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Despite the growing availability of smart farming technologies, their adoption at the farm level remains limited due 
to a combination of technical, economic, and social barriers. This article explores how co-innovation and multi-actor 
advisory approaches can help to overcome these challenges by fostering collaborative, farmer-centered innovation 
processes. Drawing on the experience of the Horizon Europe TechCoach project’s first innovation bootcamp in Fin-
land, we examine how facilitated co-creation events can operationalize the principles of the Multi-Actor Approach 
(MAA) to generate practical, context-specific solutions for smart farming adoption. The bootcamp brought together 
farmers, advisors, researchers, and other stakeholders to collaboratively address real-world challenges, resulting 
in four solution concepts: peer learning networks, reformed support systems, digital matchmaking platforms, and 
a lighthouse farm mentoring model. These solutions directly targeted systemic barriers such as knowledge gaps, 
limited advisory capacity, and fragmented innovation ecosystems. The findings highlight the value of structured fa-
cilitation, stakeholder diversity, and trust-building in enabling effective co-innovation. Furthermore, the bootcamp 
model demonstrated potential to complement traditional advisory services and strengthen Agricultural Knowledge 
and Innovation Systems (AKIS) by embedding participatory methods and enhancing the role of advisors as inno-
vation facilitators. The article concludes that multi-actor co-innovation formats like the TechCoach bootcamp can 
play a critical role in accelerating the digital and sustainable transformation of agriculture by aligning technological 
development with farmers’ needs and capacities.

Key words: Multi-actor approach (MAA), Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems (AKIS), Innovation boot-
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Introduction

Smart farming technologies – such as gps-guided precision fertilization, sensor-based crop monitoring, and data-
driven farm management tools – hold great promise for improving agricultural sustainability, productivity, and re-
source efficiency (Knierim et al. 2019). Yet, despite these benefits, the on-farm adoption of such technologies has 
remained surprisingly low in practice. Studies estimate that even in advanced agricultural regions fewer than one 
in ten farmers currently use smart farming innovations (Masi et al. 2022, Talero-Sarmiento et al. 2023). Several in-
terrelated factors explain this slow uptake. Farmers often perceive digital and automated solutions as too complex 
or risky, facing steep learning curves and uncertain returns on investment (Talero-Sarmiento et al. 2023). There is 
also a notable knowledge gap – many producers lack access to reliable, hands-on information or training to confi-
dently implement new systems (Masi et al. 2022). Social and economic considerations play a key role as well. The 
cost of new equipment can be prohibitive, and without clear evidence of profit or efficiency gains, farmers are 
understandably cautious. Moreover, farm decision-making tends to be influenced strongly by peer networks and 
trusted advisors: research has shown that farmers prefer impartial advice from people they know or local farm-
ing communities (peer-to-peer) and will be hesitant to act on external or “top-down” recommendations alone 
(Knierim et al. 2018). If traditional agricultural extension services and advisory networks are not fully up-to-speed 
on the latest digital tools – as is often the case – farmers may not receive the support needed to integrate these 
technologies into their operations. In short, technological development by itself is not enough to drive change 
at the farm level. Bridging the adoption gap requires a new collaborative approach: one that demystifies smart 
farming through practical demonstrations and involves farmers, advisors, researchers, and other stakeholders in 
co-creating solutions. This kind of multi-actor, farmer-centered innovation culture is increasingly seen as essen-
tial for overcoming adoption barriers and ensuring that digital agriculture tools are tailored to real-world needs.

This need has also been recognized in EU research and innovation policy. In the Horizon Europe programme, the 
Multi-Actor Approach (MAA) is a central operational principle aimed at involving all key stakeholders in the de-
velopment of solutions from the very ideation phase (Feo et al. 2022). MAA is not merely about participation, 
but also about co-creation, where different actors combine their expertise and experience throughout the entire 
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project lifecycle – from ideation to the utilization of results. The underlying idea is that only solutions developed 
together are truly usable and scalable.

Alongside co-creation, the concept of co-innovation is emphasized – referring to a process in which different  
actors generate new knowledge and solutions through mutual interaction (Ingram et al. 2020). Co-innovation 
is not a single method, but a dynamic and context-dependent process in which facilitation, trust, and shared  
understanding are key prerequisites for success. In the agricultural context, co-innovation enables the integration 
of farmers’ everyday experiences with research knowledge and technological solutions in a way that supports 
both practical applicability and systemic change.

