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Abstract: Today’s agriculture both contributes significantly to current environmental, 

social, and economic problems and also suffers from the consequences of this non-

sustainable development. Despite the importance of research at the farm level to tackle 

these problems, it has often been argued that research and work for sustainable agricul-

ture has to go beyond the farm gate. However, designing and implementing solutions at 

higher levels makes the collaboration of different stakeholders indispensable. There has 

already been much work on conditions influencing success or failure of joint action but 

there has been no research specifically on conditions for the success of collaborative in-

terventions that aim at the improvement of the sustainability of agriculture. Further-

more, much of the existing work is based on the examination of one or few case studies, 

which makes it difficult to identify overall patterns. To fill this gap, I am developing an 

analytical scheme that can be used for comparative, integrative analysis. In this paper, I 

describe how the variables making up this analytical scheme were derived. This in-

cludes the formulation of a meaningful definition of what actually is a case as well as 

the operationalization of ‘success’. Finally, I give an overview over the resulting coding 

scheme, containing factors that potentially contribute to or hinder success of collabora-

tive interventions trying to achieve a more sustainable agriculture. 

Keywords: sustainable agriculture; collaboration; interventions; comparative case 

analysis; analytical framework. 
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1. Introduction 

Today’s agriculture both contributes significantly to current environmental, social, and eco-

nomic problems and also suffers from the consequences of this non-sustainable development [1–

3]. Thus, the contribution of agriculture to many pressing environmental issues, such as soil deg-

radation, depletion of water resources, pollution through pesticides and excessive use of fertilizers, 

biodiversity loss and the associated decline in ecosystem services, and climate change [4–7] prob-

ably exceeds the impacts of all other sectors [8,9]. In case of biodiversity loss and the disruption of 

the nitrogen cycle, the threshold values defining the boundaries of a safe operating space have 

even been exceeded multiple times already [10] and the impact of agriculture on these two more 

than critical environmental problems is hard to be overlooked [11]. At the same time, all of these 

issues negatively impact agricultural production by decreasing yields, increasing populations of 

harmful insects [12] and other pests as well as by degrading productive areas to the point where 

they cannot be used for agriculture anymore. This in turn leaves many, especially smaller farmers, 

to abandon their land, contributes to rising food prices [13], and makes it difficult to meet the 

needs of an increasing world population, of which already about one billion people are chronically 

undernourished as their daily calorie intake is too low and another one billion suffer from micro-

nutrient deficiencies [1]. 

Much of the research that seeks to address these issues and make agriculture more sustainable 

has been focused on the farm and field levels. Despite the importance of such research, it has often 

been argued that research and work for sustainable agriculture has to go beyond the farm gate 

[14]. The reason for this is that the causes for many issues, e.g. food waste or the excessive de-

mand for meat and other animal products, are located in the design of supply chains and in con-

sumption patterns rather than on the farm itself [15]. Furthermore, some environmental issues re-

quire coordinated action at landscape scales, for example the harnessing of biodiversity through 

the design of biotope networks or the support of water regulation services [14,16–18].  

Addressing problems at these scales that go beyond the farm level makes the collaboration of 

different actors indispensable [17]. Designing biotope networks, for instance, requires the collabo-

ration of a number of farmers that have to coordinate their land use with each other and with pub-

lic authorities responsible for landscape management. In a similar way, food waste can only be 

reduced if several stages of the supply chain, from the farmer through the processor, distributor, 

and retailer to the consumer, work together and coordinate their actions. 

There has already been much research on why and under which circumstances joint action of 

different actors aiming at the achievement of a set of common goals is successful. Among these 

are literature on community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) [19–21], collective 

action [16,22–31], social networks [32–34], advocacy coalitions [35,36], partnerships [37], and 

cooperatives [38–41]. However, so far no research has been conducted specifically about condi-

tions for success of collaborative interventions aiming at the improvement of the sustainability of 

agriculture. Furthermore, much of the research about the success of collaborative intervention has 

been based on the investigation of one or few case studies. Although small-N case study research 

allows deep insights into causal mechanisms, it does not allow identifying overall patterns and 

generalizability of the results remains critical. 



 

 

3 
Comparative, integrative analyses across several case studies of collaborative interventions 

aiming at the realization of a more sustainable agriculture offer one way to fill this gap. Such 

analyses may be realized by conducting, for instance, small to middle-N comparative case studies 

[42,43] or case surveys [44–46]. An important feature of such comparative, integrative analyses is 

the development of an analytical scheme which is then applied to all case studies under investiga-

tion. This analytical scheme determines which aspects of the case studies will be taken into ac-

count and evaluated as outcome and as factors influencing this outcome or, in other words, as de-

pendent and independent variables. Thus, the selection of aspects included in the analytical 

scheme has a crucial influence on the final results of the analysis as those aspects that are not in-

cluded in the analytical scheme will be neglected in the evaluation. Therefore, a careful design of 

the analytical scheme is imperative. 

This paper describes how an analytical scheme for the identification of factors that determine 

success or failure of collaborative interventions aiming at the improvement of the sustainability of 

agriculture was derived. Furthermore, it gives an overview over the resulting analytical scheme, 

which contains factors that potentially contribute to or hinder success of collaborative interven-

tions trying to achieve a more sustainable agriculture.  

