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Abstract

The ornamental plant cultivation could benefit from networking, as the locus of
innovation is no longer the individual farm, but increasingly the network within
which the farm is embedded. The main contribution of this paper is to shed light on
the relation between networking and innovation and the influencing factors for
networking as leverage for innovation within the ornamental plant sector. In contrast
to the majority of the innovation studies, which are focusing on technological
innovation i.e. product and process innovations, this study includes also marketing
and organizational innovations. By looking at the link between innovation type and
network partner, we found that network partners differ depending on the innovation
type. Furthermore, this study provides insights into the factors influencing networking
in the ornamental plant sector in particular. The results lead to implications for
ornamental plant growers and network coordinators. It is important that growers are
aware of the merit of partner suitability for the innovation type they are aiming at. For
network coordinators, it is important to set up a clear strategy and communicate for
which innovations their network can advise and help the farmer. They could focus on
improving their approachability and try to increase the added value of activities by
aligning them better with farmers’ needs.

Keywords: Innovation types; Network partners; Ornamental plant production;
Qualitative research; Flanders (Belgium)
Background
For farmers and horticultural growers, as for entrepreneurs in general, innovation is

widely recognized as an important strategic tool to increase the competitive advantage

of their companies (Diederen et al. 2003; Gellynck et al. 2007; Knudson et al. 2004),

resulting in a better financial as well as sustainability performance (Bos-Brouwers

2010; Gronum et al. 2012). In this paper, we focus on ornamental plant cultivation in

Flanders (Northern Belgium), mainly consisting of micro-sized (<10 employees ) and

family owned businesses, characterized by strong individualism (Van Lierde et al.

2011). The sector was flourishing during the sixties. From the seventies on however, it

encountered an increasing competition from the Netherlands and later on from the

rise of ornamental plant cultivation in South-America and Africa. In 1973, the world’s

first oil crisis confronted glasshouses, and hence a big part of the ornamental plant sec-

tor, with high energy prices resulting in a reduced profitability. Since then, several en-

ergy crises followed, and the sector was confronted with important changes in the
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competitive environment (Van Lierde et al. 2011). In addition, during last decades,

there was a growing request for environmentally and socially legitimate production

(Taragola et al. 2002b; Van Lierde et al. 2009). Despite the importance of innovation to

respond to these external changes, ornamental plant growers, in common with other

small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), face problems in developing and imple-

menting innovations (Taragola 2003; Taragola et al. 2002a; Van Lierde et al. 2011). In

this paper, we aim to elucidate these challenges from a networking perspective.

From the perspective of SMEs that often have limited resources, the establishment of

network relations can provide an avenue to address innovation problems (Lasagni

2012; Pittaway et al. 2004).

Networks give SMEs access to complementary resources, skills, capabilities, and

knowledge that are not internally available (Døving and Gooderham 2008; Pittaway

et al. 2004). In order to achieve innovation, a wide range of network partners can be

used, such as colleagues, input industries, traders, researchers, extensionists, govern-

ment officials, civil society organisations, etc. Managing and developing dynamic net-

works is an important requisite for entrepreneurial success (Gibb 1997). For SMEs,

however, it is often less straightforward to identify the appropriate network partners to

get access to the required inputs in the innovation process. Moreover, they often get

locked into established networks of relationships and struggle to break out of these re-

lationships and build new ones (Birkinshaw et al. 2007). The scarcity of resources and

the complex entrepreneurial environment, make it necessary for SMEs to actively select

the appropriate network partners according to the required innovation type (Lipparini

and Sobrero 1994; Ritter and Gemünden 2003; Pittaway et al. 2004). However, studies

investigating the appropriateness of network partners in relation to different innovation

types are scarce and need far more research attention (de Man and Duysters 2005;

Howells et al. 2004; Varis and Littunen 2010). In addition, most of the existing studies

focus much more on technological process innovations and product innovations than

on non-technological and intangible ones, i.e. marketing and organizational innova-

tions. There are nonetheless strong reasons to use a comprehensive innovation con-

cept and give more attention to non-technological and intangible kinds of

innovations (Birkinshaw et al. 2008; Pittaway et al. 2004; van Galen and Verstegen

2008; Damanpour and Aravind 2012; Crossan and Apaydin 2010). In our paper this

research gap is addressed for the sector of ornamental plant cultivation, by examining

the network activities depending on the type of innovation, and the factors influen-

cing the networking decisions.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: The conceptual framework is

presented in the second part. In section three the methodology is described, followed

by the results and discussion. Finally, conclusions are drawn, and research related and

managerial implications are provided, followed by the limitations of the study and pos-

sibilities for further research.

