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Introduction 

When considering the development of a tool to support students’ development and improve 
curriculum, the needs and expectations of both the higher education system (represented by 
the pedagogical staff) and the students (as the interested party) shall be taken into account. 
However, it is also important to listen to the sector that will employ these students in the future 
as they seek for a certain set of knowledge and skills in their future employees. 
 
Thus, this task aimed to clarify food companies’ expectations for higher education students, 
notably regarding knowledge and skills perceived as underdeveloped and/or with room for 
improvement. Alongside this goal, this task aimed also to provide an overview on the food 
(eco-)innovation initiatives being held in the five countries participating in the FEEDtheMIND 
project that foster entrepreneurship and innovation and bring together higher education and 
the food sector. 
 
By carrying it out transnationally, this task allows the identification of the intrinsic needs to each 
national labour market and to the whole, and provides an insight on how students can be better 
equipped to enter the European labour market. 

Methods 

A survey (Annex 1) was conducted by the five Food and Drink Federations in their respective 
countries, namely: ANIA – Association Nationale des Industries Alimentaires (France), CCIS-
CAFE – Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Slovenia – Chamber of Agricultural and Food 
Enterprises (Slovenia), FIAB – Spanish Food and Drink Federation (Spain), LVA – 
Lebensmittelversuchsanstalt (Austria), and SEVT – Federation of Hellenic Food Industries 
(Greece).  
 
The survey was divided in two sections: (1) a section on the food (eco-)innovation initiatives 
that involve both the agri-food sector and the higher education system being held in the country 
to be able to have an European-wide panorama on these initiatives; (2) and a section on the 
expectations of food companies on future professionals and employees. On the first section 
the federations were asked to identify and briefly describe the food (eco-)innovation initiatives 
that promote interaction between the agri-food sector and the higher education system, 
exploring the level of involvement of the agri-food professionals in these initiatives, their 
attitudes towards them and the benefits resulting from it. The second section focused on the 
knowledge and skills that the agri-food professionals expect the students to possess and that 
might need to be improved, and how the lack of these skills could affect the performance of 
the future professionals in the labour market. Contrary to the first section, this section could be 
answered both directly by industry professionals and indirectly by the federations. For a direct 
input from the industry professionals, the federations reached out to the representatives who 
are involved in the initiatives before mentioned and/or to active actors in the food innovation 
ecosystem. 
 
After the conduction of the survey in the five countries, the results were compiled and are now 
presented in this report. 
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Results and discussion 
 

1. Food (Eco-)Innovation Initiatives 
In the five countries targeted in this project, the food and drink organisations are engaged in 
the promotion of food innovation initiatives that encourage the interaction between the agri-
food sector and the higher education system. The initiatives in place in the five countries that 
promote this interaction are identified in Table 1.Overall, the number of students engaged in 
the initiatives varies from 5 to more than 1000 depending on the type of initiative. 
 
Table 1. Type of food (eco-)innovation initiatives in place in the five countries that promote the 
interaction between the food sector and the higher education system, and that engage the 
national food and drink federations 
  

Competitions 
for higher 
education 
students 

Hackathons / 
Bootcamps 

Mentorship 
sessions 

Internship programs with 
an industrial partner with 
a project-based approach 

(ex. Thesis,…) 

Other type 
of 

initiatives 

Austria Yes No No Yes No 

France Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Greece Yes No No No No 

Slovenia Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Spain Yes No No No No 

 

As verified in table 1, all countries hold competitions for higher education students, notably 
ECOTROPHELIA-type. ECOTROPHELIA is a food innovation competition for teams of higher 
education students that have to develop an eco-innovative food product, from raw ingredients 
to market place. The competition is held nationally and the winner at the national level 
competes with the winner from the other nationalities, up to 20 national teams participating in 
the European competition. Although there can be some variations between the 
ECOTROPHELIA competitions held in the different countries, all competitions bring together 
higher education and the food industry, particularly by having representatives of the food sector 
as members of the jury panel and in certain cases as mentors. Each students’ team is thus 
exposed to a project-based experience that shall advocate in front of a jury. For countries with 
a long history of organisation of ECOTROPHELIA such as Greece, France, Slovenia and 
Spain, there are in average 75 students participating each year (min. 20; max. 140). Since 
2000, ECOTROPHELIA competitions have been organised European-wide and have become 
a “hotbed of innovative ideas for the food industry”. 
 
