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Abstract 
In March 2020, the world was turned upside down because of the COVID-19 pandemic. People and 

governments were surprized and tried to find solutions to stop the spread of the virus by imposed 

lockdown. Thus, the large majority of businesses and institutions closed. However, one sector had to 

pursue its activity to feed the world: the food sector. During the DigiFoodEdu project, we tried to 

comprehend the impact of the crisis on the food sector and particularly the impact on young graduates. 

We developed a questionnaire destined for the food companies, and we organized interviews with 

some representatives and experts from selected food industries. This report summarizes the answer s 

of the interviewees. 

According to the interviews’ results, the food companies noticed that the crisis slightly impacted the 

recruitment of young graduates but emphasized some issues that already existed such as lack of 

autonomy and new exigences. The skills required was similar before and after the crisis and the food 

companies definitely recommend more internships and placements in curriculum since they consider 

it as work experience. 
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I. Introduction 
When the COVID-19 crisis occurred, the world had to adapt to imposition of lockdown and closure of 
institutions. However, one sector was in effervescence at that time to continue to feed the world: the 
food sector. Thus, in the frame of DigiFoodEdu project we wanted to assess the impact of the crisis on 
the young graduate recruitment. We first disseminate a questionnaire to food companies, then we 
organised interviews with the same target. The goal of the interviews was to ascertain the perception 
of the COVID-19 crisis impact on the future talents and the skills required to succeed in the agri-food 
sector. Answers were collected from the Human Resources department of food companies and experts 
of the agri-food sector, notably members of the judging panels from different ECOTROPHELIA 
competitions. 

II. Interviews process 
The interviews were held after the obtention of the first results of the survey (see report O1 T2 
questionnaire) with industry representatives and experts. 15 people were interviewed, i.e. 5 per 
partner country of the project (France, Greece, Slovenia). As some of them wanted to remain 
anonymous, we decided to keep all the respondents anonymous. 

 
7 questions were asked to the respondents. Interviews last approximately one hour each. 

 
Conducting of the interviews: 

• October – November 2021: Drafting of questions 
• November – December 2021: Conducting of interviews 

 

III. Results of the interviews 
 

Q1. Did you notice more applications from young graduates since the COVID-19 crisis? If yes, do you 
have an idea why? 

The majority of interviewees did not notice more applications from young graduates. However, they 
noticed more applications in general: more applications from older people, not specifically from young 
graduate, with almost no impact of the crisis on recruitments of the agri-food sector. What was 
observed was a difficulty to find young employees at low level jobs.  

 
One respondent noticed more applications from young graduate, but assumed that students faculties 
recommended them sending more applications.  

One respondent from Slovenia said: “During COVID-19 crisis, especially during the first and second 
wave, regular work wasn’t possible and so called ‘covid leave’ was implemented instead, so our 
company didn’t have major calls for applications therefore there were no applications from young 
graduates. This year we had two applications from young graduates who left the company voluntarily 
after 6 months working here.” 

A HR French respondent argued that during the COVID-19 crisis, they needed work-force but have had 
difficulties finding any, specifically for production operator positions. They also required some more 
qualified positions, but they had difficulties  getting applications because people didn’t want to move 
to other regions and had fears about the future. Post-covid, they had some recruitment issues because 
of employees leaving the company. Overall, she observed more young graduates on the labour market,   
want to work and are really motivated to do so. Indeed, they have potential and apply to positions 
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even if they don’t have the required years of work to get the job”, she said. According to her, this 
situation is linked to the crisis. 

Regarding internships, another French respondent had a lot of replies from students looking for 
internships saying that since the COVID-19, it is more difficult to find an internship. She also stated that 
there are a few offers and companies don’t want to welcome any more trainees. Many students had 
their internships cancelled, mainly for those who got an internship in a foreign country. 

A Greek respondent observed that young graduate tried to come in contact with the company through 
other channels than the official of HR and mainly through the research projects of the company. The 
young people reached the companies in these ways as they are very familiar with the concept of these 
projects and many CVs were received through the sites of the research projects. 

 
Q2. What are the skills needed to succeed in the agri-food sector? 

According to the respondents, several skills needed to succeed in the agri-food sector were identified: 
persistence, adaptability, autonomy, social skills, appropriate education, knowledge of foreign 
languages, digital literacy, innovativeness, creativity, knowledge of specific work for certain position, 
knowledge of technologies and raw materials, knowledge of economics, communication, teamwork, 
orientation to consumer, professionalism, change management, entrepreneurship, collaboration. 

Of course, a young graduate does not have all skills required for a position. This is known and accepted 
by recruiters.  

According to a French respondent, it is possible that applicants could come from another sector than 
the agri-food one. In that case, recruiters are looking at the job skills: even if the applicant does not 
come from the agri-food sector, the methodologies are similar from one sector to another and 
knowledge of the sector can be learned thanks to integration programs in companies, for example. 

On the contrary, another one said that it is important to have the specific skills in order to succeed in 
the agri-food sector, especially understanding the basic rules of safety and quality and have rigour and 
responsibility in your work (think of the final consumers). 

