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ABSTRACT

The European agribusiness and food production 
sector is facing multidimensional sustainability 
challenges, among them are not only a growing 
scarcity of resources such as water, land, soil and 
the loss of biodiversity, but also a lack of work 
force and economic pressure due to the concen-
tration of global markets. In order to meet these 
challenges in a globally coordinated manner, the 
world community agreed in 2015 on the frame-
work of the 17 SDGs and the 169 targets. The ag-
ribusiness and food production sector is related 
to all 17 SDGs, as Rockström & Sukhdev show in 
their famous wedding cake graphic (Rockström & 
Sukhdev, 2016).

The following report presents the main findings 
of the expert interviews and the focus groups 
which were conducted with enterprises and busi-
ness associations of the agribusiness and food 
production sector in the context of the project 
SDGs Labs. These findings play a vital role for de-
veloping the following parts of the project, in par-
ticular the SDGs Labs and the SDGs Academies, 
which aim at meeting the needs of practitioners in 
implementing the SDGs in business. 

The interviews reflect a high awareness of the 
sustainability challenges which are perceived in 
the three dimensions of sustainable development, 
the ecological, the economic and the social, com-
plemented by a fourth, the political-structural di-
mension.

Regarding the SDGs it turned out that they are 
better known amongst the interview partners and 
focus group participants as expected. Most of 
them find opportunities for business in the SDGs. 

They regard them as a source of inspiration for 
rethinking the own business, for changing per-
spectives and for treating sustainability issues in 
a more integrated way. Boundaries and limits are 
seen as well, in particular in translating them to 
business and breaking them down to an applica-
ble practical level. 

Interview partners and focus group participants 
see high innovation potentials in the SDGs and 
give examples for different types of innovation. 
Innovation potentials are seen in products, in pro-
cesses, in technological and digital developments, 
in organisation and structure, as well as in mar-
keting and in social innovation. Even though these 
innovations tackle sustainable development, they 
are often not directly linked to the SDGs.

The interviews as well as the focus groups re-
vealed a clear need for support in better under-
standing and operationalizing the SDGs in busi-
ness. There is a need for awareness building 
measures, for trainings and seminars to better 
understand each single SDG, and to receive an in-
tegrated view of the SDGs as a total. Concerning 
the pedagogics, it seems crucial to touch people 
in their emotions, thus, to work with playful, inter-
active methods. 

A further need concerns exchange, cooperation 
and networks, where various types and settings 
of exchange are proposed – from small scaled fo-
cus groups with enterprises working in a similar 
business field over working groups on the SDGs 
in a certain geographical area over trans-regional 
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exchange with enterprises from other countries to 
large scaled multi-stakeholder networks. 

Furthermore, good practices are highly appre-
ciated as useful inspiration how to translate the 
SDGs into concrete business cases. Finally, in-
terview partners and focus groups participants 
stress the importance of pilots, whereby the un-
derstanding of pilots is different. Some refer to 
the pilot cases in the meaning of the innovation 
labs, others understand pilots in the sense of de-
veloping and testing tools and methods to apply 
the SDGs.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. THE PROJECT SDGS LABS – 
MAKING THE SDGS OUR BUSINESS

The project “SDGs Labs – Making the SDGs our 
business” is an Erasmus+ Knowledge Alliance 
linking eight partners from universities and busi-
ness: 

• Vienna University for Economics and Business 
(project coordinator), Austria

• University of Vechta, Germany
• Universidade de Trás-o-Montes e Alto Douro, 

Portugal
• Terra Institute, Italy
• ISEKI-Food Association, Austria
• Wiesenhof, Germany
• CEIFAcoop, Portugal
• Regia-Douro Park, Portugal

 
The project aims to build a culture of collabora-
tion and knowledge exchange between business 
and higher education institutes with the goal of 
incorporating the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) in a holistic manner into modern business 
practices of the agribusiness and food production 
sector. The European agribusiness and food pro-
duction sector itself is facing an uncertain future 
and multidimensional challenges, among them 
are not only a growing scarcity of elementary re-
sources such as water, land, soil and the loss of 
biodiversity, but also new pressures due to popu-
lation growth resulting in intensified food demand 

as well as the manifold and complex consequenc-
es of climate change.

At the same time, the agribusiness and food pro-
duction sector is predicted to deliver more than 
a quarter of the 169 targets associated with the 
SDGs. 
(a) Resulting from this, SDGs Labs aims at:  

translating the abstract SDGs into practical 
business solutions for actors all along the 
supply chain in the agribusiness and food pro-
duction sector including HEIs, start-ups and 
established companies.

(b) building on existing experience and gathered 
expertise throughout the project flow to devel-
op innovative means and methods dedicated 
to co-learning environments for future collab-
orations

(c) establishing a curriculum for a SDGs Start-Up 
Academy programme operating in various Eu-
ropean countries fostering SDGs practice in 
business performance and future cross-border 
cooperation in the agribusiness and food pro-
duction sector

(d) setting up a SDGs Business Pioneers Facilita-
tion Workshop for existing companies aiming 
at incorporating the SDGs holistically into their 
business practice

1.2. CONTEXT OF WP1 WITHIN THE 
PROJECT SDGS LABS

The common knowledge base and needs analysis 
is the starting work package of the project SDGs 
Labs. It has a central relevance to the whole pro-
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ject. Firstly, because it covers the starting phase 
where terms and theoretical conceptions are clari-
fied, and the application is set in action. Secondly, 
because the analysis provides basic information 
and data for the following work packages.

The work package contributes to the overall pur-
pose of the project by:

• addressing the need for steep innovation of the 
European agribusiness and food production 
sector in light of the SDGs;

• enhancing knowledge exchange among the dif-
ferent stakeholders involved or linked to the ag-
ribusiness and food production sector;

• creating new methods and collaborative learn-
ing and teaching environments;

 
fostering the implementation of the SDGs and 
SDGs-related innovations in HEIs, start-up incuba-
tors and companies linked to the agribusiness and 
food production sector.

1.3. OBJECTIVES OF THE COMMON 
KNOWLEDGE BASE AND THE NEEDS 
ANALYSIS

WP1 aims at generating a common understand-
ing of the challenges and needs of the agribusi-
ness and food production sector and the project 
specific objectives and concepts to address these 
challenges. The work package is divided into two 
parts:

Common Knowledge Base
Grounded on a first literature review and anal-

ysis of good practices, the common knowledge 
base serves as a reference frame for all following 
work packages. It covers the following issues:

• Sustainability challenges: understanding the 
main sustainability challenges of the agribusi-
ness and food production sector;

• Value chains: finding a working definition for 
value chains and key stakeholders in the agri-
business and food production sector;

• SDGs: understanding each of the 17 SDGs, the 
interdependencies among the single SDGs and 
opportunities to translate them into business 
innovations;

• Innovations: understanding the concept and 
characteristics of sustainability-oriented inno-
vation.

Needs Analysis
The needs analysis is conducted with enterpris-

es and related associations working in the agri-
business and food production sector and aims at 
answering the following questions:

• What are the main sustainability challenges for 
the agribusiness and food production sector 
from an entrepreneurial perspective, both at the 
global and regional level?

• What is the understanding of the SDGs and how 
to deal with their complexity?

• Which challenges, opportunities and innovation 
potentials are perceived in integrating the SDGs 
in the daily business?

• Which knowledge/skills/competencies are nec-
essary for implementing the SDGs and how 
could they be developed through trainings or 
other forms of entrepreneurial education?

1.4. STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT

This report aims at showing the results and out-
comes of work package 1 – Common Knowledge 
Base and Needs Analysis - of the project SDGs 
Labs. 

The first part gives an overview of how the knowl-
edge base and the needs analysis are embedded in 
the project structure and objectives of SDGs Labs. 
The second part outlines the research design, in-
cluding the desktop research and the methodolo-
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gy of the empirical research. The third part is con-
centrated on the theoretical background and key 
concepts used in the project. 

Chapter four contains profiles of the five Euro-
pean regions where the project is embedded, and 
summarized profiles of the expert interview part-
ners and the focus groups participants. Chapter 
five to eight reflect on the main results of the ex-
pert interviews and the focus groups concentrat-
ing on four thematic complexes: 
1. Sustainability challenges in the agribusiness 

and food production sector
2. Understanding the SDGs and attitudes towards 

them 
3. Innovation potential of the SDGs in the agri-

business and food production sector

4. Needs for implementation of the SDGs into 
business.

 
These four chapters follow the same structure: 
They start with the main findings of the expert in-
terviews and focus groups and conclude with an 
integrative summary of the most relevant results. 

Chapter nine concludes with an overall sum-
mary of the main thematic complexes and gives 
an outline of further usage of the results in the 
project. Chapter ten provides a list of references. 
The Annex contains the practical guides, guiding 
questions and analysis frames for the expert in-
terviews and focus groups.
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2. RESEARCH DESIGN & RESEARCH PROCESS

To address the objectives of the project a re-
search design was developed consisting of a 
desktop and an empirical research part. In the 
following chapter, the main steps of the research 
process are described.

 

Desktop research: Literature review
Regional profiles
Good practice analysis

Empirical research: Stakeholder analysis
Sampling
Expert interviews
Focus groups
Analysis of expert inter-
views and focus groups

2.1. DESKTOP RESEARCH

2.1.1. LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review aimed at refining concepts, 
terms and definitions used in the project and con-
tributing to the common knowledge base. It was 
not the purpose to create an exhaustive literature 
review but to get an overview of the state of the 
art of the scientific discourse about the concepts 
our project is grounded upon.

As key issues for the literature review, we identi-
fied the following topics:
(a) Sustainability challenges of the agribusiness 

and food production sector
(b) Approaches of implementing the SDGs into 

business
(c) Concepts of sustainability-driven innovation 

(d) Competencies for a sustainable business
 

All partners were invited to contribute to that part 
of the research, the main responsibility however 
lay with the university partners of the project. 

WP 1 was a starting point, but in fact the re-
search on the literature is an ongoing process, as 
the study field of SDGs is quite young and scien-
tific papers are regularly produced. The most im-
portant findings are summarized in chapter 3 of 
this report.

2.1.2. REGIONAL PROFILES

The region wherein a company or association is 
located provides an important frame of ecologi-
cal, economic, socio-cultural, legal and political 
pre-conditions. Consequently, the idea of this part 
of the research was to better understand the re-
gional context wherein the expert interviews, the 
focus groups and the following SDGs Labs and 
SDGs Academies are embedded. 

We chose the following descriptive criteria for 
the regional profiles:
(a) General characteristics of the region: natural 

conditions, size, population 
(b) Economic situation with a focus on the agri-

business and food production sector
(c) Main sustainability challenges in the region

As the term “region” is fuzzy, we agreed on an 
open meaning and focussed on the five territories 
where the project partners are located:
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• Vienna region, Austria
• South Tyrol, Italy
• Portugal North, Portugal
• Portugal Centre and West, Portugal
• Oldenburger Münsterland, Germany

 
The partners of each of the regions were respon-
sible for creating a regional profile. They are pre-
sented in chapter 4 of the report.

2.1.3. GOOD PRACTICE ANALYSIS

The idea of the good practice analysis was to better 
understand the agribusiness and food production 
sector in practice and to learn more about its struc-
ture, its intersectoral and global interdependencies.  
Furthermore, it was aimed at building access to 
interesting enterprises of the agribusiness and 
food production sector in the region. 

The analysis focussed on the following ques-
tions: 
(a) Which sustainability challenges does the en-

terprise face in practice?
(b) Which solutions does the enterprise find in 

practice to address these challenges?
(c) How does the enterprise integrate the SDGs in 

practice?
 

Again, all partners of the project were to continu-
ously search for good practice examples, but the 
business partners were in charge of this part of 
the research. 

As most of the good practices are located in the 
project regions and were selected as later inter-
view partners, the analysis was an important pre-
work for the interviews. For reasons of anonymity 
the profiles of the good practices are not present-
ed in this report.

2.2. EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

The aim of the empirical research is two-folded:  
Firstly, we want to learn from practitioners about 
the main issue “how to make the SDGs their busi-
ness”. In detail:

• Which sustainability challenges do practition-
ers and stakeholders in the agribusiness and 
food production sector face in their daily work?

• How do they see potentials, opportunities and 
boundaries of the SDGs in business?

• Which supporting actions (e.g. workshops, 
training) and learning processes / settings do 
they regard as helpful for better integrating the 
SDGs in business? 

• What expectations and wishes do they have for 
cooperation with higher education institutions? 

 
Secondly, the empirical research meets the practi-
cal needs of the project:

• Setting up a SDGs network in each of our project 
regions and getting to know key players of the 
sector who could act as multipliers and drivers.

• Fostering a participatory approach which in-
volves the target groups from the very begin-
ning.

• Designing tailored measures for a defined tar-
get group and involving the future participants 
of SDGs Labs and SDGs Academies in this early 
stage of the project.

 
To meet these objectives, we agreed on a qual-
itative approach of social science research that 
collects, works with and interprets non-numerical 
data.

As outlined in the following chart, the empirical 
research was conducted in the five project regions 
containing alternating regional and trans-regional 
steps.
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 WP 1 REPORT

DATA ANALYSIS
Expert Interviews Focus Groups

FOCUS GROUPS
Vienna Vechta Portugal South Tyrol

PRE-ANALYSIS OF EXPERT INTERVIEWS

EXPERT INTERVIEWS
Vienna Vechta Portugal South Tyrol

SAMPLING

STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS

 

Figure 1: Process of empirical research

2.2.1. STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS

A stakeholder is defined as an individual or group 
or organisation of individuals who have vested in-
terests in the process or in the results of a project.

A stakeholder analysis is a systematic way to 
identify and analyse stakeholders by their power 
and interest. High power, high interest stakehold-
ers are key players. Based on a defined problem, 
a stakeholder analysis looks for opportunities for 
action and limits of stakeholders. Stakeholder 
analyses are used in different contexts. We use 
one of the possible applications.

The first step in building any stakeholder map 
is to develop a categorised list of members of 
the stakeholder community. Once the list is rea-
sonably complete it is possible to assign priori-
ties along pre-defined criteria and to translate 
the highest priority stakeholders into a table or 
a picture (Babou, 2008). According to Eden and 
Ackermann the potential list of stakeholders often 
exceeds both the time available for analysis and 

the capability of the mapping tool to sensibly dis-
play the results.

The challenge is to focus on the “right” stake-
holders who are currently important and to use 
the tool to visualise this critical sub-set of the to-
tal community (Eden & Ackermann, 2013).

 

Application in the project
The stakeholder analysis can provide valu-

able information on different stages of the 
project and for different purposes. The stake-
holder analysis was not a must, but we recom-
mended to start with it and extend and update 
it in line with the progressing project. It met 
the following needs:
(a) Supporting the sampling for the expert in-

terviews
(b) Supporting the extended sampling for the 

focus groups
(c) Feeding the development of the regional 

stakeholder networks 
(d) Identifying future participants for the labs 

implemented in the project
 

The criteria for identifying appropriate stake-
holders were based on the sampling criteria 
for expert interviews and focus groups.

2.2.2. SAMPLING

As qualitative research does not focus on statis-
tical representativeness, the aim of the sampling 
is to find a heterogenous and, within the relevant 
criteria maximally contrasted, group of people to 
cover the whole spectrum of the topic. The prin-
ciple of variance maximizing should be applied 
(Patton, 2002). 

Two approaches are distinguished in qualita-
tive research: (a) deductive sampling, which is 
grounded on appropriate knowledge about per-
sons who could provide relevant information to 
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the research question and (b) inductive sampling, 
where the sample is not fixed but developed step-
by-step through the outcomes of each interview 
(Reinders, 2005). 

Following the concept of theoretical saturation 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), it is not the aim to max-
imize the sample size because at a certain point 
additional interviews do not lead to additional in-
formation. “An appropriate sample size for a qual-
itative study is one that adequately answers the 
research question” (Marshall, 1996).

 

Application in the project
We followed a deductive sampling strate-

gy. That seemed appropriate for reaching the 
practical targets within the timeframe and 
with the challenge of considering the out-
comes of five different regions. Thus, a clear 
and precise definition and justification of the 
sampling criteria was crucial. We selected the 
following criteria:  
(a) Companies and business-oriented associ-

ations from all five project regions
(b) Representatives of all stages of the value 

chain of the agribusiness and food pro-
duction sector

(c) Enterprises and associations which are 
sustainability oriented or have experience 
with sustainability and/or implementing 
the SDGs.

 
These criteria guarantee a high level of variance 
but ensure a certain level of comparability as well, 
necessary for the later analysis and the develop-
ment of further measures in the project.

Regarding the sample size, we recommended 
at least five interviews per region which seemed 
appropriate to investigate different stages of the 
value chain and to get insights in the sub sectors 

of the regional agribusiness and food production 
sector.

The sampling for both expert interviews and fo-
cus groups is presented in chapter 4 of the report.

2.2.3. EXPERT INTERVIEWS

“Expert” is a blurred term always associated with 
a certain knowledge. An expert describes the spe-
cific role of an interview partner as the source 
of specific knowledge about the research object 
and expert interviews are a method to reveal this 
knowledge (Gläser & Laudel, 2010).

Kruse distinguishes three forms of expert inter-
views: (a) the explorative interview which gath-
ers facts to develop new research subjects, (b) 
the systemising interview which gathers expert 
knowledge as well to structure fields of action, 
(c) the theory generating interview which focuses 
on subjective interpretations of the interviewees 
(Kruse, 2008).

Expert interviews are conducted as guided in-
terviews, where the guiding questions are used 
flexibly and should contain the topics but not the 
research questions (Meuser & Nagel, 2009).

Application in the project
In our project, the expert interviews had 

both, systemising and explorative character. 
We worked with semi-structured interviews 
with questions guided towards four thematic 
issues: 
(a) Sustainability challenges of the agribusi-

ness and food production sector
(b) Attitudes towards the SDGs
(c) Ideas for SDGs-driven innovations in busi-

ness
(d) Needs for supportive measures and learn-

ing settings to better implement the SDGs
(e) in business and expectations for coopera-

tion with higher education institutions.
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2.2.4. FOCUS GROUPS

A focus group is a guided form of group discus-
sion that collects qualitative data from the fo-
cused conversation of a “homogeneous” group. At 
the same time, however, a certain variation among 
the participants is necessary to enable conflicting 
opinions (Krueger & Casey, 2009).

Working with focus groups is particularly use-
ful in the early stages of development of studies 
and projects when ideas are developed, concepts 
created and requirements of the project are to be 
requested (Holleis, 2008).

It is a moderated discussion of several partici-
pants usually based on a guide. The group inter-
actions and group dynamics can lead to in-depth 
information being generated when group mem-
bers hear replies from others and respond to them 
(Drescher, 2003). As the method is based on the 
principles of communication, openness, trust and 
reflexivity, the size of the group should not be too 
large: five to eight participants are recommended.

Application in the project
The focus groups were conducted after the 

expert interviews and built upon the first out-
comes of the transregional interview analy-
sis. Framed as stakeholder workshops, they 
aimed at validating and enriching the insights 
and perspectives gained from the expert in-
terviews - and enlarging the regional point 
of view with the perspectives of the other re-
gions. The following participants were invited:
(a) Interview partners from the expert inter-

views
(b) Additional key players from the sector: en-

terprises, education and science, politics, 
NGOs

2.2.5. QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

Qualitative data analysis aims at describing and 
understanding a phenomenon. Several methods of 
qualitative content analysis exist in parallel, fo-
cussing either more on deductive or more on in-
ductive development of categories. 

Amongst others, the Thematic Qualitative Text 
Analysis following Kuckartz seems appropriate 
for analysing data gathered by expert interviews 
and focus groups. This approach aims at identify-
ing and conceptualizing selected content-related 
aspects in the data and describing the material 
along defined categories.

Following Kuckartz, different combinations of a 
mixed deductive-inductive approach are possible: 
Often the main categories are theory-led (deduc-
tive) while the sub-categories are developed (in-
ductively) out of the data material. However, it is 
also conceivable that certain subcategories may 
already be available, based on previous knowl-
edge, prior to reviewing the material. 

These should enter the category system in the 
sense of explicitly making assumptions by the re-
searchers. It is also conceivable to supplement 
main categories inductively if it becomes evident 
that there are aspects of the topic that the re-
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searchers did not consider in advance when re-
viewing the material (Kuckartz, 2016).

Application in the project
For the analysis of the expert interviews and 

the focus groups, we followed an integrated 
approach that included deductive and induc-
tive categories:
(a) Pre-definition of deductive categories de-

rived from the main items of the guiding 
questions and the theoretical background.

(b) Inductive definition of sub-categories de-
rived from the data of the interviews and 
focus groups.

 
The analysis was conducted at two levels:
(a) Regional pre-analysis: In every region a 

pre-analysis was conducted according to 
a defined analysis frame.

(b) Transregional analysis: The results of the 
regional pre-analyses were analysed and 
summarized according to a refined analy-
sis frame.

 
For the analysis process, all project partners used 
MAXQDA.
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3. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

3.1. SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES 
IN THE AGRIBUSINESS AND FOOD 
PRODUCTION SECTOR

Challenges in the agricultural and food produc-
tion sector are manifold and vary widely across 
different regions, products, production systems 
as well as stages of the value chain. Sustainabil-
ity challenges encompass ecological, social as 
well as economic aspects1.

The example of climate change illustrates this 
well, “[a]griculture both contributes to climate 
change and is affected by climate change” (Euro-
pean Environment Agency, 2015; also, Böll Foun-
dation et al., 2019: 62). Likewise, other sustain-
ability challenges of the agribusiness and food 
production sector can be both challenges to which 
the sector contributes as well as challenges that 
the sector faces. This can be as a reaction to envi-
ronmental and resource problems, social aspects, 
due to changed expectations towards agriculture 
and increased criticism by society (e.g. Thünen 
Institute, 2019; Christoph-Schulz et al., 2018; 
Tamásy 2014) and the food sector2.

Moreover, changed environmental conditions 
such as scarce resources or climatic changes that 

1 They can also be phrased as “environmental impacts”, 
health impacts” and “socio-economic impacts” (cp. IPES Food, 
2019: 4-5).
2 Trust in food manufacturers is at only 38% of EU citi-
zens for information about food risks, and only 35% of EU citi-
zens trust supermarkets according to IPES Food (2019: 4).

demand adaptation are also considered sustain-
ability challenges (Böll Foundation et al., 2019.).

The importance of agriculture for the state of the 
environment is underlined in the Global Environ-
mental Outlook carried out for UN Environment. It 
highlights the impact of agriculture on freshwater, 
related problems of water scarcity, and the loss 
of wetlands3  (cp. UN Environment, 2019: 16). Ag-
riculture is competing with cities and industry for 
the usage of freshwater (cp. ibid.: 12), as it uses 
globally 70 percent of freshwater withdrawals (up 
to 90 percent in poorer countries). 

Another important problem is the loss of bio-
diversity. Agricultural development, and its tech-
niques, as well as the decreasing number and de-
clining condition of wetlands resulting from the 
development are named (besides urbanization, 
infrastructure development and overexploitation 
of water resources) as one of the causes of biodi-
versity loss. Moreover, agriculture contributes to 
air pollution, and the UN Environment report calls 
agriculture “a leading source of soil degradation 
and greenhouse gas emissions” (ibid: 16.).

Such ecological developments take place 
against the prognosis of continued global popu-
lation growth resulting in an increased need for 
food, already today 800 million people are under-
nourished (FAO, 2017: 5). The eradication of hun-
ger is an SDG and it is given high importance (Mc-
Neil, 2019: 17 ) as it is closely linked with social 
problems such as poverty and access to educa-

3 40 % of the wetlands were lost worldwide due to the 
agriculture since 1970 (cp. UN Environment, 2019: 12).
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tion and economic development in poorer coun-
tries (FAO, 2017: 5, 6).

The need for addressing these complex global 
problems is therefore urgent. According to the 
GEO 6 report “transformative change […] is nec-
essary” (UN Environment, 2019: 18), fundamental 
change in the use of natural resources is need-
ed, “clean-up and efficiency improvements will 
not be sufficient” (for reaching the SDGs and 
other international agreements on environmental 
protection). The report points out that “under a 
business-as-usual scenario” efficiency is like-
ly to increase, but the authors warn that this is 
conflicting with other environmental resources 
that need increased attention. “However, such im-
provements will be inadequate to reduce the pres-
sure on already-stressed environmental systems 

“(ibid: 19). This calls for further reaching changes 
that need to be undertaken (globally).

A common feature for all states and regions in 
the European Union is the enormous change of 
production structures throughout the agricultural 
value chain. “From 2003 to 2013, more than 1 in 4 
farms disappeared from the European landscape” 
(IPES Food, 2019: 5). As the Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) is the biggest budget of the EU, this 
sector is shaped to a high extent by its policies. 
Simultaneously, agricultural goods, fertilizers, 
feed, as well as food products have experienced a 
strong integration into the world market over the 
last decades (ibid.). 

Hence, farmers are no longer limited in their im-
pact to and causes from regional activities, but 
they are part of world market effects too. One fea-
ture of this is the volatility of prices of agricul-
tural goods on the market (Böll Foundation et al., 
2019: 35). The sector saw a “rapid consolidation 
and power imbalances” in agricultural suppliers, 
in retailers, (IPES Food, 2019: 5) but as well in the 
ownership of agricultural land (Böll Foundation et 
al., 2019: 28-29). This concentration results also 
in “poor working conditions and livelihood pres-

sures” among farmers as well as other parts of 
the value chain (IPES Food, 2019: 5).

There are many calls for changes in agriculture. 
However, very different approaches for changes 
and solutions are discussed (McNeil, 2019; Bené 
et al., 2018). McNeil analyses the UN process 
of how SDG indicators are developed and opera-
tionalized in the example of the target 2.4.1 for 
‘sustainable agriculture’, where very different, and 
contradictory, understandings of the term are pre-
sented. Moreover, if no compromises are found 
this might risk the effectiveness of the SDGs pro-
cess, the authors warn. 

Bené et al. (2019) apply a similar discourse an-
alytical perspective on reports and institutions 
to distinguish narratives in the discussion and 
research on ‘sustainable’ (and ‘healthy’) food 
systems. They demonstrate that while all papers 
came to an understanding that “our food system 
is failing us” (ibid: 118), the analysed actors had 
very different understandings about the “nature of 
crisis and the failure “(ibid). This can help to un-
derstand the very different calls for “the kind of 
research and priorities needed to ‘fix‘ the problem“ 
(ibid: 116), as well as set different priorities for 
action (ibid: 118).

