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Executive Summary
In the framework of the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD project and with a view to assessing European innovation
intermediaries´ skills gaps and training needs related to the effective delivery of online collaboration for
innovation support services to agri-food SMEs, a skills gap analysis was conducted based on innovation
intermediaries´ required set of skills (“to-be condition”) as well as their current skill levels (“as-is condition”).
The required skill-set was determined based on 12 in-depth interviews with senior experts in providing
business advisory support services to SMEs, which are mainly operating in the Agri-food Ecosystem. A basic
understanding of the agri-food industry, support service skills, collaboration skills, innovation management
skills and sufficient soft skills were perceived to be prerequisites for successfully delivering the intended
services. Moreover, the interviews uncovered a total number of 26 skills within these skill areas that were
perceived to be relevant for providing online collaboration for innovation support services.
Building up on these insights, an online survey was conducted that aimed at capturing innovation
intermediaries´ current skill levels within the predefined skill areas. The questionnaire of the survey was
distributed via INNO-4-AGRIFOODconsortium partners´ networks and yielded 79 valid answers from
innovation intermediaries based all across Europe.
In summary, the skills gap analysis, fuelled by the valuable data which were collected through the survey,
revealed the following findings:
•

The average expertise of innovation intermediaries varies greatly among and within skill areas.

•

The current levels of innovation management skills demonstrate the greatest improvement
potential.

•

A significant improvement potential was identified with respect to agri-food industry knowledge,
which was rated during the interviews as the most important skill area.

•

On average, innovation intermediaries demonstrate a medium performance in terms of support skills
and collaboration skills, indicating comparably lower training needs.

•

The average level of relevant soft skills amongst innovation intermediaries appears to be comparably
advanced.

•

On a skill level, the biggest improvement potential exists with respect to agri-food industry
characteristics, agri-food networks, agri-food regulations and standards, technologies, Intellectual
Property issues, and all skills associated with providing innovation management support services.

•

The innovation intermediaries surveyed are comparably heterogeneous with respect to their levels
of skills assessed, which points towards opportunities for modularized training courses.

The meaningful findings of the survey will be utilized as a key starting point for the co-creation and
development of the targeted INNO-4-AGRIFOOD e-learning offer and its customisation to the needs of
innovation intermediaries in the frame of forthcoming activities of the project.
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1.

Semi-structured in-depth interviews

1.1

Methodology and sampling procedure

In order to uncover innovation intermediaries´ required set of skills for providing online-collaboration for
innovation support services, we followed an exploratory approach and conducted semi-structured, in-depth
interviews with selected innovation intermediaries.
Firstly, we prepared an interview guideline that comprised a summary of the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD project, an
overview on the objectives of the interview, a generic framework to guide the discussion as well as an outlook
on how the interview results would be processed further in the project. The generic framework aimed to
ensure that the conversations would stay focused on the topic and that no important aspects would be
neglected, but at the same time allow for sufficient room for discussion and refinement of the framework. In
particular, the initial framework comprised the following skill areas:
•

Agri-food industry knowledge.

•

Management consulting skills.

•

SME (online) collaboration support skills.

•

Innovation management skills.

•

Skills related to the use of online platforms and tools.

Furthermore, each skill area comprised a predefined set of no more than 8 skills that were refined by the
INNO-4-AGRIFOOD consortium members in 2 iterations to be further validated, refined, and extended based
on the interviews.
Secondly, we employed a convenience sampling approach by utilizing INNO-4-AGRIFOOD consortium
members´ networks in order to identify at least 10 highly experienced innovation intermediaries, which we
sought to interview about their perspectives on innovation intermediaries´ required skills for delivering
online collaboration for innovation support services.
Finally, we scheduled and conducted the interviews with 12 innovation intermediaries via telephone. Each
interview lasted approximately 90 minutes. After having explained the project scope as well as the objectives
of the interview, the framework was presented and discussed from a high-level perspective before each skill
area was discussed in more detail. This approach was repeated on a skill level within each skill area, while
the interviewer took notes on the qualitative insights gained. At the end of each discussion on a specific skill
area, the interviewees where asked to rate the importance of the skills within this area. At the end of the
interview, the interviewees were asked to evaluate the overall importance of each skill area.

