 

embalagem de produtos, e promoção e preço. Essa categoria envolve a implementação de 

um novo método de marketing com mudanças significativas na embalagem, no 

posicionamento do produto, em sua promoção ou na fixação de preços e de novos canais 

de vendas (OECD & Eurostat, 2018). Os elementos relacionados estão dispostos na 

Figura 4. 

Figura 4 
Categoria capacidade absortiva e inovações de marketing 

Fonte: Elaborada pelos autores a partir do software ATLAS.ti. 

 

Na exploração desse grupo, em termos de marketing, vendas e pós-vendas, 

percebemos, na fala unânime dos empreendedores, a menção à criação e divulgação da 

marca, ao consequente aprendizado e à valorização da pós-venda. Embora os negócios 

Em relação a inovação de 
marketing, posso dizer que a 
gente não tinha site, foi criado 
com a IACOC, e isso incentivou à 
nossa colocação no mercado. Se 
você pesquisar no Google Fontes 
de sabor, somos os primeiros a 
aparecer na pesquisa. Agora 
temos site, Twitter, Instagram. Isso 
também ajuda nas promoções, 
vendas e até pós-venda, pois 
temos contato com os clientes. 

Um exemplo de inovação nos 
nossos produtos é a embalagem, 
a gente trabalhava com a 
embalagem simples, sem muito 
design, e foi a própria IACOC 
que criou a nossa embalagem, e 
isso fez a diferença. Quando 
você pega o projeto e coloca em 
prática, aí você vê que realmente 
estava faltando a questão de 
design. Também inovaram nossa 
marca. 

Com o conhecimento da IACOC, 
a gente viu que precisava 
aumentar o preço do bolinho e 
foi uma preocupação porque a 
gente achava que os clientes iam 
achar caro. E a gente teve que 
decidir melhorar a qualidade e 
aumentar o preço ou parar. A 
gente resolver seguir às 
orientações e aumentar e veio a 
aceitação dos clientes. Na 
verdade, só melhorou. Tem 
lugares que a gente entregava  
15 bandejas de bolos, e hoje 
entrega 20. 

Interviews made in Portuguese – Acap marketing innovation (translation)

Acap IM marketing, sales, and post-sales support

Dapaz’s transcription

Concerning marketing innovation, I can say we didn’t have a website, it was created with Iacoc, 
which motivated our ranking in the market. If you Google Fontes de Sabor, we are the first ones 
to appear. We now have a website, Twitter, and Instagram, which helps with promotions, sales, 
and even post-sales because we have direct contact with our customers.

Acap IM positioning and product packaging

Julio’s transcription

An example of innovation in our products is the packaging. We used to work with simple  
packaging, not a lot of design, and it was Iacoc themselves who created our new package, which 
made a huge difference. When you get a project and you put it into practice, then you can see 
that it was really missing the design factor. They also innovated our brand.

(continue)
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Acap IM promotion and price

Rose’s transcription

With the knowledge provided by Iacoc, we realized we needed to raise our price, and it was a 
concern because we thought that the customers would find it overpriced. We had to decide 
between raising the quality and the price or stopping our production. We decided to follow their 
instructions, and alongside came the clients’ acceptance. In fact, it only got better. There are 
places where we used to deliver trays with 15 muffins, and now we deliver 20.

Source: Elaborated by the authors using the ATLAS.ti software (2021).

Exploring this group, in terms of marketing, sales, and after-sales, we 
noticed in the unanimous speech of the entrepreneurs the mention of the 
creation and dissemination of the brand and the consequent learning and 
enhancement of after-sales. Although the businesses have different activi-
ties, we observed a significant alignment in the speech of those interviewed 
about the marketing plan as the main innovative result. 

This example of knowledge absorption and application in marketing 
innovation common to all enterprises highlights that, although other ele-
ments can lead to different innovative performances, absorptive capacity 
can be an important driver to understanding the differences in asymmetri-
cal use of knowledge, as well as its application in innovations (McCann & 
Folta, 2018). The results of other forms of innovation: product innovation, 
process innovation, and organizational innovations (OECD & Eurostat, 
2018), vary according to the distinctive aspects and the absorptive capacity 
of each company.