It is also remarkable that the concepts for ag-
riculture have seen a shift over the last decades. 
From the late 1960s/ 1970s onwards a “produc-
tionist approach” (McNeil, 2019: 174) was fol-
lowed by the FAO “where the issue of hunger was 
framed as a quantitative problem, and the empha-
sis of governments was on boosting agricultural 
productivity” (ibid.). Similar ideas could be found 
as well in the Common Agricultural Policy of the 
European Union, in the farm subsidies of the US 
and in the Green Revolution in Asia (cp. Ibid.). 

Yet, recently, the concept has seen lots of criti-
cism, also at high level political forums (cp. ibid.: 
17, 18). Also, the FAO admits today that the in-
crease in productivity in agriculture during the last 
decades and the “Green Revolution of the mid-to-

4 As McNeil points out this was also shift of focus in 
comparison to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).
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late 20th century” (FAO, 2017: 14) “has come at a 
considerable cost to the environment “(ibid.). 

This was associated with “high-input, re-
source-intensive farming” (ibid). Now the organ-
isation calls for “a greener revolution” or “second 
green revolution in which agriculture continues to 
provide abundant and healthy food while at the 
same time promoting the conservation and use of 
ecosystem services and biodiversity” (ibid.). 

Likewise, the FAO’s “Common Vision for Food 
and Agriculture” names both efficiency and the 
conservation and protection of natural ecosys-
tems as the first of its key principles (ibid.: 15). 
This reflects a search for new ways to reconcile 
two seemingly contradictory approaches (as de-
scribed in McNeil, 2019) and illustrates the dy-
namic that has come to this sector recently. 

3.2. SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS AND BUSINESS

In order to meet the challenges of sustainable 
development in a globally coordinated manner, 
the world community adopted the transformation 
of our world in 2015: the “Agenda 2030 for Sus-
tainable Development” (UN, 2015). It encompass-
es economic, ecological and social aspects. The 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 
their 169 sub-goals are addressed to all govern-
ments worldwide, but also business, civil society 
and academia. The fact that the goals – unlike the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – apply 
to all countries is an important step towards the 
realization that the countries of the Global South 
and North must each develop, but differently, in 
order to make sustainability possible.

Because of their comprehensive nature, the 
implementation of SDGs requires far-reaching 
changes in all sectors of the economy. The agri-
business and food production sector are linked 
to a particularly large number of sustainability 
goals (FAO, 2017a, 2017b). Goal 1 - ending pov-
erty - can only be achieved if incomes in rural ar-
eas increase. This is where most of the poor still 

live, even though for the first time in history more 
people live in cities than in rural areas. Goal 2 
calls for the promotion of sustainable agriculture 
to end hunger. The sub-goals establish a direct 
link to poverty reduction: productivity and income 
of small producers, especially women and other 
disadvantaged groups, are to be doubled. There 
are also major synergies here with gender equali-
ty (Goal 5), as most small farmers worldwide are 
women (ibid.). Goal 6 deals with the subject of 
water (FAO, 2017b, 2019): Water use should be-
come more efficient in all sectors - including agri-
culture - and the number of people suffering from 
water shortages should be greatly reduced. Water 
quality is to be improved by preventing pollution 
and the introduction of hazardous chemicals and 
substances. Goal 12 (ibid.) aims at creating sus-
tainable consumption and production patterns. 

The planet‘s natural resources should not be 
overused and less polluted, such as chemicals 
in the air, water and soil. It also addresses the 
problem that one third of all food does not reach 
the plates (the end consumer): By 2030, the global 
per capita waste of food in retail and households 
should be halved and food losses along the pro-
duction and supply chain, including post-harvest 
losses, reduced. Goal 15 (FAO, 2017b; UN, 2019) 
is particularly closely linked to agriculture, be-
cause it is about preserving the foundations of 
our nutrition. The loss of fertile soil and biological 
diversity is to be halted. Land ecosystems are to 
be protected, restored and their sustainable use 
promoted. The aim is also to combat desertifica-
tion, restore damaged areas and soils and strive 
for a world in which natural habitats and endan-
gered species are protected.

Coining the slogan “How food connects all the 
SDGs” Rockström and Sukhdev presented a graph-
ic in 2016 that illustrates the interconnectedness 
of all SDGs to the topic of healthy and sustaina-
ble food (Rockström & Sukhdev, 2016; on the need 
to connect the SDGs cp. as well Stafford-Smith et 
al., 2017). Rockström et al. (2009) underline that 
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all economic and social activities need to “occur 
within the safe operating space of a stable and re-
silient planet” (Rockström & Sukhdev, 2016). The 
biosphere is placed in the graphic as a base and 
its good condition is a requirement for all other 
societal and economic activities (SDGs 6, 13, 14, 
15) (cp. ibid). SDGs primarily linked to the social 
dimension of sustainability are placed on the 
next level, including good health, quality educa-
tion etc. They are an additional requirement for 
the economic dimension placed at the top of this 

“weeding cake” graph (ibid.) to function. Accord-
ingly, food (and agriculture) are linked (directly or 
indirectly) to all of the SDGs. This underlines the 
importance of the food production sector (and ag-

riculture) in reaching the SDGs (cp. as well FAO, 
2018). Rockström emphasises the need to not 
look at the SDGs separately but to consider the 
linkages (cp. Rockström & Sukhdev, 2016).

Weigelt et al. (2015) add to this perspective the 
relevance of land and soil governance for reach-
ing the SDGs.5 Following their analysis, “[s]oils 
and their governance are immediately relevant for 
at least nine of the proposed SDGs” (ibid.: 58): 
Goals 1, 2, 5, 7, 12, 13 (as part of provisioning 
services), goals 6 and 14 (as part of regulating 
services) and (apart from ecosystem services of-
fered to mankind) goal 15 (biodiversity loss and 

5 Remark: The paper was written at a time before the 
SDGs were yet officially declared by the UN, but still in the 
agreement process.

Figure 2: Azote Images for Stockholm Resilience Centre 2016
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land degradation). They conclude, “[t]his overview 
emphasises that soils and their sustainable use 
are pivotal to successfully implementing the new 
global sustainable Development Agenda” (ibid.).

Companies in the agribusiness and food produc-
tion sector also bear responsibility for sustainable 
development in general. The OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises also apply to them. The 
OECD-FAO Guidelines for Responsible Agricultur-
al Supply Chains (OECD/FAO, 2016) provide guid-
ance for the implementation of this task. The so-
cial dimension of sustainability includes respect 
for human rights. Since 2011, the OECD Guide-
lines (ibid.) have included a new chapter on this 
subject. The human rights guidelines listed there-
in are in line with the Guiding Principles for Busi-
ness and Human Rights (UN, 2011) adopted by the 
United Nations in the same year. Many companies 
follow sustainable business practices as part of 
their corporate social responsibility (CSR).

In agriculture (FAO, 2017a, 2017b), this means 
that all processing steps – from field to the plate 
at local, regional and international levels - must 
be checked for their sustainability (FAO, 2019).

In concrete terms, sustainable agriculture 
means economic activity in harmony with people 
and the environment that conserves resources 
and protects the climate. Sustainable agriculture 
is the living diversity of seeds, wildlife and farms, 
with which people can feed themselves safely and 
healthily today and tomorrow. 

An overview of the SDGs and sub-goals relevant 
to the agribusiness and food production sector 
shows that an agricultural model (Thomsen, 2016) 
is needed that focuses on sustainability, global 
justice and access to sustainable food systems 
for all people. This can only be achieved through 
a reorientation of European policy (ibid.). Reforms 
are needed in areas such as agricultural, trade 
and development policy. In particular, the trend to-
wards agribusiness at the expense of farming and 
the environment must be stopped and reversed. 
The examples of milk and meat production illus-
trate the consequences of a policy led by industri-

alisation and intensification for farmers in the EU 
as well as in developing countries.

Current studies unfortunately indicate a differ-
ent picture concerning the engagement of com-
panies with the SDGs (PWC, 2015; WBSCD, 2018). 
71% of businesses say they are already planning 
how they will engage with the SDGs but only 13% 
of businesses have identified the tools they need 
to assess their impact against the SDGs. Only 
41% of the businesses, surveyed, say that „they 
will embed SDGs into strategy and the way they do 
business, within five years “(PWC, 2015: 1). Of the 
250 companies taking part in the World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) 
survey, only 41% (WBCSD, 2018: 6) have integrat-
ed SDGs into their strategic thinking. There are six 
key findings that have come out of this survey:
1. “Business is engaged and sees the SDGs as 

a strategic opportunity, however integration 
challenges remain

2. Engagement and ownership are not yet part of 
the core business

3. SDG 13, 12 and 8 are the most common prior-
ity goals

4. Lack of understanding of the business case is 
the biggest barrier to internal engagement on 
the SDGs

5. Clarity on policy is needed to help companies 
commit

6. Further integrating the SDGs into corporate 
strategy is a key ambition moving forward” 
(WBCSD, 2018: 2)

3.3. SUSTAINABILITY-DRIVEN INNO-
VATIONS

Nowadays innovation is a central factor in eco-
nomic growth and productivity. The ability to in-
novate is a strategic tool for companies wishing 
to maintain their competitive position in the glob-
al market (Olsen et al., 2012). This is especially 
true in the agribusiness and food production sec-
tor, which is the largest EU manufacturing sector 
and one of the main drivers of the EU economy, 
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contributing to both economic production and em-
ployment (Food Drink Europe, 2019). However, the 
agribusiness and food production sector has tra-
ditionally been viewed as a low-tech sector, with 
low innovation rates relative to other sectors (Ma-
teria et al., 2014).

Innovation has become one of the driving forces 
of business and the entire economy (Fiore et al., 
2017). We face major global challenges, caused 
by the growing demand for food, associated with 
world population growth. That calls for innovation 
in the agri-food business to ensure food security 
and to increase sustainability of the environment. 
(Soldano, 2019).

Companies see innovation as the key to surviv-
al because long-term success requires customers 
to be satisfied with the innovations provided by 
the company’s products and services (Cuc & Tri-
pa, 2007). Innovation is a complex phenomenon 
involving the production, diffusion and translation 
of knowledge into new products or services, or 
the development of new production or processing 
techniques (Bigliardi, 2013). 

Decades ago, the Theory of Economic Develop-
ment defined innovation as a new combination 
of factors of production of new products and 
services, introducing new processes of produc-
tion, marketing and new business organizations 
(Schumpeter, 1934). Recently, authors charac-
terize innovation according to four typologies i) 
product innovation, (ii) process innovation, (iii) or-
ganizational innovation and (iv) market innovation 
(Soltani & Hosseini, 2012; OECD, 2015).

Product innovation is introducing new or sub-
stantially improved goods or services. Process 
innovation occurs when production or delivery 
methods are improved, market innovation is the 
adoption of significant changes in product or 
packaging design, product promotion or pricing, 
and organizational innovation refers to the crea-
tion or change of business practices, workplace 
design or external relations (Soltani et al., 2012).

Innovation in enterprises of the agribusiness 
and food production sector is generally seen as 

balancing technology with market demand and 
is often implemented as incremental rather than 
radical innovation (Bigliardi, 2013). A particular 
issue is the case of social innovation that plays 
an important role in the transition to sustainable 
agriculture (Soldano, 2019)

In addition to the four innovation typologies, in 
the agricultural sector it is also necessary to con-
sider innovations such as animal feed types, new 
feeding systems, new packaging types, new pres-
ervation types, new additives, new flavours, new 
products as well as new types of logistics. 

It is evident that an SME’s success depends on 
the capability to integrate their activities in a net-
work. In this way they interact with external firms 
and other actors and maintain their enterprises 
more competitively (Avermaete et al., 2003). 

The agribusiness and food production sector is 
complex, and it is not always easy to categorize 
innovations, especially in the food industry. 

Thus, it must be kept in mind that when defin-
ing innovations in different agri-food domains, 
different dimensions must be addressed (Colur-
cio et al., 2012, Materia et al., 2014). Nowadays, 
organizations need to build a culture more aware 
of the environmental and social impacts of busi-
ness activities. For instance, it is a challenge to 
adopt new business models and new technologies 
(Geradts & Bocken, 2019).

Innovation carries risks that may arise at the en-
vironmental, economic and social levels. Usually, 
environmental hazards are associated with nano-
technologies and biotechnologies such as new 
forms of non-degradable materials, loss of bio-
diversity, ecosystem disturbances, soil depletion, 
soil fertility, damage to soil structure, biomass re-
duction and microbial diversity (EU, 2016). Social 
risks are associated with the loss of healthier tra-
ditional eating styles, inequality related to nega-
tive health impacts, gender inequality and unequal 
distribution by social classes of new technologies 
associated with the economy. The displacement 
of workers to the major technology hubs in large 
cities can have consequences on livelihoods and 
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contribute to depopulation and increasing poverty. 
Economic risks, from for example replacing tra-
ditional products with more innovative ones, can 
lead to market disruption (Jacobsen et al., 2013; 
Pandey, 2018).

In increasingly competitive markets the environ-
mental, social and economic dimensions need to 
be considered through a commitment of local, re-
gional and international entities so that emerging 
issues can be debated and addressed together 
(Sodano, 2019).

3.4. COMPETENCIES FOR A SUSTAIN-
ABLE BUSINESS

The discourse on education for sustainable 
development (ESD) (Rieckmann, 2012; Sterling, 
2010; Sterling et al., 2017) asks how we can equip 
learners with the values, knowledge, skills, and 
motivation to help achieve economic, social and 
ecological well-being. Thus, ESD aims at facilitat-
ing the development of competencies needed for 
dealing with sustainable development (Barth et al. 
2007; Rieckmann 2012; Wiek et al. 2011, 2016).

Following Rieckmann (2012), competencies do 
not only include cognitive aspects, but also affec-
tive, motivational and volitional elements. Wiek 
et al. (2016: 242) underline that “competencies 

… accommodate the topical knowledge required 
for successful problem solving in a particular 
context.” Key competencies are defined as those 
with a special significance for the development 
of important social goals within a special frame-
work, such as sustainability (Rieckmann, 2012). 
More than domain-specific competencies, such 
as mathematical competencies or geographical 
competencies, key competencies “require a high 
degree of individual reflexivity” (ibid.: 129).

In sustainability, Wiek et al. (2011: 204) define 
key competencies as “essential for sustainability 
that have not been the focus of traditional edu-
cation and therefore require special attention.” 
These are linked to a context characterised by 

complexity, uncertainty, rapid social change, indi-
vidualisation, and diversity (Rieckmann, 2012).

Key competencies for sustainability must then 
be competencies which enable people to solve 
problems in a successful way “with respect to re-
al-world sustainability problems, challenges, and 
opportunities” (Wiek et al., 2011: 204). 

In the ESD discourse, there are a growing num-
ber of researchers who have been examining the 
many interconnecting aspects of ESD and asso-
ciated competencies (e.g. de Haan, 2010; Glass-
er and Hirsh, 2016; Rieckmann, 2012; Wiek et al., 
2011, 2016). Various key competencies essential 
to sustainable development have been outlined – 
they describe what individuals need to be able to 
do for transforming their own individual lifestyles 
to more sustainable ones and for contributing to 
societal transformation towards sustainability. 
For example, Wiek et al. (2011) distinguish five 
sustainability key competencies: systems think-
ing, anticipatory (or future) thinking, normative 
(or values) thinking, strategic (or action-orient-
ed) thinking, and interpersonal (or collaboration) 
competencies. Afterwards, they add a sixth com-
petency: integrated problem-solving, which is de-
scribed as a “meta-competence of meaningfully 
using and integrating the five key competencies 
for solving sustainability problems and fostering 
sustainable development” (Wiek et al., 2016: 243). 

Gestaltungskompetenz (shaping competence) 
(de Haan, 2010) considers key competencies for 
shaping or transforming the society towards sus-
tainability, including competencies such as gather-
ing knowledge in a spirit of openness to the world, 
thinking and acting in a forward-looking manner 
and dealing with incomplete and overly complex 
information. In a Delphi study with ESD experts 
from Chile, Ecuador, Germany, Mexico and the UK, 
Rieckmann (2012) identified the competencies for 
systemic thinking and handling of complexity, for 
anticipatory thinking and for critical thinking to 
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be the three most important key competencies for 
sustainable development.

In the international ESD discourse, there is some 
agreement that the following key competencies 
are most important for thinking and acting in 
favour of sustainable development (Rieckmann, 
2018; UNESCO, 2017):

• Systems thinking competency: the abilities to 
recognise and understand relationships, to ana-
lyse complex systems, to think of how systems 
are embedded within different domains and dif-
ferent scales and to deal with uncertainty

• Anticipatory competency: the abilities to under-
stand and evaluate multiple futures – possible, 
probable and desirable, to create own visions 
for the future, to apply the precautionary princi-
ple, to assess the consequences of actions and 
to deal with risks and changes

• Normative competency: the ability to under-
stand and reflect on the norms and values that 
underlie one’s actions and to negotiate sustain-
ability values, principles, goals, and targets – in 
a context of conflicts of interests and trade-
offs, uncertain knowledge and contradictions

• Strategic competency: the ability to collectively 
develop and implement innovative actions that 
further sustainability at the local level and fur-
ther afield

• Collaboration competency: the ability to learn 
from others, to understand and respect the 
needs, perspectives and actions of others (em-
pathy), to understand, relate to and be sensitive 
to others (empathic leadership), to deal with 
conflicts in a group and to facilitate collabora-
tive and participatory problem solving

• Critical thinking competency: the ability to 
question norms, practices and opinions, to re-
flect on own one’s values, perceptions and ac-
tions and to take a position in the sustainability 
discourse

• Self-awareness competency: the ability to re-
flect on one’s own role in the local community 
and (global) society, to continually evaluate and 

further motivate one’s actions and to deal with 
one’s feelings and desires.

• Integrated problem-solving competency: the 
overarching ability to apply different prob-
lem-solving frameworks to complex sustain-
ability problems and develop viable, inclusive 
and equitable solution options which promote 
sustainable development – integrating the be-
fore mentioned competencies.

 
Against this backdrop of sustainability compe-
tencies, various scholars have specified compe-
tencies for sustainable business. Hesselbarth 
and Schaltegger (2014) focus on contextualizing 
competencies for sustainable development in a 
work context, proposing five key competencies for 
change agents for sustainability: strategic compe-
tency, systems-thinking competency, anticipatory 
competency, normative competency, and inter-
personal competency. Osagie et al. (2016) com-
bine results from a systematic literature review 
with results from interviews with CSR managers 
to compile a set of eight CSR-related competen-
cies: anticipating CSR challenges, understanding 
CSR-relevant systems and subsystems, under-
standing CSR-relevant standards, CSR manage-
ment competencies, realizing CSR-supportive in-
terpersonal processes, employing CSR-supportive 
personal characteristics and attitudes, personal 
value-driven competencies, and reflecting on per-
sonal CSR views and experiences. Wesselink et al. 
(2015) analyse individual competencies for man-
agers engaged in corporate sustainable manage-
ment practices and identify five competencies: 
systems thinking competency, embracing diversi-
ty and interdisciplinarity competency, interperson-
al competency, action competency, and strategic 
management competency. 

Lans et al. (2014) look for key competencies in 
sustainable entrepreneurship. Connecting entre-
preneurial competencies with competencies for 
sustainable development through focus group dis-
cussions with university teachers, they identify the 
following sustainable entrepreneurship key com-
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petencies (Lans et al., 2014: 43): systems thinking 
competency, embracing diversity and interdisci-
plinary competency, foresighted thinking compe-
tency, normative competency, action competency, 
interpersonal competency, strategic management 
competency, and entrepreneurial self-efficacy. Af-
ter having tested Lans et al.’s competence frame-
work for sustainable entrepreneurship in terms 
of construct validity (among 402 would-be entre-
preneurs), Ploum et al. (2018) suggest the inclu-
sion of six competencies: strategic management 
and action competency, embracing diversity and 
interdisciplinary competency, systems thinking 
competency, normative competency, foresighted 
thinking competency, and interpersonal compe-
tency.

Recently, Foucrier and Wiek (2019) have devel-
oped a “Process-Oriented Framework of Com-
petencies for Sustainability Entrepreneurship”. 
With this framework they describe sustainability 
entrepreneurship competencies and link them to 

the actual phases of entrepreneurship (discovery, 
planning, start-up, build-out, consolidation).

While competencies describe the capacity or 
disposition of acting, they do not necessarily im-
ply that an individual will act in a certain way in 
a specific situation. Hence, to transform capaci-
ties into real sustainable actions, individuals need 
corresponding values and motivational drivers. 

Furthermore, sustainability performance is re-
lated to an individual’s environment, understood 
as opportunities to perform which are beyond the 
individual’s control. In this perspective, opportu-
nities are environmental and contextual mecha-
nisms which enable action. In other words, they 
are conditions which provide the necessary sup-
port and avenues for sustainability-driven action. 
Accordingly, sustainability performance depends 
on the interplay of knowledge and skills, values 
and motivational drivers, and opportunities (Biber-
hofer et al., 2019).
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4. REGIONAL CONTEXTS

Sustainable socio-economic development is em-
bedded in a regional context. As such, the find-
ings of the expert interviews and the focus groups 
must be seen against the background of regional 
frames and conditions. The five regions where the 
project partners of SDGs Labs are located reflect 
Europe`s diversity. The following profiles of the 
regions Vienna, South Tyrol, Oldenburger Münster-
land, Portugal North and Portugal Centre-West 
aim to give insights in the regional structures.

Following a systemic approach, each region is 
defined by relationships among appropriate sub-
jects in a certain geographical frame. In the case 
of our project, the interviewed partners from enter-
prises and universities are important representa-
tives of the regional realities. As such, an analysis 
of the sample of interview partners and of focus 
group participants completes this chapter.

4.1. REGIONAL PROFILES

4.1.1. VIENNA REGION

Characteristics of the region
Vienna is the capital of Austria, one of its nine 

states and the cultural, economic, and political 
centre of the country. The city today covers an 
area of 41.487 hectares in the north-eastern part 
of Austria, on an extension of the Alps called the 
Vienna basin (Vienna City Administration 2014b). 
Besides the city, the Vienna region (as defined 
in our project) also includes the states of Low-
er Austria and Burgenland. According to a regis-

try data analysis conducted by the City of Vienna 
Statistics Department (MA 23), Vienna has a total 
population of over 1.87 million.

Economy with a focus on the agribusiness and food 
production sector

Vienna is characterized by a strong economy 
that draws its strengths from high productivity 
and a highly qualified work force in combination 
with low wage costs per unit of output (European 
Commission, 2015). Vienna is a service-driven re-
gion, which can be easily explained by its role in 
administration, research and science and an ori-
entation towards knowledge-intensive business 
services. 

Only 0.1% of employees in the region work for the 
agricultural sector. Still more than 6.000 ha (16% 
of the total size) are used for agricultural purpos-
es, and 40% of Austrian greenhouse areas are in 
Vienna. The leading agricultural areas include hor-
ticulture which accounts for approximately 50% 
of the agricultural and food sector. Horticulture 
includes greenhouses and the growing of open 
land vegetables, like cucumbers, tomatoes, salad, 
peppers, radish, cauliflower and chives, as well as 
flower production. The second strongest branch 
in the sector is viticulture which accounts for ap-
proximately 30% of the agribusiness and food pro-
duction sector. More than 710 ha of vineyards are 
cultivated in Vienna, 80 % white wine and 20 % red 
wine. Arable farming is the third strongest branch 
in this sector producing mainly winter soft wheat 
for bakery production and rye.
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Sustainability challenges
Vienna`s main sustainability challenges for the 

agribusiness and food production sector are char-
acterized by the already rising temperatures pre-
dicted to intensify in Austria in the coming dec-
ades. These are resulting in ever-more intense 
floods, heat waves, hailstorms and droughts. Such 
extreme weather events hit the main activities in 
the agribusiness and food production sector the 
most:  horticulture, viticulture and arable farming. 
Related to global warming the possible shortages 
of water resources pose a danger for the agribusi-
ness and food production sector.

Labour shortages during harvest and limited 
amount of land available for cultivation are other 
serious challenges to sustainability.

4.1.2. SOUTH TYROL

Characteristics of the region
South Tyrol is one of the two autonomous prov-

inces that make up the autonomous region of 
Trentino-Alto Adige/Südtirol in Italy. The province 
has an area of 7,400 square-kilometres (2,857 sq 
mi) and a total population of 527,750 inhabitants 
(31.12.2017). Its capital is the City of Bolzano. 
Most of the population speaks German, with 
around a quarter speaking Italian and a small mi-
nority speaking Ladin as their first language. The 
majority of the population is concentrated in and 
around the two largest cities (Bolzano and Mera-
no).

Economy with a focus on the agribusiness and food 
production sector

The economy of South Tyrol is characterized by 
a variety of sectors from agriculture to industry to 
services, especially tourism. The development in 
the economic sectors in South Tyrol bears com-
parison to international trends: the number of per-
sons employed in agriculture has dropped while 

the number of persons working in the services 
sector has increased.

Nevertheless, agriculture in South Tyrol enjoys 
a higher status compared with the European aver-
age. 6,1 % of the labour force works in agriculture. 
The mainly small-sized and family-owned farms 
confer a great stability to South Tyrol’s agricul-
ture. It is characteristic for the region that the la-
bour force is organised in +100 different coopera-
tives because of very small-structured farms. The 
most important branch in the agribusiness sector 
is fruit growing, mainly apples. South Tyrol is the 
largest unified apple growing area in Europe with 
about 18,400 hectares. Dairy farming is the sec-
ond strongest branch in the agribusiness and food 
production sector with yogurt the best-selling 
product in this sector. Somewhat less widespread, 
but still central for South Tyrol, is viticulture. In 
South Tyrol, white wine accounts for 60% and red 
wine for 40%. Processing & refining companies 
work primarily in fruit processing, meat, the bev-
erage industry and flour production.

Sustainability challenges
The main sustainability challenges for the agri-

business and food production sector include al-
ready rising temperatures. Even though warmer 
temperatures make it possible to develop new 
growing areas, the challenge of extreme weather 
events such as droughts and floods is much more 
significant.

Furthermore, warmer weather brings challenges 
for the main activities in the agricultural sector:  
the rise of plant and forest pests in fruit growing, 
dairy farming and viticulture.

Because of large monocultures, the loss of bi-
odiversity and soil fertility is a danger too. That 
leads to an ever-growing use of pesticides and 
fertilizers which burden the environment. 