1.2

Interviewees

In order to gain a holistic understanding of the skill requirements of innovation intermediaries working with
different agri-food SMEs in various regions, we strived for a heterogeneous sample of senior experts in this
field. Our convenience sampling approach yielded a list of 12 suitable candidates that were spread across
Europe, Middle East, and Africa and that were all interested in being interviewed. The following figure
provides an overview of the sample.
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Figure 1: Overview of interviewees

By including 2 non-European interviewees in our sample, we sought to develop an even broader
understanding of the intermediaries in the global agri-food ecosystem and hoped to enhance the
generalizability of our findings, especially with respect to potential collaborations of European SMEs with
actors based outside of Europe.
The fact that 7 out of 12 interviewees are members of the Enterprise Europe Network (EEN) can be traced
back to the association and collaboration of INNO-4-AGRIFOOD consortium members with this network. The
comparably large share of EEN members in our sample was of particular importance, as they will be among
the key beneficiaries of our envisaged training courses.
Moreover, we fully satisfied the requirements of having a heterogeneous sample in terms of both,
interviewees´ agri-food expertise as well as their main business activities. In fact, the agri-food expertise of
the interviewees captured the majority of the agri-food value chain. By including 2 non-agri-food experienced
intermediaries in our sample, we aimed at capturing also their perspectives on the relevant skill sets in order
to avoid a selection bias in terms of intermediaries´ industry foci. From a functional perspective,
interviewees´ main business activities were fully in line with INNO-4-AGRIFOOD´s project objectives of
delivering online collaboration for innovation support services. Notably, 67% of the interviewees reported
that they provide innovation management support services. Finally, all respondents had profound expertise
in working with SMEs, which we perceived to be a prerequisite for providing valid answers to our questions.

1.3

Key insights

The interviews validated the majority of our proposed skill areas, but also uncovered significant potential for
extension and refinement, especially on a skill level. The following figure compares the different importance
weights attached to the predefined skill areas.
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Figure 2: Average perceived importance of skill areas

Agri-food industry knowledge was perceived to be most important for delivering the intended services,
closely followed by management consulting, online collaboration, and innovation management skills.
Management consulting, online collaboration, and innovation management skills were perceived to be
overlapping on a skills level and therefore needed to be refined. Online skills received the lowest importance
score as a basic understanding of online tools was assumed to be sufficient and given. Moreover,
interviewees mentioned that soft skills were neglected in the initial framework. Hence, we added soft skills
to our initial set of required skills.
The following sections provide further insights into the interview results per skill area before the chapter
concludes with an overview on the most relevant skills.

1.3.1

Agri-food industry skills

The following figure provides an overview on the importance evaluations of the predefined subset of skills in
this skill area.
Figure 3: Importance of agri-food industry skills

All interviewees suggested that a general understanding of the value chain actors is important, especially as
agri-food SMEs tend to listen to agri-food experts and in particular their peers. Yet, the interviewees
mentioned that a classification of skills solely based on the type of actors, may not be sufficient in order to
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capture the skills that are relevant in this area. In particular, the following industry skills were mentioned to
be missing or to be underrepresented by the predefined classification (the share of interviewees who
mentioned the respective skill is provided in parentheses):
•

Knowledge on (databases and experts regarding) state of the art and emerging technologies (67%).

•

Knowledge about main trends in macro-industry and the market, as well as their impact on clients´
business (67%).

•

Knowledge on regulation and standards (50%), e.g. related to food processing, labelling (especially
traceability) and safety regulations.

•

Knowledge on industry characteristics (50%), such as company sizes, unequal power distribution,
geographic fragmentation or regional specialities.

Hence, we added those skills to our framework and refined it accordingly.

1.3.2

Management consulting skills

On average, all management consulting skills received above mean importance values. Most notably,
interviewees perceived the ability of intermediaries to identify clients´ needs as the most crucial skill across
all skill areas. Hence, special attention should be paid to this skill when assessing intermediaries´ current
level of skills.
Figure 4: Importance of management consulting skills

With respect to improving the framework, intermediaries reported that they would not associate their
services with the term “management consulting”. Hence, we changed the label for this skill area into “support
service skills”, which seemed to be more familiar to them.
Furthermore, respondents mentioned that the review of the implementation status might be more relevant
for the consultants in order to maintain the business relationship than for the client. Besides, two
interviewees mentioned that intermediaries´ ability to support the client based on the approach outlined
seemed redundant if the same intermediary was able to develop this approach. Therefore, we removed these
skills.
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Moreover, interviewees indicated that the category “develop approach for support” could be misinterpreted
and identified overlaps with the set of online collaboration and innovation management skills. Hence, we
substituted the ability to develop an approach for support by skills related to the following aspects:
•

Market and consumer analysis: In this context, one interviewee argued “80% of our brain tells us
what to eat and only 20% tells us what is good for us, hence understanding consumer habits is very
important as it is not always obvious”.

•

Profitability analysis: In this context, one interviewee argued “unless the company can see some data
on how a technology has an impact on their bottom line, they will reject this”.

•

Access to finance / funding: This skill was mentioned by 42% of the interviewees, who perceived this
to be crucial for our intended services.

