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Abstract   
 

This research is an exploratory study into the scaling approaches of Social 

Agricultural Cooperatives (SACs) in Italy. Indigenous to the Italian context and 

rooted in the Civil Economy tradition, SACs are Social Cooperatives that operate 

in the agricultural sector. They are a rapidly-expanding type of social enterprise, 

combining a non-profit institutional identity (i.e. the social element), an 

entrepreneurial core (i.e. the agricultural element) and democratic governance 

(i.e. the cooperative element). SACs are framed in the wider context of diverse 

organisations – i.e. holding different ethical approaches and different modus 

operandi from the capitalist enterprise.  

This research focuses on scaling as a grand challenge for diverse 

organisations. While in the context of capitalist organisations scaling is often 

considered as a synonym for organisational growth (e.g. scaling is mostly 

expressed in terms of scaling-up), diverse organisations consider scaling as a 

more complex matter (e.g. introducing concepts such as scaling-out and scaling-

deep). 

Embracing a social constructionist view of management and organisation 

studies, this research adopts qualitative multiple-case-study methods to advance 

a diverse theory of scaling. Scaling is considered as the combination of 

processes that allow an organisation to fulfil the needs it was constituted to 

address, while undertaking its vision of system change. In the context of SACs, 

needs and system change emerge in close relation to ecological standpoints and 

environmental virtue ethics respectively, while scaling routes emerge as multi-

layered and multi-faceted processes, including, but not limited to, organisational 

growth. These include: scaling-up-inwards (i.e. vertical organisational growth), 

scaling-out-inwards (i.e. horizontal organisational growth), scaling-down (i.e. 

organisational de-growth), scaling-up-outwards (i.e. organisational impact on 

policies), scaling-out-outwards (i.e. organisational multiplication), scaling-deep-

inwards (i.e. organisational impact on internal culture), scaling-deep-outwards 

(i.e. organisational impact on societal culture), scaling-with-inwards (i.e. 

organisational aggregation of existing organisations) and scaling-with-outwards 

(i.e. organisational aggregation of new organisations). Rather than in scaling-up, 
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the key process to fulfil SACs’ needs while undertaking their vision of system 

change was identified as scaling-deep. At the same time scaling-up was never 

considered as exponential growth. On the contrary, it emerged as being a limited 

(i.e. by social and environmental values), temporary (i.e. until a point of 

equilibrium is reached) and contextual (i.e. small scale) process. 

The importance of ecological relations and ecological virtues for SACs allows 

a redefinition of the traditional mission of Social Cooperatives (i.e. from human 

to ecological promotion) as well as their vision (i.e. from human to ecological 

flourishing). In addition, appreciating scaling and growing as two different and 

related processes allows the decoupling of scaling (i.e. including growth) from 

the growth paradigm (i.e. exponential growth in a planet with finite resources), 

opening up the understanding of scaling to degrowth approaches. In turn, that 

enables a focus on local initiatives, appreciating the transformative and 

emancipatory potential of their actions. 
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1. Introduction 

The inferno of the living is not something that will be; if 

there is one, it is what is already here, the inferno where 

we live every day, that we form by being together. There 

are two ways to escape suffering it. The first is easy for 

many: accept the inferno and become such a part of it 

that you can no longer see it. The second is risky and 

demands constant vigilance and apprehension: seek 

and learn to recognize who and what, in the midst of 

inferno, are not inferno, then make them endure, give 

them space.  

Calvino, 1978 

 

1.1 Research Context   

Mounting environmental degradation and social inequality are leading 

organisations to question the ineluctability of capitalism as ‘the only alternative’, 

the one and only way to think about economic organising. Ethical concerns are 

now raised about economic paradigms centred in profit-maximisation and 

operationalised in corporate investor owned forms of capitalism, while increasing 

attention is being given to different, more socially and environmentally 

sustainable, business forms.  

While understanding capitalism has been the colossal project at the heart of 

left politics and academic theorising of the last two hundred years (especially that 

in the hallmark of Marx), understanding ‘alternatives’ has emerged as a more 

recent enterprise (Gibson-Graham et al., 2013). The potential of the so-called 

‘alternative organisations’ to achieve greater equity and ecological equilibrium is 

a growing area for research (Parker et al., 2014), focusing on cooperatives 

(Pansera and Rizzi, 2018), social enterprises (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011), 

community supported organisations (Goodman et al., 2012; Gibson-Graham et 

al., 2013) and others.  

Alternative organisations are considered in opposition to ‘the mainstream’ as 

‘a form of hierarchical managerialism which assumes market efficiency as the 

key criterion of success’ (Tadajewski et al., 2011, pp. 15-16). Their alterity may 
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concern a different philosophical framework and/or a different modus operandi 

from the ones of capitalist organising (Kirwan, 2004; Goodman et al., 2012) and 

it’s related to the three principles of autonomy, solidarity and responsibility 

(Parker et al, 2014). That is, alternative organisations can be considered as 

‘forms of organizing which respect personal autonomy, but within a framework of 

co-operation, and are attentive to the sorts of futures which they will produce’ 

(Parker et al, 2014, p. 32). Gibson-Graham describe alternative organisations as 

those operating at the edge between capitalist and non-capitalist enterprise, in 

the context of a ‘diverse economy’ (Gibson-Graham et al., 2013).  

Despite acknowledging the limitations of the concept of alterity (Gibson-

Graham, 1996; Goodman et al., 2012), ‘alternative’ is still a widely used adjective 

in the literature to refer to those organisations that are different from the capitalist 

ones. That is an explicit reference and a provocative response to Margaret 

Thatcher’s famous words “There is no alternative”, referring to capitalism as the 

only possible way or organising economic relations (Parker et al., 2014).  

This research seeks to contribute to the efforts of understanding ‘alternatives’, 

focusing on a particular type of organisation, emerging in the context of Italian 

social cooperation: the Social Agricultural Cooperative (SAC). In doing this, it 

actively chooses to refer to them as ‘diverse’ rather than ‘alternative’ 

organisations. From this point forward, ‘diverse’ will be the adjective used to 

characterise SACs. This choice can be considered as an overt attempt to 

‘decolonise the imaginary’ from the primacy of capitalism (Latouche, 2014) or – 

to use a concept that emerges from this study (see Chapter 4.5) – it can be 

considered as a process of scaling deep: a discursive practice seeking to achieve 

an impact on the deeper layers of culture, changing the world by changing the 

perception of it.   

As Gibson-Graham (Gibson-Graham, 1996; Gibson-Graham et al., 2013) 

have warned, considering capitalism as the hegemonic economic system, while 

relegating different forms of organising to the realm of alternatives, is suggestive 

of three outcomes. First, it reinforces the idea of capitalism as being the naturally 

dominant system, leaving its hegemony unchallenged. Second, it relegates 

different forms of organising to the residual margins, not taking their potential for 

system change seriously enough. In Gibson-Graham words, that suggests:  
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that deliberate attempts to develop noncapitalist economic practices and institutions 

must take place in the social interstices, in the realm of experiment, or in a visionary 

space of revolutionary social replacement.  

(Gibson-Graham, 1996, p.3)  

Third, it portrays diverse organisations and capitalism as being separated and 

oppositional entities. Instead, most diverse organisations (including SACs) 

operate inside a capitalist market, seeking to change it from within.  

Even though the role of diverse enterprises in transition to a more sustainable 

economy and society is being widely debated, there has been very little research 

into the recent emergence and impacts of SACs. While Italy is identified as a 

cradle for diverse organisations – and specifically Social Cooperatives are 

described as ‘an alternative to the classical capitalist firm’ (Pansera and Rizzi, 

2018, p. 2) –, little or no research has been dedicated to explore the evolution of 

social cooperation towards the inclusion of agricultural practices. Combining 

social farming, organic agriculture and local development, SACs play an 

important role in Italian non-profit sector development, displaying dynamic 

entrepreneurial behaviour and a rapid diffusion throughout the country (Fazzi, 

2011a; Carini and Depedri, 2012).  

In the European scenario, Italy stands out as a particularly fertile soil for the 

development of diverse organisations. Deeply rooted in the Civil Economy 

tradition, established since the mid-eighteenth century (Bruni and Zamagni, 

2007), the Italian third sector has shown an impressive resilience over the last 

few years (Venturi and Zandonai, 2014). Italy is also a leading EU member state 

in providing legislative support for cooperatives and social enterprises. Since the 

1980s, as a response to the increasing role of the private sector involvement in 

social service provision, Italy has witnessed a rise in not-for-profit cooperatives 

orientated toward the provision of socio-health services and transitional 

occupations for socially marginalised individuals. In 1991, the Social Cooperative 

was established as a legal form. The national law number 381/91 identifies two 

main types of Social Cooperatives: Social Cooperatives type A, focused on the 

provision on social-health care and educational services, and Social 
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Cooperatives type B, focused on the work integration of vulnerable people1. Italy 

was unique within the EU in choosing cooperatives as the exclusive legal form 

for these activities (Depedri and Galera, 2012).  

Within the diverse organisation ecosystem, indigenous to the Italian context, 

SACs are civil society organisations that are part of the broader movement 

emphasising social farming and sustainable food (Fazzi, 2011a). They are 

defined as Social Cooperatives (according to the Italian state law 381/91) that 

operate in the agricultural sector (Carini and Depedri, 2012). SACs are unique 

exemplars of diverse organisations, combining a non-profit institutional identity, 

an entrepreneurial core and democratic governance:  

Social: a social enterprise with the statutory purpose of pursuing the general 

interests of the community in human promotion and in the citizens’ social 

integration (law 381/91, article 1); 

Agricultural: an agricultural enterprise, seeking to combine the production of 

welfare services with the objective of new rural development (Fazzi, 2011a);  

Cooperative: a cooperative business, jointly-owned and democratically-

controlled by its members.  

First, the social element differentiates SACs from agricultural cooperatives. 

The latter redistribute their profits among the members-owners and they are not 

necessarily engaged in social activities. Conversely, the former re-invest their 

profits for further pursuing the organisation’s activities. In addition, in compliance 

with the law on Social Cooperatives (L. 381/91), their mission must be oriented 

towards the generation of a social impact. Therefore, we can consider SACs as 

a particular type of agricultural cooperative, characterised by a social mission 

and a not-for-profit business model.   

Second, the agricultural element differentiates SACs from the great majority 

of Italian Social Cooperatives. Although both Social Cooperatives type A and B 

– and particularly type B – may be involved in agriculture-related practices, they 

                                                           
1 The law 381/91 (art. 4) defines vulnerable people (soggetti svantaggiati in Italian) as physically, 
psychologically or sensorially disabled, those undertaking psychiatric treatments, drug addicts, 
alcoholics, minors under working age in situations of family difficulties and those convicted and 
allowed measures alternative to detention.  
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are traditionally not primarily concerned with agriculture. Indeed, when the law 

on Social Cooperatives was approved, in 1991, only a few Social Cooperatives 

were involved in agricultural activities. Therefore, the legislator did not consider 

the potential of Social Cooperatives for generating environmental value, focusing 

instead on the social value creation. In other words, agriculture was considered 

as a mere means for achieving therapeutic, educational and work-integration 

goals. The instrumental nature of agriculture led to emphasising the social 

impacts of social cooperation over the environmental one. Differently, SACs put 

agriculture at the centre of their practices, as a core activity. The environmental 

dimension gains in SACs full legitimacy and the generation of positive 

environmental impact, alongside the social one, becomes essential. In SACs, 

social and environmental ends thus become intertwined. Therefore, we can 

consider SACs as a particular type of social cooperative, characterised by 

agricultural activities and the pursuit of environmental value alongside the social 

one.   

Third, the cooperative element distinguishes SACs in the social enterprises 

arena. In the Anglo-Saxon tradition, social enterprises are often associated with 

individual organisations guided by the leadership of a social entrepreneur. Think 

tanks such as Ashoka and Nesta embody and foster this approach. However, in 

the European – and more specifically in the Italian – context, cooperative social 

enterprises are key players within the third sector. So much so that, in Italy, Social 

Cooperatives are the most numerous and geographically diffused forms of social 

enterprise (Monzon and Chaves, 2008; Venturi and Zandonai, 2012). We can 

then consider SACs as a particular type of social enterprise, characterised by 

democratic control and collective ownership.   

In the context of SACs, this research focuses on scaling as a grand challenge for 

diverse organisations. As Chapter 2 explains in greater detail, scaling is mostly 

presented as a dilemma. On the one hand, it is considered as an opportunity to 

move beyond the niche (i.e. to increase the organisational impacts). On the other 

hand, it is approached as a risk that implies unique managerial challenges, such 

as finding the right balance between choices that ensure economic sustainability 

and those that preserve organisational identity (e.g. social and environmental 

mission, democratic governance, local nature, etc.). As the next chapters will 

reveal, the roots of such dilemmas lie in a very limited understanding of scaling. 
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Indeed, while in the context of capitalist organisations scaling is equal to 

organisational growth (e.g. scaling is mostly expressed in terms of scaling-up), 

diverse organisations seem to consider scaling as a more complex matter (e.g. 

introducing, beside scaling-up, concepts such as scaling-out and scaling-deep). 

Scaling in this research is considered in light of three main contributions. First, 

the definition provided by the Center for Advancement of Social Entrepreneurship 

(CASE) at Duke University, which states that ‘social innovations can be said to 

have scaled when their impact grows to match the level of need’ (Gabriel, 2014). 

In other words, scale is not just considered in terms of organisational dimension, 

but as organisational impact more broadly. Second, the spiral of social innovation 

formulated by Murray et al. (2010), which considers scaling as a process that 

allows organisations to move towards their vision of system change. Third, a 

study carried out by a Canadian team of researchers, which differentiates 

between processes of scaling-up, scaling-out and scaling-deep (Riddell and 

Moore, 2015; Moore et al., 2015). Growing is specifically understood as 

organisational growth – i.e. the growth of an organisation’s turnover, assets 

and/or employees (see Chapter 2.3.2). Growing is considered as one possible 

scaling strategy, among several others. Indeed, this thesis reinforces and 

expands understandings of scaling beyond growing (i.e. scaling beyond 

organisational growth). That does not imply that growing is a negative form of 

scaling, but that growing is not the only way to scale the impact of an organisation 

– and especially in the context of diverse organisations. Scaling, as it is argued 

in this thesis, includes, but it is not limited to, growing. Growth is also referred to 

as a ‘paradigm’, when it assumes the necessity of endless organisational growth, 

without accounting for social and ecological boundaries organisations operate 

within.  

 

1.2 Research Approach, Aims and Objectives     

In broad terms, this research falls under the wide umbrellas of Anti-Oppressive 

Theory (AOT) and Critical Management Studies (CMS). More precisely, it draws 

on the leading theoretical lines of Critical Theory, referring to the tradition of social 

science arising from the Frankfurt School and related authors.  
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The theory and practice so-called ‘anti-oppressive’ is an interdisciplinary 

approach to social science that focuses on the dynamics of socioeconomic 

oppression and the related struggles for emancipation. In the context of social 

work research, AOT has been defined as ‘the systemic study of oppression and 

the development of knowledge that supports people’s actions to achieve freedom 

from oppression’ (Strier, 2007, p.860). Dominelli defines anti-oppressive 

initiatives as interactive, non-linear processes ultimately oriented to the creation 

of non-oppressive relations ‘that celebrate and accept ‘difference’ within an 

ethical framework that validates equality and social justice’ (2002, p. 8, 13). While 

the label AOT has mostly been applied to social work research, the key concepts 

(i.e. oppression, emancipation and liberation) have been at the heart of several 

other disciplines.  

In the context of management and organisation studies, a specific concern for 

oppressive dynamics is developed by several theoretical currents within CMS 

and particularly by Critical Theory. That refers to the tradition of social science 

arising from the Institute of Social Research, founded in Frankfurt in the interwar 

period (for an overview, see Jay, 1973). Horkheimer (1972, p. 246) considers 

Critical Theory ‘never aims simply at an increase of knowledge as such’. Rather, 

‘Its goal is man’s emancipation from slavery’ (Ibidem). As a ‘liberating [...] influce’, 

it is directed towards the ‘effort to create a world which satisfies needs and 

powers of men’ (Ibidem). Drawing on Horkheimer’s definition, CMS reflects that:   

The intent of CT [Critical Theory] is to facilitate clarification of the meaning of human 

need and expansion of autonomy in personal and social life. Ultimately, its purpose is 

to enable ‘members of a society to alter their lives [...]’  

(Fay, 1987, p. 23) 

Rooted in the same theoretical base, standpoint theories in CMS account for 

‘asymmetrical power relations and structures of domination’ (Jeanes and 

Huzzard, 2014, p. 6; Adler et al., 2007). They focus on the ‘neglected actors’ in 

organisations, those who are systematically marginalised in organisational 

discourses and often excluded from the distribution of power and resources 

(Ibidem). For instance, standpoint epistemologies may focus on women’s point 

of view (Calás and Smircich, 2006) or on employees in an organisational context 

(Stewart, 2002; Thompson and Newsome, 2004). When CMS was first defined 
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in the 1990s, as a diverse and multidisciplinary approach to management and 

organisation studies, it was mostly concerned with highlighting and 

problematizing ‘the dark side’ of business management, focusing on profit and 

growth-oriented corporations (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992; Willmott, 1993). 

However, CMS research has recently been dedicated to the study of diverse 

organisations too, with a particular focus on cooperatives (Parker et al., 2014; 

Tadajewski et al., 2011). Such shift of focus has ignited a heated debate within 

the CMS community, around issues of critical performativity. Is the focus on 

diverse organisation diluting the radical intent of CMS? Or is it fulfilling its very 

purpose instead, engaging with the wicked challenges of the present in a critical 

way? Some scholars, recalling Fournier and Grey (2000) work, consider ‘anti-

performativity’ to be a cornerstones of CMS and look upon any move away from 

that with suspicion (Fleming and Banerjee, 2016). On the other hand, in attempt 

to overcome purely antagonistic relationships with management, other scholars 

have developed ‘critical performativity’ (Spicer et al., 2009) and ‘agonistic’ 

positions (Parker and Parker, 2017) as possible ways forward. Considering 

SACs as diverse organisations, operating in the capitalist system while seeking 

for its transformative redefinition, this research is positioned within the latter 

current. In other words, it considers critiquing the status quo and envisaging its 

transformation as two key and complementary tasks of critical research.   

Brookfield (1987) defines four goals of critical social science: (i) identifying and 

challenging assumptions behind taken-for-granted ideas, beliefs, values and 

actions; (ii) recognising social science as context dependent, developing 

awareness on how context influences thoughts and actions; (iii) imagining and 

exploring alternatives to dominant ways of thinking and living; (iv) being 

reflectively sceptical of solutions that claim to be universal truth or the only 

alternative. Acknowledging these four components, the overall aim of this 

research is to build a diverse theory of scaling, in the context of Social Agricultural 

Cooperatives.  

This thesis engages creatively, reflectively and critically with management 

research, incorporating critical-philosophical insights to the study of Social 

Cooperatives as diverse organisations. First of all, it recognises the key role 

played by political and ethical questions in any type of social research. Along with 

the critical approach to management studies, this work is constructed on the 



22 

 

assumption that the ‘primary choice is not whether theory and values, but whose 

and which’ (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000, p. 3). Furthermore, it considers 

management research as essentially practical. As Marx famously expounded: 

‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point, 

however, is to change it’ (Engels and Marx, 1941). Therefore, this research seeks 

to accomplish two tasks. First, it supports the development of CMS towards a 

positive agenda, investigating the role of diverse organisations in enabling the 

transformative redefinition of management theories and practices. Second, it 

approaches diverse organisations with a critical mind. In the literature of social 

enterprises, diverse organisations are often unreflexively approached through 

positivistic lenses, in a way that is anything but different from the mainstream 

approach to management. That includes being considered as viable practices as 

long as they can demonstrate they are efficient market solutions, producing 

tangible and measurable impacts; being concerned with expanding their market 

and growing their business; being unreflexively presented as collections of ‘best 

practices’ e.g. without asking questions like ‘best practices for who’s benefit?’. 

Combining a positive agenda with a critical mind set ensures the prevention of a 

double risk: the risk of CMS to become an ivory tower of armchair academic 

theorising, with little relevance for practitioners, and the risk of management and 

organisation research to be unreflexively in service to practitioners.  

Informing the research objectives of this thesis is Alvesson and Deetz (2000, 

pp. 16-20) consideration of sound critical management research as a 

combination of insight, critique and transformative redefinition. The first objective 

– insight – is ‘to investigate local forms of phenomena’ through in-depth 

explorations (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000, p. 18). This research explores SACs as 

an emerging practice within the Italian social enterprise’s ecosystem while 

delving into their processes of scaling.  

The second objective – critique – is ‘to counteract the dominance of taken-for-

granted goals, ideas, ideologies and discourses’ (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000, p. 

18), focusing on different ways of thinking about organising. This research 

questions approaches that identify scaling with organisational growth and opens 

up the debate to diverse understandings. That does not imply that growing cannot 

be an effective way of scaling, but that it should not be considered the only 

possibility.  
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The third objective – transformative redefinition – is the ultimate goal of critical 

management research; to ‘encourage more progressive and mutually satisfying 

– although hardly contradiction-free – forms of management’ (Alvesson and 

Deetz, 2000, p. 20). This research redefines scaling in the context of SACs, 

providing an extensive account of several scaling routes beyond orthodox 

managerial accounts of scaling ‘up’.   

In summary, the following objectives are identified:  

O1: To explore Social Agricultural Cooperative organising in Italy;  

O2: To understand scaling in the context of Social Agricultural Cooperatives; 

O3: To critique scaling in the context of Social Agricultural Cooperatives; 

O4: To redefine scaling in the context of Social Agricultural Cooperatives.  

 

1.3 Research Community   

This thesis is for academics, cooperators, social entrepreneurs, policy makers, 

nongovernmental organisations, civil society organisations and community 

members, interested in diverse organisations and how they scale towards 

system change.  

This research was awarded a fully funded scholarship by The University of 

Exeter – Business School. Over three years, it engaged with a wide community 

of scholars, practitioners and policy makers. In 2016 the construction of the 

research design benefited from participation in the CMS PhD course at Lund 

University, in Sweden, and in the 5th EMES International PhD summer school, at 

Glasgow Caledonian University, in Scotland. While the former strengthened the 

research’s philosophical basis, developing a better understanding of critical 

management approaches, the latter allowed building collaborations with key 

European research networks on social enterprises, paving the way for future 

collaborations, while improving knowledge in the field of social economy, 

essential for the research development.  

In 2017, primary findings and early thoughts were presented and discussed 

with a wide range of stakeholders. These included engaging with social 

agricultural cooperators, especially workers and volunteers, throughout the 
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process of data collection; with academics, at the 1st IESE-LUISS Conference 

on Responsibility, Sustainability and Social Entrepreneurship, at LUISS 

University in Rome, Italy; at the 6th EMES International Research Conference on 

Social Enterprise, at the Université Catholique de Louvain, Belgium, and at the 

10th International Critical Management Studies Conference, at Edge Hill 

University in Liverpool, UK; with Italian research communities on social 

enterprises and practitioners, at the 15th IRIS Workshop on Social 

Entrepreneurship in Riva del Garda, Italy; and with international stakeholders, 

including academics, practitioners and policy makers, at a Seminar on Agri-Food 

Sustainable Businesses, at the University of Los Andes in Bogota’, Colombia. 

In 2018, research developments including the process of data analysis and 

interpretation of results were shared with peers and senior academics at the 

International Co-operative Alliance Workshop, at the University of Wageningen, 

Netherlands and further discussed with a community of researchers and activists 

at the 6th International De-Growth Conference in Malmo, Sweden. Towards the 

end of the year, results on SACs and social farming were presented to a 

transnational group of managers and staff of Banca Etica, an Italian Cooperative 

Bank with over 41,000 members, in a seminar with the aim of building a 

framework for evaluating projects for a national crowdfunding campaign on social 

farming. 

