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“It is not the strongest of the species that survives. 

Nor the most intelligent that survives. 

It is the most adaptable to change.” 

 

Charles Darwin 
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Summary 
The agro-food sector has always been an important sector for the Dutch economy. To secure the 

food supply after World War II and attack the existing substantial food shortages, a prevailing 

focus on bulk production and producing at the lowest costs possible has dominated this sector. 

Currently, supply exceeds demand and Dutch agricultural entrepreneurs face difficulties to cope 

with this situation. Production in The Netherlands has become expensive related to other countries 

resulting in very low margins for the producers. A focus on cost price and bulk is not convenient 

anymore. To support the agro-food entrepreneurs to change directions and cope with current 

difficulties, NV Industriebank LIOF has adopted the sector agro-food into their set of target areas. 

NV Industriebank LIOF is a regional development agency responsible to facilitate innovation in 

certain target areas.  

 

The assignment for this master thesis projects is to provide NV Industriebank LIOF with a clear 

picture of the innovation mechanisms within the agro-food sector so that they are better able 

facilitate innovation in this sector. The final deliverable will be a model of the innovation 

mechanisms within the agro-food sector and recommendations for their future efforts regarding the 

facilitation of innovation. The assignment is split into the following sub-assignments: 

- Investigate the current business process regarding the innovation stimulation instruments.  

- Develop a descriptive model of current innovation processes of leaders and followers 

within the agro-food sector.  

- Identify implications from the model.  

- Develop recommendations based on the implications from the model.  

 

To establish a clear picture of innovation processes in the agro-food sector and their specific 

problems, a distinction was made between successful leaders, and followers who have trouble to 

come up with more radical innovations. Nine leaders were interviewed which resulted in a 

descriptive model of how this group innovates. It turned out that innovation processes at leaders 

contain to a large extent comparable characteristics. Innovation processes observed at followers are 

based on insights from experts (instead of the evaluation of case studies). When reflecting upon the 

characteristics between innovation processes at leaders and followers, useful insights arise about 

reasons of the backlog of the followers. Consequently, implications arise to facilitate innovation 

processes of this group.  

 

Innovation processes at the leaders; a descriptive model 

Several conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of the characteristics of innovation processes at 

the nine leading companies. First, there is quite some consensus about the characteristics of the 

development processes. In total, 29 characteristics were identified of which eleven scored 7/9
1
 or 

higher and eighteen scored 5/9 or higher. Second, there appear to be some aspects that are 

considered important in the development process:  

- Ideas are based on the market; they are customer oriented.  

- Entrepreneurs value their network and are willing and see the need to cooperate.  

- Real breakthroughs are only possible by combining aspects from different backgrounds 

- The entrepreneurs are very conscious regarding innovation as a business process. They see 

it as a separate business activity and strive to control the processes as much as possible.   

 

Problems/challenges of innovation processes were also identified. Two major conclusions can be 

drawn from this identification. First, there is limited consensus regarding problems/challenges 

faced during innovation processes. Almost every development process has its own problems and 

challenges. Second, the problems and challenges can hardly be denoted as agro-food specific. The 

identified issues could arise at an arbitrary companies (or specifically SME) regardless of the 

branch they operate in (apart from one). 

                                                      
1 this score means that 7 out of 9 respondents declared that a characteristic applied to their innovation process(es) 
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Innovation processes at followers  

Innovation at the group of followers in the agro-food is to a large extent influenced by historical 

developments in this sector to secure the food supply. The cooperative system resulted in 

entrepreneurs who do not have the expertise to conduct more radical innovation processes. This 

explains the focus on incremental developments. Entrepreneurs are not experienced with complex 

development projects. The initiatives they do undertake are done by themselves or with direct 

colleagues. It is therefore not surprising that projects are short-term focussed, lack a clear strategy, 

do not involve parties from other backgrounds, and are targeted at cost price reduction and bulk 

production (based on efforts regarding internal processes of companies). They are used to tackle 

daily problems arising in their own process, but they had no reason to tackle problems outside their 

own organisation. There were other parties who did this. Additionally, many producers are stuck in 

a mindset in which they consider the product as being traditional. This forms a barrier to consider 

product differentiations. Followers tend to be conservative in terms of cooperation with parties 

from other backgrounds. This limits the innovativeness and results in a dominance of incremental 

changes instead of more radical innovation. Additionally, due to their position (and traditional role) 

in the supply chain, producers lack knowledge about consumer needs and demands. Marketing 

related insights are often missing.  

 

The ‘pampered’ type off entrepreneur does not fit the current business environment anymore. 

Nowadays, a more comprehensive set of competencies, similar to other industries, is required to 

enhance the innovativeness of the agro-food sector. The backlog of the followers does not result 

from the willingness to change, but from the lack of ability. Followers have trouble identifying 

breakthrough ideas and also have trouble to execute more radical innovation processes, both in 

terms of the availability of financial resources and compensating for missing competencies.  

 

Differences between leaders and followers, and directions for opportunities  

When comparing innovation processes of leaders and followers, the following differences were 

identified:  

Directions for opportunities lay in: a focus on marketing activities and value creation based on 

specific customer demands; food service and niches; supply chains; external focus; non-traditional 

partnerships; learning entrepreneurs to innovate; the domino effect of success (breeds success); and 

possibly the economical crises. 

 

- NPD is a core business activity

- Systematic approach

- Customer/market focus

- Subsidies used for testing ideas

- External focus; diverse collaboration

- Long-term focus

- Control over the process

- Subsidies used when necessary

- Long-term projects

- Extensive multidimensional collaboration

- Clear launch strategy
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- NPD is an additional activity when a need is apparent 

- Ad-hoc / trial-and-error

- Focus on cost price, bulk and internal processes

- Administrative obligations hamper use of subsidies

- Internal focus; traditional, homogeneous collaboration

- Short-term focus

- Ability to conduct innovation processes is low

- Own resources

- Short-term projects

- Fragmentation and limited collaboration

- Limited or no launch effort

Followers

Figure i: Differences in innovation processes between leaders and followers 
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Recommendations 

Recommendations for NV Industriebank LIOF are provided that should result in the realization of 

the opportunities. Overall, these recommendations concern the following issues:  

- the focus group, concluding that there are reasons to support both leaders and followers;  

- establishing accessible and adequate support concerning the specific challenges of the 

entrepreneurs; 

- supporting entrepreneurs in the currently required innovation processes, both concerning 

the ideas and the execution of the projects; and  

- the required focus of subsidy arrangements and other financial support, and the 

possibilities of currently used and available arrangements. 

These issues are further translated in a specific action plan. When supporting leaders, the focus 

should lie on providing financial resources to cover risks and make more radical innovation 

possible, and making sure that they are supported in an adequate manner. For the group of 

followers, additional focus areas were identified. Besides the ones mentioned for leaders, followers 

require support in: matchmaking for ideas, matchmaking for project execution, skills to conduct 

innovation projects, and marketing and sales. If leaders require support on focus areas mentioned 

for the followers, they typically know how to attract such support. Therefore, they are not 

mentioned as target recommendations. The action plan contains six specific focus areas, namely: 

Individual innovation projects; Workshops/seminars; One front-office; Current developments; 

Food & Nutrition Delta; and the Current toolbox. 
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1 Introduction 
The master thesis project presented in this report concerns a real life business case. In this 

introduction, the company and its challenge will be introduced. The final section (1.4) will provide 

the structure of this report.  

1.1 The company – NV Industriebank LIOF 
NV Industriebank LIOF (hereafter LIOF) is a regional development and investment agency 

covering the province of Limburg. From two locations, Maastricht (HQ) and Venlo, they operate as 

an independent authority concerned with the development of the economy of Limburg and the 

promotion of its business climate. Shareholders are the Ministry of Economic Affairs, the 

Provincial Government, the Chamber of Commerce and several municipalities from the province of 

Limburg. One of their focus areas is innovation and development. This area will form the basic 

context of the master thesis project. The business unit O&I (Ontwikkeling en 

Innovatie/Development and Innovation) is concerned with this focus point. It is their task to 

stimulate innovation in the region, focused at small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). In their 

activities, special attention is placed on specific target areas proposed by the governmental organs. 

Currently, these are:  

- high-tech systems, devices and materials;  

- agro-food
2
;  

- medical technology and life sciences; and  

- new energy.  

 

Other business units of LIOF are Participation, Investment Promotion & Business Development, 

Industrial Estates and Business Centers. 

1.2 Problem context 
The specific focus area for this master thesis project is the agro-food sector. This sector is 

considered as one of the most important sectors for the Dutch economy. One out of ten people are 

employed in this sector and 10 percent of the earned money in the Netherlands comes from the 

agro-food sector. The Dutch agro-food sector is further strongly represented in the international 

trading environment. About 75 percent of the products produced by the Dutch agro-food sector is 

shipped abroad. The Dutch are the third exporters of agricultural products and nutrition in the 

world. Currently, the market environment is changing dramatically. Extra attention is required to 

maintain the advanced position of the Dutch agro-food sector. Hence the adoption of this sector in 

the set of target areas of LIOF.  

 

The area agro-food is fairly new to LIOF and still contains some uncertainties and knowledge gaps 

from the viewpoint of the agency. LIOF has a well established vision about how they can stimulate 

innovation in the other areas, but they need a more thorough understanding about how they 

effectively can target the area of agro-food. In certain ways, this area appears to deviate 

substantially relatively to the other areas.  

  

The agro-food sector can be defined as follows. The agro-food sector exists of companies which 

cultivate, produce, transport and add value to agricultural and food products. Additionally, for 

LIOF and this graduation project, it is important to make a distinction between primary activities
3
 

and non-primary activities. LIOF was originally initiated by the Ministry of Economic Affairs 

(their current share is still 94,4 percent). The Ministry of Economic Affairs is responsible for non-

primary activities. For this reason, LIOF is only permitted to engage in these activities. So the 

definition of the agro-food sector for LIOF is constrained by this requirement.  

                                                      
2 Agro-food is often also referred to as food & nutrition. But agro-food covers the area slightly better, i.e. agro-food includes food & 

nutrition and some other non-food related products.   
3 These activities involve the production or extraction of natural resources. 
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LIOF considers the agro-food sector in a very broad sense. In this master thesis project, the agro-

food sector will, for this reason, also be considered in a similar way. It is however acknowledged 

that this sector consists of many different sub-sectors and that these subs-sectors mutually differ. 

When not mentioned otherwise, the provided information is considered generally applicable to the 

sector.  

 

To stimulate the innovation capabilities of companies, LIOF can draw from a pool of instruments 

(see appendix 1). This set of instruments is applied to all target areas. Due to the restricted 

experience with the agro-food sector, it is unclear how these instruments can be applied in the most 

optimal manner to effectively stimulate innovation capabilities in this area. 

1.3 Assignment 
The assignment is to provide LIOF with a clear picture of the innovation mechanisms within the 

agro-food sector so that they are better able to operate in that particular branch. That is, to stimulate 

innovation processes within the agro-food sector in an optimal way in terms of effectiveness. The 

final deliverable will be a model of the innovation mechanisms within the agro-food sector and 

recommendations for the redesign/alteration (if necessary) of the currently available instruments. 

Deliverables like an implementation plan and/or an implementation itself fall outside the scope of 

this master thesis project. The assignment can be split into the following sub-assignments. 

- Investigate the current business process regarding the innovation stimulation 

instruments.  

The currently available instruments are going to be evaluated. The purpose of this process 

is to obtain a clear picture of what instruments LIOF uses and how they tend to stimulate 

innovation processes. Interviews with agro-food entrepreneurs and experts will serve as the 

basis of this phase. 

- Develop a descriptive model of current innovation processes of leaders and followers 

within the agro-food sector.  
The model will describe the (distinct) characteristics, and the facilitating and hampering 

attributes of the sector regarding innovation processes. 

- Identify implications from the model.  

The model should, if necessary, provide implications for potential redesign directions.  

- Develop recommendations based on the implications from the model.  

The recommendations will also be evaluated, strengthened and completed by currently 

available knowledge from NPD (New Product Development) literature.  

 

It is important to highlight that the assignment is focussed at the understanding of innovation 

processes to provide recommendations about how such processes can be stimulated effectively. 

The assignment is not about policy decisions. LIOF executes the governmental policy (of the 

Ministry of Economic Affairs and the province of Limburg), but it does not formulate it. So they 

assist in executing a policy, but for them, it should be considered as a given entity.    

1.4 Report structure 
After this introduction, a brief chapter (2) will follow to elaborate on the research methods used for 

this master thesis project. Chapter 3 will provide insights into the context of this master thesis 

project. That is, the general characteristics of the agro-food sector that appear to have major 

implications on how the sector innovates. Chapter 4, 5 and 6 present the outcomes of analysis of 

innovation processes in the agro-food sector. Chapter 4 will address innovation at leaders in the 

agro-food sector. First, two examples of innovation processes at leaders will illustrate how this 

group tackles such projects. Second, a model will be presented about how leaders typically 

innovate. Chapter 5 will address general development processes in the agro-food sector. That is, 

innovation processes as observed at the ‘average’ agro-food entrepreneur (further denoted as 

followers). First addressing the innovation processes of leader is done because the interviews were 

mainly conducted with leaders in the agro-food sector. The interviews with the entrepreneurs 
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resulted in a model which was confirmed by the outcomes of the interviews with the experts. 

Chapter 5, describing the followers, is mainly based on insights derived from the interviews with 

experts. Basically, chapter 6 provides a comparison between innovation processes at leaders and 

innovation processes of followers. Resulting from this evaluation are chances for the agro-food 

sector. That is, identifying the characteristics of the leaders and the backlog of the followers result 

in implications for the latter group. The final deliverable for LIOF – recommendations – will be 

addressed in chapter 7. The content of chapter 4 and 5 basically result from the interviews. They 

portray the outcomes of the research conducted for this master thesis project. Chapter 6 and 7 also 

result from the analysis of the outcomes, but are further reflected with academic literature. In the 

final chapter (8), this master thesis project is concluded, containing the main findings. Additionally, 

this chapter will also contain a brief reflection on this master thesis project.  
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2 Research method 
This chapter will elaborate on the project approach, data collection and some relevant definitions.  

2.1 Project approach 
This master thesis project is both a graduation project as well as a company assignment. Van Aken 

(2007) was used as guide to conduct this project. In an early stage, a project proposal was written. 

The assignment can be visualized by the diagram presented in figure 1. This figure shows the basic 

project activities and their relation to each other.  
 

Evaluation of innovation processes 
within the sector agro-food

Currently available instruments

Implications for redesign / 
Recommendations

 
 

Figure 1: Relation between the basic project activities 

 

First it was important to establish a clear picture of the currently available instruments. This was 

already done for the project proposal. The purpose of this activity was three folded. The first reason 

was to get an impression of how business processes work at LIOF. Second, it was useful to know 

how instruments get their shape. This helps to evaluate the innovation processes within the branch 

agro-food in a later phase because it becomes more clear how the sector should be evaluated; i.e. 

what are important attributes and processes of the sector to take into account. Finally, it is 

important for the implications and recommendations phase to know what the opportunities are for a 

potential redesign. That is, implications and recommendations should concern aspects that can be 

influenced within the possibilities of LIOF. Recommendations which the company is not able or 

allowed to carry out are useless and therefore irrelevant.   

 

The second activity is the evaluation of innovation processes within the sector agro-food. 

Distinct and corresponding characteristics of these processes are going to be identified. The 

deliverable of this activity is a description of the branch in respect to innovation processes and a 

reflection on currently available NPD literature concerning this topic. 

 

When there is a clear picture of the currently available instruments and the way innovation 

processes at the agro-food sector develop, the two activities can be combined. That is, the currently 

available instruments can be reflected on the model of the sector agro-food. The positive and 

negative attributes of the instruments in respect to the agro-food branch can be identified. 

Consequently, this leads to implications for a redesign and recommendations. The outcomes of 

this final phase are also evaluated, strengthened and completed by recommendations from currently 

available NPD literature. 

 

The first activity, becoming familiar with the currently available instruments, was seen as an 

orientation into the business process of LIOF (hence the adoption in de project proposal). 

Information already available in the organization complemented with additional sources (e.g. 

brochures, websites, policy documents, etc.) were the (major) input for the orientation. From the 

evaluation of innovation processes within the agro-food sector, information from outside the 

organization is collected and evaluated. From this point forward, the actual knowledge creation 

useful for the company starts. The conceptual project design is presented in figure 2.  
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Relevant Theoretical Fields

• Innovation/NPD management

• Marketing (for sector evaluation)

• Policy management

Business Process

• Application of instruments to 
specific target areas

Deliverables of the Project

• Diagnosis

• Exploration of redesign directions
 

 
Figure 2: Conceptual project design 

 

This figure presents the research subject on the right side and shows which theoretical perspectives 

are relevant to conduct the assignment. The combination of the business process, the information 

gained from practitioners in the field and the available relevant literature will result in the 

deliverables of the project. Namely, a diagnosis of the sector agro-food and implication/ 

recommendations for redesign.   

2.2 Data collection 
The purpose of this study is to identify specific characteristics of innovation processes in the agro-

food sector. That is, the company lacks a clear idea of the specific characteristics of such processes. 

Through exploration, concepts can be developed more clearly, priorities can be established, and 

improvements in the way the sector is approached can be explored. Another purpose of exploration 

is to learn something about the dilemmas managers face in an area that is new or still has some 

blind spots. Important variables may not be known or thoroughly defined. (Cooper and Schindler, 

2003) For this reason, an exploratory research design is chosen. Exploratory research in general, 

but also this specific business case, rely more heavily on qualitative techniques. The following 

approaches are chosen to gather information: 

- In-depth interviewing; both case studies and elite/expert interviewing (main data source) 

- Document analysis 

2.2.1 In-depth interviewing 

The greatest value of personal interviewing lies in the depth of information and detail that can be 

secured (Cooper and Schindler, 2003). Qualitative research interviews, as described by King 

(2004), have the purpose to gather descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee with respect to 

interpretation of the meaning of the described phenomena. Advantages of qualitative research 

interviews are (King, 2004): 

- It is one of the most flexible methods available. 

- They can be used to examine broad issues. 

- They are ideally suited to examining topics in which different levels of meaning need to be 

explored. 

- They are very useful in studying organizational and group identities. 

- Finally, the method is readily accepted by most research participants. 

Considering the advantages and the goals of this study, this approach was judged appropriate. A 

combination between case studies and elite/expert interviewing was chosen to form a 

comprehensive set of data sources. A second reason for interviewing people with different 

backgrounds was to secure a higher level of reliability of this exploratory study. If data gathered 

from both groups turns out to be consistent, this would indicate that the date is quite reliable. If this 

is the case, the data is not (or barely) biased from the background of the interviewees. Moreover, 

both the groups are composed of people with a width variety of backgrounds.  
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The selection and recruitment of the participants was approached as follows. The company 

supervisor, the head of O&I and the student called a meeting at which the group of potential 

participants were selected. As said, the objective was to compose a set of participants with different 

backgrounds and functions, both from entrepreneurs experienced with innovation processes and 

experts with other backgrounds. This resulted in a list of 21 names. Then, a personal letter was send 

to notify these people about the interest of interviewing them (see appendix 2). Within two weeks, 

a follow-up call was made to elaborate on the intensions of the survey and to make appointments. 

18 of the 21 approached people where willing to cooperate. To balance the distribution between 

entrepreneurs and experts, two additional entrepreneurs were contacted. One of them was unable to 

participate. At this point it was decided that the list of contacts was completed (see figure 3 for the 

proportion entrepreneurs-experts and the purpose of this distribution). So in total, 19 of the 23 

approached people where willing to cooperate. The list of participants can be found in appendix 3. 

The amount of participants was restricted by the available time, and by the completeness and 

repetition of the information gathers along the way. Striving for an optimum between completeness 

on the one hand and data overload on the other hand. At the final interviews, no really new 

information was gathered, indicating that the information was rather complete. Moreover, the 

entrepreneurs and the experts draw comparable conclusions. Both groups provided criticism as 

well, indicating that they were not intended to plea for their own position.
4
  

 

9 Entrepreneurs (leader)

Sources

10 Experts - Complementing the model presented in chapter 4

- Describing typical innovation processes observed at followers in de agro-
food sector (chapter 5)

- Deriving a model of typical innovation processes observed at leaders in 
the agro-food sector (chapter 4)

Purpose

 

As King (2004) prescribes, qualitative research interviews will generally have the following 

characteristics: a low degree of structure imposed by the interviewer, a preponderance of open 

questions, and a focus on specific situations and action sequences in the world of the interviewee 

rather than abstract and general opinions. For this project, two interview setups where prepared. 

One for entrepreneurs and one for the experts. The entrepreneur version was specifically focused 

on actual cases. The expert version had a more general approach. These semi-structured setups 

were used as a guide to make sure that all relevant topics were covered. They contained open 

questions with enough room for probing (i.e. stimulating participants to answer more fully and 

relevantly to receive more in-depth information; e.g. by asking to elaborate on their answer). For 

this kind of research it is critical to anticipate on the course of the conversation; i.e. the interviewer 

has to be flexible. In qualitative research interviews, the interviewee is seen as a ‘participant’ in the 

research, actively shaping the course of the interview rather than passively responding to the 

interviewer’s pre-set questions (King, 2004). Most interviews started with an introduction and 

based on this introduction the conversation went on. At the end of the conversation, the interviewer 

checked and made sure that all relevant topics were covered. In addition, practical 

recommendations from Cooper and Schindler (2003), King (2004) and van Aken et al. (2007) were 

used to setup the interview guide and to conduct the interviews. To have a more open conservation 

without delays and disruptive silences, the interview was recorded by using recording software on 

the interviewers note-book computer. This made it possible to have a fluent conversation. The 

recordings where written down afterwards. 

                                                      
4 The decision was made to describe innovation processes at followers based on the view of experts instead of actual cases of followers 

because of the availability of appropriate respondents and the considered validity of the expert opinions.  

Figure 3: The interview population and its purpose 
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To have a successful personal interview, three broad conditions have to be met according to Cooper 

and Schindler (2003): 

- The participants must posses the information being targeted by the investigative question. 

This was established by a thorough selection of the participants.   

- The participants must understand their role in the interview as the provider of accurate 

information. This was established by starting the interview with the explanation why the 

participant was chosen (what value he/she could add to the project) and asking whether this 

reason was grounded. Specifically, the interviewers described the role of the participant 

within the agro-food sector and asked whether this description was correct. 

- The participants must be motivated to cooperate. This was established in several ways. It 

started with the participants selection; participants were specifically selected based on their 

background and involvement with developments in the agro-food sector. Second, a 

personal approach was used in the acquisition; the personal notification letter and the 

personal follow-up call had to contribute to the perception that the contacts were taken 

serious. Finally, during the interview their cooperation was explicitly appreciated. 

2.2.2 Document analysis and literature search 

To complete and reflect the data gathered by the interviews, some additional document analysis has 

been conducted. Both to for orientation and for the evaluation of the results of this master thesis 

project, a literature search regarding academic literature is executed. The major information 

retrieval systems were ABI/inform, Elsevier ScienceDirect, Emrald and JSTOR. The most 

important keywords (combined) in this search were: innovation, agro-food, agribusiness, subsidies 

and governmental support. The results of chapter 6 and 7 are reflected with the conclusions and 

suggestions of this literature.     

 

Additionally, several documents served as inspiration for this master thesis. They were used to get 

familiar with the context of this assignment and to receive a picture about the current 

knowledgebase regarding innovation in the agro-food sector. Examples are publication of the 

Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, WUR
5
, LEI

6
, and of initiatives in the region. 

The list of documents used for inspiration can be found in appendix 4. 

2.3 Definitions 
In this master thesis, some concepts from the areas of new product development and marketing are 

used that may require some further elaboration. This section, serving as a reference, will briefly 

address these concepts. 

2.3.1 Incremental versus radical innovation  

When considering innovation, a distinction can be made between radical and incremental 

innovations. Moreover, based on an evaluation of the literature, Thomond and Lettice (2002) 

conclude: “Innovations can be thought of as falling onto a continuum from evolutionary to 

revolutionary”. Evolutionary innovations, i.e. incremental or sustaining innovations, are described 

as innovations that improve the performance of established products, services or business models. 

In contrast, terms as disruptive, radical, non-linear, discontinuous, breakthrough, paradigm-shifting 

and revolutionary, have all been used to describe what is, in essence, the opposite of incremental 

innovations. (Thomond and Lettice, 2002) For this paper, the terms radical and incremental 

innovations will be used. Note in addition that authors not always use these terms interchangeably.  

 

In addition to this concise distinction, Keizer and Halman (2007) present a rather extensive 

elaboration on the differences between radical and incremental innovations: “Radical innovation 

life cycles are longer, more unpredictable, have more stops and starts, are more context-dependent 

in that strategic considerations can accelerate, retard or terminate progress, and more often 

                                                      
5 Wageningen Universiteit en Researchcentrum; Wageningen University and Research Centre. (http://www.wur.nl/NL/) 
6 Landbouw Economisch Instituut; an organ, forming a part of Wageningen Universtiy and Research Centre, which develops economic 

expertise for government bodies and industry in the field of food, agriculture and the natural environment. (http://www.lei.wur.nl/NL/) 
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include cross-functional and or cross-unit teamwork. Incremental projects are more linear and 

predictable, with fewer resource uncertainties, including simpler collaboration relationships. 

Radical and incremental innovations also differ with respect to the results they are meant to 

realize. Radical efforts involve discontinuous development, with which unprecedented 

improvements or performance features are achieved. They also differ in respect to the basic 

assessment criteria applied at the start and at monitoring or review points during the life cycles of 

the different projects. The focus of the criteria applied to incremental projects is on the return of 

the firm within a predetermined timeframe: What is the profit impact? How fast will it grow? How 

much market share can we expect? In contrast, the key criteria regarding projects relate to the 

return of new value to the market: What impact can this technology have on the market? What will 

this new technology enable? Will this technology deliver the benefits that are desired? In radical 

innovation, unprecedented improvements or performance features are achieved, representing 

major changes in technology regarding materials and functions, newness to the market, and 

substantial time and cost.” 

 

Specifically focussing on radical innovations, an example of a general accepted definition of 

radical innovations is presented by Rice et al. (2001). These authors state that radical innovation 

involves the application of significant new technologies or significant new combinations of 

technologies to new market opportunities. It results in new product classes, product substitutions, 

or fundamental product improvements. Due to its general acceptance and clear representation, this 

definition will be used in this master thesis project. 

2.3.2 Product, process and market innovations 

There exist several types of innovation. In this master thesis, three categories can be distinguished, 

namely product, process and market innovation. When using these concepts, the following 

definitions can be used as a reference. Product innovation concerns developments regarding new 

goods (physical products) or services. Johne (1999) describes this briefly as improving the mix of 

offers. Process innovation concerns changes to the way goods or services are produced or formed 

within a company or supply chain. Johne (1999) also provides a concise expression for process 

innovation, namely: improving the mix of (internal) operations. Finally, Johne (1999) provides a 

clear definition of market innovation. “Market innovation is concerned with improving the mix of 

target markets and how chosen markets are best served. Its purpose is to indentify better (new) 

potential markets and better (new) ways to serve target markets.” (Johne, 1999)  

2.3.3 Technology push versus market pull 

In the field of (among others) innovation management and marketing a distinction is made between 

technology push and market pull (or demand pull). The concept of technology push implies that a 

new invention is ‘pushed’ by a company (specifically R&D
7
, production or sales functions) onto 

the market without proper consideration of whether or not it satisfies a user need. Innovations 

based on market pull are developed in response to an identified market need. (Martin, 1994) 

Figure 4a and 4b illustrate the difference between the two concepts.   

 

R&D Need?MarketingProduction

 

 

R&D Expressed 
market need

MarketingProduction

  

                                                      
7 Research and Development 

Figure 4a: Technology push (source: Martin (1994)) 

Figure 4b: Market pull (source: Martin (1994)) 
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3 The agro-food sector 
This chapter will illustrate the context of this master thesis project; the agro-food sector. Insights 

into the sector help to identify, understand and target challenges arising in the development 

process. The first paragraph presents a brief description of the relevant historical background of the 

agro-food sector in The Netherlands. The second paragraph addresses the general characteristics of 

the agro-food sector. If not mentioned otherwise, information is derived from the interviews. To 

test the validity of the content of this chapter, insights gained from the interviews were compared to 

the vision portrayed in the documents used for inspiration (see section 2.2.2). Overall, the insights 

of the two sources did correspond.  

3.1 Historical background of agro-food in The Netherlands 
To understand (development) processes within the agro-food sector, it is useful to get familiar with  

some historical background information. After World War II, Europe had to deal with structural 

food shortages. General consensus arose about the notion that the food supply of Europe had to be 

assured. Since food supply was directly related to the agricultural sector, this sector received 

special attention. The idea was to facilitate farmers with all means necessary so that they could 

focus on producing their products. Several tasks were looked after including research and 

development (R&D), trade (auction), commercialization and procurement. In fact, this system 

decoupled production activities from other entrepreneurial tasks. That is, farmers were not 

concerned about tasks other than production, and did not had to. Many supporting organisations 

developed during this period. Examples are the cooperatives, auctions, LTO Nederland
8
 and 

LLTB
9
. Also the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality supported the sector by 

investing in R&D, advice and education. This resulted in a well structured/organised system and 

open knowledge infrastructure within the sector, and more specifically within sub-sectors. Many of 

the interviewees characterised the entrepreneurs in the sector as being “pampered”. Meaning that 

the entrepreneurs where supported to a large degree in many entrepreneurial aspects. Such 

influence is less apparent in other branches.   

 

Another result of this structure was that entrepreneurs acting in the same sub-branch shared al lot of 

practical information via cooperatives and study clubs. These organs facilitated mutual learning, 

resulting in high levels of knowledge dispersion within these sub-branches.    

 

To assure the food supply in western Europe, the European government was closely involved in the 

development of the agricultural sector. To stimulate the smaller entrepreneurs in western Europe, 

the government subsidised them so that they could compete with larger companies. Sales and 

acceptable prices were guaranteed. This resulted in a situation where cooperation along the supply 

chain was not necessary.  