This approach is directly linked to the development of the Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation System (AKIS). 
AKIS refers to the ecosystem of knowledge and innovation in agriculture – how knowledge is created, flows, and 
is applied. According to the European Commission, AKIS systems should become more integrated, inclusive, 
and multi-actor to address the complex challenges facing agriculture (European Commission 2024). MAA and  
co-innovation offer practical means to achieve this goal.

The TechCoach project is a European collaboration funded by Horizon Europe, aiming to strengthen farmers’ ability 
to assess, adopt, and integrate smart farming technologies. The project develops and pilots innovation workshops 
– so-called “innovation bootcamps” – where multidisciplinary participant teams tackle real farm-level challenges 
through co-innovation. In addition, the project implements an international “facilitator training programme” to 
train bootcamp facilitators in partner countries. In this article, we examine how the TechCoach project – in par-
ticular in the first bootcamp in Finland – puts the principles of MAA and co-innovation into practice. This boot-
camp was held in Siuntio, Finland, in 26.–27. November 2025. 

There are three key questions to answer:

	 1. How does the TechCoach bootcamp apply the principles of MAA and co-innovation to address the  
	     challenges of smart farming adoption?

	 2. What kinds of solutions emerged during the first bootcamp in Finland, and how do they address the  
	     challenges of smart farming adoption?

	 3. What lessons can be drawn from the perspective of advisory systems and AKIS development?

Materials and methods

The TechCoach project is structured as a multi-actor, co-innovation initiative to accelerate the adoption of smart 
farming technologies. It connects existing Operational Groups, operating under EU EIP-Agri framework, and  
other Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation System (AKIS) actors across five countries (Finland, Greece, Hungary, 
Italy, Netherlands) and implements a series of national Innovation Bootcamps – intensive co-creation workshops – 
supported by an international Facilitator Training Program. This design ensures that farmers, advisors, researchers, 
and other stakeholders collaboratively develop solutions and that local capacity is built to sustain these efforts 
beyond the project.

Each TechCoach Innovation Bootcamp is an intensive one- or two-day, facilitated co-creation event at the national 
level. These bootcamps bring together a diverse range of participants – typically around 20 people divided into 
4–5 teams – including farmers, farm advisors, agri-tech professionals, researchers, students, and other AKIS stake-
holders. The bootcamp format emphasizes practical, hands-on collaboration on real farm-level challenges related 
to smart farming. Within a compressed timeframe, participants jointly ideate, prototype, and refine solutions, 
supported by a structured facilitation process and domain experts (mentors). This approach shifts knowledge  
exchange from a traditional “top-down” model to a bottom-up peer-driven, co-innovation model: farmers and  
advisors work side by side with scientists, tech providers and other AKIS stakeholders to ensure solutions are both 
innovative and grounded in on-farm reality.

The planning of the TechCoach innovation camp draws on previous, extensive experiences with the Bioboosters® 
by Jamk hackathon model (Aalto 2023) and adapts these to an agricultural context. The bootcamp methodology 
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is implemented through several phases, which are standardized across all partner countries. Depending on local 
context, however, bootcamp implementation may be adapted in the different partner countries. A general time-
line and structure of the bootcamp process is shown in Figure 1. The key steps can be summarized as follows:

	 1. Planning meeting: Setting goals and timeline 
	 2. Mapping needs: network meeting(s) & survey 
	 3. Identification and description of challenge(s) to be tackled 
	 4. Challenge publication webinar 
	 5. Open call to apply to the event & targeted invitations 
	 6. Participant selections and team formation 
	 7. Virtual Kick-Off Event (orientation, preliminary tasks) 
	 8. Innovation Bootcamp Days 
	 9. Lessons learned, further development

Bootcamp Facilitator program
To replicate the bootcamp model consistently across countries, TechCoach implemented an international Boot-
camp Facilitator Program. Each partner organization appointed minimum of 2 national facilitators, who under-
went a structured training led by Jamk University of Applied Sciences (Finland) before and during the first boot-
camp. Training elements included:

	 (i) A series of 4 online webinars/workshops (over ~6 weeks) covering bootcamp planning, facilitation  
	 techniques, and stakeholder engagement 
	 (ii) Detailed written guidelines and templates (a “facilitator’s toolkit” with step-by-step checklists,  
	 sample agendas, communication plans, etc.) 
	 (iii) Observing and co-facilitation at the Finnish pilot bootcamp. The Finnish event served as a hands-on  
	 training for international facilitators who observed and assisted in tasks like moderating group work or  
	 organizing mentor rotations at the Finnish bootcamp. 
	 (iv) Continuous support and mentoring from the core team via regular calls and a shared online work	
	 space.  

This program built local capacity, ensuring that each country’s facilitators could adapt the bootcamp methodology 
to their local context and lead events in the national language. By the time of their own bootcamps, the trained 
facilitators were equipped to manage the multi-actor dynamics and complex logistics that such co-innovation 
events entail.  

Multi-actor approach (MAA) in the bootcamp preparation
The design of the bootcamp process inherently implements the MAA and co-innovation principles put forth in 
Horizon Europe. First, stakeholder diversity is built into every stage: from challenge definition (via network meet-
ings and surveys involving farmers, advisors, OGs, etc.) to participant and mentor selection and team formation, 

 

Fig. 1. Timeline and structure of TechCoach innovation bootcamp
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the process ensures that multiple perspectives drive the innovation agenda. Each bootcamp team was a micro-
cosm of the agricultural knowledge system, “mixing minds” across roles. This not only generated richer ideas but 
also fostered mutual learning and trust – critical conditions for co-innovation (Ingram et al. 2020). Second, the 
facilitated co-creation format transforms traditional top-down knowledge transfer into a bottom-up, interactive 
innovation process. Instead of researchers or companies “pushing” technology, the bootcamps create a space for 
farmers and advisors to “pull” innovations by articulating their needs and co-designing solutions that fit local con-
texts. Through guided brainstorming, mentoring dialogues, and peer-to-peer exchanges, participants collabora-
tively turn abstract technologies into practical, farm-ready applications. This operational co-innovation approach 
accelerates adoption: participants feel ownership of outcomes and trust the collectively developed solutions,  
lowering barriers to trying them in practice. Finally, the focus on facilitation in TechCoach (via trained national  
facilitators and structured methods) is what knits the MAA and co-innovation together. Skilled facilitation tech-
niques (e.g. using canvases, clear rules for interaction, equal opportunity for each voice) ensured that power  
imbalances were minimized and every participant could contribute meaningfully. In sum, the innovation boot-
camps served as living laboratories of MAA: they brought together multi-actor networks to collaboratively create 
context-specific innovations, demonstrating how farmer-centered, networked advisory processes can drive the 
adoption of smart farming solutions in practice.

Results

Well in advance of the bootcamp (about 5 months), we engaged with national stakeholders to identify pressing 
smart farming challenges. This included a network meeting with the national smart farming group from AgriHubi. 
This thematic network consists of 60+ members, including researchers, farmers, advisory representatives from 
advisory organisations, AKIS representatives, operational group members, decision/policy makers and other agri-
related stakeholders connected or interested in smart farming. In the network meeting, the TechCoach project and 
its objectives, as well as the bootcamp concept, were presented. On the basis of the discussions that followed, we 
identified 6 general challenge topics:

	 1. Low adoption of smart farming technology: The benefits of smart farming technology are significant,  
	 but adoption is still quite limited. The camps aim to promote adoption by addressing perceived complexity, 
	 lack of information, and social factors influencing farmers’ decisions.

	 2. Need for tailored advisory services: Farmers need impartial and independent advice, preferably from  
	 their own peers (peer-to-peer). The camps promote multi-actor advisory systems that prioritize farmers’  
	 needs and enable information exchange among diverse actors.

	 3. Complex farm challenges: Farmers face issues such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions, improving  
	 water and soil quality, and maintaining biodiversity. The camps help develop holistic approaches to solving 
	 these interconnected problems using smart farming technology.