Rather than a study-of SACs and their scaling strategies, this research is 

meant to be a study-with, i.e. research that engages with a wide research 

audience, in partnership with social agricultural cooperators in the field, in 

collaboration with a broader community of change makers.      

 

1.4 Thesis Structure  

The thesis is set out as follows. Chapter 2 provides a systematic literature review 

of SACs in Italy (section 2.2) and examines the literature on scaling in the context 

of diverse organisations (section 2.3).  



25 

 

Chapter 3 clarifies the conceptual framework adopted, introducing Anti-

Oppressive Theory (AOT) as the overarching theoretical framework used to make 

sense of the research findings. 

Chapter 4 clarifies philosophical standpoints which lead to choices of methods 

(sections 4.2 and 4.3) and provides an in-depth explanation of each step in the 

qualitative enquiry process, including sample selection and accessibility (section 

4.4), data collection (section 4.5), data analysis (section 4.6), research ethics 

(section 4.7) and trustworthiness (section 4.8).  

Chapter 5 reports the research findings. After providing an in-depth description 

of the context in which the research takes place (section 5.2), it focuses on the 

need for constituting SACs (section 5.3), the system change SACs envisioned 

(section 5.4), the scaling routes adopted to meet their needs and pursue system 

change (section 5.5) and their understandings of growth (section 5.6).  

Chapter 6 discusses the findings in light of AOT. The concept of oppression is 

applied to discuss needs (section 6.2), the concept of liberation (and particularly 

freedom-to) is applied to discuss system change (section 6.3) and the concept of 

emancipation (and particularly microemancipation) is applied to discuss scaling 

(and particularly scaling-deep) (section 6.4). Chapter 6 also reflects on the 

necessity of an epistemological reframing of AOT towards the integration of 

‘ecological standpoints’ (section 6.5), a reframing of Civil Economy towards the 

inclusion of environmental virtue ethics (section 6.6) and a reframing of theories 

of scaling towards the integration of degrowth approaches (section 6.7).       

Chapter 7 concludes by summarising findings (section 7.1) and research 

contributions (section 7.2), reflecting on limitations (section 7.3), suggesting 

directions for future research (section 6.4), recommending practices (section 6.5; 

6.7) and policies(section 6.6).   
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2. Literature Reviews  

 

2.1 Chapter Introduction  

This chapter includes two different sections. It starts with a systematic literature 

review of Social Agricultural Cooperatives (SACs) in Italy (section 2.2). The 

review explores extant research, in English and Italian language publications, 

conducted on Italian SACs, in order to better understand the SAC phenomenon 

and to make it accessible to an international readership, given the majority of 

publication on SACs are written in Italian.2 In recent years, Italian academics and 

policy makers have displayed an increased attention to SACs, especially in 

relation to the theme of social farming, culminating in 2015 with the approval of a 

national law (Italian state law 141/2015 on social farming), which identifies Social 

Cooperatives as crucial social farming providers (Giarè et al. 2014; Di Iacovo 

2008a; Fazzi 2011; Durastanti et al. 2007). However, international literature on 

SACs is still very limited in scope. The first review concludes by pointing out gaps 

in the literature.  

Focusing on the second identified gap (i.e. related to issues of scalability), the 

second review is a narrative literature review, which examines the literature on 

scaling in the context of diverse organisations (section 2.3). Rather than on gap-

spotting, this review focuses on problematising the concept of scaling, paving the 

way for its transformative redefinition. 

 

2.2 Systematic Literature Review: SACs in Italy  

2.2.1 First Review Introduction  

The following sections present the results of a thematic analysis of a literature 

review on SACs in Italy3. The review is structured as follows.  After having 

introduced the methods adopted (section 2.2.2), it presents an overview of SACs, 

including definition, size and resilience of the phenomenon (section 2.2.3). 

                                                           
2 Please note that in this Chapter, when originally in Italian, direct quotations have been translated 
into English by the author.  
3 Methods and descriptive findings are presented in Appendix 1.  
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Section 2.2.4 provides accounts of different descriptive approaches to SACs as 

emerging from the literature. As discussed in this section, SACs are considered 

by the literature in relation to four main themes, namely social farming, anti-mafia, 

social entrepreneurship and sustainable food systems, of which social farming is 

the more extensively investigated. In addition, several labels referring to Social 

Cooperatives undertaking agricultural activities are summarised and presented. 

Section 2.2.5 focuses on the different roles of agriculture in SACs, which emerge 

in relation to the main themes of SACs earlier discussed. This shows a vision of 

agriculture considered far beyond its mere productive functions. Section 2.2.6 

considers key-elements for SACs to succeed, as suggested by the literature 

review. In conclusion, section 2.2.7 points out underdeveloped themes for further 

research on SACs, including issues of scaling. 

2.2.2 Systematic Literature Review Process 

This section is based upon the results of a thematic analysis of literature in 

English and Italian publications up to 2015 that address SACs (see Appendix 1 

for further details). The research questions informing the systematic process are 

the following. 1. What is the trend of SACs publications over the last ten years? 

2. What are the main type pf resources published on SACs (i.e. academic 

literature and/or grey literature)? 3. What are the key journals publishing on 

SACs? 4. Who are the key authors publishing on SACs? 5. What are the main 

methodologies adopted in SACs research? 6. What are the recurrent themes 

emerging from the literature in relation to SACs? 7. What are the roles of 

agriculture in SACs? 8. What are the key elements for SACs to succeed on the 

market? 9. What are the gaps in the literature? Answers to questions 1-5 are 

included in the descriptive findings in Appendix 1; answers to questions 6-9 are 

included in the thematic findings, in the sections below. The literature search was 

developed in three stages. In the first one, a broad literature search was 

conducted with search strings devised around selected keywords. Outputs from 

Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar were collated. The title and 

abstracts of the collated papers were used to narrow the selection, followed by 

reading the full text in ambiguous cases. A final selection of papers was made in 

accordance with inclusion/exclusion criteria. The first stage identified 25 

documents. In the second stage, reference harvesting was conducted by 

snowballing from the citations listed in literature from the first stage. A further 21 
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articles and documents were added according to the inclusion/exclusion criteria. 

The third stage proceeded with experts’ consultation, including both practitioners 

and academics in the SACs research community. This stage revealed grey 

literature, published in Italian, hardly accessible through research databases. 

Conversations with practitioners were particularly helpful for suggesting policy 

and policy-related documents. This stage added a further 25 resources, 

according to the inclusion/exclusion criteria. In total 71 documents were selected 

for the final review, which proceeded by inductive coding. 

2.2.3 SACs: An Overview  

The literature defines Social Agricultural Cooperatives as Social Cooperatives 

(legally defined by the Italian state law 381/91) that operate in the agricultural 

sector (Carini and Depedri, 2012). Social Cooperatives are the most numerous 

and geographically diffused forms of social enterprises in Italy (Monzon and 

Chaves, 2008; Venturi and Zandonai, 2012) and they are regulated by the law 

381/91, which distinguishes two main types: Social Cooperatives type A, focus 

on the provision on social-health care and educational services, and type B, 

focused on the work integration of vulnerable people. Other types include Social 

Cooperatives A+B, where both foci are addressed, and Consortia of Social 

Cooperatives (sometimes called type C). 

SACs can be considered as an evolution of the traditional form of social 

cooperation. In Italy, while the combination of agriculture and cooperation finds 

expression in farmer cooperatives (oriented towards the interests of their 

members) and the combination of social services and cooperation is expressed 

by Social Cooperatives (by law not for profit and oriented towards the interests of 

the collective), SACs combine in one organisation a not for profit business model, 

agricultural work and democratic governance.  

The economic sustainability of SACs is guaranteed by different sources on 

income. Because of the combination of public, private and community objectives, 

SACs can access market opportunities, public funds and community-supported 

resources. As for many Social Cooperatives, the dependence on public funding 

is considered a challenge for SACs (this challenge is further explored in the last 

section of this review). However, SACs have advantages over other types of 

Social Cooperatives, which suggests that they may be able to overcome the risk 

of dependence on public funding. As Fazzi’s (2011) empirical research 



29 

 

demonstrates: ‘Rural Cooperatives for Local Development’ (among which SACs), 

express a low level of concern about decreasing levels of payments for services 

from public authorities. In fact, their sources of income are a combination of ‘the 

sale of goods and services for the market in general’ and ‘the sale of ethical goods 

and services and resources deriving from projects financed by European funds 

or from funds allocated to local development initiatives’, both boosted by ‘a 

capacity to devise and manage projects together with local stakeholders’ (Fazzi, 

2011, p. 130). The latter ‘network of alliances constructed with local actors’ can 

be a very crucial element. As one of Fazzi’s interviewee reports:  

…the cooperative has undertaken several projects with local consumers’ 

associations, farmers, the parish, and the network of provincial social farms. The 

public services only pay the fees for the people with a disability living in our 

residential facility, for the rest we are completely self-sufficient... . We’ve worked 

on building alliances in the area, and we receive strong social consensus from 

the community. I don’t have problems in asking for economic help with a project 

which concerns the community. If the public authority doesn’t have the money, I 

find it somewhere else.  

(Fazzi, 2011, p. 131). 

For what concerns the size of the phenomenon, the literature shows a rapid 

growth, from 108 organisations in 1993 up to 389 in 2009 (Carini and Depedri, 

2012). The most recent estimates suggest that SACs numbers have increased 

dramatically in the last seven years, although the precise number cannot be 

validated (Lanfranchi et al., 2015).   

The first and unique analysis trying to quantify at a national level Italian social 

cooperation primarily focused on agriculture is based on 2009 data and sourced 

from the Aida – Bureau Van Dijk database (Carini and Depedri, 2012). It identifies 

389 SACs, employing 3,992 workers (including vulnerable people) and 

generating €182 million in 2009. The report considers Social Cooperatives 

involved in the entire agricultural supply chain. Table 1 shows the included 

sectors of activity (based on Ateco 2007 classification) and their respective 

relevance. It displays the great predominance of the production phase over the 

transformation and commercialisation ones. Some green maintenance Social 

Cooperatives are included in the analysis, however their number is relatively low 

(only 18 Social Cooperatives, all belonging to the “Forestry and use of forest area” 

sector). The great majority of the Social Cooperatives considered are type-B for 
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work integration, however the analysis registered the presence of some Social 

Cooperatives type-A, delivering social-care services and education through 

social/educational farms and rehabilitative activities in agriculture (Carini and 

Depedri, 2012).   

Table 1 SACs per Sector of Activity in 2009 

Sector of activity N % 

Agriculture, forestry, fishery 

Agriculture, animal husbandry, hunting 

Forestry and use of forest area   

Fishery and aquaculture  

356 

317 

38 

1 

91.5 

81.5 

9.8 

0.2 

Industry  

Food industry 

Drink industry  

28 

27 

1 

7.2 

6.9 

0.3 

Commerce  

Wholesale 

Retail  

5 

1 

4 

1.3 

0.3 

1.0 

Total 389 100.0 

Source: Adapted from Carini and DePedri, 2012.  

Other attempts of quantifying the phenomenon are based on ISTAT (Italian 

National Institute of Statistic) data on social cooperation, which state that, in 2003, 

471 Social Cooperatives were actively involved in the agricultural sector (Gaito, 

2008; AIAB, 2008; Carbone et al., 2009). However, this number includes several 

Social Cooperatives focused on the maintenance of public green areas. As Gaito 

(2008) suggests, out of these 471 Social Cooperatives, only around 200-250 are 

thought to be Social Cooperatives primarily involved in agriculture. In 2005, 

ISTAT shows Social Cooperatives type B active in the agricultural sector 

(including green maintenance) have grown by 100 units, +21,2% in two years 

(Senni, 2008b).   

A more recent research states that, in 2015, about 2,000 social farms (mainly 

cooperatives) were involved in social farming (Lanfranchi et al., 2015). Although 

these estimations cannot be validated, they confirm that social agricultural 

cooperation is following a positive growth trend. As they suggest, from 2003 to 

date the number of SACs has possibly quadrupled.   

The diffusion of SACs across the Country is considered to be a key-driver for 

the development of the broader sector of Italian social cooperation. According to 
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Senni (2008b, p. 34): ‘the emergence of social farming practices has likely 

contributed to the strong growth recorded by type-B social cooperation’ (Senni 

2008b, p.  34).   

In terms of resilience to the economic crises, a study conducted by Costa and 

Carini (2015), shows a growth in overall turnover and total assets and a positive 

employment trend for Social Cooperatives in Italy between 2008 and 2011. 

Considering those Social Cooperatives active in the agricultural sector (likely 

including green maintenance Social Cooperatives), despite the economic crisis 

and the crisis of the public finance, between 2008 and 2011 their turnover has 

increased by 24.2%, their total assets by 22% and their employment rate by 7.7%.   

2.2.4 Different Descriptive Approaches to SAC 

From a descriptive analysis of the literature (see more in Appendix 1), SACs 

emerge in relation to four broad themes, integrated and not mutually exclusive. 

These are: sustainable food systems, social entrepreneurship, anti-mafia and 

social farming.  

Social farming is a dominant and recurrent theme, extensively mentioned in 

the literature on SACs and overlapping different definitions and categories related 

to SAC. Italy has recently approved a law on social farming, the law 18 August 

2015 n. 141, which has regulated the phenomenon while providing a clear 

definition for it. According to its normative dispositions, social farming has been 

defined as an extensive range of activities undertaken in the framework of the 

rural economy (e.g. farming, animal husbandry and agro-tourism), which are 

grouped in four specific types. First, activities aimed at the social and work 

integration of vulnerable people in the agricultural sector. Second, social services 

for local communities through using agricultural tangible and intangible 

resources. Third, services supporting medical-rehabilitative therapies. Fourth, 

projects aimed at environmental and food education, the safeguarding of 

biodiversity and knowledge of the territory. Including all these activities, social 

farming enhances the multifunctional potential of agriculture, integrating strictly 

agricultural services, such as cultivation or breeding, with social, health, 

educational, cultural, job placement and recreational initiatives. In the context of 

social cooperation and before the law on social farming was issued, Di Iacovo et 

al. (2014b, p. 329) defined social farming as ‘the multifunctional use of agriculture, 
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frequently introduced at a ‘grass-roots level’ […] in order to provide services for 

less empowered people and for the community by mobilising new resources and 

designing innovative farm services’. In Italy, Social Cooperatives are crucial 

actors delivering social farming activities. However, while exploring the theme of 

social farming in relation to SACs, it has to be considered that: (i) Social 

Cooperatives are not the only organisations delivering social farming-related 

activities (e.g. other private farms, public institutes and other third sector 

organisations can be providers as well); (ii) not all Social Cooperatives dealing 

with social farming are SACs (e.g. they can be only marginally involved in 

agriculture or not involved at all); (iii) different interpretations of the boundaries 

and meanings of the word ‘agriculture’ may coexist within SACs (e.g. including or 

excluding green maintenance cooperatives). 

Anti-mafia refers to those SACs that operate on lands confiscated from the 

mafia. These lands are assigned to Social Cooperatives by the Italian law n. 

109/96, which regulates the re-utilisation of confiscated assets in favour of 

Associations, Cooperatives, Provinces and Regions. The activities carried out by 

SACs on these lands often include social farming.  

Social entrepreneurship refers to the institutional identity of SACs, as their 

juridical nature is the one of Social Cooperative, which is the most widespread 

form of social enterprises in Italy. SACs’ entrepreneurial nature is nourished by a 

combination of their institutional identity (Social Cooperative) with a range of 

socially innovative activities (such as social farming and/or anti-mafia initiatives).   

Sustainable food systems refers to the broader context SACs fit in, as they can 

be considered as key-hubs within the Italian alternative food networks, including 

Solidarity Purchasing Groups (SPGs).4 Even though this is an underlying theme 

in the SACs literature, very few resources explicitly consider and focus on this 

aspect. 

Within and across these four themes, a highly fragmented literature provides 

several labels, exclusively or inclusively referring to Social Cooperatives 

undertaking agricultural activities (see Table 2). 

                                                           
4 Please see pag. 93 for a definition of SPGs. 
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Table 2 Labels Referring to SACs and Relative References 

Label References 

‘social agricultural cooperatives’  

 

Giarè et al., 2014; Di Iacovo, 2008a; Carini 

and Depedri, 2012; Durastanti et al., 2007 

‘social and agricultural cooperatives’ Di Iacovo, 2008a; Durastanti et al., 2007 

‘agricultural Social Cooperative’  Veltri and Silvestri, 2015 

‘agro-Social Cooperative’  Di Iacovo et al., 2014a 

‘agro-social enterprise’   Senni, 2008a; Durastanti et al., 2007 

‘organic social farm’ AIAB, 2008; Ciaperoni, 2008a 

‘Social Cooperative farm’  Di Iacovo and Pieroni, 2006 

‘rural social coop’ Fazzi, 2011 

‘social enterprise farm’ Lanfranchi et al., 2015 

‘agro-social enterprise’ Senni, 2008a 

‘socio-agriculture cooperatives’5 Osti, 2012 

‘neo-rural social agricultural organic 

cooperatives’6 

Carrosio, 2007 

‘anti-mafia Social Cooperatives’ Rakopoulos, 2012; 2014; 2015; Caggiano 

and De Rosa, 2015 

‘Social Cooperatives operating on assets 

confiscated from organized crime’ 

Picciotto, 2015 

Source: elaborated by the author.  

As Table 2 shows, beside the label ‘Social Agricultural Cooperative’, several 

other ways of referring to Social Cooperatives engaged in agricultural activities, 

emerge from the analysis of the literature.  

The level of engagement in agriculture may vary from cooperative to 

cooperative. Therefore agriculture for a Social Cooperative may be the primary 

focus and main source of income, or it may be a marginal practice, or even a 

highly peripheral activity. On this account, the literature distinguishes between 

Social Agricultural Cooperatives (Giarè et al., 2014; Di Iacovo, 2008a; Carini and 

Depedri, 2012; Durastanti et al., 2007) and Social and Agricultural Cooperatives 

(Di Iacovo, 2008a; Durastanti et al., 2007). The first category includes Social 

Cooperatives primarily involved in agriculture, for which agriculture is an 

important source of income. The second group includes Social Cooperatives 

                                                           
5 Osti (2012) considers ‘socio-agriculture cooperatives’ as a type of ‘Green Social Cooperatives’, 
which in turn is considered a type of ‘Green Social Enterprises’ (Bravo and Villa, 2007; Carrosio, 
2007; Osti, 2007). 
6 Carrosio (2007) considers ‘neo-rural social agricultural organic cooperativs’ as a type of Green 
Social Enterprises.  
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marginally involved in agriculture, which are engaged in agriculture along with 

other, more substantial, activities. For instance, the second group includes Social 

Cooperative involved in agricultural production as a mean to achieve the work 

integration of vulnerable people and/or to improve the therapeutic power of its 

activities, but which major income comes from other sources (e.g. public 

subsidies, construction industry, etc.). The recent law on social farming (Italian 

Law n.141/2015) considers Social Cooperatives as social farming providers only 

if their turnover deriving from agricultural activities is above 30% of their total 

turnover.  

Agriculture can be considered more or less extensively, as limited to the phase 

of production, or as a broader category, including various phases in the supply 

chain, such as transformation and commercialisation of agricultural products. For 

instance, Carini and Depedri (2012) consider agriculture in a broad sense, as the 

entire agricultural supply chain. Therefore, are considered as SACs those Social 

Cooperatives operating in the sectors of cultivation and animal rearing as well as 

in the transformation and commercialisation of agricultural products (Carini and 

Depedri, 2012).  

Di Iacovo and Pieroni (2006) call ‘Social Cooperative farms’ those enterprises 

registered in both social and agricultural commercial registers. As they suggest, 

the ‘double registration’ allows these organisations to be at the same time 

acknowledgeable as ‘Social Cooperative’ and as ‘agricultural enterprise’. 

Whereas the first label, regulated by the law (L. 381/91), enables them to benefit 

from tax cuts, the second one allows them to access funding and subsidies 

provided to farms by agricultural policies. This character is recalled by Di Iacovo 

(2008a) and Di Iacovo et al. (2014a), as a peculiarity of what they call ‘social 

agricultural cooperatives’ and ‘agro-Social Cooperatives’.  

AIAB, the Italian Association for Organic Agriculture, defines as ‘bio fattorie 

sociali’ (organic social farms) as a broad category including farms (for profit), 

cooperative farms (for profit) and Social Cooperatives farms type-B (not for profit), 

which carry out organic certified agricultural activities (Ciaperoni, 2008a). 

Other categories emerging from the literature including Social Cooperatives 

delivering agricultural activities are Rural Social Cooperatives (Fazzi, 2011), 
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Green Social Cooperatives (Osti, 2012) and Anti-Mafia Social Cooperatives 

(Rakopoulos, 2012; 2014; 2015; Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015).  

Within the Social Farming literature, particularly interesting and elaborated is 

Fazzi’s contribution. He defines ‘rural social coop’ (RSC) as ‘Social Cooperatives 

engaged in rural activities such as agriculture and animal husbandry’ (Fazzi, 

2011, p. 123). In his empirical study, Fazzi presents a typology distinguishing 

three types of RSCs, according to the main focus of their activities: therapeutic 

or rehabilitative rural cooperatives (TRRC); traditional work integration 

cooperatives (RWIC); cooperatives for local development (RCLD) (Fazzi, 2011). 

Whereas for the 84% of TRRC farming is a residual activity, it is predominant or 

exclusive for 75% of RWIC and for 87.4% of RCLD (Fazzi, 2011). Compared to 

the first two types, RCLD shows a dynamic entrepreneurial behaviour and a 

marked productive character, with the lower dependence on public funding and 

a medium-high level of autonomy, high propensity to innovate and positive 

economic trends. At the same time, RCLDs are characterised by a multi-

stakeholder governance, based on an extensive network of local partners and 

guided by the idea of reciprocity and sharing interests with the community (Fazzi, 

2011). 

In the literature focusing on the entrepreneurial character of SAC, the main 

label used to indicate Social Cooperatives involved in environmental (including 

agricultural) activities is ‘Green Social Enterprises’ (Bravo and Villa, 2007; 

Carrosio, 2007) or more precisely ‘Green Social Cooperatives’ (GSE) (Osti, 

2012). To classify GSE, two typologies are proposed, combining their 

approaches to the environment and their embeddedness in the local community 

(Osti, 2007; 2012; Carrosio, 2007).  

Firstly, Osti’s typology intersects two key dimensions. The first is concerned 

with the aim of the enterprise and ‘ranges from whether the social enterprise is, 

on one hand, exclusively concerned with work or whether it, on the other hand, 

reconciles work and living (attention to acting professionally and with 

consideration of the local community)’ (Osti, 2012). The second dimension 

focuses on the value set on the environment ‘in terms of whether it is viewed as 

an instrument or as an end in itself’ (Osti, 2012). Osti positions what he calls 

‘socio-agriculture cooperatives’ amongst the type ‘communitarian green social 

enterprises’, which are characterised by a high concern about the local 
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community and by the consideration of the environment as an end in itself (Table 

3).  

Table 3 Types of Green Social Enterprises (GSE) 

 Aim of the Social Enterprise  

Produce Produce and Inhabit 

V
al

ue
 S

et
 o

n 
th

e 
E

nv
iro

nm
en

t 

Instrumental A – Simple environmental 
services (e.g. urban cleansing)  

SIMPLE GSE 

B – Territorial promotion 
services (e.g. environmnetal 
education)  

TERRITORIAL GSE 

Final C – Services with high technical-
innovative content (e.g. solar 
energy plants) 

INNOVATIVE GSE  

D – Services incorporating 
lifestyles (e.g. residences with 
self-contained consumption) 

COMMUNITARIAN GSE 

Source: Adapted from Osti, 2007; 2012. 