 

All these developments resulted in a focus on bulk production. There was one common objective: 

more for less. Producing high volumes against the lowest price possible. Increasing the scale of the 

production activities was stimulated. There was barely no competition between producers. For 

agricultural entrepreneurs, it was not necessary to have concerns about selling their products. The 

demand was greater than the volumes that could be produced/offered. So focussing on bulk 

production was a obvious and grounded choice.  

3.2 Characteristics of the agro-food sector   
Companies in the agro-food sector have to deal with some distinct (or particularly relevant) 

characteristics in respect to other branches. To understand innovation processes within this sector, 

it is useful to identify these characteristics. Besides the characteristics mentioned in the former 

                                                      
8 Land- en Tuinbouw Organisatie Nederland; Dutch federation of agriculture and horticulture; an entrepreneurial and employers’ 

organisation (http://www.lto.nl)  
9 Limburgse Land- en Tuinbouwbond; agricultural association in the province of Limburg (http://www.lltb.nl)  
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Exhibit 1 

“Where end-user demand was highly 

variable, managers often argued that 

seasonality or unpredictable events such 

as weather changes were the reason. 

Although such events undoubtedly do 

have an impact, the research suggested 

that for many fresh food products, high 

variability in weekly consumer demand 

was most commonly caused by 

promotional policies.” (Taylor, 2006) 

 

section – focus on bulk production and close collaboration within sub-branches – other attributes 

are important to take into account.  

 

One of the most important and unique characteristic of 

the sector is that they have to deal with a fresh and 

perishable product. The time between producing and 

consuming the product is vital in this sector. Delays in 

the supply chain can downgrade the product and reduce 

its value substantially. A second issue, resulting from the 

nature of the product, is that the market demand can be 

very uncertain due to weather influences (mark the 

interesting conclusion presented by Taylor (2006); 

exhibit 1). A distinct property of agricultural products is 

also that every product is unique. That is, each cucumber 

can for example have a different shape, weight, size, colour, etc. In other (industrial) branches this 

width variety of characteristics cannot be found. Finally, there are a lot of different products, all 

with their variations and modifications, available in the agro-food sector.  

 

Many producers and their products are comparable. Products are homogenous and anonymous, 

resulting in a situation where trade companies and retailers can choose between their suppliers and 

set very competitive price levels. In terms of the five competitive forces presented by Porter 

(1998), one could state that the bargaining power of the customers is very high, especially in 

respect to the primary producers. In short, the market is very fragmentized leading to low 

bargaining power of the producers. Investing in one customer is risky and obstructed because 

customers can easily switch between suppliers (e.g. supplier-customer relationships typically do 

not involve purchase guaranties). Producers tried to overcome this problem in the early 1990s by 

uniting them into consortia to bundle the supply to the market. Unfortunately, they were not able to 

set their own prices and the effect of these consortia was very limited. In such large existing retail 

markets (i.e. excluding niches) competitive advantage can only be reached by cost leadership. In 

these bulk markets, margins are extremely low due to the enormous pressure on price (full 

competition). In addition, wages, energy costs and the rates for farmland in The Netherlands are 

relatively high compared to other countries (e.g. countries in eastern Europe and Asia). 

Opportunities for Dutch firms to compete in bulk products become less feasible as other countries 

produce more and more at lower costs. All these factors – concerning margins, pressure on price 

and many parties in the supply chain – have resulted in a prevailing focus on cost price reduction 

based on efforts regarding internal processes of companies. Entrepreneurs in the agro-food sector 

have, due to this development, extensive experience with process optimization (including effective 

use of farmland). Another consequence of the competitive nature of the retail channel is that, from 

a producers’ standpoint, it is often hard to act consistently. At some point in time, producers have 

to sell their products anyway due to low margins and the perishable characteristics of their product. 

The following example illustrates this. A company produces high-end products with specific added 

value for the higher segmented retailers (e.g. Albert Heijn in The Netherlands). Due to sudden low 

market demand, the retailer only purchases a fraction of the produced products, which results in 

high level of inventory of perishable products at the producer’s facility. In this case, two options 

remain. Consider the products as waste or selling them to other retailers for lower prices. In 

practice, producers will choose the latter path and sell their products to other retailers, often 

discounters (e.g. Aldi and Lidl in The Netherlands). In such a case, high-end products end up at 

shelves in stores where customers are not prepared to pay more for the added value they deliver. 

Aside from the lower margins, another possible effect is that the image of the product decreases.  

 

The two available market channels in the agro-food sector are retail and foodservice. Foodservice 

covers those parties responsible for meals prepared outside the domestic environment. Examples 

are restaurants, hotels, elderly homes and other care institutes. The consumer outlet of the 

foodservice market is, in contrast to the retail market, very diverse and fragmentised. The retail 

supply chain can be characterised as convergent. It starts with a lot of small producers and ends 
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Exhibit 2 

An illustrative example are climate control 

systems. Climate control systems used in 

the agro-food sector are as good as the 

ones in surgery environments in hospitals. 

However, the latter costs significantly 

more. Agro-food entrepreneurs remove 

everything that is not essential, and end up 

with a basic devise with only the necessary 

features, but with comparable 

performance.   

 

with only a few large and influential retail parties (i.e. Superunie, Albert Heijn, Schuitema, Laurus, 

Aldi and Lidl). The bargaining power increases along this supply chain, where retailers have the 

largest bargaining power. Primary products are mainly sold through the auction, both via contracts 

and via the clock (veilingklok in Dutch). Supply chains in the sector contain a lot of different 

parties, all claiming a piece of the share and all having different interests. The agro-food sector as a 

whole, including all supply chain parties, is very fragmentized. Many producers have little notion 

about developments later on in the supply chain. They are often surprised when prices multiply 

several times. This results in low trust with respect to trade organisations and the retailers. “Traders 

are villains” is a commonly heard statement from producers. Due to their position (and traditional 

role) in the supply chain, producers lack knowledge about consumer needs and demands. 

Marketing related insights are often missing. The following questions can often not be answered 

adequately. Who is the customer? Why does he/she purchases the product? When does he/she 

purchases the product? What does the customer expect from the product? Producers never had to 

worry about these kind of questions because demand was always present.   

 

The agro-food sector is, compared to other sectors, to a very large extent characterised by SMEs 

(approximately 90%), and particularly by small (family) enterprises. There are a lot of small parties 

instead of a few large players. Especially in the primary production. SMEs have the advantage that 

decision processes are short. This facilitates quick responses on trends. SME entrepreneurs do not 

have to account for their decisions if these decisions do not involve other’s interests (e.g. a bank or 

shareholders). SMEs are used to make their own decisions. Many SME entrepreneurs are occupied 

by their daily operations (primary production process), leaving other activities (partly) untouched. 

Common examples of such activities are R&D, marketing and staff functions (e.g. developing long 

term strategies). In addition, many entrepreneurs tend to do many things by themselves. Because 

the properties of the product change on a daily basis and many entrepreneurs work in the 

production facility themselves, there exists a predominant focus on day to day operations. That is, 

many entrepreneurs are short-term focused. Both in their daily activities as well as in other aspects 

of their business activities. An example can illustrate the background of this short-term focus. If a 

small producer wants to switch from one product to another in his greenhouse, the production 

facility has to be modified. During this process, no income is generated because small producers 

often produce only one type of product. It is therefore vital that such developments take place in the 

shortest amount of time possible. Many entrepreneurs are not used to projects that last over a 

longer period of time.
10

  

 

Traditionally, entrepreneurs are willing to take risks 

and to cooperate to achieve (short-term) goals. They 

posses a high level of determination to achieve goals 

that can be accomplished in a reasonable timeframe. 

Entrepreneurs can be considered as all-rounder in 

respect to production and process optimization. They 

are inventive and can realize considerable 

achievements with limited resources. (see example 

exhibit 2) One reason for this is that the conditions in 

the region were difficult and asked for developments 

in production processes. So, entrepreneurs were more 

or less obligated to come up with solution for dealing 

with these demanding conditions. In general, entrepreneurs operating in the agro-food sector have 

no resistance against change. However, provided that these changes are closely related to their 

existing operations. Most of the entrepreneurs are willing to alter their processes. Process 

innovation can, indeed, be observed. Though, switching to whole new activities/products is 

uncommon. This results both from the general mindset and the investment possibilities of the 

entrepreneurs. As pointed out in the former section (3.1), close collaboration within sub-branches 

                                                      
10 It is acknowledged that some of the characteristics hold for SMEs in general, rather than specifically for agro-food SMEs. However, 

because of the fact that SMEs dominate this sector, they are worth mentioning. In addition, these characteristics appear to have quite 

some influence on development processes, particularly in the agro-food sector. 
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and identical companies can be identified. However, collaboration between sub-branches and other 

supply chain parties is not commonly adopted. Many companies fail to seek for opportunities 

outside their traditional network and environment. One can still identify a high level of 

compartmentalization. So, entrepreneurs have experience in collaboration and are in most cases 

willing to do so. Therefore, if relationships are established, cooperation is often effective. They 

know how to cooperate and are accustomed to join meetings where the major learning takes place. 

However, this concerns often the same partner over and over again. New developments within (not 

between!) sub-sectors diffuse at fast rates due to this system. Learning is mainly a result of 

experience. Entrepreneurs “learn by doing”. Only a few entrepreneurs learn from the attraction of 

knowledge from knowledge institutes. Entrepreneurs lack knowledge about current technological 

possibilities. High-tech is not the world of many entrepreneurs. One reason is the scale of many 

companies. High-tech applications are often more suitable for places where the units are large. 

Such scales are seldom present at family businesses often seen in the agro-food sector. The sector 

can be characterised by a predominant internal/inward looking focus. This is a direct result of the 

attention on optimizing processes to cut cost prices, and the compartmentalization. Remark that 

these characteristics hold for the ‘average’ agro-food entrepreneur. There are exceptions, as can be 

read in the following section.  

 

The target region for LIOF – the province of Limburg and particularly the region around Venlo – is 

characterised by a wide variety of different businesses all operating in the agro-food sector. 

Companies in this region have the advantage that they are physically close to their clients. Not only 

in the South-East of The Netherlands, but also in the centre of the Benelux and close to Germany 

(North Rhine-Westphalia in particular). In terms of a business environment, there is a fairly 

complete ‘eco-system’ apparent within this region. That is, there are businesses operating in a 

diverse and extensive set of branches and on different levels of the supply chain. All these parties 

can complement each other. A final remark is that there exists an intensive level of cooperation 

between private parties, government and enterprises.  

  

The agro-food sector: 

- has received different governmental treatment than other branches,   

- is well organised and structured, but typically has an inward focus, 

- contains intensive cooperation and networks but limited to the own (sub-)sector,

- is characterised by a prevailing focus and experience on bulk production, cost price reduction (due to pressure on 

price) and therefore internal processes,  

- has to deal with a fresh and perishable products,

- has to deal with uncertain market demand,

- typically concerns homogeneous and anonymous products,

- is characterised by a situation where producers are interchangeable / have low bargaining power,

- typically concerns two market channel; i.e. retail and food service,

- is very fragmentized,

- typically possesses limited marketing related knowledge and expertise,

- is to a large extent characterized by SMEs and their specific characteristics (e.g. short decision processes),

- is characterised by entrepreneurs who are willing to change,

- is characterised by changes that are limited to closely related activities, and

- in the target region of LIOF consists of a wide variety of different businesses

Key points
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4 Innovation by leaders in the agro-food sector 
Learning from successful innovators is one way to obtain insights in the kind of challenges 

enterprises face when conducting innovation processes. Moreover, it can be particularly helpful to 

identify the ways how they tackle problems in such process. Answering the question, “what 

separates the leaders from the rest”, can provide useful insights to enhance the innovation power of 

the latter. It is particularly relevant to identify the activities which deliver the advantage and 

success of the leaders. This chapter starts with illustrating two typical examples of successful 

innovating companies. The consecutive section will provide a model of innovation processes at 

leaders in the agro-food sector. This model is based on nine interviews with entrepreneurs who can 

be considered as leaders in respect to innovation in this sector. 

4.1 Two examples 
This section will provide two representative examples to illustrate innovation processes at leading 

companies. They serve as a case specific reference to reflect on the model presented in section 4.2. 

The descriptions of the two examples are literally based on the interviews. Additional conclusions 

or implications are not given in this paragraph.    

4.1.1 Example A – Globus Ei/Macula egg 

The entrepreneur and his wife have a facility for the production of eggs, one of the largest in The 

Netherlands. This company was taken over from the parents of the entrepreneur. After the 

takeover, the company was modernised to a large extent and the production capacity was doubled. 

When this turnaround process was finished, the entrepreneurs started searching for possibilities to 

add value. They focussed on possibilities to increase their revenues, instead of searching for 

economies of scale and cost reduction. Specifically, this process was guided by an exploratory 

study. This study provided insights about consumer perception and behaviour regarding their 

products. Together with knowledge institutes (including WUR), a market study was conducted 

which provided customer requirements and implication how to target these requirements. 

Specifically, an investigation was made to identify opportunities for compound related 

applications; i.e. enriched eggs.  

 

Globus Ei 

In the mean time, a marketing organisation was created; Globus Ei. In The Netherlands, it was not 

common for a production company to establish an own marketing organisation. Within this 

organisation, the entrepreneurs gained a lot of experience about development and marketing. The 

business concept of Globus Ei is targeted at combining different supply chain activities into one 

company. Specifically, they employed some trading experts to gain excess to the required network. 

Establishing Globus Ei could be denoted as a supply chain innovation. However, this was not the 

initial purpose. After WO II, producers in the agro-food sector focused on bulk production and cost 

reduction (recall section 3.1), leaving sales and marketing efforts untouched. Trade organisations 

executed these functions. However, producers and trade organisations have different and 

contradicting interests. The entrepreneurs observed that some production companies in the region 

could offer very high quality products. However, instead of selling these goods as high quality 

products, traders used these products to upgrade lower quality badges. This triggered the 

entrepreneur to search for a solution so that the product was appreciated for the actual level of 

quality it possessed. For this reason, they decided to incorporate the supply into their own 

activities. They reasoned as followed. If we can disconnect ourselves from the traders and approach 

the end-user directly, we can build trustful relationships. In this approach, it would be possible to 

jointly develop innovations and share the added value between you and your partners. With traders, 

it was not possible to share in the added value. In practice, one could only negotiate about the price. 

For this reason, Globus Ei was created. Establishing a structural relationship with customers who 

appreciated the quality of the product. They wanted more recognition for their high quality product. 

Following this vision, they immediately identified a specific customer group; customers who 
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demand high requirements with respect to quality. One of the most important differentiating quality 

property is the supply of residue free eggs. There have for example been some affairs with dioxin 

polluted eggs. The product of Globus Ei is being monitored and (almost) free of residue. Especially 

in the processing industry, this property is very important and appreciated. Some customers have to 

guarantee their customers that the product is free of residue. Based on this obligation, they select 

suppliers who offer residue free eggs. In the egg industry, there is an additional reason to 

differentiate on quality. When the quality of eggshells is not sufficient, producers have high levels 

of waste because eggs crack and cannot be sold anymore. Additionally, when committing and 

invest to produce A-quality eggs, but the badges contain substantial portions of B- or C-quality, the 

production process is not efficient and costs extra money. For those two reasons, striving for 

quality and efficiency is already worthwhile. 

 

When the entrepreneurs came up with the idea, the purpose was to evaluate whether they could 

cooperate with the end-user directly. They had a philosophy to create added value for their quality 

product. However, they had no idea how they could establish that; they lacked necessary 

knowledge. Two experienced experts were employed who had a relevant network. The 

entrepreneur realized that they had to act from their own philosophy. Otherwise, a focus on costs 

and low prices was inevitable. They wrote a business plan in which goals and opportunities were 

evaluated.  

 

The first problem they encountered was that their initiative was not accepted by some supply chain 

parties. Existing trade organisations were not used to producers who took over tasks who ‘belong’ 

to these traders. In contrast, the end-users – the parties who were directly approached by Globus Ei 

– were positive. They immediately were their best clients. The trade organizations tried to counter 

the initiative of Globus Ei by competing on price in a way customers could not resist. At Globus Ei, 

this resulted in the loss of their best customers in four to five months. While the company stuck to 

their philosophy by propagating that they offered a high quality product and that they priced it 

accordingly. This forced the company to look for other customers. They succeeded in doing this. 

Later, the lost customers also returned to Globus Ei because of the high quality products they could 

offer.  

 

There also arose some problems due to the chosen organisational structure. Different visions 

resulted in tension between partners. The organisational structure was altered and some 

partnerships were aborted. Although the entrepreneur considers these developments as 

disappointing, he also considers it as a learning experience. They learned to abort partnerships 

when the partners do not share a common objective or philosophy.  

 

The project involved extensive cooperation. They worked with producers, people with experience 

in trading, experts regarding quality systems (both development and production), equipment 

(machinery) manufacturers, and transporters. They further cooperated in an innovation project 

regarding supply chain networks. This project was targeted at the use of open network structures; 

i.e. the use of horizontal, vertical and diagonal exchange channels of information. This project was 

initiated to provide a system that made it possible to access arbitrary information from different 

sub-branches and different levels within supply chains. Including marketing, logistics and 

production related knowledge. Knowledge institutes were also involved in this project, including 

TU/e and WUR (department of organisational sciences). The entrepreneur concludes that they 

cooperated with quite some different parties, from their own supply chain, but also from other 

backgrounds. The entrepreneur considers this as one of the reasons for success; mobilizing non-

obvious contacts and integrating them to make projects work.  

 

The creation of Globus Ei and projects conducted within this company are mainly financed by own 

resources. The reason for this is that subsidies would take too much time. 
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Newtricious – Macula egg 

Within Globus Ei, the entrepreneur conducted already some development/innovation projects 

concerning logistics, mechanisation and quality systems. Later, in 2000, they started to look for 

opportunities of enriched eggs for the application to functional foods. This initiative evolved slowly 

until it reached a fulltime activity for the entrepreneur in 2005. Gradually the entrepreneur realized 

that these activities provided further opportunities. It was decided to create a separate company for 

activities concerning functional foods. This was done, so that both companies could focus on their 

own core business. To realize this, the company Newtricious was established in 2006.  

 

Newtricious is occupied with R&D concerning the application of compounds. It is not a production 

company, the core business is R&D. The mission is to create and develop innovations in nutrition 

that contribute to better health and well-being. There is a strong focus on the end-user; the 

consumer. Revenues come from licensing knowledge. Another form of revenues can result from 

sharing in the margins when other companies sell product containing applications of the knowledge 

of Newtricious. 

 

One specific development within Newtricious concerned the so-called Macula egg. This egg is 

developed in cooperation with the university hospital Maastricht and some innovative companies to 

counter age-related macular degeneration. Age-related macular degeneration is an eye disorder that 

is at present the most important cause of poor vision at persons above the age of 55. The Macula 

egg is a carotenoid-enriched egg. Carotenoids have a protective effect on the macula due to which 

the problem may possibly be slowed or stabilised. (further technical information can be found in 

appendix 5) 

 

The idea emerged from the idea to target significant health disorders apparent in society. Examples 

of focus areas are cardiovascular related disorders like heart and vascular diseases, type 2 diabetes, 

and more recently obesity. Another area is age-related diseases. Via an earlier research with the 

University of Utrecht, Newtricious became in touch with the University of Maastricht. They 

contacted Newtricious and asked whether they were prepared to participate in a project to tackle 

macula degeneration. In a few months, this resulted in a project. One could say that they became in 

touch with relevant parties through a diverse non-traditional network. Another aspect that helped 

was the reputation of Newtricious. They are known as being an innovative company that already 

conducted projects with scientific related institutes. 

 

The Macula egg has not been launched yet, because the company is still busy receiving a health 

claim for the product. Such obligatory claim demands that several scientific studies have proven 

the proposed effect. However, a first study already demonstrated that the product has an effect on 

macula degeneration.  

 

During this project only minor problems originated. This is a result from the experience with these 

kind of projects. They have a lot of experience in respect to cooperation (with all kind of different 

parties from different backgrounds) and innovation processes. Moreover, Newtricious was found 

for this reason; i.e. to focus on R&D and to serve as project manager. They control and manage the 

projects and partnerships to realize the projects. They look after the consensus within the 

partnerships and try to maintain a focus on the goals of the projects. Newtricious is further 

occupied with the attraction of knowledge and competencies within the consortium. The 

controlling role of Newtricious ensures that projects are executed in a structured way. Newtricious 

has an entrepreneurial role. That is, they are responsible for the project management of the process, 

from idea to business concept to launch. It is their task to guide projects and intervene when 

necessary; i.e. they act as a director. They have employed specialists, but they do not conduct 

extensive research. Instead, they write and manage projects which are eventually executed by other 

parties. 
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Potential problems could arise when the product is ready to be marketed. The entrepreneur is not 

sure in which form he can market the concept in the most optimal way.  

 

For this project, the subsidy program Food & Nutrition Delta (FND) was used. The reason to join 

the FND program was that the project does not result in delays. The program made it possible to 

quickly test an idea with an innovation officer at any time (there are no tenders). For the first phase 

of the actual Macula egg project the FND was also used (further information of the FND can be 

found in appendix 7). For the second phase of the project, an OP-Zuid grant was used (see 

appendix 1). Within Newtricious, the early project phases are mainly financed with the help of 

subsidies. That is, the translation of ideas into projects. External research is also made possible by 

the use of subsidies. Such research is often very expensive and the company is just not able to 

finance these activities by their own. In general, the experience with grants is good. However, some 

programs ask too much time regarding organisation and administration, which result in substantial 

delays of the project.  

 

As other projects. The project concerning the Macula egg is a long lasting project. In general, 

development projects take three to five years or even more.  

 

Additional remarks 

Before the creation of Globus Ei, the company could already be characterised as being progressive. 

The entrepreneurs and their predecessors have always searched for new opportunities to 

differentiate themselves.   

 

The entrepreneur is conscious about the fact that projects like the Macula egg have great potential, 

but can also involve high levels of risks. For this reason, one has to be realistic when study results 

show that the expected potential cannot be reached. In such cases, you have to be prepared to abort 

projects. For this reason, timely evaluations take place at which go/no-go decisions are made. This 

structured way to execute projects is a result of the philosophy to control processes. The activities 

you execute have to be controllable and information has to be available to judge situations. As the 

company and its projects grow it is important to structure processes to maintain control anyway. 

For example when it is required to report to shareholders, financers or providers of grants.  

 

The challenge for the entrepreneur lays in the paradox that on the one hand no innovation process 

is alike. And on the other hand that it is preferable to control the process. Controlling the processes 

should not affect the creativity of the personnel. Therefore, the entrepreneur monitors and evaluates 

the progress of the project and intervenes when necessary. So by controlling the process, the 

entrepreneur realizes that it is not wise to set up a detailed and strict project plan in advance. This 

only would harm the creativity within the project. Especially in radical innovation processes, 

creativity can be a critical aspect for success.  

 

The entrepreneurs have the advantage that they have a structural income from Globus Ei to finance 

initiatives within Newtricious. So these older activities partly finance the new which still do not 

generate revenues. To realise a unique position in the market, they accept that the activities within 

Newtricious take a lot of time and investments. Following this long-term oriented vision, the 

chances of competition from fast-followers is reduced to a very large extent.   
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4.1.2 Example B – Excellence Fish 

The company Excellence Fish is founded ten years ago and started with the production of 

ornamental fish and silurus (siervis and meerval in Dutch). However, the future for ornamental fish 

was very uncertain in the long run. The production of silurus is bulk production and a product that 

the market does not really demand. There was an enormous pressure on the price of silurus. To 

learn about the production of fish, these products were sufficient. However, their future potential to 

serve as a sustainable source of revenues was limited in the mind of the entrepreneur. Along with 

an acquaintance, the idea arose to search for a niche market where the negative aspects of a bulk 

product were not an issue. They start looking for a fish species with enough market 

potential/demand, now and in the future, and a species that was not produced in captivity yet. 

Clearly, the new activity had to be based on opportunities in the market. 

 

Pike-perch (snoekbaars in Dutch) was such a species. There is an obvious market for this fish. 

However, the market was always dependant on game fishing (wildvangst in Dutch). Most pike-

perch came from Russia where the catch of this species was not regulated. This resulted in a 

situation where the portion of adult fish was so little that most fishermen only caught baby fish. 

The breeding population decreased, resulting in a shortage. Besides, the reliability of the supply 

was already very low due to the dependence on game fishing. This is less controllable than 

production in captivity. However, the market was promising. Everyone knows pike-perch and the 

supply could not fulfil the demand. Further, the growth rate of the consumption of fish in general is 

approximately nine percent lately, which is enormous in respect to other sub-branches of the agro-

food sector. The only solution to complement the supply of game fishing was with the production 

of pike-perch in captivity. Excellence Fish decided to target this opportunity by investigating the 

possibilities in this direction.  

 

There had been some studies about the controlled production of pike-perch. Both for orientation 

and to establish a picture of the current knowledge in this area, a literature study was conducted. 

This study was conducted in cooperation with WUR. Eventually, the decision was made to start the 

project. Basically, they had to start a whole new sub-sector. The production of pike-perch is very 

different from other fish like silurus, tilapia or carp. It can be compared to the differences between 

The entrepreneurs:  

- intentionally searched for possibilities to add value and differentiate instead of possibilities to reduce cost price,

- structurally approach projects and formulate future strategic directions (by means of a business plan),

- involved knowledge institutes, both traditional and non-traditional ones, 

- conducted a market study and identified a specific customer group,

- evaluated supply chain effectiveness and improvement possibilities,

- attracted missing competencies,

- cooperated with parties from all kinds of fields, in- and outside their supply chain and traditional environment,

- focussed on end-user/customers and based their projects on trends,

- searched for developments regarding interfaces between sectors,

- gained from their reputation in that it amplified the expansion of their network,

- remained in control of processes and partnerships; e.g. by structuring processes and evaluating progress,

- focussed on long-term developments to establish sustainable benefits, and

- were willing to invest time and resources for long-term returns.

Key points (example A)
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types of vegetables produced in a greenhouse; e.g. a tomato requires different conditions and 

treatments than a paprika. A consortium was founded including the following parties: WUR, 

University of Liege, producers of fish feed, fish traders, suppliers of breeding supplies and 

Excellence Fish themselves. This cooperation resulted in an economical model providing a positive 

future perspective of the idea. The cooperation also provided possibilities to attracted competencies 

when they were not available insight the organisation. During the project, the network developed 

and became a diverse source of knowledge and expertise. The development of this network was 

further strengthened by the effects of an innovation reward. In 2002, the entrepreneur received the 

second place at the Rabobank Herman Wijffels innovation reward. This resulted in a lot of 

publicity. The entrepreneur further adds that efforts to maintain ones network results in higher 

levels of trust between partners, which in turn has a positive effect on the development process.   

 

The biggest challenge when producing pike-perch in captivity is that this species is a predator. That 

is, this fish normally eats other fish. However, for breeding, it is financially not interesting to 

produce other fish to use as food. Costs are too high and it is further difficult to secure the hygiene 

of the production process. Specifically, for one kilogram of pike-perch, eight kilograms of other 

living fish is required. Through intensive research, they managed to make provender (droogvoer in 

Dutch) that was suitable for pike-perch.  

 

When the first sample badge was ready, some fish traders were approached to sent the product to 

their most selective customers around the world and ask for their reaction. The results were positive 

and promising. The sustainability, flavour, colour, texture and level of fat were judged good. This 

result was considered as a go-moment. Apparently, the product fitted in the market and therefore 

the decision was made to proceed. The next challenge was a technical one; scaling up the 

production. The chosen method was the most expensive among alternatives. However, this method 

could guarantee the highest level of continuity. This method obliterated potential negative weather 

influences, resulted in low chance of diseases and provided no danger of cormorants (aalscholvers 

in Dutch). The vision was to go for continuity in respect to supply, concerning both volume and 

quality, to be able to set a stable price. The next step was to master the production of pike-perch. 

Nobody ever had produced this fish in captivity outside the natural season. This activity formed 

quite a challenge. This evolved into a CRAFT-project
11

 involving different (foreign) knowledge 

institutes (including ones from France and Poland). Within this program, the European Union 

covers 50% of the cooperative research. SMEs can approach a university with a research question. 

The university can conduct the research and finance it completely because 50% is covered by the 

subsidy and the other 50% is covered by the enterprise. This particular project took until 2007. In 

the mean time, grow-out farmers approached Excellence Fish because they were interested in 

possibilities to breed pike-perch. These were the first customers for the fry (pootvis in Dutch).  

 

By cooperating with universities, large European subsidies became available. Another result is that 

Excellence Fish got in contact and worked together with relevant universities all over the world. 

When there are questions, they always can approach these institutes and they further provide 

connections to enormous networks. From the other side, professors from all over the world also 

approach Excellence Fish for knowledge. After seven years, the entrepreneur realized that 

universities could be useful when having a knowledge gap or for testing an idea. However, for 

practical issues, universities could not provide really useful insights anymore. Most problems had 

to be solved by the entrepreneur himself. At a certain moment in time, Excellence Fish possessed 

so much knowledge and expertise that they only could provide knowledge to others. This does not 

mean that the company was finished, but knowledge institutes could not provide additional 

insights. From this point, they consciously incorporated R&D activities inside their own company. 

This obstructs some possibilities to finance research, but in the long run, data and know-how will 

be the unique competency/value of Excellence Fish. The distinctive characteristic will be the 

knowledge advantage. Because this innovation is focused on the long run, it is hard to copy the 

activities of Excellence Fish. In line with their philosophy they switched from a breeding company 

                                                      
11 Cooperative Research Action For Technology, a component of the KP6 program  
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to a company who conducts research for primary production companies; i.e. they became a 

consultancy and R&D company regarding pike-perch (re)production.  

 

The focus on a long-term project was a conscious decision. Short-term developments are mainly 

focussed on bulk, a direction which the entrepreneur wanted to avoid. Additionally, when 

something is possible in a short amount of time, it is likely that others also are capable to follow the 

idea. In the philosophy of the entrepreneur, investing in such development is worthless. 

Specifically for this sector, competition is less intended to follow such long-term initiatives. One 

reason is the fear and limited possibilities to take (financial) risks. Not everyone is prepared or able 

to take high financial risks in a project with a long return on investment period. Another reason is 

the predominant short-term focus which can be identified in the agro-food sector (see section 3.2). 

