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1.    Introduction

In the European Union the awareness to retain cultural heritage within the different European
regions is rising. An important element of the cultural heritage is the production of traditional
food products. Few published studies are related to traditional food products and even less to
innovation in this specific food sector. Taking into consideration the increasing demand for tra-
ditional food products and the importance of innovation to gain competitive advantage, there is
a great need to carry out research in this field. 

In the frame of this research a traditional food network is understood as the network of traditio-
nal food firms, research centers and stakeholders of this sector. A traditional food firm (TFF) is
comprehended as a manufacturer of traditional food products, with special attention to small
and medium sized TFFs. Hereby, a new definition of traditional food products has been de-
veloped. This definition states that the key production steps of a traditional food product must
be performed in a certain area, which can be national, regional or local. The traditional food pro-
duct must have an authentic recipe (mix of ingredients), and/or an authentic origin of raw ma-
terial, and/or an authentic production process. Furthermore, it must be commercially available
for the public in stores or restaurants for at least 50 years and it must be part of the gastronomic
heritage, which can be described in a one-page story (Gellynck et al., 2006a).

In the literature, it is emphasized that a network, rather than a single firm determines the poten-
tial for innovation (Pittaway et al., 2004; Powell et al., 1996). Innovation involves changes in
an organization (Damanpour, 1991). On the one hand, it is a response to changes of the firm’s
internal or external environment and a preventive step to anticipate changes in the firm’s envi-
ronment on the other. The implementation of organizational innovation contributes to the per-
formance and effectiveness of TFFs and their networks (Damanpour, 1991; Gellynck et al.,
2006c). Therefore, innovation is regarded as an important strategic tool to obtain competitive
advantage (Avermaete et al., 2004a; Gellynck et al., 2006b). However, not all TFFs develop and
implement organizational innovation through their network. Therefore, the aim of the present
paper is to construct a conceptual framework for the investigation of barriers and drivers of or-
ganizational innovation developed by TFFs in traditional food networks.
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2.    Innovation and Network

Innovation can be defined as an ongoing process of learning, searching and exploring resulting
in new products, new techniques, new forms of organization and new markets (Lundvall, 1995).
Organizational innovation is the development and/or adoption of a system, policy, process, pro-
duct or external relation that is new to the organization (Damanpour, 1991; Murphy, 2002). 

In traditional food firms (TFFs) the focus is mainly on innovation that improves products and
processes and which reduces the costs (Scozzi et al., 2005), but seldom on organizational inno-
vation (Humphreys et al., 2005). Although, organizational strength in a firm is encouraging the
innovation process (Ussman et al., 1999) and increasing the firm’s competitive advantage (Mur-
phy, 2002). Innovation in TFFs is often achieved through the improvement of networking
(Avermaete and Viaene, 2002). Therefore, TFFs need an environment that stimulates innovati-
on and improves networking activities. The creation of such an environment can be supported
by government, for instance by improving the infrastructure for networking (Scozzi et al., 2005;
Ussman et al., 1999). However, evidence shows that TFFs are mainly not aware of the im-
portance of being innovative and often face difficulties to gain access to institutions, such as re-
search centers, and government (Avermaete et al., 2003; Ussman et al., 1999). Nevertheless,
innovation should be a major concern to achieve competitive advantage.

Research on organizational innovation is usually focusing on how a firm’s management can be
improved. In this paper, a broader approach is issued, investigating the network’s role in orga-
nizational innovation. Studies indicates that the place of innovation is not anymore the indivi-
dual firm alone but increasingly the network in which the firm is embedded (Pittaway et al.,
2004; Powell et al., 1996). Thereby, innovation is a result of combined transformation of the
firm’s external and internal resources through the network (Gellynck et al., 2006c). 

A network can be described as the place where actors within one or between several related in-
dustrial sectors interact and cooperate to add value for the customer (Omta, 2004). Networks are
formed because they offer opportunities for new relationships, links or markets and allow access
to new or complementary competencies and technologies (Lazzarini et al., 2001; Pittaway et al.,
2004). Therefore, to advance the innovation process, it is very important to integrate suppliers,
customers and third parties (e.g. government, research centers etc.) into the food network. They
will support the innovation process and reduce the risk of innovation, e.g. by joint cost mana-
gement (Omta, 2002; Pittaway et al., 2004). Since networks increase the flow of information,
they play an important role for the diffusion and adoption of innovation (Pittaway et al., 2004). 

3.    Research objectives

The innovation capacity of a network is depending on the innovation capacity of the participa-
ting firms. TFFs are more innovative when they are able to join, cooperate and manage interac-
tions in networks (Gellynck et al., 2006c). Consequently, this leads to an increased innovation
capacity of the network. However, the development and adoption of innovations through net-
working is often hampered by lacking resources for the formation and participation in networks
(Pittaway et al., 2004). 
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Therefore, the objective of the present paper is to build and discuss a framework for identifying
barriers and drivers of organizational innovation in traditional food networks (see Figure 1). 