Particularly, Osti describes ‘socio-agriculture cooperatives’ as characterised 

by a strong relationship with the local community, considered in terms of a 

‘network of consumers and institutions’. In the case of the anti-mafia coops, this 

strong relationship is expressed through socio-political action ‘to free local 

communities from the grip of criminal syndicates’ (Osti, 2012).  

Secondly, Carrosio’s typology positions the so-called ‘neo-rural social 

agricultural organic cooperatives’ in the quarter characterised by neo-

endogeneity and co-production (Table 4). Looking at the columns in his typology, 

in the ‘inhabit’ section Carrosio includes ‘all kinds of activities that do not involve 

direct manipulation and processing of natural resources’, while the dimension so-

called ‘produce’ ‘implies a working relationship with the environment, in terms of 

manipulation of environmental goods and land management’ (Carrosio, 2007). 

These two dimensions find their synthesis in the ‘co-production’. On the other 

hand, looking at the rows, ‘endogenous’ organisations ‘are born within the area, 

from internal needs, and they are drawn by native people’ (Carrosio, 2007). 

Instead, ‘exogenous’ organisations work within a territory but they are 

disconnected from the local community in which they operate (Carrosio, 2007). 

Finally, ‘neo-endogenous’ organisations grow within a certain territorial area, but 

‘they are designed by people who come from outside’ (Carrosio, 2007).     
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Table 4 Types of Green Social Enterprises 

 Modes of approaching the environment  

Inhabit Co-produce Produce 

Origin of the 

organisation  

Endogenous  Tourism and 

hospitality coops 

Agricultural 

organic coops 

Forestry coops 

Neo-

endogenous  

Ecovillages  ‘Neo-rural social 

agricultural 

organic 

cooperatives’ 

n/a 

Exogenous  Social coops for 

environmental 

education 

n/a Therapeutic 

communities 

Source: Adapted from Carrosio, 2007. 

‘Neo-rural social agricultural organic cooperatives’ are described as 

organisations that co-evolve with the local community, characterised by a re-

incorporation of the natural environment within the productive system and a 

reciprocally conditioning social and environmental dimensions (Carrosio, 2007). 

Moreover, as ‘neo-endogenous’ organisations, they strengthen local 

communities while keeping them engaged with an external network, preventing 

them from isolation (Dematteis and Governa, 2005 as cited by Carrosio, 2007).   

In the literature focusing on the anti-mafia character of SAC, Social 

Cooperatives involved in agricultural activities are broadly referred to as ‘anti-

mafia Social Cooperatives’ (Rakopoulos, 2012; 2014; 2015; Caggiano and De 

Rosa, 2015) or ‘Social Cooperatives operating on assets confiscated from 

organized crime’ (Picciotto, 2015). A more specific label is the one of ‘agricultural 

Social Cooperative’, mentioned by Veltri and Silvestri (2015). Otherwise, the 

majority of the anti-mafia literature doesn’t refer to SACs as a group, but focuses 

on single organisations instead, calling them by their proper names. For instance, 

abundant is the literature focusing on ‘Libera Terra’ (Free Land) Social 

Cooperatives, a group of SACs adhering to the Association ‘Libera Terra’ and 

organised in the Social Consortium (SACs type C) ‘Libera Terra Mediterraneo’ 

(Angelini and Pizzuto, 2007; Di Maggio, 2011; Fondazione Libera Informazione, 

2009; Frigerio, 2009a; 2009b; Frigerio and Pati, 2007; Lo Russo, 2009; Limonta, 

2010). Other popular SACs in the anti-mafia literature are the ones belonging to 
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the Social Consortium ‘GOEL’ (Veltri and Silvestri, 2015), operating in Calabria 

region and the Social Consortium ‘Nuova Cooperazione Organizzata’ (New 

Organised Cooperation), operating in Campania region (Caggiano, 2014; 

Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015).  

In general, in SACs literature, an important issue to consider is whether the 

notion ‘agriculture’ includes or excludes the maintenance of public green areas, 

a popular activity among type-B Social Cooperatives for work-integration. As 

Table 5 shows, Social Cooperatives dealing with green maintenance are 

commonly not considered among SACs.  

Table 5 SACs and Green Maintenance 

Author  Label for indicating Social 

Cooperatives primarily 

involved in agriculture 

Relation to Social 

Cooperatives  involved in 

maintenance of public green 

areas  

Di Iacovo and Pieroni, 

2006 

‘Social Cooperative farm’ Excluded 

Di Iacovo et al., 2014a ‘agro-Social Cooperative’ Excluded 

AIAB, 2008  ‘organic social farm’ Excluded 

Ciaperoni, 2008a ‘organic social farm’ Excluded 

Fazzi, 2011 ‘rural social coop’: 

‘rehabilitative or therapeutic 

rural social coop’  

Excluded 

Fazzi, 2011 ‘rural social coop’: ‘rural work-

integration cooperatives’  

Included 

Fazzi, 2011 ‘rural social coop’: ‘co-

operatives for local 

development’ 

Excluded 

Giarè et al., 2014 ‘social agricultural 

cooperative’  

Not explicit (likely included) 

Di Iacovo, 2008a ‘social agricultural 

cooperative’ 

Excluded 

Carini and Depedri, 2012 ‘social agricultural 

cooperative’ 

Included 

Durastanti et al., 2007 ‘social agricultural 

cooperative’ 

Excluded 

Veltri and Silvestri, 2015 ‘agricultural Social 

Cooperative’ 

Excluded 

Lanfranchi, M. et al., 2015 ‘social enterprise farm’ Excluded 
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Senni, 2008a ‘agro-social enterprise’ Not explicit (likely excluded) 

Osti, 2012 ‘socio-agriculture 

cooperatives’ 

Excluded7 

Carrosio, 2007 ‘neo-rural social agricultural 

organic cooperatives’ 

Not explicit (likely excluded) 

Source: elaborated by the author. 

2.2.5 The Integration of Agriculture and Social Coo peration  

The extensive analysis of the academic literature on SACs reveals that 

agriculture can be a powerful tool in fulfilling several functions, beyond that of 

production. It emerges how the integration of agricultural activities in a traditional 

Social Cooperative business model represents a great opportunity for allowing 

the simultaneous creation of environmental, social and economic values. This 

section explores three emerging themes related to agriculture in the literature of 

SACs – (i) social entrepreneurship and innovation; (ii) therapy, education and 

work-integration; (iii) food activism – and it concludes by highlighting organic 

farming as the common link.  

Although different streams in the literature tend to emphasise different 

functions of agriculture in SACs (e.g. the literature on social farming focuses on 

the therapeutic, educational and work-integration roles, the literature on anti-

mafia focuses on the political ones, related to food activism, etc.) none of them is 

prerogative of a body of literature only. For instance, the political role of 

agriculture, widely debated in the anti-mafia literature, is acknowledged by the 

literature on social farming (Ciaperoni, 2008a; Di Iacovo, 2008b) and by the one 

on social enterprises and social innovation as well (Durastanti et al., 2007; Senni, 

2006). The same is for the innovative role of agriculture, not only debated in the 

social innovation literature, but in the social farming (Lanfranchi et al., 2015; Di 

Iacovo et al., 2014a; 2014) and in anti-mafia ones too (Caggiano, 2014; Picciotto, 

2015).  

2.2.5.1 Social Entrepreneurship and Innovation  

Agriculture as a cradle for innovation in social enterprises, is a theme widely 

stressed across the literature (Senni, 2006; Fazzi, 2012; Di Iacovo et al., 2014a; 

                                                           
7 In Osti’s typology, SC for green maintenance are explicitly located in the quarter ‘A’, among the 
so-called ‘Simple GSE’. 
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2014b; Caggiano, 2014). According to Senni (2006, p.160), ‘agriculture is part of 

the social entrepreneurship DNA’ and therefore it is considered as a strategic 

choice in enhancing the entrepreneurial nature of a Social Cooperative, allowing 

it to become more independent from public funding. The implementation of 

agricultural activities by Social Cooperatives is considered as an example of ‘total 

innovation’ (Fazzi, 2012). For a Social Cooperative, total innovation can mean 

the broadening of their target beyond the categories of vulnerability as identified 

by the law 381/91 (e.g. including unemployed people, youth, immigrants, etc.), 

but it can also mean widening the range of the activities offered (e.g. including 

social farming, renewable energies, etc.). Total innovation in Social Cooperatives 

is facilitated by an inclusive style of management, engaging with workers and 

members in organisational and strategic decision-making; by ‘cognitive pluralism’ 

that is reflected in their multi-stakeholder governance; by high levels of 

professionalization and the entrepreneurial orientation of the board; and by a 

strong inter-organisational collaboration network (Fazzi, 2012). 

The role of partnerships in facilitating the realisation of the innovative potential 

of agricultural activities is a recurrent theme in the literature. The multifuntionality 

and inter-sectorial nature of agricultural activities in SACs leads to the creation of 

‘innovation partnerships’ (Di Iacovo et al., 2014b) and ‘rural innovation networks’ 

(Caggiano, 2014), which are the key triggers for ‘co-innovation’ (Caggiano, 2014). 

In some cases, SACs themselves are presented as originating from an innovative 

partnership between Social Cooperatives and the rural community (Di Iacovo et 

al., 2014a). Multifunctionality in agriculture facilitates the creation of innovation 

partnerships, because it ‘necessarily requires cooperation between and across 

organisations and sectors’ as it implies complex and diversified knowledge that 

is hardly available in just one organisation (Caggiano 2014, p.7). 

Innovation is a result of social interaction and networking that allow […] [the SAC] to 

develop not only new skills, products and/or practices, but also new attitudes and 

values. All together these innovations are strategic not only to promote agriculture’s 

sustainability, but also to revitalize rural societies and to improve rural development.  

(Caggiano 2014, p. 13) 

In terms of production, SACs pursue diversification of cropping and favour 

closed cycles of production and short supply chains. Diversification of cropping 

is adopted as a strategy to increase market opportunities and to allow a higher 
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involvement of a wide range of people, including disabled and other categories 

of vulnerability (Di Iacovo et al., 2006; Senni, 2008a). Diversification is motivated 

by social inclusion, to offer a wider range of tasks in conducting agricultural 

activities (Senni, 2006). Concomitantly, diversification is pursued by integrating 

primary production (e.g. horticulture, farming, animal husbandry) with secondary 

activities (e.g. on-farm product transformation, on-farm shop) and combining 

these with service to the community (e.g. hospitality and food caterings, 

educational activities for schools) (Senni, 2006; 2008a; Fazzi, 2011). 

The therapeutic needs of people with physical and psychological disabilities 

influence the choice of SACs to favour closed cycles of production and short-term 

processes (e.g. for building new routines and increasing responsibilities) (Di 

Iacovo et al., 2006; Senni, 2008a). Closed cycles, where production, 

transformation and commercialisation tend to happen within the same enterprise, 

are a counterpoint to the Italian agri-business sector, where specialist producers 

have been integrated into larger agro-industrial systems, with the consequence 

that they have lost direct contact with the final consumer (Senni, 2006). Products 

that are grown and consumed within the same farm (e.g. in those SACs operating 

hospitality functions) take on a significant meaning for those who have cultivated 

them. This meaning is especially important for vulnerable people, who can 

directly perceive the usefulness and the importance of their contribution and work 

(Senni, 2006). Moreover, the tendency towards closed cycle production brings 

the consumer closer to the farm. Either through an on-farm selling point or 

through other forms of direct selling (for example, Solidarity Purchasing Groups), 

the SAC builds up a direct link between farmers and consumers, increasing a 

mutual sense of responsibility and engagement (Senni, 2006). 

2.2.5.2 Therapy, Education and Work-integration 

In the social faming literature, agriculture is presented as an effective activity: to 

achieve socio-health rehabilitation from mental and physical illness; to fulfil 

educational purposes; to integrate or re-integrate vulnerable people into the job 

market. This first set of roles adhere to the traditional purposes of Italian social 

cooperation, fulfilling the A-B typology of the law 381/91. Agriculture is considered 

as a strategic choice for any Social Cooperative aiming at providing health-related 

and educational services (typically A Social Cooperatives) and generating social 

inclusion and work-integration (typically B Social Cooperatives).  
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In relation to socio-health rehabilitation, agricultural activities can be 

particularly effective as they develop a close relationship between the 

producers/patients and the plants and animals they take care of. Specifically, 

several ‘rehabilitative tools’ have been identified in agricultural activities. For 

example, in the direct connection between the producer and the product, the 

producer is required to take ‘micro-decisions’ which boost her/his sense of 

responsibility (Senni, 2006; Di Iacovo, 2008). Moreover, following the slow 

biological rhythms of agriculture, the producer can closely observe the growth 

from seeds to plant. This allows producers to see the direct impact of their efforts, 

in a process that increases self-esteem and allows them to experience a sense 

of purpose and utility in their work (Senni, 2006). Furthermore, the vegetables 

and food do not carry the associations of the producers: a tomato cultivated by a 

‘vulnerable’ person would look the same as the one cultivated by any other 

farmer, independently from who took care of the plant that produced it (Senni, 

2006). Other advantages of agriculture as a curative activity include the familiar 

and harmless nature of plants, the sensorial interaction involved, the physical 

exercise entailed, the flexibility and versatility of the activities (Senni, 2006). 

However, such therapeutic effects of agriculture would need greater recognition, 

at a National Health Service level, to incorporate social farming within care plans 

(Senni, 2008b; Lanfranchi et al., 2015). 

In terms of social inclusion and work-integration, Pascale (2008) and Senni 

(2006) consider agriculture as a sector with an intrinsic social vocation. According 

to this vision, social and environmental values, more than just expressing the 

‘multifunctionality’ of agriculture beyond its productive purpose, would represent 

the intrinsic nature of the agricultural sector. Recalling the historical roots and the 

agricultural traditions of rural Italy, Pascale (2008) argues that it is not a 

coincidence that the Italian cooperative movement has strong agricultural origins 

and traditions. In fact, values such as reciprocity, gratuity and cooperation were 

highly considered in the rural world, where the mixture of different relational 

dimensions beyond the productive function guaranteed the social and 

environmental roles of agriculture (Pascale, 2008). He argues:  

Impairments that today are referred to as physical or mental disabilities, were very 

common in rural areas of some decades ago. The people involved were generally 

cared for by their families and often they found in farms and rural villages tasks to be 

performed.  
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(Pascale, 2008, p. 13) 

Therefore, social inclusion and work-integration appear to be naturally facilitated 

by the use of agricultural activities. 

2.2.5.3 Food Activism 

Agriculture in SACs is considered as a political tool by two main bodies of 

literature: one on alternative food networks and the one on Anti-Mafia 

movements. 

First, SACs are considered as key-hubs within alternative food networks 

(Foschini, 2010; Ciulla, 2012; Attili, 2013; Ferrante and Gallucci, 2013). 

Sustainable or ‘alternative’ food networks, such as veg-box schemes, farmers 

markets, fair trade products, Solidarity Purchasing Groups and community 

supported agriculture, have emerged in the last twenty years in Western Europe 

and the United States as a reaction to the paradoxes associated with agro-

industrial food chains (Goodman et al., 2012). The dominant agro-industrial 

template is criticised within alternative food networks for increasing inequalities 

(Gonzalez, 2002), endangering the sustainability of productive systems (Buttel, 

2006), and eroding food sovereignty (Konefal et al., 2005). 

Second, in relation to the so-called ‘anti-mafia Social Cooperatives’ 

(Rakopoulos, 2012; 2014; 2015; Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015), agriculture is 

considered as a tool for resistance and liberation from a double system of 

oppression: from the oppressive power of the agro-industrial food system, on the 

one hand, and from the criminal economy related to the mafia, on the other 

(Caggiano, 2014). In social and cultural contexts where irregular and exploited 

work is widespread (i.e. ‘the Mafia culture’), SACs have been shown to promote 

equity, wellbeing and democratic work relations through agriculture, reinforcing 

practices based upon an ethic of legality, solidarity and sustainability (Caggiano, 

2014; Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015). Beside being a tool for resistance and 

liberation, agriculture becomes a tool for regeneration and re-appropriation of 

collective resources (Rakopoulos, 2014; 2015; Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015). In 

one member’s words, SACs are a tool ‘for asserting new spaces of democracy, 

building new institutions of the commons and reclaiming control on our territories’ 

(Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015, p. 547). Change originates in local contexts, but 

the aim is for a broader paradigm shift. As Ciaperoni (2008a, p. 101) states, 
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beside the local territories they are embedded in, SACs aim to bring a 

fundamental change in agricultural policies (e.g. the EU Common Agricultural 

Policy), from a ‘productivistic’ orientation to the affirmation of ‘a new model of 

production and consumption’ based on ‘solidarity economy’. 

2.2.5.4 Organic Farming as a Common Feature 

The productive, innovative, therapeutic, educational, work-integration and 

political roles of agriculture all converge around the same vision of agriculture as 

organic. The Italian Association of Organic Agriculture declares that almost 70% 

of Social Cooperatives running agricultural activities adopt organic farming (AIAB, 

2008). The great majority of agricultural initiatives developed in penitentiaries are 

organic, and the experience of most of the anti-mafia Social Cooperatives is 

entirely organic too (Ciaperoni, 2008a). The farming techniques required by 

organic farming help SACs to fulfil their multiple functions. 

From an entrepreneurial point of view, organic agriculture can support 

innovation. For example, in the case of the ‘NCO’ Consortium, organic agriculture 

is considered as ‘a radical innovation’, which ‘requires a strong cognitive 

investment in farm management’ (Caggiano, 2014, p. 27). The ‘NCO’ Consortium 

operates in the Land of Fires, a territory characterised by high levels of pollution 

and environmental degradation and with a strong mafia presence (the criminal 

organisation called ‘camorra’). Not only is organic agriculture a novel and 

disruptive practice in the Land of Fire, but some of the SACs that implement it 

have limited experience in organic farming, since their area of expertise used to 

be strictly focused in the health and rehabilitation sectors. Therefore, to 

implement organic production effectively and efficiently, new skills and 

knowledge were required. Due to financial constraints, however, SACs frequently 

cannot access private advisory services to support their work. In this context, 

organic agriculture becomes a practice that catalyses different actors in a 

knowledge network that generates and exchanges skills and knowledge. This 

network facilitates co-innovation through ‘continuous experimentation and 

learning processes about organic farming’ that combine and enhance different 

knowledge: tacit (Polanyi, 1996 cited in Caggiano, 2014), contextual (Becattini 

and Rullani, 1993 cited in Caggiano, 2004) and explicit (Caggiano, 2014). 

From the perspective of social farming, organic farming requires labour-

intensive methods, which are appropriate for the work-integration activities of 
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SACs (particularly of SACs type B i.e. those supporting social inclusion and work 

integration). In addition, they also require multiple and diversified tasks that can 

be distributed according to the needs and possibilities of the vulnerable people 

involved. Moreover, they are characterised by the implementation of manual 

activities that facilitate the building of direct relationships, physical and sensorial, 

between the farmer and the plants, which affords therapeutic benefits for the 

patients-members of the SAC. Also, a reduced use of pesticides and herbicides 

is commensurate with the therapeutic purposes of SACs. For all these reasons, 

organic agriculture is particularly beneficial for the effectiveness of social farming 

activities (Ciaperoni, 2008a). 

Organic agriculture can also enhance strategic partnerships, which can foster 

SACs political roles. For example, a strong link between social and organic 

farming in SACs represents a natural alliance of two social movements inspired 

by similar values, with both aiming to build ‘equitable and solidarity-based 

economic and social policies’, towards a ‘new model of rural and sustainable 

development’ and ‘local and participatory welfare’ (Ciaperoni, 2008a). Another 

key-alliance fostering SACs political role is that between organic agriculture and 

anti-mafia Social Cooperatives. As Rakopoulos (2013, p. 116) explains, 

‘awareness of food ethics and antimafia awareness’ are ‘two sides of the same 

coin for the cooperative’. SACs are a juxtaposition of organic agriculture and a 

legal process, which enables SACs to confer ‘a sense of purity’ on their products 

and position themselves favourably with ethical consumers (Rakopoulos 2013, p. 

116). Through this socially embedded strategy, therefore, SACs market their 

products. The partnership between organic practices and law, itself an 

‘articulation of nature and culture’, ‘emphasizes the incarnation in the landscape 

of the antimafia activism’ (Rakopoulos 2013, p. 116). 

2.2.6 Key-Elements for SACs to Succeed on the Marke t 

The literature review suggests some key elements that are essential 

requirements for SACs to survive on the market (i.e to be economically 

sustainable).  

First, cultivating networks of alliances with local actors emerges as a crucial 

issue. Expressed in terms of public-private partnerships (Ciaperoni, 2008b; 

Giannini, 2004; Finuola, 2008) ‘innovation partnerships’ (Di Iacovo et al., 2014b), 
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‘co-innovations’, ‘innovation networks’ or ‘knowledge networks’ (Caggiano, 

2014), SACs networks can be considered as complex webs of formal and 

informal relations, intensively and extensively linking the cooperatives, their 

members and the community. Informal ties are strategic in ensuring effective 

knowledge transfer among the network, while formal ties allow the creation of a 

solid governance structure, able to ‘strengthen collaboration and facilitate the 

planning and implementation of joint actions’ (Caggiano, 2014, p. 26). The 

formalisation of informal ties can represent a major challenge for SACs. 

Formalising loose ties can improve SACs economic sustainability and ‘their 

growing out of the niche’, yet it may also create ‘a highly bureaucratic tool […] 

whose transition costs are higher than the real benefits’ (Caggiano, 2014, p. 27). 

However, concomitantly, such formalisation could affect the innovation processes 

involving SAC. These are grounded in flexible flows of knowledge, based on the 

principle of ‘learning by interacting’ and through the synergy between formal and 

informal ties (Caggiano, 2014, p. 28). The literature extensively highlights the 

opportunities that the embeddedness in a food network brings. Emblematic is the 

case of the Social Cooperative Lazzaria, reported by Giannini (2004), which acts 

as a mediator between the prison of Velletri and the supermarket chain Coop 

Toscana Lazio. In that case, not only the cooperative is embedded in the local 

system, but also it builds its core activities on the relations in such network. In 

other words, without cultivating these relations, the cooperative wouldn’t be able 

to carry out its core activities. In particular, the penitentiary supported the 

cooperative with a generous initial investment, which allowed the realisation of a 

wine cellar and the amortisation of the fixed costs of production in the start-up 

phase. Moreover, an agreement with the Coop Toscana Lazio allowed the 

opening of new and vital commercial channels for the coop (Giannini, 2004). 

Another example is the one outlined by Lanfranchi et al. (2015), who explore 

opportunities for SACs from the specific collaboration between the public sector 

and the cooperatives. That is, the stipulation of agreements for the utilisation of 

public land by the SAC as a way to promote rural development and to stimulate 

the cooperative impacts at the same time.  

Secondly, technical-organisational professionalism is considered as a key 

element determining SACs’ success or failure (Senni, 2006). For example, a SAC 

may need to integrate systematic knowledge on agronomy and ecosystems, with 
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accounting and marketing skills, with expertise in social care. The challenge, 

therefore, is how to acquire and integrate this knowledge. In some cases, different 

competences are required to be developed by the same person, in other cases 

these competencies are held at an organisational level. For example, Senni 

(2006) points out that there is generally a substantial unfamiliarity of operators in 

the agricultural world with social issues. On the other hand, Caggiano (2014, p. 