2. Methods 

A first, preparatory step for the formulation of an analytical scheme for comparative, integra-

tive case analyses is the definition of what would be considered a case for the analysis. As the aim 

is to study which aspects correlate (positively or negatively) with the success of a collaborative 

interventions dealing with the sustainability of agriculture, another necessary preparatory step is 

working out a way to operationalize the concept of ‘success’ to be able to include it in the analyti-

cal scheme as dependent variable. 

For the actual identification of the independent variables, which are the factors that potentially 

have an influence on success or failure of collaborative interventions aiming at the realization of a 

more sustainable agriculture, a search for publications was conducted in which such success fac-

tors of different kinds of collaborative interventions in general agricultural contexts are proposed. 

Here, both conceptual and or empirical literature was included. The success factors brought up in 

these publications were summarized, integrated and structured as a basis for the formulation of the 

analytical scheme. 

In a next step, a preliminary verification of the collection of possible success factors was real-

ized. For this purpose, five case studies of collaborative interventions aiming at a more sustainable 

agriculture were selected that were consistent with our case definition but had differing character-

istics – all case studies were located in different countries, reported different types of interventions 

carried out at different levels and were successful to different degrees, ranging from great success 

to failure. A qualitative analysis of these case studies was conducted in order to detect the factors 

that were crucial for success or failure of the interventions in these cases. The findings of this 

analysis were compared with the success factors identified through the literature review. As a re-

sult, it was on the one hand possible to check the applicability of the analytical scheme to the case 

studies of interest by verifying if (at least a part of) the factors of the analytical scheme did have 

an influence on the performance of the interventions in these five case studies. On the other hand, 
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through this comparison of the results of the qualitative case study analysis and the collection of 

potential success factors, further success factors which had not appeared in the reviewed literature 

could be identified and included in the analytical scheme. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Defining a case 

According to Bullock and Tubbs [47], Larsson [45], and Newig and Fritsch [46] setting criteria 

that guide the selection of case studies for the case survey is an important step within the case sur-

vey method and also for other comparative case analyses. This step has to be carried out in the 

first phases of the research as it not only guides the search for and selection of the case studies to 

be included in the analysis but is also crucial for the definition of the scope of the analytical 

scheme that will ultimately guide the case analysis.  

The purpose of the analytical scheme developed here is to assess which factors were under 

which circumstances most crucial for success or failure of collaborative interventions trying to 

improve the sustainability of agriculture. Therefore, the analytical scheme should be applicable to 

cases that meet the following definition: 

A case is defined as an intervention (initiative, project, legislation etc.) which is im-
plemented or realized on the local or regional level (i.e. any level above farm-level 
and below national level), aims at the improvement of the sustainability of agricul-
ture in the concerned locality or region, and is carried out under the active involve-
ment of several actors. 

However, the criterion of “improving the sustainability of agriculture” is too vague to allow for 

a rigorous distinction between case studies to which the analytical scheme is applicable and those 

that do not fall within the scope of the scheme. Therefore, this definition needs to be complement-

ed by a working definition of what it means to improve the sustainability of agriculture: 

An intervention is considered to aim at the improvement of the sustainability of agri-
culture if it seeks simultaneous improvements or maintenance of an already good 
status quo in environmental, economic and social aspects of agriculture. This does 
not imply that such interventions have to place equal concern on each of these as-
pects but that they must not neglect any of them. In other words: Interventions that 
aim at the improvement of the sustainability of agriculture may focus on only a part 
of the aspects but still need to pursue their objectives concerning these aspects in a 
way that also benefits the remaining, non-focal aspects. 

Aside from “improving the sustainability of agriculture” also the criterion of “active involve-

ment” requires further clarification: Here, actors are seen as actively involved in an intervention if 

they invest resources (time, money etc.) in order to achieve the goals of the intervention. One ex-

ample of actors that do have a stake in the intervention but are not actively involved in it are con-

sumers who merely buy the products produced in the context of an intervention without any fur-

ther engagement with the intervention itself. Authorities whose only contribution is the granting of 

necessary permits or from which only funds for the realization of the intervention are obtained are 

another example. 
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3.2. Operationalizing success 

Being the dependent variable, also the (non-)success of the interventions attempting to improve 

the sustainability of agriculture needs to be included into and evaluated in the analytical scheme. 

This requires that this success be operationalized, which means it has to be defined and decom-

posed into single assessable criteria, which can then be merged into a single measure representing 

the degree of the success of the intervention.  

For the operationalization of the success of interventions, I build on McConnell’s [48] defini-

tion of policy success. He defines a policy as successful if it “achieves the goals that proponents 

set out to achieve and attracts no criticism of any significance and/or support is virtually univer-

sal.” [48] Thus, McConnell’s definition contains two criteria for the evaluation of success of a pol-

icy/intervention: 1) did the policy/intervention achieve its original goals, i.e. did it bring about the 

intended effects? 2) Was the policy/intervention criticized or supported? Although this definition 

provides a good basis for the evaluation of the success of an intervention, it still neglects some as-

pects of successful interventions/policies. Therefore, further amendments and modifications of 

McConnell’s criteria for policy success are necessary. 