1.3.3

Online collaboration skills

The predefined set of skills associated with the successful support of agri-food SMEs in their online-based
collaboration for innovation efforts was fully validated by our interviewees as the following figure shows.
Figure 5: Importance of online collaboration skills

The identification of relevant partners for intermediaries´ clients was perceived to be most important within
this skill area as it was seen to be a precursor for the success of the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD project. During the
discussions, interviewees mentioned that access to industry specific networks would be a closely related,
additional skill to be considered. Hence, we added this skill to the skill set. The practical difference between
preparing partnerships and establishing them was not perceived to be intuitive. Hence, we merged these
skills. The idea of having skills to utilize a collaboration needed further explanations. Based on the discussions
with the interviewees, we refined this skill and focused particularly on the ability to “keep collaboration
focused on tangible outcomes that create value for the client”. Finally, the discussion on skills associated with
the proper ending of a collaboration mainly centred on knowledge about Intellectual Property (IP) related
issues. Hence, we refined this skill accordingly.

1.3.4

Innovation management skills

With respect to innovation management, interviewees described the role of intermediaries in the agri-food
ecosystem to be more comparable with advocates for innovation rather than with experts on all innovation
management dimensions. In light of this, one interviewee mentioned: “when we present the [IMP³rove]
framework to our clients we broaden their perspective”. As a consequence, interviewees felt that
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intermediaries need to be skilled in all predefined innovation management dimensions, but not necessarily
to the degree of an expert. In line, one interviewee mentioned: “intermediaries [in this field] should
understand the scope of innovation management rather than being highly skilled in specific areas”.
Figure 6: Importance of innovation management skills

Moreover, as a precursor for the success of the intended services, interviewees mentioned that
intermediaries working with agri-food SMEs should have the ability to demonstrate the importance of
innovation to their clients in order to enhance their sensitivity for the topic and enable change. We integrated
this skill accordingly. The success of this was perceived to be partially depending on sufficient soft skills, which
were added to our initial framework of skill areas and are described in more detail further on below.
In addition, interviewees highlighted the importance of being able to outline which types of innovation exist
and which ones could be relevant for the client (e.g. product, service, process or business model innovation).
In a similar vein, it was seen that intermediaries should be able to assess clients’ level of innovation ambition
(e.g. focus on incremental versus radical innovation). Taken together, these skills should enable the
intermediaries to define the right scope for the collaborative innovation efforts.

1.3.5

Skills related to online platforms and tools

From the predefined set of skill areas, skills related to online platforms and tools received the lowest
importance values. This result is reflected on a skill level. In particular, half of the predefined skills did not
even exceed the threshold level of being considered as “important”. Hence, we did not consider these skills
further for the training needs analysis. Still, the importance of the skills related to agri-food networks and
agri-food information platforms, reflect the importance of industry knowledge. Hence, we added the
knowledge on networks to the set of industry skills.
Online communication tools were perceived to be important for our intended collaborative efforts, but
perceived to be widely adopted by intermediaries already. In particular, it was argued that there is already a
given level of expertise that is sufficient for utilising the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD ICT tools. Consequently, we
removed this skill from further analyses.
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Figure 7: Importance of skills related to online platforms and tools

In sum, the skills in this predefined skill area (see figure 7) could be either reordered into different skill areas
or were perceived to be not important enough to be further considered for potential training courses. Hence,
this skill area became obsolete. However, the framework triggered discussions on our prospective INNO-4AGRIFOOD online tools and services, which yielded the following indicative statements:
•

“We get people talking to each other and once they know each other and only then we would use
the tools. You want to see the white of the eyes.”

•

“New tools should be easy to understand and work in a ´hands-on´ way.”

•

“You need a platform where the people can interact and not only be listed – ideally a LinkedIn with
Facebook spirit.”

The abovementioned comments will be taken into consideration in future stages of the project.

1.3.6

Soft skills (added)

Beyond our set of predefined “hard skills”, interviewees named a number of “soft skills” as enabling factors
for our intended services (see Figure 8). Hence, we added “soft skills” as an additional skill area to our
framework. Moreover, we derived the skill subset from the interviews by counting how often specific aspects
were mentioned. Notably, two thirds of our interviewees mentioned networking skills to be crucial for
successfully delivering collaborative innovation support services to agri-food SMEs. This finding confirms the
high importance values attributed to industry networks.
Moreover, change management skills were mentioned to be a precursor for engaging agri-food SMEs in
collaborative innovation efforts. In fact, a majority of agri-food SMEs was perceived to be relatively reluctant
to try out new things. In this respect, one interviewee even mentioned, “changing habits will be the key, but
it is very difficult to achieve”. Hence, we added the change management skill to our subset.
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Figure 8: Importance of soft skills

In addition, empathy for the client was seen to be very important when working with agri-food SMEs. This
soft skill is closely linked to intermediaries´ ability to identify needs, which received the highest important
values among the support service skills. Besides, interviewees repetitively mentioned the importance of
communication skills as well as the ability to build a relationship of trust with the client. In this context,
interviewees mentioned that agri-food SMEs tend to listen to peers, which “speak the same language”.
Hence, we extended our set of required skills accordingly.

