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The overall objective of CASA, a Coordination and Support Action (CSA), is a 

consolidated common agricultural and wider bioeconomy research agenda 

within the European Research Area. 

CASA will achieve this by bringing the Standing Committee on Agricultural 

Research (SCAR), which has already contributed significantly to this objective in 

the past, to the next level of performance as a research policy think tank. CASA 

will efficiently strengthen the strengths and compensate for the insufficiencies of 

SCAR and thus help it evolve further into “SCAR plus”. 

Written by: Dr Laura Devaney & Dr Maeve Henchion, Teagasc 
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Background Context 

The SCAR 2017 conference was held during the Estonian Presidency of the Council of 
the European Union on 4th and 5th December 2017 in Tallinn, Estonia. Entitled 
"Research and innovation policy, state-of-play and the role of SCAR in the European 
Bioeconomy", the conference was attended by 68 participants from 28 countries (see 
Appendix 1) mostly from national ministries responsible for agriculture and food (with 
some forestry and fisheries also) as well as representatives from a number of research 
institutes and funding bodies. The hosting of the SCAR Plenary on the 6th December in 
Tallinn further ensured commitment and attendance from high level SCAR 
representatives from a diverse range of national contexts. 

A full report of the conference will be published on the conference website1, 
highlighting the diversity of speakers and topics discussed over the two days. This 
included a focus on: the impact of SCAR outcomes at European and national scales; 
representativeness and inclusiveness in the SCAR; the structure and role of the SCAR 
within the research and innovation (R&I) policy landscape; and increasing visibility of 
SCAR objectives, activities, benefits and outcomes for member countries. On the first 
day of the conference, Session 3 was dedicated to a series of group discussions on the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) of the SCAR as well as 
considerations of its next steps in the future. Results from a recent review of the 
European bioeconomy R&I policy landscape were initially presented to provide broader 
context for these discussions. Preliminary results from a SWOT analysis of the SCAR 
were then detailed and the session invited comments and feedback through tailored 
group activities. Key aims of the workshop included confirming and elaborating 
preliminary SWOT results to work towards recommendations for improved SCAR 
functioning and organisation in the future. An outline of the workshop is presented in 
this SWOT Workshop Report. Full results will be presented in CASA D3.2 related to the 
SWOT of the SCAR. 

 

 

 

Workshop Format 

Introduction 

Commencing at 13.30 on the 4th December 2017, Rolf Stratmann (Projektträger Jülich) 
introduced the SWOT workshop while also giving a brief overview of the CASA project. 
This included an outline of the five CASA work packages that focus on SCAR 
representativeness (WP1), added value and greater impact (WP2), strengthening 
strategic advice (WP3), SCAR communications (WP4) and overall project management 
(WP5). Maeve Henchion (Teagasc) presented next, outlining headline results from a 
recent review of the Bioeconomy Research and Innovation Policy Landscape 
completed as part of CASA WP3 (full report available for download here). Through this 
presentation, the range of relevant bioeconomy R&I policies and programmes nested 
within different Directorate Generals (DGs) were highlighted (including DG Agriculture, 
DG Grow and DG R&I) with many reported to be attempting to address the range of 
structural innovation system failures facing the European bioeconomy (e.g. 
infrastructural, capability, network and institutional failures). Persistent gaps in R&I 

                                                
1
 https://scar-europe.org/index.php/home-scar/events/conferences  

https://scar-europe.org/index.php/casa-documents
https://scar-europe.org/index.php/home-scar/events/conferences
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policy addressing transformational system failures were nevertheless also outlined, 
including in terms of policy coordination, bioeconomy directionality, demand articulation 
and reflexivity. Setting the wider context for the SWOT workshop, examples of each 
initiative and failure were provided in this introductory presentation and can be further 
assessed in Devaney and Henchion (2017) and the workshop slides located in 
Appendix 2. 

Laura Devaney then presented preliminary SWOT results to emerge from an initial 
round of semi-structured interviews conducted with thirteen key informants relevant to 
the SCAR. It is widely accepted that one of the most reliable methods for ascertaining 
people’s opinions, motivations, perceptions and attitudes is to simply ask them. Thus, 
the qualitative interview, simply defined by Berg (2009, p101), as a “conversation with a 
purpose”, is regarded as an important and reliable source of data collection (Yin, 2003; 
Bell, 2006; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Contributing practical knowledge, personal 
experiences and historical context, interviews were thus conducted with participants 
from across the SCAR steering group, various strategic, collaborative and foresight 
working groups, European Research Area building initiatives and a number of EC 
delegates. As highlighted in Figure 1, the diversity of interviewees obtained for this 
preliminary analysis of the SCAR ensured a significant geographical reach across 
Europe. Each star in Figure 1 represents an individual interviewee and their associated 
country. Figure 2 meanwhile demonstrates the range of interview participants across 
professional affiliations including the decision making, implementation, output and 
overview tiers of the SCAR itself. The numbers on the right in Figure 2 indicate the 
exact number of interviewees per SCAR tier. 