In this specific case, the market kept the entrepreneur going. During the long development process, 

the entrepreneur did face some difficulties and drawbacks (e.g. all fish died due to unknown 

causes). However, the traders always provided trust because they constantly highlighted that there 

was sufficient demand for pike-perch. In other words, the continuous demand (and the resulting 

future potential) validated the effort that was put into the project. In this case, limited marketing 

activities were needed. The level of demand was and is so high that the product sells itself. In fact 

they have huge problems to fulfil market demand. They intentionally only work with a select 

amount of traders who serve the market for them. The great demand of pike-perch can further be 

illustrated by the following. Traders are eager to adopt pike-perch in their assortment because if 

they can supply an assortment containing pike-perch, they have stronger position in the market. If a 

trader can for example supply pike-perch, the customer (e.g. a retailer) will also buy other species 

from this trader. In contrast, if the trader cannot supply an assortment containing pike-perch, the 

customer is also not interested in the rest of his assortment. For traders it is often crucial to be able 

to deliver a comprehensive assortment. There are also angling clubs who sell a certain assortment 

to gain some extra income. As with traders, they have to be able to deliver a particular assortment, 

including a certain amount of pike-perch. However, if they cannot deliver the pike-perch, the seller 

does not want the rest either. It has occurred that such game fishing associations bought the pike-

perch from Excellence Fish to complete their assortment because they were not able to catch 

enough themselves. 

 

An important challenge comes from the ability to serve the retail market. Retailers expect 

continuity in supply, quality and price. Customers of retailers demand that a product is available 

every day of the week and that the price is stable. When the contribution of the game fishermen 

declined and the supply became uncertain, the retailers removed pike-perch from their assortment. 

Due to the ability to produce pike-perch in a controlled environment, it should be possible to 

realize a more continuous and certain supply. Both in terms of quantity and quality, resulting in a 

stable price. Retailers already declared that they are prepared to return pike-perch into their 

assortment when sufficient volumes can be delivered. For the time being, such volumes cannot be 

delivered yet. For this reason, the retail channel is currently not an option. Excellence Fish follows 

a clear launch strategy. At present, the product is supplied in the highest quality class. That is, fresh 

pike-perch is supplied without further treatment (not filleted) on a layer of ice to more exclusive 

restaurants who want to show the customer the quality and freshness of the fish. Restaurants in 

Paris and Vienna are already supplied. Although this is a limited market, margins are typically 

high. So this supply channel is ideal when the capacity is still limited. The next step will be the 

supply of the fresh market. Here, the fish is supplied as file. Currently, the production capacity is 

still too limited to serve this market. When the breeding program is entirely finished and 

operational, the retail channel could become a relevant option.  

 

To differentiate themselves in respect to potential followers, Excellence Fish strives to be the best 

and to keep the lead they have established by being the first. They try to realize this by collecting 

data in a very extensive and organized way. Additionally, some research is done internally instead 

of in cooperation with knowledge institutes. This to avoid the availability of the knowledge for 

others. In contrast, they are quite open in respect to breeding procedures. Grow-out farmers are 

their customers and they are for example informed about the optimal settings of temperature and 
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oxygen levels. These grow-out farmers also provide data back to Excellence Fish. The data is 

stored and the development of each fish can be traced back to its source. Even when a fire would 

burn the facility of Excellence Fish down, they are able to start a new breeding program with the 

fish at their customers (i.e. grow-out farmers) because the database provides information about the 

genealogy of the supplied fish. In short, the treatment of data and knowledge is one of the core 

activities of the company and is the major source of their competitive advantage. 

 

The strategic path of the company is determined together with LIOF (they participated in 2002 in 

the company), the bank, the accountant and an investor. This also ‘forced’ the entrepreneur to work 

in a structured way.  

 

Besides the critical aspects time and financial resources, the entrepreneur declared that he has 

learned a lot from contacts from other backgrounds. These contacts provided insights into several 

different subjects; from technical insights to issues regarding the content of contracts. He adds that 

a lot of knowledge is available in the region, but cannot be found if one limits him-/herself to their 

own traditional environment. Novelties arise especially when insights from different backgrounds 

come together.  

 

The entrepreneur pointed out that the problems and challenges that did arise during the innovation 

process at Excellence Fish are common (and often inherent) for innovation processes in general; 

i.e. they are not agro-food specific. One example is that prospects were often too opportunistic. 

Processes took longer in reality or achieving goals took more effort than forecasted. But the 

entrepreneur also realizes that such innovations take time and that delays are almost inevitable. 

Another example is that the innovation process could have been more efficient when the 

entrepreneur started earlier with the involvement of some parties. The entrepreneur learned a lot 

from others, but it would be more convenient when he knew some aspects earlier in the 

development process. 

 

The future prospects for Excellence Fish in respect to the market can be considered very promising. 

Currently they manage to break even. In respect to the past developments, there are still some 

minor activities which are likely to result in major leaps in respect to market launch.  

The entrepreneur:  

- intentionally searched for possibilities to add value and differentiate instead of possibilities to reduce cost price,

- intentionally searched for (and based their activities on) opportunities in niche markets,

- structurally approach projects and formulate future strategic directions (by means of a business plan),

- involved knowledge institutes, both traditional and non-traditional ones, 

- conducted a market study and identified a specific customer group,

- attracted missing competencies,

- intentionally searched for opportunities to result in continuity to establish stable price setting, 

- cooperated with parties from all kinds of fields, in- and outside their supply chain and traditional environment,

- established access to enormous and diverse networks,

- gained from their reputation in that it amplified the expansion of their network,

- remained in control of processes and partnerships; e.g. by structuring processes and evaluating progress,

- focussed on long-term developments to establish sustainable benefits,

- were willing to invest time and resources for long-term returns, and

- followed a clear launch strategy

Key points (example B)
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4.2 The model; results from the interviews 
It turned out that leaders differentiate themselves from the followers in the way they execute 

development processes. Based on a sample of nine leading enterprises, an analyses is made about 

the characteristics of the innovation processes at leading companies in the agro-food sector. The 

analysis is translated in an innovation process model (upper part figure 5).  

 

The interviews delivered three types of information. First, case specific stories about the innovation 

itself; i.e. the subject under development. Two examples of such stories can be found in the former 

paragraph. Second, the interviews provided insights about how the entrepreneurs conducted the 

innovation process. They provided characteristics of the innovation processes at leading 

companies. Finally, problems and challenges during the development process were identified. 

Additionally, many interviewees shed their vision on innovation in the agro-food sector in general. 

This information is used to complete the evaluation of innovation processes in the agro-food sector 

in section 4.3. 

4.2.1 Characteristics 

The identified characteristics of the innovation processes could be separated into three phases. 

Namely, idea generation and assessment, project execution, and launch. This setup is similar to the 

distinct phases in the traditional development funnel presented by Hayes et al. (1988). The model 

presented in figure 5 presents the project phases and the associated characteristics. An extensive 

elaboration of the model is presented below. The frequency of the characteristics mentioned by the 

interviewees of the sample companies is presented in the model. The notation (8/9) means that 

eight out of nine interviewees declared that this characteristic was applicable to their development 

process(es). The italic terms between brackets in this section are the items as presented in the 

model (figure 5). 

 

Idea generation and assessment 

At this group of entrepreneurs, NPD is one of the core business activities of the enterprise (Core 

business activity). They have for example a separate business unit, or have employees/managers 

who structurally dedicate time to NPD. It is part of the vision of the company. Resulting from their 

serious attitude towards NPD, idea generation takes place in a systematic manner (Systematic 

approach). Customers are for example structurally involved by means of a customer panel or by a 

close relationship between the company and its (potential) customers. Conducting studies targeted 

at identifying customer needs is another example of a systematic approach to generation ideas. 

Ideas are often based on market demands, trends and/or social issues (Based on market demand, 

trends and/or social issues). There has to be some kind of realistic customer need apparent for 

initiating a development process. Companies who have a development department do come up with 

their own ideas. After such ideas are born, they are checked for their market potential (Own R&D 

effort with feasibility check). So, one cannot denote this process as pure technology push because a 

market assessment is also conducted before an idea is translated into a project. Ideas, independent 

of their initial source, are checked for their feasibility and potential in terms of market adoption 

(Market assessment). This is done by customer panels, trials or other forms of customer 

involvement. Testing ideas for feasibility is often done with help of subsidies (Subsidies for testing 

ideas). As said, customers are involved in the idea generation and assessment process. Along with 

customers, other parties are also involved in these processes. Sometimes, supply chain parties 

and/or knowledge institutes are involved (Customer, supply chain parties, and/or knowledge 

institutes involvement). Supply chain parties can deliver expertise and knowledge available through 

their position and function in the supply chain. Producers can for example provide knowledge 

about resources. And parties closer to the customer have for example greater insight in customer 

behaviour or demands. Knowledge institutes have expertise in research and are able to conduct it 

when necessary. Additionally, they often posses relevant knowledge that is already available within 

these institutes. Another advantage of the involvement of knowledge institutes or several different 

supply chain parties is that it is easier to receive subsidies when a project is executed in cooperation 
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with different parties. Finally, ideas can result from specific customer requests; i.e. ideas are 

commissioned by customers (Commissioned by customers). This is the case at companies where 

R&D is the core business and new developments or ideas are their actual product.  

 

Some entrepreneurs deliberately target ideas with a long-term focus to avoid fast followers (Long-

term focus). In general more radical projects take longer than most initiatives observed in the 

sector. These entrepreneurs had a specific reason to do so. This strategy actually makes sense 

because many entrepreneurs in the agro-food sector are not willing to start long-term projects (see 

section 3.2). 

 

Figure 5: Characteristics of innovation processes at leading companies in the agro-food sector 
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Ideas result from the intense use and extending of networks (Extensive networking). Ideas result 

from the possibilities within someone’s network. These entrepreneurs are aware of that and try to 

contact a diverse set of people and build strong relationships accordingly. It is unlikely that really 

novel ideas come from a single person and his/her own background. Such ideas often result from 

the combination of different possibilities from different areas. Ideas are not limited by the 

traditional activities and environment of the company/entrepreneur (Crossing traditional 

boundaries). Entrepreneurs are willing to cross (traditional) boundaries if necessary. Most novel 

innovations result from the combination of sectors. It is therefore necessary to get in touch with 

parties from other branches. Examples are ideas related to functional foods. Innovations in this area 

arise when food producers cooperate with parties from the area of life-sciences. A lot of ideas are a 

result of the application and combination of existing knowledge in new ways (Apply and combine 

existing knowledge). As said, novel innovations require input from different backgrounds. 

Reputation can facilitate idea generation (Reputation). In the case that a company has a reputation 

of being innovative/progressive, others often approach them with ideas and ask for their 

involvement. They see such company as a potential partner who is willing to initiate such projects. 

 

Project execution 

All the entrepreneurs declared that they pursued some kind of control over the development process 

(Control). This was done by formulating a project plan and commit to it. They included evaluation 

points, timely goal assessment and set (intermediate/sub) goals. One entrepreneur stated that the 

knowledgebase of the company was continuously managed by collecting and storing data in a 

structured and extensive way. The entrepreneurs declared that they were prepared to abort projects 

or change directions in the case that projects could not deliver the prospected outcomes (Abort 

project/change directions). Such decisions are based on timely go/no-go evaluations during the 

project. The companies also made an assessment of critical competencies. That is, they evaluated 

the required and missing competencies (Attract competencies). Based on this assessment, missing 

competencies were attracted. Evaluating the technical possibilities and the current performance of 

the subject of the project is established by a technical assessment (Technical assessment). Such 

assessment is conducted by early testing. When projects or particular sub-activities in the 

development processes were rather straightforward, trial-and-error processes were used to test for 

feasibility (Trial-and-error in straightforward activities). Subsidies are only used if they are really 

necessary for conducting a project (Subsidies when necessary). This can be the case when some 

tests are just too expensive for the (SME) entrepreneur. Projects at leaders take considerable time 

(Long-term). Three to five years is common and longer projects can also be observed. The projects 

were mainly financed by own resources (Financed with own resources).  

 

In their development process, the companies intentionally collaborated with supply chain parties to 

enhance the chances of success of their projects (Collaboration with supply chain parties). The 

companies established partnerships with parties from other backgrounds (other branches) (Multi-

background partnerships). They further consulted parties like their bank, accountant and/or LIOF 

to reflect on their processes. Knowledge institutes were involved in the development process 

(Involve knowledge institutes, incl. non-traditional). Besides the traditional agro-food related 

parties (like WUR and HAS), these entrepreneurs declared that also non-traditional knowledge 

institutes were involved (like TU/e, University of Maastricht and University of Tilburg). Three out 

of nine respondents also involved knowledge institutes from abroad (from all over the world). In 

general, structural partnerships were established based on high levels of trust (Structural 

partnerships). Partner selection is based on the degree of a shared vision, former experience and 

reputation. To enhance the effectiveness of cooperation/partnerships, it can be vital to share 

information (Share knowledge). First, because a comprehensive information-/knowledgebase 

enhances the quality of decision processes. Second, willingness to share information enhances the 

level of mutual trust in partnerships. When partnerships do not work anymore, the entrepreneurs 

declared that they were prepared to terminate such relationships (Terminate relationships).  
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Launch 

Some entrepreneurs described a clear launch strategy (Clear launch strategy). One aspect is a clear 

focus on a specific customer group. A second element is to consciously stick to goals in respect to 

market/customer choice (when this is realistic and appropriate). Most entrepreneurs start their 

market launch on a limited scale and increase it along the way, depending on the rate of adoption 

and capacity of the company itself.   

 

Conclusions 

Several conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of the characteristics of innovation processes at 

the sample enterprises. First, there is quite some consensus about the characteristics of the 

development processes. In total, 29 characteristics were identified of which eleven scored 7/9 or 

higher and eighteen scored 5/9 or higher. Second, there appear to be some aspects that are 

considered important in the development process:  

- Ideas are based on the market; they are customer oriented.  

- Entrepreneurs value their network and are willing and see the need to cooperate.  

- Real breakthroughs are only possible by combining aspects from different backgrounds 

(innovation is a multi-faceted activity). 

- The entrepreneurs are very conscious regarding innovation as a business process. They see 

it as a separate business activity and strive to control the processes as much as possible.   

4.2.2 Problems/challenges 

As mentioned, the interviews also delivered problems and challenges faced by the entrepreneurs 

during their innovation processes. In terms of problems and challenges, there was less consensus 

between the entrepreneurs. In total, 26 problems/challenges were identified of which ten were 

identified by more than one entrepreneur. So sixteen were only mentioned once. In addition, the 

problems/challenges which were brought up by multiple interviewees were mentioned to a 

maximum of four times. Most problems/challenges are applicable to more phases. In figure 6 and 

in the elaboration below, it can be observed to which phase(s) the problems/challenges apply. Only 

the problems/challenges which were identified by more than one entrepreneur are incorporated into 

the model. The single mentioned problems can be found in appendix 6. 

 

All phases 

Financial resources have to be available far ahead of the period in which they can be earned back 

(Availability financial resources). This applies to the entire development process. Especially SMEs 

have trouble financing projects in advance because they often have limited R&D budgets (both in 

an absolute and a relative sense). Specifically for enterprises in the agro-food sector, financial 

resources available for R&D activities are limited because margins are typically low, resulting in 

limited investment possibilities. The effect of industry profitability and R&D expenditure is 

empirically tested in an article of Stimpert and Duhaine (1997). These authors show that low 

industry profitability results in low R&D expenditure, strengthening the validity of the problem 

obviously apperent in the agro-food sector.  

 

Idea generation and assessment – Project execution 

The first challenge concerning these two phases is that technical assessment, often including 

external research and/or obligatory tests, can be very expensive, especially for SMEs (Substantial 

expenses for technical assessment). Second, it can be a problem to formulate research requests for 

knowledge institutes (Formulating research requests for knowledge institutes). Knowledge 

institutes have another focus than many entrepreneurs. That is, science and business often have 

incongruent motives and goals. Third, (potential) partners can have a different focus (Difference in 

focus between (potential) partners). An example is that one party is focussed on cost price 

reduction and the other is striving for excellent quality. These motives are conflicting and would 

result in a project without a clear direction. Finally, when collaborating with other parties, delays 
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can occur through slow decision-making processes (Slow decision-making processes in 

partnerships).  

 

Project execution – Launch 

Two problems were identified concerning the phases project execution and launch. The first is that 

securing food safety and obtain obligatory health claims causes delays in the development projects 

and in the market introduction (Food safety / health claims). Second, projects can fail because they 

turn out to have less potential than prospected (Projects fail to deliver the prospected targets).  

 

Project execution 

Specifically for the project execution phase, two problems were identified. Projects can fail 

because they require technical know-how which is not available or cannot be developed (yet) 

within the scope/boundaries of the project (Availability technical know-how). Additionally, some 

research is very time consuming resulting in delays (Time consuming research).  

 

Figure 6: Problems/challenges in the innovation processes at leading companies in the agro-food sector 
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Launch 

Specifically regarding launch, one problem was identified about the potential negative impact of  

actions of supply chain parties. They can for example use the development effort to compensate the 

inferior quality of others. Another problem rises when supply chain parties have much power, like 

traders or retailers, and the innovating company came up with a development which resulted in cost 

savings. In such a case, powerful parties can use the effort of this company to lower the price, so 

the innovation does not result in more margin for the developing organization but for these other 

parties. This could seriously damage the motivation to innovate. (Supply chain parties can destroy 

your effort) 

 

Conclusion 

Two major conclusions can be drawn from the identification of the problems/challenges. First, 

there is limited consensus regarding problems/challenges faced during innovation processes. 

Almost every development process has its own problems and challenges. Second, the problems and 

challenges can hardly be denoted as agro-food specific. The identified issues could arise at an 

arbitrary companies (or specifically SME) regardless of the branch they operate in. The only 

exception is the issue regarding food safety and health claims. 

4.3 The vision of experts 
This section will describe the vision of experts on innovation processes at leaders. During the 

interviews with this group, information became available about how they see innovation of leaders 

in the agro-food sector.   

 

Cutting edge innovations typically come from visionaries who intentionally search for new 

opportunities outside their ‘traditional’ environment. Opportunities outside ones own field of 

expertise ask for cooperation. It is often impossible, especially for small businesses, to possess all 

required competencies to conduct multidisciplinary projects. Successful entrepreneurs are 

characterised by their willingness to share information and to cooperate with others. Leaders are 

able to find and use initiatives provided by parties as LIOF. Many other companies experience such 

initiatives as complicated. However, a lot of leading companies are able to realize their targets 

regarding innovations due to their own effort. This does not mean that they conduct the process by 

their own. But it means that they know how to compensate their missing competencies and know 

how to find and use relevant parties. Larger companies (often still SMEs but larger than family 

businesses) are earlier inclined to involve knowledge institutes and large high-tech companies (e.g. 

Philips and DSM) in their development processes. Leaders tend to be skilful in using, maintaining 

and expanding their networks to enhance the success and impact (scope) of their innovation 

processes. Examples of successful and more radical innovations involve, almost without 

exceptions, developments or possibilities from other branches. Examples are developments related 

to energy (greenhouse as energy source), life-sciences (example A: Newtricious, section 4.1.1) and 

high-tech systems. In practice, only a very limited amount of entrepreneurs (leaders) realize 

innovations together with parties from their own supply chain. This remains difficult. 

 

At leading companies, staff functions can often be recognized. In contrast to many traditional agro-

food businesses, leaders often have two types of managers within the company; one is responsible 

for marketing and sales and the other is responsible for the production and processes within the 

company. In short, they have organizational structures and procedures comparable with enterprises 

from other branches. Leading companies, especially with separate staff functions, tend to look 

further ahead and consider long-term threats and opportunities. At leading companies, the 

entrepreneurs consciously allocate time to new development processes (instead of entirely 

focussing on daily operations). One could say that innovation is part of their daily business 

activities and they are therefore prepared to allocate (invest) resources to these kind of processes. 

Visionaries accept that (more radical) innovation processes take considerable amounts of time. In 

return, this makes it possible to create a unique position in the market. It is less likely that these 
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projects are copied because they demand more resources and information/knowledge. That is, 

competitive advantages, and therefore benefits, are more sustainable due to higher barriers for 

competitors. Experienced entrepreneurs in respect to innovation are more inclined to innovate 

again. Companies who structurally innovate (being a part of their core business activities) generally 

perform better than companies who fail to do this. 

 

Leaders are more conscious about the need to rethink their operations in the light of changing 

markets. They acknowledge the need to become more market oriented because the supply of many 

bulk goods exceeds the demand nowadays. Most successful innovative entrepreneurs base their 

action on information from the market. This does not mean that their projects solely depend on a 

market pull, but these entrepreneurs do evaluate the market potential for their ideas. They do not 

push a product into the market without considering the level of potential consumer demand. 

 

Between sub-branches differences regarding innovativeness can be identified. Some sub-branches 

are ‘pampered’ to a larger extent than others, which has its result on their degree of innovation. The 

horticulture sector (particularly greenhouses), for examples, has received very limited support from 

Europe. Therefore, they are used to solve their own problems and can be considered as relatively 

innovative. Consider for example the innovative development of greenhouses as a source of 

energy. Another example is that the horticultural entrepreneurs were the first to develop 

cooperatives of producers (telersverenigingen in Dutch) to become independent from the auction. 

That is, they were pioneers in market and supply chain developments. These entrepreneurs did not 

only conduct more innovative projects, but also more diverse kind of projects; i.e. projects with 

different backgrounds. In contrast to the horticultural sector, one can consider the agricultural and 

farming sub-branches. These sectors received a high level of market protection. They only had to 

worry about the production of high volumes of their homogeneous products. Consequently, this 

sector has a restricted focus on the future. In this sub-branch, entrepreneurs expect to a larger extent 

incentives from governmental organs to initiate innovations. 

 

The problems which arise during innovation processes at the leaders are comparable to problems 

that arise during innovation processes at organisations operating in other branches. So, although 

these companies operate in the agro-food sector, with its unique properties (see section 3.1 and 

3.2), they face comparable issues regarding development processes. 

 

Innovations developed by leaders serve as examples for followers. In section 3.2, it was made clear 

that new developments diffuse fast if they are accessible for others. The branch is used to adopt 

others’ initiatives. 

 

Overall, the conclusion can be drawn that the model – based on the experiences of entrepreneurs – 

and the vision of secondary sources corresponds to a large extent. Therefore, it can also be 

concluded that the model, based on the nine cases, is to a large extent representative for innovation 

processes of leaders in the agro-food sector.    
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5 General development processes in agro-food 
This chapter will illustrate how the ‘average’ entrepreneur innovates (further referred to as 

follower). The word ‘development’ instead of ‘innovation’ in the title of this chapter is 

intentionally chosen because of the general nature of the NPD processes. In some instances, the 

word ‘improvement’ instead of ‘development’ would even cover the actual activity more 

adequately. Nevertheless, after reading this chapter, it will become clear that many NPD initiatives 

in the agro-food sector are better described as developments rather than innovations. Parallel to the 

phases identified in the former chapter, general characteristics of the development processes at the 

‘non-leaders’ are provided in section 5.1. In this chapter, information is primarily derived from the 

interviews with the experts. The properties mentioned in this section are general for this group of 

entrepreneurs and do not hold in every case. These are observations that often can be identified and 

are expected to characterise development processes observed at followers. As said, this chapter is 

to a large extent based on interviews with the experts. An additional source of information are the 

interviews of the leading entrepreneurs. They also shed their vision on innovation in the agro-food 

sector in general. The opinion of both groups turned out to be very similar, validating the 

representativeness of the content of this chapter. Section 5.2 provides some additional insights 

regarding innovation which could not specifically be assigned to one of the three phases. The final 

section (5.3) concludes this chapter. 

5.1 Project phases 
Idea generation and assessment 

Innovation is primarily focussed on cost price reduction, maximizing the use of available capacity 

and increasing volumes, because of the enormous pressure on price (wages, energy costs, etc.). 

Even initiatives concerning energy. These are seldom initiated with the motive to be environmental 

conscious. In most instances they arise because costs have to be cut. Many innovations are only 

initiated if there is some kind of direct need present. That is in most instances, when cost price cuts 

have to be made to survive or compete. In general, innovation at agro-food SMEs is not a standard 

(core) component of a company’s policy, as seen at companies like Philips, Océ or small high-tech 

companies. Many sub-branches are conservative; entrepreneurs do not have a mindset in which 

(more radical) innovation has a prevailing role. The way entrepreneurs innovate is also partly a 

result of European regulation. The European government focuses on bulk production and on 

preventing unfair competition in respect to bulk production. Developments in this direction are 

particularly stimulated. However, this kind of regulation does not fit the current situation in which 

the sector is operating nowadays. Innovation targeted at adding value – increasing the returns per 

product – are very rare. This includes a limited focus on quality and updating the product to today’s 

standards.  

 

Entrepreneurs are mainly focussed on their own internal processes. Innovation (or in many 

instances better described as improvement) is a result of ideas from the entrepreneur him-/herself. 

This facilitates a predominant focus on internal processes. Many entrepreneurs tend to improve 

those areas of which they have knowledge and expertise. The main area in line with their 

knowledge and expertise is the internal process of their company. The world of sales and marketing 

is – due to the system with the auction and trade companies – rather unknown. Especially in small 

SMEs where the entrepreneur is working in production and spends very little time on other 

organisational activities. The agro-food sector is indeed very successful in respect to improvements 

of internal processes; i.e. in this sector, these processes are typically quite efficient. Innovation is a 

result of the competencies and abilities present in the organization (technological push). Rather 

than based on information/signals from the market (market pull). Innovation is not driven by 

market factors such as customer requirements. Entrepreneurs do not, for example, consider 

positioning strategies to respond on actual customer requirements. Their starting point is their 

capacity. They try to occupy their facility as much as possible. The nature of ideas is also 

influenced by the limited vision of many entrepreneurs, especially from small businesses. They 
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tackle daily problems inside the company quite adequately, but innovation with a broader scope, 

across company boundaries, is lacking.  Businesses with a broader scope are often larger ones with 

managers who are not participating in the actual production process. These companies are more 

structured and contain actual staff functions. Entrepreneurs are willing to experiment and to try 

new things. There is no resistance to change. Although, this willingness refers to initiatives from 

their own company. When considering external innovation, more parties are involved in the 

process. Experiments and research involve processes of which they have less knowledge. In such 

cases, the willingness to change is considerably lower. 

 

Due to the closed cooperative system, many enterprises adopt each others’ developments. Within 

sub-branches, there is a high degree of open communication. For this reason, innovations that can 

be copied easily have a very limited period in which they are unique and really add value for the 

producer. This results in a short time period where customers appreciate the added value and are 

willing to pay something extra. As soon as many producers adopted the development, it becomes a 

standard and prices will decrease substantially. This situation forms a barrier to innovate because 

the return on investment is influenced in a negative way; i.e. other parties share in the development 

without taking the initial risks. Entrepreneurs ask themselves “why should I be the one to innovate 

and take the risks?”. Another consequence of the cooperative system is that the scope and 

‘radicalness’ of developments is rather limited. That is, the cooperative systems with very 

homogeneous groups also results in homogeneous developments. Ideas come from the direct 

environment of the entrepreneur and are therefore limited to the developments within this 

environment. There is very little influence from parties with other backgrounds. Often, projects 

concern further developments of earlier projects. Entirely new inputs can hardly be discovered. The 

compartmentalization mindset does not stimulate to look across boundaries to facilitate more 

radical innovations. The creation of new and more heterogeneous networks turns out to be difficult. 

When striving for radical innovation, it is very unlikely that opportunities arise within the 

boundaries of the organization itself. Breakthroughs that can be observed are often initiated from 

parties outside the agro-food sector (e.g. initiatives concerning sustainability and energy). 

Examples of such parties are suppliers, like equipment manufacturers, or large technology 

ventures. Additionally, many sub-branches, like the meat industry, are very conservative. At these 

sub-branches, it is hard to discover companies with a mindset in which (more radical) innovation 

has a prevailing role. Because information of homogeneous developments is often easy to copy, 

this also results in a situation in which entrepreneurs are reluctant to share information. In many 

cases, this particular information is often critical for the success of innovation processes. From one 

side, entrepreneurs are willing to innovate. However from the other side, their attitude reduces the 

chance of success. When entrepreneurs do not share, it is unlikely that they receive information 

from others. Consequently, a lot of initiatives covering comparable subjects can be identified. In 

most cases, these initiatives are rather unprofessional; they are conducted with limited resources, 

knowledge, scope and structure. It is probably more suitable to denote them as improvements than 

as innovations. As many other processes in the agro-food sector, innovation processes have a short-

term focus. When an idea is born, entrepreneurs take immediate action without considering long 

term opportunities, consequences and treats. Decision-making processes are very ad-hoc. 

 

As said, internal processes have been the centre of attention in many development projects. This 

does not apply to innovation targeted at external processes. One commonly referred area is the area 

of market or sales related innovation. Entrepreneurs fail to consider and effectively target 

opportunities that arise in the market (outside the organisation). They are also not used to invest in 

marketing. Such innovations require cooperation with other parties in the supply chain which is a 

problem for many producers. This is a result of the limited connections and trust between supply 

chain partners. Unfortunately, cooperation is often needed to realize more radical and sustainable 

innovations. This does not only apply to supply chain partners, but to parties in general. It is more 

obvious that really new insights come from parties with other backgrounds than parties with 

comparable roots. There are entrepreneurs who see the need for external oriented innovation. 

However, they do not know where to start and which partners could be interesting. An example is 

the involvement of knowledge institutes. What can be observed is that if entrepreneurs involve 
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knowledge institutes, they restrict themselves to the traditional agricultural institutes (like WUR 

and HAS
12

). This does not really facilitate projects with parties from sectors other than agro-food. 

There are also entrepreneurs who recognize trends in the market, but they do not know how to 

respond to them. They have trouble translating signals form the market into an actual concept or 

product. They lack the knowledge to make these kind of transitions. The quality of this translating 

process depends on competencies and abilities present in the organisation, which are not sufficient. 

They seldom involve other parties. Cooperation with other supply chain parties is often not 

considered as an option. Entrepreneurs phase difficulties in partner selection. They have trouble 

finding the relevant partners. So if ideas, based on signals from the market are considered, they 

often are aborted in this stage of the process. Market assessment, including testing the feasibility of 

ideas in terms of market acceptance and adoption, is executed to a limited extent.    

