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Abstract
While entrepreneurial ecosystem research has attracted increasing attention in the schol-
arly literature, research focusing on its structure beyond geographical borders is limited. 
The aim of this paper is to examine the configuration of the entrepreneurial ecosystem and 
propose an original model by implementing an international perspective. Specifically, this 
study combines the following two theoretical streams: the entrepreneurial ecosystem and 
the international context. An empirical investigation was performed through an explora-
tory study of key public and private French internationalization support organizations. The 
findings provide new insights related to 4 axes, i.e., structural, systemic, evolutionary and 
spatial axes, which are enhanced by the adopted international perspective. This perspective 
is connected to a glo-cal culture that combines both adaptation to local specificities and 
global integration. The findings also underline the importance of sub-ecosystem interac-
tions in establishing a consistent and effective long-term entrepreneurial development strat-
egy in a territory. This research provides useful implications for both theory and practice, 
especially for policymakers and support organizations.
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1  Introduction

The entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) has become a popular focus of analysis in the schol-
arly community, which has fostered an expansion phase and triggered an increasing num-
ber of associated publications during the last three years1 (Alvedalen and Boschma 2017; 
Autio et  al. 2018; Malecki 2018; Tsujimoto et  al. 2018; Cavallo et  al. 2019). However, 
the literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems has mainly adopted cartographic, structural 
and systemic perspectives (Isenberg 2011; Stam 2015; Spigel 2017; Roundy et al. 2018; 
Stam and van de Ven 2019). These perspectives use different categories of attributes to 
depict the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Spigel 2017). This ecosystem is also characterized 
by the interactivity of these attributes and the strategic multilateral dynamics among vari-
ous actors according to their individual roles and bargaining powers (central or periph-
eral) (Adner 2017; Theodoraki et al. 2018). To understand the mechanisms of the entre-
preneurial ecosystem, previous research emphasized local cultural specificities (Audretsch 
and Belitski 2017), the ecosystem’s evolution (Mack and Mayer 2016), the entrepreneurial 
process (Spigel and Harrison 2018), the ecosystem’s governance (Colombelli et al. 2019; 
Colombo et al. 2019), and the multilevel approach (Theodoraki and Messeghem 2017).

The entrepreneurship literature generally defines the entrepreneurial ecosystem as “a 
dynamic, institutionally embedded interaction between entrepreneurial attitudes, ability, 
and aspirations, by individuals, which drives the allocation of resources through the crea-
tion and operation of new ventures” (Ács et  al. 2014, p. 479). This dynamic interaction 
determines multiple other interactions between individuals and organizations that shape 
the ecosystem. However, despite the growing interest in this stream of research, it remains 
undertheorized (Acs et al. 2017; Spigel and Harrison 2018). The distinction between entre-
preneurial ecosystems and other concepts seeking to explain the geographic anchoring of 
entrepreneurial activities (e.g., clusters, regional innovation systems, and networks) is still 
unclear. Likewise, the regional development research establishes the territorial boundaries 
of the entrepreneurial ecosystem to clarify its definition and facilitate its acceptance by 
academics (Audretsch and Belitski 2017).

Scholars partially adopt an international perspective of this ecosystem by focusing 
on the role of born globals (Velt et al. 2018), large multinationals (Ryan et al. 2020) and 
cross-border platforms (Nambisan et al. 2019); however, scholars fail to provide a holistic 
foundation for this perspective. Moreover, Guerrero et al. (2020) analyzed the link between 
ecosystems and the entrepreneurship process across developed and developing economies. 
Their systematic literature review shows how the context influences the type of entrepre-
neurship and entrepreneurial stage. However, these authors addressed the question of local 
entrepreneurial ecosystems in different types of countries without analyzing the interna-
tional aspect of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Therefore, the literature lacks a holistic 
international lens that can widen our understanding of this phenomenon and pave a new 
way of thinking regarding the role of entrepreneurial ecosystems in the international con-
text (van Weele et al. 2018). Therefore, the current research explores the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem and the effects of digitalization and internet attention without incorporating 
other insights from a different stream of literature suggesting that international entrepre-
neurship extends across markets and boundaries; in turn, this approach suggests a mandate 

1  904 publications (674 journals, 129 books, 101 other types, i.e., conference proceedings), 91,7% of which 
were published or in press between 2016 and 2021 and 72,1% between 2018 and 2021—Scopus data con-
sulted on January 4, 2021.
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for a new research perspective (Nambisan et  al. 2019). Beyond the promising insights 
garnered from the international perspective, prior studies concerning entrepreneurial eco-
systems are generally restricted to focusing on a domestic context despite the significant 
evidence provided by the international entrepreneurship literature that the international 
context may be more compelling and relevant. Based on the above research gap, this paper 
provides an initial analysis of the entrepreneurial ecosystem in the dynamic international 
context using a multi-level approach (Velt et al. 2018).

In fact, scholars recognize that the entrepreneurial ecosystem is a multi-layered con-
cept composed of several sub-ecosystems that co-exist, co-evolve and are embedded in dif-
ferent levels of analysis (O’Kane et al. 2020). Theodoraki and Messeghem (2017) utilize 
the macro-level to describe the entrepreneurial ecosystem, the meso-level to describe the 
entrepreneurial support ecosystem and the micro-level to describe the business incubator 
ecosystem. Support entities, especially incubators, are useful tools for creating global com-
munities in local settings (van Weele et al. 2018). In this study, we define an internationali-
zation support ecosystem (ISE) as a complex sub-ecosystem embedded into the entrepre-
neurial support ecosystem that encompasses the complex relationships among the specific 
actors, factors and processes involved in the internationalization support of entrepreneurs, 
even those beyond territorial borders. Previous research has shown increasing interest in 
internationalization support services to strengthen firms’ resources, improve their interna-
tional performance or facilitate their entry into foreign markets (Bannò et al. 2014; Catan-
zaro et al. 2019; Malca et al. 2019). Moreover, internationalization is increasingly consid-
ered crucial for firms’ survival, growth, and long-term viability (Bannò et al. 2014). The 
cross-border expansion of businesses can be considered an entrepreneurial act (Jones et al. 
2011; McGaughey et al. 2016; Schwens et al. 2018). However, the entrepreneurial act of 
internationalization is fraught with risks and uncertainty (Catanzaro et al. 2019). Conse-
quently, many governments have developed policies that support the internationalization of 
firms (Lederman et al. 2010) and the emergence of entrepreneurial ecosystems dedicated 
to internationalization support, which involve specific players and support services. Simi-
larly, knowledge regarding which ecosystem characteristics have the greatest impact on the 
international success of companies is limited (Love and Roper 2015). In fact, we have little 
information on the elements of this ecosystem that facilitate the international entrepreneur-
ial activities of companies and thus contribute to a dynamic business environment and the 
economic development of a territory.