Conceptual framework
In Figure 1, the key elements of this paper – innovation and networking - are situated

within the conceptual framework, accompanied by the research objective. Furthermore,

a definition of both terms is provided below. Innovation is defined as an ongoing

process of learning, searching and exploring, resulting in new products, new processes,



Figure 1 Conceptual framework for investigating the required network resources per type of
innovation and the factors influencing this relationship.
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new forms of organization and marketing methods (Lundvall 1995). Hereby, product

innovation is defined as the introduction of a good or service that is new or signifi-

cantly improved with respect to its characteristics or intended uses; process innovation

as the implementation of a new or significantly improved production or delivery

method; marketing innovation as the implementation of a new marketing method in-

volving significant changes in product design or packaging, product placement, product

promotion or pricing and finally organizational innovation as the implementation of a

new organizational method in the firm’s business practices, workplace organization or

external relations (Eurostat 2005). Networking is defined as the establishment of rela-

tions that give SMEs access to complementary resources, skills, capabilities, and know-

ledge that are not internally available (Pittaway et al. 2004). The networks used can be

divided into three major categories or types: horizontal and vertical networks as well as

collaboration with third parties (Kühne et al. 2010). Horizontal networks consist of

firms belonging to the same industry, thus being primarily competitors or peers. Com-

petitors are likely to be contacted to share common problems that are outside the com-

petitor’s area of influence – for instance a regulatory change (Tether 2002). It has

become accepted that horizontal collaboration among SMEs can speed up product de-

velopment (Winch and Bianchi 2006; Morris et al. 2007). However, it comes at risk of

technology leakage to rivals and a loss of control over the innovative process (Ritala

and Hurmelinna-Laukkanen 2012). From an empirical perspective, some studies

have found a positive correlation between horizontal collaboration and innovation

(Quintana-Garcia and Benavides-Velasco 2004; Najib and Kiminami 2011), while others

did not find any evidence that horizontal collaboration was significant explaining

innovation among SMEs (De Propris 2002; Freel and Harrison 2006).

Vertical networks are composed of different partners of the chain involved in all up-

stream and downstream flows of products, services, finances, and information. The ver-

tical network includes all organizations from the direct chain (supplier, manufacturer,
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customer) to the extended chain (suppliers of suppliers and customers of customers)

(Vorst 2000; Mentzer et al. 2001). It allows a firm to gain considerable knowledge about

new technologies, markets and process improvements (Whitley 2002) and has a signifi-

cant impact on the successful implementation of product innovations (Miotti and

Sachwald 2003; Nieto and Santamaria 2007; Tether 2002; Nieto and Santamaria 2010).

A recent study of Lasagni (2012) for example finds co-operation with both buyers and

suppliers being positively significant in aiding innovation. Third parties are persons or

entities other than chain members or peers, such as consultants, research institutes, fi-

nancial providers, etc. Consultants sensitize companies for possible improvements in

existing processes and assist them in identifying weaknesses (Gemünden et al. 1996).

Several studies have documented the important role that universities and other re-

search institutions have on innovations for which fundamental scientific knowledge is

needed (Bozeman 2000; Vuola and Hameri 2006; Robin and Schubert 2013).

Networking is an important leverage for innovation in SMEs (Lasagni 2012; Pittaway

et al. 2004; Zeng et al. 2010), but can be hampered or facilitated by numerous factors,

which can be internal or external to the company (De Groot 2003; Hoffmann and

Schlosser 2001; Kaufmann and Tödtling 2002; Van Gils and Zwart 2004). Internal fac-

tors can be divided into management and business factors. Management factors are

related to the biographical (e.g. age, education level) and social characteristics (e.g. per-

sonal values, attitudes, objectives) of the firm manager and his/her management pro-

cesses (e.g. strategic vision, decision making and planning processes). Business factors

are related to the size/structure of the company, the available human resources, the fi-

nancial situation, etc. Typical for SMEs are, for example, the small number of em-

ployees that are able to act as nodes establishing and maintaining links to innovation

networks. This restricts the potential to search for and collect innovation-related infor-

mation and to collaborate in cooperative innovation projects. This often results in a

lack of experienced employees as well as a lack of time to set up relations with

innovation partners, due to routine and administrative work (Kaufmann and Tödtling

2002; Taragola et al. 2004).

External factors belong to the company’s strategic environment. In the paper we

focus on the network characteristics and network partner characteristics, including for

example the presence/absence or willingness of partners to cooperate with and the lack

of responsiveness of knowledge providers (e.g. researchers) because they are often ra-

ther ‘supply driven’ than ‘demand driven’ (Katz and Barandun 2002; Byerlee et al.

2002). Studies on these aspects are scarce on the level of farms (e.g. Klerkx et al. 2010)

and ornamental plant companies in particular. As there are indications in literature that

network partners consulted are related to the type of innovation, the influencing factors

for networking that are related to the network partners consulted are also expected be

related to the innovation type.

Methods
A qualitative research methodology is used, which is suitable for gaining an under-

standing of decision making in SMEs (Hill and Wright, 2001), and networking in par-

ticular (O'Donnell and Cummins 1999). Based on the specific aims of this research,

between June 2011 and March 2013, we conducted twenty in-depth interviews and two

focus group discussions with nine growers in total. Both methods assemble detailed

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S092552731200343X#bib58
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attitudinal and experiential information from the respondents by using open-ended, ex-

ploratory questions in a semi-structured way (Powell and Single 1996). While focus

groups can reveal a greater variety of views, opinions and experiences, during in-depth

interviews the interviewer is probing the respondent more deeply to uncover under-

lying motivations, beliefs, attitudes and feelings on a topic (Hennink 2007; Malhotra

1999). Hence, with both techniques a broad overview and comparatively rich qualitative

data can be assembled (Fein et al. 1997).