With regard to the first criterion (achievement of the goals of the intervention), the success of 

an intervention can be misjudged if it is evaluated only in relation to the goals of the intervention 

without questioning the standard of the goals themselves. Thus, an intervention X that has ambi-

tious goals, which it achieves only partially, might have a better overall outcome than intervention 

Y with modest goals, which are fully achieved. Therefore, aside from the achievement of the goals 

also the ambitiousness of the goals should be included in the evaluation of the success of an inter-

vention. The goals of an intervention are the more ambitious the more varied and the more funda-

mental the improvements aimed at are. This leads to two criteria for the evaluation of the success 

of interventions: 

1. Degree of achievement of the goals of an intervention; 

2. Ambitiousness of the goals of an intervention. 

Another important aspect neglected by McConnell’s definition is the durability of the achieve-

ments of an intervention. For instance, a project aims at the introduction of a more sustainable 

management practice and succeeds as most of the targeted farmers adopt the new practice. How-

ever, after the project ends and funding and technical assistance ceases, farmers abandon the new 

practice and go back to business-as-usual. If only the achievement of the aims of the project was 

considered, the project would be evaluated as quite successful. Yet, this contradicts common 

sense, where we would evaluate the project as only partially successful and would find it more 

successful if the farmers continued using the new practice even after the project ended. Thus, the 

assessment of the achievement of the goals should also consider if the achievements endured de-

spite changed conditions. Consequently, an additional evaluation criteria for the success of an in-

tervention is the 

3. durability of the intended effects of the intervention. 

In case of the second aspect of success of McConnell’s definition (support or criticism of the 

intervention), the criterion for success was modified: Criticism of an intervention usually occurs if 

the goals of the intervention are not achieved – which is already covered by criterion 1 – or if the 
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intervention brings about unintended side-effects which are evaluated negatively by stakeholders. 

On the other hand, support is more likely to occur if the intervention, apart from achieving its 

goals, has positively evaluated side-effects. Thus, instead of evaluating the presence of criticism or 

support of an intervention, its success can also be evaluated by looking at the presence of unin-

tended side-effects. Therefore, an evaluation of success should also look at criteria measuring the 

side-effects: 

4. Degree of the presence of positive side-effects of the intervention; 

5. Degree of the presence of negative side-effects of the intervention. 

After defining the criteria of success of interventions, the next step is the merging of the criteria 

through mathematical operations into one single measure for the degree of the success of an inter-

vention as the dependent variable. For this purpose, I propose the following calculation: 

 

S(i): success of intervention i 
IE(i): intended effects of intervention i 
SE(i): net side-effects of intervention i  
G(i): total degree of achievement of the goals of intervention i 
aji: ambitiousness of goal j of intervention i  
gji: degree of achievement of goal j of intervention i  
Ai: total ambitiousness of the goals of intervention i 
Di: durability of the achievements of intervention i 
PSi: total positive side-effects of intervention i  
NSi: total negative side-effects of intervention i 

Table 1. Attributing values of S(i) (total success of an intervention) to the different intermediate 

success categories (adapted from McConell [48]). In this example, the independent variables can 

be attributed values between 0 and 2, such that S(i) may receive values from -2 to 4. 

Value range Success category 

4  S(i)  2 success 

2 > S(i) > 0.5 resilient success 

0.5  S(i)  0 conflicted success 

0 > S(i)  -1 precarious outcome 

-1 > S(i)  -2 failure 

Aside from defining policy success, McConnell [48] suggests that there is a spectrum of suc-

cess with various intermediate stages between total success and complete failure and provides a 

categorization with five of these intermediate stages: success, resilient success, conflicted success, 
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precarious success, and failure. Also the measure of total success of an intervention (S(i)) implies 

the idea of a success spectrum as it can potentially receive a range of different values rather than 

being a binary measure of either full success or clear failure. Therefore, different values of S(i) 

may represent the different categories of success proposed by McConnell (Table 1) (However, in 

place of McConnell’s term “precarious success”, I prefer the term “precarious outcome” because it 

is hardly reasonable to call a precarious situation a success). 

3.3 Success factors identified from existing literature 

For the collection of possible success factors of collaborative interventions for a more sustaina-

ble agriculture I built on publications that suggest and examine aspects influencing the perfor-

mance of different kinds of collaborative interventions in agricultural and sustainability contexts. 

For this, the findings from literature about farmer cooperatives [38–41]; CBNRM [19]; collective 

action either to improve the marketing of agricultural goods [27–30], or to achieve environmental 

outcomes in agricultural contexts [22,23,25,26,49], or for regional development [31,50]; social 

networks in agricultural and sustainability contexts [32–34]; advocacy coalitions [36]; and part-

nerships and subnational governance for environmental outcomes in agriculture [37,51] were 

summarized and structured. Also the implementation of certain policies to foster a more sustaina-

ble agriculture may require collaboration of different stakeholders and can therefore be considered 

collaborative interventions for a more sustainable agriculture as well. In these cases, the design of 

the policies to be implemented supposedly has an influence on the outcome of the intervention, 

too. Therefore, also literature about the design of policies for more sustainable land management 

[52,53] was included.  

Many of the used publications base their results on one or a small numbers of case studies. 

These case studies took place in all parts of the world but most of the case studies were located in 

Africa [19,22,26,27,29,30,33,37,49]. Five publications presented case studies in Europe 

[16,24,31,50,51] and smaller numbers of case studies were located in the United States [32,40], 

the Caribbean [28], Australia [53], and Iran [38]. 