 

Entrepreneurs are willing to attract knowledge, expertise and competencies from outside the 

organisation. However, the willingness to employ academic knowledge is rather low. This is a 

result of the education of the entrepreneurs themselves. Most entrepreneurs have followed a 

vocational education which forms a barrier to use academic knowledge. This is directly related to 

the background of the entrepreneurs. Many entrepreneurs became entrepreneur in the agro-food 

sector because of their parents who also worked in this sector. They have a lot of technical and 

practical knowledge through their experience, but they lack certain entrepreneurial competencies. 

Entrepreneurs for example, seldom develop business models to evaluate their ideas and draw a 

comprehensive picture about the required competencies and resources. Entrepreneurs have trouble 

coordinating extensive (multi-dimensional) projects.  

 

Many entrepreneurs are too optimistic about the chances of their ideas. Consequently, they assume 

that they are able to conduct innovation processes by themselves. They believe that they can 

manage it by their own and do not need others to help them. 
 

Project execution 

The ability to really innovate is rather small. Competencies to execute incremental changes to 

internal processes are not really a problem, but the ability to conduct more radical innovation 

processes is lacking. This is a direct result of the system where such activities were carried out by 

other parties (e.g. LLTB). Entrepreneurs do not have the experience and expertise to conduct such 

multifaceted processes. Moreover, they are not used to invest in innovation directly. They paid 

subscriptions to supporting organs, but did not invest in specific development projects. Resulting in 

the absence of a clear structure and strategy in innovations processes. Innovation processes are very 

experimental; i.e. they are characterised by trial-and-error processes and ad-hoc decision making 

processes. This is probably a result of the predominance of short-term, incremental processes 

where such approach is suitable enough to gain satisfying results. Entrepreneurs do not develop 

business models in which they evaluate their ideas and draw a comprehensive picture about the 

required competencies for conducting an innovation process. Consequently, they do not know what 

competencies they require. Additionally, two reasons were identified which obstruct the process of 

assuring required competencies. First, some entrepreneurs think that they are able to conduct 

innovation processes by themselves. Second, entrepreneurs face difficulties finding and attracting 

competencies from outside the organization. Consequently, the way projects are executed result 

from competencies and abilities present in the organisation. Marketing related considerations are in 

many cases not assessed at all, too late or considered too opportunistic. In short, entrepreneurs 

often do not organize innovation processes properly or organize it at all, due to the lack of 

experience (and consequently the ability) to coordinate extensive (multi-dimensional) projects. 

During innovation processes, it is commonly seen that ambitions are lowered along the way. If the 

initial ambitions would be realized, many projects should make a difference. However, during the 

process, ambitions are lowered resulting in project outcomes with limited effects. So in the end, 

such projects fail to deliver cutting edge results. 

 

                                                      
12 Hogere Agrarische School; Higher Agricultural Education   
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Innovation in the agro-food sector is very fragmentized. That is, there is little cooperation and 

many entrepreneurs conduct comparable initiatives. Many entrepreneurs work alone on marginal 

projects, instead of cooperating and performing innovation processes at a larger scale. SMEs, who 

dominate the agro-food sector, could have an advantage here. Considering innovations going 

beyond one single enterprise (applies to almost all radical innovations), it is important to share and 

build knowledge. Sustainable relations within ones network will stimulate innovation. Large 

multinationals often have changing personnel/staff, anonymous contacts and the owners are 

shareholders who are remotely connected to the actual business processes. At SMEs, connections 

are often made directly with the owner/manager. Decision processes and motivation are different 

compared to large companies. When dealing with SMEs, networks are often more sustainable and 

relationships have a more personal character. Unfortunately, these advantages are not employed at 

innovation processes in the agro-food sector.  
 

As said, development processes are characterised by trial-and-error cycles. Because of this 

characteristic and the nature of the projects (incremental), testing is rather straightforward. 

Innovating at agro-food SMEs comes with high risks. Experimenting on sufficient scale is 

dangerous because entrepreneurs have to risk a substantial portion of their (indispensable) capacity 

to conduct experiments. At larger companies, this risk is lower. They can conduct such research 

alongside their daily operations. SMEs often have to conduct such research instead of their daily 

operations. In addition, SMEs (especialy in agro-food) seldom have the financial means to conduct 

large innovation projects. SMEs have no or a limited R&D budget.  

 

Innovation projects are mainly financed by own resources. Many entrepreneurs are impeded by the 

administrative obligations necessary to attract financial resources. Therefore, they only initiate 

projects which can be fund with limited resources. Unfortunately, such projects are often 

incremental developments which can be financed more easily, rather than breakthrough projects 

which demand large amounts of financial contributions from the entrepreneurs. This could be a 

reason for the predominance of incremental innovations. 
 

As in the idea generation and assessment phase, entrepreneurs restrict themselves to the traditional 

agricultural related institutes (e.g. WUR and HAS) when involving knowledge institutes during the 

execution of the project.    

 

Launch 

The success of innovation often depends on the way the product is put into the market. Especially 

when products are more expensive than existing ones. Effectively communicating the added value 

is critical. Apparently, this turns out to be particularly difficult in the agro-food sector. As in the 

other phases, the entrepreneurs reason from their own abilities and product. They do not reason 

from the standpoint of the customer. Marketing efforts are, if executed, very limited. The launch 

process is therefore quite unstructured. Behaviour of potential customers is not evaluated, so the 

launch effort can never be based on this kind of information. In other words, there is no clear 

launch strategy to effectively target a specific customer. One reason is the inexperience of the 

producers with these kind of processes.  

 

Due to the characteristics of the commonly observed incremental innovations (inward looking, 

short-term, process oriented, cost oriented, executed by the entrepreneur himself, etc.), they are 

relatively easy to copy. This results in a short time period where customers appreciate the added 

value and are willing to pay something extra. Because as soon as many producers adopted the 

development, it becomes a standard and prices will decrease substantially. So unique properties of 

(incremental) innovations have a limited period in which they deliver a competitive advantage.  

5.2 Additional remarks 
Some additional insights, regardless of a specific phase, followed from the interviews. This section 

will address these insights and elaborate on them. 
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Entrepreneurs are reluctant to employ academic knowledge. This is stimulated by the perception 

that knowledge institutes have other interests than the entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs deal with 

different questions compared to knowledge institutes. These institutes need functional goals 

transferred to scientific goals that can be translated into research projects. However, entrepreneurs 

typically do not come up with these kind of projects. So there exists a major gap between the 

innovation at enterprises and innovation at knowledge institutes. Sometimes these two worlds meet. 

But collaboration is, if established, based on coincidence rather than on a standard way of 

conducting innovation processes. Another reason is that knowledge institutes (e.g. WUR, TNO
13

) 

are more interested in projects with a larger scope and a long-term focus. The difference in project 

approach results in a situation where some entrepreneurs experience a sense where they are not 

taken seriously by knowledge institutes. Connections with knowledge institutes are typically made 

indirectly via facilitating organs like the LLTB. Unfortunately, these parties are primarily 

connected with traditional agricultural related knowledge institutes. This is an important restriction 

for developments that ask for multidimensional input. So, when involving knowledge institutes, 

entrepreneurs restrict themselves to the traditional agricultural related institutes.  
 

When competing on other attributes then price, the added value has to be really substantial. In the 

food market, parties are generally not willing to pay more for slightly different products. The 

following illustration from example A adds further insight. If a producer of excellent eggs sells its 

product, this product is not used to offer consumers with high-quality eggs. Instead, these eggs are 

used to upgrade other inferior badges. So instead of selling the products for their actual value, they 

are used to upgrade lower value products. This mindset does not stimulate producers to invest in 

better quality, because the quality itself is not appreciated.  

 

From a retail point of view, innovations from a single SME are seldom appreciated (and therefore 

adopted). Retailers need a constant (reliable) and large enough supply to put a product on the 

shelve. For one type of product, there are often dozens of producers needed to supply the retailer, 

especially in the case of agricultural products. Innovation within the supply chain is hampered by 

this (incongruent) situation. If one producer delivers a new differentiating product, the supply is 

just too small for the retailer to adopt the product. A result is that producers for the retail market do 

not feel triggered to develop new products or add value to them. Another issue is the following. 

From the viewpoint of a producer, cooperation with retailers typically concerns only one or a few 

products. The retailer however, searches for parties who can deliver a width variety of products. 

They search for opportunities to gain economies of scale which single producers cannot provide. 

Therefore, they prefer to work with traders and auctions who can supply an entire assortment.   

 

When a producer needs another company to produce a new product (e.g. a new seed or fertilizer) 

the following problem arises in many situations. The supplier demands that the producer purchases 

a certain volume, otherwise they do not receive the exclusive right for buying the product. Such 

volumes are often too large for a single company, especially SMEs. In the case that the producer is 

able to purchase enough volume, minor adjustments to the original product make it possible to 

bypass the exclusive rights. So the willingness to invest in the development of such products, from 

the standpoint of the producer, is hampered because they are scared that other parties profit from 

their efforts. The former example also holds for mechanization. If a food producer comes up with 

an idea for a new machine, the producer/supplier of this device will offer it to other customers as 

well. Only when the food producer covers all the development costs, the company will receive 

exclusive rights for purchasing the product. As a result of the limited margins within the sector, 

opportunities for a single company to fund the entire development is in many cases not realistic. 

Consequently, the competition will adopt the product soon and the competitive advantage 

diminishes within a short amount of time. 

 

                                                      
13 Dutch organisation for applied scientific research (http://www.tno.nl/)  
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Considering the difficulties related to innovation with other supply chain partners (e.g. retailers and 

suppliers), producers often start by evaluating opportunities within their own company. Apparently, 

this is also a reason for the predominant focus on innovations regarding internal processes. Further,  

innovations in the supply chain take longer and therefore ask for a long-term focus which is not 

common in the agro-food sector (recall section 3.2). Market oriented innovation processes require 

more coordination (this also holds for other more radical innovation processes). In contrast to 

internal innovation processes, they often involve more parties, more stages, knowledge from 

outside the organization and take more time. Entrepreneurs are not experienced with these kind of 

processes. An example is innovation regarding functional foods. Such innovations need input from 

the agro-food sector, but they also require medical and law related knowledge. These projects 

involve several parties and knowledge from different backgrounds not directly related to the 

expertise of the agro-food entrepreneur. 

 

Negative experiences can results in a conservative attitude towards innovation. Especially small 

entrepreneurs lose trust and motivation if innovation processes fail to realize the intended goals. 

Larger enterprises are more common with the fact that many innovation processes do not result in 

successes. Smaller enterprises, who risked a substantial amount of financial resources turn out to be 

more sensitive to failures. 

5.3 Conclusion 
Recalling the content of chapter 3 and the characteristics of innovation processes identified in this 

chapter, the conclusion can be made that innovation in agro-food is to a large extent influenced by 

historical developments in this sector. The cooperative system resulted in entrepreneurs who do not 

have the expertise to conduct more radical innovation processes. This explains the focus on 

incremental developments. Entrepreneurs are not experienced with complex development projects. 

The initiatives they do undertake are done by themselves or with direct colleagues. It is therefore 

not surprising that projects are short-term focussed, lack a clear strategy, do not involve parties 

from other backgrounds, and are targeted at cost price reduction and bulk production. They are 

used to tackle daily problems arising in their own process, but they had no reason to tackle 

problems outside their own organisation. There were other parties who did this. Additionally, many 

producers are stuck in a mindset in which they consider the product as being traditional. This forms 

a barrier to consider product differentiations. By being conservative, innovativeness will be limited. 

For this reason, incremental changes are also dominant. 

 

However, this type of entrepreneur (pampered) does not fit the current business environment. 

Nowadays, a more comprehensive set of competencies, similar to other industries, is required to 

enhance the innovativeness of the agro-food sector. 

 

Mark that incremental innovation project ask for a limited level of structure. In many cases an 

activity as idea assessment is rather straightforward. In incremental processes, such phase is so 

marginal that one could combine it with the actual execution of the project. Due to the nature of the 

innovation process (experimental, trial-and-error), such assessment is often executed to very 

limited extent. Projects are often so limited in terms of their scope, that it is not surprising that no 

actual strategy with evaluation moments and milestones is apparent. Both due to the dominance of 

incremental innovations and the predominance of SMEs, projects can be executed in a short 

amount of time. That is, due to the limited complexity of the projects and the short decision making 

processes possible within SMEs, projects have a limited timeframe. The stages portrayed in the 

model are often hard to distinguish due to the nature of the projects.   
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6 What separates the leaders from the rest; chances for 
the agro-food sector 

This chapter will serve as a reflection on chapter 3, 4 and 5. It further serves as a conclusion of the 

findings of the interviews. The first paragraph will compare innovation processes at leaders with 

innovation processes in the rest of the agro-food sector. Together with additional insights gained 

during the interviews, this reflection will identify opportunities for the followers. These 

opportunities are illustrated in paragraph 6.2. This chapter will further be complemented by 

implications from literature.  

6.1 Differences between leaders and followers 
After identifying the characteristics of innovation processes, a further evaluation of the differences 

between leaders and followers (i.e. the ‘average’ agro-food entrepreneur) sheds light on the sources 

of the backlog of the latter.  

6.1.1 Differences in executing project phases 

This section will differentiate between the same phases identified and used in chapter 4 and 5. 

Figure 7 shows an overview of the main differences resulting from the comparison of innovation 

processes at leaders and followers (analogue to chapter 4 and 5). 

Figure 7: Differences in innovation processes between leaders and followers 
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Idea generation and assessment  

Leaders see the need for ‘constant’ innovation. They consider it as a major element of their 

business model to maintain a healthy competitive position in their operating landscape. It is a core 

activity within their operations and they organize their business accordingly. Examples are separate 

business units for NPD and managers specifically responsible for a certain level of R&D effort. In 

contrast, followers only put effort in R&D activities when some direct need is present. It is not a 

standard business activity which has a prevailing role in their daily organization. Followers do not 

have a mindset in which innovation is seen as a proactive activity to prepare for the future. This 

conclusion is not surprising when considering an observation of Avermaete et al. (2003). Their 

survey, considering small food firms, implies that regions with better economical performance have 

the least innovative (small food) firms. This suggests, and possibly explains, that in such regions 

(like The Netherlands) no critical need is apparent to change the existing situation resulting in a 

detached attitude towards innovation. 

 

Leaders follow a systematic approach regarding idea generation and assessment. Regardless of the 

specific activities, the entrepreneurs have a specific plan how to generate ideas and how to test 

them for feasibility. One example is the structural (i.e. not for one particular project, but 

continuously over time and with timely meetings) use of a customer panel. Another example are 

the execution of studies targeted at identifying customer needs. Followers lack a certain level of 

structure in this phase. Partly because it is not a standard business activity. Another reason is that 

they are used to ad-hoc decision making and trial-and-error processes. They have little experience 

in planning for such processes. In general, they lack certain organizational/entrepreneurial skills 

and have trouble compensating these competencies.  

 

Past developments showed that internal processes, focussed on cost price and bulk, have been the 

centre of attention regarding innovation in the agro-food sector. In this area, the processes are 

indeed quite optimal. Currently, leaders see that opportunities for breakthroughs do not lie in this 

area anymore. Alternatively, this group shows a dominant focus on ideas targeted at specific 

customer/market demands. They further base their ideas on trends and social issues. They do not 

reason from their own ability anymore, but consciously evaluate whether there is a realistic market 

potential for their ideas. Therefore, they also check for feasibility and conduct market assessments, 

even when they come up with an idea themselves and do not received it from the market. They also 

tend to focus on a particular customer, to serve that specific groups in an optimal way. Followers 

are still focussed on the traditional areas. That is, they have a prevailing focus on bulk (i.e. optimal 

utilization of capacity) and optimizing internal processes to reduce cost price. However, this area 

has less potential for improvement nowadays. The (blind) focus on bulk is further illustrated by the 

outcomes of a study of Taylor (2006). The paper of Taylor (2006) shows that most food suppliers 

ignore retail forecasts. Regardless of the demand, producers tend to maximize the use of their 

capacity any point in time, even when supply exceeds demand. It is therefore not surprising that 

they receive almost nothing for their products in periods where demand is low. Although this does 

not concern innovation processes, it illustrates the lack of cooperation between retailers and 

suppliers.  

 

Leaders often assess/test their ideas for feasibility with the help of subsidies. Followers see the 

administrational obligations necessary to receive subsidies as a barrier to attract them. Hence, the 

development of ideas is restricted to the willingness of entrepreneurs themselves and ability of their 

company to allocate resources to this process. 

 

Idea generation at leaders results from the input of a diverse set of sources. As said, customer input 

plays an important role. Further, supply chain parties and knowledge institutes (including non-

traditional) are also involved to come up and assess ideas. Leaders value their network and the 

potential relevant contacts it can deliver. They put much effort in building and maintaining their 

network with both traditional and non-traditional contacts to have access to different kinds of 

parties. They strive for diverse inputs from different backgrounds to come up with really new 
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insights. This does not mean that they always come up with entirely new ideas, but they do manage 

to apply and combine existing knowledge from different backgrounds to come up with new 

applications. In short, they have an external focus regarding the sources for new ideas. In contrast, 

followers have an obvious internal focus. That is, they reason from their own capabilities. They do 

incorporate others, but these are mainly parties from their traditional and homogeneous network; 

i.e. companies with comparable activities (often clustered in the same cooperation), standard direct 

suppliers, and traditional knowledge institutes like WUR and HAS. Traill and Meulenberg (2002) 

add that only a few companies are involved in scientific research. Hoffman et al. (1998) further 

confirm, based on their extensive literature review, that rural SMEs (like most agro-food 

entrepreneurs) are less likely to be active users of external knowledge sources. This results in a 

limited degree of new insights and consequently in a dominance of incremental developments. That 

is, it is unlikely that really new insights arise in such homogeneous and static groups. Besides, the 

ideas that arise diffuse rapidly within such groups due to the low barriers to copy them (i.e. short-

term, executable with limited resources, executable within the company, etc.). In such case, a 

competitive advantage lasts only a short amount of time.  

 

Ideas at leaders are typically targeted to establish a long-term competitive advantage. They 

deliberately pursue ideas that cannot be copied easily. On average, such ideas are often more 

radical by nature and therefore, have the potential to deliver a stronger sustainable competitive 

advantage. Traditional agro-food entrepreneurs live by the day or the season. Analogue to this 

short-term mindset are the ideas they pursue. Ideas typically concern improvements regarding daily 

operations which have to be available the next time they can use them. This has a major impact on 

the nature of the ideas; i.e. they are very limited in terms of their scope, and therefore impact.  

 

Project execution 

Control is a central characteristic of innovation processes at leading companies. The entrepreneurs 

try to evaluate their goals, progress and opportunities on a timely basis. For example, they assess 

both market and technical potential. They also evaluate, and if necessary attract, the required 

competencies to successfully conduct the project. Another identified characteristic is that these 

entrepreneurs are not reluctant to abort projects when necessary. Moreover, the latter is only 

possible when evaluations take place. Otherwise, indications to abort a projects do not appear in the 

first place. In contrast, followers fail to control processes. They typically have no experience in 

extensive (multi-dimensional) projects. Instead of timely evaluations, ad-hoc decision processes are 

common. Projects develop through trial-and-error processes without the guidance of project plans. 

Followers start thinking about marketing issues when they are finished with the project execution. 

Marketing related activities are seldom incorporated into the development process itself. 

Additionally, followers fail to evaluate required competencies. Rather, they act based on the 

abilities present in their organisation or close environment. Avermaete et al. (2003) confirm this 

conclusion. They state that “Entrepreneurs within such firms mainly rely on personal experience 

and on the success and failures of similar businesses to decide on their innovative strategy. Small-

scale trail-and-error experiments, rather than large-scale R&D activities, precede the introduction 

of new products and new processes.”. 

 

Although leaders mainly finance their projects with own resources, they do not hesitate to use 

subsidies when necessary. They know where to find and how to attract subsidies for projects that 

are just too expensive. This makes it possible to conduct more demanding and breakthrough 

project. Followers are impeded by the administrational obligations necessary to receive subsidies. 

So they finance their projects also by themselves, but without additional resources from subsidies. 

This limits the scale of the projects they are able to conduct. Limiting them to minor, incremental 

developments. Avermaete et al. (2003) explain further that innovation at small food firms is not 

based on actual R&D effort. According the authors, this results from the lack of means and know-

how to invest in R&D activities.  
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Projects at leaders take considerable time and are targeted to result in a sustainable competitive 

advantage; i.e. they have a long-term focus. Development processes at followers are dominated by 

short-term projects. As said, traditional agro-food entrepreneurs live by the day or the season. 

Accordingly, development projects have a similar scope. This results in a predominance of 

incremental – that is, relatively easy to conduct in a short amount of time – projects.  

 

Leaders typically make effective use of their networks to attract competencies. They collaborate 

with supply chain parties, they are not impeded to establish partnerships with parties form other 

backgrounds, and both traditional and non-traditional knowledge institutes are involved in 

partnerships. Additionally, partnerships typically have a structural nature where trust plays an 

important role. Leaders are prepared to share knowledge to enhance the chance to succeed and to 

build trust between partners. The conscious use of ones network also involve evaluating the 

partnership. If partnerships do not work anymore – e.g. conflicting goals – leaders are prepared to 

terminate them. Collaboration at followers differs to a large extent from the leaders. First, there is 

little cooperation in general and many entrepreneurs conduct similar and marginal project; i.e. 

projects with a limited scope. In other words, innovation at the group of followers is very 

fragmentized. Additionally, followers restrict themselves to their traditional environment. If they 

cooperate, they cooperate with comparable enterprises which they know from their study clubs and 

cooperative meetings. This also holds for the involvement of knowledge institutes. When 

contacting knowledge institutes, they restrict themselves to the traditional ones. Followers face 

difficulties to get access to networks from other backgrounds. They do have extensive experience 

in cooperating and know how to do it. However, (historically) this involved parties from their own 

environment/background. This situation limits the pool of potential sources to complement missing 

competencies. The only competence they have direct access to are the capacity of colleagues who 

conduct comparable activities. Hence, it is not surprising that bulk is still a dominant focus area.       

 

Launch 

The leaders develop a clear launch model. They consider alternatives about how to market their 

new products (or concepts) and develop a way to optimize their chances of success. In contrast, 

followers do not approach the launch effort in such an organised way. Due to the role of auctions 

and traders, and the lack of experience/ability in marketing activities, the launch effort at followers 

is limited. Additionally, the product is based on internal ideas and abilities, instead of particular 

customer demands. This makes it even harder to effectively launch a product, because market 

potential is not tested and could be low as well. They did not have a target customer when the idea 

was born, so in this phase, they have no clue on which customer they should focus. The lack of 

marketing abilities at agro-food SME is further confirmed by Simmons et al. (2007). 

 

Additional and final remarks 

Regardless of a specific project phase, the reputation of leaders facilitates innovation in that their 

progressive attitude is observed by others and that they are considered as potential partner. In 

contrast, followers do lack a history of innovation and cannot gain from such advantage.  

 

Overall, the conclusion can be drawn that radical innovations are initiated by a group of leaders. 

Further, it can be concluded that factors in right column of figure 7 – that is, the characteristics of 

innovation processes at followers – result in incremental developments. They clearly result from 

the lack of ability and experience to innovate. Avermaete et al. (2003) draw a similar conclusion. 

Their survey concerning small food firms demonstrates that a lot of small firms implement some 

type of innovation. However, these were mainly innovations in the sense of the introduction of 

something new from the firm’s perspective rather than in the strict sense of the first time this type 

of change has ever be introduced. So developments mainly concern improvements and technology 

adoption, instead of introducing new-to-the-world products or concepts.   
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6.1.2 Differences regarding problems/challenges 

Two conclusions can be drawn from the nature and differences of the problems/challenges arising 

in innovation processes. First, leaders face problems comparable to other branches and innovation 

processes in general. This was already concluded in section 4.2.2. Second, the major additional 

problems at followers result from the identified differences with the leaders. The limited experience 

and structure at followers results in difficulties to conduct innovation process, especially when 

concerning more demanding projects. The problem that initiatives have limited potential and 

deliver limited competitive advantages results also from the identified characteristics of the 

followers. That is, it results from the short-term, low resource demanding and incremental project 

they typically pursue.  

6.2 Opportunities and trends 
This section will provide opportunities for stimulating innovation in the agro-food sector. Section 

6.2.1 presents opportunities based on the interview outcomes supplemented with additional 

literature. Section 6.2.2 will highlight some relevant trends which could serve as inspiration for 

practitioners.   

6.2.1 Opportunities  

The identified opportunities result from concluding paragraph 6.1, opportunities already mentioned 

during the interviews, and from additional insights from literature. In most instances these three 

sources overlap, validating the implications made in this paragraph. Figure 8 provides an overview 

of the directions for opportunities. These will further be elaborated in this section.  

 

- Focus on marketing activities and value creation based on specific customer demands

- Food service and niches

- Supply Chains 

- External focus

- Non-traditional partnerships

- Learn to innovate

- Success breeds success

- Economical crises

Directions for opportunities

 

As concluded, innovation in the agro-food sector can be characterized as being very incremental. 

The current situation and future development of the agro-food sector regarding innovation can be 

evaluated with the help of the technology S-curve. In short, this framework is used in management 

literature to describe the substitution of new for old technologies at the industry level. It has 

become a framework to think about technology strategy. It represents a theory of potential for 

technological improvement; i.e. performance of innovation effort. The theory states that in the early 

phases of a technology, the rate of performance progress is low. Then, a phase follows in which the 

rate of technological improvement increases. Eventually, technology matures – which in practice 

means that it approaches its natural or physical limits – which requires that (relatively) ever greater 

periods of time and/or inputs of effort are needed to achieve (only) incremental improvements. 

(Christensen, 1992) This framework can also be applied to innovation in the agro-food sector. In 

history, innovation and development in the agro-food sector have made great progress and resulted 

in major performance improvements. However, developments based on the traditional model have 

to a certain extent reached their limits. This is illustrated in figure 9a. A scientific research based 

Figure 8: Overview of the direction for opportunities 
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analysis
14

 regarding the technological Euregion (which includes the target region of LIOF) 

acknowledges this.  
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When the current way of innovation continues, radical innovation is very unlikely to appear. 

Incremental developments will continue to dominant the sector. Even when great amounts of time 

and effort are put in the current direction, mainly incremental developments will appear because of 

the approaching threshold. Figure 9b illustrates the future development of performance of 

innovation in the agro-food sector when no action is taken. This figure shows that no limited 

progression will be made. 
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To substantially enhance performance, the agro-food sector needs some fundamental changes to get 

rid of the limitations that the traditional model characterises and result in incremental 

                                                      
14 This research, titled Technological topEuregio SWOT analysis, was conducted by Hochschule Niederrhein and Etil (a research 

organisation).  

Figure 9b: Indication of the development of the agro-food sector when continuing current approach 

Figure 9a: Indication of the current position of the agro-food sector (source: see footnote 12) 
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developments. Instead of continuing the historical path as illustrated in figure 9b, the sector needs 

to rethink the entire way they innovate. New directions and innovation processes can deliver 

substantial performance improvements, as illustrated in figure 9c. Moreover, Skilton and Dooley 

(2002) found support for the hypotheses that the connection between innovation and productivity 

improvements will be weak when technological knowledge is mature. In other words, innovating in 

the mature situation in which the agro-food sector finds itself nowadays is very unlikely to result in 

severe productivity improvements. Continuing the past direction would not result in major 

improvements, regardless of the amount of effort entrepreneurs put into innovation. Only an entire 

new approach can realize this.  
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The challenge is to facilitate more radical innovation. That is, realizing the degree of progress as 

portrayed in figure 9c. The leaders provided useful insights how to establish this. The opportunities 

mentioned in this section are basically targeted to make NPD more radical. 

 

Focus on marketing activities and value creation based specific customer demands  

Currently, supply exceeds demand (the market is saturated) and a prevailing focus on bulk 

production does not fit the present market situation anymore. Additionally, producing in The 

Netherlands is relatively expensive compared to other regions (e.g. Eastern Europe and Asia) 

nowadays. Consequential, competing on cost price does not suite the current situation anymore. 

The costs of energy, labour, and farmland are exceeding the ones of other regions. Opportunities 

lay in other directions than volume/economies of scale and internal processes to reduce cost price. 

Moreover, because these areas have currently limited potential for improvements; i.e. to some 

degree, a threshold has been reached. Vast opportunities lay in innovation regarding the creation of 

added value and high-quality products. Instead of the focus on internal processes, marketing 

activities become more and more important and in this area, there is still much room for 

improvements. One could think about new product-market combination. That is, putting products 

in another way into the market. Another option is product differentiation; i.e. creating a product 

with its own identity instead of an anonymous product. Demand should consciously be created 

based on customer requirements. Some market pull should be apparent to ensure future demand for 

current projects. That is, innovation should to a considerable extent be based on demand from a 

specified market/customer group and has to be noticeable before the actual development project 

takes off. This implies that customers are involved in development projects. In general, Traill and 

Meulenberg (2002) highlight that changing consumer demand and food-related lifestyles (also see 

Figure 9c: Indication of the potential development of the agro-food sector when rethinking innovation 
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Exhibit 3 

A survey regarding customer behaviour in grocery stores 

pointed out that the time that elapses between the sight of a 

product and the actual act to put it in the shopping cart is 

only a few seconds. In other words, the first impression, and 

therefore the attractiveness, is a critical factor in the 

purchase behaviour of customers in grocery stores. (source: 

interview with Kees de Gooijer) 

the trends in section 6.2.2) result in finer market segmentation, suggesting the need for upgrading 

marketing competencies.  

 
In terms of the so-called competitive strategies presented by Porter (1985), the agro-food sector is 

dominated by companies who pursue cost leadership. However, one of the major implications of 

this competitive strategy is that in a particular market, only a few companies can be successful cost 

leaders. That is, only one company can be the cheapest. This company is the initial supplier, than 

follows the second cheapest, etcetera, until the demand is fulfilled. Therefore, competing on price 

can result in very severe competition. In terms of Porter’s competitive strategies, opportunities for 

the agro-food sector lay in differentiation strategies. Following such strategies, a sustainable 

competitive advantage is realized offering products or services that are better in terms of quality, 

performance, features, delivery, support end so on (Burgelman et al., 2004).  