28) identifies as a major issue the ‘lack of specialised technical advice’ to 

implement organic production successfully in those SACs that were specialised 

in delivering health and social services. More than just being a challenge for the 

single cooperative, Caggiano (2014, p. 26) defines that lack of experience and 

expertise in organic farming as ‘a structural hole’ in the anti-mafia network. 

Thirdly, independence from public funding is considered a key element. Franco 

and Senni (2003) argue that economic support from the public sector is essential 

for SACs, because they employ vulnerable people who need special assistance, 

which means that they require the utilisation of less efficient agricultural 

techniques (i.e. labour intensive, with a limited use of mechanic technologies) 

and are consequently less productive than other type of farms. Dependence on 

public funding is considered as particularly risky in a time of crisis, when public 

spending tends to be cut. It also brings a deep vulnerability and pressures for 

standardisation in those organisations that rely on public authorities. As Fazzi 

observed, this may result in an isomorphic tendency ‘that is, adjustment to 

external goals and models of behaviour caused by explicit pressures for their 

adoption’ (Fazzi, 2011, p. 122).  

Four, the literature suggests that increasing the SACs’ turnover is essential. 

This is mostly considered in relation to the challenge of commercialisation of 

SACs agricultural products. Direct sale appears to be the most common 

commercial practice for SACs, organised through on-farm shops, farmers 

markets, Solidarity Purchasing Groups and e-commerce (Senni, 2008a). New 

sales channels for the commercialisation of SACs products are mostly considered 

in the realm of short supply chains, as the creation of an ‘alternative market’ linked 

to notions of ‘responsible consumption’ (Lanfranchi et al., 2015; Senni, 2008a). 

One reason to prefer short supply chains for the SACs’ products 

commercialisation is related to the better profit margin guaranteed for the 

producers. Another reason is the creation of relational value between producers 
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and consumers. In fact, short supply chain and direct sale create the opportunity 

for the SAC to meet ‘face to face’ their consumers and their stakeholders, 

cultivating priceless relations with the local realities active in the territory where 

the SAC itself operates (Senni, 2008a). Senni (2008a) stresses the importance 

for SACs to develop a good reputation in order to improve the products’ 

commercialisation in a ‘responsible market’. In the context of a responsible 

market, consumers connote their purchasing acts with a political will (e.g. in 

support of organic, local ‘zero kilometre’, fair trade practices). When the business 

is deeply embedded in the local territory and when the choices of the consumers 

are guided by the producer’s virtuous practical behaviour, trust and reputation 

become two crucial elements (Durastanti et al., 2007; Senni, 2008a). In Senni’s 

words ‘Reputation [...] is built day by day by the agro-social enterprise through 

the care of the relationships with the people with which it comes into contact in 

the performance of its activities and through a constant communication effort 

about everything that concerns the life of the SF (social farm), starting from its 

objectives’ (Senni, 2008a, p. 50). Attaining a good reputation for the SAC is a key 

marketing strategy, which would not just give to the cooperative the chance of 

reaching new consumers, but also the opportunity of building a durable bond, 

keeping them involved over time. 

2.2.7 First Review Conclusion: Gaps in the Literatu re 

Three main gaps emerge from the review of SACs literature. Firstly, there is a 

lack of a recent quantitative analysis of SACs. The only rigorous statistical study 

focusing on SACs is a review in Italian language, conducted by Carini and 

Depedri (2012), on 2009 data, sourced from the Aida – Bureau Van Dijk 

database. Even though their analysis shows an impressive growth trend for SACs 

and calls for further studies to explore their complexity more in depth, very little 

research – and no rigorous quantitative analysis – has been developed ever 

since. Therefore, an updated quantitative analysis is needed to show the recent 

evolution SACs, so promisingly depicted by qualitative literature and estimated to 

have tremendously grown in recent years (Lanfranchi et al., 2015). Particularly, 

we call for future research in English language, to explore the recent evolution 

and trends of SACs. This would be a key strategic timing for conducting a study 

of this kind, as it may give indications on the preliminary impacts of the new law 

on Social Farming, approved in 2015 (Italian state law 141/2015). 
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Secondly, while concerns are raised about SACs economic performance (see 

section 2.2.5), the issue of scalability is inadequately developed in the literature 

on SACs, as issues of scaling are not explicitly addressed nor critically 

developed. As Section 2.3 will explore more in detail, the social enterprise 

literature has identified three main types of scaling, ‘scaling up’ in terms of 

influencing laws and policies; ‘scaling deep’ through increasing resilience and 

improving efficiency; and ‘scaling out’ through geographical replication and 

dissemination (Moore et al., 2015). However, the Italian literature on social 

entrepreneurship, in general, and on SACs, in particular, does not currently 

differentiate between different types of scaling. Scaling is a controversial issue, 

often presented as implying unique managerial challenges for those 

organisations characterized by the coexistence of commercial and social logics. 

Indeed, it has been identified as a major challenge for alternative food networks 

(Goodman et al., 2012) and social innovations (Murray et al., 2010; Gabriel, 2014) 

seeking to increase the scope of their actions and move out their niches (Vickers 

and Lyon, 2012). Therefore, a more explicit account of scale in SACs is required, 

to explore different scaling routes towards system change (Murray et al., 2010).  

Thirdly, the natural environment is not a theme the SACs literature focuses on. 

Given the agricultural identity of SACs and their intertwined environmental and 

social missions, this is a surprising gap. When Social Cooperatives first emerged 

in the 1990s, they used to be primarily concerned with the production of social 

impact. Therefore, the legislator gave little account to the environmental element 

within Social Cooperatives, focusing instead on the social one (e.g. the delivery 

of education, socio-health rehabilitation and work-integration of vulnerable 

people). As a result, the law 381/91 marginally considers agriculture as an 

instrumental activity to achieve social goals. SACs, however, place agricultural 

activities at the centre of their practice, making social and environmental ends 

become intertwined. In the specific context of SACs, the environmental 

dimension would be expected to gain full legitimacy and the generation of 

environmental impact, alongside the social one, to become essential. However, 

the natural environment remains a highly marginal theme in the SACs literature, 

being only mentioned by AIAB publications on organic social farms (AIAB, 2008; 

Ciaperoni, 2008a) and implicitly addressed by the anti-mafia literature in relation 

to the environmental conflicts in which SACs are involved (e.g. the NCO 
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consortium in the so-called ‘Land of Fires’, in Campania Region) (Caggiano, 

2014; Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015). One exception is Osti’s contribution (2012). 

As detailed in section 2.2.2, while considering SACs in the realm of what he calls 

‘Green Social Cooperatives’, Osti (2012) describes them as being intrinsically 

motivated by environmental values. Following the way paved by Osti’s work, 

more research is worth developing to explore the role of the environment in SACs 

organising. This gap in the literature of SACs recalls a broader weakness of the 

social enterprises and cooperative literature. Although it is becoming an emerging 

area of debate, especially thanks to the diffusion of the so-called ‘environmentally 

motivated social enterprises’ (Vickers and Lyon, 2012; Anastasiadis, 2013), the 

literature on social enterprises is still mainly concerned with the social value 

creation, considering environmental values as sub-systems of wider social 

values. 

 

2.3 Narrative Literature Review: Scaling in the Con text of Diverse 

Organisations  

2.3.1. Second Review Introduction 

Following the literature review on SACs, the research focuses on the second 

identified gap and therefore explores the literature on scaling. Rather than gap-

spotting, the aim of this second review is to problematise the concept of scaling 

as defined in the context of orthodox management practices and reconsider it in 

the context of diverse organisations (Sandberg and Alvesson, 2011).  

Section 2.3.2 opens the review by clarifying the key concepts of growing and 

scaling, as understood by this research. Section 2.3.3 questions the assumption 

that scaling means organisational growth, revealing a range of approaches to 

scaling beyond growing. Diverse accounts of scaling, in the literature on social 

enterprises, distinguish between ‘scaling up’ (i.e. impacting laws and policies); 

‘scaling deep’ (i.e. impacting cultural roots); and ‘scaling out (i.e. impacting 

greater numbers) (Moore et al., 2015). Section 2.3.4 explores the wider context 

in which the scaling debate can be framed, questioning the economic growth 

imperative in light of environmental sustainability critiques.   
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2.3.2 Definitions  

The key message emerging from this review is that, in the context of diverse 

organisations, scaling doesn’t necessarily mean growing. Before exploring this 

statement more in detail, it is essential to clarify this research’s understandings 

of growing and scaling.  

Growing is considered in relation to organisational growth. That is the growth 

of an organisation’s turnover (e.g. sales growth), assets (e.g. the purchase of 

additional fields to cultivate) and/or people (e.g. the recruitment of additional 

farmers). Organisational growth can be vertical (e.g. a small enterprise growing 

the size of its business in one place) and/or horizontal (e.g. geographical 

expansion). On a more general account, growing can also be referred to 

economic growth. That is the growth of goods and services produced per capita 

over a period of time (i.e. GDP growth).   

On the other hand, scaling includes, but it’s not limited to, growing. While 

research into for-profit organisations predominantly approaches scaling in 

relation to organisational efficiency, this research considers scaling in relation to 

organisational effectiveness. That is, scaling is not considered as a strategy 

towards increased profitability, but as a broader process that allows an 

organisation to fulfil the needs it was constituted to address, undertaking its vision 

of system change.  

In the context of for-profit organisations scaling and growing are used 

interchangeably, as synonyms.8 A report from the business schools at the 

University of Cambridge and the University of Oxford, convened by Barclays, 

associates scaling to a double dynamic: ‘Growing Businesses’ and ‘Growing our 

Economy’ (Barclays, 2015). In this report, scaling (in terms of ‘scale-up’) is 

described as a recently emerged term in the business vocabulary, related to the 

older concept of ‘high-growth firms’ (Ibidem, p. 6). Its definition relies on the 2014 

Coutu Report (Coutu, 2014), which defines scale-up companies as:  

                                                           
8 While taking into account the for-profit literature, this review focuses on scaling in the context of 
diverse organisations (e.g. social enterprises, cooperatives, NGOs, alternative food systems). 
This is a methodological choice informed by philosophical underpinnings (see Chapter 3 and 
limitations in Chapter 6). While acknowledging the approach to scaling of for-profit enterprises, 
the idea of this review is to give as much space as possible to diverse understandings of scaling. 
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enterprises with average annualised growth in employees (or in turnover) greater than 

20 per cent a year over a three-year period, and with 10 or more employees at the 

beginning of the observation period.  

(Coutu, 2014, p. 18) 

Furthermore, scale-up is defined as occurring:  

when a company takes a proven concept and delivers it to a wider audience, often 

through market penetration and geographic expansion. [...] [More in general] the 

scale-up phase occurs when the company dramatically expands the scale of its 

business operations. 

(Barclays, 2015, p. 6)   

Exploring the literature on diverse organisations, the following sections will 

challenge the Cambridge-Oxford-Barclays definition of scaling, questioning 

whether / to what extent in the context of diverse organisations scaling can be 

associated with growing.   

2.3.3 Scaling: Growing Businesses? 

The Open Book Of Social Innovation from The Young Foundation and NESTA 

(Murray et al., 2010), considers scaling as an intermediate phase between 

sustaining an innovation and creating system change (Figure 1).   

Figure 1 The Social Innovation Spiral I 

  

Source: Murray et al. 2010.  
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The spiral represented in Figure 1 chooses scaling as a keyword to represent 

the intermediate stage between sustaining and system change. However, The 

Open Book describes the same stage both in terms of ‘scaling’ and ‘diffusion’, as 

two different – although not very clearly defined – processes that enable social 

innovations moving towards system change. While ‘scaling’ is associated with 

‘growing’ (i.e. mostly referring to vertical organisational growth), ‘diffusion’ is 

considered as a way of ‘spreading an innovation’ (i.e. horizontal growth) (Murray 

et al., 2010, p. 13). At the same time, while scaling is criticised for being ‘a concept 

from the mass production age’, diffusion is presented as a preferred strategy to 

be adopted (Ibidem). Indeed, vertical organisational growth is considered as just 

one strategy, rarely adopted in the context of social innovation, which is often not 

adequate to encapsulate the variety of processes towards system change 

undertaken by social innovations (Ibidem). In their words:  

Organisational growth is the simplest way to grow an innovation. However it is 

surprisingly rare – innovations more often grow through other means. Small social 

enterprises and other NGOs generally find organisational growth difficult: it requires 

changes to leadership, culture, and structures of accountability which may not be 

wanted, or may be impossible. 

(Murray et al., 2010, p. 98) 

The Open Book identifies several other strategies to move towards system 

change, including growth through collaborations, social franchising, consortia 

constitutions, inspiration and emulation, support and know-how provision and so 

on. As Murray et al. (2010, p. 13) summarise it: ‘there are a range of strategies 

for growing and spreading an innovation – from organisational growth, through 

licensing and franchising to federations and looser diffusion’. Such combination 

of different strategies is defined as ‘a more organic and adaptive kind of growth’ 

(Ibidem), which considers growth as ‘both in terms of size and impact’ (Ibidem, p. 

99). In summary, what Murray et al. (2010) refer to in terms of ‘scaling’ may be 

considered in the realm of vertical growth (e.g. growth in size), while their 

understanding of ‘diffusing’ may be framed within horizontal growth (e.g. 

geographical growth). Although of a ‘more organic and adaptive kind’, growth still 

remains at the centre of their understanding of scaling (Murray et al. 2010, p. 13). 
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A further elaboration of the spiral of social innovation is presented by Gabriel 

(2014) in a NESTA report called ‘Making it big. Strategies for scaling social 

innovations’ (Figure 2).   

Figure 2 The Social Innovation Spiral II 

 

Source: Gabriel, 2014.  

NESTA’s illustration seems to suggest that growing, scaling and spreading are 

three different strategies towards changing systems. However, they describe 

scaling as an umbrella term that encompasses different strategies towards 

system change, including growing the organisation and spreading the innovation. 

Scaling is presented in the report as the core issue, a challenge that every social 

entrepreneur must consider. The opening lines of the document affirm:  

To tackle problems entrenched in our societies, we need more social innovation at 

scale. We know it’s possible. [...] Yet scale is often elusive and many social 

innovations fail to reach their potential. And scale isn’t appropriate in every case. We 

know that not all social innovations have scaling potential, and that not all innovators 

want to grow their activity. But we suggest that anyone who’s developed a social 

innovation that works should at least think about if and how it could be shared more 

widely. 

(Gabriel, 2014, p. 4) 

A crucial element in NESTA’s report is the provision of a clear definition of 

scaling, elaborating on that originally put forward by the Centre for Advancement 



55 

 

of Social Entrepreneurship's (CASE) at Duke University. As they state: ‘social 

innovations can be said to have scaled when their impact grows to match the 

level of need’ (Ibidem). Furthermore, they provide a deeper reflection on the 

adoption of the word scaling, considering it a contested but effective wide 

umbrella term to refer to a variety of ‘metaphor[s] for growth’.  As they explain: 

‘Scaling up’ is a term borrowed from manufacturing and implies standardisation and 

achieving economies of scale. Other types of growth include diffusion (actively 

promoting an idea in the hope that others will take it up); replication (copying); and 

proliferation.  

(Gabriel, 2014, p. 10) 

More in detail, NESTA’s report identifies four strategies towards system 

change – or ‘scaling routes’ – including ‘influence and advise’, ‘build a delivery 

network’, ‘form a strategic partnership’ and ‘grow an organisation to deliver’ 

(Ibidem, p. 23). Despite acknowledging that scaling doesn’t necessarily mean 

growing and despite listing a wide variety of scaling strategies, NESTA’s 

approach is still very much growth-centred. While the report provides a clear 

definition of scaling, it still uses the concepts of scaling and growing 

interchangeably. Its title itself, ‘Making it big. Strategies for scaling social 

innovations’, hints to the association between scaling and growing. 

Vickers and Lyon’s research provide further elements for understanding 

scaling in the context of social enterprises. However, they refer to scaling only in 

terms of ‘scaling-up’. Focusing on environmentally-motivated social enterprises, 

they suggest that strategies to ‘scale up’ involve:  

developing ‘green niche’ markets (Seyfang and Smith, 2007); geographically 

replicating a successful concept, such as through a franchising operation (Litalien, 

2006; Tracey and Jarvis, 2007; Johnson et al., 2007); growth through alliances (Sharir 

and Lerner, 2006), and joining or forming consortia in order to be able to tender for 

public sector contracts, such as in the case of waste collection/recycling (Rowan et 

al., 2009). 

(Vickers and Lyon, 2012, p. 7)   

Further scaling strategies identified by their research include the multiplication 

in numbers of niche activities (Little et al., 2010) and the absorption of social 
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enterprise's approaches within established organisations and ‘mainstream’ 

practices (Seyfang and Smith, 2007).  

The strategies so far identified for scaling a social innovation / social enterprise 

(and especially the emphasis on building partnerships) are not too dissimilar to 

the ones identified by the Cambridge-Oxford-Barclays report for scaling a for-

profit business (Barclays, 2015). Rather than significantly differing in 

understanding what scaling is, they differ in appreciating what scaling is for. While 

in the Cambridge-Oxford-Barclays case scaling is intended as a strategy for 

maximising profits, the social enterprises and social innovation literature 

considers it a strategy for achieving greater social-environmental impact. 

However the concepts of scaling and growing are often used interchangeably, 

the concept of scaling is often left undefined and the difference between scaling 

and organisational growth often appears blurred.  

This argument finds support in a broader range of literature. André and Pache 

(2016) define scaling as the maximisation of social impact, describe it as ‘a 

growth process’ and mostly associate it with geographical expansion (i.e. 

‘scaling-up’) (André and Pache, 2016, p, 665). Considering scaling mostly in 

terms of growing, their research focuses on ‘the ethical challenges faced by social 

entrepreneurs as they attempt to scale their social ventures’ (Ibidem), suggesting 

that scaling (i.e. growing) may be detrimental to the organisation’s core values. 

In their words, ‘scaling up may lead social entrepreneurs to deviate from their 

ethical principles’ (Ibidem). More in detail ‘that in this process social 

entrepreneurs run the risk of abandoning their ethic of care, therefore 

jeopardizing their very essence as entrepreneurs whose goal is to care’ 

(Ibidem). Ethical concerns (i.e. mission drift and degeneration) in relation to 

scaling are raised by other researchers in the context of social entrepreneurship 

(Ometto et al, 2019) and in the context of cooperatives too, where scaling is 

considered a dilemma (i.e. hindrance to democratic governance and members 

participation) (Jones and Kalmi, 2012). Once again, at the basis of their argument 

lies the assumption that scaling mostly means growing.  

Goworek et al. (2018) focus on ‘scaling sustainability’ as necessary to tackle 

climate change. Their understanding of scale is mainly spatial – i.e. as a matter 

of local vs global. Focusing on ‘upwards’ and ‘downwards’ strategies, they 

conclude by stressing the importance of extending networks for scaling up local 
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actions. Integrating environmental concerns in the context of social enterprises, 

Markey and Roseland (2016, p. 2) have considered a bi-dimensional approach 

to scale. ‘Scaling up’, meaning ‘escalating the impact of a particular innovation 

within the sector in which it operates, from community to city, from region to 

nation’; and ‘scaling out’, meaning ‘taking innovations that have proven effective 

in one place, extending their impact through diffusion and adaptation into new 

geographical locations and new sectors’. Similarly, the OECD Policy Brief on 

Scaling the Impact of Social Enterprises identifies a double approach to scale 

(OECD, 2016). Referring to the work by Heinecke and Mayer (2012), they 

differentiate between ‘scale wide’ – a quantitative approach aspiring ‘to reach 

greater numbers of users and beneficiaries’ – and ‘scale deep’ – a qualitative 

approach oriented towards diversification of the activities ‘either to address 

emerging needs at the local level or tackle the same needs from multiple angles’ 

(OECD, 2016, p. 4). No matter the preposition, in these cases scaling up, out, 

wide and deep they all refer to organisational growth. Within approaches to 

scaling as organisational growth, geographical expansion, especially in terms of 

social franchising, emerges as a primary approach (see also Conway, 2015; 

Asemota and Chahine, 2017). 

 The approaches examined so far consider scaling in a way that is not 

transformative to conventional understandings. In the context of social enterprise 

and innovation, the discourse of scaling is mainly framed around the two key 

nodes of vertical and horizontal growth. A more critical understanding of scaling 

is developed in the context of non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Studying 

the scaling dynamics of five Indian NGOs, Uvin and colleagues distinguish 

between two – non mutually exclusive – paradigms of scaling. An ‘old paradigm’, 

centred on ‘scaling up through expansion’ (i.e. organisational growth), integrated 

by ‘a “new paradigm” of multiplication and mainstreaming through spinning off 

organisations, letting go of innovation, creating alternative knowledge, and 

influencing other social actors’ (Uvin et al., 2000, p. 1417). Starting from similar 

assumptions, but applying them to the context of social enterprises, a team of 

Canadian researchers explicitly recognised that ‘scaling innovations to effect 

larger-scale change involves a more complex and diverse process than simply 

‘diffusing’ or spreading a product or model’ (Riddell and Moore, 2015, p. 2, Moore 

et al. 2015). To outline the diversity and complexity of scaling, they draw a 
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typology of three different routes to systemic impact including scaling ‘up’, ‘out’ 

and ‘deep’ (Riddell and Moore, 2015) (Figure 3).  

Figure 3 Scaling Out, Scaling Up and Scaling Deep for Social Innovation 

 

 

 

Source: Riddell and Moore, 2015. 

Scaling ‘up’ means influencing laws and policies; scaling ‘deep’ producing an 

impact on cultural roots; and scaling ‘out’ achieving geographical replication and 

dissemination. Specific strategies are associated with each type of scaling: 

scaling up requires policy or legal change efforts, such as new policy 

development, partnering, advocacy to advance legal change and redirect; scaling 

out is achieved through deliberate geographical replication and principles 

dissemination and adaptation to different contexts; scaling deep requires 

storytelling to shift norms and beliefs and investing in transformative learning and 

community of practice such as learning by doing (Ibidem).  

This understanding of scaling, less concerned with growth and diffusion and 

more with policies and culture, is more appropriate to approach scaling in the 
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context of diverse organisations. As Gibson-Graham (1996, pp. xxvii-xxviii) 

clearly explain in their critique of capitalism:  

Most theories of scale are dominated by a vertical ontology (Marston 2000) that 

presumes a hierarchy of scales from global to local, mapped onto a hierarchy of power 

in which macro forces operate to constrain everyday practices. Change that does not 

address the top of the hierarchy is ultimately contained. This worldview demands that 

local initiatives "scale up" before they can be seen as transformative. 

Decoupling scale and power allows challenging the assumption that moving 

towards system change requires ‘making it big’ (Gabriel, 2014). At the same time, 

it opens up the scaling debate to appreciations of localism, considering that ‘small 

is beautiful’ (Schumacher, 1973). As Parker et al. (2014, p. 40) maintain, in the 

context of the so-called ‘alternative organisations’, ‘we don’t have to assume that 

organizations must grow and become big, because [...] we might decide that local 

works better’. The idea that scaling towards system change and localism can 

walk hand in hand is further supported by the critique of the growth paradigm in 

the name of environmental sustainability, explored in the following section.  

2.3.4 Scaling: Growing our Economy? 

The relation between conceptions of economic growth and environmental 

sustainability has been largely discussed from the second half of the twentieth 

century, with critiques being raised to the western neo-liberal economists 

advocating for infinite growth in a planet with limited resources.  