However, ECOTROPHELIA competitions are not the only competitions being held in the 
participating countries. In Austria, there is also a national product innovation contest sponsored 
by a food company. In Greece, there is also the TROPHY-ΤΡΟΦΗCHALLENGE Contest, 
aimed at business groups with innovative and practical ideas that offer solutions in the fields 
of: Agri-tech, technology in primary production and Food-tech, processing technology, food 
processing and quality; and Ennovation, an international university competition on 
Entrepreneurship and Innovation. 
 
Regarding other type of initiatives, in 3 countries there are internship programs with an 
industrial partner with a project-based approach (ex. Thesis,…) that engage, at some point, 
the national food and drink federation, notably in Austria, France and Slovenia. 
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In Austria, for example, there is emphasis on the Marie Curie and Leonardo Fellowships, 
European mobility programmes that facilitate study stages of students and support interactions 
between foreign universities and industry. 
Mentorship sessions are also a type of initiative held in France and Slovenia with the support 
of the food and drink federations, and they provide not only knowledge but also create a bridge 
between the industry and HEIs, bringing students closer to the food industry. 
Lastly, in Slovenia there are other type of initiatives that do not fit into the remaining categories 
(or not only in one), namely: (1) the EIT FOOD HUB, which the CCIS-CAFE is responsible for 
in the country, which “main objective is to help boost local innovation eco-systems and their 
innovation outputs, which would lead to an increase in each country’s overall innovation 
performance.”. The initiatives held in the framework of this HUB target students, (early-stage) 
start-ups and SMEs in the agri-food sector; (2) EntreCompFood, a European project focused 
on encouraging entrepreneurship in students in food-related studies and to attract young 
people to the agri-food industry which has been recognized to not attract enough young people 
by building European Collaborative Communities of practice (CoCos) and related learning 
activities to stimulate innovation and entrepreneurship towards students and young 
entrepreneurs; (3)SRIP HRANA, a long-term Strategic Research and Innovation partnership 
for Sustainable Food Production that has developed into a dynamic community of agriculture 
holdings, companies, cooperatives, research institutions, higher education institutions, 
investors and other interested parties, whose main interests are focused on improvement of 
research and development activities in the companies for the purpose of agri-food sector 
development. 
 
From the 14 initiatives described by the national food and drink federations, innovation and 
sustainability are two issues that are addressed in all of them, representing the interests of the 
industry. The issues addressed by the 14 initiatives are presented in Graphic 1. It is important 
to note that when asked, the agri-food professionals highlight these issues as relevant. 
 

 
Figure 1. Percentage of the 14 initiatives that address the different issues related to food 
innovation initiatives. 
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In 93% of the initiatives identified, there are representatives from the agri-food sector, i.e. 
professionals in food companies, experts,…, directly involved in the initiative and playing 
different roles in it (Figure 2). Besides the presented roles in the survey, the agri-food 
professionals can also be the “target user group” (mainly for young entrepreneurs), 
stakeholders (to give input on the skills expected upon employment), collaborators on the HEIs’ 
activities and members of the supervising team but not direct supervisors. 
 
When playing their roles, the agri-food professionals perform the following tasks: 

▪ advice for project orientation (57%); 

▪ advice for progression/setting up the project/idea (64%); 

▪ support in the development of industrial partnerships (29%); 

▪ support in the development of the project/idea (50%); 

▪ evaluation / rating of the work carried out (79%); 

▪ provide feedback to students (79%). 
 

 
Figure 2. The % role of the agri-food sector professionals in involved in the 14 initiatives  
 
The estimation of the percentage of agri-food professionals regarding their attitudes towards 
initiatives that promote collaboration between universities and the food industry is presented 
in Figure 3. Analysing the mean of the five countries, there is still almost 50% of 
companies/agri-food professionals who say they are interested in these initiatives but are 
overcharged with other projects and therefore do not get themselves involved in them, a value 
that goes up to 70% in Slovenia. The results are evidence that there is an opportunity for 
improvement, maybe to be explored through the project and the ECOTROPHELIA 
competitions. 
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Figure 3. Estimation of the percentage of agri-food professionals regarding their attitudes 
towards initiatives that promote collaboration between universities and the food industry 
 
When asked to point out the added value of these initiatives to the agri-food sector, the 
following benefits were pointed out: 