 
Another framework can be used to illustrate the current situation in the agro-food sector (with 

respect to followers). Harris et al. (1981) provide a matrix to evaluate the technology portfolio of 

firms. Consultants “borrowed” this framework to help companies to form strategies regarding their 

portfolio (Jobber and Fahy, 2003). This adjusted version is shown in figure 10. Followers have a 

predominant focus on the lower right quadrant (i.e. “Dogs”). That is, a low market potential and a 

low relative market share. Implications from literature regarding this quadrant describe that: 

“Inertial forces often lead to continued investment in R&D beyond the level at which reasonable 

returns can be expected. Regular reviews of investment patterns may indicate a need to disengage 

and redeploy resources.” (Burgelman et al., 2004) Basically, this quadrant does not provide severe 

opportunities for improvement. Remaining in this situation would not result in new developments 

with great impact on performance. Opportunities lay in growth markets and areas with more market 

potential in general, and in markets where companies can realize a (relatively) higher market share; 

e.g. niches. 
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When added value is created, opportunities lay in effectively translating value through proper 

marketing. However, it has been observed that followers typically lack marketing related 

competencies. Among producers, awareness should be created that marketing activities are often 

critical to effectively develop and 

launch new products. It appears for 

example that making products more 

attractive is an important aspect of 

the launch effort (the survey 

outcomes presented in exhibit 3 

illustrate this). A literature review 

conducted by Hoffman et al. (1998) 

also denoted marketing effort as an 

Figure 10: Technology portfolio classification matrix (source: Jobber and Fahy (2003)) 
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important determinant of success of SMEs innovative efforts. Producers can be assisted for 

compensating their lack of expertise in these kind of activities. Facilitating the access to market 

knowledge is an important implication.  

 

A meta-analysis of Song et al. (2008) also stresses the importance of marketing experience related 

to success. The meta-analysis, concerning success factors of new ventures, concluded that 

marketing experience is a positive significant (meta)factor correlated with venture performance. 

This could (partly) explain the limited performance of followers in the agro-food sector. Namely, 

these entrepreneurs lack marketing experience and the venture performance can indeed be 

considered limited. Consequently, this implies that it is important that such experience is build.  

 

Food service and niches 

Retailers were identified as a supply chain party with a very high level of bargaining power, 

especially compared to SME production companies. This is also acknowledged in academic 

literature (e.g. Simmons et al., 2007). As a producer of anonymous bulk goods, you are always 

interchangeable because of the current level of supply. Two opportunities follow from this 

observation. First, one could ask themselves whether the retail channel is the right channel for 

small business? Putting it like this, niches and the food service (out-of-home) channel become 

interesting areas with great opportunities, especially for small businesses. Margins are typically 

higher and the added value is appreciated to a larger extent compared to the retail channel. An 

additional effect is that food service parties like restaurants can 

serve as ‘test’ locations for experimenting with new products 

which in the future could end up in grocery stores. So it offers 

opportunities to tap new markets. Niches can also be an 

interesting option (also illustrated by Simmons et al. (2007)). 

Niches often offer a better balance between demand and supply 

and customers in such niches typically reward the added value 

and are willing to pay a reasonable price. Niche markets are 

further particular interesting for small entrepreneurs because 

volumes are relatively small and (relatively) higher market 

shares can be established. However, what also can be observed 

is that, in time, many of these niche markets grow to 

conventional bulk markets where competition is dominated by 

low/competitive prices. This is an important potential pitfall to 

take into account. A successful example of the focus on a niche 

market and the food service channel is example of Excellence 

Fish in section 4.1.2. In summary, opportunities for small 

businesses who want to differentiate themselves with products 

delivering added value, lay in the food-service channel and in 

some specific niches.  

 

The second opportunity to establish a stronger position in 

respect to retailers and traders is that producers could cooperate 

with other producers (see the example of the initiative of the 

cucumber sector in the South-East region of The Netherlands; 

article 1). When cooperating, they have more power to influence 

the price and they are able to set more pressure on traders. 

Because the volumes which the producers can offer becomes 

interesting for retailers to directly approach such cooperation. 

That is, retailers do business with traders because they are able 

to deliver a comprehensive assortment and consistent supply. 

This characteristic is also acknowledged by Simmons et al. 

(2007). If a cooperation can deliver the entire volume of a 

certain product, they also become more interesting for retailers.   

Article 1: Newspaper article in 
Dutch. Source: Dagblad De 
Limburger; July 18

th
, 2009 
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Exhibit 4 

When producers and retailers do not communicate effectively, 

it can happen that efforts of producers have no effect. Consider 

the example of a producer who produces a product with less 

harmful fats (e.g. replacing traditional fats with omega-3 or 

omega-6 fatty acids). Obviously, this product has a 

differentiating value because it delivers health benefits. 

However, when the packager, trader or retailer does not offer 

this product as being different and fails to emphasize the 

distinctive characteristics, consumers will not be triggered to 

pay a higher price. So the producer is not rewarded for the 

effort and the initiative will not result in a positive economical 

effect for the company. 

 

Academic literature also provides an implication regarding cooperation to strengthen the position in 

respect to influential parties. Gnyawali and Park (2009) suggest a so-called “co-opetition” strategy; 

i.e. the simultaneous pursuit of competition and collaboration. This should help SMEs to develop 

their ability to effectively pursue technological innovations. The key motivation for co-opetition is 

to create common benefits and to overcome industry pressures such as increased pressure on 

margins and consequently less room for investing in R&D. Collaboration with competitors can be 

an option in several ways: because competitors have high degree of market commonality and 

resource similarity, they will find that competitors’ resources are most useful to each other. Further, 

competitors’ resources are likely to be directly useful. Moreover, because competitors face similar 

external challenges and can, together with ones own efforts, attack such challenges more 

effectively. 

 

An additional implication can be made about expanding ones market to foreign countries. 

Innovation in agro-food is affected by the economic status of a country (Earle, 1997). This could 

have major implications in the case that a entrepreneur has to deal unknown foreign markets where 

economic states is likely to deviate from the home market. In such markets, it is likely that 

consumers have other characteristics. It is therefore advised to evaluate the specific consumer 

attributes of new markets to effectively deal with their preferences.     

 

Supply Chains 

Opportunities also lay in the supply chain. Cooperation in the supply chain (vertical integration) 

facilitates more reasonable prices. Provided that it is effective, supply chains could be reduced in 

size or made more efficient. Cooperation between supply chain parties also facilitates more 

effective idea generation processes and more effective innovation efforts in general (the example in 

exhibit 4 illustrates potential difficulties). Customer needs, visible at the end of the supply chain 

can be communicated to producers so that supply is matched to actual demands. Supply chain 

integrations ask for high levels of trust, the willingness to share information, and managing 

information flows. Additionally, transparency is important. Agro-food enterprises are used to 

processes in which they maintain an overview of all the activities. So it is likely that they are only 

willing to engage in transparent processes. Transparency also facilitates trust. In closed supply 

chains where parties know each other well, trust is more likely to be present, but especially in new 

and more open chains, this will be a major challenge. Supply chain integration turns out to be quite 

difficult. Some interviewees stated that they cannot be effective because entrepreneurs are not 

prepared to share vital information. So the first challenge is to mobilize parties to engage in supply 

chain related initiatives and establish mutual trust. There are however already some leaders who 

managed to successfully complete innovations regarding supply chain integration. Additionally, 

academic literature also provides indications that cooperation in the supply chain can facilitate 

innovation. Rama (1996), for instance, concludes that “A number of food and beverage industries 

rely more on suppliers than on internal effort for technological innovations.” The author further 

implies for public policy makers 

that cooperation with suppliers 

must be recognized as a relevant 

means for improving the 

technological level of the food and 

beverages industry. So, this 

research, specifically concerning 

the food and beverages industry, 

concludes that innovation is 

unlikely to come from internal 

effort as observed at the followers. 

Instead, the cooperation with 

supply chain parties like suppliers 

facilitates innovation. Matopoulus 
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et al. (2007) confirm that collaboration in the supply chain is limited to operational issues and to 

logistic-related activities, but that supply chain collaboration is of significant importance for the 

agro-food industry. They further state that this situation results from the nature of the industry’s 

product and the structure of the sector and its supply chains. Matopoulus et al. (2007) also denote 

the lack of trust as one of the critical factors affecting the limited intensity of collaboration in 

supply chains. Results from a survey of Leat and Revoredo-Giha (2008) considering red meat 

supply chains, further strengthen the implication made about the supply chain integration. The 

survey showed that customer awareness amongst producers is low. The authors further found that 

the level of trust between supply chain parties is low, particularly in relation to price. Earle (1997) 

further states that vertical cooperation and integration can stimulate innovation in food systems 

because opportunities rise to bring a wider range of abilities into the innovation process.  

 

Song et al. (2008) conducted a meta-analysis not targeted on innovation in particular, but factors 

influencing venture performance in general. Their findings show that supply chain integration is 

strongly (positive and significantly) correlated with venture performance. This further not only 

highlights that opportunities lay in this direction, but that supply chain integration is an important 

success factor in general.  

 

Supply chain integration and optimizing logistics further provides opportunities to enhance 

customer service. A specific example is composing orders more efficiently to reduce the amount of 

rides. Mark that optimizing such activities is influenced by the perishable characteristic of the 

product in the agro-food sector. Optimizing logistics in this sector is therefore a major challenge in 

supply chain management. Supply chain integration could help such processes because information 

of early activities in the supply chain helps to eliminate uncertainties. According to Taylor (2006), 

supply chain integration and demand management in agro-food supply chains lowers costs through 

reduction of waste, reduction of inventory and by providing a basis for more efficient production 

and delivery processes. This is particular important in supply chains concerning perishable 

products. 

 

External focus 

A lot of development projects are executed within the boundaries of one company or with limited 

cooperation. When cooperation occurs, typical partners are parties from the close and traditional 

environment of the entrepreneur. This situation limits the scope and potential of development 

processes. In other words, in this situation it is likely that developments are incremental by nature 

and it fails to facilitate more radical innovation. In general, collaboration has positive effects on 

R&D performance (Czarnitzki et al., 2007). Further recall the conclusion of Rama (1996) that 

internal effort has limited effect on innovation. Opportunities for more radical changes lay in the 

initiatives that exceed the boundaries of one company and even the boundaries of the sector they 

operate in. That is, opportunities lay in non-traditional combinations and the interface of different 

areas/sectors. This includes the application of existing processes in new ways, (minor) extensions 

or adjustments. 

 

Another remark can be made in respect to cooperation instead of conducting project within one 

company to result in more radical innovation. Song et al. (2008) imply that a radical innovation 

strategy is too risky for independent ventures, whereas corporate ventures share risks with their 

parent companies. In turn, this could also imply that cooperation in general is suitable to share risks 

among partners and facilitate radical innovation. 

 

Non-traditional partnerships 

As said, more radical opportunities typically result from incorporating developments from other 

branches. Focussing externally asks for cooperation, and particular for non-traditional cooperation 

with parties from other backgrounds. Non-obvious sources are the sources to come up with really 

new insights and potentially breakthrough innovations. New kind of networks are required to 

establish this. That is, instead of the homogeneous networks from the past resulting in incremental 
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innovation, heterogeneous networks offer greater opportunities for more radical developments. 

According to Shane (2000), entrepreneurs discover opportunities related to the information that 

they already possess. The author proposes that entrepreneurs can and will discover opportunities 

through recognition rather than search. This implies that entrepreneurs who have a more diverse 

network around them and come along more opportunities, are likely to come up with more diverse 

ideas. Currently, traditional agro-food entrepreneurs do not have such networks. This requires 

breaking down the compartmentalization mindset and facilitating the connection to new networks. 

And maybe even adjustments to the governmental system where a distinction is made between 

responsibilities of the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and 

Food Quality. More overlap would facilitate the accessibility to heterogenic sources and 

consequently more radical innovations. Straete (2008) also argues that new networks need to be 

created to target development regarding diversification. That is, current opportunities regarding 

value-added component, e.g. like the example of function foods, require new kinds of networks. 

Straete (2008) further adds that, especially small firms cannot find relevant competencies in what 

can be called the ‘natural’ infrastructure of the traditional value chain; i.e. they need alternatives 

from outside the conventional innovation/development system.  

 

One positive characteristic of the agro-food entrepreneur is the strong ability to cooperate. The 

closed cooperative system facilitated open communication and cooperation which stimulate joint 

development within sub-branches. Now, it is the challenge to use this competency in new non-

traditional partnership. In general, it is not the willingness to engage in such partnerships, but the 

lack of knowledge how and where to find relevant parties.  

 

Potential parties can be found anywhere. Other businesses in- and outside the traditional supply 

chain; i.e. vertical contacts (in the supply chain), horizontal parties (parties on the same level, but in 

other branches), and diagonal interactions (supply chain parties from other sectors) can deliver 

useful sources for more radical innovation project. Knowledge institutes can also be considered. 

Including non-traditional ones like TU/e for technical, logistical and organisational related 

knowledge, or UM for life-science related expertise. However, recall that followers are typically 

hampered to involve knowledge institutes. Establishing cooperation between followers and such 

institutes can therefore be a major challenge. Baardseth (1999) confirms this situation in an article 

about technology transfer to food SMEs. The author further supports the notion that these problems 

arise from historical developments regarding the organizational structure of the sector. Mark in 

addition that knowledge should not be searched by definition at knowledge institutes. High-tech 

companies like DSM/Chemelot and Philips can be potential partners too.  

 

Great opportunities to establish the connection with parties from other background lay in the 

geographical location LIOF and their target companies operate in. The South-East region of The 

Netherlands is characterised by a great amount and diverse set of companies. Therefore the region 

offers a lot of opportunities for non-traditional and heterogeneous connections. There are a lot of 

small businesses with very specific expertise. When these parties find each other and bundle their 

competencies, this could facilitate innovation to a large extent. Recall the implication based on the 

research of Shane (2000) mentioned earlier. Remark further that this situation also attracts parties 

from elsewhere to this particular region. So facilitating innovation could result in a positive spiral 

and progressively stimulate the region as a whole. Related to the diversity of the region is the 

fragmentation that can be observed. That is, many parties are already busy with comparable, but 

limited initiatives. When these parties would combine their efforts, projects are likely to have a 

broader scope, more potential, and consequently more impact. A lot of knowledge is already 

available and it is not necessary to create it by your own. Inventing the wheel over and over again 

is not really efficient and should be prevented. An example is that an equipment manufacturer who 

already developed machinery for one product and can adjust it for application in other sub-sectors. 

In short, opportunities lay in the combination of such limited scaled initiatives. Thus, the challenge 

and opportunities lay in the matching of relevant parties (especially the ones already present in the 

region). 
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As in supply chain developments, sharing information is critical in every innovation process which 

concerns multiple actors. Sharing information and knowledge is important to establish effective 

partnerships to conduct more radical innovation process because it is very unlikely that (SME) 

businesses poses all the necessary competencies. A major challenge is to facilitate this process, 

because the reluctance to share information results in rigid development processes. One 

interviewee used the following metaphor, “many entrepreneurs keep their card so close to their 

chest that they have trouble looking into them themselves”.  

 

Learn to innovate 

A major conclusion of the analysis of innovation processes in the agro-food sector is that the 

entrepreneurs have limited expertise to innovate. Innovation at (agro-food) SMEs is further 

constrained because these company typically do not have an R&D department. Therefore, this 

should be facilitated somehow (one example of an initiative in this direction is the so-called 

Kennis-Kunde-Kassa organisation managed by a main board containing representatives from the 

Province of Limburg, municipalities/region, and Ondernemend Limburg (representing SMEs)). 

This should however not result into a situation where innovation processes are taken over from the 

entrepreneurs. This should mean that they are ‘pampered’ again. Clear opportunities lay in teaching 

the entrepreneurs skills to conduct innovation processes; i.e. learning them to innovate. The 

challenge lays in making SMEs conscious about the need to structure processes. The traditional 

agro-food SME organization model should develop into an organization model as can be observed 

in other branches. This transition is already going on because the number of one-man an traditional 

family businesses already declines. The fraction of larger scale business rises and this will result in 

more businesses with organizational structures comparable to other branches. That is, these 

businesses act in a more professional way in that their organisation contains a more comprehensive 

set of business activities, including activities like marketing and business development. In 

literature, the concept of total innovation management is prescribed as such comprehensive 

approach to conduct innovation. Literature concerning total innovation management states that 

combining all aspects of innovation in the company and related to consumers and the market, will 

lead to improved innovation performance and competition (Earle, 1997). 

 

For businesses where this transition has not occurred, learning to innovate starts with matching 

entrepreneurs with people who can complement the entrepreneurial capabilities. Moreover because 

the level of knowledge, competencies and resources available or accessible determine the level of 

innovation occurring in a company (Earle, 1997). The South-East region of The Netherlands 

possesses great opportunities to do this. One example of potential partners to help agro-food 

entrepreneurs to complement their entrepreneurial capabilities are private investors who have 

affinity with the project. From the one hand, they can provide risk capital. From the other hand, 

they can provide entrepreneurial knowledge and expertise, and their extensive network to facilitate 

the innovation project.  

 

Mark that it is not the willingness, but the ability which hampers cooperation with non-traditional 

partners and the engagement in more radical innovation processes. When initiatives are organized, 

entrepreneurs do show interest. It is not by definition required that entrepreneurs can conduct 

innovation processes by themselves, but they should be able to attract missing competencies. This 

starts with a competency scan to evaluating the competencies currently available within the 

company and the required competencies to conduct innovation processes. It is important to 

acknowledge your weaknesses, only than you can compensate for them.  

 

It has to be highlighted that the strong characteristics of the entrepreneurs should still be addressed. 

They should still benefit form the advantageous competencies they already possess. One example is 

the advantage of SMEs that they are able to make quick decisions. Due to the size of these 

companies, decision processes are often short. The response time to developments within the 

environment is short, improving the chances for success of innovation processes. Together with the 

characteristic that agro-food entrepreneurs typically act in an adequate way. This implies that 
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initiatives to facilitate entrepreneurs should also be adequate and efficient. These entrepreneurs will 

not participate in initiatives which ask for extensive administrative obligations and long decision-

making processes. A step-wise approach, starting with a limited scope seems to be an appropriate 

way to trigger followers to conduct more radical innovation processes. Over time, the scope can 

than be extended, to result in more extensive and multi-dimensional projects. 

 

A final opportunity to facilitate the ability to conduct innovation processes is attracting young 

employees with management or business education. They do not possess the technical knowledge 

of the entrepreneurs, but they can provide new insights and have a broader background in terms of 

different organisational aspects. Examples are knowledge about marketing, logistics, human 

resource management and information technology.    

 

Success breeds success 

Opportunities lay in the presence of leaders. Analogue to the way they are used to shape this master 

thesis, they can be used as examples for others. Moreover, they can serve as potential partners in 

innovation processes at followers. Ideas can arise when entrepreneurs read about or see 

developments from others. They can also learn or be triggered by failures and mistakes from 

others. Opportunities lay in bringing entrepreneurs, both leaders and followers, closer to each other 

and inform them about projects at other businesses. In general, showing that innovation can be 

successful could facilitate other entrepreneurs to innovate as well. However, involving leaders 

should be done with caution. They often have such an advanced position, that they do not see the 

necessity to cooperate with followers. So it could be a challenge to incorporate them and keep them 

motivated to act as an example.  

 

At leaders, it can be observed that their past experience in innovation processes helps them to 

innovate again. This principle should also be transferred to followers. If they have no experience, it 

is not surprising that they require help. However, if they gain experience in development processes 

and learn more and more to innovate, they probably require less help in the organisational activities 

of innovation. For example; they still require technical knowledge for new projects, but they do not 

require knowledge about involving other parties or structure their innovation processes. A clear 

example of such process is the development of Newtricious, described in example A. Academic 

literature also widely adopts the idea that success breeds success. Alfrance et al. (2002) specifically 

analysed whether current innovation has an enduring effect on future innovation activities at food 

and beverage firms. The outcomes demonstrate that food and beverage firms show a stable pattern 

of technology accumulation where success breeds success. So, past innovation strongly influences 

current innovation.  

 

Economical crises 

After World War II, the agro-food sector has made great progression because there was an apparent 

need to improve. There was a certain degree of poverty and the conditions were far from optimal 

(i.e. much research was needed to effectively conduct agricultural activities in this region due to 

difficulties concerning climate and soil). This could imply that a period of crises can facilitate the 

degree of innovation. So opportunities for a mindset in which radical innovation have a more 

prevailing role comes from the possibility that the current economical crises triggers entrepreneurs 

to think more actively about changes. In this context, an interesting outcome of a survey of 

Avermaete et al. (2003) is their implication that regions with better economical performance have 

the least innovative firms. This could imply that if no critical need is apparent, the level of 

innovation is influenced in a negative way.   

6.2.2 Trends 

Besides the implications directly based on the outcomes of the interviews, there are also general 

trends relevant for the agro-food sector. Some will be highlighted as examples of opportunities for 

future directions. A differentiation is made regarding the nature of the trends. Namely trends 
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concerning internal processes, product, supply chain, government, and one trend regarding all 

areas. This section contains some references which can be used for further reading regarding the 

associated topics. A thorough evaluation of trends falls outside the scope of this thesis project. 

 

Internal process 

There are some developments in the agro-food sector which are already adopted to a relatively 

large extent. Typically, they concern developments regarding production activities/internal 

processes. One example are developments regarding energy; i.e. sustainability initiatives. 

Initiatives regarding automation (e.g. RFID
15

) apparently also remain interesting. As well as 

development concerning the use of robots to save labour expenses. A final example is the so-called 

multifunctional agribusiness (also refered as verbrede landbouw in Dutch). This trend concerns 

businesses that offer additional services besides their production of agricultural products. Examples 

are healthcare, recreation, tourism and energy supply.  

 

Product 

Concerning the product itself, there are quite some interesting developments. First, customers 

demand more and more a diverse product range. Second, the decrease of harmful 

compounds/ingredients (e.g. sugar and salt) is currently a topic in the spotlights. This can be a 

problem in price sensitive agro-food markets because substitute compounds typically make 

products more expensive. It is likely that the ambition to serve bulk markets with such products is 

difficult and that the initial focus on a niche market – where customers are willing to pay more for 

the added value – is more suitable. Closely related to this topic is the current attention for health 

conscious products, named functional foods (recall the Macula egg in example A, section 4.1.1). 

Recent academic publications (e.g. Thompson and Moughan (2008)) show the current attention for 

functional foods. In turn, the trend regarding functional foods results in developments in the area of 

biotechnology. Another trend concerns convenience food or ready-to-eat meals. In society, a 

tendency towards easy and fast ways to prepare meals is going on; i.e. ease of consumption is more 

and more valued. This requires more preparation for the producer. Another closely related 

emerging trend is the rise in popularity of personalised nutrition and mass customization (see 

Boland, (2008)). This does not only apply to individual preferences in respect to taste, but also 

individual needs regarding health (e.g. diabetics) and diets for athletes. Besides the consumer 

market, the institutional market also delivers great potential for these products. Finally, a recent 

development concerns sustainable packaging. The rise of environmental conscious mindset 

demands that packages are recyclable and eco-friendly. According to Simmons et al. (2007) and 

Traill and Meulenberg (2002) trends relevant for agro-food SMEs result mainly from lifestyle 

changes in society. This can also be observed by the examples concerning products. Current trends 

have to do with quality attributes instead of price (Simmons et al., 2007). This validates the 

proposed switch from cost oriented developments to initiatives concerning adding value.   

 

Supply chain 

Regarding the supply chain, ongoing developments are present for optimization. Vertical 

integration is a specific example of such. Another trend regarding supply chains is the tendency of 

western companies (i.e. from the agglomeration of cities in the western part of The Netherlands; 

Randstad in Dutch) to settle themselves in the region of Venlo to have a better geographical 

position in respect to Germany and the rest of Europe. A specific trend regarding the food service 

channel is so-called ‘Decoupled cooking’. This concept has become more and more attention and 

stands for a way of cooking were the moment of production and the moment of serving is not 

successive anymore. Decoupled cooking is for example becoming a standard in Dutch care 

institutes. The separate ingredients which the cook of these institutes receives are previously 

prepared. His/her task is to assemble, to portion and to enrich the meal (e.g. with sauce). Than the 

meal has to be warmed/regenerated and served. Mark that one could also denote this trend as a 

development regarding the product. Finally, the rise of popularity of convenience food (mentioned 

                                                      
15 Radio Frequency IDentification 
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in the former section) has also major implications for the supply chain. That is, convenience food 

asks for more steps in the supply chain, and therefore developments in this area. Closely related to 

convenience food are opportunities in the so-called gray channel
16

.   

 

Governmental 

The Ministry of Economic Affair and the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality 

approach each other more and more to serve the agro-food sector in more comprehensive manner. 

One practical example is the introduction of vouchers which can be applied in a broader sense than 

in the past. Another example is the fact that LIOF – being an organ functioning for the ministry of 

Economic Affairs - adopted the target area agro-food. Finally, there are some collective projects 

like the Greenport initiative.   

 

Overall 

Applicable for all layers in the value chain is the current attention for the concept of Cradle-2-

Cradle. This concept demands that both products and processes, internally as well as along the 

entire supply chain, are completely sustainable. In short, this principle strives for a situation in 

which every used resource is recyclable. This to minimize (or preferably eliminate) waste. 

Opportunities for using waste materials are not limited to energy related applications. They are also 

further processed to extract nutrients which are used to enrich nurture for humans, animals and soil. 

 

In conclusion one could mark that most trends demand cooperation with non-traditional parties. An 

obvious examples is the cooperation with parties from the area of life-science to develop functional 

foods. Even for developments regarding internal processes, cooperation with non-traditional parties 

is required. Even for optimizing internal processes nowadays, the involvement of high-tech 

companies is often needed. Agricultural entrepreneurs are for example seldom able to conduct 

research regarding RFID and sustainable energy entirely by themselves. A final remark regarding 

trends is that, in academic literature, some of these trends were already identified more than ten 

years ago. However, they are still denoted as trends in the current business environment. An 

example is that Earle (1997) already mentioned customization and convenience food as potential 

new directions. This implies that academic knowledge can be very useful and should not be 

underestimated as an progressive source for idea generation for innovation.   

                                                      
16

 Examples belonging to the gray channel are petrol stations with shops along highways and camping shops. These facilities establish a 

shop besides their primary/core activities to serve the rising demand for consumption at those kinds of locations. 
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7 Recommendations for LIOF 
This chapter will address the last part of the assignment. That is, provide recommendations for 

LIOF to facilitate innovation in the agro-food sector. First (in section 7.1), an introduction 

regarding the recommendations is given including a discussion of the target group for LIOF; i.e. 

leaders versus followers. The further recommendations can roughly be divided into three themes.  

These themes are:  

1. Organizing for more radical innovation processes 

2. Infrastructure and accessibility of external and adequate support 

3. Financial / subsidy arrangements 

It has to be acknowledged that the themes have some overlap. An obvious example is that subsidy 

programs also facilitate organisational issues, like the consideration of strategic directions in a 

business plan. The themes will be addressed in three consecutive sections (7.2, 7.3 and 7.4). The 

key points of the themes are listed at the end of the corresponding section. Section 7.5 will provide 

overall conclusions and recommendation that do not suite one particular theme. The final section 

(7.6) will provide a specific action plan for LIOF to practice the recommendations provided in the 

first five sections of this chapter. 

7.1 Introduction 
The group of SMEs is the most dominant group of the agro-food sector and therefore has a great 

influence on the performance of this sector. To boost performance and realize a strong sustainable 

position, it was concluded that the industry asks for more radical innovations. However, SMEs lack 

to a certain extent the possibilities to make this happen, both regarding skills and R&D budget. 

This results in the general conclusion that the sector needs support to make more radical innovation 

possible. It is however important to remark that the persistence of innovation does not depend on 

company size (Alfrance et al., 2002). So the dominance of SMEs should not be used as an excuse 

for the limited level if innovation performance of the agro-food sector.  

 

Another important (aggregated) conclusion is that the agro-food sector is lacking the ability to 

innovate, in that they lack certain entrepreneurial competencies resulting in incremental innovation. 

In general, opportunities for more radical innovation lay in bringing relevant partners together to 

establish new kind of partnerships. Both to come up with more radical ideas as well as for 

compensating the lacking competencies. For this reason, supporting entrepreneurs should not be 

initially focussed on providing financial resources in the form of subsidies. This was also stressed 

by many interviewees. LIOF can play an important role in this process. Busom and Fernández-

Ribas (2008) add that other tools might prove to be more effective, or at least, complementary to 

subsidies. Improving absorptive capacity of SMEs, increased competition, establishing efficient 

technology transfer offices and proper management of intellectual property are some examples of 

complementary policies as recently highlighted in literature. (Busom and Fernández-Ribas, 2008) 

 

Focus group: leaders and followers 

There appears to be no consensus whether to focus on leaders or followers, neither in literature or 

during the interviews. The argument in favour for followers reasons that leaders find their ways 

themselves and that followers are the ones that need support because they have trouble realizing 

radical innovation. In contrast, the argument for focussing on leaders is that leaders are intrinsically 

motivated to innovate and that supporting them will have a more structural effect. It is further 

argued that followers will remain followers, because they do not have the ambition similar to 

leaders. They are followers for a reason and made that decision consciously. People in favour for 

the latter option further argue that supporting the leaders will result in an overall increase in 

innovation because the whole ‘equation’ is going to be lifted to a higher level. That is, they reason 

that supporting leaders will also increase the level of followers because they follow a group that is 
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Exhibit 5 

With the support from LIOF and other facilitating organs, 

Excellence Fish was able to provide grow-out farmers with 

a reliable product with a promising economical potential. 

For grow-out farmers who could not compete anymore with 

their current product, Excellence Fish provides them a 

good alternative. In this way, other companies (followers) 

profit from the effort of Excellence Fish and indirectly from 

the support this company received from organs like LIOF. 

performing on a higher level. Figure 11 illustrates this intended transition. Probably, the truth lies 

somewhere in between, especially in the agro-food sector where radical innovation is less common. 