Through the review of this literature, a great number and diversity of factors that potentially 

have an impact on the performance of collaborative interventions in agricultural contexts was col-

lected. These factors were divided into several groups in order to structure this diversity (Table 2).  

Table 2. Types of potential success factors obtained through the literature review. 

Factor type Factor subtype Factor examples 
Characteristics of the issue   Issue type [23] 

 Issue area, boundaries, mobility, location etc. 

[25,27] 

Characteristics of the policy to 
be implemented 

  Policy type (command-and-control, incentive-

based) [53] 

 Involvement of stakeholders in policy formu-

lation [52,53] 

 Flexibility of policy requirements [31,52,53] 

Characteristics of individual 
involved actors 

Knowledge and skills  Formal education of the involved actors [32] 

 Knowledge about and skills for collaboration 

[22,24,30,40] 

 Intervention included efforts to enhance the 
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skills of the involved actors[19,29,30,37,50] 

 Attitudes  Strength of environmental values [32] 

 Motivation to achieve a common goal [28,37–

40,50,51] 

 Satisfaction with the intervention [38] 

 Economic assets of non-
state actors 

 General economic situation of the involved 

actors [25,32,41] 

 Provision of financial resources for the inter-

vention by involved non-state actors [37] 

Characteristics of the group of 
involved actors 

Group size and composition  Group size [16,23,25,26,28,36,40] 

 Diversity/heterogeneity of the involved actors 

[25–28,30,33,34,37,38] 

 Complementarity of the non-financial re-

sources of the actors [37] 

 Social Capital: Shared 
norms, objectives, and so-
cial learning 

 Shared goals [16,24,25,28,31,37] 

 Shared norms [16,24,25,27,36,37] 

 Social learning [24,32] 

 Social Capital: existing 
relations and trust 

 Existence of relations among the involved ac-

tors at the outset of the intervention [16,31] 

 Common identities [16,50] 

 Trust between the involved actors[22,30,36–

38]  

 Competition and conflict  Competition between the involved actors 

[28,31,38] 

 Conflict between the involved actors [28] 

 Group dysfunctions  Power imbalances [26,28,37] 

 Group is taken over by one or few actors for 

their individual interests [28,30] 

 Corruption [30,49] 

Structure and organization of 
the intervention 

Group formation  Existence of a charismatic initiator [31] 

 Feasibility study before initiation of the inter-

vention [41] 

 Tasks and objectives  Objectives of the intervention are clearly de-

fined [19,37] 

 Number and diversity of objectives [30,34,40] 

 Compatibility of the objectives with existing 

livelihoods [19] 

 Conditions enabling col-
laboration 

 Incentives to collaborate (instead of acting 

alone) [23,30,34,36,37,50] 

 Transaction costs of collaboration [36] 

 Group structure  Density of the network among the involved 

actors [33] 

 Existence of a core group/central committee 

[16,23] 

 Communication and inter-
action 

 Intensity of communication among involved 

actors [23,28,37,39–41,50,51] 

 Variety of communication channels used 

[34,39] 

 Frequency of face-to-face communication 

[32,39,50,51] 

 Internal decision-making 
and participation 

 Involvement of the actors in decisions since 

early stages of the intervention [37] 

 Decision-making mode [22,24,30,34,36] 

 Forms and intensity of participation of the in-

volved actors in all crucial decisions 

[22,24,30,36] 

 Distribution of benefits  Possibility to clearly identify the individuals 
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benefitting from the intervention [36] 

 Fair distribution of benefits [25,28,36] 

 Internal rules and enforce-
ment 

 Existence of clear rules [24,27,30] 

 Simplicity of the rules [25] 

 Existence of enforcement mechanisms 

[26,27,30,31,41] 

 Monitoring and accounta-
bility 

 Monitoring of the activities and achievements 

of the intervention [24,30,36] 

 Accountability to the involved actors 

[25,27,28,30,36] 

 Leadership  Existence of a single or a group of leaders 

[41,50,51] 

 Leader characteristics (age, education, skills 

etc.) [25,30,38,41,50] 

 Degree to which state actors carried out lead-

ership [16,19,24,25,28,30,31,34,37,52] 

 Financial resources  Availability of overall sufficient financial re-

sources for the intervention [38,50] 

 Indebtedness of the intervention [38] 

 Human Resources  Availability of sufficient manpower [50] 

 Quality of the labor force of the intervention 

(if it had any employees) [41] 

 Relations to external actors  Existence of personal contacts to important 

external actors [33] 

 Contact to other similar interventions [41] 

 Alliances with other actors not involved in the 

intervention [41] 

 Other organizational fac-
tors 

 Intervention was given a legal form [24,50] 

 Intervention became self-sustaining [28] 

 Early achievements of the intervention [50] 

Factors of external conditions 
and support 

Political environment  Existence of laws and regulations enabling 

interventions like the one in question [41,50] 

 Support by concerned authorities and existing 

policies [22,28,30,31,36,37,41,50,52] 

 Forms of support  Availability and adequacy of funding 

[19,25,28,30,37,41] 

 Availability and adequacy of technical support 

[25,30,31,41] 

 Support through facilitators 

[16,19,24,27,41,50] 

 Other external factors  Occurrence of impacts through external events 

[28] 

 Coordination of the intervention with regional 

planning [50] 

Factors for interventions that 
include the marketing of prod-
ucts and/or services 