On the one hand, a group of optimistic economists (Barnett and Morse, 1963; 

Nordhaus, 1973; Dasgupta and Heal, 1979), with the slogan ‘growth first, 

environment later’, believed that economic prosperity can be a remedy for 

environmental damages. The same approach was expressed and reinforced by 

‘The Environmental Kuznets Curve’ theory (Stern et al, 1996). That is an 

overturned U-shaped relation between economic growth and the health of the 

environment, sustaining that environmental degradation start decreasing only 

after a consistent increment of income per capita. Conceptions of ‘smart growth’ 

(Holocombe and Stanley, 2001) and ‘sustainable development’ (Brundtland and 

Khalid, 1987) share the same assumptions, considering growth as necessary for 

achieving sustainability. For instance, the Brundtland Report, issued in 1987, 

recommends reaching a growth rate of 3-4 per cent for industrial countries and 
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of 5-6 per cent for developing economies to have sufficient resources to invest 

in environmental sustainability. Those approaches support the ‘status quo’ as the 

context within which to achieve sustainable development, they see the necessity 

for change in society's political and economic structures and human-environment 

relationships but they believe ‘adjustments can be made without any 

fundamental changes to society, means of decision making or power relations’ 

(Hopwood et al., 2005, p. 42). 

On the other hand, different approaches to sustainability and growth also 

flourished in the economic debate. Kenneth Boulding (1966) was a precursor of 

the non-growth or ‘steady-state’ economy. In his analysis of ‘Economics of the 

coming spaceship earth’, he used the contrasting images of the ‘cowboy's 

economy’ and the ‘spaceman's economy’ to explore different attitudes – linear 

and circular – of economics to the environment. Few years later, a Report by the 

Club of Rome on ‘The Limits to Growth’ (Meadows et al, 1972) questioned the 

exponential economic and population growth within a limited Planet and finite 

resource supplies and became another milestone in the environmental 

movement. Shumacher's (1973) ‘Small is Beautiful’ reinforced this criticism, with 

a strong condemnation of the modern economy based on the measurement of 

success solely in terms of increased GDP and ignoring its social and 

environmental externalities. In the 1980s the Ecological Economics school of 

thought prospered opposite to the neoclassical Environmental Economics', 

attempting to bridge the gap between the science of ecology and the discipline 

of economics. These two approaches for tackling the environmental 

consequences of economic growth mostly differ in their definition of 

sustainability. While the latter ‘favour a goal of weak sustainability (technology 

will lead to manufactured capital substituting for natural capital) and have sought 

to adopt an objective stance’ (Cato, 2011, p. 68), the former ‘favour a goal of 

strong sustainability (meaning that physical capital cannot substitute for natural 

capital) and are less concerned about preventing their personal viewpoint from 

impinging on their analysis’ (Ibidem). Another approach criticising the economic 

growth and proposing a balanced economy instead is the Green Economics'. 

Inherently concerned with social justice, grown from the bottom up and not, as 

yet, an academic discipline with a major place in the universities (Cato, 2009, p. 

5) ‘[g]reen economics calls for a richer and deeper understanding of people, their 
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relationships, and how they behave and are motivated’ (Cato, 2009, p. 3), they 

approach economics beyond the classical economists' ‘circular flow’ in a more 

holistic way, considering the economy as a subset of both the social-system and 

the eco-system (Cato, 2009). Both ecological and green economists support a 

move away from the focus on economic growth, advocating for a ‘steady-state 

economy’ (Daly, 1977; Barry, 2007; Cato, 2009). As Herman Daly (2007, p. 56) 

stated:  

Continual growth in physical throughput in a finite, non-growing, and entropic world 

is impossible, and beyond some point throughput growth becomes the main reason 

for environmental unsustainability by overwhelming environmental source and sink 

capacities. At or before that point throughput growth becomes ‘uneconomic growth’.  

Other critical perspectives consider economic growth as a dangerous 

‘obsession’ of all modern society (Schumacher, 1973, p. 27), as an ‘illusion’ 

(Douthwaite, 1993), as a ‘self-evident oxymoron’ (Porritt, 2006, p.58) when it 

comes to ‘sustainable growth’, as a ‘quasi-idolatrous cult’ (Latouche, 2009, p. 8) 

and as a ‘dilemma’ (Jackson, 2009). Those perspectives believe that to achieve 

sustainability a deep change is needed, either by a fundamental reform or by a 

radical transformation of the economic and power structures of society (Rees, 

1995).  

2.3.5 Second Review Conclusion  

This review has problematised the concept of scaling as defined in the context of 

orthodox management practices (Sandberg and Alvesson, 2011). Questioning 

the two pillars of ‘Growing Businesses’ and ‘Growing our Economy’ (Barclays, 

2015), it has shown that: (1) while for the capitalist organisation scaling is a 

synonym of growing, in the context of diverse organisations scaling doesn’t 

necessarily mean growing. (2) In addition, economic growth has to be considered 

in light of ecological boundaries. This is particularly the case of those 

organisations motivated by the generation of positive social and environmental 

impacts. (3) However, in the social and cooperative enterprise literature, scaling 

is still often associated with organisational growth. (4) Diverse accounts of scaling 

are identified. They encompass a wider spectrum of practices, including scaling-

up, scaling-out and scaling-deep. (5) Conceptions and practices of scaling are 

under-researched and lack of empirical support.  
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In conclusion, Figure 4 provides a graphic representation of scaling as 

approached in this research.   

Figure 4 Key Concepts for Scaling 

 

Source: Elaborated on Murray et al. (2010) and Gabriel (2014). 

Scaling is considered as a combination of processes (including but not 

restricted to organisational growth) that enable the organisation to fulfil the needs 

it was constituted to address while undertaking its vision of system change.  

The next section will introduce Anti-Oppressive Theory (AOT) as a theoretical 

framework to interpret scaling. The association of key concepts of scaling with 

key concepts of AOT will stimulate a discussion that allows gaining a better 

understanding of the scaling processes of SACs.       

 

2.4 Chapter Conclusion: Research Questions  

In the first section of this chapter, a systematic literature review on SACs showed 

that social agricultural cooperation is rapidly diffusing in Italy, with an increasing 

attention in recent years being paid by academics and policy makers. The 

literature on SACs is still very fragmented and limited in scope and four main 

themes emerged in relation to SACs. They are social farming, anti-mafia, social 

entrepreneurship and sustainable food systems. As the methodology chapter will 

explain, these themes will inform case selection (see Chapter 4.4). Across these 

four themes, the literature emphasises different roles of agricultural practices in 

SACs. This depicts a multifunctional approach to agriculture, considered far 

beyond its productive role. In conclusion, the review highlighted that, while a 

recurrent theme in the literature is how to make SACs thrive on the market, 

scaling is an issue inadequately developed.  

Focusing on the scaling-gap, the second section of this chapter problematised 

the concept of scaling. That was considered as a set of processes (including but 

not limited to organisational growth) that allow the organisation to fulfil the needs 

Needs Scaling System change
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it was constituted to address while undertaking its vision of system change.Based 

on the outcomes of the first two reviews, in light of the research aim and 

objectives as identified in Chapter 1, the following research questions are 

formulated.  

Main research question:  

RQ: How do Social Agricultural Cooperatives in Italy scale?  

Specific sub-questions:  

Q1: What are the needs for constituting SACs?  

Q2: What is the envisioned system change SACs seek to achieve?  

Q3: What are the scaling processes towards needs fulfilment and system change 

undertakings?   

Figure 5 summarises the two reviews’ findings and their relation to the 

identified research question. In the first review, findings refers to thematic only 

(i.e. descriptive findings are not included).  
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Figure 5 Literature Reviews Findings and Relations 

 

 

 

Source: Author 

The Figure graphically shows how gaps in the literature identified by the first 

systematic review (and particularly the second gap), form the basis of the second 

narrative review. The findings of both reviews inform the main research question.  
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3. Conceptual Framework 

 

3.1 Chapter Introduction 

This chapter is propaedeutic to Chapter 6. This brief unit starts by introducing 

Anti-Oppressive Theory (AOT) as the overarching theoretical framework used to 

make sense of the research findings (section 3.2). In particular, section 3.2.1 

focuses on the key concepts of oppression, section 3.2.2 on emancipation and 

section 3.2.3 on liberation. Thereafter, it explores the roots of oppression (i.e. 

capitalism) and provides a review of different understandings of the relations 

between the economy, the human society and the natural environment. The 

chapter concludes with a conceptual map, which guides the reader through the 

discussion in Chapter 6.   

 

3.2 The Key Concepts in Anti-Oppressive Theory  

Anti-Oppressive Theory (AOT) is chosen as the overarching theoretical 

framework to make sense of scaling in SACs (see Chapter 1.2). This choice was 

made for three main reasons. First, choosing AOT is coherent with the ontological 

and epistemological positioning of the research, which stands with the social 

constructionist approach to social research and embraces Critical Theory’s 

philosophical underpinnings (see Chapter 4.2). Second, research findings are 

relatable to AOT concepts (see Chapter 5). For example, the term 

‘consciousness’, keyword in AOT (e.g. see Dominelli, 2002; Freire, 1974), often 

emerges in interviews and archival documents (e.g. in relation to scaling deep 

processes) in the own words of research participants (see Chapter 5.5.7 and 

6.3.3). Third, AOT key concepts (i.e. oppression, emancipation and liberation) 

provide interesting theoretical lenses to critically interpret key concepts of scale 

(i.e. needs, scaling, system change), integrating findings with a rich discussion 

(see Chapter 6). 

For clarity, this research considers AOT as a large umbrella encompassing a wide 

variety of research approaches, including Critical Management Studies (CMS) 

(see Chapter 1.2). In other words, CMS is considered as a specific (i.e. to the 
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context of management and organisation studies) articulation of AOT. Both AOT 

(i.e. general framework) and CMS (i.e. specific framework) share a similar 

theoretical imprinting (e.g. both drawing on the contributions of the Frankfurt 

School of Critical Theory) and a similar focus on the key concepts of oppression, 

emancipation and liberation.  

Informed by CMS approaches, this research considers the condition of 

oppression as a trigger for emancipatory processes that ultimately lead to 

liberation. As Alvesson and Willmott (1992, p. 446) expressed it, ‘Control is [...] a 

potential source of critical thought and emancipation’. The latter – which they 

reconceptualise as ‘microemancipation’ (see section 3.2.2) – is a set of processes 

described ‘as vehicles for liberation’ (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992, p. 446).     

Figure 6 graphically represents the key concepts of AOT as approached in this 

research.   

Figure 6 Key Concepts in AOT 

 

Source: Elaborated on Alvesson and Willmott (1992). 

In the following sections, each concept (i.e. oppression, emancipation and 

liberation) is explored in turn.   

3.2.1 Oppression 

AOT mostly defines oppression as ‘[taking] place in the social arena in the form 

of interaction between people’ (Dominelli, 2002, p. 9) and targeting ‘specific social 

groups’ (Strier, 2007, p. 860). For example, in the context of CMS, standpoint 

theories focus on the oppression of women (e.g. feminist studies), ethnic 

minorities (e.g. post-colonial studies) and the working class (e.g. labour process 

analysis). In addition, rather than just considering oppressed and oppressors in 

terms of opposing social categories (e.g. women vs men), AOT acknowledges 

the importance of the social structures they produce (e.g. patriarchy)9 and the 

value systems they are built upon. The focus on structure facilitates consideration 

                                                           
9 In the context of CMS, patriarchy is defined as ‘a form of society characterised by the gender 
dominance of men over women’ (Adler et al., 2007, p. 8). 

Oppression Emancipation Liberation
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of the multi-faceted and complex nature of oppression (e.g. if the oppressor is the 

system of patriarchy, women can strengthen their own oppression as much as 

men can support the struggle for gender equality).   

While AOT in social work and CMS set its focus on the social sphere (i.e. 

defining oppression as interaction between people) (Dominelli, 2002; Jeanes and 

Huzzard, 2014), this research expands AOT’s focus to include the wider 

ecological sphere (i.e. reconceptualising oppression as interaction between 

ecological entities, including humans). That is, non-oppressive relations in this 

research do not only include interactions between people, but also those between 

people and other elements in the environment (e.g. the land people work and the 

territory people inhabit). The environment is defined as the ecological community 

in which people, animals and plants live (Cambridge Dictionary, 2017). It includes 

natural elements such as the air, water and land (Ibidem). It can also include a 

spiritual element, such as an individual or collective relationship with the Earth 

(Cato, 2009, p. 19). In addition, this research embraces the understanding of 

oppressors as complex systems of dominations (e.g. the agro-industrial food 

system) rather than as specific social/ecological categories (e.g. producers).   

3.2.2 Emancipation 

Alongside oppression, emancipation is another key concept within AOT. In the 

Oxford Handbook of Critical Management Studies Fleming and Mandarini (2011, 

p. 335) consider ‘the question of emancipation’ as ‘a founding value of the CMS 

movement’. The key concern of CMS for emancipation draws on the leading 

theoretical lines of Critical Theory, as Horkheimer definition considered in 

Chapter 1.2 suggests. 

Emancipation is defined by Alvesson and Willmott (1992, p. 432) as a ‘process 

through which individuals and groups become freed from repressive social and 

ideological conditions, in particular those that place socially unnecessary 

restrictions upon the development and articulation of human consciousness’ 

(Ibidem). Starting from that definition and focusing on the context of management 

and organisation studies, they reconceptualise ‘the grand enterprise of 

emancipation’ of Critical Theory into ‘a more modest project’ which they call 

‘microemancipation’ (Ibidem). More specifically, microemancipation is considered 

as ‘a group of projects, each limited in terms of space, time and success’ (Ibidem, 
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p. 447) and defined as a set of ‘concrete activities, forms and techniques that 

offer themselves not only as means of control, but also as objects and facilitators 

of resistance and, thus, as vehicles for liberation’ (Ibidem, p. 446). The concept 

of microemancipation has been largely criticised by critical scholars for being a 

‘pedestrian account’, a set of insignificant actions lacking a coherent vision of 

system change and only giving a fleeting illusion of liberation (Huault et al., 2014). 

In the words of Huault et al. (2014, p. 43), microemancipation is a set of 

‘temporary attempts to find a semblance of freedom through everyday 

transgressions’. While these critiques expose the risks associated with 

microemancipation processes, they fail to acknowledge its transformative 

potential. Recalling Gibson-Graham’s (1996) positioning (see section 2.3.3), the 

importance of tackling power dynamics at a small-scale level should not be 

underestimated. Indeed, microdynamics can be strongly emancipatory in nature. 

Aware of its critiques, this research adopts Alvesson and Willmott (1992) 

approach to emancipation and considers scaling (with a focus on scaling-deep) 

in light of microemancipation. As Chapter 6.4 will show, microemancipation 

emerges as a collection of – sometimes unconscious, sometimes formally 

organised – small projects directed towards a bigger vision of system change.  

This research offers new insights on the concept of microemancipation as it 

applies it to a particular context. Whereas CMS research has mainly considered 

microemancipation to analyse emancipatory dynamics in corporate environments 

(Fleming, 2005; Zanoni and Janssens, 2007; Spicer and Böhm, 2007), this 

research applies it in the context of diverse organisations such as SACs.  

More specifically, this research focuses on the emancipatory potential of 

scaling deep (see also Chapter 6.4). In ‘Counterrevolution and revolt’ (1972), 

Marcuse identifies the goal of the counter revolution (i.e. system change) in the 

establishment of a new set of relations among individuals and with nature (i.e. 

non oppressive ecological relations), free from instrumental interests. In his view, 

liberation is achieved through a dialectic process (so-called ‘dialectic of 

liberation’) that focuses on the key challenge of creating ‘consciousness’ and 

requires ‘comprehending contradictions’. Such process is directed towards 

changing the morality of human beings (i.e. a change in ‘the human heart’) and 

transforming their social and environmental relations. This is precisely what the 

process of scaling deep aims to achieve.   
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Scaling deep can be considered as a collection of micro practices implemented 

– more or less consciously – to enable cultural change. In other words, ‘concrete 

activities, forms and techniques [...] that offer themselves [...] as vehicles for 

liberation’ (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992, p. 446). As described more in depth in 

Chapter 5.5 , scaling deep aims at impacting cultural roots and is based on the 

recognition that culture plays a powerful role in the process towards system 

change. Chapter 5.5 distinguished between processes of scaling-deep-inwards 

(Chapter 5.5.6) and scaling-deep-outwards (Chapter 5.5.7). The former, focuses 

on impacting cultural roots at an organisational level. The latter, focuses on 

impacting cultural roots at a societal level.  

This research adopts Schein’s cultural iceberg as a framework for analysing 

scaling deep in SACs (Figure 7) (see Chapter 6.4). As the iceberg suggests, 

scaling deep can be related to superficial cultural changes, involving solid 

manifestation of culture and/or to deeper transformations below the surface, 

rooted in values and taken for granted assumptions. 

Figure 7 Schein's Cultural Iceberg 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Schein (2010). 

Artifacts 

Tangible                                    

manifestations          

of culture

Values

Ethical statements of rightness

Basic assumptions

Unconscious and taken for granted ways of seeing the world



70 

 

Approaching scaling deep in light of Schein’s iceberg, it is possible to differentiate 

scaling strategies according to the level of depth of impact they seek to achieve. 

Strategies impacting artifacts address the visible elements of culture (e.g. through 

architecture, artworks, published books and dress code). Strategies impacting 

values address a deeper level of culture, such as portraying desired character 

traits. Strategies impacting basic assumptions operate at the deepest level and 

aim at subverting meanings and taken for granted assumptions. The pyramid has 

to be intended as a fluid conceptualisation, rather than a rigid separation between 

different categories. In fact, a scaling strategy may operate at more than one level 

at the same time.  

3.2.3 Liberation 

Anti-Oppressive Social Work Research considers liberation as the ultimate goal 

of AOT. In such context, liberation is mostly framed as freedom from oppression 

– i.e. a point of arrival, the accomplishment of the process of emancipation (Strier, 

2007, p. 860). For example, liberation is achieved when oppressive inegalitarian 

social relations are altered and those excluded and marginalised are brought 

back into decision making processes and procedures (Dominelli, 2002, p. 61, 69). 

Liberation theory has also thrived in the context of pedagogical studies, thanks to 

the work of Paulo Freire (Freire, 1972; Shor and Freire, 1987, Brigham, 1977).   

In this research, understandings of liberation are informed by the work of Erich 

Fromm, a predominant member of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory, 

member of the Institute of Social Research from 1930 to 1940. He distinguishes 

between a negative type of freedom – so-called ‘freedom-from’ – and a positive 

one – that he calls ‘freedom-to’ (Fromm, 1941). He argues that, in modern 

European and American history, people had obtained freedom from the political, 

economic and spiritual constraints of the pre-individualist society. However, that 

was not enough to ensure their liberation. On the contrary, it led to new 

oppressions, such as the rise of Nazism and Fascism in Europe. Fromm shows 

that, while limiting self-awareness and self-expression, the oppressive condition 

grants security and a sense of belonging. Similarly, freedom-from oppression 

provides with the opportunity for self-determination, while generating isolation 

and anxiety. The unbearable weight of this negative type of freedom leads to the 

risk of escaping from freedom itself and of seeking shelter in new forms of 
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domination. Therefore, freedom-from must be considered as the starting point of 

the process of liberation, rather than the arrival. The real challenge is to progress 

from a negative, to a positive type of freedom. In other words, liberation comes 

with freedom-to accomplish the autonomous and spontaneous self-realisation. 

Philosophically grounded in the Aristotelian tradition of virtue ethics, Fromm 

considers freedom-to as the route towards eudaimonia – i.e. happiness as the 

human flourishing that originates from a relational and civic life.      

 

3.3 Capitalism and Diverse Economies      

The complex nature of oppression exposed above and later in the thesis (see 

Chapter 6.2) helps illuminate the importance of values and, more specifically, the 

ethical roots of oppression. The systems of relations identified as oppressive in 

SACs are based on specific value systems, in turn grounded in specific 

approaches to business ethics. Indeed, even though oppressive relations are 

context-dependent and emerge in different forms in each of the three SACs 

studied (see Chapter 6.2), they are all underlined by an overarching common 

approach to the market economy (i.e. capitalism). Capitalism is defined in CMS 

as ‘a form of society characterised by wage employment ([...] as distinct from 

cooperative ownership) and competition between firms ([...] as distinct from 

democratic planning’ (Adler et al., 2007, p. 8). Grounding the capitalist market 

economy are specific values. According to Gibson-Graham (1996, p. XXIV) these 

are essentially ‘the twin imperatives of enterprise competition and capital 

accumulation’. According to Bruni and Zamagni (2007), sustaining the capitalist 

market (as different from the civil market) is the principle of the exchange of 

equivalents, which has a contractual nature and is grounded in the key value of 

efficiency. Social and economic relations based on exchange of equivalents are 

built on biunivocal (A ↔ B), simultaneous (A → B and A ← B happen at the same 

time) and equivalent (based on a symmetrical exchange) transactions (Ibidem). 

In addition, the principle of the exchange of equivalents is based on an 

understanding of human nature, which considers economic agents as being 

motivated to action by self-interest and maximisation of individual utility (i.e. 

homini oeconomici) (Ibidem).  
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On the other hand, while competition is the essence of the capitalist market, 

cooperation is the essence of the civil market. According to Bruni and Zamagni 

(2007), sustaining the civil market is the principle of reciprocity. As different from 

the principle of the exchange of equivalents (which grounds the capitalist market) 

reciprocity is built on gratuity (A → B → C →..., where the arrows indicate the 

voluntary act of giving) non-simultaneity (A → B and B → C may happen in 

different moments in time) and proportionality (A → B according to B’s needs, B 

→ C according to B’s possibilities) (Zamagni, 2009). In addition, reciprocity is 

based on Aristotelian virtue ethics, which understands the human nature as being 

characterised by a sense of responsibility to the other, rather than by a 

narcissistic preoccupation with the self (Wray-Bliss, 2011). In Bruni and Zamagni 

(2007)’s words, rather than ‘homini oeconomici’, humans would be better 

described as ‘homini reciprocans’. In the capitalist system, relations between 

economics and the environment (when considered in the first place) are based 

on the separation between economic, social and environmental spheres. 

Mainstream approaches, such as Neo-classical Economics and Environmental 

Economics, consider the environment as a resource – i.e. a profit opportunity to 

maximise the utility of the self-interested individual. Their efforts are directed 

towards the integration of environmental variables in the capitalist market’s 

economic equations. Neo-classical economists (e.g. Julian L. Simon, Arthur 

Pigou, Ronald Coase) give to both the environment and its degradation a 

monetary value. They consider the natural environment in terms of a missed 

market (i.e. a profit opportunity), while accepting environmental degradations as 

regrettable, nevertheless calculable, casualties (i.e. negative externalities). For 

them, markets are the most efficient way of allocating resources and therefore 

environmental externalities can be efficiently managed through market-based 

solutions (e.g. the polluter pays-principle). Similarly, Environmental economists 

(among which Nicholas Hanley, David Pearce and Kerry Turner) perpetuate neo-

classical principles through valuing the so-called ‘ecosystem services’, 

considering natural capital as replaceable by physical capital and commodifying 

natural resources with a full faith in the power of the markets in solving 

environmental problems (Hanley et al., 2010; Pearce and Turner, 1989). 

Ecological relations in a capitalist system are either neglected or considered 

as subordinated to the imperative of profit maximisation (Figure 8).  
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Figure 8 Conventional Economic Views on Economic, Social and Environmental Relations 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Senge et al. (2008, p. 102). 

The concept of sustainable development, as defined by the Brundtland Report 

(1987) and operationalised by several policy initiatives (e.g. the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals), grant higher dignity to the social and environmental 

spheres (Figure 9).  

Figure 9 Sustainable Development's view on Economic, Social and Environmental Relations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Cato (2009, p. 37). 

However, the so-called ‘triple bottom line’ approach still considers the three 

dimensions as separate from one another.  

