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Executive Summary
INNO-4-AGRIFOOD is an EU-funded project set on at fostering and facilitating online collaboration for
innovation amongst SMEs which are active in the European Agri-food Ecosystem. To this end, the project
aims to enhance the service portfolio and practices of innovation intermediaries and SME support networks
across Europe by providing them with a blend of demand-driven value propositions. These include a novel
set of innovation support services along with dedicated ICT tools to facilitate their delivery as well as elearning courses that will enable innovation consultants to acquire the necessary knowledge and skill-set to
support the online collaboration for innovation endeavours of agri-food SMEs.
In this context, a survey was launched with the principal objective of capturing the different needs and
characteristics of European agri-food SMEs, so as to conclude on homogeneous SME profiles in terms of
needs for online collaboration for innovation support. The survey targeted representatives of agri-food SMEs,
technology and innovation providers as well as innovation intermediaries across Europe. Based on a welldesigned methodology, it run for a period of 2 months (from May to June 2016) and collected 56 responses
from 15 European countries, all of them rich in both quantitative and qualitative data gathered by means of
guided, semi-structured interviews. A detailed analysis of the valuable data collected through the interviews
fuelled a deep reflection on the findings which emerged and led to the identification of 2 distinct SME
profiles, namely (i) Core Agri-food SMEs and (ii) Supporting Industries SMEs, which represent groups of SMEs
that appear to share common characteristics, barriers and needs in terms of online collaboration for
innovation.
Core Agri-food SMEs encompass farmers and primary producers of various agricultural outputs (e.g. arable
crops and open field vegetables growers, vineyard farmers, etc.), food processors (e.g. processors of fruits
and vegetables, meat processors, functional food producers, etc.) as well as logistics and sales companies
(e.g. distribution companies, food warehousing providers, relevant wholesale and retail chains, etc.). This
type of SMEs represents the heart of the agri-food value chain and appear to be characterised by a relatively
limited level of readiness to engage in online collaboration for innovation. Nevertheless, they are willing
and quite interested to establish such collaborations mainly at European but also at national level with a
view to reaping the benefits offered by such endeavours. Their preferred collaboration partners to this end
are typically similar agri-food companies as well as appropriate innovation and technology providers.
Barriers they appear to encounter in the process of integrating online collaboration for innovation into their
business practices include limited resources, a mind-set not open to collaborating and adopting (innovative)
solutions from the external environment, lack of awareness on innovation platforms tailored to their needs
and sector, communication difficulties implied by language differences as well as relatively limited ICT skills.
With the aforementioned in mind, it appears that Core Agri-food SMEs could greatly benefit from support in
the frame of identifying suitable online platforms, better showcasing their needs on them as well as utilising
them in the most effective way with a view to launching innovation projects to solve their business problems.
At the same time innovation support focused on fostering online collaboration for innovation should
preferably aim at developing their ICT skills along with their capacity to better comprehend the needs of their
potential partners and effectively communicate with them.
Supporting Industries SMEs include technology and innovation providers which cooperate with agri-food
SMEs (e.g. agricultural machinery producers, ICT-based application and software providers, etc.). They
constitute an enabling part of the agri-food SME community, providing them with the opportunity to
reinforce their competitiveness, innovate and develop their business. SMEs of this type are characterised by
a relatively higher level of readiness to engage in online collaboration for innovation than Core Agri-food
SMEs, as they appear to be more “tech-savvy” and acquainted with relevant platforms and tools available
online. Furthermore, they are quite willing to pursue such collaborations with their core agri-food
counterparts and show a good understanding of the benefits and value that are to be gained in this frame.
Barriers they may encounter towards this end encompass lack of awareness on suitable online platforms
that can facilitate the formation of online collaborations for innovation with Core Agri-food SMEs and
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difficulties in terms of effectively understanding the business needs and challenges of their potential
partners and by extension how to address them in the most appropriate way. Along these lines, specialised
innovation support can enable SMEs of the Supporting Industries group to not only identify but also to better
utilise suitable online platforms in which Core Agri-food SMEs participate and present their needs, allowing
for the formation of active partnerships and demand-driven innovation projects. Support in terms of better
understanding the particular needs of their agri-food partners may prove to be key to this end, along with
practical examples of online collaboration for innovation with which they can resonate.

The SME profiles as well as the meaningful findings based on which they were identified will be employed
as fuel for the co-creation and design of appropriately customised innovation support services and ICT
tools in the forthcoming activities of the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD project.
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1.

Introduction

The current document constitutes the report on the interview-based survey that was launched in the
framework of INNO-4-AGRIFOOD with a view to capturing the needs and concluding on profiles of agri-food
SMEs in terms of online collaboration for innovation, thus paving the way for the co-creation and design of
well-tailored innovation support services and dedicated ICT tools.
In particular, the report is structured in 5 distinct chapters as follows:
•

Chapter 1 provides introductory information with respect to the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD project and the
context in which the current report has been elaborated.

•

Chapter 2 outlines the scope as well as the objectives of the interview-based survey targeting agrifood SMES and innovation consultants across Europe.

•

Chapter 3 presents the overall design and methodology of the survey, including its target groups, the
structure of the survey tool (i.e. questionnaire) as well as of the interview process that was followed.

•

Chapter 4 sheds ample light on the valuable findings of the survey with meaningful insights from the
perspective of both SMEs as well as innovation consultants active within the Agri-food Ecosystem.

•

Chapter 5 concludes on the identified profiles of agri-food SMEs in terms of characteristics, barriers
and needs pertaining to their engagement in online collaboration for innovation.

Finally, the Annex of the report provides an overview of the questionnaire and its different items, as utilised
during the interviews.
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2.