 

 

Figure 1 Key informant interviewee profiles: geographic diversity 
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Figure 2 Key informant interviewee profiles: mapping onto current structure of the SCAR 

 

Headline preliminary results from the key informant interview phase were presented to 
the SCAR 2017 conference workshop participants with the intention of discussing and 
elaborating the results further through tailored workshop activities (Phase 2 of the 
SWOT of the SCAR research process). The apt combination of one-to-one interviews 
and SWOT workshop activities allowed for a greater depth of information to be 
uncovered through the former and increased breadth and consensus through the latter. 
An overview of the initial results presented to workshop participants is provided in 
Figure 3, highlighting seven strengths, seven weaknesses, seven opportunities and 
seven threats associated with the SCAR in its current configuration. Such a framework 
allowed workshop participants to engage in both an internal reflection regarding the 
SCAR structure and organisation (S, W) as well an external horizon scanning 
deliberation to help predict changes in the future (O, T) (Ghazinoory et al., 2011). 
These results are also further elaborated in the workshop slides in Appendix 2. 
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Breakout Activities 

Following the introductory context, SWOT workshop participants were split into their 
pre-assigned discussion groups in keeping with a previously designed Table Plan that 
ensured a mix of country profiles and affiliations per group. In total, eight groups were 
formed with approximately eight individuals per discussion group. A volunteer ‘Table 
Host’ was nominated in each group to ensure that discussion was kept on point (host 
aids and prompts were provided), everybody in the group had their say and to assist 
the facilitators with time-keeping and feedback activities. Participants were then 
introduced to the breakout workshop activities by Laura Devaney.  

Figure 3 SWOT of the SCAR: preliminary interview results 
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Breakout Activity 1 

Breakout Activity 1 involved a ‘sense check’ of the preliminary SWOT results 
presented, probing areas of agreement and disagreement amongst the 68 delegates 
present with the statements outlined in Figure 3. The exercise allowed for any 
miscommunications, factual inaccuracies and/or missed opportunities to be highlighted 
with regard to these preliminary interview results. Participants first worked in pairs to 
confirm or deny each SWOT element (7 in each SWOT category) before contributing to 
a group consensus poster (one for strengths, one for weaknesses, one for 
opportunities and one for threats in each group). On this A3 poster, each pair were 
asked to either assign a  (agree), X (disagree) or ? (unsure) depending on their level 
of agreement with the SWOT element in question. Further post-its were added by 
participants to elaborate any areas of disagreement or missed opportunities deemed 
important to include in the final SWOT results. Image Set 1 provides examples of the 
flow and evolution of Breakout Activity 1 amongst participants. 

 

 

Image Set 1: Breakout Activity 1: pair work, group consensus and post-it 
additions 

With 10 minutes assigned to each SWOT category, Breakout Activity 1 was utilised to 
confirm (or deny) preliminary strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats derived 
from the key informant interviews to ensure that they are agreed by all. This is an 
important quality control check within the CASA research process that works to 
increase trustworthiness of the previous targeted data collection phase and to help to 
ensure buy-in by stakeholders to any ensuing changes in the SCAR. Allowing time to 
discuss areas of disagreement in particular helped to probe and clarify reasons for 



 

 

D3.4: SWOT Workshop Report 

 

  

 
6 

disagreement where it existed. The diverse range of national contexts present (28 
countries) ensured lively discussion in Breakout Activity 1, whereby some features of 
the SCAR were more obvious and relevant for some participants than others (e.g. 
according to their participation rate in the SCAR or experience in utilising its results). 
This level of cross-national learning represented an additional bonus of the workshop 
activities. All feedback from breakout activity 1 was collated by the table hosts in each 
grouping (for example, the , X or ? ranking plus post-its from each pair) and 
thereafter gathered by the workshop facilitators for further analysis at a later date (for 
example, see Image Set 2). 