All interviewees reported that before incubation, they did not have a 
visual identity, such as labels, promotional material, and website: “[...] we 
did not have any action aimed at the dissemination of our products, every-
thing came from the knowledge acquired by Iacoc. We started to have a 
visual identity at Iacoc” (E1). In line with the company’s ability to explore 
and transform the knowledge acquired to develop new practices (Zahra & 
George, 2002), they described that after the creation and dissemination of 
the brand, they showed an increase in product acceptance and recognition 
by consumers. They demonstrated that the incubator’s commercialization, 
formalization, and organization aspects provided visibility for the business. 
As the respondents corroborate:

Figure 4 (conclusion)

Absorptive capacity and marketing innovation category
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Yes, before Iacoc, we didn’t have a brand; we only sold door-to-door 
here in the municipality of Pombal; after incubation, it started in the 
Catolé region. Today we sell to Catolé, São Bento, Brejo, Belém de 
Brejo, Jericho, Lagoa, Bom Sucesso, Brejo do Cruz, Brejo do Santo. 
Before, we only sold here in Pombal. We won 3 Sebrae Awards; we 
went to represent the state of Paraíba in Brasília, and we went out to 
Small Companies, Large Businesses, representing the Northeast, and 
this boosted the excellent placement of our product in the market (E6).

After Iacoc, today we sell to the entire community, which is a vast 
community; we have around 80 families, with aggregated small com-
munities. We deal in the community three days a week, we sell for 
school lunches, both to the PAA and the PNAE, we have already 
placed some of the cookies in the city’s supermarkets, and we are also 
selling to the of São Domingos, a neighboring town. We already put 
it on in the open market, but due to the pandemic, we are not going. 
But in the incubation process, we reach new markets (E3).

As for the absorptive capacity of marketing innovation in terms of pack-
aging, promotion, and prices, the following were highlighted: 

I remember a fair where the general coordinator of Iacoc was with us, 
and we were selling honey for R$12.00 a comb, and she said it was to 
sell for R$15.00 because everything we were using in the production 
process was quality, the jar, the label (E4). 

There was also the issue of the new label inserted in our products that 
gave more visibility, so we can compete equally in terms of packaging 
and price, as we see in the market (E2).

Furthermore, interviewed entrepreneurs reported that they achieved, 
during incubation, the seal of the Federal Inspection Service (SIF), adhered 
to good manufacturing practices, standards, and differentiated packaging 
with nutritional labeling. We observed that they applied their knowledge to 
innovation in placement on the market by becoming adept at social media, 
such as a website, Instagram, and Facebook, and carrying out promotions 
and applying the fair price of products.

Finally, we understand knowledge absorption as transferring experience 
and knowledge to innovative business processes (Oyemomi et al., 2016). 
This concept is directly reflected in the post-incubation relationship between 
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incubated companies and their customers, which is now managed with more 
assertiveness, planning, and control, given the knowledge absorbed and an 
innovative attitude towards the market.

After explaining the results obtained through the analysis, the following 
topic will bring together the main conclusions found in the research.

Discussion

Associations/cooperatives continually seek mechanisms to develop 
their absorptive capacities, applying knowledge from external sources, 
adapting them to their internal needs, and seeking new or better results in 
products and processes. In this sense, there is a notable absorptive capacity 
carried out by enterprises in the rural area of the semiarid region of Paraíba, 
and, as a result, a set of innovative practices were adopted.

In Paraíba, the work developed by the incubator is aimed at low-income 
communities in situations of social vulnerability, generating the possibility 
of marketing groups to transform themselves into associations, coopera-
tives, and micro-enterprises and promoting inclusion and community devel-
opment. In this scenario, companies incubated by Iacoc are formed by micro 
and small companies dedicated to agribusiness, whose activities fall into any 
of the following areas: Crop production, horticulture, and floriculture, pro-
duction of certified seeds and seedlings, livestock, fishing, aquaculture, bee-
keeping, alternative poultry farming, food product manufacturing, crafts, 
and beverage production.

In this context, the appropriation of knowledge is naturally asymmetric. 
However, entrepreneurs capture expertise and transform it into innovation, 
resulting in enhancing the social and economic environment and the trans-
formation of professionals. In this sense, the incubator has enabled significant 
changes in business dynamics and the incubated companies’ social context 
(see Table 3).