While highlighting the need to build non-oppressive ecological relations in 

SACs, and identifying in the capitalist system the root of oppression, it is essential 

to remember that SACs do operate within capitalism. Indeed, talking about 

oppressors and oppressed, the risk is to consider SACs as ‘oppositional’, as they 
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were created to build ‘alternatives’ to capitalism. The needs they were constituted 

to address pose a more complex challenge than this. In fact, the challenge is to 

build non-oppressive ecological relations while operating within a capitalist 

market. As Goodman et al. (2011, p. 9) declares about Alternative Food Systems:  

Their alterity comes from the development of new ways of doing things that coexist 

with this powerful system [i.e. capitalism] and attempt to change it from within.  

At the same time, SACs operate within the capitalist system and seek its 

transformation. As Chapters 5 and 6 will further discuss, system change for SACs 

emerged as directed towards the production of different values and rooted in 

different understandings of the relations between the economy, the human 

society and the natural environment. Diverse approaches to these relations are 

explored below.  

Acknowledging the interdependent nature of economic-social-environmental 

relations Ecological Economics apply ecological principles to economics studies 

(rather than the other way around, like Neo-classical and Environmental 

Economics do). Ecological economists put forward strong sustainability 

instances, considering economic growth as limited by the bio-capacity of the 

Earth and approaching the economy as a sub-system of the social sphere, which 

in turn is a sub-system of the bio-sphere. Similarly, Green Economics considers 

the economic sphere as integrated in the societal, which in turn is integrated in 

the environmental. The difference between the two approaches is subtle and 

mainly lies on the origins and specific target chosen by each discipline. On the 

one hand, Ecological Economics emerged from the combined efforts of 

academics and it’s mainly directed towards impacting policies from the top-down. 

It was founded in the 1980s, after Prof. Ann-Mari Jansson organized a conference 

in Saltsjobaden, Sweden, entitled ‘Integrating Ecology and Economics’ with the 

aim of bringing together around the same table ecologists and economists to 

discuss environmental issues (Jansson, 1984). A few years later, in 1987, greatly 

supported by Prof. Robert Costanza and Prof. Herman Daly, the International 

Society for Ecological Economics was constituted (Spash, 1999; Martinez-Alier, 

1999). On the other hand, green economists (among which Richard Douthwaite, 

Mary Mallor and Molly Scott Cato) are highly concerned with the democratic 

accessibility of their scholarship and with the investigation of locally situated 

initiatives from the ground up (Cato, 2009, 2011). Figure 10 is a representation 
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Environment 

 

of the Green Economics’ motto ‘economics for people and the planet’ (Cato, 

2012), represented the ecological and Green Economics understandings of 

economic-social-environmental relations. While in figures 8 and 9 the three 

spheres ‘economy’, ‘society’ and ‘environment’ are interacting as separated 

dimensions, in figure 10 ‘economy operates within social relationships and the 

whole of society is embedded within the natural world’ (Cato, 2009, p. 37).  

Figure 10 Green Economics View on Economic, Social and Environmental Relations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Cato (2009, p. 37). 

Building on ecological and Green Economics understandings, Kate Raworth 

(2017) elaborated the so-called ‘Doughnut’ (Figure 11). The inner ring sets the 

social boundaries of economic activities, which should operate within the welfare 

standards of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.10 The outer ring 

establishes the environmental boundaries (more precisely ‘The Nine Planetary 

Boundaries’) as identified by the Stockholm Resilience Centre.11    

                                                           
10 https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/. Last accessed 
on 28th May 2019.  
11 https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries/planetary-
boundaries/about-the-research/the-nine-planetary-boundaries.html. Last accessed on 28th May 
2019.  

Society 

Economy 



76 

 

Figure 11 Doughnut Economics

 

Source: Raworth (2017, p. 44). 

Raworth’s contribution stresses the importance of limits (i.e. social and 

ecological) in conducting economic activities. As opposed to the neoclassical 

goal of unlimited economic growth, she considers the aim of economics as 

‘meeting the needs of all within the means of the planet’.12 As Monbiot (2017) 

discussed in relation to Raworth’s Doughnut:  

Instead of economies that need to grow, whether or not they make us thrive, we need 

economies that “make us thrive, whether or not they grow”. This means changing our 

picture of what the economy is and how it works.  

This reflects the same sensitivities of Ecological economists. As Kenneth 

Boulding stated in 1973: ‘anyone who believes exponential growth can go on 

forever in a finite word is either a madman or an economist’ (United States, 

Congress, House, 1973).  

                                                           
12 https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/global-prosperity/0/steps/34008. Last accessed on 28th 
May 2019.    
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Raworth’s elaboration is highly focused on boundary metrics, to assess and 

evaluate social and environmental beyond GDP. That is an important step 

towards ecological and green approaches, which reframes the concept of 

sustainability while providing great source of inspiration for diverse economies 

around the world. At the same time, mindful of the risk of essentialism, it should 

be observed how these indicators are mainly reflective of western understandings 

and may not be representative of the diversity and complexity of social systems 

on a global scale. Indeed, they might not even be appropriate to reflect local 

understandings within western societies. This will be further elaborated in the 

conclusions (see Chapter 7).  

 

3.4 Chapter Conclusion  

AOT is adopted in this research as a theoretical framework to interpret scaling. 

Section 3.2 has introduced AOT in the context of critical management research. 

Section 3.2.1 focused on the concept of oppression in AOT, defining it as the 

interaction between oppressors and oppressed (Dominelli, 2002). Section 3.2.2 

presented the idea of emancipation, focusing on the concept of 

‘microemancipation’ as defined by Alvesson and Willmott (1992). Section 3.2.3 

explored liberation as ‘freedom-to’, as theorised by Fromm (1941). Ultimately, 

section 3.3 explored the roots of oppression while reviewing different 

understandings of the relations between the economy, the human society and the 

natural environment. 

Figure 12 provides a conceptual map for this thesis. While scaling is 

considered as a combination of processes grounded in specific needs and 

directed towards specific visions of system change (see section 2.3.5), 

emancipation (i.e. microemancipation) is considered as a combination of 

processes grounded in oppressive relations (i.e. ecological) and directed towards 

liberation (i.e. freedom-to).   
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Figure 12 Applying AOT to Scaling - A Conceptual Map 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 

Links between key concepts of scaling and key concepts of AOT (i.e. the 

arrows connecting the upper and lower boxes in Figure 12) are developed in 

Chapter 6 where section 6.2 focuses on the concept of oppression, applying AOT 

to analyse needs in SACs; section 6.3 focuses on the concept of liberation, 

applying AOT to analyse system change in SACs; and section 6.4 focuses on 

emancipation, applying AOT to analyse scaling in SACs. Rather than being a 

model for interpreting scaling, the framework in Figure 12 is intended as a guide 

through the next stages of this thesis (see also limitations in Chapter 7).  

 

  

Needs Scaling System change

Oppression Emancipation Liberation
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4. Methodology  

 

4.1 Chapter Introduction 

In social science in general, and in management and organisation studies 

research in particular, choices of methods are always determined by ontological 

and epistemological underpinnings. Different approaches to the nature of reality 

(i.e. ontology) and to the knowledge of such reality (i.e. epistemology) inevitably 

lead to different combination of enquiry techniques (i.e. methods). 

The purpose of Chapter 4 is twofold. First, to clarify philosophical stands which 

lead to choices of methods in this research. Second, to provide an in-depth 

explanation of each step in the qualitative enquiry process. Chapter 4 starts by 

positioning the research in the paradigmatic debate. Then, it focuses on Stake’s 

multiple case study approach to qualitative inquiry, as a set of methods coherent 

with the stated philosophical underpinnings. A detailed explanation of each stage 

of the research process follows, from sample selection to data analysis and 

interpretation. Particular attention is accorded to issues of ethics and 

trustworthiness.  

 

4.2 Philosophical Approach  

Easterby-Smith et al. (2002) differentiate between two main philosophical 

approaches to management research – positivism and social constructionism – 

and explore in depth the methodological implications of adopting each of these 

(see Table 6).  
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Table 6 Methodological Implications of Positivism and Social Constructionism within 
Management Research 

 Positivism  Social constructionism  
The observer must be independent is part of what is being 

observed  
Human interests should be irrelevant  are the main drivers of 

science  
Explanations must demonstrate causality aim to increase general 

understanding of the situation  
Research progresses 
through  

hypotheses and deductions gathering rich data from 
which ideas are induced  

Concepts need to be operationalised so 
that they can be measured 

should incorporate 
stakeholder perspectives  

Units of analysis should be reduced to simplest 
terms 

may include the complexity of 
‘whole’ situations  

Generalisation through  statistical probability  theoretical abstraction  
Sampling requires large numbers selected 

randomly 
small number of cases 
chosen for specific reasons  

Aims  Discovery Invention 
Starting points hypotheses Meanings 
Designs experiment Reflexivity 
Techniques measurement Conversation 
Analysis/interpretation verification/falsification sense-making 
Outcomes Causality Understanding 

Source: Adapted from Easterby-Smith et al. (2002, pp. 30, 34). 

We may consider positivism and social constructionism as two main points of 

reference in a debate that includes a wide array of philosophical approaches, 

which are grounded in different paradigmatic frameworks. For instance, critical 

realism as an epistemological approach has recently gained momentum among 

management scholars (Bhaskar, 1978; Easton, 2010; Al-Amoudi and Willmott, 

2011).  

The two most influential paradigmatic classifications for contemporary 

management research are the ones defined by Burrell and Morgan (1979) and 

Guba and Lincoln (1994). Building on the latter, Kelemen and Rumens (2008, p. 

36) advocate for a multi-paradigm approach as a way for management 

researchers to critically interrogate their discipline while avoiding being trapped 

in a paradigm only and become ‘blind to viewing the world of management in 

alternative ways’. On the other hand, other researchers, including Burrell and 

Morgan themselves, are more sceptical towards the possibility of bridging 

different philosophical approaches, adopting more purist stances and arguing for 

paradigmatic incommensurability (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Pfeffer, 1993, 

1997).  
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In a fragmented and conflictual philosophical context, defined by many as a 

‘paradigm war’ (Kelemen and Rumens, 2008; Alvesson et al., 2011), reflecting 

on one own research identity is essential. Sharing ontological and 

epistemological underpinnings of Critical Theory, this research stands with the 

social constructionist approach, considering reality not as objective and exterior, 

but as socially constructed by people, who make sense of the world (i.e. construct 

meanings) mainly through the medium of language (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). 

More specifically, this research is positioned within the so-called paradigms of 

‘radical humanism’ (Burrell and Morgan, 1979) and ‘critical theories and related 

positions’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). These paradigms share a vision of social 

science as a political process, where ideology and cultural factors play a 

fundamental role and have material effects on individuals (Kelemen and Rumens, 

2008, p. 9). 

 

4.3 Qualitative Multiple Case Study Research  

In different contexts and from multiple philosophical approaches, case study 

research has been defined as a process of qualitative enquiry that aims at 

conducting in-depth analysis of a subject, within a specific context and taking into 

account researchers’ interpretations as well as participants’ understandings 

(Miles et al., 2014; Yin, 2014; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2006). Denzin and Lincoln 

(2011) identify five key characters of qualitative research, including: (i) 

‘overcoming positivist and post positivist perspectives’; (ii) ‘accepting postmodern 

sensibilities’; (iii) ‘capturing the individual’s point of view’; (iv) ‘examining the 

constraints of everyday life’; (v) and ‘securing rich descriptions’.   

In choosing the methodological framework for this research, both the 

researcher’s epistemological commitments and the nature and aims of the 

research itself are carefully taken into consideration. First, a qualitative multiple 

case study strategy is aligned the research questions of this study. Case studies 

are empirical enquiries that investigate a contemporary phenomenon within its 

real-life context (Yin, 2014). A case study strategy is ideal to develop knowledge 

about SACs, as they are nascent phenomena of recent emergence that are 

deeply embedded in the social contexts in which they operate. Moreover, many 

scholars suggest the appropriateness of qualitative case studies when the 
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subject of analysis is underdeveloped in the literature (Eisenhardt, 1989; Voss et 

al., 2002). Research on SACs is in its very early stages and there is very little 

theory to support the understanding of this emerging phenomenon (see chapter 

2). A qualitative multiple case study methodology is also appropriate for 

understanding internal organisational processes, such as scaling. Moreover, the 

methods informing case studies can provide data to explore meanings, values 

and basic assumptions, which are difficult to obtain through survey and other 

quantitative techniques (Ghauri, 2004; Piekkari and Welch, 2004).  

Second, Robert Stake’s case method approach is selected as it aligns with the 

epistemological positioning of this research (Stake, 1995, 2006). There are in fact 

several ways of approaching qualitative multiple case study research, in 

compliance with different philosophical underpinnings (Yazan, 2015; Harrison et 

al., 2017). In the context of management research, the case study method most 

widely utilised is the one proposed by Robert Yin (2014). However, Yin’s book 

reflects specific epistemological commitments that need to be reflexively 

considered. Different to Yin’s method, which holds a positivist approach to social 

research, Stake’s approach sits within a constructionist epistemological tradition 

(Yazan, 2015; Harrison et al., 2017). In his most influential book The Art Of Case 

Study Research, Stake (1995) provides detailed procedures to follow in 

conducting case study research, identifying four defining characteristics of a 

qualitative study. He defines qualitative research as ‘holistic’ (i.e. considered of 

the interrelationships between the phenomenon and its context); ‘empirical’ (i.e. 

grounded on the researcher’s observations in the field); ‘interpretive’ (i.e. based 

on the researcher’s intuition and her/his interaction with the subject); and 

‘emphatic’ (i.e. expression of the vicarious experiences of the subjects in an emic 

perspective) (Stake, 1995; Yazan, 2015). Applied to this research the Stakian 

approach means that: each selected case study has been considered in close 

relation to its political and socio-cultural context; the researcher’s observations 

and reflections have been included; a wide diversity of participants’ perspectives 

have been valued throughout the process.    

Third, insights from Critical Management Studies influence the methodological 

approach of this research. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) call for ‘a reflexive 

methodology’ for qualitative studies grounded in non-positivist philosophical 

underpinnings. Critical research, adopting a reflexive methodology, includes ‘an 
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interpretive, open, language-sensitive, identity-conscious, historical, political, 

local, non-authoritative and textually aware understanding of social research’ 

(Alvesson and Deetz, 2000, p.  136).       

 

4.4 Sample Selection and Accessibility 

The research is based on a small sample of three case studies, including Corto 

Circuito (CC) (Case 1), Terre Altre (TA) (Case 2) and Nuova Cooperazione 

Organizzata (NCO) (Case 3) (see Table 7). Boundaries for the research are 

established by definition and context (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Only the 

juridical organisational form ‘social cooperative’, as defined by the Italian state 

law 381/91, is taken into consideration and, among these, only Social 

Cooperatives operating in the agricultural sector. The unit of analysis is therefore 

the SAC in Italy.  

Table 7 Case Selection Criteria 

 Case 1: Cortocircuito  Case 2: Terre Altre  Case 3: Nuova 
Cooperazione 
Organizzata  

Type of SAC Type A. 
Focuses on delivery of 
educational activities. 

Type B.  
Focuses on work 
integration of 
vulnerable people. 

Type C.  
Consortia of social 
coops. 

Year of 
registration 
(register of 
social coops, 
ministry of 
economy) 

2009 2013 2012 

Members 260 members. 
Members are local 
producers and 
consumers organised 
in Solidarity 
Purchasing Groups.  

30 members. 
Members are local 
people including 
workers, volunteers 
and other 
stakeholders.  

5 members.  
Members are type A, B 
and A+B social coops. 

Position in the 
supply chain 

Commercialisation. 
They commercialise 
agricultural products 
(mainly produced by 
members) through 
farmers markets, an 
online platform and 
through direct selling 
in a small shop.  

Production and 
commercialisation. 
They mainly cultivate 
horticultural products 
and medicinal herbs. 
They sell processed 
food and natural 
cosmetics.  
Food transformation is 
outsourced. 

Production, 
transformation and 
commercialisation. 
They are engaged in 
all the stages of the 
supply chain. Their 
signature initiative is 
called Facciamo un 
pacco alla Camorra 
(‘let’s give Camorra a 
package’). It’s a food 
box containing 
products from the 
coops.  
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Thematic 
category 
(emerging from 
the literature 
review) 

Alternative Food 
Networks.  
They focus on building 
networks and relations 
between Solidarity 
Purchasing Groups 
and local producers. 

Social Farming. 
They focus on organic 
agriculture in 
mountainous region. 

Anti-mafia.  
They work on 
confiscated lands and 
assets from Camorra. 

Location  North-West (Lipomo, 
Como Province) 

North-East (Cavalese, 
Trento  Province) 

Centre-South (Caserta 
Province)  

Accessibility Key-informant through 
direct link 
(researcher’s former 
colleague) 

Key-informant through 
direct link and indirect 
reference (research 
centre) 

Key-informant through 
indirect link and 
reference (fellow 
researcher) 

Source: Author.  

Theoretical sampling (Karmel and Jain, 1987) and a maximum variation 

sampling strategy (Fletcher and Plakoyiannaki, 2011; Mahoney and Goertz, 

2004; Patton, 2002; Poulis, Poulis, and Plakoyiannaki, 2013) are adopted to 

select the cases, to represent as much variance as possible. 

Cases are selected in relation to the three types of Social Cooperative 

juridically recognised – type A, B and C as defined by the law 381/91 (see Chapter 

1.1) – and to the three main themes emerging from the literature review – namely 

‘alternative food system’, ‘social farming’ and ‘anti-mafia’ (‘social 

entrepreneurship’ is considered as a cross-cutting theme) (see Chapter 2.2.4). 

Moreover, selected cases show diversity in terms of age (CC being the oldest 

and TA the youngest), dimension (large member base and stakeholder network 

in CC; small member base ad stakeholder network in TA; a small member base 

and a large network of stakeholders in NCO), main activities carried out and 

positions in the supply chain (from production to transformation to 

commercialisation) and geographical setting (CC being based in the North-West; 

TA in the North-East and NCO in the South.   

In addition, cases were selected taking into account issues of accessibility as 

well. As Stake (1995, p. 4) suggests: ‘we need to pick cases which are easy to 

get to and hospitable to our inquiry, perhaps for which a prospective informant 

can be identified and with actors (the people studied) willing to comment on 

certain draft materials’.  

CC was accessed through direct link with an internal key-informant. In this 

case, one of the coop’s members was a friend and former colleague. She was at 

the same time a gatekeeper (introducing the researcher in the coop’s 
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environment), a guarantor (enabling the construction of a trust relationship 

between researcher and participants) and a key-informant (being the main point 

of reference throughout the data collection process, ensuring access to key-

information and key-resources and providing main feedback to early analysis and 

interpretation).  

TA was accessed through direct link as well, but without any pre-existent 

connection with the coop. Early contacts were established through exploratory 

phone calls followed by email exchange (contacts were available on the official 

coop’s website and social networks). Gatekeeper and key-informant were 

determined during this initial stage. EURICSE research centre hosted me as a 

visiting young scholar for two months and so acted as an informal guarantor in 

the first phase of contact establishment.  EURICSE is based in Trento and it is 

deeply connected to the local social cooperation movement, with which held a 

strong and longstanding reputation.  

NCO was accessed through an indirect link. The author of several papers on 

the Consortium (a fellow PhD researcher, who previously conducted 

ethnographic research in the Consortium and had personal bonds with the local 

social environment) was contacted by phone and email. He introduced me to key-

participants, provided information and ensured early access, becoming at the 

same time the gatekeeper and guarantor in the very early stages. Later on, an 

exploratory one-day fieldtrip was organised where the researcher identified key-

informants and directly and informally negotiated the access for fieldwork. 

        

4.5 Data Collection 

Data for each case was mainly collected through face-to-face semi-structured 

interviews with SACs members. A total of 41 interviews (16 in CC + 8 in TA + 17 

in NCO) were collected across the three cases. Interviews typically lasted one 

hour (in total over 31 hours, including 13 hours in CC, 9 hours in TA and 9 hours 

in NCO), with some lasting up to two hours and others less than ten minutes. On 

average, an interview lasted less than one hour in CC (about 50 minutes), over 

one hour in TA (about 67 minutes) and about 30 minutes in NCO. The interviews 

were carried out in Italian, recorded and transcribed verbatim.  
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Interviews in CC were longer and more numerous for three main reasons. First, 

in CC I had more time for data collection. As CC was the first case to be studied, 

the research design allocated relatively more time to allow for adjustment to and 

familiarisation with the fieldwork. Second, data in CC was relatively easy to 

access, due to the direct link with the gatekeeper/guarantor/key-informant and a 

more familiar environment, where I shared with participants a similar background 

and relatively high mutual understanding. Third, CC was the oldest case, 

characterised by a complex web of relationships among members and internal 

conflictual dynamics. Therefore a higher number of interviews were required in 

order to represent its diversity and clarify its complex dynamics. 

Conversely, TA was the smallest organisation and the most recent in origin, 

which meant that it was relatively simpler to research that the other two 

organisations. The small number of members actively involved in the coop and 

an immersive participant observation activity involving a high level of engagement 

in day-to-day routines, allowed for more frequent and deeper interactions, which 

involved both informal conversations and formal interviews. This blend resulted 

in the collection of a relatively small number of interviews – albeit of higher quality 

and duration than in the other two cases.  

NCO was the richest sample for participant and non-participant observation, 

but the most challenging in which to conduct interviews. This challenge was 

mainly due to the complexity of the case and the participants’ exceptionally busy 

and sometimes unstructured agendas. Dedicated time for interviews was difficult 

to schedule, appointments being hard to book in advance. This resulted in some 

interviews being carried out in unsettled environments, e.g. buzzing open spaces, 

or being recorded in disruptive circumstances, e.g. during car journeys. In 

addition, a different geographical context required more effort towards 

understanding contextual elements and grasping the different nuances of 

meanings (see limitations in Chapter 7).  

As Piekkari, Welch, and Paavilainen (2009) suggest, multiple informants were 

interviewed – e.g. cooperative managers, workers and volunteers – in order to 

provide greater depth and multiple perspectives. Vulnerable members in each 

coop were interviewed too. However, these were mostly brief and less structured 

conversations, conducted with special care and generally focusing on one issue 

and a few questions only (see ethical consideration in section 4.7).  
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A copy of the interview protocol can be found in Appendix 2. Instead of being 

a rigid schema, it was used as a checklist, a flexible support to guide 

conversations (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). The loosely structured interview is 

considered as an appropriate method in the context of critical management 

research (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000). As Stake (1995, pp. 15-34) suggests, 

before entering the field it is important to determine a conceptual structure, 

including the key issues on which the qualitative case study will focus (e.g. 

scaling), and to progressively and flexibly define a set of related questions. In 

addition, Fromm’s being mode of conversing helped shaping interviews and 

dialogues as open spaces, created by the researcher and the participant, for 

mutual guidance and inspiration. As he states, those who approach 

conversations through a being mode  

respond spontaneously and productively; they forget about themselves, about the 

knowledge, the positions they have. Their egos do not stand in their own way, and it 

is precisely for this reason that they can fully respond to the other person and that 

person’s ideas. They give birth to new ideas, because they are not holding onto 

anything and can thus produce and give. [...] Thus the conversation ceases to be an 

exchange of commodities (information, knowledge, status) and becomes a dialogue 

in which it does not matter any more who is right.  

(Fromm, 1976, p. 29)    

Other methods for data collection included participant and non-participant 

observations and documentary evidence (including company archives and public 

documents, newspaper articles and website links). Table 8 outlines different 

activities observed in each coop.  