▪ the development of products or ideas ready for market, answering the sector’s issues; 
▪ the hotbed of innovative ideas for the food industry; 
▪ the motivation of the food sector to come in touch with young people and innovative ideas; 
▪ new talents for the recruitment pool with an interesting set of skills (innovative thinking, team 

work, management); 
▪ networking and active exchange with other countries; 
▪ insights on the trends and topics that the young generation consider relevant and therefore 

important to be tackled;  
▪ knowledge transfer (bidirectional between academia and industry); 
▪ the possibility to use the facilities and equipments from the Higher Education Institutions; 
▪ the possibility to use the online courses developed in the framework of different projects to train 

employees. 

 
Finally, several benefits of the involvement of the agri-food professionals in these initiatives 
were highlighted: 

▪ the valuable feedback they give the students on their projects/ideas; 
▪ the ability to attract the participation of more students who want to be in direct contact with the 

industry professionals; 
▪ the strengthening of the networks between established companies, academia and start-ups; 
▪ the exchanges between all the parties; 
▪ the possibility for recruitment / creation of job opportunities. 

 
In short, these initiatives most often represent the first contact the students have with the food 
industry and consist in a successful model of interaction of the food industry with the future 
professionals. 
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2. Expectations of food companies on future professionals 
 
Over the years, the food and drink federations have been strengthening the cooperation 
between academia and food industry for the benefit of progress. In all 5 countries, federations 
and agri-food professionals agree that universities play a crucial role in the food innovation 
ecosystem and the growth of the agri-food sector. In sum, all agree that universities are a 
source of innovative ideas, especially when they encourage students to participate in initiatives 
such as ECOTROPHELIA that promote product development that fits the needs of the global 
market. By training the future workers of the food industry, universities have an important role 
and (need to) offer students the necessary skills to work with an entrepreneurial and innovative 
mind. However, it was also stated that the connection between both parties needs to be worked 
on to promote knowledge transfer and innovation. Furthermore, there appears to be a 
mismatch between what is taught in HEIs and what employers require from new professionals. 
New approaches to teaching and learning new skills are pointed out as a possible solution to 
mitigate this mismatch. 
 
Besides teaching, universities are also extremely engaged in scientific research, which 
benefits the innovation and the growth of the entire sector. Even though numerous research 
projects running in collaboration between universities and agri-food companies, the progress 
of which is quite slow, while at the same time the  market is constantly changing and launching 
new products. It is thus important to address the cooperation between academia and the food 
industry in real terms for the food industry and following the trends and the speed of the market. 
 
The survey also addressed the expectations of food companies on the future professionals in 
terms of knowledge, technical skills, project management skills and “soft skills”. 
In all 5 countries, the agri-food professionals consider important the acquisition of knowledge 
when carrying out an innovation project, highlighting the following: marketing, quality, hygiene, 
safety & environment, packaging, industrial production/industrialisation and eco-design 
(Figure 4). 

 
Figure 4. Disciplines considered relevant in the acquisition of knowledge and needed to be 
improved (in percentage by reference in the 5 countries). 
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In the same way, the acquisition and/or development of technical skills is considered important 
when carrying out an innovation project in the 5 countries. The technical skills considered 
important and that might need to be improved are represented in Figure 5. The more traditional 
subjects (such as nutritional assessment, food sciences, food microbiology, shelf-life, …) 
although crucial for the development of a new food product, are not very high on the agri-food 
professionals agenda when questioned on what disciplines and skills need to be improved. 
 

 
Figure 5. Technical skills considered important and might need to be improved (in percentage 
by reference in the 5 countries). 
 
To better understand the answers given to question 19 (Figure 5), the federations and agri-
food professionals were asked how do the lack of these technical skills affects the performance 
of the future professionals (i.e. the higher education students) in the labour market. The 
development of an innovation project is assessed as complex and demanding in terms of 
knowledge and skills. From food-related subjects to cross-disciplinary subjects such as 
business and marketing, students shall be prepared for the complexity of new product 
development and project management in the workplace, but the professionals also state that 
there is also opportunity for growth in these areas within the companies. Additionally, students 
are expected to keep up with the trends for the agri-food sector during their degree and when 
entering the labour market, and nowadays it is particularly demanded that they are aware of 
sustainability issues. 
 
The overall testimonials are transcribed below. 

