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RTD Needs and Opinions of 
European Food SMEs 
T. R. Gormley 

The needs and opinions of European food SMEs (small to 
medium sized enterprises) in relation to RTD (research and 
technological development) was obtained in 1994 via two 
questionnaires issued in 16 European countries. This survey 
was part of the ongoing 17-country FLAIR-FLOW EUROPE 
project which was conceived at The National Food Centre 
and is co-ordinated from there. Food SMEs, and especially the 
very small companies, are key players in the industrial fabric 
of Europe and their voice must be heard in relation to their 
RTD needs, and also their opinions on the content of current 
( )1 future EU food research programmes. European research 
his shown that SMEs are the 'engines' of Europe's changing 
economy (European Commission, DGXII, RTD-Info, April 
1995, No. 9, p. 2). SMEs, and especially micro-firms are the 
main source of new jobs while high-tech SMEs create twice as 
many innovations per employee than large companies. It is 
stressed that the findings presented from this survey must 
not be interpreted rigidly but in a broad and general way. 

FLAIR-FLOW EUROPE 
FLAIR-FLOW EUROPE (F-FE) is an 
ongoing (1991-1996) dissemination 
project of the EU AAIR and VALUE 
programmes and was set up in 1991 in 
response to a perceived need that 
information and results from some 
European · food research and 

(Jlopment (R & D) programmes 
· 'Id be disseminated more widely 
to the end-users, and especially to 
small and medium-sized food 
enterprises, i'.e., the so-called food 
SM Es (see Farm and Food 5 (1 ), 
1995). 

The progress and achievements 
of F-FE to date are well documented 
in technicai documents F-FE 113/94, 
114/94, 115/94, 152/94, 153/94, 
154/94 and 158/95 which are 
available from the author, or from 
Mr. G. Downey (FLAIR-FLOW , 
National Network Leader for 
Ireland) at The National Food 
Centre. 

FLAIR-FLOW EUROPE is both 
a dissemination and a research 
project and it is in the latter context 
that questionnaires were issued to 
food companies in 1994 to obtain 
information on their R & D and 

training requirements, on their 
sources of technical information, on 
their interaction with, and 
participation in, EU food research 
programmes, and on their 
investments in equipment, 
technology, food safety, quality and 
hygiene. This was achieved via a 
spread-wide questionnaire with six 
questions (809 replies; 59 from Irish 
food companies), and a 22-item 
questionnaire embracing 105 person
to-person interviews (nine with 
Irish food companies). The 
breakdown of the 809 companies 
completing the spread-wide 
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questionnaire is given in Table 1, 
based on size and product type. The 
spread for ·company size was good, 
but in the product area companies 
producing prepar.ed consumer foods 
were dominant in the sample. It 
should be noted that 17% of the 
companies in Table 1 (i.e., size E 
companies) cannot be classified as 
SMEs (i.e., >500 employees) because 
of their large size. 

Sources of technical 
information;·product 
launches 
The main sources of technical 
information (Table 2) for food 
companies are in-house research, 
suppliers, and trade journals, while 
EU research programmes were cited 
by only 2% of companies as their 
principal source. This is an 
alarmingly low figure and shows the 
size of the dissemination challenge 
facing everyone involved in EU 
research. 

Eighty-two percent of companies 
claimed to have introduced new or 
'me too' food products in the last , 
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year. Small companies (<31 
employees) had the least 
introductions (72% cited yes) and 
large companies (>500 persons) the 
most (96%), while on a commodity 
basis, cereal (91 %) and prepared 
consumer foods (88%) companies had 
most, and fish (65%) and fruit and 
vegetable companies (62%) least. 
The sources of ideas for product 
development followed a similar 
pattern to those for technical 
information highlighted in Table 2. 

Investment by SMEs 
Data for large investments by food 
SMEs in new equipment, processes, 
hygiene, safety and quality are 
presented in Table 3. The term 1arge 
investment' was not quantified as a 
large investment by a small company 
would probably not be considered so 
by a big company. 