Another essential thing in order to succeed, according to respondents, is the life attitude: personality, 
attitude, character, learning attitude (way of learning, how he/she is looking for the solution, etc), 
integrity, curiosity, resilience, passion, susceptible to criticism, flexibility, empathy and goal 
orientation. 

Q3. What are you looking for (in terms of skills) when you recruit a young graduate? 

Respondents are mainly looking for the same skills identified in Q2: persistence, autonomy, social skills, 
willingness to learn, digital literacy, goal orientation, interest in the profession, motivation, appropriate 
education, knowledge of foreign languages, innovativeness, creativity, adaptability, team work, 
motivation. 

Moreover, recruiters look at the life attitude: working habits, being self-initiative, proactivity, 
personality, empathy, character. 

They also look at some specific skills of the young graduates: potential, analysing, reasoning and 
thinking skills, relevance of the argument, desire to understand the entire process, desire to evolve, 
resilience to pressure. 

The diploma obtained, vision and theoretical knowledge of how things work in the company, specific 
skills in the field (for example for the quality assurance analysts: skills in hygiene, safety, quality; for 
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sales representative: knowledge of the environment, operation of production/logistics, broad vision 
of the food industry) are point of interests of recruiters too. 

According to one respondent, it is essential to evaluate a candidate properly and hire the one which 
fits best with the requirements. Indeed, he quoted “managers are very busy on a daily basis and can't 
be available all day long. They have to be able to go and find the right information, the right people. 
They have to look for themselves, understand and ask the right questions. Be interested and not always 
waiting”. 

In order to evaluate autonomy and capacity of team work of a young graduate, they can ask for 
previous experiences examples, from placements, internships or other and examples of how they react 
depending on the situations. 

Moreover, companies “have an interest in recruiting young people” as they are cheaper. 

 
Q4. Did you notice a lack in skills required to succeed in the agri-food sector (autonomy, social skills, 
etc…) from young graduates? If yes, which ones and what could you suggest improving them? 

Overall, respondents agreed that young graduates have a lack of autonomy, taking responsibilities, 
teamwork, proactivity, but it also “depends on the personality, the nature and the mentality of each 
candidate”. Others noticed a lack of desire to understand processes and their area of expertise. A 
respondent noticed that work-study students (from apprenticeships) have better autonomy capacities 
and should be more trained and encouraged. 

A Slovenian respondent reported a lack of persistence and social skills. While, on the contrary, a French 
respondent argued that young graduate integrate quickly and well in a company, they are dynamic, 
convivial, and they federate. However, this respondent noticed a lack of frameworks coming with the 
new generation, which can be an issue with the company rules and time slots.  

A Greek respondent said that in his company “the future recruitments' emphasis is given to the 
internships and if the candidates had one. The new candidates, it’s very important to have the 
willingness to learn.” 

One recruiter said they don’t “have enough young graduates to adequately answer this question.” 
Another one did not notice any lack. 

 
Q5. According to a survey we disseminated, it seems that young graduates have a lack of autonomy. 
Do you think digital learning (distance learning that was implemented during the COVID-19 crisis) 
could improve autonomy in young graduates or other necessary skills? 

About the impact of the COVID-19 crisis, it has been noticed that the pandemic allowed an awareness 
of the lack of autonomy but does not encourage the learning of autonomy.  

Moreover, telecommuting with the distance is very time-consuming and too complicated when it is 
the matter of young graduates. Respondents are not sure if distance learning encourage autonomy, “it 
mainly correlated with the nature and the personality of the young graduates and how everyone deals 
with each situation”. 

A French respondent argue a lack of autonomy which is not linked to the pandemic. Indeed, according 
to him, young graduates have a lack of methodology. When they arrive in a company, they are not able 
to solve issues or be autonomous because of this lack of methodology to do things. He thinks that case 
studies, practical courses should be more developed in the curriculum to taught methodology and 
consequently improving autonomy. 
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A respondent declared: that “skills are advanced with seminars, trainings, working in teams” are 
essential, “Maybe it is true that digital learning improved autonomy, but people who work in agri-food 
also need social skills (such as empathy) besides autonomy”. 

Three respondents answered that digital learning won’t improve autonomy or other skills of young 
graduates. One respondent said he didn’t notice anything and that it might be too early to observe the 
effects of distance learning, “perhaps in a few years, if the situation persists, and we have young people 
who have done all their higher education at a distance teaching modality  we will be able to observe 
the effect and answer the question’’. 

Another one thinks that “distance learning doesn’t add to higher autonomy or other mentioned 
challenges.” 

While others stated that:  

“The autonomy has been affected. The young graduates during pandemic didn’t have the chance to 
do internships and the teleworking doesn’t improve the social skills.  In our company, in order to 
improve the social skills of the newcomers, we are organizing virtual meeting, virtual birthdays, virtual 
breakfast with CEO.” 

“The autonomy has been affected from the digital learning and the overall training process but gains 
are observed in flexibility and adaptability.” 

A respondent with different opinion stated that  “Digital learning has impacted positively on skills of 
the graduates. There is a plethora of sources and availability of knowledge which can be exploited from 
the young graduates. The matter is how you exploit this knowledge and how you intergrade it in your 
job. Digital learning is abstracting a part of socialism and the interaction with the co-students, but no 
in a high degree.” 

 
Q6. According to the same survey, it seems that young graduates have a lack of social skills. 
According to you, what should be developed during the curriculum to face this lack?  

“It is possibly to be observed a gap on how to be a part of a team, in cases whereas someone due to 
its nature hasn’t developed the social skills and simultaneously he faced lockdowns due to COVID-19 
pandemic. On the other hand,  the young graduates nowadays have been in contact with companies 
and the relevant social skills have been developed. The personality and the interaction with the 
companies are very important on how the social skills were developed during COVID-19.” 

“Development of social skills in digital era is hard, and on top of it, the COVID-19 pandemic made the 
situation worse. I think we should start with a special project of development of social skills within the 
curriculum throughout all educational levels.” 

A French respondent observed a generation issue linked to social media. Young are more distant from 
the company (separation between personal and professional life for example) but are more linked to 
digital and then adaptable. 

What to do to improve social skills: 

Classes should be organised with less theoretical knowledge and more practical exercises, case studies, 
role-playing situation, etc, everything that can bring concrete/interaction/practice instead of theory to 
future talents.  

“The universities have to participate in team project and to get graded for it”. Universities should offer 
more contacts with the market and the companies beyond their expertise, and participation in 
initiatives like ECOTROPHELIA should be encouraged. Other aspects should be discussed as: crisis 
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management, change management, basic knowledge in other fields too (marketing, sales, financial, 
etc). 

“Curriculum has to be designed in a way that it can be realized with a healthy measure of competition, 
not egoism, selfishness and doing everything to achieve one’s goal. When young graduates come to a 
company, they have to feel that we all work for one goal and not each for their own goal and their 
salary. We always have to understand our duties, not only rights.” 

Include obligatory internships to be basic part of the curriculums with defined study goal / knowledge 
acquisition and building collaboration. “Internship is very important for the young graduates to come 
in contact with an organization, to enter a team, to take over a project.” 

It would be better to encourage young people entering the working world earlier in curriculums. 
Indeed, “Personally, I think that candidates who are 22/23 years old, in their last year of study and who 
have never set foot in a company is regrettable”. 

Training programs in universities could be developed for the development of the social skills for the 
young graduate before entering to the market. 

 
Q7. What do you think about placements and internships? Do they allow students to acquire the 
skills required? 

Respondents agreed about the fact that placements and internships allow acquiring the required skills 
(hard and soft) required to succeed in the agri-food sector. they recommend internships and 
placements be further developed in the curriculums and implemented right after the high school 
diploma. Indeed, if they are allowed to meet different people, with different personality and 
relationships they will learn to deal with them. “It is very important  the introduction of the young 
graduate to the business environment and to the development of the necessary skills. In the 
internships, social and technical skills are developed”. Moreover, it contributes to know how a 
company function and its organisation. 

In Slovenia, “Placements and internships are restricted to only few companies and don’t happen in all 
segments, so they have a limited impact on skills' development”. “They would be desired in an even 
large range”. 

Apprenticeships are much more interesting because it takes place in the long-term, in which students 
can have more opportunities and more possibility of dealing with situations than internships. 
“Apprenticeships bring a very good first work experience to young graduates, as they will become  
more experienced and able of assuming their position upon completion of their studies.” 

A French respondent suggested organising internships for teachers too, as some of them are good with 
theoretical things but are out of the companies' reality. 

 
Remarks : 

It would be better to talk with young graduates about the existing professions and of tomorrow, today 
“they have more opportunities to create different jobs and young graduates don’t know about that”.  

Young people have different view and expectations of their work and their personal life than previous 
generations. For example, young people would like to be freer of their schedules and be able to work 
at night (send emails) for example, however this will cause operating problems. Young graduates are 
also disconnected from reality when it is coming to salary, they have high salary exigence. These issues 
are not linked to the COVID-19 crisis but the COVID-19 emphasis it. They are also more demanding in 
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working remotely. This is linked to the COVID-19 crisis but to the economic reality too with the 
transport costs for example. 

IV. Conclusion 

The goal of the interviews was to ascertain the perception of the COVID-19 crisis impact on the future 
talents and the skills required to succeed in the agri-food sector. 

About the COVID-19 crisis, according to respondents, there were no more applications from young 
graduates since the COVID-19 crisis. Overall, COVID-19 had a few impacts on young recruitment and 
young graduate skills. It only allowed the emphasis of some issues that already existed as a lack of 
autonomy and new exigences and expectations. 

About the skills required to succeed in the agri-food sector, they seem to be the same as before the 
crisis. However, recruiters still observe a lack in skills with young graduates. They definitely recommend 
more internships and placements in curriculums, and encourage apprenticeships even more as they 
represent a great opportunity to learn skills from companies and real situations. They also encourage 
less theoretical learning and more practice learning at school, with case studies or other. 

 