1.4

Conclusion on intermediaries´ required set of skills

Based on the in-depth interviews, we were able to draw conclusions about the “ideal INNO-4-AGRIFOOD
innovation intermediary”. In essence, 26 intermediary skills could be validated and were perceived to be
important in order to successfully deliver online collaboration for innovation support services to agri-food
SMEs. Those skills were (re-)grouped into 5 refined skill areas as illustrated by the following figure.
Figure 9: Overview on required skills of INNO-4-AGRIFOOD intermediaries (to be condition)
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2.

Survey of innovation intermediaries

2.1

Methodology and sampling procedure

The set of required skills of INNO-4-AGRIFOOD intermediaries that were defined based on the interviews
provided the framework for developing a questionnaire to capture intermediaries´ current level of skills for
delivering online collaboration for innovation support services. Moreover, we considered a number of
additional background information (such as functional expertise, client characteristics, etc.) in order to
investigate differences among subgroups of intermediaries.
The first draft of the questionnaire was developed by the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD partner which led the activity,
namely, the IMP³rove Academy. This initial draft was discussed in a web conference amongst INNO-4AGRIFOOD consortium members as well as members of the Beneficiaries and Advisory Boards. The web
conference yielded a number of valuable suggestions for capturing a more fine-grained picture of
intermediaries´ current skill levels. In turn, the questionnaire was refined and circulated once more among
INNO-4-AGRIFOOD consortium members. The final version of the questionnaire (see Annex) was
implemented by Europa Media in a web browser-based survey tool in order to ensure an effective and
efficient data gathering process.
In order to reach out to a sufficient number of suitable intermediaries, we invited members of the Enterprise
Europe Network (EEN) and its Agrofood Sector Group as well as intermediaries and business advisors from
the IMP³rove Network to take part in the survey, which was available online and open for replies from May
4th to May 20th, 2016.

2.2

Respondents

In total, we received 79 valid answers from intermediaries based in Europe. The following figure provides an
overview of the sample and its characteristics.
Figure 10: Profile of respondents

Our sample encompasses intermediaries based in 22 out of the 28 EU member states (approximately 80% of
the total). Moreover, 81% of the respondents are members of the Enterprise Europe Network (EEN), who
will be among the key beneficiaries of the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD training courses. The comparably large share
of EEN members as well as relevant EEN sector groups, is also reflected in the service portfolio of the
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respondents. 81% of the respondents mentioned to offer innovation management related support services,
72% collaboration support and 51% services related to technology transfer. In a similar vein, respondents
indicated to work mainly with small to medium sized companies rather than large companies and the
majority of respondents served clients in the Agri-food Eco-system (see Figure 11).
Figure 11: Respondents´ client portfolio

Against the backdrop of the objectives of INNO-4-AGRIFOOD, the profile of respondents in our sample as
well as respondents´ client portfolio underline the suitability of the sample and enhance the relevance of the
survey results respectively.

2.3

Key insights

The results of the survey uncovered interesting insights into intermediaries´ current level of skills in the
refined skill areas (see Figure 12). Despite a comparably experienced agri-food industry sample, significant
improvement potential was identified within this skill area. On average, the industry knowledge scores
among the lower half of the scale, whereas support service skills, collaboration skills and in particular soft
skills exceed the middle value of the scale.
Figure 12: Overview on intermediaries´ performances in the refined skill areas
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Improvement potential was identified and especially on skill level. Innovation management skills rank lowest
in comparison to the other skill areas. The magnitude of this skills gap might be partially traced back to the
inverted scale that we used to capture respondents level of expertise in this skill area. In fact, we asked
respondents for their “room for improvement” with respect to innovation management support service skills
(see Annex for further information). We used different types of scales including this inverted scale in order
to keep respondents’ level of concentration high. However, given these low levels of expertise in innovation
management despite innovation management being among respondents´ key service offerings, it is
conceivable that some respondents may have missed the invertedness of the scale and therefore rated
themselves lower as intended.
Beyond this aggregated perspective, we did find varying levels of intermediaries´ expertise on skill level. The
following sections provide an overview on the key insights gained.