Scope and Objectives

The overarching objective of the survey is to shed light upon the distinct characteristics and needs of the
diverse SMEs which operate within the broad Agri-food Ecosystem in Europe, with a view to concluding on
homogeneous SME profiles in terms of needs for online collaboration for innovation support. Towards this
end, the survey aimed at collecting both qualitative and quantitative data that would enable us to:
•

Better understand the different ways in which SMEs are currently engaged in online collaboration
for innovation within the Agri-food Ecosystem as well as the extent of this engagement.

•

Capture the geographical scope of the online collaborations for innovation (both existent and
intended) of agri-food SMEs.

•

Evaluate the willingness of agri-food SMEs to establish new or enhance their existing online
collaborations for innovation.

•

Assess whether agri-food SMEs share any common characteristics in terms of readiness for online
collaboration for innovation.

•

Identify the main barriers that appear to be preventing agri-food SMEs from integrating online
collaboration within their innovation activities as well as key success factors that may facilitate its
adoption to their business and innovation processes.

•

Gain insights into the perceived knowledge, skills, tools and/or support that SMEs need in order to
successfully capitalise on online collaboration for innovation.

The scope of the survey included SMEs from across the entire agri-food value chain and its supporting
industries (i.e. from farming and food processing companies to innovation and technology providers) as well
as representatives of innovation intermediaries and SME support networks across Europe (emphasising on
countries where INNO-4-AGRIFOD partners are established). Insights into the current online collaboration
for innovation landscape of Europe collected through the perspective of both SMEs and their innovation
consultants were considered crucial for better calibrating the findings of the survey and ultimately paving
the way towards the co-creation and design of well-customised collaboration for innovation support services
and demand-driven ICT tools.
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3.

Methodology

3.1

Overall survey design

The survey was designed with a view to ensuring that its implementation would be efficient and feasible
within the given time frame of this particular activity in the context of INNO-4-AGRIFOOD, while at the same
time producing reliable and meaningful results to fuel the next steps of the project. With that in mind, the
goal was set at a minimum of 50 in-depth interviews to be conducted within a time period of 2 months.
The sample of the survey targeted to include SME stakeholders stemming from the entire agri-food value
chain (i.e. from farm to fork), their technology and innovative solution providers as well as innovation
consultants. In fact, according to the sampling methodology of the survey, both stakeholders with experience
in online collaboration for innovation as well as stakeholders with no such experience were to be interviewed.
Moreover, at least half of the conducted interviews had to be with representatives of SMEs which were
considered as non-adopters of innovation support services.
The utilized sampling approach provided us with the opportunity to more comprehensively explore and study
from a variety of diverse perspectives why European agri-food SMEs are not capitalizing on the full potential
of online collaboration for innovation. At the same time, it enabled us to gain ample insights into the needs
of SMEs which are not collaborating online for innovation purposes and pin point how and where innovation
support can help them in this respect so as to ultimately guide the development of INNO-4-AGRIFOOD
services and tools to the most appropriate direction.
All interviews were conducted by experienced interviewers of the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD consortium with the
help of a semi-structured questionnaire. The questionnaire was administered to the interviewees either
through personal meetings or digital means (e.g. telephone, Skype, etc.), according to the most efficient
logistic arrangement that could be achieved for each individual case.

3.2

Target groups

The Agri-food Ecosystem is one of the largest ecosystems in Europe encompassing more than 11.3 million
SMEs1. In fact, it is a cross-sectoral ecosystem that encompasses farming (with several primary production
subsectors), the food industry (which includes major manufacturing sectors) as well as the trade and retail
sectors, all of them interconnected via a global logistics network. Moreover, it becomes more and more
backed by technology and innovation providers.
With the above in mind and in order to better guide the sampling of the survey within the context of the
highly complex Agri-food Ecosystem, the broad range of SME stakeholders to be addressed by the interviews
was segmented into 5 distinct target groups: (i) Farmers, (ii) Food Processors, (iii) Logistics and Sales, (iv)
Supporting Industries as well as (v) Innovation Intermediaries (see Table 1). This guided yet qualitative
grouping of prospective interviewees grasps and takes into account (to the degree possible) the different
needs and priorities of the targeted SME stakeholders not only in relation to their different socio-economic
characteristics but also to their relative position in the agri-food value chain.

1

EU SCAR (2012), Agricultural knowledge and innovation systems in transition – a reflection paper, Brussels. Available
at: http://ec.europa.eu/research/bioeconomy/pdf/ki3211999enc_002.pdf
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Table 1: Survey target groups

Target Groups

Description

Farmers

Farmers are involved in the on-field growing of various agricultural
products. This target group is comprised of primary producers within
diverse fields of the agri-food domain, such as: arable crops growers, tree
crops growers, open field vegetables (horticulture) growers, vineyard
farmers, etc.

Food processors

Food processors represent a very important and equally diverse point of
the agri-food value chain. This target group encompasses all categories of
food processing, ranging from processors of fruits and vegetables over to
meat processors and functional food producers.

Logistics & sales

Logistics and sales constitutes a key link of the agri-food value chain which
enables the effective flow of goods and services not only between
businesses but also to the final consumer. This target group includes (but
is not limited to): distribution companies, food warehousing providers,
wholesale and retail chains selling agricultural and/or food products, etc.

Supporting
industries

Supporting industries of the agri-food ecosystems in the framework of the
survey are considered to be the technology and innovation providers that
collaborate with and boost the innovative potential of agri-food SMEs
which belong amongst the aforementioned target groups. This target
group includes (indicatively): agricultural machinery producers, ICT-based
application and software providers, etc.

Innovation
intermediaries

Innovation intermediaries play a key role in facilitating cooperation and
internationalisation amongst agri-food SMEs with a view to stimulating
innovation and growth. Within the context of the survey, this target
groups encompasses mainly innovation consultants of the Enterprise
Europe Network (and especially from its dedicated Agrofood Sector
Group).