Interview guides based on a comprehensive literature review were pilot-tested prior

to the interviews and focus groups and adapted accordingly. The interview guide con-

sisted of the following four parts:

(a) Generic section about profile, background and company characteristics

(b) Innovation and innovation capacity

(c) Social relationships and networks

(d) Knowledge for innovation through networks

Data were collected from growers and network coordinators active in the Flemish or-

namental plant sector. In total, fourteen ornamental plant growers were interviewed,

including five that were also network coordinators. Additionally, six interviews were

conducted with exclusively network coordinators. All respondents were first contacted

by telephone to introduce the aim of the study and to arrange an appointment. The in-

terviews were conducted at the respondents’ place so they would feel more at ease and

took one to two hours per respondent. All interviews were undertaken by the same

interviewer in order to exclude interviewer bias. For the focus groups, the assignment

of the growers to the two groups (five and four growers respectively) was based on

their network activity (high-low), as determined by experts from the local research

centre for ornamental plants. This offered the respondents the possibility to discuss in

homogeneous groups. For the focus groups, the interview guide was slightly adapted.

All interviews and focus groups were recorded and transcribed. The data were sorted

and coded using NVIVO 10. The innovations implemented were categorized in prod-

uct, process, marketing or organizational innovations. The possible network partners

were coded according to three network categories and further refined into subcategor-

ies (cf. infra:). Furthermore, the perceived influencing factors for networking were di-

vided into internal and external factors. The codes of the second sublevel were based

on common similar words, concepts or themes. These codes were discussed with other

researchers of the project consortium and further refined into the current analytical

categories, as discussed in the result section. Via matrix coding queries, we identified

the network partners used and the factors influencing the networking behaviour per

type of innovation.

Results
Before identifying the role of networking in the development and implementation of

the different types of innovations and the influencing factors (see What is the contribu-

tion of the network to the development and implementation of the different types of

innovation (a) and What factors influence this relationship (b)?), it is necessary to have

an insight into the innovations applied within the sector (see What types of innovations
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are applied?) and the network activities in which the ornamental plant growers are in-

volved (see What types of networks are used?). In the following paragraphs, the find-

ings on these aspects are formulated.
What types of innovations are applied?

When asked for their perception on innovation, mainly product and process innovations

were reported by the respondents. Only some of them spontaneously mentioned market-

ing and organizational innovations as well. Afterwards, we formulated our definition of

innovation: “Product, process, marketing and organizational innovations which are new to

firm or sector, ranging from incremental to radical innovation”, ensuring that everyone

was talking about the same. The innovations mentioned were those already implemented

or likely to be implemented by the respondents in the near future.

Table 1 gives an overview of the mentioned innovations by type.
What types of networks are used?

The networks used are divided into three major categories: horizontal and vertical net-

works as well as collaboration with third parties (Kühne et al, 2010). Horizontal net-

works include formal and informal networks with peers inside as well as outside the

sector. With respect to the vertical networks, we observed that collaboration of growers

is often better with suppliers than with customers, due to the stronger bargaining

power of the latter. Third parties include persons or entities which are other than peers

or the chain, such as public administration, research institutes, consultants, innovation

support centres, financial providers, etc. Noteworthy is the Think-tank “Ornamental

Plant Strategy 2020”, which is established by the Flemish Government some years ago

as a public-private partnership, with the mission to formulate strategies and actions for

the future, and formulate policy recommendations.
What is the contribution of the network to the development and implementation of the

different types of innovation (a) and what factors influence this relationship (b)?

Firstly, we focus on innovation in general, referring to aspects found to be valid for all

types of innovation. Afterwards, we focus on the four different types of innovation sep-

arately, as the network types used depend significantly on the type of innovation. This

is shown in Table 2, which gives an overview of the network partners consulted per

type of innovation.
Table 1 Innovation in ornamental plant production by type

Product innovation New product-/pot size; New product variety; Selling flowering plants instead of plants
in bud; Switch to less energy intensive plants

Process innovation Robotization; New cultivation method; Water recycling; Expansion; New technical
solutions to improve quality; Installation of cogeneration engine, solar panels; New
fertilization techniques; Alternative control of pests/diseases

Marketing
innovation

Own label; New packaging; Establishment web shop; Self-service field with cut flowers;
New product combinations packed together; New geographical market

Organizational
innovation

Move labor intensive tasks to low wage countries; Hire East-European labor forces; Elim-
ination of links in the chain; Establishment of close collaboration with colleagues and/
or chain partners to fulfill market needs; Joint product development; Formation of a
joint research network; New establishment; Introduction of a new software system



Table 2 Networks partners consulted per type of innovation

Consulted partner Product Process Marketing Organizational

Horizontal Colleagues x x x

(PEERS) Home x x x

Abroad x x x

Other sector x

Producer organization x x

Business club x

Vertical Suppliers x x x

(CHAIN) Equipment x x x

Seeds/young plants x x

Phyto-products x x

Fertilizer x x

Buyers x x

Auction x x

Wholesaler/trader/exporter x x

End consumer x x

Third parties Public administration x x

Research institutes/universities x x

Consultants/advisor x x x

Producer association (extension) x

Innovation support centres x x

Financial providers x x x x

Think tank x
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With regard to the influencing factors, internal as well as external factors are deter-

mined. We found that the internal influencing factors were valid for all types of

innovation, while the external influencing factors are also largely dependent on the type

of innovation, as they are often related to the network used.