2.3.1

Agri-food industry skills

Although the majority of respondents has expertise in the agri-food sector, their industry knowledge
demonstrates significant improvement potential with more than half of the skills assessed demonstrating
scores below the mid value (see Figure 13 and Figure 14). These findings are of particular importance given
that agri-food industry skills were perceived to be most critical for the successful delivery of INNO-4AGRIFOOD services.
Figure 13: Intermediaries´ average level of agri-food industry knowledge

Especially knowledge about technologies as well as about industry characteristics seems to be scarce. These
findings might be explained by the complexity and heterogeneity of the agri-food ecosystem. Consequently,
training modules should be considered that address different aspects of these knowledge gaps.
Figure 14: Intermediaries´ average level of agri-food network access
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With respect to networks, the results show that intermediaries have less access to agri-food SMEs and
experts via online compared to offline channels. This finding further justifies the scope of the INNO-4AGRIFOOD project and points at training needs with respect to identifying and utilizing online networks.

2.3.2

Support service skills

The support service skills demonstrate a great variance of competence levels. Skills related to conducting
market and profitability analyses received the lowest ratings among the support service skills. However,
these skills were perceived to be of high importance during the interviews in order to identify market
potential for the agri-food SMEs as well as to outline potential benefits of applying new approaches,
processes or technologies. Hence, these findings point at training needs with respect to the application of
selected analytical techniques.
Figure 15: Intermediaries´ average level of support service skills

Furthermore, the results point at a gap between intermediaries´ ability in uncovering clients´ conscious needs
and their ability in uncovering clients´ unconscious needs. However, given that especially smaller agri-food
stakeholders were mentioned in the interviews to be less informed about the innovation potential in their
value chain, it is likely that unconscious needs play an even greater role in this context. Moreover,
interviewees attached the highest importance to intermediaries´ ability to identify needs. Hence, despite a
quite advanced level of competence, this skill should receive special attention when developing the training
courses.

2.3.3

Collaboration skills

On average, respondents tend to be comparably skilled when it comes to establishing and utilizing
collaborations (see Figure 16). The relatively lower score with respect to uncovering partners´ strategic
objectives may resonate with the lower score related to the identification of unconscious needs as both skills
build on the interpretation of certain cues emitted by the respective party. Moreover, the medium skilfulness
with respect to linking partners online, may be traced back to the limited access to online networks. Hence,
these skills gaps should not be considered independently from each other when developing the respective
training contents.
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Figure 16: Intermediaries´ average level of collaboration skills

Finally, the survey uncovered a lack of knowledge about IP issues. However, interviewees perceived a solid
understanding of IP rights to be crucial for properly supporting the collaborative innovation activities,
especially with respect to the later stages of the collaboration. Therefore, special attention should be payed
to this knowledge gap within the set of collaboration skills.

2.3.4

Innovation management skills

Innovation management skills leave the greatest room for improvement. Although the inverted scale used
to assess the skilfulness in this area may partially explain the magnitude of these skills gaps (see 3.3 for further
information), the consistency by which the different skills in this area have been evaluated close to “very
extensive room for improvement” clearly point at significant training needs.
Figure 17: Intermediaries´ average level of innovation management skills

Furthermore, the low variance in the scores point at a significant improvement potential in terms of both,
engaging the client and setting the scope for the project as well as supporting the client in all dimensions of
innovation management. Given this, the training modules addressing these broad innovation management
skills gaps need to be balanced with respect to breadth and depth.
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2.3.5

Soft skills

On average, soft skills received the highest scores amongst the different skill areas under study, as illustrated
by the figure below.
Figure 18: Intermediaries´ average level of soft skills

At the same time, the level of variance was highest in this dimension. Especially the ability to change clients´
behaviours lags somewhat behind the other skills in this dimension. Similar findings apply to the ability to
influence clients´ attitudes. Given that these two aspects have been mentioned by interviewees to be key
success factors for innovation projects with agri-food SMEs, the training courses should focus especially on
these aspects when it comes to soft skills.

2.4

Conclusion on intermediaries´ skills gaps and training needs

The survey results uncovered important insights into intermediaries´ current level of expertise. In doing so,
important skills gaps for the effective delivery of online collaboration for innovation support services to agrifood SMEs were identified, as summarised in Figure 19.
Figure 19: Overview on average skills levels of INNO4AGRI-FOOD intermediaries (as is condition)
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The “average” intermediary demonstrates significant improvement potential (red shaded skills) especially in
terms of agri-food industry knowledge as well as skills associated with innovation management support
services. The level of competence with respect to general support services as well as collaboration skills can
mainly be classified as medium (orange shaded skills). Finally, the results demonstrate that the surveyed
intermediaries have on average a comparably advanced level (green shaded skills) of soft skills.
The level of competencies is mirrored to the level of training needs. Consequently, the greatest training needs
exist with respect to industry knowledge and innovation management skills. Skills within these skill areas
should receive primary attention when developing the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD training topics as well as the
training curriculum.