3.3

Survey questionnaire

A semi-structured questionnaire was designed in order to facilitate and guide the discussions during the
interviews of the survey as well as allow for the guided extraction of meaningful insights of both quantitative
and qualitative nature. In fact, the structure of the questionnaire (see Figure 1) was appropriately adapted
to address the different target groups of the survey with 10 questions in total. More specifically, the first 5
questions were common for all target groups and aimed at capturing different aspects of the current state
of play with respect to the engagement of SMEs in online collaboration for innovation. The following 4
questions were addressed to specific target groups with a view to delving deeper into topics relevant to
online collaboration for innovation (e.g. specific attributes of platforms and tools needed for online
collaboration, support that SMEs may seek in this respect, etc.). The final question was free for the
intereviewer to decide based on the particularities and flow of each interview and aimed at mining any
unique insights that each individual interviewee had to offer.
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Figure 1: Questionnaire structure and items

The items of the questionnaire comprised a carefully selected blend of multiple choice and open-ended
questions in order to allow for both a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the data collected. The
questionnaire employed in the framework of this interview-based survey is annexed to the current report
(see Annex).

3.4

Interview process

The interviews were conducted in the form of guided semi-structured discussions. This approach enabled
the interviewer to maintain the scope of the interview broad enough to capture potentially unforeseen
opinions and ideas on relevant aspects of online collaboration for innovation whilst at the same time
adequately targeted in order to successfully achieve the objectives of the survey. Overall, the structure of
the interview was comprised of 3 key phases as further described below:
•

Introduction phase: The interviewers introduced themselves and explained the purpose and process
of the interview, providing useful contextual information about the project and some of its key
concepts when necessary (such as innovation, online collaboration for innovation, etc.).

•

Core discussion phase: The interviewers posed the set of questions following the guidelines of the
questionnaire. Interviewees were invited to openly comment on each one while discussing any issues
they found important with respect to online collaboration for innovation based on their experience.

•

Conclusion phase: The interviewers created and posed the final question differently to each and
every interviewee based on the momentum of the discussion, before thanking them and closing the
interview.

All INNO-4-AGRIFOOD team members involved in the implementation of the survey were properly briefed
and trained on how to effectively realise the interviews by the BioSense Institute, the main project partner
responsible for the activity. Moreover, a dedicated interview guide was elaborated and provided to all
interviewers along with an online template for conveniently capturing and digitising the responses collected
during the interviews.
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4.

Findings

This section of the report presents the findings that stemmed from the analysis of the valuable data which
were collected during the survey. It begins by painting the overall picture of the survey sample and continues
with an outline of the insights provided by interviewees through the questions that were common for all
target groups. Finally, the current section proceeds and concludes by presenting the survey results generated
through the questions which were addressed specifically to each target group.

4.1

Description of the sample

In total, 56 interviews were conducted with individual stakeholders from the defined target groups of the
survey, well-surpassing the target set by the overall survey design. In fact, the sample comprised of
interviewees from 15 different European countries, including the 6 countries in which INNO-4-AGRIFOOD
consortium partners are based (i.e. Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Serbia and the Netherlands) as well as
9 additional countries (i.e. Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Ireland, Montenegro, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia and
Spain), thus achieving a good geographical spread across Europe (see Figure 3).
Figure 2: European countries represented in the survey sample

The distribution of each target group (i.e. Farmers, Food Processors, Logistics and Sales, Supporting Industries
and Innovation Intermediaries) within the sample of the survey is presented by the figure that follows.
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Figure 3: Distribution of survey target groups

The sample is characterized by a good distribution among the different target groups of the survey
representing stakeholder groups from the entire agri-food value chain with emphasis on SMEs and especially
Farmers, Food Processors as well as Logistics and Sales, therefore allowing for the collection of well-rounded
insights from a multitude of perspectives.
In line with the defined sampling methodology (see subsection 3.1 for more information), more than 70%
of the interviews were conducted with individuals whose organisations have never collaborated online
for innovation-related purposes. Indeed, only near a quarter of the collected survey responses stemmed
from organisations that have already experienced online collaboration for innovation. Moreover, the
majority of the interviewees (38 out of the 56) represented SMEs that can be considered as non-adopters
of innovation support services.

4.2

Insights derived from questions common to all target groups

Based on the insights collected during the interviews, it appears that online collaboration for innovation is
not particularly widespread amongst European agri-food SMEs at the moment. In fact, only 15 survey
participants (of the 56 in total) reported that their organisation engages in online collaboration for innovation
and most of them were representing either the Supporting Industries (6 in total) or the Innovation
Intermediaries (6 in total) target group. Only 3 SMEs of the survey sample represented either Farmers, Food
Processors or the Logistics and Sales target group and stated that they employ online means and tools in
order collaborate for innovation.
In this respect, interviewees tend to use to some extend generic professional online platforms (such as
LinkedIn) and typically rely on Google and other digital tools (such as Dropbox or TeamViewer) in order to
find and collaborate with their partners online. They do not appear to utilise any specialised agri-food online
platforms. In this context, some survey participants reported to have knowledge of EU projects in which
consortia developed some kind of platform to support online collaboration for innovation, but in most cases
these platforms were generic ones and not specifically targeted to the Agri-food Ecosystem.
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The results of the interviews suggest that although there has been some progress in recent years with
respect to the development of virtual platforms for online collaboration for innovation, it appears that no
online platform stands out in terms of catering for the specificities of the agri-food domain, effectively
connecting agri-food SMEs both amongst themselves as well as with their Supporting Industries and
Innovation Intermediaries. Nevertheless, generic online platforms are utilised to some degree along with
online collaboration tools but even so, their use in not widespread amongst agri-food SMEs.