Table 3
Findings on the connection between absorptive capacity and innovation

Type of innovation Participants’ perception of absorptive capacity and innovation

Product innovation The products are improved in the manufacturing, packaging, and  
distribution processes, innovating by absorbing the incubator’s knowl-
edge.

(continue)
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Type of innovation Participants’ perception of absorptive capacity and innovation

Process innovation Although scarcer, computer-aided implementation is an absorbed 
resource/knowledge and reflects innovation in processes.

Organizational innovation Knowledge is absorbed and influences management practices and 
organizational innovations and consequent restructuring in all sectors 
of incubated companies.

Marketing innovation Post-incubation relationship between incubated companies and their 
customers: relationship with more assertiveness, planning, and con-
trol, given the absorbed knowledge and an innovative attitude 
towards the market.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

The categories’ elements reflect the literature in the fields of absorptive 
capacity and innovation. The absorptive capacity and product innovations 
category, for example, translates into the introduction of a new good that 
differs significantly from previous products. In the process innovation cate-
gory, we noticed significant changes in techniques, equipment in auxiliary 
activities, and the organizational innovation category, which brings to the 
involved projects a new organizational method that involves the company’s 
business practices, organization of its workplace, or the workplace itself, 
and its external relations. Finally, the marketing innovation category sup-
ports the direction of resource-absorbing incubators to meet the needs of 
consumers. In this sense, all types of foreseen innovation are found in the 
contexts under analysis.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

This article analyzed companies’ absorptive capacity and innovation 
actions incubated in the Iacoc. This study presented a theoretical contribu-
tion from the approximation of the literary basis between absorptive capacity 
and innovation results in the context of incubated enterprises through the 
innovation classification provided for in the Oslo Manual (OECD & Eurostat, 
2018), opening a new path for field studies.

As a managerial contribution, we present practices of incubated enter-
prises that can inspire management models for innovations in other contexts 

Table 3 (conclusion)

Findings on the connection between absorptive capacity and innovation
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and other organizations that wish to develop absorptive capacity by applying 
them in innovative processes. Limitations faced in this construction include: 
the lack of access to other entrepreneurs due to the Covid-19 pandemic and 
the online interviews. We suggest that future studies carry out empirical 
explorations with comparisons between incubated and non-incubated ven-
tures from different segments and contexts and quantitative analyses that 
add subsidies for measuring results about the absorptive capacity of those 
resulting in innovations.

REFERENCES

Ali, I., Ui, A., & Ali, M. (2018). Impact of knowledge sharing and absorptive 
capacity on project performance: The moderating role of social processes. 
Journal of Knowledge Management, 22(2), 453–477.

Apriliyanti, I. D., & Alon, I. (2017). Bibliometric analysis of absorptive 
capacity. International Business Review, 26(5), 896–907.

Ávila, M. M. (2022). Competitive advantage and knowledge absorptive 
capacity: The mediating role of innovative capability. Journal of the Knowledge 
Economy, 13(1), 185–210.

Bardin, L. (2011). Análise de conteúdo (4a. ed.). Edições 70.
Belso, J., & Diez, I. (2018). As escolhas estratégicas da empresa e o conhe-

cimento da rede dinâmica de ponta: Como afetam a inovação? Journal of 
Knowledge Management, 22(1), 1–20.

Brewer, D., & Tierney, W. (2012). Barriers to innovation in the US educa-
tion. In B. Wildavsky, A. Kelly, & K. Carey (Eds.), Reinventing higher education: 
The promise of innovation (pp. 11–40). Harvard Education Press.

Brown, T. (2008). Design thinking. Harvard Business Review, 86(6), 84.
Buchele, G. T., Teza, P., Dandolini, G. A., & Souza, J. A. D. (2015). Análise 

dos artigos qualitativos empíricos sobre métodos, técnicas e ferramentas 
para inovação. Revista de Administração da Mackenzie, 16(3), 136–170.

Cassol, A., Zapalai, J., & Cintra, R. (2017). Capacidade absortiva como pro-
pulsora da inovação em empresas incubadas de Santa Catarina. Revista 
Ciências Administrativas, 23(1), 9–41.