2.5

Investigation of subgroups of intermediaries based on their skills levels

In order to identify groups of intermediaries in the sample with similar levels of skills and skills gaps
respectively, we conducted a cluster analysis using IBM´s SPSS Statistics (Version 24). However, the analysis
yielded an extensive number of potential clusters that could not be specified in a meaningful manner, since
the sample of intermediaries that participated in the survey were strongly heterogeneous with respect to
their skills levels. Therefore, we made a second attempt to shed at least further light on relationships
between the levels of skills and single sample characteristics assessed. In particular, we conducted a
correlation analysis in order to identify patterns among these relationships. The following figure provides an
overview on our approach as well as selected findings.
Figure 20: Correlation analysis

As expected, we identified an overall positive relationship between intermediaries´ years of professional
experience and their skills levels, especially in terms of general support service skills. Notably, soft skills
turned out to be relatively unaffected by the level of experience. We did not find a positive relationship
between intermediaries´ level of experience and their level of innovation management skills. This latter
finding might be to the fact that innovation management is still a comparably young functional discipline.
Interestingly, we also found an overall positive relationship between intermediaries´ main client size
(measured in terms of number of employees) and their level of skills assessed. One interpretation for this
might be that intermediaries´ advanced level of proficiency may enable them to work with larger clients that
tend to be relatively more selective with respect to their advisors when compared to smaller clients.
However, more research is needed in order to confirm and further explain this relationship.
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We were also interested in analysing skill differences between intermediaries based in different countries,
as this would yield important implications for targeting intermediaries with different and properly tailored
training offers. However, given our comparably small sample size, we needed to define criteria for grouping
intermediaries based in different countries. To this end, we selected the EU-28 average share of GDP from
the agriculture sector in order to classify intermediaries based on their affiliation with a country that has a
relatively lower versus a relatively higher agriculture GDP share. The results demonstrated that
intermediaries based in countries with an above EU-28 agriculture GDP share tend to have not only better
agri-food industry skills, but also support service, partnering, and collaboration skills. In contrast, these
intermediaries show comparably lower levels of innovation management skills. Still it is important to note
that the sample size is not large enough to draw general conclusions on the skills levels of intermediaries
based in these countries. Moreover, one would need to control for further factors in order to further validate
the relationship between these variables. However, the results confirm that the intermediaries in the sample
have different skills profiles.

In sum, these findings demonstrate that the surveyed intermediaries have different types and levels of
skills gaps and hence also different training needs. Therefore, it would be useful to develop the training
courses in a modular way, so that training programs can be tailored according to each intermediary´s
specific level of skills.
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3.

Conclusion and way forward

The results of the skills mapping and training needs analysis point towards an important improvement
potential of innovation intermediaries in Europe, which needs to be addressed in order to enable the
effective and widespread delivery of online collaboration for innovation support services to agri-food SMEs.
In essence, we identified significant skills gaps with respect to innovation management as well as knowledge
about the agri-food industry itself. Moreover, the surveyed intermediaries demonstrated a rather medium
level of support service skills and collaboration skills, which indicates further room for improvement in this
respect. Consequently, those skill areas will be considered for the development of the training topics and the
curriculum concept, too. Hence, special attention should be payed to the aforementioned skill areas when
deciding on the training topics and developing the curriculum concept of the INNO-4-AGRIFOOD e-learning
offer for innovation intermediaries. Furthermore, innovation intermediaries´ overall level of relevant soft
skills was found to be rather advanced, whereas the soft skill “influencing clients and changing their
behaviour” scored comparably low. Given the high importance evaluations of interviewed experts related to
this latter skill, it will be addressed by the intended training offerings, while the remaining soft skills will
receive a comparably lower priority.
As a next step, the findings presented by the current report will be assessed against the needs of agri-food
SMEs based on the results of the dedicated survey launched in the frame of INNO-4-AGRIFOOD. The
identified subsets of skills within the defined skill areas will provide a framework for this matching. The
resulting matrix will guide the definition of potential training topics that are relevant from the perspective of
both innovation intermediaries as well as agri-food SMEs.
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Annex – Survey Questionnaire
Background information
Question as implemented in
Question
survey
Country
EEN
membership

Please select the country in which
you are based in.
Are you or is your organization
member of the Enterprise Europe
Network?

Functional
expertise

With respect to providing support
services to clients, what are your
main business activities?