As the number of persons employed in agricul-
ture has dropped, finding workers is a challenge 
for the producers. In return it is a challenge for 
the seasonal workers to get fair working condi-
tions. 
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4.1.3. OLDENBURGER MÜNSTERLAND

Characteristics of the region
The Oldenburger Münsterland is centrally locat-

ed in North-western Germany in the Metropolitan 
Region Bremen/Oldenburg and consists of the 
two districts Vechta and Cloppenburg. Vechta and 
Cloppenburg are the two biggest and most impor-
tant cities, too. It is a rural area with a low popula-
tion density (~ 150persons/km2). 70% of the area 
is used by agriculture.

Economy with a focus on the agribusiness and food 
production sector

Since 1994, in Oldenburger Münsterland the 
gross national product has grown by 62%, and the 
industrial turnover has increased by 48% since 
1997 to 6.5 billion Euros and export sales by 137% 
(cp. AEF OM, 2019). Decisive for this type of eco-
nomic development was and still is “the innova-
tive and efficient agriculture and meat process-
ing industry” (ibid.) in this region. The main lines 
of industry are food and luxury foodstuffs with a 
share of 49% of the industrial turnover, followed 
by plastic processing with a share of 14%. Further 
key industries are mechanical engineering and 
plant manufacturing in the sector of agriculture 
and construction.  

In the last 20 years, intensive livestock farm-
ing has increased by 62%. During the last decade, 
livestock breeds increased as follows: Turkeys: 
3,07 mio (2007) to 3,09 mio (2018), Pigs: 2,03 
mio (2007) to 3,46 mio (2018), Chicken: 12,5 mio 
(2007) to 21,22 mio (2018) ( Districts Vechta and 
Cloppenburg, 2019). The service sector increased 
by 63%. In addition to those processing compa-
nies, regional fruit and vegetable production with 
an acreage of about 4.500 hectares is an impor-
tant economic factor. These main lines of industry 
offer “complete solutions” from one region for the 
world market.

Sustainability challenges
Such intensive agriculture is not without envi-

ronmental protection issues. The main challeng-
es from a sustainability perspective are related 
to environment and health. Water and soil quality 
is diminished due to (too) high nutrient loads (N, 
P, nitrate), resulting from a surplus of nutrients/ 
manure in comparison to land size. As a conse-
quence, manure is also exported (at high rates 
compared to other regions). Furthermore, there 
are increased levels of antibiotically active sub-
stances in groundwater. 

With regard to economic and socio-cultural as-
pects the decreasing number of agricultural hold-
ings accompanied by the increasing size of those 
remaining (in terms of numbers of animals, value 
of production as well as size per holding) is the 
most evident change in the sector since the 1960s. 

Also, the age-structure of farm holders has 
changed, and the number of young farmers has 
decreased. Companies in the sector are facing 
a shortage of qualified employees while young 
farmers are missing attractive conditions.

4.1.4. PORTUGAL NORTH

Characteristics of the region
Portugal North includes the regions of Douro 

and Alto Tâmega. With about 3.6 million inhab-
itants, the Northern Region concentrates almost 
35% of the resident population in Portugal.  Fur-
thermore, it assures close to 39% of national ex-
ports and represents about 29% of GDP of the na-
tional economy. The two regions, Douro and Alto 
Tâmega, cover an area of 7,104 km². 

Economy with a focus on the agribusiness and food 
production sector

The agribusiness and food production sector is 
one of the strategic lines for boosting the region-
al economy of this low-density territory. With a 
growing concern about raw material quality and 
product differentiation, farms and enterprises are 
supporting this development. The varied agricul-
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tural and horticultural production, such as apples, 
grapes, cherries, potatoes, chestnuts, almonds 
and olives are the most important products of the 
agribusiness and food production sector. Wine 
and cultivation of vineyards is the second strong-
est branch in the agribusiness and food produc-
tion sector of the region. The different wines have 
a national and international brand and prominent 
image and both their supply and production are 
important sources of labour and income. In live-
stock production, goat and bovine cattle stand out 
as the third strongest branch in this sector. 

One of the differentiating factors of these mu-
nicipalities are the endogenous products of recog-
nized quality, many guaranteed with the Protected 
Designation of Origin (PDO) and Protected Geo-
graphical Indication (PGI) label.  

Sustainability challenges
The main sustainability challenge for Portugal 

North are rising temperatures resulting in climate 
volatility and climate change including water scar-
city. The resource-conserving management of wa-
ter sources is therefore a major challenge for this 
region.

Regarding economic and socio-cultural aspects, 
the decreasing population is a major change in 
the sector since 2001, which is still lasting. Fur-
thermore, the region is facing low levels of educa-
tion and qualification. 

Finally, the territorial resources, assets and 
skills are not sufficiently valued. 

4.1.5. PORTUGAL CENTRE - WEST

Characteristics of the region
The West Region of Portugal incorporates the 

northern part of the District of Lisbon and the 
southern part of the District of Leiria. It has an 
area of 2486 km² and a population of 362,523 in-
habitants. The West Region benefits from a rela-
tively central position in mainland Portugal, in the 
corridor between the metropoles of Lisbon and 

Porto, bringing better demographic and economic 
behaviour than the national context.

Alentejo is the largest Portuguese region with 
a territorial area equivalent to about 31,500 km² 
corresponding approximately to one third of the 
country’s territory. Alentejo borders the regions 
of Centro, Algarve and the Spanish regions of Ex-
tremadura and Andalusia. The region is home to 
approximately 0.8m inhabitants and has the low-
est population density among the Portuguese re-
gions. Over the last decade, the region has under-
gone an average negative population growth rate, 
which is largely due to rural exodus.

Economy with a focus on the agribusiness and food 
production sector

In Portugal Centre, horticulture is the most im-
portant branch in the agribusiness and food pro-
duction sector. Its most important products are 
pears, apples, wine, and liquor, of which some are 
endogenous products such as the apples of Alco-
baça and the liquor Ginjinha. 

In the region of Alentejo, the agribusiness and 
food production sector is one of the main tradi-
tional industries. The most important products 
are cork, wine, olive oil and dairy products which 
are also important for the local economy. 

Sustainability challenges
From the point of view of the workforce, Por-

tugal West is still characterized by insufficiently 
qualified people. 40% of the resident population 
has an education equivalent to the 1st cycle. La-
bour forces have a low average education and 
as a consequence the region is lacking qualified 
technical staff.

The Alentejo region seems to be undergoing a 
process of rapid agricultural intensification de-
spite its dry Mediterranean climate and a tradition 
of extensive, multi-functional agricultural sys-
tems. Although two modes of production continue 
to coexist in the region, the transition from the 
long-lived model of extensive agricultural produc-
tion toward a predominantly intensive mode of ag-
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riculture has been extremely fast – and 
it will be a big challenge to handle this. 

4.2. PARTNERS OF THE 
EXPERT INTERVIEWS

In all five regions, interviews were con-
ducted with regional enterprises and as-
sociations of the agribusiness and food 
production sector. 26 interviews were 
conducted in total; five in the Vienna re-
gion, six in South Tyrol, seven in Portu-
gal North, three in Portugal Centre-West 
and five in Oldenburger Münsterland. 

In selecting the interview partners, we 
aimed to cover a wide range of entrepre-
neurial realities and different stages of 
the value chain in order to provide an empirical 
basis for the later conception of the SDGs Labs, 
which should also address entrepreneurs in asso-
ciations from various backgrounds and give ac-
cess to different professional contexts and work-
ing environments. Thus, the sample represents 
different types and sizes of organisations, differ-
ent stages in the value chain and different levels 
of implementing sustainability.

4.2.1. TYPES AND SIZES OF ORGANISA-
TIONS

As the graphic (Figure 3) shows, two thirds of 
the interview partners were representatives from 
enterprises and one third were from business-re-
lated associations and cooperatives. Within the 
group of enterprises, we distinguished a third 
group, start-ups.

Besides enterprises, we decided to involve as-
sociations and cooperatives as well because this 
type of organisation is typical for the agricultural 
sector. They hold an even more important position 
in South Tyrol and Portugal as the farming sector 

is mainly small-scale in these regions. Bundled in 
cooperatives, these small enterprises gain power 
and become a common voice to push their inter-
ests. 

The classification was chosen because these 
groups have different approaches to encounter 
sustainability challenges and different needs. 
Cooperatives see the challenges from a superi-
or level and search for solutions fit for as many 
members as possible. Their main task is to of-
fer services for daily business issues but also to 
raise awareness of new developments and to give 
support in transformation processes.  Enterpris-
es face the challenges very directly in their daily 
business and have to answer immediately. Their 
needs may be more practically oriented. Start-ups 
face the challenges very directly as well, but they 
are often more flexible to turn challenges into in-
novations. 

The classification of enterprises is grounded 
on the Reference of the European Commission 
(2005), which proposes four size-classes follow-
ing employee numbers. As the graphic shows, we 
had a quite normal distribution:
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Figure 3: Types of organisations involved in the expert interviews
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• 28 % micro enterprises with 2 to 7 employees
• 47 % small and medium enterprises with 12 to 

200 employees
• 25 % large enterprises with 1,300 to 47,000 em-

ployees
 

The first group consists of micro enterprises or 
small farms. In this group we identified some in-
teresting “fast innovators” who are more flexible 
to react quickly to socio-economic dynamics. They 
often act in niches initiating and fostering sus-
tainability-driven innovations far away from the 
economic mainstream. As such, they can give im-
portant impulses for larger transitions, but some-
times they do not have the power to progress an 
initiated change.

In the second group, small and me-
dium-sized companies, we also iden-
tified high awareness and potential 
for sustainability-driven innovations. 
Some have established themselves 
as regional pioneers of organic pro-
duction over the years and today 
serve as good practice examples 
for others. Many of them are well 

embedded in the region and orient 
their entrepreneurial decisions to-
wards a high level of responsibility 
for people and the environment, but 
sometimes they are underestimat-
ed in terms of transition power.

The third group are large compa-
nies where we observed a tendency 
to slower processes of integrat-
ing sustainability in their strategy. 
They start with single product lines, 
for instance organic products, and 
assess the reaction of the market 
before progressing to another seg-
ment. Undoubtedly, they have much 

more resources for research or marketing and 
therefore they are able to create a high impact.

For classification of the associations we also 
used the Reference of the European Commission 
(2005), which classifies along numbers of mem-
bers. The graphic (Figure 5) shows the following 
distribution:

• 45 % small associations with 7 to 200 members
• 55 % large associations with 650 to 13,000 

members 

In the first group, we found excellent examples 
of applying sustainability in practice, in its eco-
logical and social meaning. They may serve as a 
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Figure 4: Size of enterprises involved in the expert interviews
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role model for a new type of agriculture and food 
production.

Larger associations and cooperatives in turn 
have the power to reach a great number of mem-
bers and thus can do a lot on awareness building 
towards sustainability issues.

4.2.2. VALUE CHAINS

One of the aims of our sampling strategy was to 
cover the different stages of the value chain. 

According to Porter’s Value Chain approach the 
idea is to focus on systems and activities that 
means how you process inputs into outputs and 
offer to consumers. Using this viewpoint Porter 
described the chain of activities that are common 
to all business (Porter, 1989).

In a slight modification of Porter, we used the 
following stages:

• Agriculture: arable farming, horticulture and an-
imal husbandry

• Production: production and processing of food
• Distribution: supply and distribution of food
• Retail: virtual marketplaces, food stores, gas-

tronomy
• Related services: consulting, marketing.

As the graphic shows, all stages of the value 
chain are covered through the selection of our 
interview partners. Most of the selected organi-
sations are active in more than one stage. Every 
region managed to involve several stages of the 
value chain. The approaches of the regions were 

necessarily different because of different agricul-
tural focal points (see regional profiles).

Vienna concentrated on one clear value chain, 
vegetables, and tried to close the circle: horticul-
ture - processing of vegetables – distribution – re-
tail and marketing – reuse of food.

South Tyrol addressed the three main branches 
apples, wine and milk at different stages: apple 
growing, viticulture and alpine farming at stages 
of growing - food processing – distribution - retail 
and gastronomy, consulting and marketing.

Portugal North put a focus on olives and wine 
where enterprises and cooperatives often cover 
the complete value chain: viticulture, olive grow-
ing – processing - distribution – marketing.

Portugal Centre-West emphasized one cooper-
ative specialist on meat, vegetables and olives 
which covered all stages, and cattle husbandry on 
the Azores.

Oldenburger Münsterland focussed on large-
scale farm structures which integrate nearly all 
stages of the value chain in one company: animal 
husbandry – processing food – packaging – dis-
tribution – marketing.

4.2.3. SUSTAINABILITY INDICATORS 

One of our selection criteria was the orientation 
of enterprises or associations towards sustaina-
bility, bearing in mind that it is difficult to define 
common indicators which are valid for different 
branches in different countries. 

Ten interview partners state that 
they produce organic or have at least 
one organic product line in their as-
sortment, but the term “organic” is 
grounded on different labels and cer-
tificates. Others define their sustain-
ability orientation through “environ-
mentally-friendly production”. 

Seven interview partners prepare 
Sustainability Reports which is com-
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Figure 6: Interview partners active in different stages of the value chain



35

REGION A L  CONTE X TS

pulsory for companies with more than 500 em-
ployees. Three of them do it voluntarily. 

Four interviewees have a separate Sustainability 
Department which is again linked to the size of 
the enterprise. 

4.3. PARTICIPANTS OF THE FOCUS 
GROUPS

Focus groups were conducted in all five regions, 
in total with 30 participants. Each focus group was 
attended by five to seven participants all related 
to the agribusiness and food production sector. 

The focus groups aimed at deepening and fo-
cussing the findings of the expert interviews and 
to give the initial impulse for a regional network 
around the project SDGs Labs. Beside the inter-
view partners, participants from additional enter-

prises and cooperatives, from politics, universi-
ties and NGOs were invited. 

The distribution between interview partners and 
new participants was as shown in Table 1.

Region Interview  
partners

New partici-
pants

Vienna Region 0 6

South Tyrol 2 4

Portugal North 2 5

Portugal  
Centre-West

0 5

Oldenburger 
Münsterland

3 3

Table 1: Distribution between interview partners and new participants

4.3.1. TYPES OF ORGANISATIONS

As the graphic (Figure 7) shows, nearly half of 
participants were from enterprises, seven from 

associations and coopera-
tives, four from NGOs and 
networks related to consum-
ers, three from universities 
and two from local or re-
gional politics. Through the 
integration of consumer or-
ganisations, representatives 
from politics and universi-
ties, the loop is closed. 

At the same time the floor is 
open for a multi stakeholder 
dialogue where sustainabili-
ty issues are discussed from 
different angles. That shows 
the relevance of addressed 
issues, like the SDGs, in a 
wider society and makes the 
outcomes more robust.
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Figure 7: Types of organisations involved in the focus groups
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4.3.2. VALUE CHAINS

In the focus groups, all stages of the value chain 
were covered, extended by one additional stage 

– research – represented by universities and re-
search institutions.

In most focus groups all stages were covered; in 
Vienna the production partner was missing, while 
in South Tyrol and Portugal West the research 
partner was missing.
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Figure 8: Focus group participants active in different stages of the value chain
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5. SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES IN AGRIBUSI-
NESS AND FOOD PRODUCTION

Challenges in the agribusiness and food produc-
tion sector are manifold and vary widely across 
different regions, products, production systems 
as well as stages of the value chain. Sustainability 
challenges encompass ecological, social as well 
as economic aspects or, referring to 
the IPES Food report (2019), are about 

“environmental impacts, health im-
pacts and socio-economic impacts”.

This chapter presents the most im-
portant findings on sustainability 
challenges recognised by enterprises 
and business associations working 
in the agribusiness and food produc-
tion sector. It aims to explore the con-
cerns practitioners have and to take 
them as starting point for developing 
measures for a better integration of 
the SDGs into business.

The outcomes are based on the expert interviews 
conducted in five European regions, following the 
question: “What are the main sustainability chal-
lenges in the agribusiness and food production 
sector?” The outcomes are structured along five 
main topics and further sub-topics which were not 
pre-defined but induced from the interviews:
1. Awareness of sustainability issues
2. Sustainability challenges - ecological dimen-

sion
3. Sustainability challenges - economic dimen-

sion
4. Sustainability challenges - social dimension 

5. Sustainability challenges - policy and structur-
al dimension

The following graphic shows how the statements 
are allocated to the different dimensions of chal-
lenges in agribusiness and food production.

The analysis of each sub-topic starts with an in-
troduction and brief estimation of the relevance 
through indicating the amount of statements and 
the number of interview partners who referred to 
a specific topic. Afterwards, the most relevant re-
sults are discussed, highlighting commonalties 
and differences between regions, as far as it gives 
an additional benefit to the research. 

The chapter closes with a summary and outlook, 
how to use the results in the further work packag-
es of the project SDGs Labs. 
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Figure 9: Sustainability challenges in agribusiness and food production
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5.1. AWARENESS OF SUSTAINABILITY 
ISSUES

It is remarkable that nearly half of the interview 
partners from all regions regarded awareness as 
key for the debate on and practice of sustainabil-
ity. Awareness is closely related to interview part-
ners’ consciousness of their immediate environ-
ment, their own and others’ actions. 
“I believe that there is a lot to be done in raising 

awareness and that does not only concern us as 
a company but also each individual himself” (IP 
1, 2019). “Our sector is the one with the biggest 
impact on the environment and the resources on 
a global scale” (IP 2, 2019). “Benchmarking with 
other companies helps a lot to see what is possi-
ble to realize” (IP 3, 2019). “I will not make invest-
ment in water, rationalization, reuse and recycling 

of water and then forget to monitor the process 
and fail to realize” (IP 13, 2019).

Some pointed still to a lack of awareness and 
knowledge amongst producers and consumers 
about sustainability but recognize a growing 
sensitivity on sustainability issues particularly 
amongst the younger generation. “Right now, we 
are on a path of awareness among producers and 
consumers. Younger generations are more alert to 
this problem, but of course, barriers will always 
exist. The path is correct, but we will still need 
time” (IP 19, 2019).

Others saw a communication gap between agri-
cultural practice and science, which slows down 
the process of awareness building. “There is a 
lack of communication between agricultural prac-
tice and science. Our problem is that from the sci-
entific area in the past was hardly any practical 
support for our working field” (IP 22, 2019).

 

8

9

9

8

14

9

9

11

13

18

18

28

3

3

4

4

5

6

6

6

8

11

11

13

Energy

Reuse/upcycling/food-waste

Soil: fertility/sealing of the soil

Animal welfare/livestock farming

Logistics/mobility

Regional/seasonal products & circles

Organic products/farming

Climate change

Biodiversity/monocultures

Water: shortage/management

Packaging/use of plastics

Use of pesticides/fertilizers/pharmaceuticals

Nr. of IP Nr. of Statements

Figure 10: Sustainability challenges – ecological dimension



40

WP 1  REPORT 
COMMON KNOWLEDGE BASE  A ND NEEDS  A N A LYSIS

5.2. ECOLOGICAL DIMENSION

Raising the question on sustainability challeng-
es most interview partners addressed ecological 
challenges first and quite detailed.

Taking the number of respondents as a basis, 
the three most concerning issues are:
• Use of pesticides, fertilizers and pharmaceu-

ticals
• Packaging and the use of plastics
• Water scarcity and water management

5.2.1. USE OF PESTICIDES, FERTILIZERS 
AND PHARMACUETICALS

The use of pesticides, fertilizers and pharmaceu-
ticals is the topic which seems to concern inter-
view partners the most, as half of them mentioned 
it - from all regions and from all stages of the val-
ue chain. 

Interview partners are highly aware of the conse-
quences, pesticides have on the whole circle of an 
ecological system. “For us, but also for the whole 
region, pesticides are a big challenge. The topic 
goes from use of herbicides and insecticides to 
soil degradation to water management to… it is a 
circle” (IP 3, 2019). Therefore, they want to know 
more about the origin and the effects of pesti-
cides. “We need knowledge in the sense, where 
do the substances come from - no matter in what 
form of agriculture - where do the operating ma-
terials derive from, how are they produced, under 
what social conditions are they produced and 
what effects does it have where they are used?” 
(IP1, 2019)

They also know quite well that at the moment 
only a strategy of reduction and not a complete 
exit is possible, as the global food system is 
grounded on mass concepts which do not work 
without chemicals. “We already reduce for a long 
time. We already have this notion even in the 
weeds, we have reduced a lot in the residues in 
the soil and we also use products to fight vine 

diseases already much softer, not so aggressive 
to protect from insects” (IP 17, 2019). Also, in 
animal husbandry reduction of pharmaceuticals 
is a topic. “Antibiotics reduction and saving med-
ication in animal husbandry is a “hot spot topic”. 
The parental herds are vaccinated, this gives the 
maternal vaccination protection, passed over to 
the egg and to the chick. We therefore know that 
our chicks have a very high state of health” (IP 21, 
2019).

5.2.2. PACKAGING AND USE OF PLASTICS

Packaging is another top issue which was ad-
dressed by nearly half of the interviewees from all 
regions. 

There is a conflict between guaranteeing dura-
bility and reducing food waste on the one hand 
and reducing packaging on the other hand. “We 
need a packaging that guarantees a long durabili-
ty. Everyday counts, because then I have less food 
waste. The consumer is educated like that, goods 
that are two days before “best-before-date”, he 
will not buy anymore, only at reduced price” (IP 
22, 2019).

Another unsolved question is how to substitute 
plastics through environmentally friendly materi-
als while keeping the good features of plastics. 

“Our war at this moment and our main Achilles 
heel is packaging in organic farming. We use 
many plastics, but we will try to reduce and con-
vert to biodegradable packaging and cartons” (IP 
20, 2019). “There is a system for reusable boxes. 
However, this is also a difficult subject, as they 
have to be cleaned with great effort. If a box hard-
ly has a scratch, it has to be removed, because 
natural germs could colonize it” (IP1, 2019). “So, 
even if we manage to bring new packaging onto 
the market in completely recyclable packaging, it 
will only be effective if the entire waste manage-
ment industry is oriented differently so that it can 
really be recycled” (IP 25, 2019).
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5.2.3. WATER SCARCITY

Water is another emerging issue which was ad-
dressed by nearly half of the interview partners, 
particularly by those working in agriculture. They 
are worried about increasing water scarcity, the 
need to irrigate agricultural areas more and more 
and to manage a scarce resource well. 
“Water is one of the most important resources, if 

not the most important, that we have in the world. 
And it’s just that water is slowly becoming scarce 
here, too. Last year it showed us this extremely” 
(IP 1, 2019). “Now the big challenge we are facing 
right now is the water issue. For example, we have 
a vineyard irrigation system, which covers about 
70/80 percent of the area. To manage it, is our big 
challenge” (IP 15, 2019). “We try our best to take 
advantage of the rainwater, but we have a problem 
here in our region because our plots are very scat-
tered and when we want to make a water-reservoir 
we have to do it in the depressions, where we are 
taking the neighbour’s ground” (IP 20, 2019).

But water is regarded as social topic as well, as 
the scarcity of this resource leads to the question 
of fair distribution and bears a source for conflicts 
on different levels. “Well, the challenges in the re-
gion are very diverse. This applies to the usage of 
groundwater and the soil, that relates to nutrients. 
Challenges concern the question of freshwater, 
drink water quality, the consumption of drinking 
water, and the usage of resources very general-
ly” (IP 22, 2019). “And we already know today that 
not only agriculture will fight against fishing and 
electricity production, but there will also be fights 
within agriculture” (IP 1, 2019).

5.2.4. LOSS OF BIODIVERSITY AND 
INCREASE OF MONOCULTURES 

Interview partners from all regions regarded the 
tendency to monocultures in agriculture and con-
sequently the loss of biodiversity as big challeng-
es, as the following statements indicate.
“Here, the greatest challenge is biodiversity, from 

which we are moving further and further away, but 
at the same time presenting ourselves better than 
we are” (IP 5, 2019). “But of course, all these mass 
concepts are now reducing costs in the short term, 
yes, but if you look exactly there in the long term, 
how will the soil be exploited, how will the ground-
water be polluted, what will biodiversity look like 
there?” (IP 7, 2019). “I was just at a conference 
in Berlin of the Agricultural newspaper and ‘die 
ZEIT’. There they also elaborated, that the topic of 
biodiversity is to be ranked even higher than the 
climate change. Whole systems are getting lost” 
(IP 22, 2019).

5.2.5. CLIMATE CHANGE

Challenges concerning climate change were ad-
dressed in different ways. 

Some of the interview partners see the challenge 
in the fact that we are not affected directly and 
therefore underestimate the urgency. “It’s once 
hot and once cold. The fact that the average tem-
perature increases by 1 or 2 degrees over 20, 30 
years, we will probably all not realize that. We can 
take that out of expert measurements and figures 
in the media, but we won’t notice it” (IP 9, 2019).

Others, particularly farmers, experience climate 
change in their daily work. “We also have water as 
a challenge. Due to climate change, seasons have 
very changed. We have difficulties to know and to 
forecast” (IP 20, 2019). “And then of course cli-
mate change is a very important topic for us, be-
cause with fruit and vegetable cultivation comes 
an extreme amount of CO2, (for example) toma-
toes in glasshouses are gassed with CO2 to grow 
faster” (IP 8, 2019).
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5.2.6. SUSTAINABILITY OF ORGANIC FOOD 
AND ORGANIC FARMING 

Organic farming was a topic in all regions, as 
well. The interview partners agreed on the rele-
vance of fostering this type of agricultural prac-
tice but also pointed out critical issues.

First, they raised the question, if organic can be 
regarded as sustainable anymore when consider-
ing the whole supply chain, also long transporta-
tion routes. “Define sustainable. Is it an organic 
product if it comes from Africa or Egypt or from 
New Zealand - is it sustainable or not?” (IP 11, 
2019). They also pointed up difficulties if organic 
farmland borders conventional due to the risk of 
contamination through pesticides or genetically 
engineered seeds. “That means that being in in-
tegrated protection respects the region a lot. But 
when we do viticulture in integrated protection we 
are to compromise with all other winegrowers” (IP 
17, 2019). Finally, they also question, if organic 
farming is able to feed the world population, as 
organic farming needs different conditions, some-
times also more resources like farmland. “There 
are also people who say that organic farming can-
not feed the world. So, of course, the issue of true 
costs feeds into this as well” (IP 25, 2019).