Competitiveness  Product quality, price, range and uniqueness 

[30,31,38,41,50] 

 Reputation of the intervention [41] 

 Market integration  Market access [22,38] 

 Vertical integration [30,41,50] 

 Logistics  Closeness to inputs and customers [41] 

 Physical infrastructure of the intervention 

[41,50] 

 Dispersion of the involved actors [41] 

 

 Marketing and business 
strategy 

 Marketing competency [41,50] 

 Professional promotion of the intervention 

[39,50] 
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 Financial performance  Income, costs and profits of the intervention 

[31,38,40,41,50] 

 Market-related factors  Demand for the product(s) of the intervention 

[22,41] 

 General economic climate [41] 

 Number and prices of competitors [41] 

Some of these kinds of factors were brought up in (almost) all types of the examined literature, 

which suggests their importance for the (non-)success of very different kinds of collaborative in-

terventions. These ubiquitous factors are those related to 

 knowledge and skills of the involved actors, 

 attitudes of the involved actors, 

 group size and composition, 

 pre-existing relations and level of trust among the involved actors, 

 communication and interaction in the group of actors, 

 decision making and participation within the intervention, 

 leadership, 

 political environment. 

The remaining kinds of factors are stressed as crucial for the performance of a collaborative in-

tervention only in some types of the examined literature. Most characteristic are the publications 

dealing with questions of policy design [52,53], which almost exclusively highlight this kind of 

factors, as was to be expected. On the other hand, this is also the only type of examined literature 

which pays heed to aspects of policy design (with the exception of Lamprinopoulou et al. [31] 

who also make reference to the importance of the flexibility of policies). Another kind of factors 

that are held up as important in only one literature type are the characteristics of the issue ad-

dressed by the intervention, which are dealt with only in the collective action literature [23,25–

27,50].  

Questions related to marketing as well as to financial and human resources were contributed 

mainly by publications investigating the success of collective action interventions for regional de-

velopment [31,50] and by the literature about cooperatives [38–41]. In a similar fashion, publica-

tions about collective action in general and literature about advocacy coalitions are the main con-

tributors of aspects related to existence and design of internal rules and their enforcement [16,23–

28,30,36] as well as of factors of monitoring and accountability [24,25,27,28,30,36]. As to be ex-

pected, the social network literature advocated issues of the structure of the group of actors (espe-

cially the network density) and of links to external actors [33] as decisive for the success of a col-

laborative intervention. However, a different aspect of the group structure, namely the existence of 

a core group or central committee, appears as important also in the collective action literature 

[16,23] and relations to external actors are suggested as success factor also in publications about 

agricultural cooperatives [41].  

Aspects of group dysfunctions such as power imbalances and corruption, which might nega-

tively influence the performance of a collaborative intervention, are not so much bound to a cer-

tain kind of literature. Rather, they are stressed in publications obtaining their evidence from case 

studies in developing countries, especially Africa [26,30,37,49] and the Caribbean [28]. Despite 

these factors being more apparent in developing countries, they certainly also play a role in some 

collaborative interventions in other parts of the world. 
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3.4 Verification of the success factors identified from the literature by comparison with case 
study evidence 

For a first verification of the applicability of those factors that were suggested as decisive for 

the outcome of collaborative interventions in the reviewed literature, five case studies of interven-

tions aiming at the improvement of the sustainability of agriculture qualitatively were examined. 

Through a qualitative analysis of these case studies, the factors that were decisive for the perfor-

mance of the interventions in these cases were identified. The five test cases were selected from a 

pool of case studies which had been obtained through a comprehensive, internet-based search for 

cases studies that meet the case definition of our analytical scheme (see chapter 3.1). The selection 

criterion for these five case studies was to reach a great variance in the characteristics of the de-

scribed interventions, such as the country where the intervention was realized, the scale at which it 

took place, the way it was initiated, the degree of its success, and the type of intervention under-

taken (As my research ultimately aims at a comparative analysis of case studies in the European 

Union, also the test cases are all located in EU-countries.) In the following part, the chosen test 

case studies are shortly presented.  

In the case of “Manchester Food Futures” in the UK [54–56], the Manchester Environmental 

Resource Center (MERCi) was established in 1996 with the aim of making Manchester more sus-

tainable. This stimulated many food projects addressing social problems such as poverty, unequal 

access to goods and services, social exclusion, and health inequalities. These early initiatives from 

several civil society groups led the city authorities to adopt two important policy frameworks, the 

Manchester Community Strategy, which aimed at making Manchester more sustainable by 2015, 

and the Manchester Food Futures (MFF), a partnership of public, private and civil society groups 

aiming at the creation of a culture of good food in the city. The adoption of these two policies ini-

tiated the development of a loose network of alternative food initiatives operating in a diverse 

range of spaces across the city. These initiatives variously used or supported alternative methods 

of production, such as organic cultivation, permaculture, urban gardening and/or alternative meth-

ods of distribution and had a great impact on the food-landscape of Manchester. The MFF played 

a central role in coordinating and supporting these initiatives. 