Table 8 Participant and Non-Participant Observation Activities 

 Participant observation 
activities 

Non-participant observation 
activities 

Corto Circuito • Farmers markets 
• Assembly lines in 

warehouse 
(vegboxes) 

• Shop assistant 
• Assistant chef 

(events) 

• Administrative work 
• Members meetings 

(general assembly) 
 

Terre Altre • Farming (sowing, 
planting, growing, 
harvesting) 

• Sales assistant (on 
farm stall) 

• Members gatherings 
(events) 

• Educational workshop 
• Guided tours on farm 
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• Volunteer at cultural 
events 

Nuova Cooperazione 
Organizzata 

• Farming (planting) 
• Gardening 
• Cleaning and 

maintenance  
• Members meetings 
• Assembly lines in 

transformation plant 
(preserves) 

• Event management  

• Administrative work 
• Farming (growing and 

harvesting) 
• Event management  

 

Source: Author.  

The choice of role for the researcher is of crucial importance in participant 

observations. In CC and TA the chosen role was of ‘interrupted involvement’, with 

the observer being present sporadically (2 to 4 times a week) over a period of 

time (2 to 3 months) (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, p. 113). This was due to intrinsic 

and extrinsic reasons, where the familiarity with the environment (as in the case 

of CC) and relative simplicity of the context (as in the case of TA) combined with 

logistic choices (e.g. the opportunity to be based in EURICSE research centre in 

Trento) determined the choice of role. Moreover, in the case of CC, to gain better 

access to a delicate phase for the cooperative, including the possibility to 

participate in general assemblies, I decided to join the coop as a member 

(volunteer member). On the other hand, in NCO a continuous longitudinal 

involvement was chosen as more appropriate. Specifically, the role performed 

was ‘research as the explicit role’ (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, p. 112-113). In 

July 2017 I joined one of the coops in the consortium as a volunteer. For 15 days 

I participated in two residential work camps, organised by the association Libera 

in partnership with NCO, alongside other volunteers from all over the country. 

Work camps are run by the consortium over the entire summer, with each camp 

lasting for a week. That was a full immersion in the case, working in the mornings 

as a volunteer, participating in the afternoons in educational activities (mainly 

talks given by invited guest about the consortium and its socio-cultural context) 

and living together with other volunteers and coops members as part of the same 

community.  

In the three cases, a diary supplemented the data collection, both in the form 

of written notes and recorded audio files (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, p. 114-

117). In CC and TA notes were written/recorded after every visit, while in NCO 

daily after work.     
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Table 9 Data Collection Time-Frame 

 Feb  Mar  Apr  May  June  July  Aug  Sept  Oct  Nov  Dec  

Data 

collection in 

Corto Circuito 

           

Data 

collection in 

Terre Altre 

           

Data 

collection in 

Nuova 

Cooperazione 

Organizzata 

           

Source: Author.  

Table 9 provides an overview of the data collection process. In CC interviews 

and observations were mainly carried out over the first three months of fieldwork, 

from February to April 2017. These were complemented by a second round of 

additional one-to-one face-to-face conversations in December, after CC declared 

bankruptcy. These dialogues with the coops’ members were not recorded and 

were followed by notes instead. Such notes were shared with those concerned 

and written feedback via email were collected afterwards. The choice of not 

recording these conversations was due to the sensitivity of the topic discussed 

and the delicacy of the moment. In TA data collection was smooth and was 

concentrated in a two month period (May and June). Later on, in September, I 

was invited as a speaker at the 15th IRIS (Istituti di Ricerca sull’Impresa Sociale) 

Workshop on Social Entrepreneurship in Riva del Garda, close to Trento, to give 

a talk on the case of TA. That was co-constructed with the coop’s members, with 

whom emails and phone calls were exchanged. In NCO the main fieldwork 

activities (July’s work camps) were preceded and followed by two additional visits, 

in April and September respectively. That was due to the challenges posed by a 

less familiar environment. In April, a short trip to the consortium’s headquarter, 

and to some of the member coops, was kindly organised by one key-informant. 

A first round of preliminary interviews (with the consortium board and with a 

volunteer) was carried out and access to fieldwork negotiated. Moreover, in 

September a third round of data collection was performed. In the end, all the 
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member coops were visited at least once, while the consortium headquarter was 

visited three times in total, once for each visit.     

 

4.6 Data Analysis 

Data was analysed following Stake’s (1995) guidelines combined with a 

qualitative grounded theory approach, extensively used for inductive theory 

building (Corley and Gioia, 2011; Gioia et al., 2012; Miles and Huberman, 1994). 

At the time of data analysis, the research was characterised by a broader scope, 

with the ambition to address the second and third gap identified by the systematic 

literature review on SACs (see Chapter 2.2.7). Therefore, data were collected 

and analysed with the intention of exploring both processes of scaling and 

meanings of sustainability in SACs. However, as the research developed, the 

choice between a broader or deeper analysis became inevitable. To allow a more 

focused and comprehensive discussion of scaling, the analysis of different 

sustainability approaches was left in the background. Such methodological 

dynamics resulted in a complex process of data analysis, summarised in Figure 

13.  
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Figure 13  Coding Process Overview 

 

Source: Author. 

Figure 13 summarises the data analysis process. Each stage is explained as 

following. 

4.6.1 The Importance of the Context and the Researc her’s own 

Understanding 

In line with a Stakian approach to case study, the process of data analysis 

stresses the importance of the research context (see Chapter 5, which starts by 

describing in depth each of the three case studies) and the researcher’s own 

understanding. As Chapter 5 explains, issues of scaling are considered in the 

specific context in which SACs operate, including the geographic, socio-

economic environment in which each case study was constituted, the 

cooperatives’ members and stakeholders, and the cooperatives’ main activities. 

Significant differences emerged across the three case studies (see Chapter 5). 

CC is a longitudinal case, where the historical dimension emerges as relevant. It 

is therefore the longest and more complex case, requiring richer and thicker 

2nd order themes are 
(manually) grouped in 

research centric 
cathegories

1st order concepts are 
(manually) grouped in 

research centric themes

Granular codes are 
(manually) grouped in 
data centric concepts 

Second round of coding. 
A long list of granular 
codes are extracted. 

Analysis perfoemed in
NVivo.

First round of coding. 
Parent and child codes 
are defined. Analysis 
performed in NVivo.

general coding                                                   
Including Descriptive, 
Structural and In Vivo 

Coding (Saldaña, 2009)

granular coding
Including Structural, In Vivo 

and Process Coding 
(Saldaña, 2009)

1st order concepts 
(Gioia et al., 2012)

Parent code 'sustainability' 
and child code 'scaling' are 

analysed through 
Categorical Aggregation 

(Stake 1995)

2nd order themes 
(Gioia et al., 2012)

cathegorical aggregations 
(Gioia et al., 2012)

1st order concepts 
(Gioia et al., 2012)

Child codes 'growth', 
'needs', 'system change' 

are analysed through Direct 
Interpretation (Stake, 1995)
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descriptions. In TA and NCO, given their recent foundation, the historical 

dimension didn’t appear to be critical. While the evolution of external and internal 

dynamics in CC brought about a change in needs and conceptions of system 

change, the other two cooperatives seem to have stayed more stable overtime.  

History has moved some steps in recent years. For example, producers now have 

less of a problem of creating a market [...] because in the meantime people have 

become accustomed to go and buy directly from the producer, something that did 

not happen before. Other needs have taken over, such as the ones of single 

consumers, who are not part of any GAS, but who want to buy anyway. [...] On 

the other hand, the need for training and information has remained the same. 

(CC1) 

...so these were the initial needs.  

Have they evolved over time? What do you think?  

No, I would say they have stayed the same.  

(TA2) 

In NCO, the complexity of the case rests on the vast network of stakeholders 

the consortium is embedded in. To help us orienting in such network, secondary 

data has proved very important (Caggiano, 2014; Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015).  

In addition, the importance of the researcher’s own understanding is 

acknoledged. According to Harrison: ‘Stake’s approach is underpinned by a 

strong motivation for discovering meaning and understanding of experiences in 

context. Stake emphasizes the researcher’s interpretive role as essential in the 

process’ (2017, pag. 11). Therefore, it is essential to disclose what is the 

researcher’s own understanding of the main issue being analysed (i.e. scale).  

As described more in depth in Chapter 2, underlying this research is the 

definition of scale as formulated by the Center for Advancement of Social 

Entrepreneurship (CASE) at Duke University, according to which ‘social 

innovations can be said to have scaled when their impact grows to match the 

level of need’ (Gabriel, 2014) (Italics added). Moreover, scaling is considered as 

a process directed towards the achievement of an envisioned system change 

(Murray et al., 2010). Therefore, needs and system change are considered as 

two key-words that ground the analysis of scale. As Figure 4 graphically 
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summarised, scaling is considered as a process which is grounded in specific 

needs and directed towards specific visions of system change.  

4.6.2 First Step: General Coding 

In the first stage of analysis, Descriptive Coding (or Topic Coding) was applied in 

order to identify and isolate the two topics of scale and sustainability within the 

data (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Saldaña, 2003, 2009; Wolcott, 1994). This 

coding technique, employed in many qualitative studies as a first step in data 

analysis, ‘assigns basic labels to data to provide an inventory of their topics’ 

(Saldaña, 2009, p. 66). It constitutes ‘essential groundwork [...] for further analysis 

and interpretation’ (Saldaña, 2009, p. 72; Wolcott, 1994). In this research, scale 

and sustainability are the backbones of the analysis. They are what Turner (1994, 

p. 199) calls ‘bread and butter’ categories that constitute the base for further 

analytic work (Saldaña, 2009, p. 70-71).  

Translating the word ‘scale’ in Italian language was a challenging task. In fact, 

in Italy, in the context of management and organisation studies, issues of 

scalability are generally referred to with the English word scaling (see Chapter 7). 

Taking into account these linguistic factors, ‘scale’ as a ‘parent’ Descriptive Code 

required special consideration and it was therefore assigned a set of more 

detailed ‘siblings’ sub-codes (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 61; Gibbs, 2007, p. 

74).  

Three sub-codes (i.e. ‘needs’, ‘system change’ and ‘scaling’) were identified 

ex ante, from the conceptual frameworks contained in the literature (see Chapter 

2). Issues of needs, system changes and scaling were explicitly addressed in the 

interviews and even included in the interview protocol before the data collection 

started. In addition to those three, a fourth sub-code (i.e. ‘growth’) was included 

in the analysis ex post, as it emerged as a recurrent keyword during the process 

of data collection. In fact, as the fieldwork developed, I realised that, while most 

participants couldn’t relate to the keyword ‘scale’, they did often refer to the 

concept of ‘growth’. Because of this realisation, I decided to include growth as a 

separate focus, a sub-code within scale, to allow gaining more insights on its 

meanings as constructed by the participants. At this stage, data was coded using 

NVivo 7 as a software tool.  

Table 10 provides an overview of the main codes adopted.  
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Table 10 Overview of Codes Adopted in the First Stage of Analysis 

Code Level Type Description Rationale 

Sustainability Parent 
code 

Descriptive 
Code 

Descriptive Coding 
‘summarizes the 
primary topic of the 
excerpt’ (Saldaña, 
2009, pp. 3; 70-
73).  

Research-centred. 
It relates to the 
specific objectives 
and questions of 
this research.  

Sustainability 
in CC 

Child code 
Descriptive 
Code 

Sustainability 
in TA 

Child code 
Descriptive 
Code 

Sustainability 
in NCO 

Child code 
Descriptive 
Code 

Scale Parent 
code 

Descriptive 
Code 

Scale in CC Child code 
Descriptive 
Code 

Growt
h CC 

Grandchild 
code 

In Vivo Code 

In Vivo Coding 
‘keep[s] the data 
rooted in the 
participant’s own 
language’ 
(Saldaña, 2009, 
pp. 6; 74-77).   

Participants-
centred. It 
emerges from the 
field.  

Needs 
CC 

Grandchild 
code 

Structural 
Code 

Structural Coding 
‘applies a content-
based or 
conceptual phrase 
representing a 
topic of inquiry to 
a segment of data’ 
(Saldaña, 2009, 
pp. 66-70).  

Theory-centred. It 
relates to the 
literature review.  

Scalin
g CC 

Grandchild 
code 

Structural 
Code 

Syste
m 
chang
e CC 

Grandchild 
code 

Structural 
Code 

Scale in TA Child code 
Descriptive 
Code 

Descriptive Coding 
‘summarizes the 
primary topic of the 
excerpt’ (Saldaña, 
2009, pp. 3; 70-
73). 

Research-centred. 
It relates to the 
specific objectives 
and questions of 
this research. 

Growt
h TA 

Grandchild 
code 

In Vivo Code 

In Vivo Coding 
‘keep[s] the data 
rooted in the 
participant’s own 
language’ 
(Saldaña, 2009, 
pp. 6; 74-77).   

Participants-
centred. It 
emerges from the 
field. 

Needs 
TA 

Grandchild 
code 

Structural 
Code 

Structural Coding 
‘applies a content-
based or 
conceptual phrase 
representing a 
topic of inquiry to a 
segment of data’ 
(Saldaña, 2009, 
pp. 66-70). 

Theory-centred. It 
relates to the 
literature review. 

Scalin
g TA 

Grandchild 
code 

Structural 
Code 

Syste
m 
chang
e TA 

Grandchild 
code 

Structural 
Code 

Scale in NCO Child code 
Descriptive 
Code 

Descriptive Coding 
‘summarizes the 
primary topic of the 
excerpt’ (Saldaña, 
2009, pp. 3; 70-
73). 

Research-centred. 
It relates to the 
specific objectives 
and questions of 
this research. 

Growt
h NCO 

Grandchild 
code 

In Vivo Code 
In Vivo Coding 
‘keep[s] the data 
rooted in the 

Participants-
centred. It 
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participant’s own 
language’ 
(Saldaña, 2009, 
pp. 6; 74-77).   

emerges from the 
field. 

Needs 
NCO 

Grandchild 
code 

Structural 
Code 

Structural Coding 
‘applies a content-
based or 
conceptual phrase 
representing a 
topic of inquiry to a 
segment of data’ 
(Saldaña, 2009, 
pp. 66-70). 

Theory-centred. It 
relates to the 
literature review. 

Scalin
g NCO 

Grandchild 
code 

Structural 
Code 

Syste
m 
chang
e NCO 

Grandchild 
code 

Structural 
Code 

Source: Author.   
 

4.6.3 Second Step: Granular Coding 

The large segments of text identified by the parent codes ‘scale’ and 

‘sustainability’ formed the basis for the in-depth analysis (see Figure 14, 15). That 

employed a combination of different coding strategies, mainly including 

Structural, In Vivo Coding and Process Coding (Saldaña, 2009). Figure 14 and 

15 show an example of granular coding (in-depth analysis of the topic 

sustainability in the case of CC) using a combination of In Vivo and Process 

Coding.  

Figure 14  Second Round of Coding Example (Sustainability in CC) 

Io la descriverei [la sostenibilità] come la 
capacità di vivere e muoversi insieme alla 
natura di cui facciamo parte. Sì, perché alla fine 
tutte le accezioni che conosco mi rimandano un 
po’ a quell’intenzione. Cioè io ad esempio 
penso che la nostra società, la nostra cultura, 
abbia avuto dei punti di forza enormi che le 
hanno concesso di prevalere su tutte le altre. 
Ma almeno un, se non più, almeno un punto 
debole enorme, che si sta dimostrando molto 
importante ormai nel nostro tempo, che io lego 
proprio al distacco da questo... io parlo di 
dimensione naturale ma per dire di riuscire a 
restare in armonia con i propri cicli di vita che 
sono quelli della natura. Cioè le culture che 
abbiamo calpestato ce l’avevano credo tutte, 
questa competenza di base: rispetto per la 
natura che mi dà da vivere.  

 

Source: CC14.   

 

 

 

 

“La capacita’ di vivere e muoversi 

insieme alla natura di cui facciamo 

“Rispetto per la natura che mi dà da 

vivere” (In Vivo) 

Riscoprire le culture che abbiamo 

calpestato (Process) 

“Armonia con i propri cicli di vita” (In 

Vivo) 

Riconnettersi con dimensione naturale 

(Process) 
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Figure 15 Second Round of Coding Example (Sustainability in CC) (English Version) 

I would describe [sustainability] as the ability to 
live and move together with the nature we are 
part of. Yes, because in the end all the 
meanings I know refer me a bit to that 
intention. That is, for example, I think that our 
society, our culture, has had enormous 
strengths that have allowed it to prevail over all 
the others. But it [has had] at least one, if not 
more, at least a huge weakness, which is 
proving very important now in our time, which I 
relate to this very disconnection from this ... I 
speak of natural dimension but to say to be 
able to stay in harmony with our own cycles of 
life that are those of nature. That is, the 
cultures we have trampled on, I believe, they 
all had this basic competence: respect for 
nature that gives me life. 

 

Source: CC14.   

Table 11 describes the coding techniques included in the example above.  

Table 11 Overview of Codes Adopted in the First Stage of Analysis 

Code (example)  Level  Type Description  Rationale for 
adoption 

“The ability to 
live and move 
together with the 
nature we are 
part of” 

Child code   In Vivo Code In Vivo Code 
‘keep[s] the data 
rooted in the 
participant’s own 
language’ 
(Saldaña, 2009, 
pp. 6; 74-77).   

Participants-
centred. It 
emerges from the 
field. 

Re-connecting 
with the natural 
dimension 

Child code  Process Code Process Code is 
‘a word or phrase 
which captures 
action’ (Saldaña, 
2009, pp. 5; 77-
81). 

Participants-
centred. It 
emerges from the 
field (specifically 
referring to action 
in the data). 

Source: Author.  

A long granular list of codes emerged from this analytic process. These were 

extracted from NVivo for each case to be manually analysed in the following 

stage. 

4.6.4 Third Step: Categorical Aggregation and Direc t Interpretation  

At this point the analysis focused on the sub-codes ‘scaling’, ‘needs’, ‘system 

change’ and ‘growth’. The analysis proceeded following two different analytical 

processes (see Figure 13). According to Stake (1995, pp. 74-77):  

“The ability to live and move together 

with the nature we are part of” (In Vivo) 

“Respect for nature that gives me life” 

(InVivo) 

Re-discovering those cultures we have 

trampled on (Process) 

“Harmony with our own cycles of life” 

(InVivo) 

Re-connecting with the natural 

dimension (Process) 
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Two strategic ways that researchers reach new meanings about cases are through 

direct interpretation of the individual instance and through aggregation of instances 

until something can be said about them as a class. Case study relies on both of these 

methods. The nature of the study, the focus of the research questions, the curiosities 

of the researcher pretty well determine what analytic strategies should be followed: 

categorical aggregation or direct interpretation.  

Given the richer and more complex data which emerged in relation to ‘scaling’, 

the analysis of such sub-code proceeded through categorical aggregation. This 

is also the key focus of the study. While categorical aggregation was extremely 

helpful for improving our understanding of scaling, it didn’t show the same results 

for making sense of needs, system change and growth. On the one hand, coding 

shed light on some particular scaling routes (e.g. scaling with) which hadn’t 

emerged until categorical aggregation was performed; on the other hand, it 

seemed to flatten understandings of needs and system change. For example, 

categorical aggregation didn’t reflect the emancipatory nature of needs nor the 

connection of system change to the Civil Economy and Green Economics 

traditions (see Chapter 6). Therefore, the sub-codes ‘needs’, ‘system change’ 

and ‘growth’ were analysed through direct interpretation. Insights from this 

analysis were used to complement understandings of scaling, emerged as a 

result of the previous analytical stages.  

The analysis performed through categorical aggregation proceeded in three 

stages, following Gioia’s methodology (Gioia et al., 2012). First, using data-

centric concepts, data was let speak for itself. Granular codes were grouped 

together and organised in categories that adhered faithfully to the raw data being 

analysed (Gioia et al., 2012). Second, using researcher-centric themes, the 

analysis proceeded by seeking similarities among the 1st order concepts 

previously identified and extracting 2nd order themes (Gioia et al., 2012; Strauss 

and Corbin, 1990). Third, aggregate dimensions were constructed on a more 

abstract theoretical base. Three data structures were built (i.e. one for each of 

the three case studies) (Gioia et al., 2012).  

Table 12 Example of Categorical Aggregation (Scale in CC) 

Raw data Granular 
coding 
(Structural) 

1st order 
concepts 

2nd 
order 
themes 

Aggregate 
dimensions  
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abbiamo detto ci vuole un 
manager, un management per lo 
meno, no? Bisogna che le 
decisioni siano prese in modo 
ampio, non guardando solamente 
alla punta del proprio naso. E 
questo non è stato possibile. 
Perché l’attività della cooperativa 
oggi non riesce a pagare un 
manager. Noi ci siamo riusciti nel 
nostro periodo perché abbiamo 
fatto tutte le attività da volontari, 
ma un altro volontario o altri 
volontari altrettanto disponibili non 
sono stati trovati. Quindi questo è 
quello che serve nella realtà.  

The coop 
would scale 
through 
hiring a 
manager 

Scaling 
through 
growing the 
organisation 
(more 
people) 

Scaling 
up – 
inwards  

Growth-
centred 

Source: Author.  

Table 13 Example of Categorical Aggregation (Scale in CC) (English Version) 

Raw data Granular 
coding 
(Structural) 

1st order 
concepts 

2nd 
order 
themes 

Aggregate 
dimensions  

we said we needed a manager, a 
management at least, right? 
Decisions must be taken broadly, 
not just by looking at the tip of 
one's nose. And this was not 
possible. Because the activity of 
the cooperative today cannot pay 
a manager. We have succeeded 
in our period because we have 
done all the activities as 
volunteers, but another volunteer 
or other volunteers equally 
available have not been found. So 
this is what is required in reality.  

The coop 
would scale 
through 
hiring a 
manager 

Scaling 
through 
growing the 
organisation 
(more 
people) 

Scaling 
up – 
inwards  

Growth-
centred 

Source: Author.  

Tables 12 and 13 provide an example of categorical aggregation, in the 

process of data structure construction, from raw data to aggregate dimensions. 

Appendix 3 provides further details on the process of data structures’ 

construction. Appendix 4 explains the process of categorical aggregation more in 

depth.  

 

4.7 Research Ethics 

Ethical considerations are critical in this research. Each method used follows 

ethical procedures, ensuring confidentiality and anonymity for all participants and 

organisations; storing of data according to the UK Data Protection Act and also 
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in conformity with the Italian D.Lgs 196/2003, art. 13; and voluntary participation 

following informed consent. 

For the interviews, all individuals were asked to sign a consent form, clarifying 

that participation to the research was entirely voluntary and that they had the right 

to withdraw from the interview at any time. To ensure confidentiality and 

anonymity for all participants, the form also asked the interviewees whether they 

would like to make their names/position in the organisation known or not.  

The confidentiality of the data collected through participant observations is 

ensured at all times also. A specific consent from was signed by the SAC 

president in each case study to allow the researcher to undertake fieldwork 

activities. That also provided the opportunity to choose whether to disclose the 

organisation name in the research or to be protected by anonymity (all the three 

cases chose to disclose it). In addition, a third type of consent form was provided 

for photographs, in compliance with the British and Italian privacy regulations. 

This was asked to be signed by each photographed individual. Vulnerable groups 

and those unable to give consent were not photographed during the research. 

Records, archival documents and other collected data are kept safe during the 

research process in its every stage and not disclosed with any other party. 

Interviews were conducted face-to-face and recorded on digital recording 

devices, subject to the permission of participants. These were saved on a secure 

laptop and immediately deleted from the recording device. E-versions of data are 

stored digitally on secure, password protected devices. Physical versions of data 

are kept in a locked and secured cabinet during the process of the research. Upon 

the completion of the research, all data shall be safely destroyed. 

Throughout the study, no participants are identified by name or any other 

means of tracking individuals, unless they authorise so in the consent form. The 

only documents detailing an individual’s name are the signed consent forms. 