5.2.7. GROWING DEMAND FOR REGIONAL 
AND SEASONAL PRODUCTS 

The topic of regional food was mentioned by 
interview partners from Austria and South Tyrol 
where regional food is often used as synonym for 
sustainable food. In German, the word “Region-
alität” is often associated with locally produced 
food which is characterised by shorter supply 
chains. Due to the geographic conditions of Aus-
tria and South Tyrol, with large mountain areas 
and the natural occurrence of short distances 
within food supply chains, this topic was found to 
be prevalent in these regions. 

The most concerning question was how to meet 
an ever-growing demand for regional products 

in a system where consumers are used to have 
everything, anywhere, anytime. “For example, the 
regional circles, the big word regionality, where 
no one knows, is the radius 5 km or 500 km? Im-
agine the ideal case: within a small radius. From 
the point of view of the company, certain products 
are not available in the quantity they are expect-
ed - keyword meat” (IP 4, 2019). “At the moment 
we are rather in another dilemma, that we actually 
have too little of everything we have to distribute. 
Of course, this is more and more difficult, because 
our customers do their planning and advertising 
on a long-term basis and if they have tomatoes in 
their flyers and we can’t deliver them, then that’s 
not good either” (IP 11, 2019).

A conflict occurs upon the question, if regional 
is the best solution in relation to artificial growing 
conditions in greenhouses. “Well, the most effi-
cient is, of course, year-round production in heat-
ed greenhouses, where you have the best and the 
highest yields. That’s a lot more and will proba-
bly be 2/3 of our turnover and quantity. And then 
there is the less intensive seasonal production” 
(IP 9, 2019).

5.2.8. LOGISTICS AND MOBILITY 

Logistics and mobility were mostly addressed 
by the interview partners from South Tyrol, as the 
region is highly burdened by intensive traffic and 
the people are quite sensitive to that topic.
“We have many small producers who generate 

top products, but often lack structure and logis-
tics.” (IP 4, 2019) “The real problem is that the 
real costs are not charged. If the flight had a real 
price, nobody would fly except the one who has to” 
(IP 6, 2019).

5.2.9. ANIMAL WELFARE AND LIFESTOCK 
FARMING 

The topic of animal welfare was raised by inter-
view partners from the region Oldenburger Mün-
sterland only, because animal husbandry, mostly 
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in mass production, is one of the biggest econom-
ic sectors in that region. They addressed some in-
teresting conflicts between animal welfare, legal 
restrictions and economic needs.
“A competing goal is animal welfare. We have 

definitely conflicting goals there. If I can give an 
example, ‘private farm’. There it is simply the case 
that we have a slower growing breed, that lives 
one third longer, but therefore it also needs, of 
course, more feed” (IP 21, 2019).

5.2.10. DISAPPEARENCE AND DEGRADA-
TION OF SOIL 

As regards the resource soil, two main challeng-
es are perceived – the disappearance and the 
de-gradation of soil through monocultures and 
one-sided fertilisation.
“For certain areas, I am sure it won’t look good in 

the future, if the soil is totally ruined.  There are 
enough studies, especially in America, how much 
sand and soil disappear every year” (IP 6, 2019).
“Of course, all these mass concepts are now re-

ducing costs in the short term. But if you look ex-
actly there in the long term, how will the soil be 
exploited, how will the groundwater be polluted, 
what will biodiversity look like there?” (IP 7, 2019) 

“Challenges with nutrient surplus refer to soil as 
well as to groundwater” (IP 22, 2019).

5.2.11. RECYCLING AND FOOD WASTE 

Food waste was perceived as a challenge and 
worth thinking about how to reduce it.

Interesting was an insight from meat production 
where both mass production and small-scale inte-
grated farms head for the same goal but from dif-
ferent angles – to save food and avoid food waste 
by processing the whole animal. “But in the end, 
we are doing this already for years, and not every-
one is aware of that. Poultry meat is also only so 
cheap, as all parts of the slaughtered body are 
processed further, nothing is left” (lP 21, 2019). 

“We try to apply efficient management, save ener-
gy and water, try to make the most of everything 
and not waste it. Select the good raw material so 
that there are no by-products for example” (IP 18, 
2019).

Some regarded food waste even as a systemic 
challenge. “The perishability and the short mod-
eration play a role for us and it grows also the 
thought that the switching and the processing of 
surpluses is actually only a symptom fight and 
does not change the cause, however” (IP 8, 2019). 

5.2.12. ENERGY

Saving energy and using renewable energies are 
challenging factors for our interview partners but 
not centre staged. The ever-growing mechaniza-
tion and automatization in agriculture requires 
more and more energy and raises the question 
how to save energy or even to become energy au-
tonomous.
“We cooperate with the largest importer of veg-

etables and fruit, who also operates the only ge-
othermal greenhouse in Austria in Styria. This 
means that we are almost independent even in 
winter, and we significantly reduce imports from 
Italy or Spain with very low greenhouse gas emis-
sions, which are caused by logistics and lighting, 
but not by heating. And that puts us well below the 
CO2 emissions from Spain and Co” (IP 11, 2019).

5.3. ECONOMIC DIMENSION

Besides the ecological challenges in agribusi-
ness and food production, most interview part-
ners perceive economic challenges as well.

Taking the number of respondents as a basis, 
the three most concerning issues are:
1. Financial issues and cost structures 
2. Consumer and demand structures 
3. Market structures
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5.3.1. COST- AND FINANCE STRUCTURES

The topic of cost- and finance structures is the 
most relevant economic challenge which was ad-
dressed by eleven interview partners from all re-
gions. 

They are worried about the development of costs 
in relation to prices and consequently the ques-
tion if small businesses can survive. “Production 
costs are rising, but product prices are not rising 
in the same proportion as they should. And when 
they rise, the other side comes, the consumers, 
who say the product is far too expensive. Although 
you spend much less today than you did 20 years 
ago. As a result, the value of food is no longer 
known to many” (IP 6, 2019). “The question of 
mechanization, the question of labour is already a 
more specific financial thing” (IP 15, 2019).“Then 
there is the issue of earning an income that is ei-
ther needed to live on the farm, to do it in parallel 
or to close it” (IP 6, 2019). “It is becoming very 
difficult in the case of small-structured agricul-
tural enterprises that cannot afford, for example, 
foil tunnels, that cannot afford technical support, 

that cannot even afford irrigation - then more and 
more of them have to stop” (IP 8, 2019).

A big issue is how to communicate that sustain-
ability pays off in the end. “It is sometimes a bit 
of a problem to convince, if you make such an in-
novation now, which goes ahead, which is of con-
cern. To convince the management that at some 
point we will also have an economic benefit. Be-
cause at first, you only see the costs” (IP 5, 2019).

5.3.2. CONSUMER- AND DEMAND STRUC-
TURES 

The second most addressed economic challenge 
were consumer- and demand structures. 

Among others, the most striking was the picture 
of a new, paradox consumer. “A lot will change in 
the next few years, also online. What about the 
situation of consumers? How critical will they re-
ally become? The Friday for Future Generation for 
example, which is also exposed to criticism. First, 
they demonstrate and afterwards they all go to 
McDonalds. The paradox has become reality. We 
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are all allowed to deal with this form of consumer” 
(IP 5, 2019).
“For me it’s extremely about scaling. We realize 

that about the amounts now, you also need the 
amounts of consumers, who need to buy your 
product, because if you do not have that, it does 
not come to optimizing” (IP 7, 2019).
“High standards are demanded by the retailing/ 

trading companies as well as customers, also 
higher than e.g. standards existing in other coun-
tries” (IP 25, 2019). 

5.3.3. MARKET STRUCTURES 

Market structures was one of the top issues with 
a great variety of responses. 

The interviewees are worried about the tendency 
to market concentration, grounded on a philoso-
phy of linear growth and competition. “I believe 
one of the big sustainability challenges is the 
question of growth in various areas. At the same 
time the question arises, what about the post-
growth society? The challenge is to find inspir-
ing best practice examples; there are only few of 
them” (IP 5, 2019). “What has been added in re-
cent years is that the big players, Lidl and Hofer, 
who are the biggest professionals in communica-
tion, have entered the field. As a result, the con-
sumer gets more and more confused” (IP 5, 2019). 

“If we could make the ego of individual companies 
go away… This competitive thinking, I believe, is a 
major obstacle to sustainability” (IP 7, 2019).

Consequently, international markets and trade 
flows become complex and call for transparency 
of value chains and comparability of standards in 
the agrobusiness and food production sector. “I 
like to produce according to good standards, I like 
to handle everything sensibly and legally, no ques-
tion, but then to be lumped together and manage 
the same market (comparing different EU coun-
tries) is just difficult. It doesn’t work. Because 
wages are also different. That alone makes a huge 
difference” (IP 9, 2019). “When you have goods 
and you realize the storage is full, we need to find 

ways to get rid of that now, we do not want food 
waste. And then you have a buyer in the Nether-
lands. One can never exclude at 100 percent that 
they will sell, for instance to Africa. And that is 
due to the worldwide trade, sometimes you cannot 
retrace it” (IP 21, 2019).
“For me the transparent supply chain is definitely 

a challenge. It doesn’t matter whether it’s in the 
conventional or organic sector, not just where 
the raw materials come from, but also where the 
animal feed comes from and which people are 
involved. So simply trace back to which farm, 
to which cooperative in which countries” (IP 25, 
2019).

5.3.4. CONFLICTING GOALS 

Many conflicting goals were mentioned during 
the interviews, which are about, how to keep the 
environment, the ecology and the economy in bal-
ance. “And we see, when we go into depth with the 
topics, that keeping the environment, ecology and 
economy in balance is not so easy. But there are 
ways and means” (IP 1, 2019).

The variety of tackled issues is quite impressive, 
from conflicts between wilderness and agriculture, 
to conflicts between reduction and gaining an ap-
propriate income, to the challenges in packaging. 
“For example, how do I manage to keep the alpine 

pastures still farmed? If the wolf tears animals 
and nobody gives animals on the mountain pas-
ture anymore, then we have a problem with ava-
lanches and so on. And that is a topic - the ques-
tion, may the wolf be or may not be? How do we 
deal with wilderness?” (IP 6, 2019).
“Reduced animal population leads to less N and 

P emission but is contrasting to the company’s 
goal of selling feed” (IP 22, 2019).
“For me the one feeds into the other [referring 

to supply chain, packaging and climate change as 
issues discussed before] even with sustainable 
packaging. Glass is actually good, but it has the 
worst CO2 footprint, so these things are extremely 
difficult to reconcile” (IP 25, 2019).
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5.3.5. CERTIFICATIONS, LABELS AND 
REPORTING 

Certificates and labels are regarded relevant for 
communicating sustainability outside. 
“We communicate far too little with labels, some 

of which could only be picked up with the check-
list. We are one of the regions with the lowest 
density of labels in the hotel sector.” (IP 4, 2019) 

“Every year we are scrutinized by the official con-
trol entities for waste, also to verify the labelling. 
We as operator have to be certified very well, not 
in a stairwell” (IP 14, 2019).

A need for social certification was stated from 
one interviewee who works with goods from all 
over the world. “We also have some textiles and 
household goods. Here I see the problems in pro-
duction more in the area of social certification” 
(IP 11, 2019).

5.3.6. STRUCTURE, MANAGEMENT AND 
SIZE 

Most answers referred to the topic of size. Large 
companies are seen two-folded in the light of sus-
tainability. On one hand, size is regarded as a risk 
because it tends to dominate everything. “Even 
all the big constructs are a challenge. In principle 
it is the property, the money, which belong to a 
few and the others are dependent. They dictate 
everything: the price, the land, the plantations... 
that is a very big risk for the future” (IP 6, 2019). 

“I would say that the most blatant is the EU’s com-
mon agricultural policy. 

How much influence it has in the areas because 
the EU subsidy system is actually rewarded on 
the basis of size. The more hectares you own, the 
more subsidies you get” (IP 7, 2019).

On the other hand, a certain size seems to be 
necessary to produce a remarkable impact. “When 
I look back to the last 10 years, I have to say that 
essential protagonists of a certain size (of 100 

employees and more) have hardly been added. Yes, 
we are talking about a start-up here and a start-
up there, but structures of a certain size have not 
been added” (IP 5, 2019).

5.3.7. SCARCITY OF RESOURCES

Another challenge, which becomes more and 
more obvious, is the scarcity of resources. Inter-
view partners see this challenge not only for their 
own organisation, but also for other companies in 
the supply chain and on a global level, e.g. how to 
feed the world population. 
“The scarcity of raw material is for me one of the 

most important factors. Therefore, I am always 
sensitive and try to maximize the value of the raw 
materials from our suppliers” (IP 13, 2019).
“I believe that climate protection is too abstract 

for many people. If you explain that it is more 
about resource preservation or such things, then 
it is much easier for agricultural enterprises to un-
derstand” (IP 8, 2019).
“The challenges are tremendous, because we 

have to produce more resources. I have the ration-
al and non-rational feeling that we do not have re-
sources for the world, for the number of people on 
the planet, we need more resources” (IP 26, 2019).

5.3.8. COMMUNICATION AND MARKETING 

Two interview partners raised the question how 
to communicate sustainability outside. 
“I think one of the big challenges in sustainability 

is how to communicate? It’s not much different 
with organic. If organic is sexy, then it fits. If or-
ganic is communicated with a raised index finger, 
then everyone says, no. And then 3 organic scan-
dals pop up and everyone says - I knew it before” 
(IP 5, 2019). “Certifications can be very helpful in 
the representation to outside, as we are in a com-
petition, and sustainability is a competitive factor” 
(IP 21, 2019).
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5.3.9. MISSION, VISION AND STRATEGY

Two interview partners identified challenges in 
anchoring sustainability in the mission and strate-
gy of the enterprise. 

One mentioned biodiversity as an example of 

topics which are not the core business of the com-
pany, and therefore difficult to grasp. “All teams 
are thinking about what is following, what pro-
jects will we do. One topic, that is not easy is bi-
odiversity. Things like social standards or saving 
energy or saving resources, are relatively easy to 
get and also logically understandable. Biodiversi-
ty is always a bit difficult to understand when you 
are sitting in your office” (lP 23, 2019).

The other interview partner referred to different 
understandings and philosophies within an inter-
national holding. “This actually means that we are 
not only swimming along in the CSR report and 
strategy of our mother, but that we need our own 
thing. Not only because it is demanded from out-
side, but also out of conviction, because we are 
simply, as I said, always 100% organic” (IP 25, 
2019).
“If you really want to bring the SDGs into the cor-

porate strategy, then I think it’s helpful to have a 
bit an idea of applicable targets. Or at least don’t 
be afraid to sit down with the management and 
say ‘That and that and that is important now. What 
are we doing there at the moment?” (IP 25, 2019).

5.4. SOCIAL DIMENSION

Social issues were addressed by the interview 
partners as well, but they seem not to have the 
same priority as the ecological and economic di-
mensions. 

As the graphic shows, social challenges are cor-
related to employment issues.

1. Working conditions
2. Labour shortage
3. Employee development

5.4.1. WORKING CONDITIONS 

Working conditions are a big issue, particularly 
concerning the workers in the field or in food pro-
duction. Challenges are seen in respecting dignity 
of work, fair wages, accommodation and to cope 
with different social standards inside the EU and 
in third countries.
“Then of course something like fair wages is also 

a topic here. If you think about seasonal harvest 
workers and such people, equal rights are certain-
ly also a topic. There are also some issues with 
finding agriculture and vegetable traders with 
whom you can work well” (IP 8, 2019). “Or take 
the topic, with which we also dealt, human dignity 
in work. The peak of it was 4 to 5 years ago, when 
the topic of accommodation in the slaughtering 
industry was massive here, and the exploitation 
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of labour has been discussed massively here. It 
is still today. We are for sure not at the end of the 
discussion. There is need for improvement (IP 22, 
2019).
“The second issue, as I mentioned earlier, is so-

cial standards, especially in the southern produc-
ing countries. That is now a recurring theme in 
the media anyway. Production in Almería, where 
workers actually live in greenhouses. The vegeta-
bles are GAP-certified just as we are” (IP 9, 2019).

5.4.2. LABOUR SHORTAGE

Labour shortage is one of the most crucial chal-
lenge under the social perspective. It was mainly 
addressed by interviewees from the agricultural 
regions, who see the lack of manpower on differ-
ent levels: 

• Lack of employees in the fields or in food pro-
duction

• Lack of young talents
• Lack of successors on farms

“For me the big problem we are experiencing 
right now is the lack of manpower. It is often not 
because the olive grove is not productive. For ex-
ample, this year I have a partner with a significant 
production, but he couldn`t make anything out of 
it because he could not get enough manpower.” (IP 
14, 2019) “We want to include new techniques to 
make it easier, especially to fill the labour short-
age in production, as there are no people available 
to work in the field” (IP 20, 2019).
“You need young talents. We have sectors, where 

we already now have a lack. And you need to try to 
fix the lack, as otherwise the existence of a com-
pany is endangered” (IP 21, 2019). “For the farms, 
the challenge is to find people who will continue 
to run the farm. This is a social issue. It’s a big 
challenge, especially as long as the economy is 
as good as it is now, because everyone can find a 
job somewhere else without any problems” (IP 6, 
2019).

5.4.3. EMPLOYEE DEVELOPMENT 

It seems to be an issue, not only to find people, 
but to find qualified people. To address this chal-
lenge the interviewees bet on employee develop-
ment, including technical skills as well as general 
education.
“In the matter of people our concern is quite big, 

mainly because we also want to train these peo-
ple. We have now a project that we call the “Com-
mon Place” project. We spent 18 months creating 
a set of training for our employees, ranging from 
the technical area, but also, for example, teach 
them how to work with computers, explain the his-
tory of Portugal, even the people who work in the 
vineyard” (IP 15, 2019).
“And the target set is of course, that the clever 

brains, that we have here in the region, to keep 
them, or to get in new clever brains from outside 
into the region. To become attractive for profes-
sionals. The lack of qualified labour is a big topic” 
(IP 22, 2019).

5.5. POLICY-STRUCTURAL DIMEN-
SION

Another type of challenges is perceived on a pol-
icy and structural level, which is, of course, inter-
linked with the challenges mentioned before.

Challenges are noticed in three fields:
• Regional and national policy and regulations
• EU policy and regulations
• Interest groups and public organisations

5.5.1. REGIONAL AND NATIONAL POLICY 
REGULATIONS 

Most barriers for advancing sustainable devel-
opment are seen in regional and national policies 
and regulations. 

The interview partners, mostly from Portugal and 
Germany, pointed out conflicts between sustaina-
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bility measures and regulations, or dependencies 
on subsidy policies for small farmers.
“One wants open stables, but then they are hard-

ly accepted due to the BIMSch- (emission and 
air-protection) regulations. That is also the case 
for the ‘private farm’ stables, which you cannot 
construct everywhere, that is not compatible with 
the construction authorisation. These are target 
conflicts, of which we are aware, and which are 
our daily work” (IP 21, 2019). “But that is a top-
ic in Germany, especially promoted by the Green 
party, the topic to regulate meat consumption by 
the state. I do not believe that that will happen. 
Simply because I do not believe that in Germany 
one wants to interfere so strongly in the personal 
decisions, but who knows (IP 22, 2019).
“There are many farmers who do not survive with-

out subsidies. But the subsidy must serve as a le-
ver for a new business, to provide some support, 
not as a way of life” (IP 19, 2019).

5.5.2. EU POLICY AND REGULATIONS

Following the opinion of the interviewees, EU 
policy has a huge influence on the progress of sus-
tainable development in agriculture and food-pro-
duction. EU policy influences the sector through 
legislation, directives, common programmes and 
subsidies.
“There are manifold relations to the European ag-

ricultural politics. It does indeed affect us directly. 
By directives, by ordinances, through the common 
agricultural politics, CAP, through the different 

programmes, that are connected to it, as those 
need to be implemented locally. We said that the 
decisive frameworks are set in Europe.  And we 
need to look, that we can take influence on these” 
(IP 22, 2019). “There are many barriers, and many 
of them turn out to be political. At this time, the 
main pressure on organic farming came from con-
sumers. From the government came no big sup-
port; the main things have been imposed by the 
European community” (IP 20, 2019). 
“For me there is a very clear misalignment, espe-

cially in the EU policy programmes, which clearly 
tend towards mass and monoculture, because you 
can only make production so big, if you unify it, 
and not in the way Austria is actually structured” 
(IP 7, 2019). “At this time the producers receive 
some support from the European community due 
to the islands’ insularity. There are also supports 
when there is drought. Many of the farmers de-
pend on this support for their survival, but some-
times this subsidy falls short” (IP 19, 2019).

5.5.3. PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS AND ORGANI-
SATIONS 

A fifth of the interview partners feel little sup-
port from public institutions in advancing sustain-
able solutions. Some even have the experience of 
being hindered in their engagement.
“From public institutions we would need: imple-

mentation advice, help on how to check off the 
checkpoints, creating accesses. The commitment 
is extremely high on an individual level. But then 
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they can rarely do something concrete...so as far 
as content is concerned. Every time I ask, what 
can we do or is there a possibility here or there, 
they get lost” (IP 7, 2019).
“If we do a project, the governmental organisa-

tions just say that the project is not well, but they 
do not give solutions. We feel little support from 
the institutions, it is always penalizing, but there 
is little support” (IP 20, 2019).
“The lack of a suitable organisation to represent 

the interests of the agribusiness- and food pro-
duction companies in the region was the reason 
for us to found a separate association” (IP 22, 
2019).

5.6. CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

The findings from the expert interviews reflect 
the complexity of sustainability challenges, which 
the agribusiness and food sector is facing but to 
which the sector is contributing as well. At the 
same time, the interviews reflect a high degree of 
awareness amongst the interview partners - who 
work in the sector day by day, thus know it very 
well and know possible angles for transforming 
the sector. Awareness is a very important starting 
point for fostering the SDGs` implementation in 
this sector. 

A second important finding is that the interview 
partners perceive challenges in the three dimen-
sions of sustainable development, the ecological, 
the economic and the social, complemented by a 
fourth, the political-structural dimension.

According to Mulligan, sustainable development 
is about the so called “triple bottom line”, which 
suggests the need to seek a balance between eco-
nomic development, environmental protection and 
social well-being (Mulligan, 2015). 

Regarding the ecological dimension, the inter-
view partners see challenges related to products, 

to production and processes, but to changing en-
vironmental conditions, as well. The three most 
concerning issues are the growing dependency on 
use of pesticides, fertilizers and pharmaceuticals 
in agriculture, the unsolved question of packaging 
and the increasing water shortage and growing 
need for irrigation all over Europe. That is in line 
with the Global Environment Outlook, which points 
out that a fundament change in the use of natural 
resources is needed (UN Environment, 2019).

Regarding the economic dimension, the inter-
view partners observe a growing imbalance be-
tween increasing costs for sustainability-orient-
ed food production and achievable prices on the 
market. A development forced by changing global 
market structures, which tend to concentrate and 
become less and less transparent. This observa-
tion is underpinned by the European Union`s re-
port, which states that the agricultural sector has 
undergone an enormous change of production 
structures throughout the value chains (IPES Food, 
2019). Finally, a change of consumer behaviour is 
noted, with a tendency to higher consciousness 
for sustainable development but with a tendency 
to a “paradox behaviour” as well.

Social challenges are seen particularly in a lack 
of employees, which concerns workers in the 
fields or in food production as well as young tal-
ents or successors of farms. This precarious sit-
uation roots in poor working conditions and live-
lihood pressure among farmers and other players 
in the value chain, throughout the European Union 
(IPES Food, 2019). 

Another outcome of the interviews is that sus-
tainability challenges are not one-dimensional. 
They are related to each other and this interlink-
age often causes dilemma and target conflicts 
like the following:
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• Reduction of pesticides and fertilizers versus 
keeping monocultures fertile

• Reducing plastics in packaging versus long du-
rability of food

• Natural conditions for organic farming versus 
the needs for feeding a growing world popula-
tion

• Growing demand for organic and regional food 
versus a lack of availability

• Increasing need of food versus scarcity of land, 
water and other natural resources

• Affordable prices for healthy and sustainable 
food versus increasing costs of raw materials 
and necessary infrastructure

• High impact of organic lines from large scale 
enterprises versus destruction of small-scale 

suppliers
• Support of small-scale farms through subsidies 

versus dependency on subsidies 
Most of these target conflicts are too complex 

to be solved in the short term but it is an impor-
tant competency to identify them and to develop 
strategies to cope with them.

A fourth outcome is that the interview partners 
see the challenges on both, a microeconomic and 
a macroeconomic level. Of course, they define the 
challenges of their own business more precisely, 
but they also see the interdependencies on a Eu-
ropean and global level. That is another important 
pre-condition for understanding the vision of the 
SDGs.
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6. ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE SDGS

This chapter presents a general picture of prac-
titioners’ experiences with, attitudes towards, 
opportunities and barriers for implementing the 
SDGs. The outcomes are based on two different 
sources, on the expert interviews and the focus 
groups and they are structured into four parts:
1. Experience with the SDGs 
2. Attitudes towards the SDGs
3. Opportunities of the SDGs
4. Challenges and barriers of the SDGs

Each part contains a detailed analysis of the 
outcomes of the expert interviews complement-
ed by the most striking propositions of the focus 
groups. 

The chapter closes with a conclusion and out-
look on how to use the outcomes in the further 
project. 

6.1. EXPERIENCE WITH THE 
SDGS

The following graphic (Figure 14) shows 
the knowledge level the partners of the ex-
pert interviews possess about the SDGs.

It is rather surprising that only three in-
terviewees responded that they neither 
work with the SDGs nor know what they 
are about. This high degree of aware-
ness can be explained through the care-
ful selection of the interview partners and 
seems not to be representative for the 
sector. 

Most of the interviewees indicated that 
they know the SDGs but have no experi-

ence in applying them in practice. The following 
statement expresses the opinion of this group 
very well. “We have in fact not yet worked so much 
with the SDGs. Well of course, one knows them, 
one knows they exist, and we also already figured 
out some correlations for the one or the other top-
ic” (IP 21, 2019).

Seven from 26 interviewees already have experi-
ence in applying the SDGs. “We have created sus-
tainability KPIs and now, with our own sustainabil-
ity projects, we can assign the SDGs to them. We 
are already explicitly addressing SDGs targets and 
the KPIs are also based on the SDGs. That was not 
the original goal, but in the process, we were in 
fact focussing on relating it to the company when 
starting and developing them” (IP 25, 2019).
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6.2. ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE SDGS

As the following graphic (Figure 15) shows, the 
majority of statements to the SDGs is positive. 

In the following table the most relevant attitudes 
are summarized.

ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE SDGs

Positive • Worldwide agreed and worldwide valid 
• All blocs are interwoven and relate to 

each other
• Most goals affect everyone, no matter if 

it is a family or enterprise
• Somehow everything includes everything
• SDGs place great importance on social 

justice, that means the fight for equality 
and equal rights

• Big framework where you can find your-
self and talk to like-minded people

• Guideline for entrepreneurs, businesses 
and the future of our lives

• SDGs are drivers of innovation
• Great success to lift the SDGs to a global 

scale
• Generalized goals which all can share

ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE SDGs

Critical • Not many goals where we have an impact
• Quite general, not obvious what is behind 

each goal
• 99,9% of the people are not reached by 

these goals 
• Biggest and richest countries in the world 

have zero willingness to change
• Some are more, some less plausible for 

the daily work
• Companies are not permanently aware of 

all 17 goals
• Difficult to communicate the SDGs to 

smaller businesses
• Some targets don`t fit to the overarching 

goals

In the focus groups, the participants did not po-
sition themselves as clearly as in the expert in-
terviews, but rather discussed different perspec-
tives. In eight statements, the SDGs are seen quite 
positively, six statements include critical remarks, 
partly from the same participants.

In the following table the statements are added 
which were specific for the focus groups.

ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE SDGs

Positive • Exciting, how big and diverse the subject 
sustainability is

• Responsibility to work for the SDGs 
because actions have influence on 
employees and their families, but also on 
value chain partners

• High relevance, because sustainability 
also means survival of the enterprise

• Important that large companies reach the 
goals because of their high impact

• Education plays a central role - not for-
matting people but opening their minds

Critical • SDGs are defined for a national level 
– therefore complicated to rethink for 
everyday life

• Global, galactic goals – great difficulties 
to apply them into practice

• Picking out single SDGs can lead to exac-
tly the opposite

• SDGs are designed for growth
• Dealing with the limits of growth – topic 

for innovation
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6.3. OPPORTUNITIES OF THE SDGS

Most interview partners and participants of the 
focus groups, even those who have a critical atti-
tude, see opportunities in working with the SDGs 
for the agribusiness and food production sector. 

They detected opportunities in five aspects, as 
the following graphics shows:

6.3.1. COMMUNICATION TOOL 

To use the SDGs for communication is not yet 
very common but it is regarded as one of the great 
possibilities of the SDGs. 
“I just believe that the SDGs are a super commu-

nication possibility” (IP 7, 2019). “One good thing 
about SDGs that they as a company or agriculture 
in general can show the positive impacts they al-
ready have” (IP 23, 2019). “We use the SDGs in the 
sustainability report. There are also statements 
on the individual SDGs. But we communicate our 
own projects and our own issues, the SDGs and 
our contribution are not in the foreground” (IP 11, 
2019).

6.3.2. TOOL FOR REFLECTION AND IMPACT 
ASSESSMENT 

What interview partners appreciate about the 
SDGs is that they demand a different way of think-
ing. “What I like about the SDGs is the way of 

thinking. That each goal can be thought in differ-
ent contexts. For example, poverty. I think there is 
poverty everywhere in the world, poverty cannot 
only be financial, it can also be nutritional or so-
cial” (IP 1, 2019). “That’s what I find so exciting 
about the 17 goals, that they also inspire reflec-
tion. What does the goal actually mean for me as 
a person in my life situation? Many factors play a 

role here” (IP 1, 2019).
A quite progressive idea occured in several in-

terviews - to use the SDGs as framework for an 
impact assessment or for sustainability reporting. 

“How sustainable we are, has always been what 
distinguishes us. And if we can say that because 
of these goals (...) we fulfil that and that and that, 
and so we are officially there somehow. But if 
there was the possibility to have an SDGs Impact 
Framework, it would also be a huge topic of credi-
bility or trustworthiness for us” (IP 7, 2019).
“So, you somehow want to plan the future in the 

company, and one wants to go in this or in the 
other direction, and then maybe it helps to evalu-
ate which project could be more important, if you 
just look at what the SDGs are asking for. In any 
case, that would be an interesting thing for the af-
ter next sustainability report, to make a concrete 
evaluation for the SDGs of where we are standing” 
(IP 25, 2019).

Another interesting topic came up in the focus 
group in South Tyrol, where participants discussed 
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whether the SDGs should be measurable or not. 
“The SDGs help us to measure what is good and 
what isn’t and to try things out, to see which solu-
tions are there. They can help finding solutions” 
(FP 5, 2019). “The idea of these goals was exact-
ly this: no additional audit, no certification, but a 
pure “framework”. Where everyone can orient him/
herself: where can I contribute?” (FP 1, 2019).

6.3.3. INSPIRATION AND RETHINKING OF 
THE OWN BUSINESS 

The SDGs are seen as a source of inspiration 
and as motivation to discover new perspectives 
through an integrated sight on the various dimen-
sions of sustainability. “I think that they also bring 
a new perspective. Another perspective of course 
always brings the chance to improve yourself” (IP 
21, 2019). “If you want to have a good goal, at first, 
you have to look in which direction you should 
go to become more sustainable. And for that it 
is quite helpful to take a look at the SDGs, and 
then develop your own KPIs in that direction, be-
cause they are not directly applicable things” (IP 
25, 2019). “I actually think it’s (i.e. the broad SDGs 
framework) nice, that’s how diversity looks, that’s 
how eco-social fair cooperation looks, these ar-
eas should actually be considered. For us it’s a 
positive challenge that we actually want to do 
something in each of these areas because we are 
an eco-social company” (IP 8, 2019).

Not only for professional but also for individu-
al development the SDGs can serve as a boost-
er. “The big challenge is to set an example as an 
individual, as a father, as the person responsible 
for the company, and to start with myself. To say 
which goals appeal to me most and where can I 
do something within my radius of action that also 
gives me emotional meaning?” (IP 5, 2019).

Also, for the participants of the focus groups the 
SDGs are a source of inspiration which could be 
limited through a very strict definition of SDGs. “I 
also believe that precisely defined goals can be 
counterproductive. Because that basically tries to 

set a limit, from where I can say I am good and 
now I don’t need to do anything anymore. But I 
should constantly confront myself with how I can 
improve, what I can still do” (FP 4, 2019).

Another idea evolved during the discussions in 
the focus groups of Oldenburger Münsterland and 
South Tyrol – the idea of cooperation instead of 
competition. “We have to go for a cooperation 
policy, not for policy but all for environmental co-
operation” (FP 26, 2019). “It is education for co-
operativism, it is a very important idea!” (FP 29, 
2019). “The SDGs can be used as guidelines for 
companies, as an idea generator. They are global-
ly valid and it’s less about competition but more 
about learning from each other” (FP 1, 2019).

6.3.4. MANAGEMENT TOOL 

To regard the SDGs as a management tool is 
quite an interesting perspective because that 
means to put sustainability at the core of a com-
pany`s strategy. 
“The SDGs are a management tool for me. The 

SDGs are for corporate decision makers to know 
that those are the international goals we need 
to address, where we need to think about how to 
achieve them, and what projects we offer in the 
area” (IP 11, 2019). “Through the SDGs one can 
simply systematise it better, because they are, in 
fact, defined goals, and defined subjects and that 
helps systematising” (IP 21, 2019).

In the focus groups, an additional meaning of 
management is pointed out – the relevance of in-
volving employees in the process of applying the 
SDGs. “It is important to make this connection, so 
that the process makes more sense to the people. 
The company alone can`t achieve anything on its 
own, if employees are not involved” (FP 11, 2019).
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6.3.5. INNOVATION AND NEW BUSINESS 
MODELS 

Following the attitudes of some interview part-
ners, innovation is centre stage in the SDGs. “In-
novation is included in every topic. If there is no 
innovation, then these goals cannot be achieved!” 
(IP 6, 2019)
“I think there will evolve a lot of business models. 

Especially if you go into the individual criteria and 
look at certain things, there’s a lot going on. If 
someone in the ecological field is in the process 
of developing things further, that’s very, very pos-
itive” (IP 5, 2019).

6.4. BOUNDARIES OF THE SDGS

Although several opportunities were pointed out, 
many limiting aspects and boundaries were men-
tioned in the interviews as well as in the focus 
groups. These criticisms are of particular interest 
and value for the project SDGs Labs, because they 
show where practitioners are hindered and also 
give inputs on how to address these boundaries 
in designing the following SDGs Labs and SDGs 
Academies.

They see boundaries in five aspects, as the fol-
lowing graphic shows.

6.4.1. PROBLEMS WITH THE APPLICATION 
OF THE SDGS 

The biggest challenge is seen in applying the 
SDGs in practice. Half of the interview partners 
from all regions come up with this concern. 

Some point out the target conflict between the 
need for abstraction on the one hand and applica-
bility on the other hand. “I see weaknesses in the 
SDGs in the meta level. But on the other hand, this 
is again not a weakness, because the SDGs are 
deliberately formulated in such a way that they 
reach as many nations and states as possible and 
can be applied to as many areas as possible. It 
is logical that they cannot be broken down into a 
single project or into concrete measures” (IP 11, 
2019).

Others recognise the target conflict and already 
come up with solutions. “If you come to a consum-
er with SDG 12, he won’t be able to do anything 
with it, but if you come along with a closed loop 
economy, everyone will know what it means” (IP 
11, 2019). “I think, other institutions have to start 
and somehow translate the SDGs into the corpo-
rate language and into the language of the ordi-
nary citizen, because otherwise it is just such a 
colourful, abstract project. Even our management 
won’t have ever looked at the 169 targets, I think. 
Therefore, a kind of translator would be required, 
who are in the department and say, ‘Ok, that’s im-
portant now and those are the ones we think are 
best for the company” (IP 25, 2019). “I think they 

2

7

12

28

29

2

4

6

12

13

Conflicting goals

Lack of demand/added value

Structures/size of enterprises

Formulation/structure of the…

Problems with application

Nr. of IP Nr. of Statements

Figure 17: Boundaries of SDGs 



57

AT T IT UDES  TOWA RDS THE  SDGs

work, but the question is, how to practice them. It 
is the biggest difficulty. But I think there are pos-
sibilities” (IP 14, 2019).

In the focus groups, the applicability to practice 
was discussed, as well as the topic of measuring 
and assessing the implementation of the SDGs. 

“I also think this SDG translation process has to 
work somehow in two directions. First of all, the 
big abstract and the concrete measures to calcu-
late it. My impression is always that the compa-
nies often already have these concrete measures, 
they just don’t break them up particularly high and 
link them back to the SDGs” (FP 25, 2019). “Es-
pecially with the measurable one, there we have 
different levels again, whether we measure global 
warming or the CO2 imprint of one kilo of grain 
or one kilo of poultry meat. I believe we must 
then also break down the measurability in order 
to translate things. I believe that if we have valid 
indicators that we can compare with one another, 
we can also discuss them and discuss how we 
can optimise, improve and change them” (FP 25, 
2019).

6.4.2. FORMULATION AND STRUCTURE OF 
THE SDGS 

Nearly half of the interview partners from all 
regions were critical about the formulation and 
structure of the goals. The criticisms should be 
taken seriously, yet the background of the speak-
ers should be considered as well.

An interesting argument that could keep practi-
tioners away from the SDGs, is the concern that 
they do not reach people. “The goals are super, 
but incredibly rational. They don’t reach anybody, 
no politician and no human being. If people are 
not touched in their emotionality and do not rec-
ognize a clear sense in the activity, then they will 
never change their behaviour. With every habit you 
want to change, you will fail if you are not 100% 
convinced of the meaning” (IP 5, 2019).

Another interesting hint concerns the negative 
formulation of some goals. “For example, no pov-

erty - I don’t like the goal, it should be formulat-
ed positively. For example, creating income for 
everyone or something like that. That would be a 
positive goal, because then I don’t think of pov-
erty and the subconscious does not understand 
negative formulations. So, there are some goals 
that are formulated negative, like “no hunger”, “no 
inequalities” (IP 6, 2019).

One argument, which seems to have a specific 
relevance, concerns the general formulation of 
the SDGs. “I have to say that I find it relatively 
difficult, as the topics are so high on a meta level. 
So, every single goal is in fact relevant, if I think of 
‘no poverty’, ‘no hunger’. But how do I break that 
down to my current challenges such as the topic 
of nutrients for example?” (IP 23, 2019). 

The holistic approach is challenging as well as 
the connection to the single targets for those who 
already have experience with applying the SDGs. 

“The holistic concept is demanding in contrast to 
working with ‘hotspot topics’, but it is true that in 
theory every SDG could be relevant” (IP 21, 2019). 

“The links between targets and main goals are 
not always obvious; the formulation of the SDGs 
has not made clear which actor is responsible 
for what; there are different interpretations also 
among companies, whether to best address all 
SDGs or the best suiting ones” (IP 25, 2019).

In the focus groups, the formulation of the SDGs 
was discussed as well. A particular topic is the 
global dimension of the SDGs and the difficulty to 
break them down to the individual level. “But this 
also requires a more or less nationwide commit-
ment that one commits oneself to it. So, I find the 
SDGs difficult as an individual, because for me 
this is really a very global issue. Where you have 
to acknowledge them globally and where you say 
globally, we are changing something” (FP 9, 2019).

Another topic was the demand for target 
group-oriented communication of the SDGs. It is 
important to reach people where they are and in 
language they understand. “It always depends on 
whom you want to address. When I think of farm-
ers and producers in the countryside, I think that 
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most of them have already dealt with sustaina-
bility issues. Now that we are back to the SDGs, 
which is first of all an abbreviation of an English 
wording and is not easy to grasp. And then you 
have these 17 SDGs with topics like oceans and 
so on - so I don’t know if it’s necessary to talk to 
people in that way or if it’s not better to talk to 
people in their language and about their topics. 
But then working out, how it contributes to these 
SDGs, so that you can say what you are doing on 
your farm and in your region, already contributes 
to a global development. So, you’re a part, but it’s 
a bigger whole” (FP 10, 2019).

6.4.3. STRUCTURE AND SIZE OF ENTER-
PRISES 

Structure and size of the enterprises turned out 
to be a boundary in two different directions: on 
the one hand, small scale units, in particular in 
South Tyrol and Portugal, that do not have the ca-
pacity to work on the SDGs in a structured way, 
and on the other hand, the big structures, which 
are not flexible enough to adapt quickly.
“Due to the fact that the companies are so small-

sized, the issue of sustainability is often played 
alongside. The issue often arises incidentally, but 
it is not clearly defined. They are far too little 
structured, except the experts, who have dedicat-
ed themselves to the topic. Here one would have 
to offer still more structure, support, provide re-
quirement specifications, provide guidelines” (IP 
4, 2019). 

“Effective dissemination of the goals would be 
needed to make them known. But not all farmers 
have access to the internet. Farm associations 
would be a good engine for liaison with farmers” 
(IP 19, 2019). “In comparison to smaller compa-
nies, decisions in terms of innovations are not so 
fast, as we have more levels of hierarchy” (IP 23, 
2019).

The discussion in the focus groups tackles the 
matter of size of enterprises, as well – small 
units, which have more difficulties to implement 

the SDGs and bigger units, which are confront-
ed with higher expectations. “Well, I think that 
smaller companies in particular have more con-
sulting needs, of course” (FP 21, 2019). “But also, 
large companies have difficulties. It is expected 
that such topics will be dealt with. That is simply 
expected. You probably also have the resources 
somewhere to get it done” (FP 20, 2019).

Very close to the topic of capacities, the ques-
tion is raised again, if it isn`t more feasible to start 
with single SDGs, tailored to a company`s capaci-
ties and then step by step broaden the view. “Well, 
I think it’s more motivating to start with some 
SDGs, where you can maybe make a difference. 
Even if it’s perhaps in competition with some oth-
er. If it then somehow goes ahead. The perfection-
ism of wanting to achieve everything immediately 
and dealing with everyone is usually not possible, 
even in terms of capacity” (FP 24, 2019).
“Actually, every company would need its own 

translation of the SDGs and sub-goals and what 
does that mean for us? That’s why sometimes ex-
change is good, but there are limits, in my opinion. 
Because in the end every single company has to 
see how the SDGs or which SDG it can fulfil” (FP 
24, 2019).

6.4.4. LACK OF DEMAND AND ADDED 
VALUE 

Close to the problems with application of the 
SDGs, a lack of demand and recognized added val-
ue is stated. As the concept of the SDGs is quite 
young, it is too early to judge whether they will 
prevail in the long run in the business context.

It is comprehensible that established compa-
nies have their doubts about the added value as 
they have their routines and need time for adapt-
ing or changing a system.  “That means that there 
is a sorting, so we have the ZNU standard, where 
a systematisation is done, then another sorting 
according to GRI, and then we would have another 
clustering, a systematisation according to SDGs 

- difficult.” (IP 21, 2019) “The CSR report of our 
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organisation needs to be pragmatic, especially as 
we have farmers as clients. The SDGs could be 
difficult to communicate.” (IP 23, 2019)
“Well, the SDGs they’re definitely better known 

now in our company. But for us to make any di-
rect evaluations as to whether we’re fulfilling the 
goals, that’s actually almost impossible. But also 
checking, whether we meet a certain target, we 
don’t have that yet.” (IP 25, 2019)

6.5. CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

A first quite surprising finding is that the SDGs 
are better known amongst the interview partners 
and focus group participants than expected. Only 
three interview partners indicate that they do not 
know the SDGs; 16 or 62% state that they know 
the SDGs but do not have experience in applying 
them. That is in line with previous findings, where 
71% of businesses have plans how to engage with 
the SDGs, but not yet applied (WBCSD, 2018). That 
is in fact an interesting starting point for the fol-
lowing parts of the project SDGs Labs.

A second finding refers to the variety of opportu-
nities which enterprises see in the SDGs. They are 
regarded as a source of inspiration for rethinking 
the business and for changing the perspective. In-
teresting is the attitude that innovation is required 
by the SDGs, otherwise they could not be fulfilled. 
Some proposals also tackle very concrete appli-
cations, like the idea to develop a SDGs-based as-
sessment tool, that helps to evaluate the impact 
of sustainability related activities of enterprises. 
This is an idea that could be interesting for the 
SDGs Academies.

A third conclusion is about boundaries and lim-
its, where the challenge of translating the SDGs 
to business and breaking them down to an appli-
cable practical level is in the foreground. In par-
ticular, small scale businesses feel overstrained 
by the complexity of the SDGs framework, which 
seems to have little relevance for their daily busi-
ness. That is in line with the WBCSD report, where 
a lack of understanding of the business case is 

defined as the biggest barrier to engagement on 
the SDGs (WBCSD, 2018). For our project, the task 
will be to create a translation framework that 
helps to overcome these barriers by making the 
SDGs as concrete as possible. 

Also, of great interest were the controversial dis-
cussions about how to approach the SDGs in daily 
business, either to work with single SDGs where 
one has experience or to pursue an integrated ap-
proach which puts the total of the 17 SDGs in the 
centre. Probably it is not an either/or, but a both/
and. Rockström and Sukhdev also emphasise in 
their “wedding cake” model the need to not look at 
the SDGs separated but to consider the interlink-
ages (Rockström & Sukhdev, 2016). With SDG 17 
at the top of the wedding cake, the picture gives 
an interesting hint, how to realize “the both/and” 

– through developing partnerships and alliances 
towards the SDGs, another mission of the project 
SDGs Labs.
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7. SUSTAINABILITY-DRIVEN INNOVATION

With the aim of creating a more concrete picture 
of what innovation means for practitioners and 
to see possibilities for translating the SDGs into 
entrepreneurial innovations, this chapter presents 
ideas and examples of sustainability-driven inno-
vations in the agribusiness and food production 
sector. 

The outcomes are based on two different sourc-
es, on the expert interviews and the focus groups. 
They are structured into three parts, whereby the 
third only refers to the focus groups.
1. Definitions of innovation
2. Innovation potential
3. Drivers and pre-conditions for innovation

Each part contains a detailed analysis of the 
outcomes of the expert interviews, complement-
ed by the most striking propositions of the focus 
groups. 

The chapter closes with a conclusion and out-
look on how to use the outcomes in the further 
project. 

7.1. DEFINITION OF INNOVATION

In the expert interviews, 19 out of 26 interview 
partners found a definition of innovation for them-
selves and their business. Interesting is the fact 
that many understand innovation not only in prod-
uct logic but in a more holistic way. 

They define innovation from two different per-
spectives:
(a) Motivational perspective: What is the motiva-

tion or driver for innovation?

(b) Outcome perspective: What does the innova-
tion look like?

UNDERSTANDING AND DEFINITIONS OF INNOVA-
TION

Motivation • The innovation driver is the “Zeitgeist”
• Innovation comes from pain and the desire 

to do something
• It is to see current and future problems 

and to find solutions
• It is a matter of assessing the needs of the 

sector
• It is to listen to the inputs of the environ-

ment around us
• It is to do something different than usual
• Innovation is positively changing a situa-

tion
• Without innovation a company is not able 

to survive
• Innovation is the responsibility to contri-

bute to sustainability relevant topics
• Innovation happens, when there is an 

urgent need

Outcomes • Innovation is a question of definition: 
technical, digital innovation, …

• Inventing a new product or changing a 
process

• Break down existing processes or find 
other levels of the value chain

• Come up with creative and advanced 
ideas, products, which reach the end 
consumer

• To innovate is to produce better and more 
easily 

• It is not only about creating new, but crea-
ting new methodologies and new ideas

• It is about arranging techniques to mini-
mize resources

• It is a new combination of a set of factors 
that allows for discovery and evolving into 
more interesting areas

Table 4: Understanding and definitions of innovation
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7.2. INNOVATION POTENTIALS THE 
SDGS

All interview partners and also many partici-
pants of the focus groups contributed with exam-
ples from practice or with concrete ideas of how 
the SDGs, or more generally, sustainability think-
ing in business can inspire innovation. 

Following Soltani, who proposes four types of 
innovation in accordance with business functions, 
we found a similar structure for the answers, add-
ing the aspects of technological/digital innova-
tion and of social innovation.

The following graphic shows in which kind the 
interview partners see the innovation potential of 
the SDGs.

7.2.1. INNOVATION IN PRODUCTS

11 out of 26 interview partners see high innova-
tion potentials in products and services. The ap-
proaches to generating sustainable innovations, 
however, are different. 

Interview partners from South Tyrol and Por-
tugal see opportunities in “re-inventing” old tra-
ditional sorts of vegetables which are very well 
adapted to regional conditions. “Above all, those 
who create innovative and great offers with re-

gional products certainly have a good potential. 
In other words, those who take the regional, the 
old creatively into a new era” (IP 4, 2019). “Yes, 
the old types of vegetables are becoming more 
and more popular at farmers’ markets or for the 
hotel business, who like these extravagant things 
very much” (IP 6, 2019). “Instead of importing we 
started to produce some vegetables that we didn’t 
recently produce here. We are talking about chard, 
celery, we needed to go a lot behind to start pro-
ducing these crops” (IP 20, 2019).

The Portuguese think of different uses of olives 
and by-products. “Let’s now move on with the new 
olive oil soap and olive-based candle design. A 
chemical engineer who has some experience in 
this field, will bring us new experience and hope-

fully a good area to develop our activities” (IP 12, 
2019). “In East Germany they use olive pomace for 
soil fertilization. We here haven’t got it yet. The is-
sue of leaf too, we try to excite olive leaf for feed 
of small ruminants and cattle” (IP 14, 2019).

Others regard the trend to meat-like products as 
interesting. “One innovation, for example, is the 
entire vegetarian diet trend and the development 
of foods that meet the taste and zeitgeist but are 
not based on animal products. For example, Aus-
tria now has meat-like products based on mush-
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rooms” (IP 11, 2019). “That can be products from 
alternative proteins” (IP 21, 2019).

7.2.2. INNOVATION IN PROCESSES 

In the expert interviews nearly half of the inter-
view partners regarded process innovation as a 
big opportunity for sustainable development and 
gave ideas and examples of different types of pro-
cesses. 
“Or Microgreenhouses or simply Aquaponics. 

That’s an innovation for me, because the combina-
tion and circulation of nutrients and water didn’t 
used to be like that” (IP 11, 2019).

For some, process innovation means to handle 
all kinds of resources – water as well as animal 
bodies – carefully. “Not the grapes, but all the 
equipment, the deposits, the floor, etc. we wash 
in one operation. This water is treated for later 
use” (IP 17, 2019). “For example: every part of the 
slaughtered poultry is processed further, even fa-
rina of haemoglobin is produced, the liver is pro-
cessed in the pet food industry, bones can be pro-
cessed and go into pet food industry or become 
fertilizers, feathers become fertilizers, and pro-
teins in water can be filtered and serve as feed for 
shrimp breeders” (IP 21, 2019).

Process innovation also means to rethink well-
known concepts differently, e.g. include environ-
mental aspects into considerations about optimi-
zation. “In Scandinavia that is already today the 
case, that environmental aspects are automat-
ically part of the optimization. So, for example, 
how much CO2 does one feeding ratio emit? That 
means that one would not only optimise with re-
gard to the fat production and muscle develop-
ment, but they consider also the topic of the car-
bon footprint” (IP 23, 2019).

For some, transport and logistics are impor-
tant topics where they also see a huge potential 
for innovation. “We had a change of paradigm in 
logistics. In the old days, olive oil was produced 
in March; the olives were full of white picks, full 
of fungi and had other defects. Today, we penalize 

partners, don’t even let them unload, if the olives 
come in a sack. They have to come loose in the 
box of the van, so that the olives do not get into 
an oxidation process and do not change. Anoth-
er concern is related to the risk of cross-contam-
ination by use of mineral oils and gasoline. We 
have to be careful, when it comes to discharge the 
olives but also in the harvesting process” (IP 14, 
2019). “What we are also interested in are actu-
ally innovations in the field of transport. It would 
be fantastic if a lot could be done in the next few 
years, so that one would simply have better oppor-
tunities to choose transport service providers that 
are more sustainable” (IP 25, 2019).

In the focus groups an additional aspect of pro-
cess innovation was brought in, namely the aspect 
of co-working either in the classical form of co-
operatives or in new types of partnerships. “Yes, 
there is innovation potential, for example in be-
ing associated. Each producer delivers the grapes 
and makes the wine in the same place, so we can 
optimize the processes. Even waste, we can man-
age easier together, also pesticides, vineyard ap-
plications, purchasing etc. We try to organize and 
collect everything in the same place and make all 
processes more centralized” (FP 18, 2019). “You 
have just mentioned the Solawi, which is certainly 
not for the mass market, but I think it is a very 
interesting concept that brings agriculture togeth-
er with consumers. Perhaps we can think again 
about such stories. Because you said earlier that 
politics and business must work together. We are 
back on the subject of partnerships, the system is 
complex, and we have to pull the lever somewhere” 
(FP 25, 2019).