A case in which the collaborative intervention did not succeed is the case of the “Palermo Or-

ganic Farmers’ Market” on the Island of Sicily (Italy) [57]: In co-operation, the Palermitan branch 

of an Italian environmental NGO and farmers belonging to the regional chapter of one of Italy’s 

main organic producers’ association set up an organic farmers’ market in the northern, more afflu-

ent part of Palermo. Prior to the market’s launch, several meetings were held at the NGO’s head-

quarters to organize the event. The NGO group dealt with bureaucratic matters and interacted with 

the authorities. After a first refusal, the NGO was able to obtain the permission and the market 

first opened in November 2006. It was met with great interest by the consumers but also with sev-

eral administrative difficulties. For instance, the organizers could not get approval for a greater 

number of stalls for more farmers and, more importantly, the organizers had obtained approval 

only for two market days, one in November and one in December 2006. Despite great efforts to 

obtain approval for additional market days, the organizers could not get the necessary permits and 

so the market did not take place again after only two market days. Orlando [57] attributes the re-
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sistance of the local administration to grant further permits to clientelistic politics that constrain 

grass-roots activism in Sicily. 

Different from the remaining cases, the main subject of the intervention of the German case 

“Uckermark Soil Erosion” [58–60] was the implementation of different policies for soil conserva-

tion at the county level. Soil degradation was a relevant environmental issue in the region of the 

Uckermark. The high risk of soil degradation was linked to high intensity agriculture combined 

with soil conditions, field topography and field shapes. There was a range of policies to address 

this problem in the Uckermark and the State of Brandenburg as a whole. They ranged from EU 

level to the level of the State of Brandenburg and included both incentive-based and command-

and-control measures. Most important among them were the Nitrates Directive (command-and-

control, EU level), German Soil Protection Act, and the Direct Payments Obligations Act (both 

command-and-control and federal level). Existing, good relations between the involved authorities 

were supportive of the implementation of these policies. On the other hand, the responsible au-

thorities suffered from staff-constrains, which hindered a more successful outcome. The imple-

mentation of some of the policies was more successful than the implementation of others but over-

all, a moderate improvement of the soil status was achieved, mainly driven by changed production 

systems and the implementation of soil conservation measures.  

The case of “Biomelk Vlaanderen” [61–63] took place in the region of Flanders in northern 

Belgium. Despite the great importance of the dairy sector in Flanders, organic dairy production 

was very marginal in Flanders: Until 1999, there was almost no organic milk production on Flan-

ders so the few farmers that produced organically, were selling in the conventional chain or were 

processing on the farm. In April 1999, a dairy company from the region of Wallonia started col-

lecting organic milk in Flanders. This boosted organic milk production and another 15 producers 

converted to organic milk production in Flanders. In November 2001 however, the dairy company 

stopped collecting the milk from organic dairy farmers in Flanders despite all guarantees and con-

cessions it had made to them. The Flemish farmers delivering to the dairy company had already 

formed a suppliers’ group, which started to discuss a solution with the dairy, with no result what-

soever. It was then that the farmers decided to found an own cooperative in February 2002 in a 

way that would not require high investments and be able to function with minimal capital. They 

achieved this by hiring third party services and doing all the administrative work themselves. The 

main objectives of the cooperative were guaranteeing 1) the collection of the organic milk, 2) a 

good price, and 3) regular payments to the farmers. The cooperative was able to make agreements 

with processors and transporters very quickly and thus start functioning. After a stagnation of the 

initiative until 2004, the cooperative could increase its milk volume from 5 million liters in the 

beginning to 11 million liters in 2008. Also, the share of milk sold as organic with a premium was 

increased from 30% at the outset to 100% later on. This was possible thanks to the entrance of 

new (non-Flemish) members, which enabled the cooperative to open new marketing channels in 

the Netherlands, UK and Germany. 

Table 3. Characteristics of the five test cases and factors that influenced the performance of the 

interventions of these case studies (a (+) indicates that this aspect was supportive of, a (–) indi-

cates that the aspect was obstructive of success of the intervention). 
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 Manchester 

Food Futures 
Palermo Or-

ganic Farmers’ 
Market 

Uckermark Soil 
Erosion 

Biomelk Vlaanderen Gailtaler 
Almkäse 

Case characteristics 

Country United King-

dom 

Italy Germany Belgium Austria 

Scale City and sur-

rounding re-

gion, > 115 

km
2
 

City and sur-

rounding region, 

> 158 km
2
 

County, 3058 km
2
 Region/state, 13522 

km
2
 

Region, <808 

km
2
 

Initiation type Mixed Bottom-up Top-down Bottom-up Top-down 

Intervention 
type 

Network of 

food initiatives 

to support al-

ternative forms 

of production 

and distribu-

tion  

Establishment of 

an organic 

farmers’ market 

Implementation of 

soil conservation 

policies 

Establishment of an 

organic dairy farmer 

cooperative 

Introduction 

of a Protected 

Denomination 

of Origin 

(PDO) 

Success/failure  Success Failure Success Success Success 

Factors at work in each case 

Issue character-
istics 

- - - - - 

Policy charac-
teristics 

- - Policy type, speci-

ficity, precision, 

flexibility, en-

forcement (+/-) 

- - 

Characteristics 
of the involved 

actors 

Motivation (+) Motivation (+) - Motivation (+) Motivation (+) 

Characteristics 
of the group of 

actors 

Existing rela-

tions (+) 

- - Existing relations (+) Existing rela-

tions (+) 

Structure & 
organization of 
the intervention 

- Personal con-

tacts to im-

portant external 

actors (+) 