Innovation in general

a) Contribution of network to innovation In general our respondents perceive the out-

comes of network participation as beneficial to capture ideas, reduce distance with policy

makers, prevent them from insulation, know the right people and places to obtain infor-

mation from inside as well as outside the horticultural sector. Further advantages men-

tioned, were the possibility to exchange knowledge with colleagues and the higher

awareness of upcoming events and new important trends. Overall, networking is perceived

as an important strategic tool in attaining innovation: “You have to come out, I’m sure

about that. In my opinion, networking is very important for innovation” (farmer interview).
b) Influencing factors We found that the internal influencing factors are valid for all

the types of innovations. An important internal factor with a negative impact on net-

working is the lack of human resources, including problems in terms of networking

skills and a lack of entrepreneurial spirit of the growers: “The number of growers is

diminishing in the ornamental plant sector, and so does the entrepreneurial spirit.
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Growers don’t see the need to attend network activities anymore […]. Your future is not

made when attending a network activity, but the penny has to be dropped in order that

you can start thinking about your own operations” (farmer interview). The size and

structure of the companies are also internal factors which influence the network activ-

ity of the growers. Not all the companies are structured in a way that the managers or

employees are able to leave the farm to attend a network activity: “If I’m not here, the

production can’t continue” (farmer interview). Furthermore, growers are not always

open towards new ideas and change, nor willing to share information. Another ob-

served internal factor with a negative impact on networking is related to a bad financial

situation of the grower, resulting in fear to communicate with colleagues and the ten-

dency to isolate themselves on the farm: “It doesn’t go well within the sector. In such sit-

uations, people feel less like leaving their farm” (focus group).

As the external influencing factors are in a large extent related to the type of innova-

tions, they will be discussed in the following paragraphs.

Product innovation

a) Contribution of network to innovation For product innovation, the vertical rela-

tionships with suppliers and buyers are important. Seed and plant suppliers develop

products responding to market demands and only contact growers in the final stage of

market implementation. One farmer explains how he sees product innovation in the

sector: “We are constantly looking for new breeds. In fact, that is not our task, the sup-

plier does this. Every year, they try thousand new breeds, of which four or five are good

to try on small scale in their company. After several years of trying, they look for growers

who are willing to grow products on a larger scale. We often try them and if they are

OK, next year, they are in their catalogue” (farmer interview).

During the last years, there has also been a collaboration project with research insti-

tutes to develop new races. This can be on an individual basis, or via a producer

organization: “When talking about product innovations and improvement of breeds, we

mostly collaborate with research centres such as ILVO (The Institute for Agricultural

and Fisheries Research. For more information: http://www.ilvo.vlaanderen.be/) and PCS

(Research centre for ornamental plants. For more information: http://www.pcsierteelt.

be/)’ (farmer interview). Flemish examples of producer associations are AZANOVA

and BEST-select, representing respectively 21 progressive azalea growers and 20 tree

nursery growers, working together with ILVO to develop market oriented product

innovations.
b) Influencing factors Having a good relationship with buyers is clearly perceived as a

factor positively influencing product innovation. The following grower specifies his close

relationship: “I have several buyers with whom I have a very good relationship, who are

open for innovation and who are critical. That is what we need. We do not call each other

on a daily basis, but we have good contact. Not everything that we produce is fantastic, so

they have to inform us about things which can be improved, in order that we can think

about it, and do suggestions for improvement” (farmer interview).

Attending exhibitions significantly increases the contact with the buyers: “Every month,

we exhibit at the fair in Flanders Expo. The exporters come to us, together with their

http://www.ilvo.vlaanderen.be/
http://www.pcsierteelt.be/
http://www.pcsierteelt.be/
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foreign clients. The majority of them know me personally which I consider as very important

to have a good feeling with my buyers” (farmer interview). Also a good contact with traders

is important for product innovations. “They serve us with ideas and are stimulating us to

cultivate new races” (farmer interview). A good relationship with the exporters is crucial:

“Several exporters talk with us, and by talking, they know you, and do an extra effort to sell

your products. If something is wrong with my products, I prefer that they inform us, and

that they not just go to another producer” (farmer interview).

For producer organizations collaborating for product innovation, competition among

colleagues can be an important hindering factor: “Within the group [AZANOVA], I

often perceive farmers shielding off their company. They join, do not say anything, and

give no input, which disturbs the group dynamics. They say nothing, and in the end, if a

decision will be made, they are suddenly against the decision. If we would be more open

with colleagues, it would be easier” (farmer interview).

A farmer not participating in the aforementioned producer organization mentioned

that he would prefer to invest a bigger amount, but with a smaller number of growers.

According to him: “it is impossible to form a strong group, if you see all the members,

and how they counteract each other” (farmer interview).

Process innovation

a) Contribution of network to innovation For process innovations, growers can rely on

a wide variety of networks, mostly within their sector. It is crucial to note that when

growers aim to improve their own production process, they have to know the alternative

processes, materials and equipment to be potentially used. Colleagues are an important

partner to exchange this kind of information. These encounters often occur on an informal

basis, for instance after the official part of an organized network activity by a third party

such as a sector association, research institute or consultant. The network coordinator of

Sietinet (A network established and coordinated by ILVO in cooperation with eight other

Flemish research institutes with the aim to improve the translation and transfer of research

results to the ornamental plant sector. The network was funded by the government from

2004 to 2012, and currently continues its operation as a ‘Sietinet community’) for example

observed how a lot of new ideas come up when people “stay and talk”.

Also contacts with equipment suppliers are considered as fruitful: “We sat together

several times with the installers of the potting machine. We were discussing and puzzling

a lot” (farmer interview).