Still, SMEs which have adopted online collaboration practices, more often than not, appear to go beyond
not only their national borders but also the boundaries of Europe. For instance, an interviewed Supporting
Industries SME with key competencies in solar technology frequently cooperates online with a company from
the USA in the frame of innovation activities and projects.
With the above in mind, the following figure provides an overview of the main barriers that are hindering
agri-food SMEs from integrating online collaboration for innovation within their business practices.
Figure 4: Perceived barriers hampering online collaboration for innovation

The lack of an online collaboration or innovation platform that fits to their needs appears to be the most
important perceived barrier, which hampers online collaboration for innovation amongst agri-food SMEs. In
particular, interviewees from SMEs representing the Farmers, Food Processors & Logistics and Sales group
expressed the need for an online platform that not only is tailored to the particularities of their sector within
the Agri-food Ecosystem but also provides a space for enhancing their e-commerce activities in addition to
finding partners for new innovation ventures. Especially the latter should come as no surprise given that
finding suitable innovation partners appears to be the second most important barrier in this context.
Indeed, interviewees suggested that the relatively small size of SMEs in terms of personnel more often than
not restricts their operational capacity to seek for innovation partners and under this light, they recognise
the benefits that can be potentially gained from utilising online platforms to facilitate the process. However,
technological as well as language barriers would still have to be surpassed before they effectively engage in
online collaboration for innovation.
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Nevertheless, the insights collected through the interviews indicate that despite the lack of sector-specific
online platforms, difficulties encountered in the process of finding appropriate innovation partners or even
technological and language barriers, almost all interviewees who have never before engaged in online
collaboration for innovation agree that more online innovation-oriented activities can benefit and bring
value to their business.

The abovementioned finding is further substantiated by the fact that during the interviews all survey
participants expressed their willingness to establish (or enhance their) online collaborations for
innovation. Indeed, there was no single SME representative or innovation intermediary who stated that that
this is not desired, thus indicating a fertile ground for nurturing novel collaborations for innovation as well as
targeted support services to this end. Still, collaboration preferences appear to differ amongst the target
groups of the survey.
On one hand, the majority of Farmers, Food processors & Logistics and Sales representatives who
participated in the survey stated that they would rather cooperate with partners who are active within the
same point of the agri-food value chain as their own as well as with technology providers. Only 11 out of the
29 interviewed SME representatives of these target groups expressed their willingness to improve their
online collaboration for innovation with innovation intermediaries. Even though no inferences can be made
from this finding, as interviewees were not keen to unveil the reasons behind their statements, it does hint
towards a need for innovation intermediaries to better promote and showcase their facilitating and
supportive role in this respect within the Agri-food Ecosystem as agri-food SMEs are typically not wellacquainted with online collaboration for innovation and may not know what to expect out of it.
On the other hand, the majority of survey participants within the Supporting Industries target group would
prefer to cooperate with partners that are active at a different, either downstream or upstream, point of the
agri-food value chain than the one in which they are active. This finding may be indicative of a high level of
competition within the industries which are supporting the agri-food value chain, or at least within the ICT
industry as the majority of the Supporting Industries sample was comprised of ICT companies. Moreover,
over half (50%) of them stated that they would not be willing to cooperate with innovation intermediaries in
this respect. Perhaps this is due to the fact that they do not have a clear idea of how an innovation
intermediary can help them in this respect and how such a cooperation could fit within their business model.
Nevertheless, this finding provides further evidence towards the need for innovation intermediaries to better
position themselves within the European online collaboration for innovation landscape of the Agri-food
Ecosystem.
The diverse answers received with respect to the willingness of SMEs to establish or enhance online
collaborations for innovation suggest that there is no common perception amongst the different target
groups on how and with what kind of partners they should engage in online collaboration for innovation.
Still, it is clear that agri-food SMEs are willing to engage in this kind of innovation-driven cooperation and
guidance to this end can help them to establish and utilize their online presence in the best possible way.
Furthermore, through online collaboration for innovation, agri-food SMEs seem to seek not only to adopt
external knowledge / technology but also and perhaps more importantly, to capitalise on promising
business opportunities offered by the commercial utilisation of the adopted knowledge / technology. This
finding becomes evident by the fact that the preference of the vast majority of the interviewees (87.50%)
with respect to the type of actions in which they would like to participate leans heavily towards actions where
they may meet both technology providers as well as business partners, as illustrated by the following figure.
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Figure 5: Preferred type of actions regarding online collaboration for innovation

From a geographical perspective, it appears that agri-food SMEs are interested in establishing collaborations
beyond their regional and national boundaries (see Figure 6).
Figure 6: Geographic scope of intended online collaboration for innovation

In fact, more than 90% of the interviewees stated that they would be willing to establish online collaborations
for innovation anywhere in Europe. In this respect, however, it is important to note that several survey
participants highlighted that even through European-wide collaborations are interesting for agri-food SMEs,
they tend to prefer regional partners in order to avoid collaboration barriers such as long geographic
distances as well as language and cultural differences. With that in mind, support to overcome such barriers
in the frame of online collaboration for innovation may prove to be vital.
All in all, based on the findings from the interviews, it appears that agri-food SMEs seek prospects for both
adopting innovative knowledge / technology as well as seizing business opportunities through online
collaboration for innovation. The scope of the collaboration is not limited to regional and national contexts,
but extends to include potential innovation and business partners from across Europe.
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4.3