 

 

Image Set 2: Breakout Activity 1: example table host and facilitator results 
collation 

 

 

Breakout Activity 2a 

Following a short coffee break, Breakout Activity 2a in the SWOT workshop involved a 
ranking prioritisation of identified SWOT elements. This allowed for discussion and 
assessment of the priority strengths and principal weaknesses of the SCAR as well as 
key opportunities and fundamental threats for the standing committee in the future. 
After all, identifying strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats represents step 1 
of any SWOT exercise. The next step requires prioritisation of these elements and 
developing a common vision for the future. Each group in the workshop was assigned 
one SWOT quadrant with which to work (i.e. SCAR strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities or threats) and asked to rate the seven elements presented in each in 
order of importance. This allowed for more in-depth discussion on each individual 
SWOT element (seven per group) while also obtaining group consensus as to the 
relative importance of each element in relation to each other. Participants were 
provided with hand-outs of the workshop slides that oultined more detail on each 
element (and thus facilitated discussion and clarification further), along with seven 
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laminated tabs to physically order on provided flip charts and/or wall space (for 
example, see Image Set 3). 

 

 

Image Set 3: Breakout Activity 2a: ranking prioritisation exercise with SWOT 
laminated tabs 

Group discussion was actively encouraged amongst workshop participants during 
Breakout Activity 2a including consideration of the strongest and most important SCAR 
strengths, the most prominent and important weaknesses and the probability and 
importance of opportunities and threats occurring. For participants, this allowed 
discussion of not only what is desirable for the SCAR in the future but also what is 
realistic in terms of achievement. The discussion around prioritisation was also framed 
to allow the table hosts to feed back the ranking prioritisation agreed by the group 
along with the key sentiments behind the final ranking agreed (e.g. reasons for 
prioritising the top 2 elements and rationale for the bottom 2). The ranking prioritisation 
activity lasted 20 minutes in total, collecting both quantitative and qualitative data. 

 

Breakout Activity 2b 

The final exercise conducted by the SWOT workshop participants focused on 
developing a vision for the future of the SCAR and next steps towards achieving this. A 
‘Postcard from the Future’ exercise was utilised to capture this feedback from the 68 
participants who were asked to write an individual postcard to the SCAR in ten years 
from now reflecting on what a (more) successful SCAR would look like. Participants 
were assigned 10 minutes to complete this task using the template detailed in Image 4. 
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Writing to SCAR from a decade in the future, participants were encouraged to consider 
three distinct elements: 

1. What would you congratulate the SCAR on? What changes have occurred? 

2. What was a crucial step in achieving this change?  

3. What is the measure of success?  

 

 

Image 4 Postcard from the Future template 

 

Representing a renowned social science methodology, the postcard from the future 
format allows participants to free themselves from current constraints (Jungk and 
Mullert, 1987; Davies et al., 2012), imagining first an ideal vision for the future SCAR 
and then, crucially, tracing back the steps required to achieve that change (a form of 
‘backcasting’ (Davies et al. 2014)). Centring on the year 2027 was also envisaged to be 
enough time for quite radical changes to come into the SCAR, if required. This was 
based on the decade of change recently witnessed within the organisation since its re-
launch in 2005. Imagining what could happen in the next ten years was thus an 
inspirational and positive point on which to conclude the SWOT workshop activities at 
the SCAR 2017 conference. Participants were encouraged to also sign off from their 
respective countries to highlight any differences in vision across regions, geographic 
contexts and representativeness in the SCAR. 

 

Group Feedback 

To conclude the workshop activities and actively summarise and capture the main 
discussion points, the final portion of the SWOT workshop was dedicated to the 
volunteer table hosts who took it in turns to feed back the results of the priority ranking 

SCAR 2027 
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exercise in particular (Breakout Activity 2a). Hosts were assigned 4 minutes each and 
actively encouraged to focus on the reasoning behind the top two rated priorities in 
their group as well as the rationale behind the lower ranked elements. Eight table hosts 
delivered these results on behalf of their groups, with two groups concentrating on 
SCAR strengths, two on weaknesses, two on opportunities and two on threats (see 
Image Set 5).  

 

Image Set 5 Table Host Feedback 
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The nature and organisation of the feedback process allowed groups working on 
similar topics to directly compare their rated priorities as well as make connections to 
and with other SWOT elements. In this sense, it was possible to trace the inter-
connected relationships between the four SWOT quadrants, with several groups for 
example recognising that certain opportunities can also pose challenges, many threats 
hold potential solutions and strengths and weaknesses can indeed be interchangeable 
depending on how they are executed and perceived, and by whom. 