A lot of ideas for process innovations are also obtained via input suppliers (e.g. seeds,

young plants, phyto-products and fertilizers). Moreover, extension services, offered by

paid consultants or public administrations and research institutions, guide growers in

their process innovations. The practical based research institutes, which mostly focus

on short term results, are preferred among the Flemish growers. The universities,

which focus on basic and long-term research, are less used for process innovations than

for product innovations. Also producer associations and more specifically the ICARD

(Innovation Centre for Agricultural and Rural Development ) play an important role in

this matter: “Because that [ICARD] is actually a player who brings together various par-

ties to support the innovation process” (focus group).

Furthermore, financial providers provide the necessary funds, while public adminis-

trations are contacted when applying for investment subsidies.
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b) Influencing factors Similar as for product innovations, competitive behaviour nega-

tively influences the possibility of networks to contribute to process innovations. Re-

markable is the reluctance to share information with colleagues. With regard to process

innovation, it is particularly the fear of a competitor taking over one’s acquired ‘stock of

knowledge’ that plays a role. As one farmer expressed: “If I found a good way of work-

ing, nobody should have a look at it!” or also: “We do the seed treatment all by our-

selves. That is something that requires years of knowledge and expertise, and it should

not just be exhibited” (farmer interviews).

An important factor negatively influencing cooperation with suppliers of equipment

is the impossibility to find a suitable partner: “We contacted a number of companies,

and asked them to put some prototypes on paper, but none met our expectations, so we

continued to work manually” (farmer interview).

Concerning the network activities organized by third parties, which are mostly used

for process innovations, a negative influencing factor is the low perceived added value.

Respondents mentioned that the same topic is too often returning on different events:

“For example, the study day of this year and the one of last year, they were the same.

They now started with research about IPM (Integrated Pest Management) and be sure,

it will be the same for the coming two-three years, IPM again and again” (focus group).

Another important hindering factor for networking with third parties such as public

administration, research institutions, universities, etc. is that the threshold to contact

them is often too high. Additionally, the restricted focus on more policy related topics

(e.g. IPM) is often not highly appreciated and might lead to a sceptic attitude towards

government and third parties. As one network coordinator states: “One of the things

that play a role is the fact that growers are very distrustful of the government. Because

the government signifies tax, law, obligations, etc., and that all costs money” (network

coordinator). Moreover, as growers’ problems and hence the required information is

considered to be very company specific, they spend a lot of time listening to less rele-

vant information: “Everyone should look for information responding to his proper needs”

(farmer interview). Additionally, growers state that they are often not aware of orga-

nized activities:

� Respondent 1: “I think that a lot of information is not properly communicated with

the sector. Let’s say the tour that will be organized at the potting compost firm next

week, and the visit to the coal-heater within two weeks, are you aware of that?”
Respondent 2: “No”’

Respondent 3: “How do you know that?”

Respondent 2: “And who organizes that?” (focus group)

� “They [ICARD] did not announce it properly. […] I think they should announce their

activities better. There are enough membership lists etc…” (farmer interview).

With regard to the networking with research institutes, recent initiatives of collabor-

ation with growers, such as Sietinet, have proven to be successful: “We now have much

more contact with research centres than before. The idea of the professor in the univer-

sity, the tower, the threshold, is slightly disappearing. During workshops, farmers have

the possibilities to have a chat with researchers” (farmer interview). However, the

recent withdrawal of public funding for Sietinet is seen as a problem: “The government
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wants to encourage networking, but now that there is a successful network, funding

stops” (farmer interview).

The unique cooperation between fundamental and practice based research centres

and the growers is perceived as a positive factor: “Research institutes work closely to-

gether, much better than in neighbouring countries. For example, two weeks ago, I

attended the royal horticultural society, a conference for the whole world. There, ILVO

was talking about a boxwood disease. This shows that we are much further than others.

That’s through the unique combination between scientific and practical based research

and us, who cooperate as a producer organization” (farmer interview).

Some growers do have the opinion that research is too much driven by government

programs, such as the increasing demands in terms of sustainability (cf. supra), impos-

ing stringent and costly requirements on the growers: “The growers say to the research

institutions: you get money from the government to conduct research on sustainable

farming, which increases our costs. And sometimes this creates a tension”; “You should

not help them [the research institutions] too much, because if they invent something new

you have to apply it, which increases our costs” (farmer interview).

Private consultants make an important contribution to process innovations, since

they can deliver tailored advice. For many growers this type of advice is preferred, since

their problems and hence their required information is very company specific. A disad-

vantage could be that network activities are neglected, because they count on their con-

sultant to attend such activities: “And effectively, it may be true that some people do not

go to meetings, because they think I am attending them” (consultant). On the other

hand, an interviewed consultant mentions the high level of participation and recogni-

tion for his annual networking event, which is in the words of a farmer “short, to the

point, and solid” (farmer interview).

The ICARD, founded several years ago by a producer association, is too little known

among the ornamental plant growers. Also, growers who know the organization are not

always aware of the added value: “Yes, we know this organization, but at that time I did

not think they could tell me something extra”; “I do not know if this is really used and

appreciated” (focus group and farmer interview).

The value of networking with other sectors, both within and outside agriculture, is

hardly recognized by a large part of the growers: “We already know most of our crop.