7.2.3. TECHNOLOGICAL AND DIGITAL INNO-
VATION 

Automatization and digitalization have long 
reached the farming and food sector. The exam-
ples mentioned in the interviews give clear evi-
dence of that and they also confirm the high ex-
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pectations in technology as a problem solver for 
various sustainability issues. 

Technology levels are different: from mechanical 
tools in small scale farms to all types of robots in 
industrial production, the use of technology makes 
processes more efficient, saves manpower and 
allows a more precise use of resources. “At the 
mechanization level, we were the first company in 
the region with the first grape harvester. We have a 
lot of things that are banal today, but we were the 
pioneers in vinicultural techniques” (IP 15, 2019). 

“For example, harvesting robots: It is a monitoring 
robot that drives around the greenhouse all night 
and looks at how to use crop protection in a sen-
sible way. That is, of course, a saving in manpower 
and helps to react earlier and more precisely with 
beneficial organisms” (FP 7, 2019). “For example, 
packaging robots that automatically pack card-
board boxes full, so that no one needs to move the 
heavy boxes, and that also leads to efficiencies. 
Clean room technology in the sausage production 

- the long durability you can only reach with clean 
room technology. Or high-pressure installation so 
that no air and no germs from outside can come 
in” (IP 21, 2019).

Digitalisation plays an ever-increasing role in 
innovation – from steering single production pro-
cesses to managing a complete farm through 
smart farming. “We now have our own software 
solution, which is made for the single farmer as a 
user. It gives full transparency on the agricultural 
holding with regard to nutrients and their spread 
on the field. 

Also, one can follow data for slaughtering, as 
well as at which points manure was spread and 
how much need for nutrients there is in the soil. 
Also seed or fertilizers can be noted down there in 
a merchandise information system, and it is also 
available as an app” (IP 23, 2019).

7.2.4. INNOVATION IN ORGANISATION AND 
STRUCTURE 

Some of the interview partners see the need for 
organisational innovation that has to accompa-
ny every technical innovation. They link it mostly 
with HR topics like training or adapting working 
conditions.
“In the last 15 years, we have been focusing 

heavily to innovate in this specific area. And the 
proof of that is that we had a total vineyard area 
of about 50 hectares and now we have 100. We 
still have the same number of human resources” 
(IP 15, 2019). “For example, the fact that truck 
driver trainings are provided by the companies 
themselves due to a lack of trained labour” (lP 21, 
2019). “A lot has happened in the area of person-
nel management and work design, which is an im-
portant point of innovation, especially in times of 
a shortage of skilled workers. Everything has be-
come more flexible, working from home, the hier-
archies have become much flatter. Even in a part-
time position you can also actively participate” (IP 
25, 2019). 

Also, in the focus groups, HR issues were dis-
cussed focussing primarily on traineeships and 
recruitment. “Next year we have practically no 
graduation class and we are booming here. So, 
the point here is to find trainees in the first place, 
and even skilled workers in certain areas are dif-
ficult” (FP 20, 2019). “It’s called HR, but I have to 
say, that also depends on the leader, who thinks 
relatively sustainably. He has made a lot of chang-
es there and always attaches great importance to 
sounding out how people tick during the recruit-
ment interviews. In the past it was all about the 
job. Now, sustainability has already found its way 
much more into the selection process” (FP 24, 
2019).
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7.2.5. INNOVATION IN COMMUNICATION 
AND MARKETING 

For some interview partners the SDGs are also 
relevant for innovation in communication and 
marketing. 

They gave examples for successful communi-
cation strategies: to tell the stories behind, face 
to face contact or to integrate the SDGs into the 
KPIs. “That is the task of marketing, to communi-
cate well and to tell the stories behind, the special 
features of a region. This is also one of our tasks 
to point out that the companies should communi-
cate what they are already doing well” (IP 4, 2019). 

“We always bet a lot on the most direct advertising 
in the sense of school visits, going to colloquia, 
proving, going to fairs, direct contact with people, 
has always been that issue. We had a time, when 
we were visited from 3.000 to 4.000 kids per year. 
This is already 20 years ago, but many of them 
are now our consumers, at this moment they are 
bringing their children” (IP 20, 2019). “For us the 
SDGs now have been fed into the KPIs and due to 
that, they are now a topic” (IP 25, 2019).

But the SDGs could also help to communicate a 
criticized product like meat. “They need concepts 
to market their meat, that is very clear. Meat is not 
as sexy anymore, as it used to be. I believe that in 
Germany we will stay meat eaters. But the meat 
consumption is getting in fact more conscious. 
That will definitely result in a reduction” (IP 23, 
2019).

In the focus groups, particularly in the German 
one, communication and marketing were dis-
cussed in a quite controversial manner. One of the 
crucial points is the discrepancy between emo-
tional pictures and hard facts about reality. “And 
then we have a farmer with a chicken in his arms. 
But we show very factual videos. And the joke is, 
the discrepancy. We want the greatest possible 
transparency and therefore we invite you to visit 

us, but the response to visits is almost zero” (FP 
20, 2019).

They also addressed the challenge to show the 
contribution of modern agriculture to sustainabil-
ity and to change the pictures we have from sus-
tainable agriculture. “With these figures, we are 
trying, day after day, to make it clear that modern 
agriculture makes an excellent and urgently need-
ed contribution to world food. That only modern 
agriculture can do that, and this can be under-
pinned by a CO2 footprint or other concrete fig-
ures, in order to make it clear how effectively the 
product is produced in a resource-conserving way, 
not now in a way that increases intensity, but in a 
way that conserves resources” (FP22, 2019). “We 
often project with our idea of sustainable devel-
opment, because we actually project a picture of 
agriculture, but also of production, consumption, 
as if surrounded by nature, which no longer exists” 
(IP 23, 2019).

Finally, they asked whether a changed advertis-
ing strategy is enough. “But it’s easy to believe that 
a changed advertising strategy can now create a 
sense of well-being in society and even achieve 
approval, I don’t think that’s the case, the times 
are over. We must act and show through concrete 
action that we are on the way” (FP 20, 2019). “What 
I meant was not advertising, but marketing in the 
sense of presenting the corporate culture and the 
production culture. And it can’t be that a company 
that is convinced that it is doing a good thing, that 
this company doesn`t dare to go in front of the 
camera as a company” (FP 21, 2019).

7.2.6. SOCIAL INNOVATION 

Aspects of social innovation were raised in par-
ticular by interview partners from South Tyrol. In-
teresting global issues were tackled: alternatives 
to the capitalist economy model, education as in-
novation driver or new pension systems for wom-
en.
“I think the big question is also, will new mod-

els assert themselves disruptively against today’s 
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classical capitalist model?” (IP 5, 2019). “And in 
this respect, I think there is mega potential for in-
novation in education” (IP 5, 2019). “Even educa-
tion - it changes fundamentally every decade. If I 
compare the learning methods I had with today’s 
methods, then there are worlds in between” (IP 6, 
2019).
“Also, in the so-called gender equality is a must 

for innovation. That at some point it will be nor-
mal for both partners to work and have children. 
But this requires innovative models, e.g. for pen-
sion protection” (IP 6, 2019).

Social innovation is also addressed on a com-
pany level. “We work together with many social 
organisations and of course turn this into stories 
(i.e. use that for marketing). If we really sell some-
thing for the Wiener Tafel now or develop products 
that are cheaper and can be bought by socially 
weaker classes. We work together with a company 
fighting food waste, we provide them with vege-
tables and say, we don’t want to make a business 
out of them, but please write on it that these are 
our vegetables” (IP 10, 2019).

7.3. DRIVERS AND PRE-CONDITIONS 
FOR INNOVATION

The question on driving forces and pre-condi-
tions for innovation was addressed explicitly only 
in the focus groups. The aim was to find good ex-
amples for a flourishing innovation culture on an 
enterprise level as well as on a regional level. 

The outcomes are structured into three issues:

(a) Driving forces for sustainability innovations
(b) Pre-conditions in regions 
(c) Pre-conditions in enterprises

7.3.1. DRIVING FORCES FOR INNOVATION

The participants of the focus groups noted pos-
itive and negative drivers for innovation towards 
sustainability: to solve problems, participation 
and teamwork, but also high pressure. 
“But what I’m saying is that innovation can also 

arise from solving such problems. Simply ena-
bling people to change their behaviour and that 
brings us back to the changed market structures” 
(FP 25, 2019). “By starting with it, we have a sus-
tainability team in every production plant. Once 
a year the sustainability teams meet centrally to 
exchange their experiences” (FP 20, 2019). “But 
there is an extremely high pressure to innovate, 
because everyone knows, that sustainable pack-
aging is an issue. And you don’t want to be the 
last one” (FP 22, 2019).
“In Douro, the questions I asked here in the sur-

vey, Douro depends a lot on winemakers, not only 
for Douro wine but also for Porto wine, but also 
for tourism and we need people, who are working 
in these sectors. It was important that we try to 
think of the Douro as a place to live, then we have 
people to work in the vineyard and become a sus-
tainable and developed place” (FP 18, 2019).
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7.3.2. PRE-CONDITIONS FOR INNOVATION 

For both, regions and enterprises were found 
relevant pre-conditions that foster the innovation 
climate, as the following table shows

PRE-CONDITIONS FOR INNOVATION

in regions • Increasing public participation, also on 
community level 

• Societal acceptance of innovation
• Clear political targets and societal con-

sensus about the targets
• Innovation-friendly legal conditions
• Public communication about develop-

ment and achievements
• SDGs are in the public discussion
• Responsibility of each company to do 

more for the SDGs
• Money to promote sustainability labels
• Valid market- or scientific studies about 

consumer behaviour concerning sustain-
ability-driven innovations

• Good practices which serve as testimo-
nials

in enterpri-
ses

• Companies have to set the tone to reach 
the SDGs

• Companies have to expand their room for 
manoeuvre 

• Courage of companies to change the 
political framework

• Big companies have influence on the 
whole value chain

• Looking deeper than just at efficiency 
• Financial incentives to implement the 

SDGs
• Skilled people: professional skills but 

sustainability orientation as well
• Practice exchange and cooperation

Table 5: Pre-conditions for innovation

7.4. CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

Firstly, the interviews and focus groups revealed 
that actors of the agribusiness and food sector 
have a comprehensive understanding of innova-

tion that goes far beyond simply product inno-
vation. They see high innovation potential in the 
SDGs and give examples also for process innova-
tion, for technological and digital innovation, for 
organisational and structural innovation, for mar-
keting innovation and for social innovation. This 
variety is in line with Soltani and Hosseini, who 
propose to characterise innovation through four 
types (Soltani & Hosseini, 2012). 

Amongst the great variety of examples for sus-
tainability-driven product innovations, two oppo-
site tendencies are most striking. On one side, 
there is a growing tendency to recover the roots 
and re-invent old, traditional, regional types of 
food. On the other side, there is a tendency to de-
sign completely new types of food, incorporating 
the latest scientific findings about healthy and 
sustainable ways of nutrition. Both tendencies are 
interesting for the project SDGs Labs.

A third finding refers to the growing relevance of 
mechanisation and digitalisation in the agricultur-
al and food sector. Traditionally regarded as low-
tech sector, it faces an enormous catch up, which 
manifests in the use of robots, artificial intelli-
gence and smart monitoring tools in all stages of 
the value chain. A development that supports the 
efficient and conscious use of scarce resources 
and therefore has to be thoroughly considered in 
the project. 

Finally, the need for social innovation was ad-
dressed. That goes ahead with Soldano, who 
points out the central role of social innovation 
in the transition to a sustainable agriculture 
(Soldano, 2019). The most urgent need is seen in 
improving working conditions to make the sector 
attractive for employees. Education and advanced 
trainings for professionals could play an essential 
role in transforming the sector towards a sustain-
able one.
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8. NEEDS FOR SDGS-RELATED COMPETENCIES

This chapter reflects on the needs of practition-
ers to support a better integration of the SDGs in 
practice. It aims to make visible which competen-
cies are necessary and the ways and methods to 
develop them. A specific focus is put on how the 
project SDGs Labs could support the implementa-
tion of the SDGs into practice.

The outcomes are based on two different sourc-
es, on the expert interviews and the focus groups. 
They are structured into four parts:
1. SDGs-relevant competencies
2. Needs and expectations towards the project 

SDGs Labs
3. Cooperation with Higher Education Institutes
4. Needs on a policy- and structural level 

Each part contains a detailed analysis of the 
outcomes of the expert interviews, complement-
ed by the most striking propositions of the focus 
groups. 

The chapter closes with a conclusion and out-
look, how to use the outcomes in the further pro-
ject. 

8.1. SDGS-RELATED COMPETENCIES

The outcomes of the interviews and the focus 
groups show that, beyond a grounded profession-
al background in agriculture or food production, 
specific competencies are needed to contribute to 
the SDGs. The indicated competencies are close 
to those, Rieckmann identified as key competen-

cies for sustainable development (Rieckmann, 
2018).

SDGs – RELATED COMPETENCIES

Systems- 
thinking
Competencies

• Integrated view of the different dimen-
sions of sustainability

• Drawing a macro view on the single 
issues

• Ability to do networked thinking, star-
ting with the every-day issues

• Have a good overview of the needs of 
the organisation

• Holistic thinking
• Ability to recognize connections

Anticipatory
Competencies

• Ability to consider effects of certain 
products

• Create a positive vision for the future
• Awareness for time: in the short term – 

in the long term

Normative 
Competencies

• Being critical to detect weaknesses 
but solutions as well

• Mindfulness: mindful treating of peo-
ple, land, any resource

Personal 
Competencies

• Spiritual thinking
• Inner work 
• Personal interest and motivation for 

the SDGs
• Courage to change something

Strategic 
Competencies

• Ability to make the goals tangible
• Openness to set new goals and to 

work for them
• Creativity to solve problems
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SDGs – RELATED COMPETENCIES

Social/ Inter-
personal
Competencies

• Take in all employees in the process 
and treat them as protagonists

• Ability to convince people
• Ability to inspire and activate people
• Translate the goals into a simple 

language
• Communication skills: to reach many 

different stakeholders
• Ability to exchange experience and 

different views
• Join forces in cooperation across and 

vertically in the value chain
• Reach different levels of policy and 

civil society organisation

Table 6: SDGs – related competencies

8.2. NEEDS AND EXPECTATIONS 
TOWARDS THE PROJECT SDGS LABS

To learn more about the concrete needs and ex-
pectations on the project SDGs Labs was a cen-
tral object of the expert interviews and the focus 
groups, in order to get a practice-oriented basis 
for designing the following SDGs Labs and SDGs 
Academies. 

All interview partners and participants of the fo-
cus groups contributed with their experience and 
with ideas for possible measures. Even though 
there might be differences in the regions regard-
ing pre-conditions or feasibility of certain ideas, a 

distinction between regions does not make sense 
in this study as it is more about collecting ideas.

The needs can be structured along four catego-
ries, as the following graphic shows:

8.2.1. COOPERATION, NETWORKS AND 
EXCHANGE 

Cooperation seems to be a success factor for 
giving the SDGs more relevance in business. Half 
of the interview partners from all regions con-
firmed that point and gave interesting examples of 
how this cooperation could look. The interesting 
thing about these examples is that they address 
cooperation at very different sizes, levels and ac-
tors – each fulfilling a specific purpose and need. 

Cooperation thinking starts within the own or-
ganisation. “Communication helps, so, internal 
communication, which is super important any-
way. Especially, when you’re not a small company, 
where you can stand up in front of all employees” 
(IP 25, 2019).

Another type is cooperation among companies 
working in the same field. “It is much more ex-
citing to have a very small focus group with 3-4 
people with similar or the same SDGs, because at 
such network meetings simply such a broad spec-
trum is not possible, because everyone has more 
or less the same problems” (IP 8, 2019).

Also working groups were mentioned which 
should unite a whole village around the SDGs. 
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“Maybe it’s also interesting to have working groups 
that support each other. For example, in a village 

- what can we farmers do for sustainability in our 
village? Perhaps not only the farmers, but also 
the others, tourism in any case, because tourism 
is totally connected. That partnerships with hot-
spots should be promoted: I am the farmer of the 
Bio-valley xy and you the hotelier guarantee me a 
certain purchase quantity” (IP 6, 2019).

Also, the need for networks among enterpris-
es and universities was addressed. “Since some 
years, the universities have been moving a little 
closer to the companies in order to form clusters 
of exchange of experience, knowledge and at-
tempted cooperation in support programs. The ex-
change of knowledge that exists between the uni-
versity and the business sector is very important 
and I think it was boosted by this” (IP 12, 2019).

The need for more open platforms, perhaps in a 
digital format, was also raised. “What might be a 
need, to have a kind of platform that is digital or 
can be an event where you can simply exchange 
ideas. Of course, it would be interesting that main-
ly people who have already done something about 
sustainability, participate. But newcomer as well, 
so that you don’t always fish in the same pond” (IP 
1, 2019).

“The closer you can tie the connections to the 
companies and to their staff responsible for this 
field, the better it is for the project, I think. And 
therefore, it is also important that you have a 
range of different companies to whom you are 
talking. And then also keeping the contact” (IP 22, 
2019).

The need for cooperation, networks and ex-
change is also raised in the focus groups, in par-
ticular in Vienna.

In addition to the expert interviews, the idea is 
mentioned to involve politicians or unusual part-
ners. “So, for me, when we meet again here in this 
circle someone from politics would be very wel-
come. Someone from the Food Ministry would be 
very good” (FP 7, 2019). “What has already been 
mentioned before and what is also very important 

is to network, to organize and to bundle forces to-
gether. Perhaps also to think about unusual part-
ners” (FP 10, 2019).

Also, the exchange with other countries is highly 
welcome. “Sharing the perspectives on the SDGs 
from the point of view of other countries is also 
important” (FP 13, 2019).

But the limits of exchange and networking were 
discussed as well. ‘’The question is, you can also 
network too much but that’s why I think it’s impor-
tant that there is a good and stable network and a 
good platform to change something in urban food 
policy” (FP 8, 2019). “I think exchange is good, but 
it has limits. I think exchange helps to get inspi-
ration, maybe to learn something or maybe about 
the methodology. How can I advance it in the com-
pany?” (FP 24, 2019).

8.2.2. PILOT PROJECTS 

The interest in participating in a practical pilot 
project is high. More than a third of the interview 
partners stated their commitment, although the 
understanding of “pilot project” is different.

Some of them think of the innovation labs where 
in fact pilot companies are foreseen. To guide pi-
lots through a process of SDGs application is re-
garded as most supportive. “I understood that you 
are thinking of working with pilot companies, with 
test companies. That would be very interesting 
for us. That you say, OK, we know that there are 
already many prerequisites, but there is probably 
a lack of support and the structure that helps the 
companies to constantly monitor and supervise 
the sustainability activities for a company over 
the course of the year in order to optimise them-
selves. For example, whether it would be possi-
ble to take two or three companies by the hand 
and accompany them for a while” (IP 4, 2019). “If 
there are a few simple things and you say - you do 
these 5 things and get something for it, then it is 
interesting for them. But when a farmer has to fill 
out 100 pieces of paper, he asks why. It is a pity, 
because bureaucracy destroys a lot that would ac-
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tually be good for the system. But the idea of the 
SDG farm is good” (IP 6, 2019).

Others interpret pilots more in the sense of tool 
development, which in fact could be tackled by 
the SDGs academy. “I wish that there were tools, 
how you can vary or adapt the SDGs for each indi-
vidual company. Such a toolbox, that is simply the 
translation into the practical one, because there is 
often no time to think about it or to interpret any 
SDG by yourself” (IP 25, 2019). “The assigning of 
CSR report topics to the SDGs and a concept for 
this would be useful” (IP 21, 2019).

In the focus groups, it was also discussed how 
the expressed needs could be transferred to con-
crete pilot projects.

In the focus group of South Tyrol, the discus-
sion of pros and cons of measuring the SDGs was 
quite intensive but generated an interesting idea 
for the SDGs Labs. “If you want to involve compa-
nies, you have to make things measurable. This 
has also been a thought about the SDGs. There is 
an institute in New York, the Sustainable Develop-
ment Solution Network which deals with a set of 
indicators for the SDGs. You could take them 1:1 
and then see which ones are feasible and create a 
benchmarking. Then you could say these are the 
10-15 most important indicators, we want to work 
through in the SDGs lab, 2-3 critical and 2-3 easier 
ones” (FP 1, 2019). “So, when we look overseas, 
whenever something can be measured it has to be 
good. If we are on a scale of 1-10 and I start with 
an 8, I don’t talk about it. That’s what I thought, 
that’s a big problem. If that also happens with 
SDGs, only those companies apply or are meas-
ured that are already good or the scales are set 
in such a way - see sustainability report - that you 
can still do a lot about it” (FP 2, 2019). “In the 
end, I need a number. Just because of the tech-
nicians or those who have to implement and who 
have to justify if they want to do something. But 
you must never simply define measurements and 
goals without defining a process” (FP 1, 2019).

8.2.3. GOOD PRACTICES 

Good practices are regarded as important to 
show how the SDGs can be applied in practice. 

It starts on the individual level being a good prac-
tice yourself. “I go my way and learn permanently 
and have my task to permanently go beyond my 
comfort zone and permanently break with habits. 
I can only try to be an example that you can live 
with sustainability well, joyfully and with a laugh” 
(IP 5, 2019).

The interview partners also reflected on how to 
communicate good practices and provided some 
interesting ideas. “Best practice - that is the best 
way to communicate sustainability. To publish an 
SDGs pilot project in our magazine would have a 
sensitising and exemplary character for further 
companies. We also notice this in other projects” 
(IP 4, 2019). “We have two pages in our employee 
magazine on sustainability topics. There, in the 
future will always be some single SDGs as a topic. 
What is done there, to make it even more plausible 
for all” (IP 21, 2019). “Maybe also in an indirect, 
unconscious way, when there is a festivity, to may-
be put these SDGs-cubes there. That people get 
involved with it first. Or when we have a new pro-
ject and report, so that we don’t say ‘We’re doing 
the project for the SDG now’ in the first place. You 
tell them about the project and then write down, 
‘What SDG are we working on with it now?” (IP 25, 
2019) “Maybe a kind of best practice collection 
would also be interesting. So, the whole project 
SDGs Labs is also about exchange and about dif-
ferent countries and different companies. Often 
the idea of competition is still there. If somehow 
such a connection could take place or one could 
inspire oneself with others through practical ex-
amples, I would find that helpful” (IP 25, 2019).

It is also a great idea to look beyond the gar-
den fence and to ask, what do other sectors of 
our society do about the SDGs. “It would be inter-
esting in the whole public perception, not only for 
us, how do all institutions use the SDGs, also the 
municipalities? How is it reflected in press? What 
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kinds of efforts are there? Does it increase? What 
are civil associations doing?” (IP 21, 2019)

8.2.4. AWARENESS BUILDING MEASURES, 
LECUTRES AND TRAININGS 

Subsequently to the recognized sustainability 
challenge, the interview partners expressed their 
need for awareness building measures. Only five 
speakers reflected on this point, but the proposed 
measures were quite concrete. 

On the one hand, knowledge about the SDGs is 
needed; practical knowledge that is directly linked 
to the realities of the companies and farms and 
allows them to reflect their daily business in the 
light of sustainability. “Knowledge of SDGs and on 
how to relate them to company operations would 
be good; but it is important to consider the knowl-
edge of different target groups” (IP 25, 2019). 

“And if you go into that in more detail, you will also 
understand what they have packed into the SDGs. 
It’s definitely interesting go deeper to get know, 
what do the SDGs mean” (IP 6, 2019). “For exam-
ple, we would need training for every farmer. What 
does the farmer need to achieve these goals? Ba-
sically, a farmer lives many of the goals by nature 
anyway. That is in the DNA, otherwise he would 
not be a farmer. But nevertheless, it helps every-
one, updating the things” (IP 6, 2019).

On the other hand, an appropriate pedagogy / 
learning approach is needed which reaches the 
people in their emotions and encourages them 
to take further actions. “I think the challenge is, 
they’re super, the 17 criteria, only the individual 
has to feel it. Only through feeling, change can 
take place. The feeling goes through the body and 
when certain things arise there, then man is ready 
for change” (IP 5, 2019). “Something that makes 
the SDGs interesting, is needed, events, where 
you can learn playfully. Where the SDGs are trans-
lated figuratively somehow. I was once in a quite 
nice workshop, where you sat on SDGs stools and 
you were allowed to look at the SDGs once and 
then interviews were conducted mutually” (IP 25, 

2019). “I do not know whether this is possible in 
the project, but, for example, organize a call for 
tenders together with the Farmers’ Association 

“We are looking for the most sustainable farm in 
the country”. Anyone can submit, everyone is en-
couraged, and nobody is excluded” (IP 6, 2019).

There was high commitment in all focus groups 
that awareness building is key for implementing 
the SDGs. Some expressed just their need for re-
ceiving trainings, others had very concrete pro-
posals on contents as well as on methods.

An interesting new perspective was brought up 
with the integration of the consumer view. “You 
have to make it very easy for the consumer out 
there to understand” (FP7, 2019). “I think it is im-
portant that you either concentrate on very spe-
cific individual issues such as transport, logistics, 
packaging, waste at the next workshops. Or you 
actually open the SDGs and look at them from a 
consumer perspective” (FP 8, 2019). 

Another perspective puts light on the importance 
of research and education institutions in fostering 
the implementation of SDGs. “I believe that this 
knowledge transfer is super important. I believe 
that universities and research fortunately have a 
central aspect in our society” (FP 8, 2019). “I just 
think that we should develop educational offers 
that help to make everyday life in the company or 
in general more sustainable in the sense of the 
SDGs. And it would be helpful that there is an ex-
change with seminars with the educational institu-
tion that is close to the company’s headquarters” 
(FP 20, 2019). “We have to create business-specif-
ic and employee-specific trainings” (FP 17, 2019).

In terms of pedagogy, the call for less perfec-
tionism and for more open and self-empowering 
methods is interesting. “So just say: do some-
thing! Without already explaining, that and that 
has to be done. The person is then challenged and 
has to make her contribution and ask herself what 
she can do” (FP 2, 2019). “I don’t think you should 
look for THE solution either. This is a fundamental 
mistake. There are many different possible solu-
tions. I mean, if we look at the SDGs and how com-
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plex and complicated it all is, there’s not one” (FP 
10, 2019).