As might be 'expected, small 
companies were less likely to invest 
than large ones (Table 3). Of 
particular note is the lack of 
investment by companies in hygiene 
and food safety, with only 23% of 
small companies investing in the 
latter. On a company product-type 
basis, only 23% of beverage/ drinks 

2 

companies and 25% of fish 
companies invested in food safety in 
the last year. In contrast, 62% of 
dairy companies and 53% of meat 
companies invested in food safety. 
Hygiene and food safety are 
classified separately (Table 3) with 
the former referring to simple 
hands-on hygiene training and the 
latter to more specialised 
microbiology, residue testing and 
other aspects. 

Research, development, 
training 
Information on these topics was 
obtained from the cluster group 
questionnaire involving person-to
person interviews with 105 food 
companies from 15 countries (9 from 
Ireland). The breakdown by 
company size and product area is 
given in Table 4 and 22% of the 
companies were too large to be 
classified as SMEs. The data show a 
low number of very small companies 
in the sample whereas prepared 
consumer food companies dominated 
in the breakdown by product area. 
Eighty six per cent of the 105 
companies regarded research as 
important for their companies with 

I figures of 96% and 98% for 
'I development and training 
respectively. There was no 

, particular trend in the data when 
I broken down for company size. 

Sixty percent of companies, 
overall, had in-house research 
activities with values of 42 and 45% 

I for company sizes D and A and a 
high of 71 % for large (E) companies. 
Percentages for in-house develop
ment activities ranged from 82% 
(size A) to 100% (sizes C and E) with 
an overall mean of 92%. Figures for 
in-house training ranged from 73% 
(size B) to 100% for size A and 92% 
for size E companies; the mean value 
was 84%. These data show 
reasonably, high levels of in-hou:h. 
research, and very high levels """-' 
development and training. 

It should be stressed that the 
dividing line between research and 
development is a very fine one and 
the data should be interpreted 
accordingly. For example, two days 
research by a small company to solve 
an isolated technical issue would 
mean a positive reply by the 
company to the question on in-house 
research. This may be one of the 
reasons for the reasonably high 
overall (i.e., 60%) figure for 
companies having in-house research. 

The percentage of companies 
using external agencies for rese" 'eh, 
development and training was 76, 72 
and 80% respectively with nA 
particular trend relating to cornpaV 
size. The most-used agencies for 
research were government research 

I institutes (35% of responses), 
'followed by universities (29%) and 
private agencies·. (26%). The 
corresponding figures for 
development were government ' 
research agencies/ associations (25% ' 
of responses}, private research 
agencies (24%) and universities 
(20%). External agencies most used 
for training were pri vale 
agencies/associations (48% of 
responses), consultants (21%) and 
government research institutes/ 
associations (15%). 

Companies were also asked 
about their strengths and 
weaknesses. The percentage 
responses fof company strengths, in 
decreasing magnitude, were highly-
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trained staff (cited by 38% of RTD needs of food companies 
companies), good equipment and The area where companies most need 
factory (30%), access to research RTD are given in abbreviated form 

Ormation (9%), and good process in Table 5 and include food quality, 
technology 'know-how' (8%). product development/improve

The data for company weaknesses ment/modification, and new 
were Jess well de.fined with technology; together these account 
companies citing these as follows: for 51 % of the replies. Inspection of 
factory location, capacity, scale I the total data suggests that most 
(15%), Jack of marketing (14%), Jack RTD needs are in applied areas, 
of trained staff (14%), accessing most of which have been thoroughly 
research results (11 %), lack of researched already. The requirement 
investment resources (9%), sourcing now is for dissemination, diffusion 
new equipment and technology (9%), and technology transfer. Many of the 
lack of quality control (8%), Jack of quality requirements are in the area 
research (8%), and inability to of raw material quality; this is an 
address raw material and product ongoing problem which tends to get 
quality problems (6%). overlooked in the planning of food 

Very small firms are an excellent source of new jobs. 
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RTD programmes but is of key 
importance to the processor. The 
second area is own-product quality; 
many of the companies replied that 
their most pressing RTD need was to 
improve the quality of their product 
range. 

The training needs of the 105 
food companies were extensive and 
the five most-cited items were: 

I specialised focused courses for 
I company needs (cited by 26% of 
1 companies); hygiene (21 %); quality 

assurance and quality systems (12%); 
courses on new technology (11%); and 
HACCP (hazard analysis of critical 
control point) (10%). 