“The execution of an innovation project is complex and requires more skills from basic to 
higherones. Future professionalswillbeexpected to have widerknowledge and expertise in 
severalsubjects. It isless about applyingwhattheyalready know and more about 
adaptingtheirskills by growing and expandingtheirknowledge base. These technical skills 
could be developed in the working environment of a company in frames of training 
programs or rotation schemes. Though, it would be very helpful the future professionals to 
have been exposed to these subjects and have gained a basic knowledge to facilitate their 
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fastest entry and personal development in a company. The speed is very crucial in the 
current competitive environment.” 
“The rather scientific focus of professionals helps them to deliver good technical solutions, 
but this is only a small area - they do not know how to move in economy, in legal affairs 
and on the market – so the lack of knowledge means that they have to do additional studies, 
or they are not suitable for the job, in worst case they get overloaded with work due to peer 
pressure.” 
“Performance without the technical skills would be insufficient and the results of a company 
will be negative. There is a trend of natural materials, local food, circular economy and care 
for our planet. Without education and awareness about these situations and improving 
skills in these fields the companies won’t be able to succeed on the market, moreover the 
companies will not be recognised by consumer as trustworthy. The corona crisis has been 
a lecture for a cluster of companies, universities and countries about the importance of 
being innovative, adjustive and digitally advanced. 
Development is essential in all areas, and is the only way we can ensure safe and natural 
food using sustainability methods." 
“The lack of technical skills affects in a negative way, not being able to be hired by food 
companies looking for workers with a long list of skills.” 

 
The acquisition and/or development of project management skills is also considered important 
when carrying out an innovation project in the 5 countries. The project management skills 
considered important and that might need to be improved are represented in Figure 6. Three 
project management skills stand out by being identified as important and in need of 
improvement in the five countries, namely: budgetary monitoring of the project, monitoring the 
progress of the project or an action, and overall project management. 

 
Figure 6. Project management skills considered important and need to be improved (in 
percentage by reference in the 5 countries). 
 
Finally, the acquisition and/or development of “soft skills” is also considered important when 
carrying out an innovation project in the 5 countries.The “soft skills” considered important and 
that might need to be improved are represented in Figure 7.Creative thinking, communication, 
ability to delegate and ability to make decisions are stated by all federations and 
representatives from agri-food sector as to be targeted for improvement before entering the 
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labour market. Other than the “soft skills” presented in the survey, additional skills such as 
lifelong learnability, team work, resilience, agility, empathy, independent problemsolving, and 
negotiation were also pointed out as relevant for the labour market. 

Figure 7. “Soft skills” considered important and need to be improved (in percentage by 
reference in the 5 countries). 
 
To better understand the answers given to question 24 (Figure 7), the federations and agri-
food professionals were asked how do the lack of soft skills affects the performance of the 
future professionals (i.e. the higher education students) in the labour market. The professionals 
consider that the food-related courses’ curriculum do not include sufficiently the acquisition of 
soft skills, resulting on a clear lack of preparation of the students to enter the labour market. 
The professionals highlight the current way of work, i.e. mainly by project management, and 
the need to improve knowledge and skills that enable students to the professional world. The 
possession of these soft skills allow recruiters to differentiate young employees that come from 
similar food-related degrees. Creativity, communication, team work and communication are 
pointed out as essential for the labour market nowadays, and fortunately these skills can be 
targeted and improved by a digital learning tool and the participation in ECOTROPHELIA 
competitions, both addressed by the FEEDtheMIND project. The overall testimonials are 
transcribed below. 