8.3. COOPERATION WITH HIGHER 
EDUCATION INSTITUTES

The cooperation between companies and Higher 
Education Institutes is crucial for knowledge alli-
ances. Therefore, the feedback on this subject is 
of utmost value for the project. 

Most interview partners have experience in co-
operating with HEIs and share the experiences in 
the interviews. As the graphic shows, 31 state-
ments are positive about the cooperation, ten are 

quite critical.
 
In the following table the most relevant state-

ments from the expert interviews are summarized 

and completed with the attitudes of the focus 
groups.

COOPERATION WITH HIGHER EDUCATION INSTI-
TUTES

Positive • Work sharing: company delivers data 
from practice, university generates stu-
dies out of data

• Scientific study from university to prove 
an innovation in agriculture

• Strategic collaboration with the university 
to get access to knowledge

• Companies offer practical trainings on 
site for students

• Interesting: a contact point for small 
practice-oriented research at university

• Interesting: knowledge about the scienti-
fic background of the SDGs 

• Interesting: good practice on SDGs from 
other countries, get a global perspective

• Interesting: deeper backgrounds on 
certain issues, e.g. over a master or PhD 
thesis

• Interesting: sustainability indicator sys-
tems for companies

• Simplify complex reality with models

Critical • Too much time for small research ques-
tions; results are not relevant anymore 
after 1 year

• Different focus: students have the focus 
on good papers, not on the practical 
relevance

• Input-output relation in projects: inputs 
are time-consuming

• Curricula of many universities are quite 
conventional

• Innovations should reach universities 
faster

• Studies sometimes don`t serve the cause
• Studies are sometimes grounded on 

unclear sources

8.4. SUPPORT ON A POLICY AND 
STRUCTURAL LEVEL

Beyond the possibilities of the project SDGs 
Labs, additional needs, concerning the policy and 
structural level were addressed. The issues are 
numerous.

Some pointed to the responsibility of states to 
create attractive conditions for implementing the 

10

31

critical positive

Figure 20: Attitudes to the cooperation with HEI
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SDGs. “There is also a state responsibility com-
ponent. In the sense of creating conditions. It is 
an investment in future, so every Euro they can 
help companies to invest in some of these goals 
is useful as long as well applied. I think, states 
should encourage entrepreneurs to get informa-
tion and trainings about sustainability issues to 
realize opportunities of resource optimization in 
their companies. More training is needed, more 
information is needed in this area, more dissemi-
nation to reach others, so that it reaches the gen-
erality of people, entrepreneurs and finally socie-
ty” (IP 13, 2019). 
“Incentives are needed, like e.g. government pro-

grams, tax breaks or winning an award, in order 
to make SDGs attractive for the management” (IP 
25, 2019).

Legislation, including tax legislation, is regard-
ed as one of the most effective levers. “It could, 
of course, provide massive political support by 
making one law in this direction and not the other. 
There are many options” (IP 6, 2019). “The CO2 
tax or CO2 pricing that is currently discussed in 
politics will help all companies who are drawing 
attention on that issue” (IP 24, 2019). “Concern-
ing CO2 certificates and trading, the market went 
down, and a regulation by law would be needed for 
avoiding major fluctuations of prices, also as pric-
es for certificates already used to be much higher” 
(IP 24, 2019).

Creating structures does not necessarily mean 
waiting for ideal pre-conditions. It is much about 
self-engagement and self-empowerment. “In 
South Korea in Seoul there is a small-scale farm-
ers` association, who provides 1.5 million peo-
ple in Seoul with food only through small farm-
ing. There only has to be one initiative. They have 
joined forces and together they are strong, com-
pared to the big ones. I think there are very few 

models in Europe that really try to do that as a 
network” (IP 7, 2019).

In the focus groups, the needs on a political and 
structural level were discussed. The focus of the 
discussion differed slightly from region to region. 

In Austria, for instance, the need for a system-
ic change and transformation was proclaimed. A 
process, where politics should have an important 
role and fulfil its responsibility. “This actually 
means that, if you really want to make progress 
here systemic changes are actually necessary. 
In other words, what is generally understood by 
transformation” (FP 10, 2019). “Politics must do 
something, or it won’t work. So, as a small busi-
nessman I’m doing a little bit of something and 
that might bring a little, but not so much” (FP 11, 
2019). “Everybody can contribute for themselves 
but still there has to be a roof somewhere where 
the whole thing is steered somehow in the right 
direction” (FP 7, 2019). “Politics has, would actu-
ally have the responsibility. A great responsibili-
ty to intervene in a controlling way. And we have 
a great responsibility to raise awareness so that 
people demand it” (FP 10, 2019). “If you look over 
to Germany, they have their own system a kind of 
SDGs Check. Something like that is completely 
lacking in Austria” (FP 10, 2019).

The discussion in Germany was much more about 
legal conditions, which are partly seen as a barri-
er for implementing the SDGs quickly. But partic-
ipants also want clear, politically reliable targets 
to achieve the SDGs and for re-thinking a valid fi-
nancing of the re-structuring process. “It is like 
this, insects as a source of protein are also such 
a point. You fail again and again because of such 
totally absurd conditions. Are they animals? And 
if so, if we keep them in quantities, is that mass 
animal husbandry again? And then they are not 
approved and then the tests are not approved” (FP 
21, 2019). “Well, this is our strategy and it can only 
go step by step, but it needs, clear targets, which 
are socially in consensus. That makes no sense if 
politics in the current coalition make a goal set-
ting and the day after tomorrow the goals will be 
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replaced by another coalition” (FP 22, 2019). “This 
is a very important point, the question of financ-
ing such a restructuring process, which has not 
yet been resolved. It has been discussed scientif-
ically several times, there are models, but there is 
no answer to it” (FP 22, 2019).

8.5. CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

Even though the issue of key competencies for 
sustainability seems complex, the interview part-
ners and focus groups participants draw a clear 
picture of what they need, in terms of competen-
cies as well as concrete learning formats for fur-
ther developing the SDGs thinking in business.

One finding is that competencies are defined 
less over certain professional skills or degrees but 
more over attitudes, mindsets and specific behav-
iour in certain situations. That supports the view of 
Rieckmann, who points out that competencies do 
not only include cognitive aspects, but also affec-
tive, motivational and volitional elements (Rieck-
mann, 2012). It supports Wiek et al.`s view as well, 
who distinguish five fields of key competencies 
for sustainability – systems thinking, normative 
or value thinking, anticipatory or future thinking, 
strategic or action- oriented thinking and interper-
sonal or collaboration competencies, added by a 
sixth field, the personal competencies (Wiek et al., 
2011; Riekmann, 2018). This can serve as a frame 
and proven background for developing the SDGs 
Labs and SDGs Academies.

The interviews and focus groups reveal a need 
for exchange, cooperation and networks. Address-
ing different purposes, various types and settings 
of exchange are proposed – from small scale fo-

cus groups with enterprises working in a similar 
business field, to working groups on SDGs in a 
certain geographical area, to trans-regional ex-
change with businesses from other countries, to 
large scaled multi-stakeholder networks. These 
suggestions will be considered particularly in the 
design of the co-learning labs.

Another finding refers to the need of pilots, al-
though the understanding of pilots is different. 
Some refer to the pilot cases in the meaning of the 
innovation labs, others understand pilots more in 
the sense of testing already developed tools and 
methods. It is great that enterprises in all regions 
are ready for being a pilot, because both kinds of 
pilots are foreseen in the following parts of the 
project.

A fourth finding refers to good practices, which 
are regarded as useful for getting an idea of how 
to translate the SDGs into concrete business cas-
es. Inspirations can be gained either from a sim-
ilar sector, from other business sectors or even 
from other sectors of society, like the civil society 
or communities. These suggestions are also high-
ly relevant for the design of SDGs Labs and SDGs 
Academies. 

Finally, interview partners and focus groups 
participants stress the importance of awareness 
building measures, trainings and seminars on 
the SDGs in the further parts of the project SDGs 
Labs. Concerning the contents, practice orienta-
tion is required as well as a deeper understand-
ing of each single SDG. Concerning the didactic, 
it seems crucial to touch people in their emotions, 
thus to work with playful, interactive methods. 
These references are valuable for designing the 
SDGs Labs and the SDGs Academies.
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9. SUMMARY AND OUTLINE

This chapter gives a summary of the most impor-
tant findings of the expert interviews and focus 
groups and gives an outline, how to apply them in 
the following parts of the project SDGs Labs.

9.1. SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES 
IN THE AGRIBUSINESS AND FOOD 
PRODUCTION SECTOR

In the following table the most concerning sus-
tainability challenges are summarized. As they 
tackle highly relevant issues of sustainable devel-

opment, they can be used as content source for 
the SDGs Labs and the SDGs Academies.

The ecological challenges are clustered accord-
ing to three aspects: product-related challeng-
es, production-related challenges and environ-
ment-related challenges.

Additionally, the economic challenges are clus-
tered along two perspectives. One is related to the 
micro-economic perspective pointing to sustain-
ability challenges in the different business func-
tions of a single enterprise. The other reflects the 
macro-economic perspective which enlarges the 
horizon to a global dimension.

SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - ECOLOGICAL DIMENSION

RELATED TO PRODUCTS

Organic products and organic farming Conflict: long transport distances for organic products from third countries 

Conflict: higher consumption of land for organic production

Attitude that organic farming cannot feed the world population

Conflict: find compromises with conventional farming

Regional and seasonal products Demand for regional products exceeds the supply

Definition of regional: radius of 6 or 600 km? Year-round production in heated green-
houses?

Regional cycles: everything received by plane is not sustainable

Conflict: lack of organic products but giving guarantees to customers

Biodiversity and monocultures Biodiversity is to be ranked higher than climate change

Conflict: mass concepts reduce costs in the short term

Importance to leave monocultures in all aspects - meat, milk and crops
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SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - ECOLOGICAL DIMENSION

RELATED TO PRODUCTS

Animal welfare and mass husbandry Susceptibility for diseases, intensive use of pharmaceuticals

Conflict: use of pharmaceuticals to avoid intrusion (germs or insects)

Conflict: need for more resources in free range husbandry 

Adapted feed can avoid metabolic processes

RELATED TO PRODUCTION

Use of pesticides and fertilizers Lack of knowledge about the origin and effects of pesticides

Conflicting cycles: pesticides affect biodiversity, go into the air, soil and water

Conflicts with other sectors, like tourism

Challenge of careful application of fertilizers, growth enhancing and crop protection 
products

Packaging and use of plastics Alternatives to one-way plastic boxes: reusable boxes, but they have a high cleaning 
effort

Alternatives to plastic: biodegradable carton boxes, but they don`t have the same 
features

Conflict: reduction of packaging contrasts prolonged durability 

Whole waste industry is challenged in terms of recycling

Scaling: packaging, delivery, deposit can be optimised through larger quantities

Reuse, upcycling and food waste Food waste in production and consuming 

Processing surpluses of food is a symptom fight

Conflict: mass production is able to use all parts of animals

Energy Energy intensive production and usage of conventional energy sources 

High energy consumption of green houses

Search for alternative energies like geothermal energy

Logistics and mobility Long transport routes, calculation with consumer costs not production costs

Global trade: local production - global retail

Lack of structures and logistics for small local producers

Real costs are not charged, e.g. flight cargo

RELATED TO THE ENVIRONMENT

Water scarcity and management Water intensive agriculture and food production, deal with water scarcity 

Slowly increasing water scarcity in alpine regions

Water conflicts between sectors but inside agriculture as well

Increasing need for irrigation in viticulture, humidity affects the quality

Conflict: water consumption - high hygiene standards in food processing

Climate change Consequences of climate change are not recognized directly

Seasons have changed and are getting less predictable

Soil degradation and disappearence Soil disappears all over the planet, soil compaction

Mass concepts are efficient in the short term, but exploit the soil and pollute the 
ground water
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SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - ECONOMIC DIMENSION

MICRO-ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE 

Mission, vision and strategy SD is not anchored in the mission/vision/strategy; remains on the surface

Issues tackling the company not directly (like biodiversity) are more difficult to 
implement

International holdings with different standards in each country

Structure, management and scale SD is not integrated in the structure and suffers from a lack of resources

Big constructs who dictate everything: prices, land, plantation

EU’s agricultural policy, which binds subsidies to the size

Transparency of supply chains

Costs and financing Higher costs and higher prices for organic and regional products

Conflict: product prices don’t rise in the same relation to production costs

Consumer don’t know the value of food

Small structured agricultures can’t afford technical support, irrigation systems

Enough family income for small scale farms or closing

Convince the management that SD pays off in the long term

Certifications, labels and reporting Growing demand of consumers for certifications as quality criterion

High bureaucracy for small-scale enterprises and farms

Social certification is not well developed

Communication and marketing Small enterprises often have good products but lack resources to communicate it

Challenge to communicate sustainability: has to be "sexy", not with the index finger

Communication through certificates, sustainability is a competitive factor

MACRO-ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE

Resources scarcity Scarcity of raw materials and the need to tread raw materials with mindfulness

Resource preservation is better to understand than climate protection

Market structures Market concentration on a few big players, global markets, high competition

Call for growth in all areas, rare good practices for post growth society

Big players: step into the organic market, consumers are confused

Conflict: big players compete the small enterprises but act as catalysators for sus-
tainable food

Competitive thinking; corporate working could make the difference

Different pre-condition for production in EU; all states are lumped together 

Complex flows of goods in the international trade

Consumer and demand structures New type of consumers "the paradox consumer"

Scaling: need for a sufficient amount of consumers to optimize sustainable produc-
tion

Consumer call for high standards in organic farming

Economic models Models of cooperation: to go together in one direction because everyone is affected 
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SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - ECONOMIC DIMENSION

MICRO-ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE 

Conflicting goals Balance of the ecological, economic and social targets

Conflict: wilderness - sustain alpine pastures (wolf) 

Conflict: reducing animal population - economic goals of feed producer

Conflict: nature-oriented measures - legal restrictions (e.g. open stables)

Conflict: environment friendly products - high CO2 emissions in production (e.g. 
glass)

SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - SOCIAL DIMENSION

Working conditions Attractiveness of the sector for employees: hard physical work, working time, low 
salaries

Different social standards in the EU

Working conditions in countries of the global south: violation of human rights

Human dignity in work: accommodation for workers, labour exploitation

Labour shortage High employment rate of migrants - language barriers, cultural barriers

Lack of manpower, that endangers the harvesting 

Lack of young talents: for a growing number some professions are not attractive 
anymore

Challenge to find successors for small farms

Employee development Low qualifications, low investments in trainings and employee development

Need for holistic trainings: technical skills, work with computers, culture and history 

Challenge to keep clever brains in the region or to get in new clever brains

Lack of ESD on different levels (society, enterprises, schools, universities) 

Gender equality Low female rates in all positions

Community development Lack of cooperation-thinking, science - business dialogue 

SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - SOCIAL DIMENSION

Regional and national policy and 
regulations

Conflict: politics push organic farming - strict regulations, e.g. greenhouses are not 
organic

Conflict: forcing open stables - prohibition through the emission and air - regulations

Conflict: regulation of meat consumption by the state - interfere in the private sphere

EU policy and regulations Misalignment in the EU policy programmes: tend to mass and monoculture

Dependency of farmers on subsidies

Directives and ordinances from EU 

Organisations Relevant organisations, like chambers, don’t foster SD

Lack of concrete support like implementation advice, access to networks 

Lack of suitable organisations who fight for the interests of the sector

Lobbying of big conventional producers hinder innovation 

Table 8: Summary of sustainability challenges in the agribusiness and food production sector
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9.2. OPPORTUNITIES AND BOUNDA-
RIES OF THE SDGS

The following table summarizes the most obvi-
ous opportunities and boundaries of the SDGs. As 

they reflect the view of practitioners, they can be 
used as basis for translating the SDGs into prac-
tice. 

OPPORTUNITIES OF THE SDGs

Inspiration and rethinking of the own 
business

Booster for the professional and individual development

SDGs give an idea of diversity

Inspire to be active in all fields which are covered through the 17 SDGs

Motivation for cooperation

Innovation and new business models New business models are elaborated

Innovation is included in every goal and needed for every goal to be reached

Management tool Put the SDGs in the focus of a company’s strategy

Tool for systemising sustainability issues

Internationally agreed on goals which are relevant for corporate decision makers

Integration of employees in achieving the goals

Tool for reflection and impact assess-
ment

Each SDG can be thought in different contexts

Find criteria to make the SDGs measurable

Assessment of sustainability impact on the basis of the SDGs

Planning of sustainable future actions on the basis of the SDGs 

Communication tool Use an international standard for the communication of sustainability

Structure of the SDGs as basis for sustainability reports

BOUNDARIES AND CHALLENGES OF THE SDGs

Formulation and structure of the 
goals

Too rational formulation of the SDGs

General formulation on a meta level

Negative formulation of some SDGs, like "no poverty"

Global dimension of the SDGs which is difficult to break down to the individual level

Need for a target group-oriented communication of the SDGs

Problems with application Conflict between applicability and need for abstraction 

Need for translation of the SDGs to the needs of business 

Missing connection between concrete sustainability actions in companies and the 
SDGs

Lack of demand and added value No need for an additional system for reporting or assessing sustainability 

Adaptation to a new system needs time

Structure and size of enterprises Lack of capacities and structures in small enterprises and farms

Need for consulting how to implement the SDGs in practice

High expectations towards large companies regarding implementation of SDGs 

Start with implementation of single, achievable SDGs

Table 9: Summary of perceived opportunities and boundaries of the SDGs
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9.3. INNOVATION POTENTIALS OF 
THE SDGS

The following table gives an overview of exam-

ples and ideas for innovation which are connected 
to the SDGs. As these examples come from prac-
tice and cover all types of innovation, they can be 
used for translating the SDGs into practice as well.

INNOVATION POTENTIAL OF THE SDGs

Product innovation "Re-invention" of old, traditional sorts of vegetables

Unusual use of olives and by-products

Follow the trend to vegetarian products, develop meat-like products, e.g. out of mus-
hrooms

Process innovation Circular production and integrated production

Integration of environmental aspects in concepts of optimization, not only economic 
aspects

Search for new logistic and transport concepts

Technological/digital innovation Growing rates of mechanization: harvesting robots, packaging robots

Growing importance of digitalisation: e.g. use of smart farming tools

Innovation in organisation and struc-
tures

Adaption of working conditions to make the sector more attractive for employees

Flexible work design to better address the needs of employees, e.g. working times

New concepts for traineeship and recruitment of employees

New forms of cooperation and coworking to achieve the SDGs

Innovation in communication and 
marketing 

Tell the stories behind the products 

Integrate the SDGs into the KPIs of an enterprise

Show the contribution of modern agriculture to sustainability 

Social innovation High impact through a transformation of the societal system (alternative to the capi-
talist system)

Great need for innovation in education for sustainable development

Need for innovation in gender equality, e.g. adapting the pension system for mothers

Table 10: Summary of different types of SDGs related innovation
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9.4. NEEDS AND EXPECTATIONS 
TOWARDS THE PROJECT SDGS LABS

The following table contents needs and expecta-
tions towards the project SDGs Labs. These ideas 

are highly relevant for the further development of 
the project and can serve as inspiration for de-
signing the formats and methods of the SDGs 
Labs and the SDGs Academies.

INNOVATION POTENTIAL OF THE SDGs

Awareness building, lectures and 
trainings
 

Need for deep, practice-oriented knowledge on the 17 goals and 169 targets

Consider knowledge of different target groups

Appropriate learning approaches and playful, interactive methods

Importance of integrating scientific research 

Cooperation, networks and exchange Start with internal cooperation within the own organisation

Small focus groups of 3-4 enterprises dealing with the same SDGs

Working groups and partnerships on the SDGs between different sectors 

Open platforms on SDGs, also in a digital format

Clusters of exchange between universities and business

Exchange on SDGs with other countries

Good practices Being a good practice oneself

Publish good practices in employee magazines 

Good practice collection

Contribution of other sectors of society to the SDGs, like communities or NGOs

Support of pilot projects Support test companies through monitoring and supervising the sustainability activi-
ties over a defined period

Development and test of tools which adapt SDGs to the needs of single companies

Make the SDGs measurable to create a benchmark

Table 11: Summary of expectations and needs towards the project SDGs Labs
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1. PREPARATION OF INTERVIEWS

1.1. SELECTING THE INTERVIEWER

It is reasonable that one person is in charge of 
conducting all interviews in the region. As the 
interviews are more than just working through a 
questionnaire, it is important to choose experi-
enced interviewers, who bring along the following 
skills:

• Communication skills to set up an open and 
fruitful dialogue

• Experience with conducting interviews to be 
able to ask questions beyond the script

• Knowledge and experience in working with 
companies (knows how an enterprise works)

• Good knowledge about the SDGs and their 
relevance for the agribusiness and food pro-
duction

Interviewers should not only conduct the inter-
views but should be involved in the whole process 
of preparation and analysis of the interview re-
sults.

1.2. SELECTING THE INTERVIEW SAMPLE

The selection of the interview partners accord-
ing to a defined sampling strategy is crucial for 
the success of the analysis and for the upcom-
ing parts of the project. The following criteria may 
support the selection process.

(a) Companies and business associations
Main target groups are companies (profit ori-

ented) from the agribusiness and food production 
sector. Business oriented associations, like or-
ganic farmer associations or start up-hubs, are in-
teresting as well, as they summarize smaller com-
panies to larger units. Non-profit organisations 
are not addressed at this stage of the project, but 
they are interesting for later steps of the project/ 
research (e.g. focus groups).

Regarding the size of the interviewed companies 
or asociations there are no specifications, but 
we recommend entities with a certain size, as we 
want to learn from the experiences of fully devel-
oped companies. One-person enterprises are not 
recommended. Start-ups shouldn`t be too small 
and should bring along at least two or three years 
of experience in their business.

(b) Value chain
It makes sense to cover different stages of the 

value chain as we assume that more - in best case 
- all SDGs are addressed.

For the subsequent transregional analysis all re-
gions should integrate the proposed stages:

• agriculture 
• food production 
• packaging, logistic, waste management
• trade (regional and/or international)
• consumption (tourism,…)

(d) Implementation of sustainability and SDGs
It makes things easier, if targeted companies 

work already with the SDGs but it is not a precon-

ANNEX A
PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR PREPARING, CONDUCT-
ING AND ANALYSING EXPERT INTERVIEWS
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dition. Nevertheless, it has to be ensured that they 
work with sustainability on a deeper level. The fol-
lowing indicators can be of use:

• sustainability/SDGs mentioned in the strate-
gy or mission statement

• sustainability department
• sustainability report 
• sustainability certifications (e.g. EMAS, 

Blauer Engel, ÖUZ, Fairtrade, GLOBALG.A.P.)
• participation in sustainability awards (e.g. 

Trigos in Austria)
Prior to the interviews, a brief description of 

how each of the above-mentioned sustainability 
aspects is relevant or already applicable for the 
interviewed organisation should be noted for later 
comparison and analysis. 

1.3. FINDING THE APPROPRIATE INTER-
VIEW PARTNER

The next step is to find appropriate interview 
partners within the pre-selected organisations. 
Depending on the size and internal structure it 
could be the CEO or a department manager. Crite-
ria for selecting the interview partner are:  

• responsibilities and tasks within the compa-
ny

• decision making power 
• knowledge about implementation of sustain-

ability/SDGs in the company
Ask your colleagues about previous or current 

contacts or projects with the selected interview 
partner, as the entry into a company is much easi-
er over existing personal contacts. 

1.4. APPOINTMENT

After selecting interesting interview partners, 
appoint a meeting.

Best to do it in three steps: 
• Phone call, normally with the office
• E-mail with a short description of the project 
• Phone call with the envisaged interview part-

ner
Make sure that the interview partner is familiar 

with the SDGs.
If he/she doesn`t know about the SDGs but is 

interested, find a way to bridge the gap (e.g. link 
to a website, summary of SDGs)

1.5. BENEFITS FOR THE INTERVIEW PART-
NERS

Recall the reasons why a company should partic-
ipate in the interview/project 

Interviews  
• Get a different view on sustainability-driven 

business through the lens of the SDGs 
• Get impulses for the own business
• Opportunity to co-create the following parts 

of the project – SDGs Labs and SDGs Acade-
mies – according to own needs

Focus groups
• Contact to other companies and key actors 

of the sector and opportunity to exchange 
experiences with them.

• Results of expert interviews of four European 
regions

• Impulses and experiences from good practic-
es

SDGs Innovation Labs 
• Opportunity to be selected as a pioneer com-

pany
• Opportunity to develop a tailored SDGs inno-

vation lab, including the whole process from 
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sustainability challenges to implementation 
of innovative solutions

• Get deep knowledge about SDGs in the spe-
cific context of the company

• Get fresh ideas and impulses for innovations 
through involvement of unusual experts

• Support and guidance through the experts 
from the project team 

SDGs Co-Learning Labs
• Exchange and co-learning with different 

stakeholders of the sector
• Get deeper knowledge about the SDGs linked 

with the sector 
• Get fresh ideas and impulses for innovations
• Network creation, visibility, new consumers
• SDGs Pioneers’ Academy
• Standardised training for implementing SDGs 
• Economic evaluation of SDGs driven innova-

tions 

1.6. GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT THE 
COMPANY/ASSOCIATION 

Try to find out as much information as possible 
about the selected company over websites, media, 
brochures, phone call before the interview. Draw 
attention on anchoring sustainability in general 
and the SDGs in particular in the company`s strat-
egy. 

• Are sustainability issues mentioned on the 
website? If yes, on which position? 

• Does the organisation foresee a sustainabil-
ity management? If yes, how is it organised?

• Does the company provide a sustainability 
report?

• Does the company work with sustainabili-
ty certifications? Which certifications? For 
which products?

• Are the SDGs mentioned on the website/in 
print media? 

• Are there any other hints, showing that the 
company is familiar with the SDGs?

• Or at least: is the company interested in 
working with the SDGs?

1.7. PREPARATION OF THE INTERVIEWS

Introduction of the project
Prepare a short introduction of the project 

• Vision and objectives 
• Involved project partners and regions 
• Main parts of the working programme 
• Possibilities to be involved beyond the inter-

views 

Warm up questions 
In preparation of each interview, recall the unique 

contribution it may give to the project. 
Select questions which help to build a relation. 

Figure out, the attitude and understanding of sus-
tainable development.