Communication 

intensity (+), 

availability of 

human resources 

(-), self-

sustenance (+) 

Communication in-

tensity (+), alliances 

with external actors  

(+/-) 

self-

sustenance (+) 

External condi-
tions & support 

Political sup-

port (+) 

Political support 

(-) 

Availability and 

adequacy of ex-

ternal funding (-) 

Political support (+/-), 

availability and ade-

quacy of external 

funding (-), availabil-

ity of facilitation (+) 

Political sup-

port (+),  

availability of 

external fund-

ing and tech-

nical support 

(+) 

Marketing-
related factors 

- Product quality, 

range, price (-), 

product demand 

(+), number and 

prices of com-

petitors (-) 

- Product uniqueness 

(+), geographic dis-

persion of involved 

actors (-), marketing 

competency (-), prod-

uct demand (+), num-

ber and prices of 

competitors (-) 

- 

Just as in the case of “Uckermark Soil Erosion”, also the intervention in the Austrian case of 

“Gailtaler Almkäse” [64–66] was initiated in a top-down fashion, yet it did not pursue the imple-

mentation of policies: Prior to its entry into the EU in 1995, Austria already prepared its regions to 
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make them competitive for the EU context. One of these measures was the foundation of the 

Kärtner Agrarmarketing AG by the government of the State of Carinthia. The aim of this organi-

zation was to increase the value added among agricultural producers and regions in food-related 

projects. One of the largest projects of this new lobby firm was the “Gailtaler Almkäse”, a cheese 

produced with a long tradition in mountain chalets. In a first step, the state government undertook 

an inquiry to identify candidates for an application at the EU for a Protected Denomination of 

Origin (PDO) through which the Gailtaler Almkäse, among others, was identified. The project 

then went to the regional level and local activity groups and networks among different interested 

parties were created to apply for a PDO, assisted by consulting firms. In connection with the PDO 

application, the “Gailtaler Almprotokoll” was established. This protocol continued the tradition of 

the medieval “Alpordnung” and contained detailed regulations for production, quality and pricing 

of the Gailtaler Almkäse. The PDO certificate was granted in 1996. The 14 chalets produce about 

50 tons of Gailtaler Almkäse nowadays, an amount which cannot be increased due to the strict 

PDO-regulations. With these amounts, cheese production itself is of lesser economic importance 

for the region. What does contribute significantly to the creation of value added, is the “Gailtailer 

Kulinarium”, a festivals initiated in 2001 related to cheese and ham from the Gailtal. This festival 

has great positive effects on tourism, gastronomy and handicraft. Although the state had a very 

important and proactive role in the beginning of the process, it later shifted responsibilities to the 

stakeholders when these had become self-sufficient. 

Overall, we found many of the factors that were suggested in the literature as crucial for suc-

cess or failure of collaborative interventions in agricultural contexts to have an effect in our five 

test cases as well (Table 3). However, one kind of factor that seems to play a significant role in 

none of these cases is the type of issue addressed. The reason for this probably is that these issue 

characteristics mainly apply to environmental issues. At the same time, the only case that ad-

dressed a specific environmental issue is Uckermark Soil Erosion while the other cases rather ad-

dressed environmental quality in general. But even in the Uckermark Soil Erosion case, the char-

acteristics of the environmental issue apparently did not play a decisive role.  

Apart from this, there are also other differences between the success factors proposed in the lit-

erature and those found in the five test cases. As stated in chapter 3.3, there are many types of fac-

tors that are brought up across most types of the reviewed literature. Some of these factors also 

seem to have an impact in most of the test cases, such as the motivation of the involved actors, 

pre-existing relations, communication intensity and the political environment. In contrast, other 

types of factors widely proposed in the literature are not of striking importance in any of the test 

cases. These are factors related to knowledge and skills of the involved actors, group size and 

composition, internal decision-making and participation, and leadership. Nevertheless, also the 

factors that do not occur in the test cases might be of importance in other kinds of cases that have 

not been covered by the five test cases.  

A factor that seems to have a greater impact in the test cases than suggested in the reviewed lit-

erature is the issue of the intervention becoming self-sustaining after some time. In the reviewed 

literature, it is put forward in only one publication [28]. However, this issue was apparently im-

portant for the success of two of the five test cases (Uckermark Soil Erosion and Gailtaler 

Almkäse). Furthermore, the qualitative analysis of the test cases even yielded two additional fac-

tors not considered in the publications we reviewed. In the case of Uckermark Soil Erosion, as-
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pects of policy design were decisive for the relative success of the intervention (this is the only 

test case where the implementation of policies was central to the intervention). Aside from the pol-

icy design aspects already identified in the relevant literature, also the specificity of the policy re-

quirements to the local conditions as well as their precision (i.e. how well they defined what had to 

be done) seemed to have an impact on the outcome of the intervention. Therefore, these two fac-

tors were added to the collection of potential success factors. 