The analysis of the innovation processes in the agro-food sector provided the insight that both 

leaders and followers lack certain competencies or expertise needed to conduct more radical 

innovation. However, leaders typically know how to complement these competencies. They know 

their way to organs like LIOF. Thus for LIOF, ‘acquisition’ for this group asks for less effort than 

for followers. This however does not mean that leaders should not be supported. The analysis and 

examples in chapter 4 made clear that leaders do require support for projects that ask for multi-

dimensional input and additional financial resources. A lot of followers are also prepared to step 

into new directions, but have more trouble identifying the actual support they require. Additionally, 

they have more trouble finding and attracting such support. LIOF has to put more effort in 

approaching this group of followers to communicate possibilities in terms of new directions, means 

to achieve success in these directions, and the support LIOF can provide. Followers further require 

more effort to get them motivated.  

 

Current situation
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Another argument for focussing on followers is that it concerns a considerable larger group of 

enterprises. Due to the size, such group provides more potential to enhance the innovativeness of 

the sector as a whole (see the distribution leaders versus the rest as illustrated in figure 11). Let this 

be one off the main drivers for organs like LIOF; i.e. stimulating the economy as a whole. 

However, LIOF should ensure that they help entrepreneurs to the extent that they realize structural 

changes. Helping a lot of parties to a minor extent should be prevented.    

 

Stimulating leaders can further enhance the effect of successful examples. Recall the conclusion 

that success breeds success. 

Facilitating leaders can result in 

examples that serve to trigger and 

convince followers that radical projects 

can have potential. LIOF has to 

evaluate how the support of leaders 

affects the followers. Examples are to 

involve leaders as future partners for 

others and to provide success stories. 

In conclusion, one could reason that 

Figure 11: Illustration of the intended transition of innovation in the agro-food sector 
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followers have to follow something. The better the group they follow, the better they perform. The 

implication for LIOF is therefore to trigger the knock-on effect by also supporting leaders to assist 

the sector as a whole. In literature, this effect is denoted as a so-called spillover effect. Klette et al. 

(2000) suggest that subsidy programs can have an indirect effect on entire industries or technology 

clusters to which supported firms belong. This spillover effect is further illustrated in exhibit 5 

which provides an example from the interview with the participant representing Excellence Fish 

(example B; section 4.1.2). This is a clear example how success breeds success and how supporting 

leaders can have a positive effect on followers. 

 

Recommendations specially for leaders or followers cannot be given. Support should address 

specific dilemmas entrepreneurs face, regardless of the type of entrepreneur. Whether they are 

leaders of followers should not be a criterion for the type of support an entrepreneurs requires. It is 

important to support entrepreneurs on their individual needs.    

 

-Focus group: leaders and followers 

• Both groups lack certain competencies

• Both groups could use subsidies

• Supporting leaders can establish examples and create potential future partners

• A distinction in advance between the specific support of leaders and followers can not be made

Key points

 

7.2 Organizing for more radical innovation processes 
From the analysis provided in chapter 6, it turned out that entrepreneurs in the agro-food sector 

have trouble to execute more radical innovation processes. This section will address 

recommendations for LIOF for supporting entrepreneurs regarding the organisation of more 

radical innovation processes (theme 1).  

 

Signal, define and inspire 

The first task for LIOF, as a development agency, is to monitor developments in the agro-food 

sector. Only than, they are able to signal and define opportunities. It is their task to signal and 

combine fragmentized developments that can result in major opportunities. LIOF can use their 

expertise and involvement in a wide variety of areas to facilitate this process. Specifically, this 

means that agro-food project managers should be informed about activities and contacts of other 

colleagues; i.e. they have to be aware of the expertise and networks available within the 

organization of LIOF. Both formal and informal contacts should ensure a comprehensive picture of 

relevant developments in the region. This process of signalling and defining opportunities can also 

be done by entrepreneurs themselves. The role for LIOF is to facilitate this by bringing 

entrepreneurs together. There are already initiatives where such process can be observed, like at the 

Agrofood Community
17

. LIOF could do this by organizing workshops or network conferences 

around specific themes. For other applications, LIOF already organizes such initiatives. So, they 

have already experience in organizing these kinds of programs. To be effective, the selection of 

participants is very important. Only inviting leaders or entrepreneurs who were already supported 

by LIOF should be avoided. LIOF should strive to attract a mixed audience who can benefit from 

each other and from the connection with LIOF. These initiatives serve innovation in several ways. 

First, idea generation can be facilitated by the theme of the conference/workshop. For example by 

discussing trends and opportunities. Second, idea generation is further facilitated because 

                                                      
17 http://www.agrofood-community.nl/ 
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entrepreneurs come in contact with each other. And third, innovation processes are facilitated 

because opportunities arise for matchmaking for conducting projects in partnerships. 

 

Entrepreneurs should focus on areas where real opportunities are identified. An example (and 

conclusion from chapter 6) is that major opportunities for more radical innovation lay in the 

combination of product differentiation and corresponding marketing and sales efforts instead of 

focussing on internal processes targeted at cost reduction. Just providing entrepreneurs with ideas 

should however not be the target. Entrepreneurs should be triggered to look for ideas in areas 

where opportunities exist. The role of LIOF is to show them directions and making entrepreneurs 

enthusiastic. LIOF should further protect entrepreneurs against decisions that will lead to effort in 

directions with limited potential. The willingness/motivation to innovate has to come from the 

entrepreneurs themselves and should not be enforced. Enforcing entrepreneurs to innovate will not 

result in a structural increase in innovativeness. What can be done is stimulating entrepreneurs by 

making them conscious about the importance and possibilities of innovation. The importance of 

preventing that entrepreneurs are enforced to innovate is also highlighted by entrepreneurs 

themselves. They do not want to be pushed in directions which they do not want to pursue. In 

general, followers in the agro-food sector have to be supported especially in the early phases of 

development processes to convince them of the possibilities and to establish commitment to more 

radical innovation projects. Otherwise, entrepreneurs tend to withdraw from such projects.  

 

Stimulating innovation also involves establishing confidence that radical innovation is possible, can 

turn into success, and is important for the long-term existence of companies. Convincing followers 

in the agro-food sector that long-term projects are required to establish real breakthroughs can be 

hard. So it is important to make entrepreneurs conscious regarding the perquisites (and the need) to 

successfully conduct radical innovation projects. One way to involve cautious entrepreneurs in 

long-term radical innovation projects is a step-by-step approach. That is, conducting small, clear 

(i.e. understandable) steps that eventually result in major innovation progress. In respect to 

subsidies, this can be done by starting with tools for scanning possibilities or conduct preliminary 

assessments, and gradually enhancing the scope of the available tools. Dependent on the 

requirements, phase and progress of the project, entrepreneurs can participate in some or all phases. 

This structure can be observed at the Food & Nutrition Delta (FND) which will be addressed later.  

 

During the early phases, LIOF’s involvement should be targeted on shaping and formulating ideas 

into business cases or project proposals. Only if these outcomes are realistic and have future 

potential, the actual projects should start. This activity can be considered as supporting 

entrepreneurs to develop a concrete strategy. It is important to evaluate the specific needs of 

entrepreneurs to conduct radical innovation projects. Only, than, the entrepreneurs can be 

supported in an adequate manner. This master thesis project already identified several 

shortcomings of followers in the agro-food sector. These will be addressed below. However, LIOF 

should realize that they constantly have to listen to signals from the sector from which specific 

needs can be identified.  

 

Coach and stimulate compensation of missing entrepreneurial competencies 

Many entrepreneurs do not have staff-functions and miss certain entrepreneurial skills. To facilitate 

innovation, LIOF should provide means to tackle this shortage. Especially in the agro-food sector, 

entrepreneurs can require additional support to develop strategic plans, structure the organization 

and their processes, and help them to receive additional funding. Inexperienced entrepreneurs 

further face difficulties to attract competencies needed to successfully conduct innovation 

processes. LIOF can provide support with their own human resources, but also by involving 

advisors or other external parties (including other businesses with experience regarding innovation 

and organs who already conduct such role as ICGV
18

, KnowHouse
19

 and LLTB). Due to their lack 

                                                      
18 Innovatiecentrum Gezonde Voeding; The purpose of this initiative is to stimulate agro-food related product innovation in the South-

East Netherlands. (http://www.icgv.nl/) 
19 Supports agro-food entrepreneurs in their innovation processes. (http://www.knowhouse.nl/)  
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of experience regarding (more radical) innovation processes, many entrepreneurs do not know how 

to respond to trends or how to proceed when they come up with an idea. That is, making ideas 

tangible. They need help to answer questions like: Which competencies are required (both technical 

and organizational)? Which competencies are present in the organisation? Which competencies 

have to be attracted? Where can missing competencies be found? They further have trouble to 

evaluate the (realistic) potential of opportunities. Entrepreneurs can be assisted by jointly 

evaluating ideas, remove hurdles, connect relevant parties, and let entrepreneurs commit to their 

goals/ambition (if appropriate). Entrepreneurs also face difficulties regarding marketing. However, 

LIOF cannot support actual marketing activities. What they can do is helping entrepreneurs to 

structure organization regarding marketing efforts and highlight important aspects, e.g. consumer 

involvement. They further can support activities to evaluate the economical perspective and 

provide means to investigate how to realize this perspective; i.e. supporting them to draw up a 

roadmap for their marketing efforts.  

 

Specific means to support entrepreneurs on all these kinds of areas is introducing them to 

possibilities for training and classes. LIOF could initiate such initiatives themselves, but there are 

already some possibilities available in the region. One interesting example is called Connect 

(leergang Connect
20

). Enhancing and facilitating proper entrepreneurship and innovation are the 

key goals of this program. This program is further supported by the TU/e, providing opportunities 

for non-traditional contacts. (for further information, see the internet link in the footnote)  

 

During one of the interviews, the possible idea arose to appoint a sort of coach who supports small 

entrepreneurs in projects which demand the involvement of large influential parties like universities 

or large high-tech companies. The task of such coach is to match small enterprises, which have 

good ideas but no R&D budgets, with relevant partners. The coach should further ensure that 

interests of the small parties are guaranteed in these large scale partnership.  

 

The ultimate goal of LIOF’s involvement in organisational aspects is not to successfully finish 

single projects, but that innovation becomes part of the core/daily activities of the companies. This, 

because companies which structurally innovate perform better than companies which do not. In 

general, LIOF’s task is to structurally enhance the economical performance of the Province of 

Limburg. So a focus on the basic structure of organizations is both justified and required. LIOF 

should prevent the situation that entrepreneurs become pampered again. Therefore it is more 

important to learn them how to innovate than to provide them actual resources, only this will result 

in a situation where enterprises adopt innovation as a structural core business activity.  

 

In conclusion, it is LIOF’s task to act as an advice organ to facilitate entrepreneurs with strategic 

and organizational backlog. They can do this with their own expertise or match entrepreneurs with 

other relevant parties. Due to the limited level of internal human resources of LIOF, the latter 

option – match entrepreneurs with other relevant parties; e.g. innovation officers – will be the most 

obvious in practice. This further enables LIOF to serve more entrepreneurs.   

 

Match beyond traditional networks to facilitate more radical innovation 

It was already observed that entrepreneurs need support regarding organizational aspects. Another 

area in which involvement of other parties is desired is the nature of their innovation projects. That 

is, to come up with breakthrough innovations (assistance in the idea generation process) and 

execute such projects. One task for LIOF is to provide access to new networks. Entrepreneurs 

declare that they have trouble to get access to non-traditional networks to establish new kind of 

partnerships. Leaders further declared that they do not only get involved with parties like LIOF to 

receive subsidies, but also for getting access to new networks and help regarding partner selection.  

 

First of all, LIOF should target to get rid of the compartmentalization mindset in which a lot of 

followers still think nowadays. LIOF should stress and show that opportunities lay in combinations 

                                                      
20 Further information about the leergang Connect can be found at http://op-zuid.nl/totaal/32  
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and interfaces with different areas. Entrepreneurs have to become more open, broader oriented to 

step into new directions. Facilitating multi-dimensional cooperation is a major implication of this 

thesis. Match parties from different backgrounds to come up and realize developments that go 

beyond their traditional activities. Here, opportunities for real breakthroughs arise; i.e. only than, a 

transition from incremental to radical innovation can appear. Considering the role of LIOF in the 

economy of the Province of Limburg, one could expect that LIOF can play an important role in this 

matchmaking process. They should have an overview of dynamics in the regional business 

environment, both concerning agro-food and non-agro-food developments. They should signal 

potential partnerships, match such partners and establish commitment to collective goals. LIOF can 

do this through their extensive network with diverse contacts. LIOF has different target areas which 

contain some interesting opportunities for the agro-food sector (e.g. life-sciences and high-tech 

systems). The importance of development agencies to fulfil the role to establish new kind of 

partnerships to facilitate diversifications is supported by Straete (2008). 

 

Related to opportunities for multi-dimensional cooperation to facilitate more radical innovation are 

the conclusions of and the implications resulting form a paper of Segerstrom (2000). The author 

evaluated the long-run growth effects of R&D subsidies. The findings indicate that R&D subsidies 

can either promote or retard long-run economic growth. Segerstrom (2000) concludes “… if R&D 

difficulty increases rapidly, than horizontal innovation is the stronger engine of growth, and if 

R&D difficulty increases slowly, then vertical innovation is the stronger engine of growth.” The 

author defines horizontal R&D as creating entirely new products and vertical R&D as improving 

the quality of existing products. This implies that the current situation in the agro-food sector – 

approaching a threshold in current development and clear opportunities for new directions – which 

demands more demanding (more difficult) R&D efforts asks for a focus on horizontal R&D to 

establish stronger growth.  

 

The region contains a diverse set of potential partners that, if brought together, could establish real 

breakthroughs. One interviewee denoted this as an infrastructure for innovation. Now it the task of 

parties like LIOF to make use of the available infrastructure and facilitate connections between 

relevant parties. Many different parties could be relevant. Involving non-traditional knowledge 

institutes should for example be facilitated. Entrepreneurs should become conscious about 

possibilities that these institutes can provide. Because opportunities for product differentiation lay 

at the interfaces of different sectors, involvement of larger established parties operating in other 

sectors becomes relevant. Possible areas are chemistry, process control, logistics, and healthcare. 

Specific examples are DSM/Chemelot, TU/e, Philips and the University of Maastricht. This 

implication is strengthened by a suggestion of Alfranca et al. (2002). They propose that the 

frequent contractual arrangements of very large food and beverage firms with smaller specialized 

companies are a potential strategy to obtain. As elaborated in chapter 6, opportunities for 

cooperation also lay in the supply chain. Another example is that opportunities for cooperation can 

be found in the manufacturing industry. Currently cooperation between this group and agro-food 

entrepreneurs is limited but could facilitate more balanced partnerships because this sector also 

contains many SMEs. The region possesses a lot of small parties with specific expertise which 

provides great opportunities to complement each other to result in projects with greater scope and 

impact. Further, LIOF can search for opportunities for cooperation with foreign partners for 

example in the Euregion. Especially because there are subsidy programs initiated by the European 

government which are targeted on international cooperation. (e.g. InterReg; see appendix 1) Two 

additional remarks in respect to building partnerships can be made. First, to encourage potential 

partners to get involved, it can be important to show and convince the specific advantages for those 

partners; i.e. making clear “what’s in it for them”. Second, governments could decrease 

communication barriers between firms and external parties in order to stimulate innovation 

(Avermaete et al., 2003).  

 

As said, entrepreneurs should become conscious about the opportunities in their environment. 

Often, it is not about inventing entire new things, but making existing knowledge and technology 

applicable to other fields. It has been observed that gathering knowledge from knowledge institutes 
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is not required in every case, because a lot of knowledge is available at firms in the close 

environment of many companies. Therefore, LIOF should strive to establish (mutual) familiarity 

and knowledge dispersion. To do this, they could for example use the earlier introduced workshops 

and highlight current developments in magazines and other documentation. 

 

When ideas are already born, LIOF should stimulate entrepreneurs to write a project plan in which 

entrepreneurs consciously evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the company to conduct the 

project. Only than, the required competencies become clear and a specific search for the necessary 

parties can start. LIOF can for example trigger entrepreneurs to conduct a SWOT analysis of their 

own internal organisation. This sequence is vice versa when idea generation should result from new 

partnerships. Than, new connections should result in new ideas, instead of ideas that result in new 

connections. That is, new partnerships are the means to establish new ideas. 

 

LIOF should facilitate the strong characteristics of the sector. That is, agro-food entrepreneurs 

know how to cooperate, are willing to cooperate, communicate effectively and make adequate 

decisions. Although, these characteristics concern processes within closed homogeneous sub-

groups. Now the challenge is to transfer these abilities to new kinds of networks. Entrepreneurs 

have to step into a world that is new to them, and they need some support in this process. Study 

clubs can provide useful media to help entrepreneurs. They are used to join such initiatives and 

they further can get in touch with new contacts. Now, the design of such meetings should target the 

opportunities mentioned in the former chapter and provide access to new networks. The target is to 

establish study clubs with a set of heterogeneous – instead of homogeneous – participants. A 

possible pitfall in partnerships is that slow decision making processes, due to the involvement of 

several parties, take longer and can slow down innovation processes. LIOF should ensure that 

SMEs can benefit their advantageous characteristic of adequate decision making. An example is by 

teaching entrepreneurs to structure such processes by introducing timely meetings and deadlines. 

 

- Signal, define and inspire

• Address the already available expertise and network of LIOF

• Bring entrepreneurs together

• Show entrepreneurs opportunities (e.g. the ones mentioned in chapter 6) 

• Stay on top of relevant current developments, both in- and outsight the traditional agro-food sector

• Stress the possibilities and need for more radical innovation for the long-term performance of companies

• Focus on a step-by-step approach

• Support entrepreneurs to translate ideas into business cases/projects

- Coach and stimulate compensation of missing entrepreneurial competencies

• Support entrepreneurs with expertise available within LIOF

• Match entrepreneurs with relevant parties

• Focus on the process, not on specific project goals; learn entrepreneurs to innovate and establish structural 

changes  

- Match beyond traditional networks to facilitate more radical innovation

• Facilitate multi-dimensional cooperation

• Address and provide access to the extensive and diverse network of LIOF

• Make use of infrastructure by linking existing parties (in- and outside the region)

• Trigger entrepreneurs to conduct internal evaluations to define required competencies  

Key points theme 1 (organizing for more radical innovation processes)



 57 

7.3 Infrastructure and accessibility of external and adequate 
support 

A major conclusion of chapters 4, 5 and 6 was that entrepreneurs are willing to innovate, but do not 

know what possibilities exist for support and where they can find such support. This section 

addresses the recommendations to facilitate accessibility of support and to facilitate the adequacy 

of that support (theme 2).   

 

Enable accessibility and adequate treatment 

Quite some followers have trouble to get parties like LIOF involved. LIOF should promote 

themselves more as a party that delivers adequate support. They further should highlight the actual 

contribution they can deliver to support entrepreneurs in achieving a sustainable position in the 

market. Entrepreneurs should recognize that LIOF is established and exists to support 

entrepreneurs in their innovation processses. The notion of accessibility of the support of LIOF can 

further be strengthened by involvement in communities, study clubs, meeting, etc. Some smaller 

entrepreneurs have the perception that LIOF only supports larger entrepreneurs or real pioneers. 

They further add that LIOF is less visible to entrepreneurs than other organisations/initiatives. To 

get rid of this biased image, LIOF could explicitly communicate that they also support small SMEs. 

An example is to highlight examples in which followers recognize themselves. Accessibility is also 

facilitated by reducing the administrative obligations and streamlining support processes. Agro-

food entrepreneurs are used to ad-hoc decision making and are therefore reluctant to get involved 

in extensive and time demanding procedures. Commitment can be achieved by working in small 

steps that require relatively limited input from the entrepreneur at ones. Although these steps are 

small, combining several of these smaller steps could result in major steps forward. So, working in 

more, but smaller steps can result in major improvements but still maintain a transparent process 

where agro-food entrepreneurs are more familiar and comfortable with. Hence, their willingness to 

engage in such process is likely to be higher.  

 

One frustration expressed by both entrepreneurs and experts was that quite some organs and 

initiatives pass each other or conduct comparable activities. This also holds for the availability of 

subsidy programs, all with their own specific terms and limitations. There is a limited level of 

alignment between organs and subsidy programs. One interviewee described the situation as a 

“jungle”, not transparent at all. However, entrepreneurs ask for a transparent system where they can 

find solutions for their specific problems in an efficient and effective way. An example of an 

initiative under construction that strives for more transparency is the so-called Kennis-Kunde-

Kassa organisation/Greenport Innovatie Programma. 

 

From the conclusions above, but also proposed by many interviewees is the suggestion to establish 

one front-office for entrepreneurs to come to. At the back-office, different organs operate 

dependent on the support an entrepreneur requires. To counter the compartmentalization mindset, it 

is advisable to involve organs with linkages to the Ministry of Economical Affairs as well as organs 

ties to the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality. The front-office should be used for 

both subsidy and organizational issues. This asks for close cooperation and alignment of these 

back-office parties. This way, entrepreneurs only have one option to contact, making it much more 

transparent for them and also for the back-office parties themselves. Especially agro-food 

entrepreneurs do not want to be bothered by bureaucratic demarcations, they just demand adequate 

support. If such entrepreneur is redirected a few times at every organ he/she asks for help, the 

motivation to pursue involvement of facilitating parties is likely be gone right away. Further, 

subsidy programs themselves should become more accessible and, in the most ideal scenario, get 

rid of obstructive restrictions like the disallowance to support primary production activities.  

 
Many traditional agro-food entrepreneurs typically start looking for subsidies at the moment they 

actually need them. Because it requires some time to actually receive the financial contribution, 

entrepreneurs consider such procedure as too long. This results in the situation where entrepreneurs 

abandon the idea to attract a subsidy, resulting in smaller scale projects. In some instances, 
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entrepreneurs have right to say that administrative obligations can hamper adequate support. 

However, many entrepreneurs have no idea what is necessary behind the scenes to realize 

subsidies. For example in terms of European regulations. This suggests that LIOF and other organs 

should be involved earlier in the project. Therefore, LIOF should not initially focus on support 

based on subsidies. They should focus on supporting the innovation process. If during that process, 

subsidies are required, LIOF could also help entrepreneurs receiving them. This requires early 

involvement. The extent of this involvement could differ, but at least an early dialogue to make 

entrepreneurs aware of potential pitfalls is advised. Especially regarding areas where entrepreneurs 

lack competencies like knowledge management, multi-dimensional long-term projects, cooperation 

with unknown and non-traditional parties, and marketing.  

 

Another issue arises when entrepreneurs start to work out incremental ideas in their own workshop 

or shed. If such projects grow in a more realistic and promising direction subsidies often cannot not 

be applied (to certain activities) anymore because the project has already been started. Subsidy 

programs often demand a plan and cost prospective before the actual actions covered by the 

subsidy take place.  Therefore, many entrepreneurs should already be supported to a large extend if 

they receive help to write a proper project plan. Possibly assisted by a project leader/coach. 

 

The importance of adequate support is illustrated by the following. For many entrepreneurs, 

subsidies are only an option if somebody else takes care of the acquisition (e.g. an intermediary). 

Many entrepreneurs consider the administrative requirements as fuss, being too difficult, 

longwinded or a waste of their time. It is the question whether LIOF has to support entrepreneurs 

who have this mindset. However, it characterises to some extent the traditional agro-food 

entrepreneurs. This is a result of their short-term focus and habituation to short and ad-hoc decision 

making processes. Nevertheless, some programs do demand activities that could be eliminated or 

simplified, to enhance the adequacy of such support. One option is to eliminate the periodic tenders 

some subsidy programs have, or introduce more frequent entering moments. A continues or 

frequent enter and evaluation procedure will facilitate the adequate treatment of entrepreneurs. 

Some subsidy programs evaluate and divide subsidies only twice a year. This just does not fit the 

mindset of agro-food entrepreneurs. Moreover, it does not facilitate a short and often critical time-

to-market in general; an important positive characteristic of SMEs. SME entrepreneurs who are 

used and able to make quick decisions do not feel triggered to attract such subsidies.  

 

It has to be remarked that most leaders do not see the administrative obligations as a real barrier to 

attract subsidies. They do acknowledge that procedures sometimes can take more time than they 

would like to and that more adequate treatment would be desirable. However, leaders are typically 

prepared to take these disadvantages for granted if this means that they can realize their goals. 

Moreover, entrepreneurs who use the administrative obligations as an excuse to limited their R&D 

efforts should not be the target group of LIOF. It is advisable to restrict support to entrepreneurs 

who are willing to put effort in new directions. Only than, it is likely that subsidies are spend well 

and result in sustainable growth and structural changes. 

-Enable accessibility and adequate treatment

• Clearly communicate the mission of LIOF to entrepreneurs

• Participate in or organize meetings, communities, etc.

• Align efforts of comparable initiatives

• Provide entrepreneurs with a single front-office

• Get involved early in development processes

• Strive for more adequate procedures (e.g. no periodic tenders and limited administrative obligations)  

Key points theme 2 (infrastructure and accessibility of external and adequate support)
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7.4 Financial / subsidy arrangements 
Financial support can be required to facilitate innovation projects. Although it should not be the 

priority of the support of LIOF, or the primary reason for entrepreneurs to innovate. This section 

will address the position and role of financial support in innovation processes (theme 3).  

 

Cover risks and compensate limited investment possibilities  

Besides the implications already mentioned in this chapter, financial support is sometimes also 

required. Without subsidies, firms would show less R&D efforts (Czarnitzki et al., 2007). Leaders 

are for example often able to find their own partners and compensate missing competencies by 

themselves. What they do need are financial resources to conduct research that is too expensive. 

Remark that leaders are often also SMEs with limited R&D budgets (Baardseth et al., 1999). This 

was also illustrated by both examples in chapter 4. 

 

There are cases where entrepreneurs have negative experience regarding the effect of R&D 

investments and are consequently reluctant to invest in innovation. A common example is that 

initiatives are copied and the competitive advantage for the initial developer is very limited. In such 

situation, LIOF should stress that investing in radical innovation does provide opportunities to 

establish a sustainable competitive advantage. Entrepreneurs are reluctant to take such risks, 

especially when the return on investment period is very long.  

 

Many entrepreneurs, especially followers, start investing on a larger scale when they see reasonable 

chances for success. However, a major characteristic of radical developments is the uncertainty of 

outcomes. Effects are hard to forecast. Banks are reluctant to fund these kind of projects. 

Therefore, in these situations, risk and/or seed capital could help to cover some risks, attract 

additional regular resources (e.g. from banks) and consequently make such projects possible. 

Additionally, such resources can be used to develop concepts more thoroughly or conduct some 

preliminary research to prove concepts, so that a more tangible plan can be deliberated with banks. 

Because for radical innovation, some means to experiment are often required. However, banks do 

not fund such intangible and uncertain activities. A past example to fund these highly uncertain 

phases in the development process is the Technisch Ontwikkelingskrediet (TOK), a former loan 

arrangement of the Ministry of Economic Affairs. With this loan, entrepreneurs could covered 40 

percent of the costs of highly uncertain development projects. The company only had to pay this 

loan back when the projects turned out to be technical and commercially into a success. Currently 

the Innovatiekrediet
21

 serves a similar purpose.   

 

LIOF should be cautious that entrepreneurs do not innovate because they receive subsidies for it. 

The motivation to innovate should not result from subsidy possibilities. Subsidies should always 

have a facilitating role instead of a motivating role. Subsidies should serve innovation processes so 

that the level of impact or the chance to be successful is higher. They cover some risks and give 

other parties like banks and private investors some confidence to participate also. It is therefore 

important that entrepreneurs still have to cover the largest portion of the development costs. 

Entrepreneurs have to be willing to invest (also) their own resources into a project. This should 

ensure the commitment of entrepreneurs to a large extent. Subsidies should serve as a flywheel to 

trigger parties to pursue or involve themselves into innovation processes. Projects should not 

depend entirely on these resources.   

 

In terms of subsidy programs, LIOF is constrained by the terms and restrictions of these programs 

(see for example section 1.2 and appendix 1). Therefore, LIOF should also consider options 

available from their own resources. One example is the possibility to participate in a company, by 

the business unit Participation. A second example is the use of own funds to support entrepreneurs.    

 

                                                      
21 further information and conditions can be found on http://www.senternovem.nl/innovatiekrediet/  
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Previously, it was stated that supporting entrepreneurs should not be initially focussed on providing 

financial resources in the form of subsidies. Although, R&D literature does support the positive 

effect of subsidies. investigated the question whether public funds stimulate R&D activities or 

simply crown out privately financed R&D. Their results show that firms that received public 

funding achieve on average a higher R&D intensity than firms who did not. They further conclude 

that the significant higher R&D intensities for subsidized firms indicate that complete substitution 

of public means does not occur. That is, public funding does not replace, but stimulate private 

input. The recipients increase their private R&D efforts in the case they receive public 

subsidization. Important for this particular thesis is to highlight that the research of Almus and 

Czarnitzki (2003) included food and beverages industry and that the effect also holds for this 

industry. González et al. (2005) also investigated subsidy effectiveness. First of all, their results 

suggest that subsidies stimulate R&D activities. They further do show that some firms would stop 

performing these activities in the absence of subsidies, but also reveal that most actual subsidies go 

to firms that would have performed R&D otherwise. In line with the findings of Almus and 

Czarnitzki (2003), González et al. (2005) conclude that in the latter (larger) group, subsidies are 

found to enlarge expenses with no crowding out of private funds. This suggests that subsidies can 

induce firms to invest.  

 

Facilitate cooperation with (subsidy) tools  

It has been concluded that facilitating collaboration, both horizontally and vertically, is one of the 

major implications of this thesis. Literature provides a clear link between R&D collaboration, 

subsidies and R&D performance. Results from Czarnitzki et al. (2007) show that firms that actually 

receive subsidies or collaborate would increase R&D spending if they would combine subsidies 

and cooperative research. Additionally, Czarnitzki et al. (2007) provide indications that firms that 

are involved in R&D cooperation and receive R&D subsidies perform better than firms that do not. 

The authors further imply that incentives for R&D collaboration seem a particularly promising 

recipe. So specifically arrange subsidies to stimulate collaboration are likely to enhance the effect 

of R&D efforts and consequently result in performance increases. Busom and Fernández-Ribas 

(2008) provides interesting insights in respect to the role of subsidies regarding the cooperation 

between firms and other parties, including scientific organizations. First, public support 

significantly increases the chances that a firm will cooperate with research organizations; i.e. 

stimulate the industry-science link. This article states that the probability increases by 28 

percent(!). Second, public support also increases the likelihood that a firm will establish private 

partnerships, for example with customers or suppliers. Although to a lesser extent and basically 

when firms have intangible knowledge assets. In general, results from Busom and Fernández-Ribas 

(2008) suggest that public R&D programmes trigger a behavioural change in firms’ R&D 

partnerships, decreasing barriers to cooperate. Hence, subsidies are a grounded tool for stimulating 

cooperation and supporting cooperation is a valid implication to enhance the level of innovation. 

Another interesting conclusion of Busom and Fernández-Ribas (2008) is that the likelihood that 

firms cooperate with universities or public laboratories increases substantially when firms have in-

house research capacity. One of the most important variables to affect the likelihood of cooperation 

with a research organizations is the weight of the researchers in the firm. This suggests that the 

effectiveness of public support for firms’ R&D activities could be enhanced if complemented with 

policies that encourage hiring qualified labour at the firm level, thereby increasing the human 

capital and its absorptive capacity (Busom and Fernández-Ribas, 2008). Specifically for the policy 

of LIOF, this conclusion supports the use of innovation officers and the involvement of knowledge 

workers into projects. For companies who pursue projects that demand scientific knowledge and 

search for relevant partners, this conclusion suggests that they should strive to involve parties with 

a high level of in-house research capacity and/or parties with heavy weight researchers. 
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7.5 Overall remarks 
The first overall implication is that LIOF does not have to conduct all of the tasks mentioned in this 

chapter themselves. If other organs can execute it, this option should also be evaluated. Remind 

that one implication was to align efforts of different organs and initiatives to prevent overlap and 

inefficient support.  

 

The second implication is the potential introduction of another subsidy arrangement into the 

toolbox of LIOF. The option to adopt the FND should be evaluated. The implications in this 

chapter and the characteristics of the FND provide arguments that plea for the use of this 

arrangement. First of all, the FND is specifically focussed on food related innovation efforts. 

Further, the FND has a clear progressive and open structure. Participants can start with a voucher to 

test ideas. Than, they can ‘walk’ through a series of arrangements that gradually increase in scope. 

This step-by-step approach results in a more transparent structure and lowers the barrier to enter. 

Especially for agro-food SMEs, this turns out to be of particular importance. Additionally, by 

engaging in this continuously growing process, entrepreneurs learn how to innovate. They learn to 

structure such processes and learn which steps are required to successfully finish more radical 

innovation projects. Depending on the required support, entrepreneurs can walk through the whole 

process or only engage in single sub-processes. It is expected that inexperienced entrepreneurs 

follow the entire path. However, if they decide to start a new project at a later moment, it is likely 

that they skip some elements because they are able to execute some phases themselves because 

they learned from past projects. The FND also consciously put effort in limiting the administrative 

obligations. Together with entrepreneurs, they evaluated aspects that could be more efficient. This 

is also confirmed by the representative of Newtricious (example A; section 4.1.1) who has 

experience with the FND. What the FND does demand is that entrepreneurs show willingness and 

motivation to innovate. Although supported by the FND, entrepreneurs have to conduct the 

innovation process themselves. Two final relevant remarks about the FND are that this arrangement 

stimulates cooperation (including with  non-traditional parties) and it turns out that successful 

examples of projects supported by the FND trigger others to innovate as well. In short, the FND 

tackles quite some specific issues regarding the support of innovation processes in the agro-food 

sector. Further details of the arrangement can be found in appendix 7. 

 

-Cover risks and compensate limited investment possibilities 

• Stress that radical innovation provides better opportunities to establish a sustainable competitive advantage

• Enable risk capital

• Enable additional funds

• Subsidies are likely to induce firms to invest own resources

- Facilitate cooperation with (subsidy) tools 

• Involving cooperation conditions into subsidy arrangements

• Facilitate and stress the involvement of specialists (e.g. knowledge workers) 

Key points theme 3 (financial / subsidy arrangements)
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Exhibit 6 

Examples of potential additional relevant arrangements from 

SenterNovem for agro-food entrepreneurs:  

- Besluit Borgstelling MKB Kredieten (BMKB) 

- Besluit Subsidies Investeringen Kennisinfrastructuur (Bsik) 

- Biofuel Cities 

- EG liaison - Europese subsidies Zevende Kaderprogramma (KP7) 

- Eureka 

- Food & Nutrition Delta 

- Garantie Ondernemingsfinanciering (GO) 

- Glastuinbouw en Milieu (GlaMi) 

- Innovatie Prestatie Contracten (IPC) 

- Innovatiekrediet 

- Internationaal Innoveren 

- Regeling Ammoniak en Veehouderij (RAV) 

- Small Business Innovation Research Programma (SBIR) 
(source: http://www.senternovem.nl) 

There are further some other 

subsidy programs that could 

be relevant for agro-food 

entrepreneurs. See exhibit 6. 

The project managers of LIOF 

should roughly be aware of 

the possibilities. Therefore it 

is advised to scan the 

possibilities (e.g. on the 

website of SenterNovem) 

periodically.   

 

A final remark is that the 

current toolbox of LIOF (see 

appendix 1) already provides 

useful opportunities to 

facilitate innovation in the 

agro-food sector. As the FND, the OP-Zuid arrangement also has a clear structure where the 

possibility exists to follow a step-by-step process to gradually enhance the scope of the project. 

Entrepreneurs can start with a voucher of €6.500,- and end up with large projects with a subsidy 

cover up to one million euros. Subsidies for the involvement of knowledge workers to compensate 

missing expertise are also available. OP-Zuid also stimulates cooperation initiatives. Pieken in 

Zuidoost-Nederland is targeted to stimulate cooperation to compensate missing competencies of 

entrepreneurs to realize projects that can result in more impact for both the companies and the 

region as a whole. Unfortunately, this program has only two tenders a year, limiting the adequacy 

of this arrangement. The final relevant arrangement, InterReg, is also targeted on cooperation. Here 

international cooperation is one of the most important conditions of the arrangement. Overall, the 

purpose of these arrangements are in line with the required support for agro-food entrepreneurs 

regarding their innovation processes. Hence, the conclusion can be drawn that current arrangements 

can be used to support agro-food entrepreneurs. 

7.6 Action plan  
This section will provide specific actions for LIOF to facilitate more radical innovations in the 

agro-food sector. These actions are based on (the more general) recommendations made in the 

previous sections of this chapter.  

 

It was already acknowledged that both leaders and followers require support regarding innovation 

processes. Although, supporting the specific groups asks for a different focus. Figure 12 provides 

an overview of the required focus where a distinction is made between leaders and followers.  

Additionally, the relevant activities of the action plan are listed. The detailed action plan is 

provided subsequently. 

 

-Overall

• Cooperate with other facilitating organs and divide tasks

• Consider the possibility to add the Food and Nutrition Delta to the toolbox of LIOF 

• Stay informed of available (possible relevant) subsidy arrangements

• Current toolbox already possess tools that specifically target challenges observed in the agro-food sector

Key points (Overall)
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The proposed action plan contains six focus areas, namely: 

1. Individual innovation projects 

2. Workshops/seminars 

3. One front-office 

4. Current developments 

5. Food & Nutrition Delta 

6. Current toolbox 
 

The objectives, specific activities, suggestions for evaluations, and planning related 

recommendations of these focus areas are presented in the tables below. 

 

Figure 12: Focus areas by focus group 
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Individual innovation projects are further facilitated by the recommendations of the following five 

focus areas. That is, recommendations in these areas are supposed to strengthen the level of 

individual innovation projects.  

1. Individual innovation projects 

Objectives - Enhance the current level of innovation projects; i.e. realize more radical innovation. 

- Structurally enhance the innovativeness; innovation has to become part of the core/daily 

activities of companies. 

Activities - Assign a coach/innovation officer to individual projects, from LIOF or from outside; e.g. 

relevant experts and consultants.   

- Get involved as early as possible into projects; communicate the importance of this in 

brochures and on the website. 

- Compensate missing entrepreneurial competencies; e.g. by supporting them in: setting up 

roadmaps/business plans to pursue more specific strategic directions, setting up marketing 

plans, and supporting cooperation. 

- Compensate required financial resources to make more radical innovation possible and to 

attract additional and/or traditional funding.   

- Both support and involve leaders and followers. 

- Bring entrepreneurs together and provide access to new networks; initially focus on 

possibilities in the region.  

- Involve knowledge institutes when convenient, both traditional and non-traditional. 

- Provide and evaluate current opportunities. 

- Support followers especially in the early phases of development processes; Let 

entrepreneurs conduct a SWOT–analysis of their own organization and/or project. Support 

entrepreneurs in writing down business cases. Possibly by redirecting them to leergang 

Connect. 

- Break projects down into (small) understandable steps; for example by splitting projects 

into the following phases and support entrepreneurs according to their specific needs: 

initial screening, preliminary market assessment, preliminary technical assessment, detailed 

market study/research, business/financial analysis, product development, in-house testing, 

customer testing, trial production, pre-commercialization business analysis, production 

start-up, and market launch. 

- Avoid destroying strong SME characteristics; In particular, ensure quick decision making 

processes by providing adequate support (see table focus area 3; one front-office). 

Evaluation - Timely evaluations during projects for considering whether the project is on track, whether 

goals are realistic, whether directions have to be changed, and whether to proceed (go/no-

go decision moments). 

- Post-project evaluation by reflecting on the objectives and outcomes of the project and 

possible remarks to enhance the support of future projects. 

Kick-of/ 

frequency 

- Start immediately. 

- Continuously. 
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2. Workshops/seminars 

Objectives - Bring entrepreneurs together and facilitate knowledge dispersion. 

- Teach entrepreneurs to recognize opportunities. 

- Establishing multi-dimensional ideas. 

- Establishing multi-dimensional partnerships. 

- Establishing more radical ideas. 

- Enhance the scale of innovation projects. 

- Teach entrepreneurs entrepreneurial skills. 

- Spill-over effect. 

- Inspire through successful examples. 

- Inspire through highlighting current developments and opportunities.  

- Trigger entrepreneurs to look for ideas in areas where opportunities exist. 

- Leaders can expand their network and become in contact with new partners resulting in larger 

scale projects with more impact. 

- Followers are supported in the idea generation process and become in contact with potential 

project partners. 

Activities - Work with themes. Involving issues related to the project approach, to opportunities, and to 

trends. Currently relevant themes are: 

• Project approach: multi-dimensional partnerships, customer focus, launch strategies. 

• Opportunities: focus on marketing efforts, possibilities in the food service channel and 

niches, supply chain cooperation, external focus, non-traditional partnerships, the region 

around Venlo. 

• Trends: sustainability / cradle-2-cradle, multifunctional agribusiness, product diversity, 

personalized nutrition / mass customization, decreasing harmful ingredients, functional 

foods, convenience food, decoupled cooking.  

- Evaluate current opportunities and trends during the workshops/seminars.  

- Involve both leaders and followers  

- Involve a diverse (heterogeneous), non-obvious group of entrepreneurs and refresh the 

composition of group during every event; including parties from the manufacturing industry, 

high-tech industry, process industry, life-sciences. (other target areas of LIOF provide useful 

inputs) 

- Base the audience on a continuously changing list of relevant entrepreneurs and further provide 

an option to subscribe to these workshops/activities (without an invitation). 

- Provide success stories; e.g. Newtricious, Excellence Fish. 

- Involve experts on particular fields of expertise. Currently relevant fields are; marketing, sales, 

multi-dimensional cooperation, finance. Specifically involve representatives from: consultants, 

multinationals (e.g. DSM/Chemelot, Philips), knowledge institutes (see next bullet point), and 

banks (e.g. Rabobank, ING)). 

- Involve knowledge institutes, including non-traditional ones; WUR, HAS, TU/e, UM, UvT, 

and TNO. 

Evaluation - Short-term; ask participants after the workshop/seminar about their opinion by a short 

questionnaire. 

- Long-term; evaluate effects of workshops/seminars by examine whether entrepreneurs 

practised the lessons learned and whether the objectives have been reached. 

Kick-of/ 

frequency 

- Short-term; workshops can be planned right away. 

- Ones every two months (6 times a year) to maintain interest. 

 

3. One front-office 

Objectives - More adequate support; both in terms of efficiency and effectiveness. 

- More transparency concerning available subsidy programs and their purposes 

- More transparency concerning the role of the different facilitating organs.  

Activities - Check support for such initiative between the proposed participants. Start with Syntens, 

ICGV, KnowHouse, The Province of Limburg, regional municipalities, The Ministry of 

Economic Affairs, The Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, LLTB, Chamber 

of Commerce, MKB-Limburg, Ondernemend Limburg, and LIOF themselves. 

- Evaluate the possibilities of the Kennis-Kunde-Kassa initiative (Greenport Innovatie 

programma).  
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- Appoint representatives of these parties. 

- Develop (i.e. create, evaluate and agree upon it) a project plan including an organizational 

structure of this proposed one front-office. 

- Execute the agreed project plan. 

- Mind to support both leaders and followers by providing a flexible structure.  

- Communicate (e.g. on websites) the purpose and role of the front-office and the different 

organs it is composed of. An example of such a communication statement for LIOF is the 

following: “LIOF facilities innovation by providing financial resources, a comprehensive 

network with parties from a width variety of backgrounds, and guidance in innovation 

projects.”. 

Evaluation - Evaluate the effect of the existence of one front-office. Important aspects are to evaluate 

whether entrepreneurs feel supported in an adequate manner and to evaluate whether there 

is an increase in the readiness to involve supporting organs. 

Planning - Check support and appoint representatives can start right away. 

- Further planning is dependent on the project plan itself. 

 

4. Current developments 

Objectives - Establish a comprehensive picture about the current business landscape and developments. 

- Being aware of current developments in agro-food. 

- Being aware of current developments in other areas which could be interesting for agro-

food. 

- Insights should enhance the combination of fragmentized developments. 

Activities - Join exhibits; an agenda of relevant agro-food related exhibits is provided in the magazine 

Food & Nutrition (4 times a year). 

- Read journals/magazines/newsletters/press releases; e.g. Food & Nutrition and newsletters 

and press releases of the Ministry of Economical Affairs and the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Nature and food quality. 

- Use the wide-ranging position of LIOF in the business landscape of the province of 

Limburg to enhance the combination of different initiatives and developments. 

- Timely meetings with LIOF colleagues from other branches (ones a month) to stay 

informed about current developments.  

- Reflect on inputs from others during the workshops/seminars (focus area 2). 

Evaluation - Continuously evaluate whether additional efforts to become aware of current developments 

will continue to enhance the notion of these developments. If no further insights are gained, 

the intensity in these activities should be stabilized. Avoid wasting effort to activities that 

do not contribute to the existing level of insights into current developments. 

Kick-of/ 

frequency 

- Start immediately. 

- Continuously. 

 

5. Food & Nutrition Delta 

Objectives - Make use of arrangements specifically designed for challenges in the agro-food sector. 

- Provide entrepreneurs with an arrangement with a clear progressive and open structure. 

- Offer an arrangement with low barriers to enter. 

- Offer an arrangement with possibilities (freedom) to fit to the specific needs of 

entrepreneurs. 

- Offer an arrangement with limited administrative obligations. 

- Offer an arrangement that stimulates cooperation. 

Activities - Consider the adoption of the FND into the toolbox of LIOF; a possible start can be a 

meeting with Kees de Gooijer (from the FND). 

- Possibly adopt the FND into the toolbox of LIOF. 

Evaluation - When adopted, evaluate the adequacy of the arrangement by timely evaluations during 

projects. Considering whether the project is on track, whether goals are realistic, whether 

directions have to be changed, and whether to proceed (go/no-go decision moments). 

- Post-project evaluations by reflecting on the objectives and outcomes of the project in order 

to enhance the support of future projects. 

- Number of entrepreneurs supported compared to current levels of support. 

Kick-of - Considering the adoption and possibly adopt the FND can start right away. 
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6. Current toolbox 

Objectives - Offer a comprehensive and adequate set of tools. 

- Support entrepreneurs regarding their specific needs, both regarding missing 

entrepreneurial skills and financial needs to execute more radical innovation projects. 

- Support the region as a whole regarding the opportunities and needs of the region.  

- Facilitate cooperation. 

- Maintain commitment and the right motivation of entrepreneurs to make use of support. 

Activities - Use current tools (for more information of these tools, see also appendix 1); 

• OP-Zuid arrangement; because of its progressive structure, compensation of missing 

expertise, and stimulation of cooperative initiatives. 

• Pieken in Zuidoost-Nederland; because it also stimulates cooperation to result in more 

radical projects. 

• InterReg; because it demands international cooperation which facilitates opportunities for 

more radical innovation.  

• Own financial resources of LIOF to provide risk capital.  

- Provide the following recommendations for adjustments to the composers of these 

arrangements: 

• OP-Zuid arrangement; accept activities that are closer to primary production. 

• Pieken in Zuidoost-Nederland; raise the adequacy by increasing the frequency of the 

tenders and facilitate the accessibility by reducing the required scope of project 

(currently, small scale projects (< €250.000) do not qualify the requirements of this 

arrangement). Assure a more representative balance between types of projects by 

allocating a predefined portion of the resources to projects from specific areas.  

• InterReg; raise the adequacy of the procedures by reducing the extensive set of 

requirements resulting in long decision-making processes and therefore time-consuming 

projects. 

• Own financial resources of LIOF; combine these with other arrangements to reinforce 

the chance of success and the level of impact of projects.  

- Align tools and possibly compensate missing requirements with own efforts (of LIOF). 

- In general, minimize administrative obligations by evaluating the current obligations with 

the entrepreneurs. Ask them what they consider as redundant and evaluate whether such 

obligations can be deleted from the arrangements. 

- To show the effectiveness of the current toolbox, provide successful examples of former 

participants; like Newtricious and Excellence Fish (in brochures, website, and the 

workshops/seminars (focus areas 2)).  

- Secure the attribute of the arrangements to invest substantial amounts of own resources. 

This secures commitment. 

- Stay informed about other relevant available instruments by periodically checking the 

website www.senternovem.nl.  

Evaluation - Post-project evaluations to reveal potential shortcomings of the current tools. 

- Timely evaluate whether the current toolbox fits the requirements of the enterprises in the 

region to facilitate innovation (ones every year). 

Kick-of/ 

frequency 

- The tools are already used and using them can be continued. 

- Projects supported by the tools should end with an evaluation regarding the adequacy and 

performance of the tools. 

- Frequency of possibilities to adjustment arrangements (excl. own initiatives of LIOF) is 

dependent of other governmental organs and their organisation (e.g. the exchange of the 

European parliament). 
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8 Conclusions and reflection  
Basically, chapter 7 serves as the main conclusion of this thesis for LIOF. In this chapter a final 

thought, the main findings and a brief reflection of the outcomes of this thesis will be provided.  

 

The agro-food sector has always been an important component of the Dutch economy, both for 

revenues and employment. During the former era, much effort has been put into the sector resulting 

in a leading position in the world. This is illustrated by research outcomes showing that the agro-

food related knowledge level and agro-food productivity in The Netherlands is among the highest 

in Western Europe (Schimmelpfennig and Thirtle, 1999; Menrad, 2004). However, the structure 

and organization of the sector that has lead to this advanced position does not fit the current 

business environment anymore. Moreover, growth in the agro-food sector is currently hampered by 

the effects of the system. In the past, the sector has made great progress by close collaboration 

within sub-branches and a structure in which entrepreneurs could focus on optimizing their 

operations. They received intensive support regarding their internal processes and could focus on 

this area because other tasks, like trading, were covered by other parties. In the past, when large 

food shortages were present, this focus was a grounded choice. Optimizing bulk production to feed 

the nation was a priority. Currently, developments regarding internal processes have (to some 

extent) reached their boundaries. That is, substantial effort in this direction will only result in minor 

improvements. Additionally, changing market conditions (e.g. supply exceeds demand and labour 

costs are high compared to other countries) ask for alterations of focus areas and development 

processes. LIOF, being a development agency, is concerned with supporting and encouraging 

entrepreneurs to successfully adjust themselves to changing environments. Additionally, the choice 

to adopt agro-food as target area for LIOF is further strengthened because it turns out that rural 

firms (i.e. most agro-food companies) are not big users of government services (Hoffman et al., 

1998). A major outcome of this thesis was that most innovation efforts of agro-food firms are very 

limited. To realize that this group engages in more radical projects, the outcomes of Hoffman et al. 

(1998) imply that some extra attention from LIOF is welcome. 

 

Results from Avermaete et al. (2003) show the importance of innovation in the vast majority of 

small food firms. Although such firms are limited in terms of investment and research facilities, 

innovation appears to take place continuously. It is however the current level of innovativeness that 

could be questioned. The level of willingness to change is high enough, but to establish real 

breakthroughs with significant impact, the entrepreneurs need support. Especially in de agro-food 

sector which is dominated by SMEs with limited R&D investment possibilities and limited internal 

competencies. Moreover, SMEs require support because they make substantial contributions to 

national economies (Simmons et al., 2007), in particular in the agro-food sector.  

 

Main findings 

To maintain the advanced position and secure the positive contribution to the Dutch economy, 

agro-food entrepreneurs need to focus, and possibly receive support, on other areas than before. 

Opportunities for major improvements (i.e. more radical innovation) lay outside the internal 

processes of the agro-food companies nowadays. That is, severe opportunities lay at the interfaces 

with other sectors. Entrepreneurs have trouble to respond on these changes and new opportunities. 

They do not have the knowledge, experience and expertise to conduct transitions that are currently 

required; i.e. to come up with real breakthroughs. To establish this, followers can learn from 

leaders because, apparently, they did manage to realize to effectively make such transitions. 

Whether or not this was established with external support does not matter because followers can 

also receive such support. This line of reasoning was also used in this thesis project. That is, by 

comparing the successful leading entrepreneurs with the followers, who have more trouble 

adjusting themselves to the current situation, conclusions can be drawn to support the latter. From 

this analysis, directions for opportunities lay in: a focus on marketing activities and value creation 

based on specific customer demands; food service and niches; supply chains; external focus; non-
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traditional partnerships; learning entrepreneurs to innovate; the domino effect of success (breeds 

success); and possibly the economical crises. 

 

Recommendations for LIOF are provided that should result in the realization of these opportunities. 

Overall, these recommendations concern the following issues:  

- the focus group, concluding that there are reasons to support both leaders and followers;  

- establishing accessible and adequate support concerning the specific challenges of the 

entrepreneurs; 

- supporting entrepreneurs in the currently required innovation processes, both concerning 

the ideas and the execution of the projects; and  

- the required focus of subsidy arrangements and other financial support, and the 

possibilities of currently used and available arrangements. 

When supporting leaders, the focus should lie on providing financial resources to cover risks and 

make more radical innovation possible, and making sure that they are supported in an adequate 

manner. For the group of followers, additional focus areas were identified. Besides the ones 

mentioned for leaders, followers require support in: matchmaking for ideas, matchmaking for 

project execution, skills to conduct innovation projects, and marketing and sales. If leaders require 

support on focus areas mentioned for the followers, they typically know how to attract such 

support. Therefore, they are not mentioned as target recommendations. The recommendations are 

translated into an action plan containing six specific focus areas, namely: Individual innovation 

projects; Workshops/seminars; One front-office; Current developments; Food & Nutrition Delta; 

and the Current toolbox.  

 

Reflection 

The overall contributions of this master thesis project are:  

- the insights in the differences between innovation processes of leaders and followers, 

- the insights in the backlog of the followers which hampers the existence of more radical 

innovation, and 

- the target areas for enhancing the level of innovation in the agro-food sector. 

 

Page i of this thesis, contains a statement of Charles Darwin about the importance of the capability 

to adapt to changing conditions to survive. Considering innovation in food, Earle (1997) made the 

following statement: “Food innovation strategies need to be based on the total technology in the 

food system and concerned not only with the technological changes but also with the social and 

environmental changes, …”. The lesson that can be drawn is that, as with organisms, it is important 

for businesses to adapt to changing conditions to survive and to be successful. LIOF can use the 

recommendations of this thesis to inform entrepreneurs about directions to which they should 

adapt, and learn them how to adapt. That is, providing opportunities, and learning and supporting 

them to challenge changing conditions and successfully pick up opportunities.    

 

The outcomes of this thesis are in line with previously published work. It turned out that there was 

a high level of consensus between the addressed data sources. The outcomes of the interviews with 

the entrepreneurs and the experts were comparable and were also in line with information from 

both academic literature and other documentation. General consensus can be observed about the 

vision on the current position of the sector, the need for changes, the opportunities for change, and 

possible areas for support. Three particularly relevant academic references were found which 

confirmed the overall outcomes of this thesis. These are Borch and Brastad (2003), Traill and 

Meulenberg (2002), and Menrad (2004)
22

. These papers addressed innovation in the agro-food 

sector and draw similar conclusions and provided comparable implications. All this implies that the 

outcomes of this thesis are rather valid, reliable and therefore practical for LIOF. 

 

The difficulty of this master thesis project lies in extensive number and interrelatedness of 

influential factors that determine the level of innovation in the agro-food sector. This was further 

                                                      
22 further reading of these papers is suggested, particularly Borch and Brastad (2003) and Traill and Meulenberg (2002) 
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strengthened by the exploratory approach. The data collection resulted in a extensive and complex 

set of qualitative information. It was therefore hard to provide a concise picture of innovation 

processes in the sector and straightforward recommendations. Limiting the scope of this graduation 

assignment was not an option because otherwise, LIOF could not be provided with the answers to 

their questions. A personal challenge was to effectively report the findings – i.e. deliver the essence 

of the issues regarding innovation in the agro-food sector – in a concise manner. To deal with this 

challenge, the decision was made to provide aggregated results and elaborate on them in more 

detail. For readers with a background related to agro-food it is likely that the aggregated results and 

the action plan provider in section 7.6 are sufficient enough. Readers who want to explore the 

further details and backgrounds can study the detailed elaborations.   
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Appendices 

1. Elaboration on the instruments 
This appendix will elaborate on the available tools of LIOF to stimulate innovation efforts in the 

province of Limburg.  

 

Each instrument is an element of a program. Programs are written to support innovation activities 

of individual businesses or clusters. The instruments are the means to achieve the objectives of 

these programs. Programs are initiated, written and financed by governmental organs (e.g. a 

province). However, programs can also be initiated by regional development companies like LIOF. 

In most instances, this is a mutual process involving several parties. These programs are reports 

that contain the vision of these organs about the economical landscape of the near future. An 

example of a specific element of programs is the identification of target areas. One could say that 

these reports describe the prerequisites. They also provide the budget and the way the program is 

financed. After the approval of the program by the policy makers (e.g. in Brussels for EU related 

programs), the program is handed to relevant parties in the target region. As a development 

company, LIOF (being such relevant party) is expected to come up with projects that fit into the 

requirements of the program. LIOF also supports the realisation of programs and the construction 

of instruments by providing inputs based on their experience in the field. This results from the fact 

that many programs are based on former programs (or have an comparable purpose). So experience 

with former programs enables them to help in initiating, structuring and improving new programs. 

LIOF, for example, participates in the commission who constructs the instruments of OP-Zuid.     

 

Subsidies play an important role in the instrument structure. But instruments are meant to achieve 

“higher” purposes and are not just initiated to provide financial resources to companies. These 

instruments should trigger entrepreneurs and managers to rethink their operations and their 

products or services. That is, considerations about improving operations and identifying problems 

are also reasons to provide enterprises with these instruments. A clear example is the innovation 

voucher. This voucher only provides a limited amount of money, but it does trigger entrepreneurs 

to consciously evaluate their operations.  

 

Another property of all the subsidy instruments is that they only subsidise a part of the project costs 

(apart from the innovation vouchers). Companies always have to come up with own financial 

resources. This should ensure that entrepreneurs stay conscious about their financial situation and 

possibilities. In this way, companies are triggered to remain aware of risks and deal with them in a 

more responsible manner.         

 

The basic “toolkit” of LIOF consist of instruments from three programs. OP-Zuid, InterReg IV A 

and PID. LIOF has in addition some instruments of their own. These instruments are available from 

own financial resources. Each program has its own characteristics; i.e. purpose, target area, source 

of financial resources, geographical target region, etc. The main characteristics of the programs are 

described below. The elaboration on the individual tools is provided from section 9.1.1. After the 

elaboration of the programs, an overview is presented in which the relevant programs and 

instruments are grouped in a synoptic way (figure 1). Remark that the programs contain more tools 

than described. Examples of other instruments are the social innovation scheme of OP-Zuid, the 

InterReg IV B and C, and the Food & Nutrition Delta. The instruments elaborated on in this project 

proposal are the ones that LIOF considers as their basic toolkit.     

 

OP-Zuid   

The Operationeel Programma Zuid-Nederland (OP-Zuid) program is a subsidy program available 

for enterprises in the provinces Zeeland, Noord Brabant and Limburg. Financial resources come 

from the European Fund for Regional Development (EFRO), the Ministry of Economical Affairs 

and the three provinces. Their financial contribution is 1/2, 1/3 and 1/6 respectively. The overall 



 75 

objective is to stimulate competitiveness, a sustainable economical growth, and the employment in 

the south-east region of The Netherlands. An additional important element of this program is the 

mobilisation of the available knowledge. The main actions lay in the stimulation of innovation 

initiatives and entrepreneurship. The target group are SMEs which can be denoted as innovators or 

early followers. This program is quite generic in terms of target areas, but there is a selection of 

sectors which draw special attention. These are:  high-tech systems, devices and materials; food & 

nutrition; medical technology & life sciences; new energy; process industry: maintenance; 

logistics; and tourism. The OP-Zuid program consists of several arrangements. Each arrangement 

has its own focus. Differences lay for example in the activities that are subsidised, the scale of the 

projects and the objectives of the arrangements. One group of elements of OP-Zuid are the boost 

instruments (aanjaaginstrumenten in Dutch). The instruments that fall into this category are meant 

to trigger enterprises to evaluate their current operations and to consider possible future 

opportunities. These instruments are also implemented to filter initiatives so that the most 

promising (and serious) projects can be identified.  

 

A final note has to be made about strategic innovation scans (see figure 1). These scans are not 

really a tool of LIOF, but because they belong to the OP-Zuid program, LIOF refers to them if 

companies seek such arrangement. In such a case, another institute handles the further consultation 

(Uni-Merit). This instrument will not be described later in this chapter. 