If something is organized on a different kind of crop, we think that this will not be inter-

esting for us” (focus group). This citation also shows that many growers mainly think

production-oriented.

Marketing innovation

a) Contribution of network to innovation The introduction and success of marketing

innovations is perceived as a difficult process: “Innovation is important, but it is not

easy to place a new product into the market. It’s a long way, a very hard road. Market

innovation is much harder than product innovation”. Networking with colleagues home

and abroad can facilitate marketing innovation, for example, a grower introduced a

self-service field with cut-flowers. He “discovered the idea with a colleague who offers

similar services” (farmer interview). To obtain more information, he went to Germany,

where a colleague-farmer owns several fields. “He [other farmer] gives advice with re-

spect to technical topics and selection of breeds” (farmer interview). Furthermore,
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several collaborative initiatives are set up to market the plants. There is for example

‘BE.plants’, a collaboration of five Belgian growers of garden plants: “We are no

competitors, but we complement each other well so that we can offer a good mix of

plants, can assure delivery continuity, and the collaboration enables the exhibition of

our products at fairs as we can share the exhibition costs’ (farmer interview). This gives

the growers access to each other’s networks, makes the group more visible and leads to

competitive advantage for all the members.

Being aware of consumer needs is an important factor for marketing innovations. For

this, vertical networks, mainly with buyers such as wholesalers, traders and end-

consumers, can also provide new ideas for farmers which can be transformed into mar-

keting innovation. “Going to see and listen to buyers is very important, asking whether

they see or expect changes” (farmer interview). To this regard, participation in inter-

national trade fairs may be of interest. Also a yearly international study tour of the orna-

mental plant growers, organized by a government consultant, proved to provide

significant insight into international consumer demands. Paid consultants can also be

a fruitful source for ideas with respect to marketing innovations: ‘I go to customers of

my customers inland and abroad to identify their requirements with respect to pack-

ages, pot sizes, varieties and to follow up market evolutions’ (network coordinator

interview - consultant). Finally the ICARD is offering services in the field of marketing

innovation.

b) Influencing factors As with other types of innovation, distrust between colleagues

hinders marketing innovation: “Everyone does his best for himself”. Here, a particular

concern is related to the preservation of the company identity: “A couple of years ago, I

had the idea to bring all the producers of our product together and to promote the prod-

uct instead of the individual companies. At the time we would design the logo, two fac-

tors hindered this: First, growers had their own logo and did not want to replace it and

second, they did not want to pay for it. You increasingly feel that companies have their

own strategy to reach the market, and are decreasingly interested in promotion of the

product” (farmer interview).

With respect to vertical networks, problems arise when chain members do not con-

sider each other as potential partners for collaboration. Perceived conflicts of interest

sustain the disbelief that collaboration efforts would deliver greater benefits for all

chain members: “Mostly, wholesalers are not prepared to work together on a respectful

basis with the growers” (farmer interview). Also, strategic visions on innovation often

differ between chain members. For example in the stage of the implementation of a

product, all chain partners have to be involved and convinced about the advantages.

This often seems to be difficult: “Developing a new product is a long process, but the

marketing of it is even a harder way. First, breeders have to accept it, second the retailer

and then the end-consumer” (farmer interview).

Good communication between the actors within the chain is an important factor

stimulating marketing innovation. “We [plant propagators] observe that growers are not

very creative, thus we try to look for creative solutions for them and introduce them in

the chain. We do some marketing experiments with new colours, other pot sizes, you

name it… a good communication with the breeder and the growers is hence crucial”

(farmer interview).
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As mentioned above, international trade fairs can be important in order to be-

come aware of consumer needs. However, for some growers participation to these

fairs has become too expensive: “We used to participate in almost every fair, but

nowadays that costs so much money that we limit ourselves to the most important

fairs” (farmer interview). Cooperation with colleagues can be an option to share

these costs.

Organizational innovation

a) Contribution of network to innovation Organizational innovations often concern

several domains of the company, implying ample decisions to be made. For this reason,

it is important to have adequate knowledge with respect to the different domains. A

combination of networking with horizontal and vertical networks as well as with third

parties seems to have a huge influence on the success of organizational innovations and

is hence advised. People with access to a lot of contacts, are able to build up a larger

knowledge base (Pittaway et al. 2004).

For organizational innovation, it is observed that contacts with people from outside

the sector are often much more important than for other types of innovations. Next to

the traditional networks in the horticultural sector, cross-sectoral networks such as

business clubs where employers of different sectors can meet each other play a signifi-

cant role in this type of innovation. Those contacts and conversations are fruitful and

inspiring for issues related to generic business management: “I learn much more from

companies outside the sector, although you don’t see immediately the link with our ac-

tivities, but on the level of generic business management such as marketing, financial

and business planning, logistics, I never consult our own sector” (farmer interview).

Other sources of learning about general business management are mainly expert advi-

sors or consultants such as accountants. Also innovation support centres can play a

role in supporting organizational innovation. With regard to organizational innovation,

the think tank “Ornamental Plant Strategy 2020” is an important network at sector

level.

b) Influencing factors A factor hindering networking for organizational innovations is

the high threshold to connect with colleagues from outside the sector: “I am a chatter-

box, but still… You are standing there [business club]. This is very difficult. You are

standing there on your own at the bar. […] Then, you hope that you’ll meet someone

who can form a link, but sometimes, it is like dying. I don’t know, but personally, this is

not always easy for me” (farmer interview). Also it takes time to get to know these

people better: “You can’t just say to a stranger, hey I am [name] from [company], can

you tell me more about the organization of your company? It’s not working in this way.