Farmers, Food Processors & Logistics and Sales

Farmers, Food Processors as well as Logistics and Sales were represented within the survey sample by a total
of 29 interviewees. When asked about the knowledge, skills, tools and/or support required by agri-food SMEs
to effectively utilise online collaboration for innovation, these interviewees appear to agree that ICT skills
are key. This finding directly implies that agri-food SMEs may require support to some extend in this respect
(e.g. provision of information regarding the basic functions of various selected online platforms, guidance on
how to operate them, etc.). The need for appropriate language skills (and especially the knowledge of
English) was also frequently cited by several interviewees, along with developed communication skills as
well as the presence of both a mind-set and an attitude open to collaboration and new ideas for innovation.
Given that the development of such an open mind-set along with the abovementioned skills may allow for
the better utilisation of online platforms and tools for innovation and collaboration by agri-food SMEs, the
provision of support in these aspects and especially in terms of selecting and better utilising the most
suitable online platforms for their needs and capabilities, may be quite meaningful. Suitable platforms are
typically, as some interviewees highlighted, user-friendly online platforms which are “alive” with a large
number of active registered participants. In this respect, an interesting finding that emerged from the
interviews was the fact that SME representatives from these target groups appear to highly value the ability
of recognising the needs of their potential partners, an ability which, according to their statements, many
agri-food SMEs appear to be lacking at the moment. This hints to a potential area for support in view of
facilitating the identification of suitable innovation partners.
Furthermore, the vast majority of the interviewees (93.1%) across 13 European countries reported that they
are unaware of any national platforms for online collaboration for innovation. Only 2 out of the 29
interviewees from the Farmers, Food Processors as well as the Logistics and Sales target groups were familiar
with the availability of such national platforms (in Spain and in Portugal). As such, it appears that most
representatives of these target groups are mainly aware of international platforms (such as LinkedIn and
TRADEIT1). Interestingly, some interviewees also reported YouTube as a quite valuable resource for finding
new technological solutions, novel practices and methods as well as potential partners with whom they may
collaborate for business and/or innovation purposes. At the same time, more than 60% of the interviewees
(19 of them) believe that cooperating with innovation intermediaries can facilitate the way towards
successful innovation. In this respect, several interviewees were aware of the Enterprise Europe Network
(EEN) and the overall experience of those who had cooperated with EEN consultants appeared to be rather
positive.
Still, nearly a third of the interviewed SME representatives of the Farmers, Food Processors as well as the
Logistics and Sales target groups have yet to cooperate with innovation intermediaries, albeit some
indicated that they had collaborated with agro-consultants and technology providers. According to their
statements, such cooperation is yet to be established as some interviewees suggested they are unaware of
how they might benefit from innovation intermediaries and gain value through their intermediary role in
the innovation process. Others indicated that they have not been approached yet by innovation
intermediaries and introduced to their service offers. This finding pin points towards a potential need for
increased promotion of innovation support offers within the Agri-food Ecosystem and especially of novel
ones such as the online collaboration for innovation support services to be co-created and designed in the
framework of INNO-4-AGRIFOOD.
A key lever to this end may involve better showcasing the benefits as well as the business opportunities
offered by online collaboration for innovation. Besides accessing new markets, reaching more
clients/consumers, expanding the distribution circle and meeting new business partners, interviewees agree
that driving down costs can play a major role in their decision to engage in online collaboration for
innovation. Indeed, though online collaboration SMEs do not need to spend time on travelling and in-person

1

http://www.tradeitnetwork.eu/
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meetings, while communications may be realised remotely, thus saving a lot of time and resources. Access
to new innovative technologies and solutions that are nowadays essential for successfully and competitively
operating within the market, is quite important for agri-food SMEs as well.
Finally, a concise overview of the perceived drivers of online collaboration for innovation of SME
representatives of Farmers, Food Processors as well as of Logistics and Sales is provided below, based on
their provided answers on pre-defined questions as well as the final question of the interview that was unique
for each one.
Farmers, Food Processors & Logistics and Sales SMEs’ perceived drivers of online collaboration for
innovation:
ü Creating novel opportunities to enter in new markets.
ü Establishing sustainable relations to markets to sell products of high added value and quality at
reasonable prices.
ü Learning about new and innovative technologies that can help them exploit emerging business
opportunities.
ü Finding reliable partners in order to manage distribution in timely fashion and to jointly enter
innovation activities that may improve products/services.
ü Establishing business relations with countries both inside and outside the EU.
ü Identifying and transferring trends and good practices from abroad to local markets.