	 4. Promoting collaboration and innovation: The camps foster multi-actor collaboration, bringing together  
	 different stakeholders to create comprehensive solutions. This collaboration promotes innovation, facilitates 
	 co-development and adoption of new technologies, and improves productivity, adaptability, and sustain- 
	 ability.

	 5. Building capacity and resilience: Through training and information exchange, the camps enhance farmers’ 
	 capacity and resilience, supporting skill development and data-driven decision-making.

	 6. Addressing communication and resource constraints: Multi-actor advisory systems must tackle  
	 communication challenges, power imbalances, and resource limitations. The camps aim to address these  
	 risks through careful planning, transparent governance structures, and inclusive methods.

On the basis of these 6 general challenges, we built an online survey with the aim of narrowing down to 4–5 more 
specific challenges to be tackled by the innovation bootcamp teams. The key questions asked in the survey were:

	 •   Which of the above general challenge themes do you consider most important? Select at least 1 theme 
	 •  Based on the challenges you selected, what concrete challenge(s) should be solved at the innovation  
                    camp? Propose at least one specific challenge related to each general theme you selected.	
	 • Do you think any general themes are missing, or would you like to add something else? Open  
                    comments.
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The survey was aimed at farmers, advisory services, Operational Group members, researchers and agrology stu-
dents. By collaboratively mapping local needs and barriers, we ensure that the bootcamp’s themes are relevant 
and farmer-centered. 

Topics 1 to 3 were considered the most important, but all topics gained interest. Figure 2 shows the percentages 
for each of the six topics.

Respondents identified several key challenges for the TechCoach bootcamp, centering on smart farming technol-
ogy adoption, peer-to-peer advisory, capacity building, and stakeholder collaboration. Many highlighted the lim-
ited uptake of smart farming technologies (e.g., digital tools, precision agriculture equipment) and stressed the 
need to demonstrate clear benefits and provide hands-on trials or pilot projects to encourage farmers to adopt 
new technologies. There was a strong call to strengthen peer-to-peer advisory systems: respondents suggested 
creating more effective peer mentoring networks and digital platforms that enable farmers and advisors to share 
knowledge and experiences, ensuring that advisors and mentors have solid practical expertise to guide others. 

 
Another recurring theme was capacity building and resilience among farmers. Participants emphasized enhancing 
farmers’ skills through training, education, and knowledge exchange programs so that they can make informed, 
data-driven decisions and adapt to challenges. This includes improving access to research-based information,  
integrating financial planning assistance with technical advice, and fostering a culture of continuous learning and 
innovation. 

Also, collaboration between stakeholders emerged as a crucial factor. Respondents underscored the importance of 
connecting farmers, advisors, researchers, educational institutions, industry partners, and policymakers to co-create 
solutions and align efforts for sustainable agriculture. Such multi-actor collaboration could involve sharing best 
practices, jointly developing new technologies, and ensuring that different actors (even non-traditional partners 
like the defense industry) work together to enhance food security and farm innovation. In terms of notable sug-
gestions, some respondents proposed peer discussion groups or “thematic farmer groups” to tackle specific tech-
nology investments together – from planning and financing to implementation – thereby sharing risks and learn-
ings. Others suggested setting up demonstration farms or pioneer cases to showcase successful implementation 
of smart farming systems, which can serve as real-world examples for other farmers to learn from. Quality and 
transparency in advisory services were also mentioned, with calls for ensuring advisors have strong expertise and 
practical experience, and for making advisory fees and outcomes more transparent so that advice genuinely leads 
to farm profitability and sustainability. Finally, ideas like developing digital platforms for water resource manage-
ment on farms and involving agricultural schools and associations in innovation projects were mentioned as ways 
to address specific gaps.

Based on the survey results, we formulated 4 specific challenges, to be tackled at the innovation bootcamp:

Fig. 2. Popularity (%) of topics on the basis of 35 answers (multiple answers were possible)
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	 1. Peer Learning Challenges: The aim is to develop models that enable farmers to more efficiently share 
 	 experiences and learn from each other on adopting smart farming technologies. This challenge seeks  
	 solutions that support both peer-to-peer learning among farmers and broader collaboration with other  
	 stakeholders (such as advisors, researchers, AKIS actors, etc.). Key elements may include thematic groups,  
	 accelerating knowledge transfer, and easily accessible advisory services.