To fill these gaps in the literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems and internationaliza-
tion support, we propose that the following question is studied: how does an international 
perspective refine the conceptualization of the entrepreneurial ecosystem? Empirically, we 
draw on an exploratory qualitative methodology and conduct 20 semi-structured interviews 
with the main actors involved in the examined ISE. This analysis establishes a new model 
of the entrepreneurial ecosystem while respecting its territorial and international founda-
tions. Our results highlight the crucial role of the ecosystem’s glo-cal nature and sub-eco-
system interactions as an engine of economic growth. We hope that this exploratory study 
will establish a new way of exploring this phenomenon and serve as a basis for incorporat-
ing internationalization into the concept of the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the theoretical background of this 
study by examining the literature on the entrepreneurial ecosystem and internationalization 
support to anchor our international perspective. Section 3 presents the exploratory method-
ology used to analyze the French internationalization support ecosystem, and Sect. 4 pre-
sents our empirical results. Finally, Sect. 5 concludes by discussing the most salient results 
and contributions of this study and avenues for future research.
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2 � Internationalizing the entrepreneurial ecosystem

2.1 � The entrepreneurial ecosystem

The existing literature on the entrepreneurial ecosystem has been expanded in an anarchic 
way. Several directions to study and understand the entrepreneurial ecosystem have been 
proposed. However, we identify four major axes that structure the literature on entrepre-
neurial ecosystems: the structural axis (Isenberg 2010, 2011, 2016; Spigel 2017), the sys-
temic axis (Stam 2015; Roundy et al. 2018; Theodoraki et al. 2018), the evolutionary axis 
(Mack and Mayer 2016) and the spatial axis (Acs et al. 2017; Audretsch and Belitski 2017) 
(see Table 1).

More precisely, the early studies were devoted to understanding the actors and factors 
constituting the ecosystem. Isenberg’s (2010, 2011, 2016) pioneering work made it pos-
sible to establish the structural axis by presenting the first model of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem; this model encompasses six domains (policy, finance, culture, support, human 
capital and markets) that contain twelve elements (e.g., success stories, business angels, 
infrastructure, education, etc.). This first model is considered normative and descriptive 
because it lists the elements of successful ecosystems. Thus, Spigel (2017) contributes to 
the improvement of this model by categorizing the attributes of the entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem, namely, the material (e.g., infrastructure), cultural (e.g., histories of entrepreneurship) 
and social (e.g., networks) attributes. These studies favor a configuration-based approach 
and make it possible to structure the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Other studies provide a 
distinction between the external factors that describe the ecosystem’s environment and the 
internal factors related to its members (Xie et al. 2019).

In the systemic axis, scientific research is further developing the configuration approach 
by evaluating the strategic interactions between the abovementioned elements, the interac-
tivity of the ecosystem’s dimensions, and the dynamism of social capital as well as its cru-
cial role in ensuring the proper functioning of the ecosystem (Neumeyer and Santos 2018; 
Theodoraki et al. 2018; Thompson et al. 2018; Neumeyer et al. 2019). This axis comple-
ments the structural axis by emphasizing the interactions and interdependence among the 
various dimensions, categories and attributes. In this axis, the theory of networks and 
social capital is used to explore the entrepreneurial ecosystem’s dynamics (Neumeyer et al. 
2019). Theodoraki et  al. (2018) propose a more dynamic version of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem composed of three interconnected dimensions: the structural (ties, configuration 
and stability), cognitive (shared goals, language, and narratives) and relational (identifica-
tion, members obligations, norms, and trust) dimensions. The literature corresponding to 
this axis focuses on the entrepreneurial ecosystem as an entity (Ács et al. 2014; Mason and 
Brown 2014; Morris et al. 2015; Roundy et al. 2018). Each actor is part of a system, and 
each individual action can lead to collective interactions.

The evolutionary axis focuses on the temporal maturity of the entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem and its evolving processes (Mack and Mayer 2016; Spigel and Harrison 2018). Spe-
cifically, this axis explores how entrepreneurial ecosystems evolve over time and, accord-
ing to certain authors, gain a certain durability (Mack and Mayer 2016) or sustainability 
(Cohen 2006; Theodoraki et al. 2018). Furthermore, we include recent studies that focus 
on the evolution of the ecosystem under the influence of the entrepreneurial process in this 
group (Spigel and Harrison 2018). The thesis defended in this stream of literature is that 
the adoption of an effective long-term entrepreneurial development strategy that defines 
the economic and social conditions is necessary for the establishment of a self-sustained 
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entrepreneurial ecosystem. This reflective approach argues that the process of business cre-
ation and development provides a framework for studying the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

The spatial axis anchors the entrepreneurial ecosystem through its territorial dimension 
(Acs et al. 2017; Audretsch and Belitski 2017; Bruns et al. 2017). In this axis, the entre-
preneurial ecosystem is considered an outcome of entrepreneurial territorial strategies. The 
contribution of this axis is the consideration of territorial specificities for the sustainability 
and durability of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. In addition, this axis contributes to a bet-
ter understanding of the entrepreneurial ecosystem by distinguishing it from the clusters 
established by Porter (2000). The entrepreneurial ecosystem focuses on the entrepreneurial 
activity of companies within specific territorial contexts (Brown and Mason 2017). This 
concept is broader than that of clusters (Pitelis 2012). While the industrial cluster approach 
focuses on the “geographic concentrations of interconnected companies” and the national/
regional innovation systems approach focuses on networks of knowledge-producing enti-
ties that increase a region’s innovativeness, the concept of the entrepreneurial ecosystem 
refers to the interconnected actors and factors that generate entrepreneurship as an output 
(Acs et al. 2017). Therefore, this axis includes the territorial nature of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem as a crucial element of its definition: a set of interacting elements and actors that 
promote the creation of new businesses in a specific regional or local context (Mason and 
Brown 2014; Mack and Mayer 2016).