4.4

Supporting Industries

The survey sample included a total of 18 interviewees representing SMEs from Supporting Industries. The
insights they provided in terms of knowledge, skills, tools and/or support needed so as to successfully
integrate online collaboration into their innovation activities, places a spotlight on the great importance of
knowing how to (best) utilise online innovation platforms and collaboration tools. Several interviewees
highlighted that innovation intermediaries have the potential to provide vital support to this end. In this
respect, practical examples of online collaboration for innovation would be rather meaningful as they may
help to stimulate and inspire SMEs, while at the same time enabling them to better understand its scope
within the Agri-food Ecosystem.
At the same time, national, regional and/or international associations can play a key role in raising the
awareness of agri-food SMEs on available online platforms, which may be utilised for online collaboration for
innovation. In this respect, interviewees suggested that platforms which would be suitable for SME online
collaboration for innovation should employ a simple, easily understood language (i.e. non-scientific
language) as well as a user-friendly interface appropriately designed so as to minimise the time required for
users to learn how to utilise it (i.e. without a steep learning curve that may discourage the use of the
platform). Moreover, the platforms should offer easy access to potential partnership agreements, in the
framework of business and technological cooperation as well as of joint participation in European research
and innovation (R&I) projects.
Moreover, interviewees from the Supporting Industries target group suggest that a key success factor when
they collaborate with agri-food SMEs appears to be a good knowledge of their partners’ business mentality,
since it can significantly help them to better understand and adapt to their partners’ needs and particularities.
This, in fact, may be key lever to be utilised by support services aimed at stimulating online collaboration for
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innovation between agri-food SMEs and Supporting Industries. In this respect, the insights collected during
the interviews of Supporting Industries representatives suggest that their online collaboration for
innovation with agri-food SMEs are fairly limited at the moment. Indeed, only a small portion of the
Supporting Industries interviewees (5 out of the 18) has cooperated with Farmers in the frame of online
collaboration for innovation, an even smaller one (4 out of 18) with Food Processors and only 1 has
cooperated with a Logistics and Sales SME. The scope of these online collaborations for innovation of
Supporting Industries with agri-food SMEs includes, for instance, automated packaging, ICT-based solutions
for marketplaces, ICT-based solutions for efficient business operations as well as specialized solutions for
viticulture. Moreover, 10 Supporting Industries interviewees (more than half of them) indicated that their
SME has no yet established cooperation with partners from any point of the agri-food value chain. The main
reason behind this, based on their opinion, appears to be the lack of an appropriate platform. It seems that
what they seek in order to engage in online collaboration for innovation is a specialized online platform that
can effectively facilitate and support the establishment of such collaborations (e.g. online marketplaces in
which agri-food SMEs participate and express their needs).
Furthermore, it appears that Supporting Industries are relatively more prone to cooperate with innovation
intermediaries in comparison to Farmers, Food Processors as well as Logistics and Sales. Indeed, almost 90%
of the interviewees from this target group (16 out of the 18) reported that they had collaborated at least
once with innovation intermediaries. Despite the fact that the vast majority of them has experienced
collaboration with the EEN, cooperation with other, both public as well as private, innovation intermediaries
was also reported (e.g. universities, national technology transfer centres, NINESIGMA1, INNOCENTIVE2, EBN3,
etc.). In most cases, they were seeking for cross-border partnerships, support in funding for innovative ideas
and solutions as well as information and guidance with respect to agri-food regulations.
Overall, with the above in mind it becomes evident that Supporting industries can play pivotal role in
enhancing the innovative performance and competitiveness of agri-food SMEs and potentially even in the
uptake of online collaboration for innovation within the Agri-food Ecosystem. Along these lines, it is essential
for INNO-4-AGRIFOOD to motivate Supporting Industries to take part in online collaboration for innovation
and make use of its services and tools with a view to attracting and collaborating with agri-food partners who
can benefit from their offered solutions. Such solutions may vary, ranging from state-of-the-art know-how
and technologies over to facilities for collaborative R&I and specialised laboratory testing.
In this context, some interviewees even mentioned that they provide their most important clients and
partners with short seminars on online platforms such as LinkedIn and Facebook. The idea behind this offer
is to co-establish with them a platform for close and frequent communication in the frame of their joint
business and/or innovation activities. Indeed, these seminars do not focus on how to use the various features
of the platform, but instead, on why and how they may use them in order to enhance and facilitate their
cooperation. In addition, some Supporting Industries interviewees reported that they also provide their own
platforms to some of their clients who engage and work with farmers in view of fostering and ultimately
benefiting from the increased performance of the agri-food business community. In that respect, the INNO4-AGRIFOOD service offer can potentially serve as an initial one-stop-shop which would provide valuable
support to agri-food SMEs during their first steps within the online collaboration for innovation landscape,
before guiding them towards finding products and solutions tailor-made.
Finally, a concise overview of the perceived success factors of online collaboration for innovation of
interviewees of the Supporting Industries target group is provided next, according to the answers they
provided to the pre-defined questions and the final question of the interview which was unique for each one.

1

http://ninesigma.com/

2

https://www.innocentive.com/

3

http://ebn.be/
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Supporting Industries’ perceived success factors of online collaboration for innovation:
ü Better understanding of business mentality and specific market challenges of agri-food SME clients
and partners.
ü Well-presented needs of agri-food SMEs available at online collaboration and/or innovation
platforms.
ü Specialized innovation intermediaries who would be able to not only reduce the resources
required to establish online collaboration for innovation but also improve its outcomes.

4.5

Innovation Intermediaries

A total of 9 representatives of Innovation Intermediaries participated in the survey. All of them reported that
at least one agri-food SME has asked for their support with respect to online collaboration for innovation. In
fact, their answers suggest that online collaboration for innovation presents a rather promising potential into
which agri-food SMEs are quite interested to tap. Indeed, several interviewees of this target group suggested
that there is high interest to seize opportunities which can lead to the identification of suitable innovation
partners amongst their clients, starting from Farmers and Food Processors all the way to Logistics and Sales
companies. Suitable innovation partners can be not only universities and research institutes but also smaller
and larger companies which have readily available solutions. In this context, many of their clients are keen
on using online platforms and tools, especially in order to establish new or expand their existing
international partnerships. In addition to the identification of partners, however, some of the key benefits
that agri-food SMEs stand to gain from online collaboration according to the interviewed Innovation
Intermediaries are the identification of current trends of the field in which they are operating and potential
innovative solutions for their business problems.
In this respect, a vital requisite for SMEs to engage in online collaboration for innovation, based on the
experience of the interviewees, is the willingness to broaden their perception and open up to new ideas and
collaborations that can help their business to innovate and grow. ICT skills are necessary as well if they are
to effectively utilise online platforms and tools and thus some training on this aspect may enhance their
capacity to better showcase their needs to potential partners and collaborate online. With that in mind,
several interviewed EEN consultants stated that they would be willing to utilise the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD
services in the framework of their innovation support practice and provide them to their SME clients when
deemed necessary. Many of them also suggested that the new online collaboration for innovation support
services should aim to utilise easy-to-use platforms as otherwise their SME clients may not be able or willing
to use them independently beyond the end of the innovation support service.
Still, only a third of the Innovation Intermediaries representatives who were interviewed actually employ
any online platforms for collaboration and innovation in the frame of their practice, a finding which may
be attributed to the lack of an appropriate one that would fit the needs of the clients. Regardless, an example
of an online platform which is used in the framework of innovation support is the Hungarian UZLETAHALON1,
a platform on which SMEs from all fields and sectors can place their business offers and requests online. The
EEN typically helps SMEs to register on the platform as well as to better utilise it in order to capitalise on the
opportunities that it offers. The TRADEIT Marketplace2 which was established in the frame of the TRADEIT
EU-funded project was mentioned as a good example during the interviews as well.