	 2. Developing Support Systems to Promote Smart Agriculture: Current support systems do not  
	 sufficiently encourage the adoption of smart farming technologies. This challenge seeks ideas and models  
	 for how (financial) support systems could better facilitate the transition to smart agriculture in the  
	 future. While directly influencing support policy is difficult, it is possible to develop proposals, pilots, and  
	 advocacy methods that support knowledge transfer and provide a foundation for decision-making.

	 3. Smart Matchmaking Solutions for Farm Problem-Solving: Farmers often struggle to find the right  
	 information, expert, or service provider. This challenge focuses on developing solutions that make it easier 
	  to find knowledge and expertise—such as digital platforms, networks, or models using artificial intelligence 
	 that connect farmers, advisors, researchers, and companies. The goal is to accelerate knowledge transfer  
	 and improve the efficiency of problem-solving at the farm level.

	 4. Identifying and Leveraging “Lighthouse Farms”: There are already farms in Finland where smart farming 
	 technologies are widely implemented. This challenge seeks ways to identify these “lighthouse farms” and 
	 make better use of their expertise. The aim is to create models for effectively sharing the experiences and  
	 success stories of lighthouse farms with other farmers and especially with agricultural advisors—through  
	 mentoring programs, training, or digital platforms.

Engaging and attracting participation
Approximately 2 months prior to the bootcamp, a 1-hour challenge-launch online webinar was held to spark  
interest in the bootcamp, present the TechCoach innovation bootcamp, announce the selected challenges and 
encourage bootcamp participation. 

The webinar was actively advertised through social media, newsletter and targeted invitations. Thirty-six people 
representing all key stakeholder groups participated.  The program included an introduction, a specialist presen-
tation as well as panel discussion related to the topic of co-innovation in agriculture. At the end of the webinar 
the challenges were revealed and the open registration call announced. A targeted marketing and communication 
campaign – including social media, partner newsletters, and direct invitations – was further executed to reach a 
broad audience of practitioners and stakeholders. Interested individuals applied through an online form outlining 
their background and motivation to join the bootcamp. The call was open for four weeks, after which we had  
received 19 applications. After screening their background and motivation, all 19 applicants were selected and 
then formally invited to the bootcamp. 

Team formation was done to maximise stakeholder diversity and ensure both multi-actor team composition 
and gender balance (Fig. 3). Four teams of 4–5 members were formed. We further recruited directly a total of 6  
mentors. The mentors’ role is to offer their expertise and possible networks to the innovation teams of the Tech-
Coach innovation bootcamp. The mentor accompanies the teams from the kick-off event through to the actual 
bootcamp days. Mentoring takes place in face-to-face meetings during the event days as well as on the digital  
collaboration platform. Mentors were selected based on their backgrounds to maximise stakeholder diversity. 
Four of the mentors also formed the jury.

One month prior to the bootcamp, a virtual Kickoff was organized. The Kick-Off consisted of 3 plenaries, 15 min 
each, two of which by the Finnish project organizations ProAgria and Jamk, and one by AKIS representative and 
coordinator of Finnish Rural Network. Participants, facilitators and mentors were presented, and the challenge 
specific teams were announced. The general workflow of the bootcamp was explained. The collaboration platform 
(HowSpace ) was set up, and all participants were added before the kick-off. Teams were given preliminary tasks 
which they solved using the collaboration platform. The preliminary tasks helped the teams to get acquainted to 
their challenge and discuss potential ideas/solutions before the bootcamp. The platform was structured into both 
open as well as closed group specific spaces for the teams, mentors and jury, respectively. 
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The on-site bootcamp 
The bootcamp itself was held as life event on 26.–27.11.2025 at Korpirauhan Camp Centre in Siuntio, southern 
Finland. With one or two exceptions, all participants, facilitators and mentors accommodated at the camp, i.e. 
discussions, networking, socializing continued in the evening. The main language of the bootcamp was local lan-
guage Finnish. 