Accordingly, our framework underlines the complementarity and interdependence of 
the axes. Some studies are part of multiple axes. For example, the studies by Mason and 
Brown (2014) and Stam (2015) are part of both the systemic axis and the spatial axis, 
whereas the study of Auerswald and Dani (2017) is part of both the evolutionary axis and 
the spatial axis. While it is consistent with the spatial axis, an international perspective 
of the entrepreneurial ecosystem could appear to be in opposition to this axis. However, 
an international lens may enhance and broaden our understanding of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem. The following section presents an international perspective of this ecosystem.

2.2 � Internationalizing the entrepreneurial ecosystem

Internationalization is considered a time-based process of entrepreneurial behavior (Jones 
and Coviello 2005; Prashantham et al. 2019). It is increasingly seen as crucial for the sur-
vival, growth and long-term viability of businesses, particularly SMEs (Bannò et al. 2014). 
As a result, most governments have developed policies that support the internationalization 
process of their companies. These are defined as “government measures that help indig-
enous firms perform their export activities more effectively” (Leonidou et al. 2011, p. 4). 
Currently, in the context of limited public finance, the performance of entrepreneurial sup-
port tools, including those dedicated to international activities, has become a crucial issue 
(Parker 2007; Messeghem et al. 2018; Theodoraki et al. 2020).

Several studies focus on the link between internationalization support and firm perfor-
mance (Leonidou et al. 2011, 2014; Bannò et al. 2014). Felzensztein et al. (2015) suggest 
that this type of support accelerates the internationalization process and is likely to improve 
the international performance of SMEs (Hilmersson and Johanson 2016). Support related 
to reducing risk appears to be particularly relevant for small firms that have fewer resources 
and thus experience high levels of risk in the context of internationalization (Musteen et al. 
2010). Other studies demonstrate that internationalization support has a positive influence 
on performance and should thus be integrated into companies’ strategic thinking (Catan-
zaro and Teyssier 2020). However, it is less obvious which ecosystem characteristics have 
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the greatest impact on the international success of companies (Love and Roper 2015). 
Hence, evidence regarding the success and functioning of an ecosystem dedicated to inter-
nationalization support is lacking. Thus, to create sustainable economic development, it is 
necessary to balance the dynamics of the entrepreneurial ecosystem, various actors’ col-
laboration and rivalries, and support initiatives (Felzensztein et al. 2019).

In France, policies that support the internationalization process have been established, 
leading to the emergence of an entrepreneurial ecosystem characterized by internationali-
zation support, which is also called an internationalization support ecosystem (ISE). This 
ecosystem brings together public and private actors who are organized at the regional 
level according to the Regional Economic Development, Innovation and Internation-
alization Schemes (SRDEIIs). These regional ecosystems are intended to pool the tools 
and resources that all the involved partners make available to companies, facilitating the 
development, deployment and monitoring of an effective international strategy. Thus, like 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem in general, the internationalization support ecosystem is 
the result of an entrepreneurial territorial strategy (Acs et al. 2017; Audretsch and Belit-
ski 2017). On the other hand, the spatialization of this ecosystem (spatial axis) challenges 
the traditional approach, which is centered exclusively on territories. Indeed, the ecosys-
tem’s international perspective is not limited to its mission, i.e., to support companies 
abroad. The internationalization support ecosystem is based not only on local anchoring 
but also on the necessary international integration through a set of international actors or 
local members that have branches abroad. Thus, its very structure (structural axis) tends 
towards a different approach that integrates an international perspective. Similarly, the stra-
tegic interactions and social capital of this ecosystem (systemic axis) have a certain “inter-
national” nature in more than one aspect: the ecosystem’s network of members reaches 
beyond its original territory, the support process involves international actors and inter-
national actions, and the provided support involves access to international networks and 
resources. Catanzaro et al. (2019) also demonstrate that one of the major contributions of 
internationalization support is the strengthening of a company’s international relational 
capital through an international network of ecosystem members.

All these characteristics of the international perspective allow us to highlight a fifth axis 
from the literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems, namely, an international axis (Table 1). 
We propose that its attributes and contribution to the modeling of entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems should be explored according to each of the other axes.

3 � Methods

3.1 � Research design

This section describes our exploratory qualitative case study of the French internationali-
zation support ecosystem (Yin 2018), which is considered in this study one of the sub-
ecosystems of the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem. This approach is appropriate for 
studying how research questions, which are especially applicable in this case as the eco-
system literature is in an early stage of development (Dana and Dana 2005). The French 
context was chosen because it contains all the elements of an entrepreneurial ecosystem 
as described by Cohen (2006), i.e., favorable entrepreneurial governance and financial aid, 
universities, support actors, international firms, an entrepreneurial culture and a history of 
entrepreneurship. Additionally, it is thought to have a particularly dynamic environment 
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that is influenced by the strong evolution of its laws and traditions. Until recently, the inter-
nationalization support ecosystem focused exclusively on public organizations. However, 
the creation of the Team France Export2 in 2008 (which was comprehensively reformed in 
2018) and the launch of the Regional Economic Development, Innovation and Internation-
alization Schemes (SRDEIIs) in 2014 enabled the entrepreneurial ecosystem to expand to 
include private actors. Since then, partnership agreements at the local and national levels 
have been signed by both sectors (e.g., the OSCI3—Business France4 agreement in 2016), 
allowing public and private actors to work together to increase the effectiveness of their 
support for companies. With the 2018 reform of Team France Export, a twofold objective 
was introduced: (1) Set up a simple and legible system for companies: a one-stop shop 
at the regional level with a single Team France Export correspondent abroad; (2) Offer 
even more effective support through the strengthening of the public service resources in the 
region and the involvement of private experts.