These are securely stored in a safe device/cabinet. No information is noted on 

these forms that allows for the identification of individual interviews.  

When data collection involved vulnerable people (e.g. SACs vulnerable 

members), extra consideration was taken to ensure their protection by working 

with the cooperative organisations and complying with their safeguarding 

processes. The social workers employed by the co-op were present at all times 
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during data collection. At no time the research did directly involve those unable 

to give informed consent. In addition, when visiting production facilities, the 

researcher followed the safety regulations of the SACs. A travel risk assessment 

was completed before fieldwork started and travel insurance was arranged. 

While I always complied with ethical regulations in this research, I also noticed 

that in the context of SACs paperwork (e.g. informant consents) was often 

considered unnecessary. In some cases, it was even perceived as a disruptive 

element, a barrier between researcher and informant undermining the trust 

relationship they informally established. After spending a long time working side 

by side with SACs members, the request of signing a consent form separated 

researcher and informant created estrangement. In other words, from being 

fellow cooperators, researcher and informant were being separated. From 

sharing stories, pieces of lives, perspectives and visions of the world (as gifts), 

the relationship became more similar to a transaction to access ‘data’ regulated 

by a contract (as commodities).  

Perceiving the discomfort – from both researcher and informants – in the act 

of signing the data agreement, I progressively changed the way I introduced it to 

the participants. While in CC I used to ask them to sign it upfront, before the 

interview started, in TA and NCO I adopted a less rigid approach. In those latter 

cases, issues of confidentiality were verbally introduced to the participants before 

the start of the interview (e.g. informing them of the possibility to protect their 

anonymity), while informally negotiating permission for recording. Then, once the 

interview terminated, they were asked to sign the informant consent. An extra 

copy for them to keep was provided as necessary. As I observed, in the great 

majority of cases, people signed the form without even reading it. For example, 

during the first round of interviews in NCO, I was sitting in a meeting room with a 

member of the board and one of my key-informants. While I was introducing to 

the consent form the interviewee interrupted me, signed it without reading and 

completed it by ticking all the anonymity options (i.e. choosing at the same time 

to be cited with his first and last name, only with his first name and with a 

pseudonym). As the recording (NC2.1) has captured:  

This is the consent form for the interview. This is to ensure that the recording will only 

be used for the purposes of this research, that no information will be disclosed with 

third parties, that you can choose to make the interview anonymous... 
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Are you Mauro’s friend? 

Yes.. 

So I tick all three of them 

[all laugh] 

(NC2.1) 

In other cases, like in the second round of data collection in CC, I preferred not 

to record nor ask to sign any formal consent. Those conversations, touching 

sensitive issues (such as unemployment and bankruptcy) and feelings (such as 

frustration and disillusionment), required the establishment of a stronger 

trustworthy and emphatic relation between researcher and informant. Validity 

was ensured by the subsequent exchange of notes and feedback via email. 

Permission to use those notes as part of the research and participants’ anonymity 

were informally negotiated by email.  

Figure 16 The Signing of an Ethical Agreement in NCO 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.  
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The case of NCO provides further evidence supporting the perceived 

pointlessness of formal ethical agreements in a context of SACs (see Figure 16). 

In that case, humour was used by participants to actively resist ethical forms. 

When I asked the president of one of the member coops (in the picture on the left 

hand side) to sign off an informant consent, he wanted to take a (sarcastic) photo 

to (dis)honour the moment. In other words, to him the request sounded 

unnecessary and too formal, inappropriate for a cultural context where informal 

trust is essential. By taking a formal request to its extreme, capturing the moment 

by taking a photo, he showed that in that context, trust from relational bonds 

counts more than paper. The body language in the picture is also interesting: the 

man pointing at his head is saying ‘this is mad’. This can be considered in the 

light of meaning making, particularly reversing the meaning of ‘mad’ and ‘normal’. 

In a context (the NCO consortium) that employs vulnerable people among which 

psychiatric patients, ‘mad’ was identified as somebody who asks to sign off an 

ethical form in an environment based on informal trust. At the same time, full 

dignity and ‘normality’ is accorded to those who give trust beyond the paperwork, 

beyond ‘certified’ mental illness and other conditions (e.g. other vulnerable 

members included for instance inmates and former drug addicts). In the context 

of the SAC, the vulnerable are not mere users, i.e. people integrated in the SAC’s 

work activities, but members, i.e. workers with full dignity. More than that, in the 

specific case of NCO, they were mentors for the new volunteers, like I was, 

therefore becoming agents (not subjects) of care. For instance, they taught us 

how to plant, how to harvest, how to take care of everything in the farm.  

By criticising the use of formal ethical agreements in the context of SACs, I am 

by no means underestimating the value of ethical considerations for research 

methods. Privacy, confidentiality and anonymity need to be ensured and 

protected at every stage. The process of data collection in this study suggests 

that, instead of merely negotiate ethical issues through a sign on a form, they 

sometimes need to be discussed and agreed with care, empathy and sensitivity. 

This is particularly valid in the context of SAC and, more in general, in the 

framework of civil economy.     
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4.8 Trustworthiness  

Trustworthiness is particularly important for qualitative case study research 

where, unlike using quantitative methods, researchers rely on a relatively small 

number of selected cases rather than a considerable amount of statistical 

samples (Yin, 2014). Issues of validity and reliability are of crucial importance; 

however they hold different meanings according to the philosophical viewpoint 

adopted (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002) (Table 14). In accordance with the 

constructionist approach, validity and reliability in this research are enhanced by 

the use of multiple respondents in each case; by combining different techniques 

for collecting data, including ethnographic methods such as participant and non- 

participant observations; and, above all, by ensuring transparency at each stage 

(Voss et al., 2002).  

As Easterby-Smith et al. (2002, p. 54) point out:  

it is very important for the [constructionist] researcher to explain how she gained 

access to the particular organisation, what process led to the selection of informants, 

how data was recorded, what process was used to summarize or collate it, how the 

data became transformed into tentative ideas and explanations, and so on.   

Table 14 Perspectives on Validity, Reliability and Generalisability 

 Positivist Constructionist 
Validity  Do the measures 

correspond closely to 
reality? 

Does the study clearly gain 
access to the experiences of 
those in the research setting? 

Reliability Will the measures yield the 
same results on other 
occasions? 

Is there transparency in how 
sense was made from raw 
data? 

Generalisability To what extent does the 
study confirm or contradict 
existing findings in the same 
field?  

Do the concepts and 
constructs derived from this 
study have any relevance to 
other settings? 

Source: adapted from Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, p. 53. 
 

For Stake (1995) issues of trustworthiness are involved in the notion of 

triangulation. Following Stake’s guidance, this research operates four strategies 

for triangulation (Denzin, 1984; Stake, 1995; Yazan, 2015).  First, considering if 

what is observed and reported holds the same meaning in different 

circumstances (i.e. data source triangulation). For example, accounting for the 

evolution of needs in CC through different phases of its development and the 
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impact that holds in terms of scaling routes adopted. Second, allowing for other 

researchers to take a look at the same scene or phenomenon and exchange early 

interpretations (i.e. investigator triangulation). For example, during fieldwork in 

TA, I shared early thoughts and findings with other EURICSE researchers on a 

weekly base. During the first work camp in NCO, a fellow volunteer observed 

(without participating) two interviews (NC4, NC7) and co-observed (both 

participating and not) several activities within the consortium. Discussing with her 

ideas, listening to her impressions, sharing feelings, helped corroborating the 

process of meanings construction. Third, allowing for other researchers to take a 

look at the same scene or phenomenon and discuss alternative theoretical 

interpretations (i.e. theory triangulation). This took place during the process of 

data analysis, through the feedback from supervisors and fellow researchers. 

Fourth, combining different methods to construct interpretations (i.e. 

methodological triangulation). In this research, interviews and observations were 

the two main methods combined. In addition, another technique widely used to 

ensure trustworthiness is the so-called ‘member checking’ (Stake, 1995). This is 

asking different participants to ‘check’ on meanings, stories and information 

previously provided by other respondents. The aim is to corroborate insights on 

specific issues, approached from different angles and perspectives. Complying 

with ethics requirements, no name of previous respondent was disclosed in the 

process.   

 

4.9 Chapter Conclusion  

This chapter has started by clarifying the philosophical positioning of this 

research. The philosophical approach forms the basis of the theoretical 

framework adopted to interpret data in this research (i.e. Anti-Oppressive Theory 

as introduced in Chapter 2). Embracing a social constructionist view of 

management and organisation studies, this research adopts qualitative multiple 

case study methods. From case selection to data collection and analysis, each 

stage in the research process has been explained in depth. As Chapter 5 will 

prove, methods adopted have generated sufficient data to address the research 

questions of the thesis. Methodological limitations will be dealt with in Chapter 7.  

  



105 

 

5. Findings  

 

5.1 Chapter Introduction  

This chapter provides a detailed account of the needs for constituting SACs (Q1); 

the envisioned system change SACs seek to achieve (Q2) and the scaling routes 

adopted by SACs to meet their needs and pursue system change (Q3). Needs, 

system change and scaling are considered in the wider context of each 

cooperative (CC, TA and NCO).  

The chapter is structured as follows. Section 5.2 is dedicated to the context. 

Three dimensions are explored for each case study: overview (covering the 

where and when of each cooperative); members and stakeholders (who) and 

activities (what). Section 5.3 focuses on needs (why – mission), section 5.4 on 

system change (why – vision) and section 5.5 on scaling routes (how). 

Furthermore, section 5.6 reflects on the keyword ‘growth’, reporting different 

perspectives as formulated by research participants.  

While in sections 5.2, 5.3, 5.4 and 5.6 findings are reported separately for each 

case study (CC, TA and NCO), section 5.5 focuses on scaling routes across the 

three cooperatives. This is a reflection of the combined use of different analytical 

process (i.e. direct interpretation grounded the analysis of the former sections 

while categorical aggregation the latter’s) (see Chapter 4). 

 

5.2 The Context   

5.2.1 Corto Circuito 

5.2.1.1 Overview  

Corto Circuito operated in Lombardia Region (North-West Italy) and in particular 

in the Como Province until 2017 when it ceased trading.  
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Figure 17 CC Location 

 

Source: Google Maps, 2019a. 

Figure 18 Lipomo, CC Headquarter 

 

Source: Google Maps, 2019a. 
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Among the 20 Italian Regions, Lombardia has the second highest GDP per 

capita (€35,700 in 2015) (Eurostat, 2017) and a relatively low unemployment rate 

(6.4% in 2017) (ISTAT, 2017). Despite the generally wealthy context in which it 

operated, the cooperative was located in a relatively deprived area. Its 

headquarter was set in a marginal territory, the industrial outskirts of Como, and 

its weekly market was held in a peripheral neighbourhood, in the suburban area 

of the city. More specifically, the market took place in the hearth of a 

neighbourhood characterised by strong immigration (intra-national, especially 

since post-world-war-II, and inter-national, more recently) and it was held in the 

context of a religious institute which became popular in the province for its support 

to international refugees and its efforts towards social integration. Asylum 

seekers, hosted by the institute, were regular volunteers at the market. From an 

agricultural point of view, the territory in which the cooperative operated is 

characterised by an industrial food system dominated by intensive farming (wheat 

and corn) and long supply chains dominated by big supermarket chains.  

In the early 1990s, alternative food networks emerged in the territory, with a 

key-role played by Solidarity Purchasing Groups (SPGs), known as Gruppi di 

Acquisto Solidale (GAS). These are bottom-up initiatives, mostly informally 

constituted, which consist of a number of consumers that cooperate in order to 

buy goods directly from the producers, at a discounted rate. However, in a SPG, 

the letter ‘S’ (Solidarity) contains the ends, while the ‘P’ (Purchasing) the means, 

of their actions. In other words, within a SPG the purchasing act is a joint decision, 

connoted by social, cultural and political motivations (Grasseni, 2013). As a CC 

member, who is a member of a SPG too, explains:  

Being part of a SPG does not just mean saving by purchasing in large quantities, but, 

above all, wondering what is behind a certain consumption good: whether who has 

produced it respected the natural resources and the people who have transformed 

them; how much of the final cost is to pay the job and how much it is for advertising 

and distribution; what is the impact on the environment in terms of pollution, 

packaging, transportation ...until questioning the very concept of consumption and the 

development model that supports it (what I do not pay, someone else pays).  

Zenzero and Maipiuragnatele, 2016, p. 1513 

                                                           
13 Translated into English by the author.  
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In 2005, the association L’Isola Che C’è was constituted in Como to support 

alternative food network initiatives on the territory. In 2008, the association 

launched a project called ‘Corto Circuito’, with the aim to support SPGs with their 

logistics and connect local producers through a weekly farmers market. Following 

the success of the pilot project, in May 2009, CC was officially constituted as a 

Social Cooperative type A. In 2015 a severe financial breakdown marked a key 

turning point in the cooperative’s history. From the year of its constitution, up until 

2015, the cooperative’s board was mainly constituted by activists from social 

movements. However, in 2015, the board resigned and a new management was 

elected. That was led by two new volunteers, with a professional background in 

the for-profit corporate sector, and by a new elected President. While the former 

President was highly embedded in the local grassroots solidarity networks, the 

new one held a different background, coming from a public sector administration. 

The new management improved the cooperative’s efficiency and saved it from 

immediate bankruptcy. However, at the same time, it was perceived by some as 

embodying and reproducing a different culture from the one of the pioneers, 

leading to fragmentation and communication challenges. The cooperative closed 

down in December 2017, after being exposed to internal conflictual dynamics and 

external market pressures. The association L’Isola Che C’è still operates on the 

territory.    

5.2.1.2 Members and Stakeholders 

CC was formed by a unique member base, which combined local producers 

(among which is a Social Agricultural Cooperative) and consumers (among which 

are several Solidarity Purchasing Groups). At the time of its constitution, nearly 

all the consumer members belonged to an SPG. However, the number of 

individual consumers increased overtime.  

In December 2016 CC registers recorded over 250 members, including 

members of 31 SPGs and of 24 local farms. Over the years, members 

substantially grew in number, from 88 in 2009 to 258 in 2016. However, their 

active participation in the cooperative dramatically decreased. This is a typical 

problem, because as cooperatives grow in size member engagement becomes 

more challenging. Looking at the number of members attending the general 

assemblies, we can see their participation dropped from 35% in 2009 to less than 
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9% in 2016. Participation is calculated as annual average and it includes 

members’ proxy voting. Voting by proxy allows an absentee to appoint another 

member to vote on her/his behalf. The decline in participation between 2009 and 

2016 is shown in Figure 19.14 

Figure 19 CC Number of Members and % Participation 

 

Source: Adapted from CC Registers 2009-2016. 

In addition, the composition of the social basis changed over time. The number 

of SPGs buying through CC increased up to 40 in 2014 and gradually declined, 

down to 28, in 2016 (Figure 20). I count as SPGs those consumers groups 

registered to the cooperative’s e-commerce platform that have at least three 

members. I count as single customers those belonging to an SPG with less than 

three members and those belonging to the group so-called ‘Cortobio’, as this is a 

group specifically created by CC to gather individual consumers who are not 

interested in joining any SPG.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14 Please note that the 2013 data is missing from the official registers. 
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Figure 20 Number of SPGs Ordering through CC E-Portal 

 

Source: Adapted from CC e-commerce platform 2012-2016. 

More specifically, the number of SPGs’ members registered to the 

cooperative e-commerce platform fluctuated, from 343 in 2012, rising to 462 in 

2014 and dipping to 322 in 2016. On the other hand, the number of single 

consumers registered to the platform, steeply grew from 73 in 2012, to 177 in 

2014, slightly declining in 2016, down to 173. 

Figure 21 Number of SPG Members and Individual Consumers Ordering through CC E-Portal 
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Source: Adapted from CC e-commerce platform 2012-2016. 

Analysing the e-commerce platform registers is helpful to monitor commercial 

relations between SPGs and CC, as the platform was created precisely to enable 

the cooperative to manage SPGs’ orders. However, data from the platform does 

not provide information about how many customers were registered to the 

platform and were members of CC. In addition, there is a lack of qualitative 

information on the registered SPGs state of health. In other words, it is impossible 

to know whether registered SPGs were only virtual groups, like the case of 

Cortobio, or they were actual SPGs, like the case of Biogas Lissone SPG, which 

members were engaged in several meetings, workshops and educational 

activities beyond purchasing ethical products.  

For what concerns stakeholders, CC established key relations with SPGs and 

local producers (the cooperative’s members). Other relations included those with 

the association L’Isola Che C’è, from which CC originated; with local Participatory 

Guarantee Systems (PGSs or SGP in Italian), created as a peer to peer 

certification system for local producers; with schools and other public institutions, 

to which the cooperative delivered its educational services; with clubs and 

theatres that hosted CC’s cultural events and with other third sector 

organisations, including the religious institute that hosted CC’s farmers market. 

L’Isola Che C’è, SPGs, PGSs are also linked to the Solidarity Economy District 

(SED or DES in Italian). The SED is a network constituted to support the 

promotion of the Solidarity Economy in Como province. In turn, the Como SED is 

linked to other regional and national Solidarity Economy Networks (SEN or RES 

in Italian). 

5.2.1.3 Activities 

CC implemented three main activities: education and training; sales and 

distribution; and short supply chain activation and support. The first group 

represented the core activities, tied to the juridical nature of the organisation (type 

A Social Cooperative). They included courses for self-production, vocational 

courses, workshops in schools and summer camps for children. Education for CC 

was intended as an interactive practice, based on an approach that they defined 

as “learning by doing” (CC1). That is, learning how to eat while eating (for 

example through participating to a cooking class), how to shop while shopping 
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(through joining the farmers market), how to grow food while flanking a farmer 

(through taking part to a course on self-production, generally run by a producer 

itself).  

The second group referred to the sales and distribution of local, organic and 

ecological products. That was implemented through a weekly farmers market, a 

shop, open 5 days a week, and an e-commerce platform. While education and 

training were considered as the core activities of the cooperative, sale and 

distribution were the ones that guarantee its financial survival. Figures 22 and 23 

shows the farmers market. The two red gazebos in the centre in Figure 17 are 

managed by the cooperative, serving as a temporary retail shop. Around those, 

the producers directly sell their products (hiring their stalls from CC), including 

fruits and vegetables, bread, cheese (the yellow van) and others.  

Figure 22 CC's Weekly Farmers Market 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph. 
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Figure 23 CC's Workers at the Farmers Market 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph. 

Figures 24 and 25 show CC shop, gathering all the products sold in the farmers 

market and others. As it is visible in Figure 24, goods sold in the shop include 

non-food grocery items. These are sourced from other cooperatives, small 

business and social enterprises in the area.       

Figure 24 CC's Shop - Fresh Products 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph. 
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Figure 25 CC's Shop - Dry Goods 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph. 

Figures 26 and 27 show CC warehouse, at the back of the shop. That is where 

the products are stored and where the food boxes (managed through the e-

commerce platform) are assembled. Food boxes are prepared weekly by CC 

members (workers and volunteers), delivered by a member (worker) with a van 

owned by the cooperative. Every Friday boxes are delivered to dedicated 

collection points, one for each SPG. Boxes can also be collected at the farmers 

market every Saturday. In Figure 27, I was participating in the food boxes 

preparation, along with other two volunteers and two workers. Three people in a 

line weighted different items and placed them in the box; one supervised the 

assembly, ticking items off a list and refining the box packaging; one proceeded 

organising boxes in units for delivery and loading them on the van.      
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Figure 26 CC's Warehouse   

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph 

Figure 27 CC's Warehouse Boxes Preparation (E-Commerce) 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph. 
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The third group included the support and activation of new short chains. That 

was implemented through directly supporting the cooperative’s producer 

members (e.g. providing training courses and financial support) and through 

building short supply chains for specific products such as sauces, preserves, 

jams and flours. An example is the tomato sauce supply chain, where tomatoes 

were grown by several producers’ members and transformed by another 

member, who owned the machineries needed for their processing. Sauce bottles 

were then labelled by the cooperative workers and sold through CC’s 

commercialisation channels.  

In addition, a fourth crosscutting activity consisted of a catering service. That 

was at the same time an opportunity for education, distribution and producers’ 

support. The activity called ‘Il cibo raccontato’ (food narrated), more than just 

delivering a catering service, was a cultural initiative that aimed at reflecting on 

the cultural, historical, ethical, aesthetical and health-related side of eating. 

During a meal served by Il cibo raccontato, the cooks related stories, fables and 

myths on the food they prepared. The cooks called themselves “affabulators”, 

meaning storytellers (CC7). The idea that ‘food is culture’ (such was the title of a 

set of workshops held in 2017) was expressed through the organisation of eno-

gastronomic courses, show-cooking events and other initiatives on zero-waste 

cooking, critical consumption and multi-cultural cuisine.    

5.2.2 Terre Altre   

5.2.2.1 Overview  

Terre Altre is constituted in Trentino-Alto-Adige/Sud-Tirol Region (North-East 

Italy). It operates in particular in the Fiemme and Fassa Valleys, located in Trento 

Province.  
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Figure 28 TA Location 

 

Source: Google Maps, 2019b. 

Figure 29 Masi di Cavalese, TA Headquarter 

 

Source: Google Maps, 2019b. 

While the region has the highest GDP per capita in Italy (€37,950 in 2015)15 

(Eurostat, 2017) and an overall low unemployment rate (4.4% in 2017) (ISTAT, 

                                                           
15 Eurostat doesn’t provide the aggregate number for Trentino-Alto-Adige/Sud-Tirol Region. 
Instead, it considers the two Autonomous Provinces of Trento (€34,600) and Bolzano (€41,300) 
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2017), the specific context of Fiemme and Fassa Valleys looks different from the 

general regional outlook. In fact, these two mountainous areas are characterised 

by high levels of youth unemployment, land abandonment and emigration. 

However there is no data referring specifically to the two Valleys, the Italian 

Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) estimates that, in the Trento Province, the youth 

(15-24 years old) unemployment rate has grown from 15.1% in 2010 to 20.1% in 

2017, reaching the peak of 27.1% in 2014. Before the economic crisis, up until 

2008, the same rate was below 10% (ISTAT, 2017).  

Terre Altre was constituted in 2013, as a spin-off of the Social Cooperative 

Oltre (type A), which provides social-health care services to vulnerable people in 

the Fiemme and Fassa Valleys. Although the Trento province is well known 

nationally for its thriving cooperative culture, Social Cooperatives are less well 

represented in the context of the Fiemme and Fassa Valleys. Oltre was a pioneer 

of social cooperation in the territory and Terre Altre and is the only SAC operating 

the two Valleys.  

Nevertheless, reciprocity practices are historically grounded in the Valleys. 

There, the ancient culture of the commons is still regulated by an institution called 

the Magnifica Comunità (The Magnificent Community). The Manifica is an 

historical entity, instituted at the beginning of the first millennium (the first official 

recognition dates back to 1,111 C.E.), to manage the collective resources of the 

Fiemme Valley, particularly focusing on its forest heritage and real estate.16  

At the beginning of the twenty first century, the two Valleys held a longstanding 

tradition of small scale family farming, where agriculture and livelihood were 

closely connected. In the 1960s the local economy became highly dependent on 

the mass tourism industry and since then the Valleys have progressively 

abandoned their agricultural traditions, becoming increasingly devoted to 

hospitality and tourism related enterprises.  

As a pioneer, co-founder of both Oltre and TA cooperatives, recalls: 

Until the advent of tourism [...] this was a valley where, I still remember, the houses 

had their own vegetable garden, their stable, there was a lot of subsistence economy, 

                                                           

as separated. I obtain the GDP value for the Region by calculating the average between the two 
Provinces.   
16 Translated into English by the author. Retrived from: http://www.mcfiemme.eu/. