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Abstract 

Innovation is widely recognized as being an important strategic tool for companies to increase their 
competitive advantage. Hereby, networks have become increasingly important as external sources for the 
necessary knowledge, ideas and financial resources. The main contribution of this paper is to shed light on how 
different network partners can explain or facilitate the different types of innovations in the agricultural sector. 
In contrast to other studies, we make a distinction between all four types of innovation: product, process, 
marketing and organizational innovation. Thus, this study has the objective to gain insight into the innovation 
process of farmers in terms of how they innovate, which network partners they consult in relation to 
innovation type, the obstacles they face, and where the network activities could be better aligned with the 
needs of the farmers, which could help to enable them to optimally support innovation and networking.  
The study is based on 36 in-depth interviews with farmers spread over five subsectors in Flanders (northern 
Belgium).  
Our most important findings are that the consulted partners and the observed barriers are different dependent 
on the innovation type. Hence, our study delivers a set of valuable insights and implications for farmers, 
network coordinators and policymakers. Farmers must be aware of the importance of partner suitability and 
network heterogeneity for the innovation type they are aiming at. Furthermore, farmers have to be aware of 
the fact that efficient networking is not the optimisation of single relationships independently of each other, 
but instead the management of synergies and coordination of all relationships in an efficient way. In addition, 
network coordinators should set up a clear strategy and communicate for which innovations their network can 
advise and help the farmer. 
These first conclusions should be further proven and supported by future research in order to draw general 
conclusions for the agricultural sector. As the sample of our study is limited to 36 respondents spread over five 
subsectors, it is necessary to conduct a quantitative study to achieve a representable sample and to include 
more subsectors. In addition, the study is limited to the Flemish region and literature in other countries about 
this subject is scarce. Hence, other researchers are encouraged to investigate if the results of Flanders can be 
supported by other regions in Europe and the world. 

 
Keywords: Farmers; network; innovation; Flanders; qualitative research 

 
1 Introduction 

Nowadays, it is widely recognized that the networks the company is embedded in, have become increasingly 
important in the innovation process of SMEs (Fearne and Hughes, 1999; Omta, 2002; Pittaway et al., 2004). 
Over time, major changes have taken place in the relationship between farmers and the whole of agricultural 
research, extension and education establishments (Klerkx and Leeuwis, 2009). The same authors state that 
within the agricultural research, new approaches towards innovation have been developed in response to the 
restrictions of the linear models of innovation, namely agricultural innovation systems (AIS) thinking which has 
become an increasingly applied framework to better understand innovation (e.g. Hall et al., 2003; Klerkx et al., 
2010; Morris et al., 2006; Spielman et al., 2008). In these innovation system approaches, innovation is 
considered the result of a process of networking and interactive learning among a heterogeneous set of actors, 
such as farmers, input industries, processors, traders, researchers, extensionists, government officials, and civil 
society organizations (Hall et al., 2006; Leeuwis, 2004; Röling, 2009). A network is defined as a set of relations 
through which the company acquires, assimilates, transforms and exploits knowledge, thus serving as the 
medium for the combined transformation of the company’s internal and external resources into an innovation 
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(Cowan and Jonard, 2004; Omta, 2004; Zahra and George, 2002). Furthermore, we define innovation as an on-
going process of learning, searching and exploring, resulting in new products, new processes, new forms of 
marketing and organization (Lundvall, 1995). Thereby, product innovation is defined as the introduction of a 
good or service that is new or significantly improved with respect to its characteristics or intended uses; 
process innovation as the implementation of a new or significantly improved production or delivery method; 
marketing innovation as the implementation of a new marketing method involving significant changes in 
product design or packaging, product placement, product promotion or pricing; and finally organisational 
innovation as the implementation of a new organisational method in the firm’s business practices, workplace 
organisation or external relations (OECD, 2005).  
 
Literature has already analysed the effect of different network partners on the success of innovations. For 
instance, vertical collaboration allows a firm to gain considerable knowledge about new technologies, markets 
and process improvements (Whitley, 2002). Listening to suppliers and clients should deliver innovation results 
more quickly (Nieto and Santamaria, 2007). Tether (2002) also found that collaboration with clients enables a 
firm to develop or improve products. Collaboration with clients could be beneficial to reduce lead times and 
risks of new product development, while enhancing flexibility, product quality and market adaptability (Chung 
and Kim, 2003). With regards to horizontal collaboration, competitors are likely to be contacted to share 
common problems that are outside the competitor’s area of influence – for instance a regulatory change 
(Tether, 2002). With respect to research organisations and universities, several studies have shown their 
importance for technological innovations (Bozeman, 2000; Vuola and Hameri, 2006). Others highlight them as 
most effective partner to achieve innovations intended to open new markets and segments (Belberbos et al., 
2004). 
 
Studies investigating the appropriateness of network partners in relation to different innovation types are 
scarce and need far more research attention (de Man and Duysters, 2005; Howells et al., 2004; Pittaway et al., 
2004). Most of the existing studies focus much more on technological process innovations and product 
innovations than on non-technological and intangible ones, i.e. marketing and organizational innovations. 
However, there are strong reasons to use a comprehensive innovation concept and give more attention to non-
technological and intangible kinds of innovations (Edquist, 2006; Pittaway et al., 2004; van Galen and 
Verstegen, 2008). Additionally, the insights obtained in this area are based on high-tech companies functioning 
with R&D units. The agribusiness sector forms thus a promising case study, being considered as a low-tech 
sector (CIAA, 2009; Gellynck et al., 2007; Kirner et al., 2009; Lagnevik et al., 2004), to contribute to the above 
identified gaps in the literature. 

 
1.1  Barriers for networking 

Although networks are considered a relevant means for innovation, empirical studies show that farmers’ 
participation in networks is often limited (Deimel and Theuvsen, 2011). Possible explanations are related to the 
difficulties experienced by small and medium enterprises (SMEs) with regards to networking as found in 
literature (De Groot, 2003; Hoffmann and Schlosser, 2001; Kaufmann and Tödtling, 2002; Senker and Faulkner, 
2001; Van Gils and Zwart, 2004). SMEs are rarely interacting with universities, research organizations, 
technology centres, and training institutions (Cooke et al., 2000; Kaufmann et al., 2002). An important reason 
for the lack of relations with innovation partners outside the business sector is the small number of employees 
in SMEs who are able to act as nodes establishing and maintaining links to innovation networks. This restricts 
the potential to search for and collect innovation-related information and to collaborate in cooperative 
innovation projects. In the case of the few adequately qualified persons working in SMEs, they face a lack of 
time due to routine and administrative work. Furthermore, SMEs focus more on the region than large firms as 
far as external relations in the innovation process are concerned (Gellynck et al., 2007; Kaufmann et al., 2002). 
A too dominant focus on the region, however, limits the scope of available technical information, technologies, 
and accessible markets. This also includes the lack of adequate innovation partners to cooperate. Moreover, it 
seems that SMEs often experience difficulties in defining and expressing their demands to get information that 
meets their requirements (Klerkx and Leeuwis, 2008). On the opposite, the providers of knowledge have to be 
responsive to clients’ needs, i.e. they have to be ‘demand driven’ (Byerlee et al., 2002; Katz and Barandun, 
2002). However, researchers are often unaware of SMEs’ innovation needs (Caputo et al., 2002; Pannekoek et 
al., 2005). ‘Cognitive distance’ between the different actors involved may cause coordination and learning 
problems during innovation processes (Nooteboom, 2000), and different norms and expectations with regard 
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to desired output exist (AWT, 2005; Beesley, 2003). Although these obstacles are found for networking for 
SME’s in general, little literature focuses on the agricultural and horticultural sectors in particular. 
 
1.2  Resource based view 

The literature on resource based view shows that, in terms of innovation inputs, firms will look to partners to 
provide the resources and capabilities they lack, maximizing firm value by effectively combining the partners’ 
resources and exploiting complementarities (Gulati, 1995; Kogut, 1988). Collaboration with a firm possessing 
complementary and relevant resources is much more efficient and fruitful. Literature has already analysed the 
effect of different network partners on the success of innovations. For instance, vertical collaboration allows a 
firm to gain considerable knowledge about new technologies, markets and process improvements (Whitley, 
2002). Listening to suppliers and clients, at early stages of product development should deliver innovation 
results more quickly (Nieto et al., 2007). Tether (2002) also found that collaboration with clients enables a firm 
to develop or improve products. Collaboration with clients could be beneficial to reduce lead times and risks of 
new product development, while enhancing flexibility, product quality and market adaptability (Chung et al., 
2003). Competitors are likely to be contacted to share common problems that are outside the competitor’s 
area of influence – for instance a regulatory change (Tether, 2002). With respect to research organisations and 
universities, several studies have shown their importance for technological innovations (Bozeman, 2000; Vuola 
et al., 2006). Others highlight them as most effective partner to achieve innovations intended to open new 
markets and segments (Belberbos et al., 2004). 

 
1.3 Objectives 

Within our study, the objective is to gain insight into the innovation process of farmers in terms of how they 
innovate, which network partners they consult in relation to innovation type, the obstacles they face, and 
where the network activities could be better aligned with the needs of the farmers, which could help to 
maintain and improve network participation within the agricultural sector. Hence, our study will deliver 
valuable insights and implications for farmers, network coordinators and policymakers, to enable them to 
optimally support innovation and networking.  

 
The paper is structured as follows: The next section describes the research method used. In section 3, an 
analysis and discussion of the main findings is given, followed by a conclusion and implication session, including 
missing themes and potential future research areas. 
 
2 Method 

The research strategy is a case-study design. Data were gathered through semi-structured in-depth interviews 
with farmers (owners and managers of the farms) in Flanders (Northern Belgium). They were asked open 
ended questions with regard to their innovation. Besides, data were collected on other attributes of the farmer 
(age, education, years in farming) and the farm (future expected development, total operated acres, number of 
animals etc.). 
In this paper, five subsectors were studied: organic farming (3), poultry (10), fruit (2), vegetable (8) and 
ornamental plant cultivation (13) (See Annex 1). In total, 36 interviews were conducted. Respondents were 
selected via sector organizations, research institutes or via the other responding farmers. No incentives were 
made for participation. Farmers were contacted by telephone to arrange an appointment for a personal 
interview. During several non-consecutive months in 2011, 2012 and 2013, the interviews were conducted at 
the farm by the author (EL), requiring one to two hours per respondent. All interviews were recorded and 
transcribed by the interviewer. The data were sorted and coded using NVIVO. The innovations implemented 
were categorized in product, process, marketing or organizational innovations. Second, obstacles were coded 
‘obstacles’ and third he possible partners were coded colleagues, suppliers, buyers and research institutes. Via 
queries, all the text related to a specific type of innovation could be provided. By making use of matrix coding 
queries, we found which network partners and obstacles belong to which type of innovation. 
 
3 Results and discussion 

For each type of innovation, we mention the importance in our sample, and in the different studied subsectors 
(See Annex 1). Hereby, it is important to mention that some cases show characteristics of different types of 
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innovation. For example a company that introduces a new product, often needs to redevelop the process, or 
the introduction of a new process can lead to a new organizational method. Hence, some innovations are 
classified under two categories and are thus counted twice. Furthermore, some farmers also introduced several 
innovations, which let us include their experience with different innovation processes. 
 
Next, some examples of innovations implemented are given, followed by the different consulted network 
partners, and observed obstacles for networking and innovation. These findings are compared with findings 
from other studies. In table 1 and 2, a summary of the results is shown, indicating respectively the consulted 
network partners per type of innovation, and the observed obstacles per type of innovation. 
Product innovations were the second most important category of innovations in our study (16). This is also 
found in the study of Deuninck et al. (2008). In our study, the product innovations were most important for the 
fruit sector and ornamental plant cultivation (See Annex 1). Five of the new products were new for the 
company, but not for the market. Examples are a change-over from the breeding of indoor plants to outdoor 
plants, from tomatoes to chrysanthemums and from turkeys to layer hens. The other products were not only 
new for the company, but also for the market. Examples are the introduction and breeding of foreign products 
for the Belgian market or the development of new products or product varieties within the company itself, 
often in collaboration with research institutes. This collaboration with research institutes can be with an 
individual farmer, but is also often with a producer organisation. This is also found by several other studies (for 
an overview see: Stewart-Knox and Mitchell, 2003), but this kind of collaboration seems to be difficult in 
practice. Gathering market information in order that new market niches can be located for new product areas 
prior to product development may reduce the risk of product failure and enhance chances of product success 
(Stewart-Knox et al., 2003). The gathering of market information can be facilitated by networking. In the 
agricultural sector, an auction is often an example of an intermediary between the consumers and producers 
that explores the consumer demand and informs its members about this. In case no auction is involved, direct 
contact between farmer and consumer is important. Fritsch and Lukas (2001) also state that innovative efforts 
targeted at achieving product innovations are associated with customer collaboration. There is strong evidence 
that getting more market information from customers and, in some cases, direct involvement between buyers 
and firms leads to more successful new product development (Atuahene-Gima, 1995; Souder et al., 1997).  
 
Important influencing players in the changeover to other product varieties, especially in the plant cultivation, 
are the suppliers of young plants. They develop plants according to the needs of end-consumers, do a pilot test 
within the company and try to find farmers who are willing to grow the plants on a larger scale. According to 
literature, collaboration with suppliers enables a firm to reduce the risks and lead times of product 
development, while enhancing flexibility, product quality and market adaptability (Chung et al., 2003).  
 
In five of the studied cases, co-financing of the Flemish government was obtained for the development of new 
products, which is highly appreciated within the sector. This is in kind of co-financing in research projects 
coordinated by research institutes.  
 
Important barriers faced by farmers introducing new products are that it is initially often difficult to find the 
right partners to collaborate with, that knowledge about the production process is limited, and that it often 
takes some time to make consumers aware of the existence of new products and to convince them to use 
them. Another aspect mentioned is that a lot of knowledge is available in research institutes, but that there is a 
lack of communication and practical applications.  

 
Process innovation is the most common type of innovation in our sample. In this study, more than half of the 
respondents (21) introduced a process innovation. This type of innovations was mostly implemented by poultry 
and vegetable farmers (see Annex 1). In the study of Deuninck et al. (2008), even 71% of the studied 
innovations were process innovations. Examples are the installation of solar panels, cogeneration engine, heat 
recuperator, new technical solutions to improve quality, automatisation, new fertilization techniques or 
changes with ergonomic reasons.  
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The most important network partners for those innovations are installers of systems and colleagues who are 
mostly active in the same subsector. An important contact point are the agricultural exhibitions. There farmers 
can have a look at installations. In addition, they have the possibility to contact the different suppliers of 
production systems and to compare their offers. The importance of suppliers for process innovations was also 
found in other studies (e.g. Gemünden et al., 1996; Miotti and Sachwald, 2003; Whitley, 2002). Suppliers 
actively bring new ideas or provide equipment to the farms to develop better production facilities, reduce 
production costs or decrease processing time. With colleagues, farmers can exchange experiences or visit their 
company to have a look at the system in action. The organisation of an open day is currently frequently done, 
especially in the poultry sector. Farmers are proud to present their new stable or equipment to colleague-
farmers, and they, at their turn, seize the opportunity to have a look at the newest techniques, to network, and 
to exchange knowledge and experiences. With regard to the chance of success, a lot of farmers wait till the 
improved processes have proven their effectiveness. They do not want to face the disadvantages of being the 
first mover. 
 
The majority of the process innovations are partly funded by a bank loan, sometimes accompanied by subsidies 
of the Flemish agricultural investment fund. Almost all the investments in the poultry sector were process 
innovations. This subsector, where huge amounts of money are required for the building or rebuilding of 
stables, experiences most difficulties to fund the investments. Banks are rather reluctant to lend money to 
them, except if they have enough own capital, in the studied cases around 30%. Most of the farmers are not 
wealthy enough to do this. The only alternative they have is to make up a contract with a hatchery, feed 
supplier or egg merchant as a guarantee for the bank, which almost always leads to less earnings. In this way, 
the contractor guarantees an income for the farmer for several years. Logically, this is not for free as the 
contractor incorporates the market risk instead of the farmer. For process innovations in the other sectors, 
respondents did not complain about difficulties to obtain a bank loan, but they mentioned that for young 
starters, it is not easy.  
 
A common problem in the Flemish agricultural sector is that, although contacts with colleague-farmers are 
mentioned as very important, the sector is characterized by actors who are not willing to communicate openly 
and honestly with each other. Other problems faced are in the area of permits, regulations and legislations. The 
requirements of governmental institutions become increasingly stringent. Besides, the society adopts an 
increasingly critical attitude toward farmers and can stop the progress of innovative projects if they are 
perceived as hindering, e.g. smell or noise nuisance. Other issues mentioned are the inconsistency and 
continuous changes over time in regulations and the difficulty to obtain objective information, the latter 
especially in the poultry sector. 

 
In the category of marketing innovations, ten cases were observed of which eight were implemented in the 
ornamental plant cultivation, one in the organic farming and one in the vegetable sector (see Annex 1). These 
innovations range from the launch of a website or even web shop, over a new promotional method in which 
colleagues collaborate to promote their products via a joint label instead of maintaining individual 
distinguishing capabilities, to the development of a new product design in collaboration with customers and 
consumers.  
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Marketing innovation seems to be a process which requires continuous contact with colleagues, wholesalers 
and consumers. This is in line with findings in literature, showing that buyers can usefully support innovators 
through identifying market opportunities and likely market potential (Pittaway et al., 2004). By studying other 
literature, we see that the importance of lead customers in helping to define innovations and, therefore, 
reduce the risk associated with market introduction, has been recognised since at least the 1970s (Gardiner 
and Rothwell, 1985; Kline and Rosenberg, 1986; Quinn, 1985; Rothwell, 1977; Von Hippel, 1978; Von Hippel, 
1988).  
For farmers producing end-products and thus delivering their products directly to end consumers, it is much 
more easy to respond to the market needs because they have direct contact with them. Farmers not delivering 
to end-consumers mention that this is often a restriction for marketing innovation as they cannot distinguish 
themselves with labels, packages etc. as in the former case. This can be due to several reasons, such as 
membership in a cooperation or auction, the lack of skilled labour, and a knowledge lack in marketing 
techniques. For farmers delivering their products to a cooperative or auction, it is impossible to have direct 
contact with the end-consumers. Here, the cooperative plays an intermediary role. Besides, when being 
member of the cooperative, it is very hard to distinguish your products from others by developing a new 
product design, label, package, etc. as the majority of the products are sold in batches together with the 
products of the other farmers. Some farmers mentioned that they really want to differentiate themselves to 
earn more money by going value-added, reaching for new markets where the number of competitors is smaller 
and the customers are less price sensitive and more attracted by various product attributes. They are looking 
for possibilities within the cooperative, but this seems to be tough. This is confirmed by Nilsson (1999) and 
Diederen et al. (2000) who state that a traditional co-operative has good prospects to be successful when it 
comes to applying a cost-leadership strategy, while problems are due to become serious if it tries to follow one 
of the other strategic classes that Michael Porter (1980) proposes, i.e. the differentiation or focus strategy. In 
addition, the implementation of marketing innovation such as the introduction of different types and sizes of 
packages requires people who are able to operate the packaging machines. As most of the employees in the 
agricultural sector are seasonal labourers who only stay for a while, it is difficult to build up the required 
experience to do this. Hence, there is a lack of skilled labour for the majority of the Belgian farms which are 
structured in this way. Next to that, farmers mentioned that it is often difficult to obtain knowledge about 
marketing techniques. In the case the farmers have direct contact with the buyers, they can visit them to ask if 
they perceive changes in the market, if they find everything what they want in the assortment or if they face 
problems with certain products in order to be able to carry out the necessary changes.  
 
However, despite the important role of packages and labels in buying behaviour of consumers (De Pelsmaeker 
and Janssens, 2007; Deliya and Pharmar, 2012) a lot of farmers are not aware of that. They often think that it is 
enough to produce quality products and do not care about the presentation of them. According to the 
respondents, most of the farmers, especially older farmers, are not open for e.g. new product design, new 
packaging or a new label. They prefer to continue their work as they are used to, namely raising high-
qualitative plants without paying attention to their marketing. Even when their suppliers try to stimulate their 
creativity, they are not interested. Claes (2006) confirms this finding that some farmers are rather reluctant to 
change. 
One of the obstacles related to marketing innovation is that the development of the collaborative initiatives for 
promotion often takes a lot of time. One of the initiatives was even never launched because the members – 
producers of the same kind of product – in the end preferred to promote their own firm instead of the product 
in general. In another example, in which producers of a big variety of plants are present, some farmers were 
willing to join the group, but the initiators refused them because other members of the group already market 
the same products and competition within the group was expected to have a negative impact on the 
collaboration. 

 
Organizational innovation, eight cases with organisational innovation were observed. Out of the eight cases, 
five were situated in the ornamental plant cultivation, one in the organic farming, one in the vegetable sector 
and another one in the poultry sector (see Annex 1). The innovations range from a new legal structure of the 
company, the renewal of the infrastructure and hence the reorganisation on the work floor, new collaboration 
for logistic reasons, for promotion and for the development of new product varieties, to the transition from 
traditional farming to organic farming.  
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In the cases studied, we see that prior to the implementation of the organizational innovation, the farmer has a 
lot of contacts with a heterogeneous group of people from within as well as from outside the agricultural 
sector. Contacts with people from outside the agricultural sector seem to be very important in organizational 
innovations. Furthermore, next to the traditional networks in the agricultural sector, cross-sectoral networks 
such as business clubs where employers of different sectors can meet each other play a significant role in this 
type of innovation. Those contacts and conversations are perceived fruitful and inspiring for issues related to 
generic business and management such as marketing, financial and business planning, which are frequently 
better developed in other sectors than in the agricultural sector (Bamberry et al., 1997). These authors found 
that farmers gain skills in financial analysis and computing from off-farm workplaces and from attending short 
courses. Other sources of learning for generic business management were mainly expert advisors such as 
accountants.  
 
Besides, an aspect typical for organizational innovation is that the period between the initiation and the 
development often takes several years and thus takes longer than for the other three innovation types. For our 
cases it took on average about five years between the first idea and the development. As organizational 
innovation concerns several domains of the company, a lot of decisions have to be made. For this reason, it is 
very important to have the required knowledge with respect to the different domains. People having a lot of 
contacts within and outside the agricultural sector, have a larger knowledge base. Pittaway et al. (2004) also 
found that more complex innovations benefit from engagement with a diverse range of partners which allows 
tor the integration of different knowledge bases, behaviours and habits of thought.  
 
Obstacles faced by some of the respondents introducing organizational innovations were to get into contact 
with people from outside the sector. Another problem perceived by some of the respondents is that there is 
only limited knowledge necessary for organizational innovation available in Belgium and that they have to 
deliver a lot of input themselves. Further, farmers would appreciate if more knowledge about management 
techniques and the creation of vision would be available. Besides, a better financial and logistic support of 
supply control and collaboration initiatives is much sought after. 

 
Table 1. 

Network partners per type of innovation 

 
Table 2. 

Observed obstacles per type of innovation 
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4 Conclusions and implications 

This paper provides first insights into how farmers innovate, which network partners they consult in relation to 
innovation type, where they face obstacles and where the network activities could be better aligned with the 
needs of the farmers, which could help to maintain and improve network participation within the agricultural 
sector. This study is among the first in this field of research focusing on a low tech industry. Besides, in contrast 
to the majority of the innovation studies focusing on technological innovation (van Galen et al., 2008), this 
study focuses on the four different types of innovation, i.e. product, process, marketing and organizational 
innovations. Our study applies the resource-based view (Penrose, 1959; Rumelt, 1984; Wernerfelt, 1984) as a 
background. On a general level, our findings provide support for the basic tenet of the resource-based view 
that, in terms of innovation inputs, firms will look for partners to provide the resources and capabilities they 
lack, and maximizing firm value by effectively combining the partners’ resources and exploiting 
complementarities. 
In conclusion, we found that a different approach for the different types of innovation is needed as the 
network partners differ quite strongly dependent on the innovation types. This paper further contributes to the 
literature by identifying obstacles and success factors typical for SMEs active in the agricultural sector willing to 
innovate. Furthermore, while existing literature concerning the network partner interaction for innovations 
provides some general statements, our study yields more specific insights. By mapping the consulted partners 
for each innovation type, we found that they differ depending on innovation type. These findings are in line 
with the postulation of (Gruner and Homburg, 2000) that the impact of collaboration on innovation success 
varies for different innovation aims. Hence, farmers must be aware of the importance of partner suitability and 
network heterogeneity for the innovation type they are aiming at. 
In the following section, we provide managerial implications based on these conclusions. 

 
4.1 Managerial implications 

In general it is recommended to make sources of information and educative activities easily accessible for 
farmers, because participation in organised education and training assists in the establishments of the farmer’s 
networks for knowledge exchange and innovation. Hence, farmers need to experience successful education 
and training outcomes in order to motivate them to undertake further education and training (Kilpatrick, 1996). 
It is recommended to organize attractive meetings with different short topics to the point and focused to a 
specific audience. Hereby, practical and understandable knowledge is preferred above theoretical explanations 
(Kühne et al., 2012). 
 
With regard to the difficulties of funding, especially for process innovations in the poultry sector, it would be 
recommended to set up networks facilitating access to financial resources such as business angel networks. Co-
investment of business angel firms in entrepreneurial businesses has been shown to provide better quality and 
larger funds for the entrepreneurial business (Pittaway et al., 2004). Besides, the links between investors 
therefore provide an important networking infrastructure for the commercialization of innovation (Florida and 
Kenney, 1998). In some countries, such forums are already set up within the agricultural sector with the aim to 
provide a platform to link business angels with participants having commercially viable ideas. 
 
Furthermore, farmers have to be aware of the fact that efficient networking is not the optimisation of single 
relationships independently of each other, but instead the management of synergies and coordination of all 
relationships in an efficient way (Gemünden et al., 1996). In addition, network coordinators should set up a 
clear strategy and communicate for which types of innovation their network can advise and help the farmer. 
 
As there are small differences between the five studied subsectors w.r.t. the network partners used, the 
different sectors could learn from each other and improve their innovation capacity through cross-sectoral 
networking, in particular for market and organizational innovation. 
 
With regards to the four different type of innovation, following managerial implications are formulated: 
For product innovations, this study reveals that farmers hardly have contact with the end-users of their 
products, despite its importance for product and market innovations. Some of the interviewed farmers are 
aware of this fact but say that it is difficult to come into contact with them, while others don’t care about this. 
Hence, it is important to first awake farmers to the importance of contact with end-users, and second, to 
facilitate contact between farmers and end-users. Another issue is that research institutes should support 
sufficiently the cultivation of new products. If farmers want to experiment with new products, research 
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institutes should be able to help them in this process and align their activities with the present needs for 
knowledge among farmers.  

 
For process innovations on their part, farmers declare that laws and regulations often form a barrier. 
Complaints are about requirements of governmental institutions becoming increasingly stringent, about 
inconsistency in the regulations and quick changes over time. Hence, for farmers together with network 
coordinators such as consultants, it is advisable to check systematically the laws and regulations to be taken 
into account. Policy makers on their turn should aim for a simplification of laws and regulations and judge the 
possible consequences for innovation and the development of the farm. Next to that, policymakers could try to 
affect a cultural shift among farmers. Up to now, this population is characterized by individualistic 
personalities. Farmers should be stimulated to become more open toward each other and to see the 
advantages of collaboration. From the results, it is clear that once farmers possess the necessary contacts and 
knowledge for their innovation, the process mostly passes of smoothly. As farmers introducing process 
innovations often wait to implement the innovation till they have enough information and certainty about the 
effectiveness, publicly funded research institutes could help to point out effectiveness in order that farmers are 
faster willing to introduce the innovation 

 
As already mentioned under product innovation, also for marketing innovations, contact with end-consumers is 
important. As farmers have insufficient contact with them, it is difficult for them to know the end-consumer’s 
needs. Packages and labels for example play an important role in the buying behaviour of consumers (De 
Pelsmaeker et al., 2007; Deliya et al., 2012), but a lot of farmers are not aware of that. They often think that it 
is enough to produce qualitative products and do not care about the presentation of them. For the majority of 
the farmers, the organization and facilitation of accessibility to marketing training courses is an important 
issue. Farmers should become sufficiently aware of the importance of marketing activities and be able to take 
advantages of it. For farmers delivering their products for example to an auction, the aspect and awareness of 
marketing techniques is less important up to now. However, they often face another hindrance in this domain, 
namely that auctions are experienced as a barrier for a differentiation strategy. Hence, farmers should try to 
collaborate for the set-up of a private initiative that enables them to realize added value for their products, 
possibly aside from the auction.  

 
Concerning organizational innovations, contact with a lot of different partners is important to gather sufficient 
information in order to define the best implementation strategy. Hence, the exchange and development of 
ideas on farms should be stimulated and supported. This can be done through the stimulation of farmers to 
gather knowledge in other sectors than the agricultural sector and to shift to less common information 
channels. The formation of these contacts should be supported by network coordinators organizing 
appropriate activities on which people from different sectors are invited and collaboration is encouraged. 
Hereby, attention for innovation beyond the technological environment should be promoted. 

  
4.2 Missing themes and future research 

The sample of this study is limited to 36 respondents spread over five subsectors. 
 In order to draw conclusions for the agricultural sector in general it is necessary to conduct a 

quantitative study to achieve a representable sample and to include more subsectors. In addition, the study is 
limited to the Flemish region and literature in other countries about this subject is scarce. Hence, other 
researchers are encouraged to investigate if the results of Flanders can be supported by other regions in 
Europe and the world. 
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ANNEX 1 

Overview of interviews conducted and innovation types introduced in the different agricultural subsectors  

 # interviews Product Process Marketing Organisational 
Organic farming 3 1 (33%)i 0 (0%) 1 (33%) 1 (33%) 
Poultry sector 10 3 (30%) 9 (90%) 0 (0%) 1 (10%) 
Fruit sector 2 2 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Vegetable sector 8 1 (13%) 7 (88%) 1 (13%) 1 (13%) 
Ornamental plant 
cultivation 

13 9 (70%) 5 (38%) 8 (61%) 5 (38%) 

 36 16 21 10 8 
 

                                                           
i Percentage of total introduced innovations in the organic farming sector that are product innovations 
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