In this context, four actors with regional relays occupy a predominant place: (1) the 
International Chambers of Commerce and Industry (CCI), (2) Business France, (3) Bpi-
france and (4) a private actor, namely, OSCI, which is a federation of international trade 
entrepreneurs. Regional CCIs play a central role because a company that wishes to ben-
efit from the support of its regional ecosystem must first accepted by a CCI international 
development advisor. The latter is generally a specialist in the given company’s sector of 
activity and/or its targeted geographical area. This advisor plays the role of an interme-
diary or “broker” that is responsible for connecting the company with other public and 
private actors in the ecosystem according to its specific needs. The advisor also provides 
the company first-hand information regarding the internationalization process and targeted 
countries and proceeds with the activation of the network of private partners if necessary.

More operational support (networking, participation in trade fairs and prospecting mis-
sions) is provided by Business France. Financial support services (loans, grants, guarantees 
and insurance) are provided by Bpifrance. Private banks have their own support products, 
and some banks (e.g., BNP Paribas) work directly with Bpifrance. Some regions also pro-
vide financial support to their companies, mainly when they operate in a sector considered 
strategic by the territory. Within this network, private actors are mobilized throughout the 
support process according to each company’s problems and needs, especially when they 
face complex situations (regulatory constraints, opaque markets, etc.). Private actors who 
are members of OSCI enjoy greater legitimacy among public actors, particularly through 
existing formal partnerships. Finally, there are relays abroad, both public (Business France 
operators) and private (partner consultants and subsidiaries of French private organiza-
tions), which can provide additional expertise due to their facilitated access to targeted for-
eign markets.

3.2 � Data collection

The data collected comprise twenty semi-structured interviews conducted using an inter-
view guide (see Appendix). Semi-structured interviews are very flexible because they 

2  One-stop shop for internationalization support born from the collective ambition to bring together public 
and private actors to improve their export support.
3  OSCI: Entrepreneurs’ Federation of International Trade.
4  National agency created by a merger between Ubifrance and the French Agency for International Invest-
ment.
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allow us to discuss one topic before or after another topic depending on each respond-
ent’s sequence of ideas. We adapted the interview guide to each actor’s profile, particularly 
on a public/private basis. The interview guide included questions on the support practices 
(services and methods), evolution (changes, adaptation, and business perceptions), impact 
(support influence, performance, satisfaction, and improvements) and ecosystem interac-
tions (relations with other actors) of the actors.

Table 2 lists the interviews conducted and recorded, specifying the organization, posi-
tion and duration of each interview. Ten of the participants interviewed belong to actors in 
the public sphere and ten others to actors in the private sphere; however, the three French 
foreign trade advisors (CCEFs) interviewed navigate between these two worlds, as does 
the cluster to some extent because its governance structure is financed by both private and 
public funds. These participants were asked about the following two functions: their public 
missions as foreign trade advisors and their private roles as consultants when suitable. The 
interviews took place between February and July 2018. The package includes 20  h and 
41 min of interviews.

3.3 � Data analysis

The interviews were transcribed into a total of 386 pages. To analyze this corpus, as well 
as the additional documents and reports collected from the institutional sites of the inter-
viewed participants, we conducted a thematic analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994). This 
approach made it possible to find recurring themes within the various documents and inter-
views that comprised the corpus and related content. To do this, we chose a horizontal 
approach, i.e., a transversal analysis that consists of identifying recurrences and regulari-
ties in the various documents of a corpus. Thus, the coherence of the analysis no longer 
depended on the individual structure of each document or interview but on all the compa-
rable elements of the documents.

However, a thematic analysis is not restricted to a summary of the examined data; 
rather, it allows us to interpret the data and give meaning to them. A common pitfall of 
this method is to use the main interview questions as analyzed themes, which results in an 
organized summary of the data rather than a data analysis (Clarke and Braun 2013). Thus, 
we opted to use posteriori coding, i.e., our coding method was determined and constructed 
after the documents were analyzed. This less direct approach was well suited to the explor-
atory nature of our research.

We collected additional resources about the examined support players from websites, 
public reports, and articles. This multiplicity of data sources allowed us to apply a triangu-
lation method to actively and consciously attempt to support, cross-check and corroborate 
the results of this study (Gibbert et  al. 2008). Finally, in terms of external validity, the 
results of our research were discussed and validated by the members of the board and sci-
entific council of Think Tank La Fabrique de l’Exportation,5 which are composed mainly 
of the members of OSCI, Bpifrance and CNCCEF (National Committee of French Foreign 
Trade Advisors).

5  The Fabrique de l’Exportation is a Think Tank founded in France in 2012 and which aims to share the 
results of the work of the best researchers in this field with the international community of operators.
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4 � Findings

The aim of this research was to enrich the traditional approach to examining the entrepre-
neurial ecosystem by adding an international perspective (see Table  3). In doing so, we 
analyzed our data through the lens of the four axes identified in the literature.

4.1 � Structural axis

Our analysis was intended to identify the elements, links and roles of the actors involved 
in internationalization support, including those located abroad. The French ISE has often 
been characterized as complex with an increasing lack of visibility because of the mille-
feuille of the involved actors and offers. Recently, to address this challenge, there has been 
a major reorganization of the entrepreneurial ecosystem, encompassing (1) the emergence 
of Business France, which was born from the merger between the French Agency for Inter-
national Investment and Ubifrance; (2) the establishment of Bpifrance and its export branch 
(formerly OSÉO); and (3) the absorption of the Coface system into the insurance division 
of Bpifrance. In addition to its reorganization into regional networks, the CCI International 
network has strengthened its role in the ecosystem by trying to position itself as a one-stop 
shop with the ability to redirect companies towards various actors and support according 
to its needs. The regions’ governments now play the role of coordinator within their ter-
ritories according to the SRDEIIs. “What we wanted was something that brought fluidity 
between the partners”, according to the member of DIRECO that we interviewed.

Figure 1 provides a map of the main ISE actors. The actors who have a physical pres-
ence in France and representatives in the region are in the large circle. Those who are 
present abroad, some of which are present both in France and abroad (via satellite offices 
for public actors or subsidiaries for private actors), are in the small circle. The actors in 
boldface are public and parastatal actors, while those in italics are actors in the private 
sphere; finally, the dashed circle contains private players. For example, the ISE includes 
both public and private incubators. The arrow in the center of the diagram is intended to 
highlight the formalization of the partnerships between various public and private actors. 
This connection between the two sides of the private/public support ecosystem is intended 
to strengthen their collaboration and create more bridges that enable companies to obtain 
support from different actors according to their needs.