3.5 The final analytical framework 

Apart from the factors favoring or obstructing a successful outcome of collaborative interven-

tions that aim at the improvement of the sustainability of agriculture, a complete analytical scheme 

for the analysis of case studies of such interventions has to include further aspects. First of all, the 

analytical scheme also has to capture general information of the case study (such as the case name, 

references, country in which the intervention took place, case start and end dates etc.) as well as 

characteristics of the intervention itself, e.g. administrative level at which the intervention was re-

alized, types of actors involved, did the intervention include the implementation of policies or the 

marketing of goods or services etc. Capturing information about the type of intervention at hand is 

especially important because for different kinds of interventions the factors that are most decisive 

for success or failure of the intervention can be very different as well. A further kind of infor-

mation that is indispensable for the evaluation of a case is the information of which kind of goals 

the intervention pursued and how ambitious they were. This information is essential as the success 

of the intervention is ultimately evaluated, among other things, in relation to the goals of the inter-

vention (see chapter 3.2). This leads to the last kind of information to be included in the analytical 

scheme aside from the success factors themselves: the evaluation of the success of the interven-

tion, which considers achievement of the goals of the intervention, their ambitiousness, the dura-

bility of their achievement as well as positive and negative side-effects.  

As for the success factors themselves, it certainly is valuable to include into the analytical 

scheme the option to capture further success factors that are found in the case studies being evalu-

ated with the analytical scheme and that had not been part of the scheme so far. If such factors ap-

pear in the analyzed case studies repeatedly, they might be of general significance and therefore 

they should be integrated in the analytical scheme. With this addition, the analytical scheme be-

comes a structured tool to guide the analysis of case studies of collaborative interventions aiming 

at the realization of a more sustainable agriculture, yet remains open for inductive findings.  

In sum, the final analytical scheme comprises the following parts: 

1. General Information (case name, references, country in which the case took place, case 

start and end dates …), 

2. Case Type (level of the intervention, initiation type, type of actors involved…), 

3. Goals of the intervention (incl. their ambitiousness), 

4. Factors supporting or hindering the success of the intervention (see chapter 3.2 for more 

detail): 

a. Characteristics of the issue, 

b. Characteristics of the policy to be implemented (where applicable), 

c. Characteristics of the individual involved actors, 
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d. Characteristics of the group of involved actors, 

e. Structure and organization of the intervention, 

f. Factors of external conditions and support, 

g. Factors for interventions that include the marketing of products and/or services 

(where applicable), 

h. Other factors (to be able to include further factors not yet included in the analytical 

scheme), 

5. Evaluation of the success of the intervention. 

For some of the success factors in the analytical scheme, it might make sense to capture them in 

a differentiated way. For example, there might be trust and pre-existing relations between some 

types of actors but not between others. Therefore, instead of trying to capture overall trust and ex-

istence of relations, the evaluation of these aspects can be differentiated in relation to the actors. 

For this, a fitting actor typology would have to be chosen (e.g. if one chose to differentiate be-

tween state actors and non-state actors, one would measure the trust among state actors, among 

non-state actors and between state and non-state actors). Likewise, high and widespread trust be-

tween the involved actors from the outset of the intervention is certainly supportive of a successful 

outcome. However, the initially high trust might decrease for any reason in the course of the inter-

vention. Such a development could possibly surpass the effect of the initially high trust and the 

intervention could end as rather unsuccessful. On the other hand, despite a lack of trust during 

most time of the intervention the involved actors could come to trust each other in the very end of 

the intervention and lead it a successful outcome. Therefore, also a chronologically differentiated 

evaluation of some factors should be considered. 

4. Conclusions 

In this paper, the development of an analytical scheme for the evaluation of factors that support 

or hinder the success of collaborative interventions with the objective of improving the sustaina-

bility of agriculture was developed. As a first step, a case definition was established in order to set 

the scope of the analytical scheme. Furthermore, the dependent variable ‘success’ was defined and 

operationalized to be able to integrate it into the analytical scheme. Thereafter, a review of related 

literature was conducted in order to identify factors that potentially influence the outcome of the 

collaborative interventions to which the analytical scheme applies. For the verification of our find-

ings, the potential success factors found in the reviewed literature was compared with the results 

of a qualitative analysis of five test cases. Many of the factors proposed in the reviewed literature 

had an impact also in the test cases; for some factors the significance was very different in the test 

cases and in the reviewed literature. Apart from (partially) confirming the applicability of the fac-

tors obtained through the literature review, the comparison with the results of the qualitative anal-

ysis of the test cases also yielded some further factors, which were added to the collection of po-

tential success factors. In a last step, we presented the whole analytical scheme and made sugges-

tions regarding the evaluation of certain factors.  

The fact that many of the success factors obtained through the review of related literature did 

determine the performance of the interventions in the five test cases leads to the preliminary con-

clusion that these factors are indeed relevant for collaborative interventions that aim at the im-
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provement of the sustainability of agriculture. What is more, as there were only two factors of 

policy design that appeared to be important in one of the test cases and that had not been included 

in the list of potential success factors so far, the collection of aspects that might influence success 

or failure of a collaborative intervention appears to be of a high degree of completeness. In any 

case, through the inclusion of the possibility to capture qualitatively further success factors and to 

integrate these factors into the analytical scheme allows the analytical scheme to develop into an 

even more complete analytical scheme in the course of its application.  

However, to finally confirm the applicability of the whole analytical scheme to collaborative 

interventions aiming at a more sustainable agriculture, a more systematic test with a greater num-

ber of such cases will have to be conducted. Additionally, through such a more comprehensive test 

further success factors might come up and thus the analytical scheme would either become more 

complete (if additional success factors were found) or be confirmed in its completeness (if no ad-

ditional factors were found).  
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