1

http://www.uzletahalon.hu/en/

2

https://marketplace.tradeitnetwork.eu/
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Additional insights that stemmed from the analysis of the answers provided by Innovation Intermediaries to
the pre-defined questions as well as the unique for each one final question are provided below.
Insights into online collaboration for innovation of SMEs derived from innovation intermediaries
ü SMEs tend to place information online but more often than not they end up neglecting to utilize
it for their benefit (e.g. by actively seeking partnerships for innovation). This is a key point where
innovation intermediaries can provide meaningful support in collaboration with SME staff.
ü Individuals within the organizations could participate easily and later on convince their institutions
to accept such kind of approach on a larger scale.
ü Smaller SMEs have difficulties in finding the time and right personnel to pursue online
collaboration for innovation. In result, they are also less active online (e.g. they may Facebook to
some extent, but mainly to promote their product and not to search for possible innovationoriented collaborations).
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5.

Conclusions

The interview-based survey that was launched in the frame of INNO-AGRIFOOD targeted to unveil and
conclude on different profiles of agri-food SMEs in terms of innovation support needs and level of readiness
to participate in and capitalise on online collaboration for innovation. This was an essential step towards cocreating and designing well-tailored innovation support services that will encompass appropriately escalating
functionalities and tools for the identified SME profiles.
To this end, the current section of the report presents the SME profiles which were identified through the
survey. In particular, based on detailed analysis of the valuable quantitative and qualitative data that were
provided by the interviewees and deep reflection on the findings which stemmed from them, two distinct
SME profiles emerge, namely:
•

Core Agri-food SMEs which is comprised of SMEs that are part of the core agri-food value chain
including Farmers, Food Processors as well as Logistics and Sales SMEs.

•

Supporting Industries SMEs that consists of SMEs which are active within the Agri-food Ecosystem
and provide support to Core Agri-food SMEs in the form of technology and innovative solutions.

The following subsections of the report paint a concise picture of the abovementioned profiles by presenting
their characteristics, the barriers that are hampering their capacity to collaborate online for innovation as
well as their needs in terms of online collaboration for innovation support.

5.1

Core Agri-food SMEs

Core Agri-food SMEs constitute the heart of the agri-food value chain (Figure 7). Even though online
collaboration for innovation appears to be not quite widespread among them and their level of readiness
in this respect relatively limited, they are readily willing to establish and utilise such collaborations on a panEuropean scale, as they understand the value that they can add to their business this way as well as the
benefits they stand to gain. This includes access to new markets and customers at national and international
level, finding suitable business and innovation partners, driving down collaboration costs as well as keeping
up with global trends of their sector and adopting innovative solutions in order to seize emerging business
opportunities, among others. To this end, it seems they would rather cooperate with similar companies
operating on the same area of the agri-food value chain as their own and/or suitable technology providers
which can help them to boost their competitiveness through innovative solutions adapted to their needs.
Figure 7: Characteristics, Barriers and Needs of Core Agri-food SMEs
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Still, several barriers may prevent this type of SMEs to effectively integrate online collaboration into their
business model and practice. Next to the relatively limited resources at their disposal, the lack of an open
mind-set to seek for solutions in the external environment and pursue innovation-driven collaborations can
serve as a key disabler in this respect, along with the lack of awareness of innovation platforms tailored to
their own needs and/or to the specific characteristics of their sector (especially at national level).
Collaboration with innovation intermediaries can enable them to find out more about the opportunities
which are available outside their organisational and national boundaries, broadening their horizon and
business perspective, but their relatively limited cooperation (or interest to cooperate) with Innovation
Intermediaries stands as an obstacle to this end. Language barriers which may create communication
difficulties as well as lack of the ICT skills required to utilise online platforms and tools may also serve as
obstacles towards effectively engaging in online collaboration for innovation for Core Agri-food SMEs.
With the above in mind, Core Agri-food SMEs appear to need support not only in the process of identifying
online platforms that are suitable for their business and innovation needs (on national or international level),
but also on how to best utilise those platforms in order to launch innovation projects to address their
business problems, developing their ICT skills and facilitating communications with potential partners along
the way. The scope of the support would be meaningful to include online platforms and tools that are easyto-use, as Core Agri-food SMEs need to quickly grasp their operational functionalities without going through
a steep learning curve. Guidance towards better understanding and reflecting their needs online as well as
recognising the needs of their potential partners appears to be a meaningful area for innovation support as
well.

5.2

Supporting Industries SMEs

Supporting Industries SMEs can serve as the natural allies of Core Agri-food SMEs when it comes to
addressing their business and innovation needs by finding suitable solutions, ranging from cutting edge
knowledge and technological innovations over to R&I infrastructure and services (Figure 8). They appear to
be more “tech-savvy” and familiar with the use of online platforms and tools for collaboration and
innovation than their core agri-food counterparts, yet at the same time equally willing to engage in online
collaboration for innovation, suggesting a relatively higher level of readiness to engage in online
collaboration for innovation as well. Moreover, they comprehend the potential benefits and value added
offered by prospective online collaborations for innovation and in this respect, it seems that they would
prefer to collaborate with Core Agri-food SME which are active in both downstream and upstream areas of
the agri-food value chain.
Figure 8: Characteristics, Barriers and Needs of Supporting Industries SMEs
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Still, the findings of the survey indicate that online collaboration for innovation between Supporting
Industries and Core Agri-food SMEs is currently somewhat limited, which hints to the existence of hindering
barriers. In particular, one of the main barriers which seems to be preventing the establishment of such
collaborations is their perceived lack of awareness of appropriate online platforms which would allow
Supporting Industries to easily identify, interact and partner up with Core Agri-food SMEs, both for business
as well as innovation purposes. A principal disabler to this end appears to be the difficulties that Supporting
Industries SMEs encounter in terms of grasping the particular business mentality and needs of their
prospective partners within the core agri-food value chain.
Targeted innovation support can help Supporting Industries SMEs to surpass the abovementioned barriers.
In this respect, meaningful support may be provided in the process of identifying suitable platforms in which
Core Agri-food SMEs participate and present their needs. The ideal platform for them would employ an easy
to understand language without scientific and/or industry specific jargon as well as a user-friendly interface,
providing the opportunity to conveniently build partnerships. More importantly, however, it appears that
Supporting Industries may require guidance on how to best utilise online innovation platforms and
collaboration tools in order not only to identify suitable partners but also to be able to approach and
effectively mobilise them, co-designing and launching along with them demand-driven collaborations for
innovation. To this end, some support towards better understanding the business specificities as well as the
particular market challenges of their Core Agri-food SME partners may also be meaningful. Finally,
employing practical examples of online collaboration for innovation in the frame of innovation support may
resonate more with Supporting Industries SMEs, enabling them to better grasp its scope and particularities
in the context of the Agri-food Ecosystem.
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Annex
Questionnaire
General Questions
5 questions in total, applicable for all interviewees (all target groups)
Q1: Have you ever engaged in online collaboration for innovation? (Please select only one of the options)
a) YES
b) NO
If on Q1 a) is selected then ask Q2a. If on Q1 b) is selected then ask Q2b.
Q2a: Please help us better understand how exactly you engage in online collaboration for innovation. For
instance, how often and to what extent do you use online collaboration in the frame of your innovation
activities and for what purpose exactly? What partners do you typically collaborate with in this respect?