The core of the methodology was the on-site innovation bootcamp, held in a retreat-like setting. Teams worked 
intensively on their assigned smart farming challenge following a structured schedule of ideation, design, and 
validation sessions. A lead facilitator guided the overall process and ensured an inclusive, egalitarian atmosphere 
where all perspectives were valued (farmers’ practical insights were considered as important as engineers’ or re-
searchers’ knowledge). A key feature was the use of mentor rotations: domain experts circulated among teams at 
set intervals to provide feedback, challenge assumptions, and share expertise. This brought fresh viewpoints and 
possible new networking opportunities to each group and accelerated problem-solving. By the end of Day 2, each 
team had developed a concrete solution concept or prototype and prepared a short (6 minutes) pitch presenta-
tion. The panel of judges evaluated the solutions on criteria such as innovativeness, practicality, and impact on 
smart technology uptake. Although one “winning” idea and one runner-up were recognized to encourage friendly 
competition, all outputs were captured for further development after the event.

Throughout the bootcamp, facilitation techniques and canvases were employed to guide teams through under-
standing the problem, brainstorming, and refining their ideas. The use of visual aids and rapid prototyping materi-
als encouraged creativity despite the time constraints. The Howspace digital platform remained available for teams 
to document key points and for remote experts to provide support as needed. The facilitated format ensured that 
quieter voices were heard equally, mitigating power imbalances that can occur in multi-actor groups. Sessions for 
informal networking (like joint meals and breaks) were built into the schedule, as trust and social bonding were 
recognized as crucial for effective knowledge sharing.

In the following section each team’s solution is summarized:

	 1. Team Peer-to-Peer: Intensive collaboration days implemented by educational institutions. 
	 The solution targets the motivation and trust gap slowing smart farming adoption. It involves energizing 
	 peer-to-peer learning networks with help from advisors, educators, and demo farms. It proposes turning 
	 traditional field days into high-impact, multi-actor workshops where farmers, advisors, researchers, and  
	 ag-tech experts solve problems and share experiences side by side. By making these events fewer-but- 
	 bigger, they draw more farmers in, sparking enthusiasm through real-world demos of new tech. Over 
	 time, farmers build self-direction and trust – learning from each other and growing confident in new  
	 methods. The outcome would be a grassroots culture of innovation, where farmers lead farmers into the  
	 digital age of agriculture.

Fig. 3. Stakeholder composition of participants and mentor
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	 2. Team Support Systems: Smart agriculture as a criterion in the development of agricultural subsidy 
	 systems.The solution envisions a ground-up overhaul of farming support systems to jump-start smart  
	 agriculture adoption. The plan would shift subsidies from an individual farmer focus to a collaborative  
	 model: farmers could pool resources or hire contractors with subsidy support, instead of bearing all costs 
	 alone. It also proposes bonuses for feeding farm data into central systems and for eco-friendly practices, 
	 tying financial incentives to digital and green innovation. This could be done by first train a corps of smart- 
	 farming advisors to guide farmers, and then push these ideas into Finland’s 2026 “partnership plan”  
	 (national agri-policy). Using ongoing EU innovation projects, policy recommendations could be drafted 
	 with input from key groups (e.g. ProAgria, Luke, MTK, etc.). The result would be a truly multi-actor blue 
	 print aligned with EU Farm-to-Fork goals – one that government ministries from agriculture to environment 
	 can rally behind. This two-tier approach (practical support changes plus high-level policy influence) aims  
	 to make smart farming easier on the farm and a priority in the policy arena, accelerating Finland’s  
	 transition to digital, sustainable agriculture.

	 3. Team Matchmaking: Farmland rental platform to turn idle fields into smart farming assets. Finland’s  
	 first Smart Farming Matchmaking platform is reimagining agriculture as a luxury service. The concept  
	 would allow global investors and gourmet food producers to rent Finnish farmland online, much like booking 
	 a luxury vacation property. Landowners lease out fields, local contractors tend the crops with high-tech  
	 precision, and international clients receive “the world’s cleanest” premium produce. Framed by analogies 
	 to luxury tourism (remember Cristiano Ronaldo’s Lapland holiday?), the solution markets Finland’s  
	 pristine fields as sources of exclusive, safe food. The proposed platform operator would link all parties,  
	 requiring expertise in tech, farming, and marketing to target elite customers (from Formula 1 teams to  
	 Michelin-star chefs). By branding Finnish food as a luxury experience, the initiative aims to inject investment 
	 into rural communities, spur adoption of smart farming technologies, and boost Finland’s agri-food  
	 exports – ultimately growing “luxury food” on Finnish soil for the world’s most discerning tables.