You need to know those people, and this takes time. This is quite a task for me”. A

bottleneck is that despite the advantages, some growers don’t see the utility to engage

in business clubs.

Another factor that can hinder networking for organizational innovations is the diffi-

culty to apply the lessons learnt in the own company: “A lot of theories are used, but

the practical implication is another story” (farmer interview). Because of these difficul-

ties, some growers prefer to exchange management experiences with their own

colleagues, although these contacts are usually limited.
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Respondent: “Especially when it comes to management, I find it more useful to speak

to another grower who is doing well”.

Interviewer: “And do you have many of such contacts?”

Respondent: “I have some of these counsellors, or how I call it, but still too few”.

With regard to cooperation with other colleagues in terms of organization, some

growers are afraid of losing their freedom: “I am not in favour of group buying, because I

also have to give up my freedom” (farmer interview). The individualism of the growers is

an important obstacle for cooperation among colleagues: “We did not expect much from

cooperation in the field of logistics and that individualism is more common in the tree nur-

sery sector than for example in the glasshouse vegetable sector” (farmer interview).

Third parties can play an important role in supporting organizational innovations,

but here also a number of bottlenecks are reported. Organized network activities

mainly focus on product or process innovation, while financial or organizational

aspects are neglected: “It’s been a long time since there was a meeting on financial

aspects” (focus group).

Consultants often do have a lack of knowledge on organizational innovations. Avail-

ability of the required expertise is an important factor determining whether or not a

grower appeals to a consultant for supporting organizational innovations: “This man

has a lot of expertise within our sector, a real enrichment and he is so passionate about

his job. He is guiding two collaborative networks. This is so fantastic. And also the

relationships he built up during his career” (farmer interview).

Also limited awareness of the existence of certain organizations, such as the innovation

support centres, which can support organizational innovations, is a limiting factor.

In short, we can say that the network partners consulted are dependent on the type

of innovation. Furthermore, it was found that internal influencing factors are valid for

all types of innovation, while the external ones are also related to the innovation type.

In the following paragraph, the main findings are summarized and confronted with

existing literature.

Discussion
This paper investigated the role of networking in the development and implementation

of different types of innovation in the ornamental plant sector. Furthermore, the influ-

encing factors for networking were identified. Therefore, a twofold research question

was formulated: ‘What is the role of networking in the development and implementa-

tion of innovations and what factors influence this relationship?’. The qualitative re-

search methodology used, based on in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, is

found to be suitable to gain a better understanding of the examined topic. Overall, net-

working is perceived as an important strategic tool to come to innovation in the sector.

It can be hampered or facilitated by numerous factors. We observed that the networks

used by ornamental plant growers are to a high extent dependent on the type of

innovation, as also was the case with other SMEs (Ritter and Gemünden 2004).

The external influencing factors, which are linked to the strategic environment, were

largely related to the type of innovation. The internal factors, however, were mostly

valid for all types of innovation.

Internal factors negatively influencing the relationship between networking and

innovation are a lack of human resources, including problems in terms of networking
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skills and a lack of entrepreneurial spirit. Furthermore, growers are not always open to-

ward new ideas and change and willing to share information, especially when the eco-

nomic situation is bad. The size and structure of the companies can also form a

hindering factor related to the inability of managers or employees to leave the company

to attend a network activity. Understanding these internal limiting factors, which can

be generalized for small enterprises in general (e.g. Kaufmann and Tödtling 2002), is of

great importance for network coordinators.

For product innovations, horizontal collaboration is found to be hardly important.

Also in SMEs in general, this type of collaboration does not seem to be the most appro-

priate mechanism to achieve product innovations (Bayona et al. 2001; Nieto and

Santamaria 2007). On the opposite, our study indicates that vertical collaboration (with

suppliers and buyers) is very important for product innovations. Collaboration with

suppliers enables a firm to reduce the risks and lead times of product development,

while enhancing flexibility, product quality and market adaptability (Chung and Kim

2003). Furthermore, there is strong evidence that getting market information from

buyers, and, in some cases, direct involvement between buyers and firms leads to more

successful new product development (Atuahene-Gima 1995; Souder et al. 1997).

Research institutes seem to have a positive influence on product innovations, which

can be related to the presence of fundamental knowledge in plant breeding. Factors

with a negative influence on the relationship between networking and product

innovation are the lack of trust between the chain partners and the high threshold of

research institutes. However, recent collaboration initiatives with research institutes

with the aim of product innovation proved to be successful and should be further en-

couraged in the future.

With regard to process innovations, the vertical network also plays an important role.

Suppliers actively bring new ideas or provide equipment to the farms to develop better

production facilities, reduce production costs or decrease processing time. This is not

always a linear process, as often new machines are developed in collaboration with

growers. Next to the vertical network, farmers frequently consult horizontal networks

during the development of process innovations. Consultants are also perceived as im-

portant sources of information and knowledge for process innovation. They provide

fundamental scientific or technological knowledge, but more commonly provide ap-

plied knowledge, specialist skills and information. Furthermore, research institutes and

universities were found as partners for process innovations. The results reveal that the

universities, which focus on basic and long-term research, are less used for process in-

novations than for product innovations in the ornamental plant sector. This was also

the case in SME research (Robin and Schubert 2013).