Q2b: Which are the main barriers that are preventing you from making online collaboration part of your
innovation activities? (you may select more than one option)
a) I do not think that online collaboration for innovation can benefit my business. The reason is:
________
b) There is no online collaboration or innovation platform that fits my needs. What I need is: ________
c) It is difficult to find suitable innovation partners. The reason is: ________
d) Technological and/or language barriers. Of what kind: ________
e) Other: ________
Q3: Would you like to establish (or enhance your) online collaborations for innovation and if so why? (you
may select more than one option)
a) Yes, with similar participants who come from the same agri-food value chain point you are in. The
reason is: ________
b) Yes, with participants who come from the different agri-food value chain point you are in. The reason
is: ________
c) Yes, with innovation intermediaries. The reason is: ________
d) No. Because: ________
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Q4: What type of actions would you prefer to participate in regarding online collaborate for innovation?
(Please select one of the options)
a) Only actions where I can meet technology providers (i.e. to adopt new technology)
b) Only actions where I can meet business partners (i.e. just for sales purposes)
c) Where I can meet both technology provision and business actions (both adoption and business
utilization of the technology)
d) N/A
Q5: Would you be willing to establish online collaboration for innovation (Please select one of the options):
a)
b)
c)
d)

Only within the country where your business is registered.
Only in your neighbouring countries. Which ones: _____________________
Anywhere in Europe
N/A

Select type of agri-food value chain SME or innovation intermediary (choose between farmers, food
processors, logistics and sales, supporting industries (i.e. IT solutions provider) and innovation
intermediaries).

Specific Questions - FARMERS, FOOD PROCESSORS & LOGISTICS AND SALES
4 questions (out of which 1 is optional) + 1 final (joker) question.
Q6: What knowledge, skills, tools and/or support do you think are needed for you to successfully utilize online
collaboration in your innovation activities?

Q7: Are you familiar with or use any platform available for online collaboration for innovation. How successful
have you been in this respect (you may select more than one option):
a) Yes, national ones: _____________________
b) Yes, international ones: _____________________
c) No. The reason is: _____________________
Q8: Have you ever collaborated with innovation intermediaries? If so, please elaborate on your overall
experience with them.
a) Yes: _____________________
b) No. The reason is: _____________________
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Q9: OPTIONAL: What do you think are the most important business opportunities you need to seek in online
collaboration for innovation?

Q10: Based on the conversation flow a final question is asked. For example: Please, provide more nonconfidential details of the specific collaboration you mentioned in Q2.

Specific Questions - SUPPORTING INDUSTRIES
4 questions (out of which 1 is optional) + 1 final (joker) question.
Q6: With what type of agri-food partners have you cooperated with so far regarding online collaboration for
innovation: (you may select more than one option)
a)
b)
c)
d)

With farmers (and other primary producers). One example: _____________________
With food processors. One example: _____________________
With logistics and sales participants. One example: _____________________
No cooperation established yet. The reason is: _____________________

Q7: What knowledge, skills, tools and/or support do you think are needed for you to successfully utilize online
collaboration in your innovation activities?

Q8: Have you ever collaborated with innovation intermediaries? If so please elaborate on your overall
experience with them.
a) Yes, with the following ones: _____________________
b) No
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Q9: OPTIONAL: What do you think to offer to agri-food partners who seek online collaboration for
innovation?

Q10: Based on the conversation flow a final question is asked. For example: Please, provide more nonconfidential details of the specific collaboration you mentioned in Q2.

Specific Questions - INNO INTERMEDIARIES
4 questions + 1 final (joker) question.
Q6: What type of agri-food value chain participants have asked for your support regarding online
collaboration for innovation: (you may select more than one option)
a)
b)
c)
d)

Farmers (and other primary producers). One example: _____________________
Food processors. One example: _____________________
Logistics and sales participants. One example: _____________________
Supporting industries. One example: _____________________

Q7: What knowledge, skills, tools and/or support do you think are needed for them to successfully utilize
online collaboration in their innovation activities?

Q8: What do you think are the most important benefits that online collaboration for innovation has to offer
agri-food SMEs?
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Q9: Do you employ any online platforms for collaboration and innovation in the frame of your practice? If so,
why have you chosen them instead of others:
a) Yes. The reason is: _____________________ Online link: _____________________
b) No. Because: _____________________
Q10: Based on the conversation flow, a final question is asked. For example: Please, provide more nonconfidential details of the specific collaboration you mentioned in Q2.
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