“Education doesn’t consider soft skills in their syllabus. Their lack is obvious in junior 
employees. Enterprises take big effort to set basics soft skills.   
The current pace of change requires following the direction of a skills-based, rather than 
degree-based labour market. The acquisition of soft skills will cover a big part of the gap 
between what employers need and what young professionals have. Employers value 
professionals who can work through challenges on their own or as an effective team 
member, open to new topics, brainstorming, sharing thoughts and then making sound 
decisions. 
The soft skills characterise and differentiate a professional from others who have similar 
knowledge degrees. Working in a team work in a collaborative way requests most of the 
described soft skills to guarantee a successful and positive evaluation of the professional.  
Focusing in innovation, the creative thinking and the ability to communicate ideas and 
convince other people is the first step, while the organisation, the disciplines, the targets 
and their respect are the crucial basics to work successfully. Active professionals who are 
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capable in these skills could bring faster visualised results and be competitive in the sector 
and in their careers. Lack of these soft skills print negative picture for the professional  and 
even if these could be developed in frames of company’s training, they are considered 
mostly as existed personal profile characteristics during the recruit procedure of new 
personnel.” 
“Work is increasingly managed in projects; basic knowledge about project management 
could prevent professionals from bad working organisation, from work overload, from 
setting wrong priorities.” 
“Soft skills are important as a glue which sticks a group together. In a world full of 
information, communication and collaboration there is a great need to have a capability to 
calm down your temper, your high expectation and to decipher what is being communicated 
and what importance does the information have. The importance of soft skills is enhancing 
daily because of the developing of technologies and applications.  
Thesoft skills depend on the area of work of the employee. In general, a lack of soft skills 
has the same effect as a lack of professional skills, because it hinders a person to complete 
the tasks for which he/she is in charge of professionally.” 
“The universities cultivate both necessary technical skills and entrepreneurial skills 
amongst their students, creating the future of the agri-food sector and ensuring its growing 
innovation. By working on various operational projects through their classes and various 
mandatory internships, the students acquire technical skills and discover innovation in the 
agri-food sector. They are also encouraged to hone their soft skills through various courses 
and mentorships. The participation to events such as Ecotrophelia, which is strongly 
encouraged by professors, allow the students to use their technical and soft skills to create 
innovative products which benefit the agri-food sector. Students are encouraged and 
accompanied to create their own start-ups and projects, and benefit from the experience 
of their mentors.  
Overall, the role of the universities is to give students the technical skills necessary to work 
in the agri-food sector and to encourage them to innovate through the development of their 
soft skills and through a project approach.  
The universities are also extremely engaged in scientific research, which benefits the 
innovation and the growth of the entire sector: by financing laboratories and independent 
studies, the universities guarantee the continuity of the French spirit of Innovation.” 
“More and more companies are looking for more complete workers not only technically but 
with the ability to work in a team, to make decisions, to be creative, to communicate. 
Universities have to work also in soft skills of students to allow them to be integrated in 
food companies” 

 
 

Conclusions 

The FEEDtheMIND project intends to demonstrate that the European food education requires 
a systemic, interdisciplinary approach based on a food innovation education of excellence and 
a project-based approach. The accomplishment of this objective depends not only on the 
higher education system but also on the contribution of the food sector that provides the 
initiatives that allow students to acquire (or improve) and apply knowledge and skills into 
project-based experiences. 
 
The food sector is represented, in each country, by the Food and Drink National Federation 
that in turn puts its expertise and network at the service of businesses. One of the concerns 
for this industry is the recruitment of well-trained and skilled professionals that can address the 
challenges of a demanding sector in constant transformation. Thus, initiatives, that engage 
both higher education and the food industry, challenging the students to face the reality of the 
labour market, are undoubtedly of interest for the food industry. 
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As shown by this task, the five Food and Drink National Federations are committed to promote 
innovation and entrepreneurship among the higher education institutions by providing different 
initiatives, at national and European level. These initiatives provide an opportunity for 
knowledge and skills acquisition that is highly valued by the actors of the food sector. These 
initiatives, namely mainly the ECOTROPHELIA competitions, can also benefit HEIs European-
wide in the adaptation of their curricula to answer the current needs of the labour market, in 
terms of innovation, entrepreneurship and soft skills development. 
The professionals recognise students’ preparation on subjects directly related to food and 
ingredients, such as food technology or nutritional assessment, but acknowledge there is 
opportunity for improvement in cross-disciplinary subjects. In summary, this task allowed the 
identification of the following knowledge and skills as lacking or important to focus on: 
budgetary monitoring of the project, creativity and creative thinking, communication, monitoring 
the progress of the project or an action, project management, ability to delegate and ability to 
make decisions, and eco-design. 
 
In the deliberation of the subjects to be addressed in the FEEDtheMIND project, it is important 
to take into consideration the knowledge and skills the food sector professionals expect the 
students to possess. By providing students with tools to get these knowledge and skills during 
their education, they will be better prepared to meet expectations and succeed in the labour 
market. As stated by FoodDrinkEurope, the food sector “is an indelible part of Europe's social, 
economic and cultural fabric” and it is up to the students, i.e. the future professionals of the 
sector, to make it progress. 
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