The competition and distrust between colleagues is a factor hindering networking for

process innovation. However, collaboration with colleagues-competitors needs not to be

(directly) competitive. Farmers can collaborate when they face common problems and es-

pecially where these problems are seen as being outside the realms of competition and/or

when by collaborating they can influence the nature of the regulatory environment, which

is an important influencing factor for process innovations. Farmers also often collaborate

with each other when they are not direct competitors of each other. For example, when

they produce different plants, but make use of similar techniques. A mentioned factor hin-

dering collaboration between growers and suppliers is the inability to find a suitable
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partner. Growers increasingly attach importance to tailored information, which is also

reflected in the factors that impede participation in networking activities. The information

provided on such activities is often perceived as too general. Paid consultants can respond

to this need, but it should be taken into account that they also rely on information from

other growers, suppliers, governmental research institutes, etc.

For marketing innovations, horizontal collaboration with colleagues and vertical col-

laboration with buyers is most frequently observed in this study. Collaboration with

other entrepreneurs can be instrumental in gaining insights into tendencies and needs

of consumers, which can help with the development of promotional campaigns (Lister

2013). Buyers can usefully support innovators through identifying market opportunities

and likely market potential (Pittaway et al. 2004). Buyers can also help to define innova-

tions and, therefore, reduce the risk associated with market introduction (Von Hippel

1988). Cooperating with buyers in the development of innovations is likely to be most

common when the market for the innovation is poorly defined (Tether 2002). Market-

ing innovation is perceived as a much harder process than product innovation. The dis-

trust between colleagues and the fear of losing proper identity are important hindering

factors for networking. Also conflicts of interests between partners, a divergent stra-

tegic vision and disbelief that collaboration efforts would deliver greater benefits for all

chain members are important bottlenecks. A better communication between the actors

within the chain can be an important remedial factor.

Regarding organizational innovations, according to our study, a combination of

networking with horizontal and vertical networks as well as with third parties seems

to have a huge influence on the success of the innovations. This seems to be evident

as organizational innovation concerns several domains of the company and hence a

lot of decisions have to be made for which knowledge is required and is only

present among a variety of partners. Pittaway et al. (2004) also found that more

complex innovation processes benefit from engagement with a diverse range of part-

ners which allows for the integration of different knowledge bases, behaviours and

habits of thought.

Hindering factors are the high threshold to connect with colleagues from outside the

sector and the difficulty to apply the lessons learnt in the own company. Expert consul-

tants, who dispose of the required expertise, can play an important role in stimulating

organizational innovation.

Conclusions and implications
Starting from the premise that the establishment of network relations can provide

an avenue to address innovation problems in SMEs and ornamental plant cultivation

in particular, the main contribution of this paper is to shed light on the relation

between networking and the different types of innovation, and the factors influen-

cing these relations. In contrast to the majority of the innovation studies, which

are focusing on technological innovation i.e. product and process innovations

(van Galen and Verstegen 2008), this study includes also marketing and organizational

innovations.

By looking at the link between innovation type and network partner, we find that net-

work partners differ depending on the innovation type. Furthermore, the qualitative re-

search approach provides unique insights into the factors influencing networking in the
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ornamental plant sector in particular. The results of this study lead to the following re-

search related and managerial implications:
Research related implications

The present research contributes to the gap in the literature on the relations between net-

working and the different types of innovation. In the paper, we focus on ornamental plant

cultivation in Flanders (Northern Belgium), mainly consisting of micro-sized and family

owned businesses, characterized by strong individualism (Van Lierde et al. 2011). Hence,

other researchers are encouraged to initiate research on this topic in Europe and the world.

The qualitative research approach enabled us to identify and understand the main

factors influencing the relation between networking and type of innovation. In order to

quantify the importance of the several influencing factors, future research could benefit

from a mixed methods design, where the qualitative approach is complemented with a

quantitative approach (Creswell 2003).
Managerial implications

The findings of this research may have implications for the managers of ornamental plant

companies as well as network coordinators in this sector. Our study provides specific in-

sights into the network partners which should be involved for the several types of innovation,

and delivers understanding in how influencing factors can be tackled or exploited.

In general, growers could take advantage of the underutilized innovation possibilities

through enhanced networking. This would increase the farmers’ insights into changing

markets and consumer needs and the necessary and relevant partners and information

as trigger for innovation. It is important that farmers are aware of the merit of partner

suitability for the innovation type they are aiming at.

For network coordinators, it is important to take account of the internal limiting factors

of the companies, and to set up a clear strategy and communicate for which innovations

their network can advise and help the farmer. Furthermore, network coordinators could

focus on improving their approachability and try to increase the added value of activities

by aligning them better with the needs of the farmers. They should apply strategies to con-

nect with each other in the most effective and efficient way (e.g. Birley 1985).
Limitations and future research

Literature about the relationship between networking and the different types of innovation

within the agricultural sector is scarce. The present study focuses on the ornamental plant

sector in the Flemish region (Northern Belgium) in particular, which has the limitation

that the generalizability of the results across other agricultural sectors needs to be care-

fully considered. The study, however, is providing a starting point for future studies on this

topic. Other researchers are hence encouraged to support results of Flanders by investigat-

ing the influencing factors of networking for innovation in other agricultural sectors and

regions in Europe and the world.
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