Clients, size

In terms of company size, what
types of clients do you serve?
Please distribute the share of your
total working hours according to the
following types of companies you
support (rough estimate is
sufficient):

Clients, age

Clients, industry

In terms of company age, what
types of clients do you serve?
Please distribute the share of your
total working hours according to the
following types of companies you
support (rough estimate is
sufficient):

Answer options
Drop down menu with countries
Yes / No
Tick boxes (multiple counts possible), plus open text
box for “other”:
•Helping clients to valorise research results (e.g.
technology transfer)
•Conducting market analysis (e.g. business
research)
•Providing access to finance / funding (e.g.
supporting the development of proposals)
•Supporting clients to collaborate (e.g. match
marking)
•Supporting clients on online activities (e.g. selling
products or services via the internet)
•Providing support on innovation management
•Helping clients with legal issues (e.g. protecting IP
rights)
•Other, please specify:
Drop down menu after each answer option with 0-5%;
5-10%; …. 95-100%
•“Micro companies with 0-3 employees”
•“Micro companies with 4-10 employees”
•“Small companies” (11-50 employees)
•“Medium-sized companies” (51-250 employees)
•“Large companies” (>250 employees)
Drop down menu after each answer option with 0-5%;
5-10%; …. 95-100%
•“Companies that are 0-3 years old”
•“Companies that are 4-10 years old”
•“Companies that are 11-25 years old”
•“Companies that are 26-50 years old”
•“Companies that are older than 50 years”
Tick boxes (multiple counts possible), plus open text
box for “other”:
•Seed industry
•Fertilizer industry

Please describe your portfolio of
clients by indicating the industry
they belong to (please select an
industry only if you spend 10% or
more of your working hours on
supporting clients in the respective
industry)

•Animal feed industry
•Agriculture
•Food processing
•Food packaging
•Food retail /wholesale
•Food logistics
•Agriculture or food technology

Experience

Please indicate your amount of
professional experience in providing
support services to companies

•Other, please specify
Please insert drop down menu with the following
options:
<5; 5-10; 10-15; 15-20; 20-25; 25-30; >30; I don´t
provide support services to companies
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Industry knowledge
Question as implemented in
Question
survey

Agri-food
ecosystem
actors

Technologies

Trends

Regulations and
standards

Industry
characteristics

Networks

To what extent do you agree with
the following statements:
I have a good understanding of…
•…who the actors are in the agrifood eco-system (including seed
producers, fertilizer producers,
animal feed producers, famers,
food processors,
retailers/wholesalers, technology
providers for the agriculture or
food industry)
•…the state of the art technologies
in the agri-food ecosystem
•…the emerging technologies in
the agri-food ecosystem
•…the main macro trends affecting
the agri-food eco-system
•…the agri-food industry trends
•…the non-agri-food industry
trends that could be applied to
companies in the agri-food
ecosystem
•…the most relevant regulations
and standards in the agri-food
ecosystem (e.g. safety
regulation, labeling)
•…the average company sizes of
the different actors in the agrifood ecosystem
•…the distribution of power in the
agri-food ecosystem
•…the competitive pressure in the
agri-food ecosystem
•…the geographic fragmentation
of the actors in the agri-food
ecosystem
•…the implications of the agri-food
ecosystem dynamics
I have access to a large network of
•agri-food intermediaries (experts)
via online channels
•agri-food intermediaries (experts)
via offline channels
•agri-food SMEs via online
channels
•agri-food SMEs via offline
channels

Answer options

Scale [1=Strongly disagree;
2=Disagree,3=Neutral,4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree]

Scale [1=Strongly disagree;
2=Disagree,3=Neutral,4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree]

Scale [1=Strongly disagree;
2=Disagree,3=Neutral,4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree]

Scale [1=Strongly disagree;
2=Disagree,3=Neutral,4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree]

Scale [1=Strongly disagree;
2=Disagree,3=Neutral,4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree]

Scale [1=Strongly disagree;
2=Disagree,3=Neutral,4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree]
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Support service skills
Question as implemented in
Question
survey

Answer options

How skillful do you consider yourself

Identify potential in terms of …
•…identifying potential clients for
clients

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

Attract clients

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

Identify clients´
needs
Conduct market
analysis
Conduct
profitability
analysis

a specific support service
•…attracting selected potential
client with own support service
offering
•…identifying clients´ greatest
business issues
•…identifying clients´ conscious
needs
•…identifying clients´ unconscious
needs

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

•…conducting market analysis

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

•…conducting profitability analysis

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

Convince client

•…gaining the clients' confidence
that your suggested actions will
effectively address their needs

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

Provide access
to finance /
funding

•…providing access to finance or
funding

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

Collaboration skills
Question as implemented in
Question
survey

Identify partners

Prepare and
establish
collaboration

Keep focus on
tangible
outcomes
Outline how to
deal with IP
issues

How would you evaluate your skills
in terms of identifying suitable
potential innovation partners for
your clients by…
•…assessing partners´ level of
expertise in a given area
•…evaluating partners´ ability to
collaborate
•…uncovering partners´ strategic
communicated and hidden
objectives
How would you evaluate your skills
in terms of preparing and
establishing a collaborative
innovation partnership for your
clients by...
•…linking partners via online
channels
•…defining aims shared by all
partners
•…defining tasks and
responsibilities
•…aligning on a shared timeline
•…tracking the progress of the
joint effort
How would you evaluate your skills
in terms of utilizing collaborative
innovation partnerships by defining
and tracking milestones that are
clearly related to business impact
•Being able to outline how to deal
with IP issues during and after
collaboration