The convenient one-stop shop is at the heart of the 2018 reform of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem, and the notion of local collaboration between public and private actors has in 
fact already existed for a long time in some territories (it was introduced “about thirty 
years ago” according to one interviewee); indeed, from the perspective of many of the 
interviewed participants, has proven its effectiveness. The 2018 reform of Team France 
Export legitimizes the concept of a one-stop shop in the region with a single Team France 
Export correspondent abroad.

The CCIs are intended to play the roles of entry points and “complete system integra-
tors”. “It is true that the network of CCIs—and we claim it, we display it without any 
concern in relation to the other actors—is ideally placed to be the privileged entry point 
for companies” (CCI). The objective is then “to know, as precisely as possible, all the 
actors who can meet all the demands of the companies; that is our knowledge. When I say, 
‘network gateway’, that’s it” (CCI). Some even call for “creating a kind of continuum with 
counters abroad”. The French CCIs abroad play a similar role in providing support within 
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the targeted countries. In addition to these entry points, there is a more coherent and coor-
dinated support ecosystem involving the various operators.

In summary, the French ISE involves both public and private players; some are located 
in the territory of the ecosystem and others are located abroad but directly connected with 
the region and the companies within it. All these actors interact and work together to pro-
vide better support to local companies in regard to their global exploration.

4.2 � Systemic axis

Regarding our international focus, the systemic axis characterizes the system of actors who 
support companies during their internationalization process and their interactions with sys-
tem members located abroad. The ambition behind the reform of Team France Export was 
to develop a local support system that would involve all the relevant public and private 
actors as well as the actors located abroad. Consequently, in the French context, all rel-
evant players are connected to the regional scope and form a strategic council that makes 
strategic decisions regarding the internationalization support of local companies, includ-
ing those regarding the opportunities provided by their partners abroad. Thus, this regional 
council is responsible, according to the SRDEIIs, for coordinating the internationalization 
support policy of its territory. This policy aims to strengthen the collaboration between the 
various involved public actors to avoid duplication of efforts and, ultimately, to increase the 
effectiveness of the support provided to companies. It also aims to facilitate the relations 
among private actors. This approach is well perceived by the various relevant organizations 
because it allows them to “get around the table, study files together, share information and 
be able to work together to achieve common objectives for the company because all this is 
for the good of the company; so, it is important to coordinate” (CCEF).

Fig. 1   Internationalization support actors. AFD: Agency French Development/DEEI: Directorate of Busi-
ness and International Economy/SAI: Internationalization Support Organizations/SGE: Export Manage-
ment Companies/SCI: International Trading Companies/CCIFI: French CCI based abroad/OSCI: Entrepre-
neurs’ Federation of International Trade



396	 C. Theodoraki, A. Catanzaro 

1 3

However, we noted discrepancies among the examined regions, as they exhibit very dif-
ferent degrees of collaboration and sharing. “There are really 3 levels of integration (of 
SRDEII), which are still significantly different, and our relationship with the regional advi-
sors is very different. Typically, here in Pays de la Loire, our strategic interlocutor is in the 
region; in Normandy, it is the Development Agency for Normandy, and in Brittany, it is 
obviously Brittany International Trade” (BF). Depending on its region, there are different 
people to whom a company may turn; the coordination among these people is not always 
perfect, and, from the companies’ perspective, this can sometimes lead to a lack of clarity 
within the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Overall, the SRDEIIs are well received by the inter-
viewed public actors. On the other hand, their reception by the private actors is much more 
ambivalent. However, in some regions, a few private actors are involved in the conceptu-
alization and implementation of relevant actions, and most actors consider the single-entry 
point “contrary to the objective of diversity of private provision”. Thus, the private actors 
selected by the region’s government remain as the main involved parties, to the detriment 
of the other private actors.

Consequently, the private sector is now involved in this process both before and after 
the public intervention and is able, according to the Director General of Business France, 
to “develop its service offer in a spirit of complementarity and relaying public action”. 
Therefore, this public/private partnership can be established at any stage of the process, 
from “sourcing companies and identifying companies with potential in France to project-
ing them onto the foreign market” (BF). The public actors recognize that “there are two 
kinds of private people for us. There are those who do the same thing as us, and indeed, 
it can sometimes be difficult” (BF). However, the private players who are complementary 
to the public players are valuable because they can intervene at any stage. The perspec-
tive of some of the private actors reflects that of the public actors: “In Business France, I 
have been thinking for a long time that they (public actors) should not be considered com-
petitors” (private). Nevertheless, the public sector’s feeling of openness and collaboration 
towards the private sector seems less significant in practice: “We say that the private sector 
works with the public sector because I think the government has understood that everyone 
should be put in the same basket. However, if we look at the last press release from the 
inter-ministerial development meeting, we never talked about the OSCI (private actor). The 
term OSCI is not there, whereas we were the OSCI representatives at that meeting; we 
were there. However, we are not in it” (private). Nevertheless, it should also be noted that 
private actors (especially those of a certain size) prefer, if they have a choice, to work with 
private partners who share the same business vision and language and who are more acces-
sible and sustainable.

4.3 � Evolutionary axis

Through an international lens, the evolutionary axis comprises the specific evolution of 
the internationalization support process and the collaborations among the public players, 
private players, and members located abroad within this process. According to our inter-
viewees, several stages of support are provided by the public sector, following a support 
process path. First, the support actors seek to diagnose a given company’s export capacity. 
This generally consists of an interview with the CCI’s international development adviser 
who enables a determination of the company’s strengths and weaknesses and an analysis 
of whether the company has sufficient resources to initiate the internationalization process. 
Once this potential has been determined, it is necessary to collect information on two or 
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three potential foreign target countries to analyze them at the macro-, meso- and micro-
economic levels (regarding their economic situation, their political stability, the state of 
the relevant industry, their customer needs, the necessary adaptations, etc.). This process is 
followed by an offer comprising various forms of training that is tailored to the company’s 
needs (customs procedures, Incoterms,6 intercultural management, country information 
days, etc.).