The Group Feedback session lasted approximately 30 minutes and was audio 
recorded by the facilitators for later analysis. Hand-written and typed notes and 
photographs were also deliberately taken to effectively capture the SWOT feedback 
session.  

Following the workshop conclusion, Külli Kaare (Estonian Ministry of Rural Affairs) 
closed Day 1 of the SCAR 2017 conference, thanking the workshop facilitators and 
providing detail on the evening tours of Tallinn.  

 

SWOT Workshop Conclusions and Next Steps… 

The SWOT workshop outlined in this report provided both time and space for 
participants and CASA researchers to deliberate preliminary results to emerge from 
Phase 1 of the SWOT of the SCAR. It thus represented an important secondary 
research phase to confirm and elaborate early findings, enhance the credibility and 
trustworthiness of results and explore established meanings across a diverse range of 
national contexts. Engaging 68 SCAR stakeholders in this process represented a 
significant success, working towards achieving consensus and buy-in for any future 
changes to the SCAR structure and organisation in the name of greater impact and 
inclusion. Indeed, encapsulating a good governance approach (Devaney et al., 2017), 
such stakeholder inclusion is vital given that these participants represent many of the 
individuals, ministries, research institutions, funders and countries that will be impacted 
by any decisions made or actions taken related to the future of the SCAR. 

Results from the SWOT workshop will be further analysed as part of Task 3.2 in CASA, 
including further qualitative assessment and coding of workshop audio recordings and 
semi-structured interview transcripts, quantitative assessment of the ranking 
prioritisation activities and story board thematic reporting of gathered postcards. These 
results will be integrated with the preliminary SWOT of the SCAR findings for a 
concrete overview of the current structure, organisation, functions and state-of-play of 
the SCAR (D3.2). This will form an important evidence base on which to build future 
recommendations for further SCAR impact and success in the future. 
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Appendix 1: Participant List 

 

 
 

SCAR Conference 2017 

Research and innovation policy, state-of-play and the role of 
the SCAR in the  

European Bioeconomy 

4 - 5 December, 2017, Tallinn, Estonia 
Venue: Ministry of Foreign Affairs (entrance: Lauteri 2) 

Participants list 

№ First name Last name CC Organisation 
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(BMLFUW) 
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4 Sylvia Burssens BE Agrolink Flanders - The Flanders research institute for agriculture, fisheries and food 
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9 Zita Duchovskiene LT Ministry of Agriculture  
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11 Loukia Ekateriniadou GR Veterinary Research Institute - Hellenic Agricultural Organisation 

12 Jana  Erjavec SI Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Food 

13 Anett Fekete HU Ministry of Agriculture 

14 Canan Göksu Sürücü TR Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Livestock - General Directorate of Agricultural 
Research and Policies (TAGEM) 

15 Stefano Grando IT Ministry of agricultural, food and forestry policies (MIPAAF) 

16 Martin Greimel AT Federal Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water Management 
(BMLFUW) 

17 Bettina Heimann DK Aalborg University 

18 Maeve Henchion IE The Agriculture and Food Development Authority (Teagasc) 

19 Jana  Hrenova SK Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development  

20 Markku Järvenpää FI Natural Resources Institute Finland (LUKE)  

21 Iva Jelenkova CZ Minsitry of Agriculture  
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№ First name Last name CC Organisation 
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23 Külli Kaare EE Ministry of Rural Affairs 

24 Erkki Karo EE Tallinn University of Technology 

25 Toomas Kevvai EE Ministry of Rural Affairs 

26 Mehmet Kilci TR Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Livestock - General Directorate of Agricultural 
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29 Waldemar Kütt DE European Commission 

30 Gudrun Langthaler NO Research Council of Norway 

31 Rocío Lansac ES National Institute for Agricultural and Food Research and Technology (INIA) 

32 Els Lapage BE Government of Flanders - Departement of Agriculture and Fisheries 
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34 Laura Liepina LV Ministry of Rural Affairs 

35 Petra Lindert DE European Commission 

36 Maarja Malm EE Ministry of Rural Affairs 

37 José  Matos PT National Institute for Agricultural and Veterinary Research (INIAV) 

38 Philippe  Moguedet  FR Institut français de recherche pour l'exploitation de la mer (IFREMER) 

39 Catherine Moreddu FR The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

40 Vivi  Hunnicke Nielsen DK Aarhus University 

41 Mattias Norrby SE Swedish Research Council for Environment, Agricultural Sciences and Spatial Planning 
(Formas) 

42 Andrea Noske DE Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) 
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CC: country code 
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Appendix 2: SWOT Workshop Slides 
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