Awareness of national and 
EU programmes 
Only 56, 50 and 58% of the 105 
respondents were familiar with 
national programmes on research, 
development and training. The 
awareness was highest among large 
companies. About 40% of the 
respondents said they use the results 
from national programmes. Of those 
companies that did use the research 
results, about 73% said they were 
useful. Fifty percent of respondents 
were familiar with EU food R and D 
programmes. However, this figure 
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was inflated due to the higher 
awareness by large companies. Many 
of the companies said they heard 
about the EU programmes via 
FLAIR-FLOW. Only 14 companies 
out of a total of 105 (13%) used 
results from EU food R and D 
programmes and 12 out of 14 found 
the results useful. 

Capacity to use EU results 
Fifty seven percent of companies, 
overall, said they had the in-house 
capacity to use the results from EU 
food research and there was no trend 
relating to company size. The main 
barriers cited to using the research 
results were: results irrelevant or do 
not apply (19% of respondees); lack 
of necessary resources (17%); 
difficulty in accessing the results 
(14%); and communication gap 
(11 %). 

The 105 companies were asked· 
whether future EU food R and D 
programmes should be basic, applied 
(next year), applie".l (next week), or 
applied (tomQrrow). The response 
was 24%, 40% 17% and 19% of 
companies ;for the four categories, 
indicating that results should be 
'usable' in the relatively short term 
i.e., within a year. Technical 
documents were the preferred route 
for the receipt of research findings. 
This was an excellent result from a 
FLAIR-FLOW point of view as one
page technical documents are the 
main dissemination medium of 
FLAIR-FLOW. 

SME involvement in EU food 
R and D programmes 
Thirty three percent of the 105 food 
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investments in food safety in the 
last year; this contrasted with a 
figure of 82% for new equipment. 

• Most companies interviewed 
used external agencies for 
research, development and 
training. 

• Company strengths and 
weaknesses were identified from 
a sample of 105 food companies. 

• The company priority areas for 
food RTD were food quality 
(especially of raw materials), 
product development, and new 
technology. Hygiene, quality 
systems, new technology and 
hazard analysis of critical 

companies said they · would control point (HACCP) were 
participate in EU food R and D cited as the most important 
programmes with other companies areas for training. · ( "\ 
(i.e., in consortia), 45% said they • Over half of the 105 foo~J' 
might; 12 % were not interested, and companies interviewed had the 
the remaining 10% did not answer in-house capacity to use the 
the question. These data are of results from EU-sponsored 
significance in view of the CRAFT research and 33% of companies 
type measure for SMEs in the AAIR said they would participate in 
programme. There were significant EU R & D programmes with 
differences between the responses other companies, i.e., in 
from the different company sizes as consortia. 
follows: 42% (A), 52% (B), 48% (C), • Technical documents, and a case-
21 % (D) and 23% (E); this indicates by-case approach were the 
that larger companies would be less preferred options for information 
likely to participate than smaller and technology transfer, 
ones. respectively, to food companies. 

The food companies were also • The results of this survey must 
asked how technology transfer to not be interpreted rigidly but as 
them should be organised and were broad and general indicators of 
given three options: (l) by food company opinion and 
partnering events (i.e., technology activity in relation to resear'liJQ_ 
owners meeting with food SMEs), (2) development and -technica 
on a case-by-case ba-sis (i.e., issues. 
technology owners target 2-4 food ' 
SMEs and conduct negotiations under I Acknowledgements 
confidentiality conditions), and (3) I Thanks are due to the food 
by the dissemination of technology companies for participating in the 
opportunities through trade and survey; to the FLAIR-FLOW 
other journals/pamphlets. The network leaders in 16 countries for · 
response to the three areas was 20, l distributing questionnaires and 
42 and 28% respectively, indicating 
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1 carrying out interviews, and to the 
that a case-by-case approach was EU AAIR and VALUE programmes 
the preferred option; 10% of the ! for their support of the FLAIR-
interviewees gave no reply. ! FLOW EUROPE project. 

Conclusions II . 

• In-house research, and suppliers -------------. -
of equipment/ingredients were Dr. Ronan Gormley is leader of the 
identified as the main sources of FLAIR-FLOW EUROPE project and 
technical information for food is Head of the Department of Plant 
companies. and Marine Foods at The National 

• A relatively small percentage Food Centre, Dunsinea, Castle
(39%) of companies made large knock, Dublin 15. 