Answer options

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]

Scale [1=Unskillful; 2=Slightly
unskillful,3=Neutral,4=Slightly skillful, 5=Skillful]
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Innovation management skills
Question as implemented in
Question
survey

Answer options

Please indicate how much room for
improvement you have terms of…

Scale [1=No room for improvement; 2=Minimal room for
improvement; 3=Moderate room for improvement;
4=Extensive room for improvement; 5=Very extensive
room for improvement]

•…demonstrating the importance
of innovation to clients

Scale [1=No room for improvement; 2=Minimal room for
improvement; 3=Moderate room for improvement;
4=Extensive room for improvement; 5=Very extensive
room for improvement]

Innovation
ambition

•…assessing clients´ level of
innovation ambition (i.e. striving
for incremental versus radical
innovation)

Scale [1=No room for improvement; 2=Minimal room for
improvement; 3=Moderate room for improvement;
4=Extensive room for improvement; 5=Very extensive
room for improvement]

Types of
innovation

•…discussing clients´ innovation
opportunities for all types of
innovation

Scale [1=No room for improvement; 2=Minimal room for
improvement; 3=Moderate room for improvement;
4=Extensive room for improvement; 5=Very extensive
room for improvement]

Innovation
management
importance

•…supporting clients in developing
an innovation strategy

Innovation
management
dimensions

Innovation
management
dimensions

•…supporting clients in designing
an innovation organization
•…supporting clients in developing
an innovation culture
•…supporting clients in designing
an innovation process
•…supporting clients in defining
the targeted innovation results
•…supporting clients in
implementing an innovation
strategy
•…supporting clients in
implementing an innovation
organization
•…supporting clients in
implementing an innovation
culture
•…supporting clients in
implementing an innovation
process
•…supporting clients in achieving
the targeted innovation results

Scale [1=No room for improvement; 2=Minimal room for
improvement; 3=Moderate room for improvement;
4=Extensive room for improvement; 5=Very extensive
room for improvement]

Scale [1=No room for improvement; 2=Minimal room for
improvement; 3=Moderate room for improvement;
4=Extensive room for improvement; 5=Very extensive
room for improvement]
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Soft skills
Question

Question as implemented in
survey
Please indicate your competence
level in each of the following areas:

Networking
•Networking
•Influence clients´ attitudes

Influence clients
and change their
behavior

Empathy

Communication

Building trust

•Changing clients´ behaviors

Answer options
Scale [1=No level of competence – no experience in the
skill area; 2=Low level of competence – little experience
in the skill area; 3=Average level of competence –
some experience in the skill area; 4= Moderately high
level of competence - good experience in the skill area;
5=High level of competence - extensive experience in
the skill area]
Scale [1=No level of competence – no experience in the
skill area; 2=Low level of competence – little experience
in the skill area; 3=Average level of competence –
some experience in the skill area; 4= Moderately high
level of competence - good experience in the skill area;
5=High level of competence - extensive experience in
the skill area]

•Taking the perspective of the
client

Scale [1=No level of competence – no experience in the
skill area; 2=Low level of competence – little experience
in the skill area; 3=Average level of competence –
some experience in the skill area; 4= Moderately high
level of competence - good experience in the skill area;
5=High level of competence - extensive experience in
the skill area]

•Adapting your communication
style to the client

Scale [1=No level of competence – no experience in the
skill area; 2=Low level of competence – little experience
in the skill area; 3=Average level of competence –
some experience in the skill area; 4= Moderately high
level of competence - good experience in the skill area;
5=High level of competence - extensive experience in
the skill area]

•Building trust (e.g. between you
and the client)

Scale [1=No level of competence – no experience in the
skill area; 2=Low level of competence – little experience
in the skill area; 3=Average level of competence –
some experience in the skill area; 4= Moderately high
level of competence - good experience in the skill area;
5=High level of competence - extensive experience in
the skill area]

Contact details
Question
Prefix
First name
Last name
Organization
Website
Email address
Next steps

Question as implemented in
survey
Prefix
First name
Last name
Organization
Website
Email address
Would you like to stay informed
about the INNO4AGRI-FOOD project
to benefit from our project outputs?

Answer options
Drop-down menu: Mr/Ms
Open text box
Open text box
Open text box
Open text box
Open text box
Yes / No
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