Castaneda, D. I. (2015). Compartilhamento de conhecimento: O papel do 
psicológicos variáveis em líderes e colaboradores. Suma Psicológica, 22(1), 
63–69.



The absorptive capacity of incubated enterprises and innovation actions in the context of agribusiness in Paraíba, Brazil

29

ISSN 1678-6971 (electronic version) • RAM, São Paulo, 23(5), eRAMR220143, 2022
https://doi.org/10.1590/1678-6971/eRAMR220143.en

Chesbrough, H. (2012) Open innovation: Where we’ve been and where 
we’re going. Research-Technology Management, 55(4), 20–27.

Cohen, W. M., & Levinthal, D. A. (1990). Absorptive capacity: A new per-
spective on learning and innovation. Administrative Science Quarterly, 35(1), 
128–152.

Engelman, R., & Schreiber, D. (2018). A relação entre capital intelectual, 
capacidade absortiva e inovação: Proposta de um framework. Desenvolvimento 
em Questão, 16(43), 77–112. 

Ferreras-Méndez, J. L., Fernández-Mesa, A., & Alegre, J. (2016). The rela-
tionship between knowledge search strategies and absorptive capacity: A 
deeper look. Technovation, 54, 48–61.

Flatten, T. C., Engelen, A., Zahra, S. A., & Brettel, M. (2011). A measure of 
absorptive capacity: Scale development and validation. European Management 
Journal, 29(2), 98–116.

Harrington, D., Walsh, M., Owens, E., Joyner, D., McDonald, M., Griffiths, G., 
… Lynch, P. (2017). Capacidades de inovação verde: Lições da rede de apren-
dizagem de inovação colaborativa irlandesa-galesa. Parcerias Universitárias 
para o Desenvolvimento Internacional, 8, 93–121.

Herkema, S. (2013). Uma perspectiva adaptativa complexa na aprendizagem 
dentro projetos de inovação. A Organização de Aprendizagem, 10(6), 340–346.

Koch, A., & Strotmann, H. (2008). AC and innovation in the knowledge 
intensive business service sector the knowledge intensive business service 
sector. Economics of Innovation and New Technology, 17(6), 511–531. 

Kremer, H., Villamor, I., & Aguinis, H. (2019). Liderança em inovação: 
Melhores recomendações de práticas para promover a criatividade dos fun-
cionários, compartilhar voz e conhecimento. Horizontes de Negócios, 62(1), 
65–74.

Lakatos, E. M., & Marconi, M. D. A. (2007). Fundamentos de metodologia cien-
tífica. Atlas.

Lane, P., Koka, B., & Pathak, S. (2006). The reification of absorptive capacity: 
A critical review and rejuventation of the construct. Academy of Management, 
31(4), 833–863.

Macedo, M. A., Miguel, P. A. C., & Casarotto, N., Filho. (2015). A caracteriza-
ção do design thinking como um modelo de inovação. Revista de Administração 
e Inovação, 12(3), 157–182.

McCann, B., & Folta, T. (2018). Location matters: Where we have been and 
where we might go in agglomeration research. Journal of Management, 
34(3), 532–565. 



30

The absorptive capacity of incubated enterprises and innovation actions in the context of agribusiness in Paraíba, Brazil

ISSN 1678-6971 (electronic version) • RAM, São Paulo, 23(5), eRAMR220143, 2022
https://doi.org/10.1590/1678-6971/eRAMR220143.en

Moré, R. P. O., Gonçalo, C. R., Vargas, S. M. L., Bucior, E. R., & Cembranel, P. 
(2014). Capacidade absortiva no contexto da inovação: Um estudo biblio-
métrico. Desenvolve: Revista de Gestão do Unilasalle, 3(1), 113–126.

Mura, M., Lettieri, E., Radaelli, G., & Spiller, N. (2013). Promoção de pro-
fissionais comportamento inovador dos profissionais através do comparti-
lhamento de conhecimento: O papel moderador do capital social. Journal of 
Knowledge Management, 17(4), 527–544.