 

InterReg IV A 

Generally, InterReg is a certain amount of financial resources that can be spend under specific 

conditions. If a project is in line with these conditions, it is possible to receive a subsidy. The 

conditions in terms of target areas is not as specific as in the other programs. InterReg prescribes 

some target areas, but is not necessary that project fall into the given areas. The most important 

term of all InterReg projects is that they should involve interregional cooperation in the EU to 

stimulate sustainable regional development. Financial resources for InterReg projects are provided 

by EFRO under the condition that other co-financers join the project. Additionally, projects should 

be financed by private funds for at least 20%. In The Netherlands, the Ministry of Economical 

Affairs (EZ) and/or local provinces and municipalities fulfil this task in most cases. It is possible 

that some projects do not fit the requirements of EZ. Than, other co-financers have to jump in to 

make a project possible. InterReg is financed from a sub-fund of EFRO that is meant to stimulate 

international initiatives. OP-Zuid, in contrast, is financed from a sub-fund of EFRO that is meant to 

stimulate national initiatives. All EFRO resources find their origins in the so-called Cohesion Fund.    

InterReg is divided into several parts. The most relevant part for LIOF is InterReg IV A. A further 

clarification of the programs of InterReg IV, and part A in particular, can be found in section 2.2.7.  

 

PID 

Pieken in de Delta (PID) is an agenda focused on several target regions which are of great 

economical value for The Netherlands. This agenda should realize the ambition to boost the 

dynamic Dutch economy to increase its competitiveness. Several programs have been developed 

within this agenda. LIOF adopted (but also partly initiated) one of these programs into their toolkit. 

This program is called Pieken in Zuidoost-Nederland. Pieken in Zuidoost-Nederland is a program 

initiated by the Dutch Ministry of Economical Affairs, the  province of Noord-Brabant and 

Limburg, and SRE (grouping Regio Eindhoven). The main goal is to push existing regional peaks 

(pieken in Dutch) to enhance the economical position of the south-east region of The Netherlands. 

These peaks are: high-tech systems and materials, medical technology and life sciences, and food 

and nutrition. The target region possesses a lot of knowledge about these themes. The aim of this 

program is to mobilize this knowledge so that economic value can be created.  

 

LIOF 

Finally, LIOF has some tools that are financed by their own resources. Two of these tools generate 

direct income. One is a loan which generates interest income and the other one is venture capital 
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which should provide dividend income from shares in enterprises. The third tool is an internal fund. 

This tool is not presented to the outside world; i.e. companies cannot come to LIOF to directly use 

resources from this fund. LIOF can however use this fund to make projects possible. So projects 

benefit in an indirect manner from this tool.     

 

All the instruments mentioned in this section are (partly) initiated by or linked to the Ministry of 

Economic Affairs and the province of Limburg. For this reason, LIOF is only allowed to subsidise 

activities that fall into non-primary sectors.  

 

Another program, partly initiated and financed by the Ministry of Economical Affairs is the Food 

& Nutrition Delta. Currently, LIOF does not make use of the arrangements of this program. It 

may however be relevant for the future because the objectives are in line with the LIOF’s target 

area agro-food. More information of the Food & Nutrition Delta can be found in appendix 6.  

 

Finally, it is useful to highlight that, besides the specific instruments elaborated in the following 

sections, the expertise of LIOF is also a vital instrument to stimulate innovation activities and to 

realize the targets of the operational programs. The extensive network of LIOF, containing 

knowledge institutes, industry representatives and governmental contacts, cannot be 

underestimated as a tool to bring parties together and form new clusters. They also posses the 

ability to structure activities in such a way that parties find each other and see themselves as 

operational partners to achieve a collective goal, even by providing infrastructure if necessary.  

 

• Germany - The Netherlands

• Border region Flanders - The 
Netherlands

• Euregion Meuse - Rhine

• Advice scheme

• Innovation officer

• Innovation scheme

– Individual SME

– Cluster module

• Innovation south boost 

instruments

– Innovation vouchers

– I-Zone (until 2008)

– (strategic innovation scans)

• Pieken in Zuidoost-Nederland • Innovation loan
• O-fund

• Venture capital

LIOFPID

InterReg IV A

OP-Zuid

EFRO (and co-financer(s)) EZ, provinces and SRE Own resources

 
 

Figure 1: Overview of the toolkit of LIOF 

 

The following sub-sections will elaborate on the individual instruments. Figure 1 shows to which 

program these instruments pertain.  

Advice scheme (adviesregeling)  

The advice scheme is targeted at stimulating innovations concerning products, processes, markets 

and/or services at SMEs. This arrangement consists of a subsidy for the application of innovation 

related advice. The specific innovation should be targeted at amplifying the position on existing 

markets or the entry on new combinations of product, market and technology. Besides the target 
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areas, the subsidy can be applied to SMEs from all branches excluding a specific selection
23

. The 

subsidy may cover the following external expenses: 

- expenses for conducting technical and commercial implementation studies, as part of a 

broader innovation project, 

- prototyping, 

- patenting, or 

- certifying the allowance to offer a product on the market. 

The subsidy covers 35% of the (listed) expenses up to a maximum of € 25.000 (subsidy). The 

project expenses for which the subsidy has been requested, should be € 14.290 or more (so the 

minimal subsidy is € 5.000). Expenses that can be covered by the subsidy are restricted to fees for 

involving third parties.   

Innovation Officer 

The innovation officer arrangement consists of a subsidy for SMEs to involve knowledge workers 

into their innovation process. This arrangement is targeted at: 

- filling knowledge gaps at SMEs, specifically in the field of innovation, 

- facilitating innovation processes at SMEs by involving knowledge workers from large 

OEMs or recently graduated consultants, 

- enhancing the position of the SMEs by facilitating their contribution to product 

improvements, cost reduction, and early product launch at their customers, 

- lowering the barriers to attract knowledge/experience from regional OEMs to SMEs, 

- attracting recently graduated consultants into SMEs to support the innovation power with 

state of the art knowledge. 

- Improving the relationship between regional SMEs and the available knowledge 

infrastructure.    

The innovation officer should act as an facilitator to trigger innovation related efforts at SMEs. The 

most important issue is the detection and implementation of innovation opportunities. Besides the 

target areas, the subsidy can be applied to SMEs from all branches excluding the ones mentioned in 

footnote 21. The subsidy covers 35% of the labour expenses of the knowledge workers up to a 

maximum of € 30.000. Besides the labour expenses, the costs made to attract the knowledge 

workers can also be covered by the subsidy. 

Innovation scheme (innovatieregeling) 

The scope of the innovation scheme is relatively broad compared to the advise scheme and the 

innovation officer. The subsidy is provided to support innovation projects at SMEs more generally. 

That is, its purpose is to strengthen the economic structure of the south of The Netherlands by 

facilitating innovative and high risk development projects that should result in increased 

competitiveness, better innovation capabilities, and a sustainable (and growing) business 

environment. These projects should result in new products, services or processes that involve broad 

markets. Which in addition, should increase employment in the region. The subsidy is however 

restricted to experimental development and some industrial research. Fundamental research is 

excluded from this arrangement. So the innovation project should be targeted at products or 

services that have an actual impact on the economy of the target region. An additional target is to 

facilitate the connection between knowledge and business. That is, available knowledge should be 

shared, so that the entire region can gain from it. The arrangement can cover both individual 

enterprises as well as clusters of enterprises. Expenses that can be covered by the subsidy are the 

following: 

- internal labour costs, 

- promotion and publicity expenses, 

- expenses for the acquisition of machinery, equipment and production materials, 

                                                      
23 These sectors are excluded from direct support of the arrangements to which they apply: Agriculture, hunting and forestry; Fishery; 

The extraction of minerals; Some specific industrial activities (mainly heavy industries like the petroleum related industry and the heavy 

metal industry); The production and distribution of electricity, gas and hot water; Construction; Financial institutions. 
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- expenses for the use of machinery, equipment and production materials, 

- expenses for materials and appliances, 

- expenses for financial transactions, services, patents, and bank fees, 

- travel and stay expenses, and/or 

- other expenses for involving third parties.  

Besides the target areas, the subsidy can be applied to enterprises (both SMEs and non-SMEs) from 

all branches excluding the ones mentioned in footnote 21. The subsidy covers 35% of the (listed) 

expenses up to a maximum of € 250.000 for individual companies. For clusters, the subsidy covers 

up to 45% of the (listed) expenses with a maximum of € 1.000.000. 

Innovation vouchers (kennischeques) 

Innovation vouchers are vouchers for SMEs to procure knowledge or technology at knowledge 

brokers or knowledge intensive businesses. These sources of knowledge or technology can be 

found within national boundaries or abroad. The value of these vouchers are € 6.500. The vouchers 

should intensify knowledge dispersion and consequently knowledge creation. The attracted 

knowledge should facilitate the development activities concerning new (and actual) products, 

processes, and/or applications. The knowledge that is attained should be applicable to concrete 

business opportunities; so fundamental research is excluded from this arrangement. These vouchers 

are implemented to trigger SMEs to engage in innovation processes. To minimize the barriers for 

using these vouchers, the company which uses them is not obligated to add financial contributions. 

In other words, if the expenses of the attainment of knowledge are within € 6.500, 100% of the 

costs are covered by the voucher. 

I-Zone 

The I-Zone arrangement has been used until 2008. The elements of this arrangement will soon be 

implemented again in the toolbox of LIOF due to its success. However, the name I-Zone will not 

be used again. In the upcoming situation, the elements will become part of Innovation South in 

general (the umbrella concept as portrayed in figure 1). I-Zone, which stands for Innovation Zone, 

was a tool to boost innovation activities in the south-east region of The Netherlands. Target areas 

were areas in which this region already had an advanced position. These areas were: high-tech 

systems, food, and human health. The principle behind I-Zone was to facilitate cooperation. 

Companies, knowledge institutes and other relevant parties were brought together to enhance 

innovation efforts in the region. In several phases, participants worked to a joint innovation effort. 

It is possible that the upcoming arrangement contains other or additional target sectors, but the 

main scheme will be maintained.    

Pieken in Zuidoost-Nederland 

Pieken in Zuidoost-Nederland has four major target topics. These topics are:  

- To stimulating cooperation in respect to research and development for specific sectors. 

These sectors are: high-tech systems and materials, food & nutrition, and life sciences & 

medical technology.  

- To stimulate cooperation in respect to market oriented and innovative entrepreneurship and 

the application of knowledge and expertise in respect to the target areas mentioned at the 

former bullet point. For this topic, design is also incorporated as an target sector.  

- To stimulate cooperation in making the labour market more flexible and promote the 

involvement of knowledge workers and research organizations in the following sectors: 

high-tech systems and materials, food & nutrition, life sciences & medical technology, 

creative industry, ICT, and value added services in the region. 

- To stimulate cooperation to promote open innovation and the development of leading 

campuses. Target areas for this topic are the ones mentioned at the first bullet point. 

Projects solely targeted at knowledge creation are excluded from the arrangement. There are other 

arrangements available covering those projects.   

Pieken in Zuidoost-Nederland has both an regional as well as an national focus (in contrast to the 

OP-Zuid arrangements). The broader purpose of this program is to take maximal advantage of the 
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economical strengths of the south-east region of The Netherlands. The arrangement should 

stimulate innovative initiatives that reach over the boarders of this specific region (both within The 

Netherlands and abroad). Project that want to be subsidised should, in addition to one or more of 

the aforementioned topics, also contribute to the economical position of the region as a whole. 

Important to mention is that this arrangement is restricted to stimulate projects that fall within the 

predefined areas. The main areas are: high-tech systems and materials, food & nutrition, and life 

sciences & medical technology. The other areas are considered to be enabling technologies. These 

are: creative industry/design, ICT, and value added services (e.g. logistics and maintenance). 

Projects are selected by the so-called tender principle. That is, projects are evaluated twice a year 

and ranked by their applicability to the action points formulated within the arrangements. Based on 

the level of dealing with the goals of the arrangements, the projects are chosen until the subsidy 

budget is allocated. The main role of LIOF in respect to this arrangement is to boost the 

involvement of enterprises. That is, to attract companies to initiate sustainable innovation projects 

which fit into the prerequisites of the arrangement.     

InterReg IV 

This program provides subsidies for creative and innovative projects that facilitate European 

cooperation concerning sustainable, spatial and regional development. These are long-term projects 

which typically last over several years. 50 to 75% of the project costs can be subsidised from the 

EFRO. The InterReg IV program is divided into three areas which target different cooperation 

levels, mainly in terms of geographical location and target areas. These are: InterReg A, targeted at 

cooperation in the border region (across borders); InterReg B, targeted at trans-national cooperation 

within larger regions; and InterReg C, which is targeted at interregional cooperation between all 

EU members. 

The relevant sub-program for LIOF is InterReg IV A. This program is targeted at regional 

development by integrating economical, ecological and social aspects. So the focus lies in 

cooperation across boundaries and less in the stimulation of specific sectors. This to enhance the 

position of the region as a whole. The reasoning behind this arrangement is that knowledge and 

skills located in specific regions should be combined to facilitate more efficient development of 

which the whole region can gain advantages. The arrangement is mainly focussed on SME’s. 

InterReg IV A consists of four target areas which all have their own specific program. Depending 

on the location of the enterprise, Dutch firms can join one of the four programs. Each program has 

its own themes, rules and budget. The relevant programs for the province of Limburg (and 

therefore LIOF) are Germany – The Netherlands, Border region Flanders – The Netherlands, and 

Euregion Meuse – Rhine. The relevant geographical areas are shown in figure 2. The three target 

areas all have their own operational program. However, these programs do not deviate to a large 

extent. The main difference is the geographical area to which they apply. In short, these are the 

basic characteristics of the programs. 

Germany – The Netherlands 

Geographical area: The border region that reaches from the north of The Netherlands to the 

middle of Limburg. 

Themes: Economy, technology, and innovation. Additional target areas are 

sustainable regional development (mainly focussing on environment, 

energy and water), and integration and society. 

Subsidy covers: 50% of the projects costs. (minimal project costs covered by the subsidy 

are € 100.000) 

 

Border region Flanders – The Netherlands 

Geographical area: Cooperation between Limburg, Noord-Brabant and/or Zeeland, and 

Vlaanderen.   

Themes: Innovation, knowledge, and economy. Further should the following topics 

kept in mind: nature and scenery, sustainable use of natural resources, 

culture, and wellbeing. 

Subsidy covers: 50% of the projects costs. 
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Euregion Meuse – Rhine 

Geographical area: The regional area of Maastricht, Hasselt, Aachen and Liège.    

Themes: Knowledge, innovation, economy, employment, nature and environment, 

energy, mobility, health support, culture, and safety. 

Subsidy covers: 50% of the projects costs.  

 

 
 

Figure 2: The geographical areas in which the programs are applicable 
(source: Brochure: “Grensoverschrijdende Samenwerking – Structuurfondsen  

2007-2013”, Ministerie van Economische Zaken, February 2007) 

 

Until this point, instruments were mentioned that are initiated mainly by the Ministry of Economic 

Affairs. LIOF also offers three additional arrangements initiated from the company itself. These are 

the Innovation loan, the O-fund LIOF, and Venture capital.   

Innovation loan (innovatielening) 

This arrangement is a loan to support enterprises to finance their innovation activities. This loan is 

applicable to innovation projects which are also supported by one of the subsidy arrangements. 

Besides, it can also be used for projects that do not receive subsidies. The loan is initiated for 

companies that fail to realise their own financial contribution, which can rise up to 65% of the 

project costs. Depending on the percentage of the subsidy, the loan can cover 50 to 65% of the 

eligible project costs. The maximum of the loan is set at € 300.000 per project. LIOF offers this 

loan as a subordinated dept and in line with usual market conditions to avoid the implication of 

competition distortion. Besides more financial resources to invest, companies also receive more 
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trust from conventional credit suppliers. This enhances the possibilities to receive more financial 

support from third parties.   

O-fund LIOF 

This is an internal fund, existing of own financial resources. This fund can be utilized for various 

purposes. It can be described as the pocket money of LIOF. However, an internal request should be 

handed in and approved to gain access to this fund. One of the purposes is that LIOF can use this 

fund to finance (front-end) activities that eventually result in new projects but cannot be denoted as 

being part of such projects. These expenses are necessary to make such projects possible, but do 

not fall into the expenses that can be subsidised. Another purpose is the involvement of external 

agencies to conduct tasks for which LIOF has not enough capacity within their own company. 

Instead of rejecting a project, the fund makes it possible to outsource some activities and to proceed 

with the project.  

Venture capital (participaties) 

LIOF has a separate business unit called participation. This business unit can provide venture 

capital to support companies by executing promising projects. For providing these financial 

resources (risk capital), LIOF receives a share in the company. Another option is to provide a 

company with a loan, resulting in interest income. So LIOF shares in the results of the firm, but 

also phases the potential risk of losing resources because of failing businesses. In addition to 

financial resources, enterprises can also gain from the expertise within LIOF and its network, with 

its wide variety of contacts including knowledge institutes, industry representatives and 

governmental contacts.      
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2. Notification letter 
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3. Interview contacts 
- Frans Balemans  Syntens 

- Geert Benders   Plus Benders 

- Dyhan de Bruijn  Freij Projecten 

- Ron de Greeff   Langfruit 

- Kees de Gooijer  Food & Nutrition Delta (FND) 

- Jos van der Heijden  Provincie Limburg 

- Annemie Hermans  LLTB 

- Joep Hermans   Agricultural producer, Carnola, Innovatief Platteland 

- Ilona Jahae   Provincie Limburg 

- Jan Klerken   Scelta Mushrooms 

- Rutger Lommerse  Flora Holland, Ondernemers Initiatief Greenport Venlo 

- Michiel Meijer Mattern  Van Brussel trends in meat 

- Jos Nelissen   Newtricious, Globus Ei 

- Eric Philipsen   Excellence Fish 

- Orlando de Ponti  Nunhems Vegetable Seeds, ICGV 

- Jan van Rijsingen  Van Rijsingen Beheer, FoodConnetionPoint, FND 

- Manon Smeets   Provincie Limburg 

- Peter Smits   Smits-Derks Champignons 

- José Vogelezang  Wageningen UR 

- Jan Vorstermans  Freshpark Venlo 

- Rinus van de Waart  KnowHouse 

 

Note that this list contains 21 participants instead of 19 mentioned in section 2.2.1. The reason for 

this is that the contact at the province of Limburg (Jos van der Heijden) considered it useful to ask 

two of his colleagues (Ilona Jahhae and Manon Smeets) to join the interview. 
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4. Documents used for inspiration 
The list of inspiration documents is split into two categories, namely: Highly relevant and 

Moderately relevant.
24

  

 

Highly relevant 

Bont C.J.A.M. de, Everdingen W.H. van, Knijff A. van der “Actuele ontwikkeling van resultaten 

en inkomens in de land- en tuinbouw, 2008” Publication of LEI 2008 

 

Silvis H.J., Bont C.J.A.M. de, Helming J.F.M., Leeuwen M.G.A. van, Bunte F., Meijl J.C.M. van 

“De agrarische sector in Nederland naar 2020; perspectieven en onzekerheden”. Publication of LEI 

2009 

 

“Greenport Venlo regio, toonaangevend in vers door focus, groei en verbinding” Publication of 

Team Vercoulen Verbindt commissioned by Greenport Venlo 2009 

 

Galen M. van, Verstegen J. “Innovatie in de agrarische sector; we kunnen er niet genoeg van 

krijgen!”. Publication of LEI 2008 

 

“Innovatie = ondernemen; strategienota innovatie”. Publication of the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Nature and Food Quality (LNV) 2006 

 

“Innovatieve noden van de Vlaamse voedingsindustrie; resultaten van de bevragingen”. Publication 

of Flanders’ FOOD 2005  

 

Potters J., Buurma J., Buck A. de “Inspiratie voor transitie; leren van pioniers en hun zoektochten”. 

Publication of LEI, WUR and PPO 2007 

 

“Kiezen voor landbouw; een visie op de toekomst van de Nederlandse agrarische sector”. 

Publication of the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality (LNV) 2005 

 

Chapter 3 from: “Ondernemen in de sectoren; feiten en ontwikkelingen 2007-2009”. Publication of 

EIM 2008 

 

Lambregts G., Weijs L. “Organisatieplan kennis – kunde – kassa; op weg naar Greenport Innovatie 

Programma”. Project proposal of Team Lambregts – Weijs commissioned by Greenport Venlo 

2009 

 

“Perspectieven voor de agrarische sector in Nederland”. Publication of the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Nature and Food Quality (LNV) 2006 

 

“Technological topEuregio SWOT analysis” Publication of Hochschule Niederrhein and Etil 2007  

 

“Toekomst in de Agro-foodsector; over ontwikkelingen in de agrarische- en 

voedingsmiddelensector”.  Brochure of the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality 

(LNV) 2001 

 

Moderately relevant 

Kroon S.M.A. van der, Backus G.B.C. “Begeleiden van innovatieprocessem in de agro- en 

foodbusiness”. Publication of LEI 2003 

 

                                                      
24 The references are given in the alphabetic order of the titles because the authors could not always be traced. 
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“Beleidsdoorlichting kennis & innovatie; beleidstheorie LNV-begroting beleidsartikel 26”. 

Publication of the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality (LNV) 2006 

 

Snijder H., Vrolijk H., Jacobs D. “De economische kracht van agro-food in Nederland”.  

 

Jong J.P.J. de, Muizer A.P. “De meest innovatieve sector van Nederland; ranglijst van 58 

sectoren”. Publication of EIM 2005 

 

“Het Nederlandse agrocluster op de wereldkaart”. Publication of the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Nature and Food Quality (LNV) (~)2006 

 

Oudmaijer S.C. “Innovatie in het MKB; de detailhandel”. Publication of EIM 2005 

 

Baltussen W.H.M., Oosterkamp E.B., Mil E.M. van, Hagelaar G. “Kansen en belemmeringen in 

duurzame ketenvorming; primair bedrijf in ketens?”. Publication of LEI 2008 

 

“Kennis en innovatie; vernieuwing in de gehele agroketen”. Brochure of the Ministry of 

Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality (LNV) 2008 

 

Backus G.B.C., Boone J.A., Pierick E. ten, Bunte F.H.J., Calker K.J. van “Ketenrendementen in de 

Nederlandse agribusiness; varkensvlees, zuivel, groente en fruit”. Pubication of LEI 2007 

 

Broekmans C., Vernooij M. “Ontwikkeling duurzame agro-food ketens; een integraal perspectief”. 

Publication of Stichting Agro Keten Kennis 2000 

 

“Rabobank cijfers & trends”. Publication of Rabobank November 2008 

 

“Rabobank cijfers & trends”. Publication of Rabobank May 2009 

 

“Visie op Europees landbouw- en plattelandsbeleid”. Brochure of LTO Nederland 2007 
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5. Technical information Macula egg 
This appendix contains some technical information of the Macula egg.  

Source: http://www.maculaegg.com/eng/default.htm (06-10-2009) 
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6. Single occurred problems/challenges 
Besides the problems mentioned in section 4.2.2, sixteen problems were mentioned only ones. In 

this appendix, these problems/challenges are mentioned briefly. 

 

- Small companies have trouble finding and involving leading companies.  

- R&D personal often thinks too far ahead of the actual/current market resulting in an 

incongruent situation between customer demand en technological push. This hampers the 

adoption process.    

- Some customers and/or partners expect that development projects always result in the 

envisioned outcomes.  

- Other companies react and sometimes “overhaul” the developments of the company who 

initially came up with the idea.  

- It can be particularly hard to effectively launch products for a small company (SME), 

especially in the agro-food sector.  

- Gathering information 

- It can be difficult to find and involve relevant partners. 

- Breaking traditional relationships in the supply chain was not accepted by parties who were 

passed. Resulting in aggressive competition.  

- Marketing expertise is missing 

- It can be hard to convince customers about the added value you can offer 

- It was never been done. The entrepreneur developed an entire new niche market; every 

single aspect had to be invented. 

- No experience in innovation processes. 

- Possessing too limited expertise in the area of the project. 

- Due to the superiority of some leaders, it can be difficult for them to cooperate with others 

(i.e. followers). 

- Subsidy programs can take too much time. 

- It can be hard to receive financial support.  
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7. Food & Nutrition Delta 
The Food & Nutrition Delta (FND) is a program specifically focused on food and nutrition related 

activities. Until now, LIOF did not make use of arrangements of this program. It is included in this 

proposal because the arrangement could be interesting for the future for two reasons. First, because 

it is targeted at a target area of LIOF (agro-food), and second, it is partly initiated and financed by 

the Ministry of Economic Affairs. The purpose of the FND is to realize that The Netherlands 

becomes the leading and most innovative food and nutrition region in Europe. This means that The 

Netherlands should become the main source of successful innovations and that a significant 

fraction of the food and nutrition related parties (both national and international) rely on R&D 

activities from the Dutch knowledge base. The program is targeted at the food and nutrition 

industry, at suppliers and at knowledge institutes, and in particular the cooperation between these 

parties. In contrast to PID, the FND is (amongst other purposes) targeted at knowledge 

development. The FND is split into two phases.   

 

FND phase 1 

This phase serves the need for new fundamental knowledge about products and processes needed to 

enhance innovation capabilities within the region. Phase 1 is configured in a collective strategic 

research program of TIFN (Top Institute Food and Nutrition). Within this institute, enterprises and 

knowledge institutes cooperate to preserve and build a leading position of the knowledge base of 

food and nutrition in The Netherlands. This institute contains a (general) knowledge base, but also 

helps in creating knowledge for specific business problems. 

 

FND phase 2 

This phase is initiated to mobilize the new and existing knowledge, and to apply it to development 

activities to come up with new products and processes. Knowledge sources are knowledge from 

phase 1 (TIFN), available knowledge at knowledge institutes, and available knowledge within the 

business environment. Additionally, it is proposed that SMEs participate in innovation processes in 

an active manner and that competencies regarding these processes are developed. Phase 2 exists of 

two program lines which are targeted at the transfer from knowledge to new products, processes or 

services, and at the amplification and stimulation of the innovation power of SMEs. Different 

relevant parties are allowed to participate in innovation projects, including multinationals, SMEs, 

consumer organisations, nutrition specialists, equipment manufacturers, etc. So the program is 

quite open, as long as there is a relation with (i.e. a positive impact on) the position of the food and 

nutrition activities within the target region. The program formulates six themes: 

- nurture and health 

- sensory and structure 

- bio-ingredients and functionality 

- safety and preservation  

- consumer behaviour 

- adjacent technology for food and nutrition 

 

program line 1; Market driven innovation 

This program line is initiated to combine all the “ingredients” needed to facilitate innovations. That 

is, combining the different sources of knowledge to effectively approach opportunities in the 

market. In more concrete terms, the purpose of this line is to: 

- intensify and accelerate innovation processes, resulting in new products, processes and 

services, 

- make innovation processes more effective, 

- amplify the demand, and 

- enhance the SME participation within innovation processes.  
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program line 2; Investing in competence development 

The purpose of this line is to enhance the innovation abilities of SMEs in a sustainable manner. 

This line focuses on non-technological aspects of innovation processes. Examples of such issues 

are: training and mobilization of knowledge workers, communication, and knowledge transfer.   

 

FND phase 2 exists (for 2009) of three subsidy arrangements: FND-innovation projects, FND-

SME-innovation projects, and feasibility projects. Further details of these subsidy arrangements 

can be found in table 1. 
 
 FND-innovation project FND-SME-innovation project Feasibility project 

Purpose Supporting risky innovation 
projects concerning new 
products or processes, so that 
enterprises can launch 
unique/distinctive products with 
a high degree of added value.  

Supporting attractive and short 
innovation processes with a 
high degree of risk and 
significant economical value, 
which simultaneously 
demonstrate the importance of 
innovation to other SMEs. 

Raising the amount of 
innovation initiatives within 
SMEs and raising the 
effectiveness of the innovation 
projects.  

Project features - The project can be linked to 
one of the themes of FND 
phase 2 

- The project consists of 
industrial research and/or 
primary phases of 
experimental development of 
products or processes 

- The project can be linked to 
one of the themes of FND 
phase 2 

- The project consists of 
industrial research and/or 
primary phases of 
experimental development of 
products or processes 

- The project can serve as an 
example for other SMEs 

- The project can be linked to 
one of the themes of FND 
phase 2 

- The feasibility project 
supports the decision making 
process concerning an 
innovation process within a 
SME by providing insights in 
the economical and 
technological feasibility issues 
along with the composition of 
the cooperation and 
sustainability 

Applicant Enterprise SME SME 

Cooperation At least one Dutch enterprise 
and one or more other parties 
participate in the project taking 
care of their own funds and 
risks.  

Two or more SMEs taking care 
of their own funds and risks. 

Cooperation is not mandatory, 
but allowed. 

Judgement Tender procedure. The ranking 
procedure is done by a 
independent advice organ.  

Continuously. Based on FIFO 
and comprehensiveness of the 
application.  

Continuously. Based on FIFO 
and comprehensiveness of the 
application. 

Criteria - Technological innovation 
- Economical perspective 
- Technological cooperation 
- Sustainability (public health/ 

ecological issues) 

- Technological innovation 
- Economical perspective 
- Technological cooperation 
- Sustainability (public health/ 

ecological issues) 

- The research approach 
- The nature of the 

technological issues to be 
solved 

- The way the economical 
perspective is going to be 
investigated 

- The way the composition of 
the needed consortium is 
going to be investigated 

Maximum lead time 4 years 2 years 1 year 

Application deadline June 19th, 2009; 17.00 h Continuously until October 9th, 
2009; 17.00 h 

Continuously until October 9th, 
2009; 17.00 h 

Budget € 6 million € 3 million  € 1 million 

Max. subsidy / project € 1 million € 400.000  € 50.000  

Subsidy percentage 35% for research activities 
(50% for research institute) 
25% for development activities 
+ 10% top-up for SME 
participants 

45% for research activities 
35% for development activities 

50% of the project costs 
(covered by the subsidy) 

 
Table 1: Subsidy arrangements FND-phase 2 – 2009  

(source: Brochure “innovatieprogramma Food & Nutrition Delta Fase 2 – 2009”, SenterNovem) 

 

In respect to the possible role of LIOF within the FND program, activities initiated in phase 2 are 

of particular relevance. LIOF is more focused at stimulation innovation than in building a 

knowledge institute. As can be read, in phase 2, innovation projects are actual initiated and 

stimulated. 
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