4.    Conceptual Framework

In the process of developing innovation competences in a TFF the network plays an important
role. It is the place where the internal and external resources of a firm are combined and trans-
formed into innovation (Gellynck et al., 2006c). This results in a new product, process, way of
organization or market choice (Lundvall, 1995). In this research the focus is on how TFFs use
internal and external resources in a network to achieve organizational innovation and by which
factors the achievement of organizational innovation is stimulated or hampered. The conceptual
framework is presented in Figure 1.

External resources belong to the firm’s strategic environment and include the potential of busi-
ness-to-business relationships, available infrastructure for networking, and access and support
to/from research centers and government (Avermaete and Viaene, 2002; Scozzi et al., 2005;
Ussman et al., 1999).  Internal resources contain a large number of firm characteristics, such as
the R&D structure, financial structure, firm’s size, and qualified staff (Diederen et al., 2000;
Grünert et al., 1997). 

The innovation competence of a TFF is dependent on the present internal resources but in addi-
tion external sources of information and other external inputs are essential as well (Avermaete
et al., 2004b). Therefore the firm needs to combine internal with external resources in the net-
work. Through the optimal use of both internal and external resources in the network, a TFF can
become innovative and able to achieve competitive advantage (Cassiman and Veugelers, 2002;
Lengnick-Hall, 1992).

Figure1. Conceptual Framework for investigation of barriers and drivers (B&D) of innovation
               in traditional food networks, adapted from Gellynck, Vermeire and Viaene, 2006

Drivers and barriers for organizational innovation in high and low performing TFFs are explo-
red on the network level (see Figure 1: Conceptual framework for investigation of barriers and
drivers (B&D) of innovation in traditional food networks, adapted from Gellynck, Vermeire &
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Viaene, 20061). The investigation of barriers and drivers is done in three European Countries,
which represents different European regions and hereby different cultural heritages – Northern
Europe (Belgium), Southern Europe (Italy) and Central Europe (Hungary1) .

5.   Hypotheses

Innovation literature about small and medium sized TFFs indicates that the innovation compet-
ence of TFFs is low and that numerous barriers hinder the innovation process. Those barriers
are both related to the internal and external resources of a firm, including the participation in
and the organization of a network. 

Nevertheless, few drivers of innovative TFFs are described in the literature. These TFFs are
using the possibilities for collaboration with suppliers, retailers, customers and third party insti-
tutions, such as government and research centers (Avermaete et al., 2004a; Janzen and de Vlie-
ger, 1999). The use of such networks allow high performing TFFs to achieve access to new
ideas, information and advice (Pittaway et al., 2004) and to achieve competitive advantage (Gel-
lynck et al., 2006c). 

Based on the conceptual framework and the above mentioned reasoning it is hypothesised that: 
     (1) The development and adoption of organizational innovation in TFFs is positively correla-
           ted with higher network activities.
     (2) The development and adoption of organizational innovation in TFFs is positively correla-
           ted with the intensity of participation in a network.

6.    Conclusions and Future research steps

Participation in traditional food networks is enhancing the innovation capacity of TFFs (Gel-
lynck et al., 2006c). The development and implementation of organizational innovation can
increase the performance and competitiveness of TFFs (Murphy, 2002). However, TFFs often
face barriers to join networks (Pittaway et al., 2004) and, furthermore, they focus mainly on
other than organizational innovation (Humphreys et al., 2005; Scozzi et al., 2005). Consequent-
ly, the investigation of organizational innovation in traditional food networks is challenging.
The present paper contributes to the research of traditional food firms and innovation in that spe-
cific food sector by proposing a framework to investigate barriers and drivers of organizational
innovation developed by TFFs in traditional food networks. 

In the future research steps it is necessary to investigate the dynamics between network and or-
ganizational innovation. Therefore, the factors for organizational innovation are identified in
high and low performing TFFs through qualitative research. Furthermore, the networking acti-
vities/-intensity of TFFs and the thereby used external and internal resources for successful or-
ganizational innovation are explored by qualitative research as well. The results will then be
verified through quantitative research. 

These research steps should lead to the identification and investigation of barriers and drivers
for organizational innovation developed by TFFs in traditional food networks. As a result, a
strategy will be developed to enhance the development and implementation of organizational

1. The underlying research is carried out in the frame of the TRUEFOOD (Traditional United Europe Food) 
integrated project (6th Framework Programme). 
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innovation in TFFs to improve their performance and competitive advantage.

1. Summarized the future research steps are:
2. Investigation of the dynamics between network and organizational innovation.
3. Identification of high and low performing TFFs regarding their organizational innovativen-

ess;
4. Exploration of TFFs’ networking activities and external and internal resources used for suc-

cessful organizational innovation;
5. Exploration of the intensity of participation in networks;
6. Investigation of barriers and drivers from high and low performing TFFs. 
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