Murovec, N., & Prodan, I. (2009). Absorptive capacity, its determinants, and 
influence on innovation output: Cross-cultural validation of the structural 
model. Technovation, 29(12), 859–872.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development – OECD, & 
Eurostat. (2018). Oslo Manual 2018: Guidelines for collecting, reporting and 
using data on innovation (4th ed.). The Measurement of Scientific, Techno-
logical and Innovation Activities, OECD Publishing, Eurostat.

Oyemomi, O., Liu, S., Neaga, I., & Alkhuraiji, A. (2016). How knowledge 
sharing and business process contribute to organizational performance: 
Using the fsQCA. Journal of Business Research, 69(11), 5222–5227.

Rocha, R. O., Olave, M. E. L., & Ordonez, E. D. M. (2019). Estratégias de 
inovação para startups. Revista Pretexto, 20(2), 87–99.

Sampieri, R. H., Collado, C. F., & Lucio, M. P. B. (2014). Metodologia de pesquisa 
(5a. ed.). Penso. www.grupoa.com.br/livros/pesquisa.../metodologia-de- 
esquisa/9788565848282

Schumpeter, J. A. (1997). Teoria do desenvolvimento econômico: Uma investigação 
sobre lucros, capital, crédito, juro e ciclo econômico (M. S. Possas, Trad.). Nova 
Cultural. 

Spieth, P., & Lerch, M. (2014). Augmenting innovation project portfolio 
management performance: The mediating effect of management percep-
tion and satisfaction. R&D Management, 44(5), 498–515.

Torugsa, N., & Arundel, A. (2016). Complexidade da inovação no público 
setor: Uma análise em nível de grupo de trabalho de fatores e resultados 
relacionados. Revisão da Gestão Pública, 18(3), 392–416.

Vega-Jurado, J., Gutiérrez-Gracia, A., & Fernández-de-Lucio, I. (2008). Ana-
lyzing the determinants of firm’s absorptive capacity: Beyond R&D. R&D 
Management, 38(4), 392–405.

Wang, C., & Hu, Q. (2020). Knowledge sharing in supply chain networks: 
Effects of collaborative innovation activities and capability on innovation 
performance. Technovation, 94–95, 102010. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
technovation.2017.12.002



The absorptive capacity of incubated enterprises and innovation actions in the context of agribusiness in Paraíba, Brazil

31

ISSN 1678-6971 (electronic version) • RAM, São Paulo, 23(5), eRAMR220143, 2022
https://doi.org/10.1590/1678-6971/eRAMR220143.en

Yin, R. K. (2015). Estudo de caso: Planejamento e métodos. Bookman.
Yoon, J., Kim, Y., Vonortas, N. S., & Han, S. W. (2018). Corporate foresight 

and innovation: The effects of integrative capabilities and organisational 
learning. Technology Analysis & Strategic Management, 30(6), 633–645.

Zahra, S., & George, G. (2002). Absorptive capacity: A review, reconcep
tualization and extension. Academy of Management Review, 27(2), 185–203.

Zapata-Cantu, L., Rialp, J., & Rodríguez, A. O. (2020). Relative absorptive 
capacity as a booster of innovation in an automotive cluster. Competitiveness 
Review: An International Business Journal, 30(2), 175–193.

Zhang, M., Zhao, X., Lyles, M. A. & Guo, H. (2015). Absorptive capacity and 
mass customization capability. International Journal of Operations &  
Production Management, 35(9), 1275–1294. https://doi.org/10.1108/
IJOPM-03-2015-0120

Zhou, X., Shan, M., & Li, J. (2017). R&D strategy and innovation per
formance: The role of standardization. Technology Analysis & Strategic  
Management, 30(7), 778–792.

Zou, T., Ertug, G., & George, G. (2018). The capacity to innovate: A meta- 
-analysis of absorptive capacity. Innovation, 20(2), 87–121.

EDITORIAL BOARD

Editor-in-chief
Gilberto Perez

Associate editor
Edson Rodrigues de Aro 

Technical support
Gabriel Henrique Carille

EDITORIAL PRODUCTION

Publishing coordination
Jéssica Dametta

Language editor
Bardo Editorial
(Irina Migliari & Andrew Benson)

Layout designer
Emap

Graphic designer
Libro

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJOPM-03-2015-0120
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJOPM-03-2015-0120