The objective of these first three steps is to give the company the necessary information 
resources to define its strategy and launch itself internationally. The company is then able 
to prospect the identified markets by participating in trade shows, prospecting missions, 
and networking events. During this phase, ISE members located abroad are particularly 
useful, as they help the firm identify and meet the key players who will enable them to 
record their first sales in the target territory. In addition, the firm may receive funding if 
necessary. This sometimes comes from subsidies; however, when a given company meets 
the established criteria, it is more often provided by export loans, and very often provided 
by insurance that protects against the various risks linked to international activity. Once 
these steps have been successfully completed, the resulting support can help the company 
strengthen its presence in a target country and/or canvass new foreign markets.

Among private actors, the approach is different. These actors can be directly involved 
in the abovementioned approach by participating at its different stages depending on the 
degree of complexity involved or simply the time at which the involved public actor prefers 
to delegate to a private actor. For example, many regional CCIs engage private consultants 
to conduct the first step of the diagnosis of the company’s “export capacity assessment”. 
Sometimes, the provided training requires very specific knowledge that necessitates the 
support of private actors. In other situations, Business France or CCI offices abroad com-
mission private actors to carry out certain tasks (market studies, legal analyses, etc.). In 
the private support market, when a company addresses these actors directly without going 
through the public sector, the notion of “support process paths” does not apply. In this 
case, companies obtain the services that they need when they need them. It is possible for 
public actors to adopt this free and personalized approach but to a lesser extent. According 
to the President of the OSCI, the support provided by private actors is based on the follow-
ing solutions: (1) Consulting expertise solutions designed to prepare companies for interna-
tionalization, including strategy, marketing, and organization consulting and local HR solu-
tions. (2) Prospecting for assistance services including market research, the organization of 
meetings and follow-up negotiations with prospects, recruitment, coaching and employee 
accommodation. (3) Services related to companies’ industrial or commercial establish-
ments in their target countries, including incubation, management of subsidiaries on the 
behalf of third parties, operational services related to distribution and after-sales service, 
economic intelligence, and mergers and acquisitions. (4) Total or partial outsourcing of the 
export process, including outsourced export managers and sales representatives, timeshare 
sales staff, export agents, export management companies, export via international trading 
companies, and product distribution. (5) Services related to supply optimization, including 
sourcing and delegated import management.

The overlap between this approach and the public offer (particularly in terms of diagno-
ses, advice and preparation) shows that the expertise of private actors on substantially simi-
lar offers is more extensive. A public actor may be powerless to deal with certain requests 

6  INTernational COmmercial TERMS.
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or complex situations, while a private actor, thanks to its network of partners abroad, will 
be able to provide precise answers. Moreover, a private actor, unlike a public one, can 
engage in targeted operational approaches on behalf of a given company, both in the com-
pany’s domestic market and in its targeted foreign markets. In this sense, all other things 
being equal, a private actor is better able to intervene downstream of a given company’s 
internationalization process.

4.4 � Spatial axis

The spatial axis allows us to broaden the entrepreneurial ecosystem concept beyond geo-
graphical perimeters; indeed, territorial characteristics are determinants of the internation-
alization support strategy of the examined region. Our analysis leads us to describe the 
glo-cal culture of the entrepreneurial ecosystem that combines local anchoring and global 
approaches and broadens the traditional approach of the spatial axis. Indeed, links with 
actors based abroad (public actors abroad such as Business France or French CCIs; pri-
vate actors such as partner consultants or subsidiaries of French operators) are an integral 
part of the regional ecosystem. In the absence of these actors, the entire entrepreneurial 
ecosystem would be affected because its mission, namely, to support companies in their 
international endeavors, would then be deprived of certain elements that are essential to its 
success and sustainability.

Ecosystem members based abroad are sources of information, opportunities, expertise 
and relationships. By being as close as possible to foreign markets, they bring valuable 
market knowledge to regional ecosystems that can only be acquired by being present in 
foreign countries. In fact, overseas contacts are sources of opportunities that can benefit 
supported companies, as confirmed by our Business France CCEF interviewee: “We are 
talking about entrepreneurial strategy, products, added value, and distribution channels, 
and then the business plan and the means we have in front of us. That’s really what it is. 
You tell me: ‘I don’t know where I’m going yet, I have to get an idea’, so that’s why we have 
the possibility of opening up access to these types of experiences and interviews, which 
allows, in a peer-to-peer interview, the company to grasp what it’s looking for” (CCEF). 
The support process is also strongly impacted by the global aspect of the ecosystem since 
the members based abroad complement the actors located in the region. For example, Busi-
ness France operators abroad come to the region to participate in training on international 
business practices delivered in a territorial CCI. They also provide some support when 
companies reach a certain stage of their operational development. A company can then 
be received, on site, by ecosystem members who are established in the company’s target 
market and benefit from this support, in addition to that received in France. At an interme-
diate level, the supported companies may also be satisfied with using the services of these 
members without having to travel. Notably, a member’s enrollment in the ecosystem allows 
such a company to benefit from advantageous rates, known as “public” rates, with public 
actors, or from partial coverage by a public subsidy. In other words, working with a private 
support company disconnected from the ecosystem will be more expensive for supported 
companies.

In terms of relationships, members located abroad benefit from a local network that is 
extremely valuable for the ecosystem and the companies that it supports. Whether formal 
or informal, personal or business, the network of these members abroad is very comple-
mentary to that of the members located in the domestic region. These networks and con-
tacts are the main contribution of the ecosystem to the supported companies, according 
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to most of our interviewees. For example, an interviewee from a private actor stated that 
“One of the big strengths of the private network is the anchor in the network, in the sense 
that it’s our capital, our know-how” (private consultant), while an interview from a public 
actor claimed that “We help the firm to work networks locally, once again in its region, and 
then internationally in the country where it (the company) wishes to establish itself” (CCI).

Finally, the enlarged spatial axis of the ecosystem and its glo-cal culture are also 
reflected in the quest to enhance the value of the territory and its specific features at the 
international level. According to the SRDEIIs, the strategy of the regional ecosystem is 
defined by the region itself, in coordination with the various involved members. Thus, the 
members of the ecosystem adapt their strategy according to the regional economic fabric, 
the region’s strategic sectors, and the profiles of the region’s companies; this is evidenced 
by the statement of an international delegate from the Region of Bpifrance who claimed, 
regarding the characteristics of the region and its companies, that “quite significant actions 
for supporting the internationalization of agri-food companies” had been implemented. 
The characteristics of the territory influence the services provided by the ecosystem. Thus, 
the local level becomes a strong determinant of the international perspective of the eco-
system. For example, Sopexa, a communication and marketing agency with a worldwide 
reputation specializing in agri-food, participates in the strategic adaption of the abovemen-
tioned regional ecosystem. Some of the specific measures implemented in this region are 
intended to enhance the international reputation and notoriety of the region, the ecosystem 
and the companies involved in the agri-food sector.

5 � Discussion

In this study, we argue that viewing the entrepreneurial ecosystem through an international 
lens contributes a new way of thinking regarding this emerging theoretical trend. Conse-
quently, this study provides an answer to researchers who suggest that the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem is under-theorized and call for more theorization work in this field (Acs et al. 
2017; Spigel and Harrison 2018). We devote the remainder of this section to the impacts of 
the international perspective in the context of the ISE, which is a sub-ecosystem of interna-
tionalization support. By structuring the entrepreneurial ecosystem literature based on four 
axes, namely, the structural, systemic, evolutionary and spatial axes, we identify a theoreti-
cal gap that due to its focus on regional development provides at best limited knowledge to 
the international perspective. To fill this gap, we enrich the model of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem with a fifth axis, namely, an international axis (see Table 1).

5.1 � Contributions to scholarship

As a contribution to the theoretical development of entrepreneurial ecosystems, we shed light 
on how an international perspective refines this concept and widens the boundaries of each of 
its structural axes. We observe that the internationalization support ecosystem enhances each 
identified axis with the intent of improving the international performance of local firms by 
facilitating their entry into foreign markets as a means to foster local economic development. 
Specifically, the structural axis is mainly focused on identifying the elements and actors that 
make up the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Isenberg (2011) proposes the first model of the entre-
preneurial ecosystem and places entrepreneurship at its center. The researchers who exam-
ine the structural axis attempt to study the configuration of the entrepreneurial ecosystem and 
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propose different models for it. Our international lens is intended to complement this work 
within the context of internationalization support.

This work enhances the previous models by applying them in a different context. The cur-
rent research regarding the systemic axis focuses on the dynamic structure of the ecosystem 
and the interactions among the elements that foster entrepreneurship. According to Theodo-
raki et al. (2018), the entrepreneurial ecosystem consists of three interconnected dimensions: 
the structural, cognitive and relational dimensions. This model neglects the international 
dimension that refines the conceptualization of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Recently, the 
evolutionary axis has been linked to the processes of entrepreneurial activity (Spigel and Har-
rison 2018). This new approach supports the idea of studying the entrepreneurial ecosystem 
as an evolutionary phenomenon and not a static one. The international perspective opens a 
debate on a new topic in the context of the process of internationalization support. We propose 
that the internationalization of companies should be one of the major objectives of the entre-
preneurial ecosystem. However, this concept has been neglected so far.

In addition, the spatial axis enhances the territorial anchoring of the entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem, which is concerned with establishing entrepreneurial strategies according to the specific 
attributes of individual territories that are adapted to support the proper functioning of the 
ecosystem. However, integrating this axis with an international perspective makes it possible 
to enhance this goal by offering flexibility in terms of the strict boundaries utilized by the 
existing entrepreneurial ecosystem studies. Thus, the articulation between, on the one hand, 
local ecosystems and territorial anchoring and, on the other hand, an international perspective 
of the entrepreneurial ecosystem leads us to support the concept of a glo-cal (global–local) 
culture within this ecosystem. In another context, Carayannis and von Zedtwitz (2005) high-
light incubators’ interest in adopting a glo-cal approach by integrating various private and 
public entities from different countries to better support the creation of innovative companies. 
Consequently, a glo-cal culture within the internationalization support ecosystem should con-
tribute to supporting the internationalization of companies.

Moreover, our results lead us to defend the approach of considering the internationaliza-
tion support ecosystem a sub-ecosystem of the regional entrepreneurial ecosystem, which con-
sists of the following different levels or sub-ecosystems: the macro level, which corresponds 
to the entrepreneurial ecosystem as a whole; the meso level, which refers to the sub-ecosystem 
of entrepreneurial support (for business creation); and the micro level, which focuses on the 
organizations belonging to the various sub-ecosystems (Theodoraki and Messeghem 2017). 
Furthermore, our results show that these sub-ecosystems interact, which is consistent with 
existing work related to this topic (Stam and van de Ven 2019). Indeed, our interviews under-
line that co-support exists between the sub-ecosystem of business creation and that of interna-
tionalization support, particularly in terms of start-ups that implemented internationalization 
strategies since their creation, which are called born global firms in the literature concerning 
international entrepreneurship (Cannone and Ughetto 2014). This situation is also obvious in 
the case of public and private players who co-support companies during the internationaliza-
tion process in complementarity. These dynamics force the actors within the two sub-ecosys-
tems to cooperate in meeting the very specific needs of these enterprises (Fig. 2).

5.2 � Implications for practitioners and policymakers

The entrepreneurial ecosystem has become a powerful tool for policymakers who desire 
to build successful entrepreneurial societies that enhance business creation and foster 
local economic development. This study provides a novel model of the entrepreneurial 
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ecosystem that is enhanced through the integration of an international perspective. This 
perspective extends the previous models that encourage economic development within 
local boundaries. This international context reveals another outcome from internationali-
zation support organizations that support business creation beyond local boundaries and 
introduces added value from a circular inside-out and outside-in process. Thus, as a sub-
ecosystem, the ISE should be further embedded into the structure of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem. This study sheds light on the internationalization support ecosystem and how 
it is embedded into the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem. Internationalization support 
organizations may benefit from this perspective of the entrepreneurial ecosystem through 
being framed as part of the ecosystem and not as single entities.

Likewise, this research also provides insights for policymakers who make decisions 
on building a sustainable, efficient and healthy ecosystem. Internationalization support 
is defined as the process of strengthening a company’s resources and international per-
formance (Catanzaro et  al. 2019). Therefore, it represents a microeconomic approach to 
internationalization support. By examining this field of literature with an entrepreneurial 
ecosystem approach, we propose that a macroeconomic point of view is adopted to focus 
on the support actors and their practices. Accordingly, to extend the previous studies that 
focus on support services as determinants of a supported company’s performance, our 
research sheds light on the determinants of the entrepreneurial ecosystem’s efficiency, 
which can, in turn, be seen as the determinants of the effectiveness of the services them-
selves (Theodoraki et  al. 2020). Lederman et  al. (2010) point out that a support system 
organized around large and powerful organizations is more effective than a system com-
posed of multiple small and disparate actors. Thanks to its reorganization, France devel-
oped a coherent dynamic ecosystem. Additionally, this knowledge enables the members of 
an entrepreneurial ecosystem to adapt and integrate their individual strategies into an effec-
tive long-term entrepreneurial development strategy for their territory.

5.3 � Limitations and directions for future research

While the French context provided a fruitful field of research that can be compared to the 
situations in several other European countries, we acknowledge that the context and cul-
tural specificities of this study had a major effect on the generalizability of our findings. 

Fig. 2   Model and interaction effects of the entrepreneurial sub-ecosystems
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The exploratory nature of this study resulted in the collection of a small number of inter-
views related to internationalization support in France. While our findings highlighted the 
importance of the international perspective in the context of extending the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem model, this study should be repeated in other countries and contexts to increase 
the generalizability of its results. For instance, we propose that this study is applied in other 
contexts so that different dimensions of the entrepreneurial ecosystem and how they are 
impacted by the international perspective can be addressed; additionally, the outcomes and 
challenges faced by widening the local boundaries should be examined. While our empiri-
cal results are derived from the cultural-specific context of France, further research should 
duplicate this study in emerging countries, investigating the role and importance of the 
internationalization support ecosystem (Xie et al. 2019).

Further investigation should be conducted in countries with different geographical 
characteristics, and a comparison across developed and developing economies should be 
performed (Guerrero et al. 2020). Indeed, it is important to determine whether the inter-
nationalization of entrepreneurial ecosystems plays the same role in small countries sur-
rounded by other countries, i.e., the Netherlands, and large and relatively geographically 
isolated countries, i.e., Australia. This question reflects findings in the international busi-
ness literature that stipulate that the size and location of the country influence the path of 
internationalization (Johanson and Vahlne 1977), facilitate international network establish-
ments (Johanson and Vahlne 2011), and encourage companies to internationalize (Madsen 
and Servais 1997). Similarly, some international entrepreneurship studies show that small 
countries have more born global firms because of the size of their market. For example, 
companies in northern Europe are pushed very quickly to foreign markets due to the small 
size of their domestic market (Moen 2002). However, an American company has a large 
domestic market of more than 320 million inhabitants, which can delay the company’s 
start of internationalization (Sheppard and McNaughton 2012). From this perspective, one 
could expect the entrepreneurial ecosystem role in internationalization to differ accord-
ing to the geographical features of the territory or country. The more the country is small 
and surrounded by other countries, the more its entrepreneurial ecosystems would have a 
tendency to internationalize to meet the needs of its firms. In contrast, an entrepreneurial 
ecosystem from larger markets could take time to develop internationally because of the 
sufficient local resources and opportunities for local companies. From this perspective, 
other determinants, such as historical links, could also play a role. Therefore, a contingency 
approach may provide a strong theoretical foundation. Future studies are needed to refine 
our analysis in different contexts.

Furthermore, while we attempted to examine the temporal effects of the ecosystem axes 
by investigating the interviewees’ past experiences and triangulating them with retrospec-
tive reports, a longitudinal study protocol could reveal different effects of and relationships 
among the ecosystem axes and the international perspective.

6 � Conclusion

In conclusion, to address the gap in the literature involving limited empirical evidence for 
the importance of an international lens in understanding the entrepreneurial ecosystem, our 
study empirically explored the international dimension of the entrepreneurial ecosystem 
in the context of internationalization support. This work created a more rigorous and com-
prehensive theoretical framework for future research on entrepreneurial ecosystems and 
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a structured logic of the related existing and future literature. Therefore, our study opens 
several avenues for future research, and we invite the academic community to adopt an 
international lens and a glo-cal approach to test the effectiveness of these concepts in other 
contexts. In addition, future research should examine the role of governance through an 
international lens. This context is conducive to studying the effectiveness of a “one-stop 
shop” for international business support. This specific type of governance does not seem to 
be effective in terms of ensuring the sustainability of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Nev-
ertheless, the work of Feld (2012) encourages the adoption of bottom-up governance prac-
tices, which are those promoted by the users, i.e., the supported companies.
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Appendix: interview guide

Introductory questions What is your objective and your role?
Tell me about your support structure

Support services 1. Could you tell me about the international support that you are offer-
ing? What type of support is it?

Support methods 2. How does international support work?
3. When does your organization intervene to support a potential entre-

preneur internationally?
Support influence 4. In your opinion, what does your support offer companies?
Support adaptation/evolution 5. Do you have a single method of support, a process, or a way of 

doing things, or do you adapt your support according to the profile 
of a given company?

Support performance 6. In your opinion, what is the contribution of your support? What is 
its impact on the supported companies?

7. What do you think are the key factors of successful coaching?
8. Do you evaluate your proposed practices/services? If so, how?

Offer satisfaction and improvement 9. Are you satisfied with the way your support is structured?
10. What developments would you like to see in the future?
11. Are you satisfied with the way in which the global offer of interna-

tional support in France is structured?
Relations with other actors 12. Do you work with other private actors?

13. How is your relationship with other public/private actors? How is 
your relationship with actors based abroad?

14. How do you perceive the national support system?
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Business perception 15. How do companies perceive your offer? How do they perceive the 
latest developments of “the French export team”?

16. Are they aware of your offer? Are they aware of the developments 
of the team?

Concluding comments Are there any points that we have not addressed that you think are 
important to highlight?
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