	 4. Team Lighthouse: A Michelin Star rating system for farms. The solution proposes a “Michelin star”  
	 style ranking system for farms to spotlight the very best in smart farming and harness their expertise for  
	 others. Under this plan, farms are rated 1 to 5 stars based on their use of smart technologies and sustain 
	 ability practices – with 5-star “Lighthouse Farms” being the elite pioneers fully using high-tech farming  
	 and actively advising their peers. The rankings, to be managed by bodies like MTK or ProAgria, would not only  
	 recognize excellence but also guide where to focus training efforts. The second part of the solution brands  
	 the 5-star status as a knowledge-sharing service: top-rated farms would mentor lower-rated farms through  
	 visits and workshops, while advisors organize learning events at 5-star sites. This way, the innovations of 
	  Finland’s leading smart farms spread quickly and practically to the whole farming community. The result 
	  would be faster adoption of smart farming, better use of advisory resources, and a new culture of peer- 
	 to-peer learning – all driven by a bit of friendly competition to earn those coveted farm stars.

The solution provided by Team 3 (Matchmaking) was selected as winner, and the solution provided by Team 2 (Sup-
port System) was awarded honorary mention. All in all, the ranking was tight, and each solution had its benefits 
and caveats. The juries and other mentors believe that each solution has a very potential path forward towards a 
novel and useful way to speed up adoption of smart crop farming technologies at farm level. 

Follow-up steps are critical in further developing and fine-tuning the solutions, or some of the solutions, and in 
finding means to implement them. Such follow-up steps and activities include e.g.:

	 •   Follow-up discussions between the TechCoach organisers and the teams 
	 •   Presentation of solutions within AgriHubis Smart Farm thematic network 
	 •   Planning of pilots, or new projects, based on bootcamp solution 
	 •   EIP-Agri practice abstracts of solutions for EU Farmbook 
	 •   A follow-up TechCoach event, involving participants and organisers of all 5 TechCoach Innovation  
                     bootcamps, possibly in collaboration with Horizon Europe sister projects, to spark international  
                     collaboration and networking.

Immediately after the co-creation days, participants and mentors completed a feedback survey and a “lessons 
learned” debrief was held. This served to evaluate the process (e.g. which facilitation aspects worked well and 
what could be improved) and to capture ideas on how to implement or further develop the solutions conceived. 
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According to the feedback survey, participants were primarily motivated to join the TechCoach innovation boot-
camp by the opportunity to learn more about smart farming technologies and their adoption, to network with 
peers and experts, and to contribute to developing agriculture while building their own expertise. Overall satisfac-
tion with the bootcamp was high – attendees found the event successful and worthwhile, and several described 
it as an interesting, well-organized experience. The Howspace digital platform used for pre-tasks and collabora-
tion was considered helpful and easy to use. Participants praised the mentors’ expertise as highly relevant to the 
theme and felt that the time spent with mentors was mostly adequate, but many noted that team working time 
during the camp was too limited.

Conclusions

The first TechCoach innovation bootcamp in Finland provides good evidence that the Multi-Actor Approach (MAA) 
and co-innovation principles can be effectively operationalized to tackle smart farming adoption challenges. By  
design, the innovation bootcamp brought together all key stakeholder groups – farmers, advisors, researchers, 
tech providers, and others – from the very start of the innovation process, as urged by Horizon Europe’s MAA 
guidelines. This diverse composition ensured that no single perspective dominated, leading to solutions grounded 
in real-world needs, possibilities and shared ownership among participants. The facilitated co-creation environ-
ment built trust and mutual learning, confirming that factors like effective facilitation, inclusive dialogue and a 
level playing field for all actors are pivotal for success. Consistent with Ingram et al. (2020), the TechCoach boot-
camp demonstrated how skilled facilitation can weave together different types of knowledge, enable co-learning, 
and create the conditions for emergent innovation. Participant feedback indicated high satisfaction and highlight-
ed that working in multi-actor teams can help to demystify smart technologies and build confidence to try new  
approaches on-farm, addressing key adoption barriers such as perceived complexity and lack of impartial knowledge. 
In short, the bootcamp acted as a “living lab” for MAA, validating that intensive co-creation events can unlock 
latent demand for innovation by shifting the advisory dynamic from a top-down transfer of information to a  
collaborative, farmer-centered process. 

The four solutions developed by the bootcamp teams – Peer Learning, Support Systems, Matchmaking, and 
Lighthouse Farms – align closely with the TechCoach objectives and the ideals of MAA and co-innovation. Each 
solution targets a distinct systemic barrier to smart farming uptake identified in both literature and stakeholder  
consultations. For instance, the Peer Learning solution addresses the knowledge and motivation gap by proposing 
structured farmer-to-farmer networks, directly embodying the project’s aim to foster farmer-centric multi-actor 
advisory models. This aligns with calls in the AKIS literature to strengthen peer-to-peer learning as a way to accel-
erate innovation adoption (Knierim et al. 2018). The Support Systems idea tackles economic and policy hurdles 
by envisioning how subsidy schemes and advisory services might be reoriented to incentivize smart farming and 
collaborative experimentation, reflecting TechCoach’s emphasis on connecting innovation support mechanisms 
with farm-level needs. The Matchmaking platform concept, which won the bootcamp’s top award, targets the  
information and connectivity deficit by linking farmers to expertise and resources through a digital multi- 
actor platform. This solution epitomizes MAA in action, as it creates a continuous, scalable space for knowledge  
co-creation and exchange across diverse actors – an approach documented as crucial in thematic networks and 
advisory platforms (Feo et al. 2022). Finally, the Lighthouse Farms rating and mentoring scheme builds on the idea 
of leveraging early adopters and exemplars, effectively institutionalizing peer learning and recognition to diffuse 
smart farming innovations. By tapping into existing “islands” of excellence and pairing them with broader advisory 
efforts, this solution bridges micro-level success stories with wider AKIS, a strategy in line with European Commission 
AKIS recommendations for integrating innovation champions into advisory networks (EC 2024). 

From an advisory system and AKIS development perspective, several key lessons emerge. The TechCoach boot-
camp reinforces that multi-actor co-innovation events can complement and rejuvenate traditional extension  
services. Where conventional advisory often struggles with limited scope or a top-down orientation, the boot-
camp model created a neutral, engaging environment where farmers could be co-creators of innovation rather 
than passive recipients of advice. This suggests that AKIS actors should consider integrating such participatory  
formats into mainstream advisory practice to better address complex challenges that single-actor approaches cannot 
solve alone (EU SCAR AKIS 2019). Another lesson is the importance of building facilitation capacity within advisory  
systems. The TechCoach facilitator training program proved essential in ensuring that co-innovation principles 
were upheld – for example, by training facilitators to manage power dynamics and encourage equal contribution, 
the project helped create an atmosphere of trust that is widely recognized as core to effective co-innovation. This 
underlines the need for AKIS to invest in facilitation skills and methodologies (Ingram et al. 2020) if they are to 
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implement MAA in practice. Furthermore, the bootcamp’s positive feedback and tangible outcomes (e.g., prac-
tice abstracts, pilot plans) support the idea that when farmers and advisors jointly develop solutions, they are 
more likely to champion and adopt them – a finding consistent with long-standing evidence that practitioners 
are more receptive to innovations they have had a hand in creating (Knierim et al. 2019). Finally, the multi-level  
approach of TechCoach – connecting local Operational Groups, national networks, and European knowledge 
flows – illustrates a pathway for scaling up these benefits. By disseminating bootcamp outputs via platforms like 
AgriHubi and the EU FarmBook, the project contributes to a more integrated AKIS where grassroots innovations  
inform higher-level policy and vice versa. In conclusion, the TechCoach innovation bootcamp experience suggests 
that farmer-focused co-innovation events, underpinned by strong facilitation and strategic network-building, can 
significantly enhance advisory systems. They deliver not just creative technical solutions, but also strengthen the 
social infrastructure – trust, relationships, shared vision – upon which sustained innovation adoption depends. 
These findings urge advisors and policymakers to integrate MAA and co-innovation into agricultural strategies to 
speed up digital and sustainable farming transformation.
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