Sustainability challenges 
Keep in mind the regional/global main sustain-

ability challenges in the agribusiness and food 
production sector. It could give additional ideas 
to distinguish between various levels: global – re-
gional – company.

SDGs
Start this section with questions on the SDGs, 

following the guiding questions, but be prepared 
to give a short introduction and summary of the 
SDGs, the vision behind, the structure and the in-
terlinks between the single SDGs.

Make yourself familiar with all 17 SDGs and the 
169 targets behind. Prepare examples for each 
SDG in the context of the agribusiness and food 
production sector. 

Innovation 
Start this section with questions on innovation, 

following the guiding questions, but be prepared 
to extend the definition of innovation, if the an-
swers are too narrow. Have a clear picture of the 
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nature of innovation in general and sustainable in-
novation in particular.

Make yourself familiar with the functions of a 
company and the potential of innovation in every 
business area.

Needs
Start this section, following the guiding ques-

tions, but be prepared to clarify the term compe-
tences.  

Keep in mind the following parts of the project – 
SDGs Labs and SDGs Academies

1.8. CORPORATE DESIGN OF SDGS LABS

It is important to use the corporate design of 
SDGs Labs for every document we provide to our 
partners. For letters: Logo of Erasmus, Logo of 
EU; Logo of SDGs Labs; Logo of involved partners 
(depends on the purpose)

2. CONDUCTION OF INTERVIEWS

Face to face interview
The interviews are designed as face to face di-

alogues. That allows to set up a personal contact 
and to get additional non-verbal impressions. 
Skype interviews are not appropriate as door 
openers for personal contacts and should be used 
only, if you already know the interview partner. 

Environment 
The environment is part of the interview, as it 

gives the opportunity to get to know the company 
as well. If possible, conduct the interview on site 
in the rooms of the company. In many cases, in-
terview partners offer a short visit. Make sure that 
you are not disturbed through background noises 
(e.g. loud music) 

Duration
An average interview lasts between one and one 

and a half hours. Inform your interview partner 

about the length and make sure that he/she has 
reserved this time.

Language
The interviews are conducted in the regional 

language, what supports the flow of the dialogue. 
Make sure that you have an appropriate transla-
tion of the guiding questions.

Introduction
Introduce yourself and your organisation. Fur-

thermore, give a short overview of the project and 
the structure of the interview. Give also an outline 
of the purpose of the interview and how you will 
proceed with the outcomes.

Record & Anonymity
To transcribe and analyse the interviews after-

wards it is crucial to record them. Ask your inter-
view partner, if you are allowed to record the inter-
view. Ask, if you are allowed to name the company, 
the interview partner or if he/she wants to stay 
anonymous. It is useful to work with Written Con-
sents.

Questions 
The interviews are designed as semi-standard-

ized interviews. Therefore, the questions serve as 
frame for a dialogue and not as a questionnaire. 
But for reasons of comparability of the results it is 
vital to tackle every mentioned issue. 

Examples
Prepare examples to explain questions in detail 

but use them just to forward the dialogue, if it`s 
stocking. Bear in mind that every example influ-
ences the outcome of the interview. 

Termination of the interview
To complete the interview, give the opportunity 

to add aspects not mentioned before.
Give an outline how the outcomes will be treat-

ed and how they will be reflected to the interview 
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partner. Offer possibilities for further involvement 
in the project.

End up with thanks for the interview.  
After the interview
Take notes immediately after the interview.
Write a thanks e-mail to the interview partner 

with an invitation to the Focus Group in your re-
gion.

3. ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEWS

The analysis is a multistage process, partly con-
ducted by the project partners on a regional level, 
partly conducted by the WP-leader on a transre-
gional level. 

On a regional level
(1) Transcription

Transcribe the interviews in the language, in 
which you have conducted the interviews. 

Use common transcription rules. 

(2) Coding I
Read the interview carefully to get a deeper un-

derstanding of the content. 
Go through the interview line by line and mark 

key phrases or parts of the text which promise 
to give answers on the research question. When 
marking the text, find coding units which are units 
in terms of meanings as well. Coding units should 
be intelligible beyond the context of the interview 
but should not be too voluminous.

Assign the main categories, which are given de-
ductively through the main issues outlined in the 
guiding questions for the expert interviews, to the 
coded text passages. 

In a next step, collect all coded text passages 
referring to the different main categories.

Example for main categories: Sustainability 
challenges of the agribusiness and food produc-
tion sector 

(3) Summary of main ideas
Summarize the statements of each coding unit 

and find appropriate headlines, which express the 
main idea of the coding unit. It is the first induc-
tive step of building sub-categories.

Example for headlines: water scarcity, lack of 
employers

(4) Translation into English
Translate the main outcomes of the regional 

pre-analysis from the regional language into Eng-
lish to enable the following transregional analysis. 

Transcripts in German: Provide the WP-leader 
with the regional pre-analysis in English and the 
full transcripts in German.

Transcripts in Portuguese: Provide the WP lead-
er with an extended pre-analysis in English or if 
possible, the full transcripts in English together 
with the normal pre-analysis. 

On a transregional level
(5) Development of sub- categories

In a next step, the WP-leader collects the 
pre-analyses of all regions and compares them. 
The aim is to figure out commonalties in codings 
but differences as well. Depending on the logic of 
the data, the WP-leader summarizes single sub 
categories to larger units and develops a struc-
ture for the sub categories. This structure is the 
basis for the analysis frame, which is discussed 
and agreed in a feedback process amongst all in-
volved project partners. 

Example for building of sub-categories:
The sub-categories of “Sustainability challeng-

es” could be structured according to the dimen-
sions of sustainability (ecological – social – eco-
nomic) or according to different levels of action 
(global – regional – organisational) or to a com-
pletely different criterion, emerging in the data. 

  
On a regional level
(6) Coding II

Building on the results of the first coding pro-
cess, refine and extend the coding according to 
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the committed analysis frame. It should be the 
exception that new sub-categories evolve through 
the repeated coding process but if so, they have to 
be descripted and argued carefully. 

On a transregional level
(7) Analysis

The WP-leader collects the refined regional 
pre-analyses and conducts the final analysis with 
a focus on similarities and differences between 
the four participating project regions. All steps 
of summary, interpretation and conclusion are di-
rected by the question, in how far they contribute 
to our research questions.
(8) Commitment on the analysis

In a final step, the draft is refined and completed 
through feedback loops with the partners.

The WP-leader provides the partners with a sum-
mary or in best case with the complete transre-

gional analysis in time, to have it available for the 
regional focus groups.

(9) Translation into the regional language
The main outcomes of the interviews have to be 

translated back into the regional language to en-
sure the full participation of all participants and 
a fluent and active dialogue in the focus groups.

Analysis software
All steps of the analysis can be supported by us-

ing software tools. If the project partners agree on 
a computer-aided analysis, it is recommended to 
use the same tool, to ensure compatibility.
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INTRODUCTION

For interviewers: 
 Give a summary of the project “SDGs Labs”
 Outline the aim and purpose of the inter-

view
 Ask, if you may record the interview
 Inform that all data will be used anonymous 

and that data are treated confidentially (General 
Data Protection Regulation)

1. GENERAL INFORMATION

Interview

Time: date & duration

Location:
Interviewer: project partner, 
name

Interview partner

Name:
Position, role:

Organisation
Name:

Location:
Size:
Sector:
Indicators for sustainability:

2. WARM UP QUESTIONS

• How would you describe the main business 
field of your company/association?

• What is your understanding of sustainable 
development?

• What are the efforts/activities/contribu-
tions of your company/association to sustainable 
development?

3. SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES IN 
THE AGRIBUSINESS AND FOOD PRO-
DUCTION SECTOR

• Thinking of the agribusiness and food pro-
duction sector, what are the main sustainability 
challenges? 

• Name the three most important sustaina-
bility challenges for your company/association? 

• How do you respond to the mentioned chal-
lenges?

ANNEX B
GUIDING QUESTIONS
FOR EXPERT INTERVIEWS
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4. SUSTAINABILITY DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS

For interviewers: Start with the following ques-
tions but be prepared to give a short introduction 
to the SDGs.

• Thinking of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), what is your feeling and opinion 
about them?

• Does your company/association work/has 
experience with the SDGs?

• What do you think, are limits of the SDGs 
for the agribusiness and food production sector?

• What do you think, are opportunities of the 
SDGs for the agribusiness and food production 
sector? 

5. IDEAS FOR INNOVATION

For interviewers: Start with the following ques-
tions but make sure that innovation is understood 
in a holistic sense (not only product innovations).

• What does innovation mean to you?
• In what way could the SDGs be drivers of 

innovation in the agribusiness and food produc-
tion sector? 

• Do you have ideas for SDG-driven innova-
tion in your own business?

6. NEEDS FOR SDGS RELATED COM-
PETENCIES

For interviewers: Start with the following ques-
tions but make sure that competencies are under-
stood in a wider sense (e.g. including knowledge, 
skills, attitudes, motivations…).

• Thinking of competencies, which are nec-
essary for better integrating the SDGs in busi-
ness?

• How can these competencies be devel-
oped?

• How can learning about the SDGs be facili-
tated in business?

• Which expectations and wishes do you 
have for cooperation with higher education insti-
tutions?

• Regarding the participation in the planned 
further parts of the project (e.g. SDGs Labs), in 
which case would it be successful for you? 

7. ADDITIONAL 

Is there anything you want to add, that was not 
mentioned in the interview? 

CHECK OUT
For interviewers: 

 Give an outline what will happen with the 
interviews

 Outline the next steps in the project and in-
vite to the focus group 

Thank you for your time and openness!
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Topic 1: SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES IN AGRI-
BUSINESS & FOODPRODUCTION

1.1. AWARENESS

1.1.1. Awareness/philosophy

  

1.2. SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - ECOLOGICAL 
DIMENSION

1.2.1. Biodiversity/monocultures

1.2.2. Animal welfare/mass husbandry

1.2.3. Organic food/organic farming

1.2.4. Regional & seasonal products 

1.2.5. Use of pesticides/fertilizers/pharmaceuticals

1.2.6. Packaging/use of plastics

1.2.7. Reuse/upcycling/food-waste

1.2.8. Energy

1.2.9. Logistics/mobility

1.2.10. Climate change

1.2.11. Water: management/scarcity

1.2.12. Soil: disappearance/degradation

  

1.3. SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - ECONOMIC 
DIMENSION

1.3.1. Mission/vision/strategy

1.3.2. Structure/management/size

1.3.3. Costs/finance structures

1.3.4. Certifications/labels/reporting

1.3.5. Marketing/communication

1.3.6. Resources/scarcity

1.3.7. Market structures

1.3.8. Consumer/demand structures

1.3.9. Conflicting goals

  

1.4. SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - SOCIAL 
DIMENSION

1.4.1. Working conditions

1.4.2. Labour shortage

1.4.3. Employee development

1.4.4. Education/training

1.4.5. Gender equality

  

1.5. SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES - POLICY/
STRUCTURAL DIMENSION

1.5.1. EU policy/regulations

1.5.2. Regional & national policy/regulations

1.5.3. Public institutions/organizations

Topic 2: SUSTAINABILITY DEVELOPMENT GOALS

2.1. EXPERIENCE WITH SDGS

2.1.1. Unknown

2.1.2. Known but not applied

2.1.3. Experience in application

  

2.2. ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE SDGs

2.2.1. Positive

2.2.2. Critical

2.2.3. Attitudes towards single SDGs

  

2.3. OPPORTUNITIES OF THE SDGs

2.3.1. Inspiration/rethink own business

2.3.2. Innovation/new business models 

ANNEX C
ANALYSISFRAME
FOR EXPERT INTERVIEWS
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2.3.3. Management tool

2.3.4. Tool for reflection/impact assessment

2.3.5. Communication tool

  

2.4. BOUNDARIES OF THE SDGs

2.4.1. Formulation/structure of the goals

2.4.2. Problems with application

2.4.3. Lack of demand/added value

2.4.4. Structure/size of enterprises

Topic 3: INNOVATION

3.1. DEFINITION OF INNOVATION

3.1.1. Definition of Innovation 

  

3.2. INNOVATION POTENTIAL 

3.2.1. Products/services

3.2.2. Processes

3.2.3. Technological/digital

3.2.4. Organization/structures

3.2.5. Communication/marketing

3.2.6. Social innovation

Topic 4: NEEDS

4.1. COMPETENCIES

4.1.1. Systemic thinking competencies

4.1.2. Anticipatory competencies

4.1.3. Normative competencies

4.1.4 Personal competencies

4.1.5. Strategic competencies

4.1.6. Social competencies

4.2. PROJECT SDGs LABs

4.2.1. Awarenessbuilding/lectures/trainings

4.2.2. Cooperation/networks/exchange

4.2.3. Good practices

4.2.4. Support of pilotprojects

  

4.3. COOPERATION WITH HIGHER EDUCATION 
INSTITUTES

4.3.1. Positive 

4.3.2. Critical

  

4.4. POLICY/STRUCTURAL LEVEL

4.4.1. Support on a policy/structural level
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1. .PREPARATION OF FOCUS GROUPS

1.1. SELECTING THE FACILITATORS

For the focus groups two persons or “facilita-
tors” are recommended. One, who facilitates the 
discussion and asks the questions and the other 
who will take minutes. It is important to choose 
experienced moderators, who bring along the fol-
lowing skills:

• Communication skills to set up an open 
and fruitful dialogue and facilitate discussions

• Experience with facilitating groups and 
lead discussions  

• Good knowledge about the SDGs and their 
relevance for the agribusiness and food produc-
tion sector

The rapporteur should be a native speaker and 
have a good knowledge about the agribusiness 
and food production sector, thereby he really can 
follow the discussions and be quick with taking 
minutes about the outputs of the discussion or di-
alogue and eventually take notes at the flipchart. 
The facilitators should not only conduct the focus 
group but should be involved in the whole process 
of preparation and analysis of the results.

1.2. SELECTING THE PARTICIPANTS 

The focus groups are conducted after the expert 
interviews with the aim to deepen and sharpen the 
outcomes of the expert interviews. To enrich the 

discussion, it might be useful to invite additional 
participants, beside the interview partners. 

(a) Interview partners from the expert interviews

The main target group are the partners from the 
preceding interviews, that means representatives 
of companies and business associations out of 
the agribusiness and food sector. 

(b) Additional Stakeholders

Further participants out of broader stakeholder 
circle can be invited, from whom valuable contri-
butions are expected. All participants should be 
concerned with the agribusiness and food produc-
tion sector and should have experience with sus-
tainability issues or in best case with the SDGs.

• Educational sector: e.g. universities, re-
search institutions

• Politics: e.g. local or regional politicians, in-
termediaries, representatives of chambers

• NGOs: e.g. consumer organizations, ecologic 
or social associations 

• Additional enterprises: e.g. small farmers, 
micro enterprises

Even though diversity vivifies a discussion and 
enables a broader range of views, be careful in 
selecting further participants in order to fragment 
the discussion not too much.  The group shouldn`t 
exceed eight to maximal ten participants. 

ANNEX D
PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR PREPARING,  
CONDUCTING AND ANALYSING FOCUS GROUPS
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1.3. INVITATION

Interview partners: Agree on two or three possi-
ble dates for the focus group with your team and 
check these dates with the interview partners di-
rectly after the interview. 

Additional stakeholders: Invite them as soon as 
possible. Make sure that they have sufficient in-
formation about the project and the previous ex-
pert interviews, either by e-mail or in a personal 
meeting.

1.4. PREPARING THE DESIGN OF THE 
FOCUS GROUP

The focus groups build on the results of the ex-
pert interviews. As such, it is crucial to find an 
appropriate design, that gives insights in the in-
terview results but allows new and fresh ideas at 
the same time. The focus group should contain 
the following parts, but the order will influence the 
outcomes. It is up to you, whether you start with 
the outcomes of the expert interviews or with the 
group discussion.

Introduction of the project and the participants 
Prepare a short introduction to the project, the 

purpose of the focus group and the programme 
of the event. Furthermore, decide, what is impor-
tant to know of each other and which introduction 
method is appropriate.

Presentation of the results of the expert interviews
Decide, how you will present the outcomes of 

the trans-regional expert interviews and prepare 
supporting tools for visualization, e.g. a power-
point presentation or flip charts. Select the points 
which are important for the further discussion, 
e.g. particularities of your region, similarities be-
tween all regions.

Discussion on the main issues
The main issues will be outlined in a guiding 

questionnaire which is provided by the WP lead-

er after the pre-analysis of the expert interviews. 
Adapt the questions to the particularities and 
needs of your region but make sure that the main 
issues are tackled:

• Sustainability challenges of the agribusiness 
and food production sector 

• SDGs: opportunities and challenges in imple-
menting in the agribusiness and food sector

• Innovations: ideas on how the SDGs could 
work as driver for sustainability innovations

• Needs: necessary competences and formats 
of trainings and workshops to gain these 
competences

Conclusion and outline of the next steps
Decide the method for collecting and summariz-

ing the main outcomes of the focus group and pre-
pare the supporting visualization tools. 

1.5. RECORDING THE FOCUS GROUP

Several methods exist for recording group dis-
cussions - audio recording, video recording or flip 
chart and minutes. As it’s difficult to record a dis-
cussion with a voice recorder and as not all par-
ticipants are open for video recording, we propose 
to work with flipchart and minutes. In that case, 
the moderator can track main outcomes of the 
statements and discussions on flipchart, while 
the rapporteur writes the main outcomes and im-
portant discussion fragments down (preferably 
digital). The rapporteur should also take photos 
of the participants and of the used flipcharts for 
the protocol. 

2. CONDUCTION OF FOCUS GROUPS

Group discussion
The focus groups are designed as discussions 

with more or less homogeneous groups from five 
to eight participants. Sitting in a circle, the par-
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ticipants can see each other and are able to start 
fruitful dialogues and lively discussions.

Environment 
The environment is important for the focus 

groups as well. Either they take place in the rooms 
of one of the participants or you choose a neu-
tral place. If possible, organize the focus groups 
in sufficiently large spaces with a nice ambience 
(bright and friendly), pleasant room temperature, 
with windows to allow to get some fresh air, some 
fresh water for everyone and soundproof walls so 
the participants are not disturbed through back-
ground noises.
 

Duration
An average focus group lasts between two and 

three hours. If they exceed two hours, plan a short 
break. Inform your participants about the length 
and make sure that they have reserved the time.

Language
The focus groups are conducted in the regional 

language, what supports the flow of the dialogue. 
Make sure that you have an appropriate transla-
tion of the guiding questions.

Introduction
Introduce yourself and your organisation and 

give the participants enough space to get to know 
each other. Furthermore, give a short overview of 
the project and the agenda. Give also an outline of 
the purpose of the focus group and how you will 
proceed with the outcomes.

Record & Anonymity
To analyse and use the outcomes afterwards, it 

is crucial to have some protocolling. Ask for the 
commitment to the chosen recording method and 
ask, if you are allowed to name the company and 

the single participants or if they want to stay anon-
ymous. It is useful to work with Written Consents.

Presentation of the outcomes of the Expert Interviews
The aim of the presentation is to get attitudes 

and inspirations from actors in the agribusiness 
and food production sector of your region but 
from the other regions, participating in the pro-
ject, as well. 

Discussion on the main issues 
The group discussion is centre-staged. It is 

supported by the guiding questions, which serve 
as frame for the dialogue. Be prepared to raise 
additional questions to deepen certain issues or 
to give short explanations on terms or concepts.  
Take an attitude of active listening and asking but 
never lose the control over the discussion. 

Summary and focus 
In the last part, give a summary of the discussed 

issues, by pointing out common attitudes but out-
standing opinions as well. Put a clear focus on the 
addressed needs and on ideas for next steps. The 
participants should leave the focus group with 
high motivation to co-create the further parts of 
the project. 

Termination of the focus group
To round up the discussion give the participants 

the opportunity to add aspects not mentioned be-
fore. Give an outline, how the outcomes will be 
treated and how they will be reflected. Further-
more, offer possibilities for further involvement in 
the project. End up with thanks for the participa-
tion. 

After the focus group
Read the protocol immediately after the meeting 

to be sure that all important information has been 
noted. Write a thanks e-mail to the participants.
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3. ANALYSIS OF THE FOCUS GROUPS

The analysis depends on the method chosen for 
recording. If you work with audio or written re-
cording, it can be conducted similar to the expert 
interviews. It is also conducted on two levels, on a 
regional and transregional level.

On a regional level
(1) Transcription

Transcribe the part of the group discussion in 
case you have an audio record. If you have a writ-
ten protocol, you can use that one.

(2) Coding I
Read the transcript carefully to get a deeper un-

derstanding of the content. 
Go through the transcript line by line and mark 

key phrases or parts of the text which promise 
to give answers on the research question. When 
marking the text, find coding units which are units 
in terms of meanings as well. Coding units should 
be intelligible beyond the context of the group dis-
cussion but should not be too voluminous.

Assign the main categories, which are given de-
ductively through the main issues outlined in the 
guiding questions for the focus groups, to the 
coded text passages. 

In a next step, collect all coded text passages 
referring to the different main categories.

(3) Summary of main ideas
Summarize the statements of each coding unit 

and find an appropriate headline, which express 
the main idea of the coding unit. It is the first in-
ductive step of building sub categories.

(4) Translation into English
Translate the main outcomes of the regional 

pre-analysis from the regional language into Eng-
lish to enable the following transregional analysis. 

Transcripts in German: Provide the WP-leader 
with the regional pre-analysis in English and the 
full transcripts in German.

Transcripts in Portuguese: Provide the WP lead-
er with an extended pre-analysis in English or, if 
possible, the full transcripts in English together 
with the pre-analysis. 

On a transregional level
(5) Development of sub-categories

In a next step, the WP-leader collects the pre-anal-
yses of all regions and compares them. The aim is 
to figure out commonalties in codings but differ-
ences as well. Depending on the logic of the data, 
the WP-leader summarizes single sub-categories 
to larger units and develops a structure for the 
sub-categories. This structure is the basis for the 
analysis frame, which is discussed and agreed in 
a feedback process amongst all involved project 
partners. 

On a regional level
(6) Coding II

Building on the results of the first coding pro-
cess, refine and extend the coding according to 
the committed analysis frame. It should be the 
exception that new sub-categories evolve through 
the repeated coding process but if so, they have to 
be descripted and argued carefully. 

On a transregional level
(7) Analysis

The WP-leader collects the refined regional 
pre-analyses and conducts the final analysis with 
a focus on similarities and differences between 
the four participating project regions. All steps 
of summary, interpretation and conclusion are di-
rected by the question, in how far they contribute 
to our research questions.
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(8) Commitment on Analysis
In a final step, the draft is refined and complet-

ed through feedback loops with the partners. The 
WP-leader provides the partners with a summary 
or in best case with the complete transregional 
analysis in time, to have it available for the region-
al focus groups.

(9) Translation into the regional language
The main outcomes of the interviews have to be 

translated back into the regional language to en-
sure the full participation of all participants and 
a fluent and active dialogue in the focus groups.

Analyse software
All steps of the analysis can be supported by us-

ing software tools. If the project partners agree on 

a computer-aided analysis, it is recommended to 
use the same tool, to ensure compatibility.

Report and summary 
The outcomes of the analysis of the interviews 

and focus groups are summarized in a report. For 
dissemination purpose it makes sense to create 
a summary of the report. Interview partners and 
participants of the focus groups should be provid-
ed with the report or at least with the summary as 
conclusion of this first step of the project. 

Translation into the regional language
It is not a must but if possible, translate at least 

the summary of the analysis back into your lan-
guage.
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INTRODUCTION

For interviewers: 
 Give a summary of the project “SDGs Labs”
 Outline the aim and purpose of the inter-

view
 Ask, if you may record the interview
 Inform that all data will be used anonymous 

and that data are treated confidentially 

1. SUSTAINABILITY DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS

• Thinking of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), what relevance do they have 
for you and your enterprise?

• How could we manage the transition from a 
“single SDGs view” to an integrated and ho-
listic view of the SDGs?

• Which role can business associations, co-
operatives or chambers play in supporting 
SMEs in the implementation of the SDGs?

2. IDEAS FOR INNOVATION

• Which kind of innovation is needed to apply 
the SDGs in daily business?

• What are the driving forces for innovations in 
enterprises? (e.g. employees, innovation de-

partment, market impulses, unsolved prob-
lems)

• What are the pre-conditions for a fruitful in-
novation climate in a region?

• Which framework conditions are necessary 
to foster innovation in enterprises? 

3. NEEDS

Competencies
• Thinking of competencies, which are neces-

sary for better integrating the SDGs in busi-
ness?

In the project SDGs Labs
• How could the project SDGs Labs support the 

integration of the SDGs in business?
• Awarenessbuilding, trainings:  

  Which kind of lec-
tures, trainings, workshops? 
  Which contents and methods?

• Good practices: Which kind of presentation 
could be supportive? (e.g. case studies, ex-
cursions) 

• Pilotprojects in enterprises: How could the 
SDGs Labs in enterprises be designed?

• Networks/cooperation: With whom would 
you like to exchange/cooperate?

ANNEX E
GUIDING QUESTIONS
FOR FOCUS GROUPS
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Cooperation with HEI
• What do you expect from a cooperation with 

universities/HEI?
• What is realistic in a cooperation with HEI 

from your experiences?
• How could the SDGs Labs team support co-

operation with HEI?

4. ADDITIONAL 

Is there anything you want to add that was not 
mentioned in the discussion?

5. CHECK OUT

For interviewers: 

 For facilitators: Give an outline what will 
happen with the results of the focus group

 Outline the next steps in the project and in-
vite to the following SDGs Labs 

Thank you for your time and openness!
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Topic 2: SUSTAINABILITY DEVELOPMENT GOALS

2.1. EXPERIENCE WITH SDGS

2.1.1. Unknown

2.1.2. Known but not applied

2.1.3. Experience in application

  

2.2. ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE SDGs

2.2.1. Positive

2.2.2. Critical

2.2.3. Attitudes towards single SDGs

  

2.3. OPPORTUNITIES OF THE SDGs

2.3.1. Inspiration/rethink own business

2.3.2. Innovation/new business models 

2.3.3. Management tool

2.3.4. Tool for reflection/impact assessment

2.3.5. Communication tool

  

2.4. BOUNDARIES OF THE SDGs

2.4.1. Formulation/structure of the goals

2.4.2. Problems with application

2.4.3. Lack of demand/added value

2.4.4. Structure/size of enterprises

ANNEX F
GUIDING QUESTIONS
FOR FOCUS GROUPS
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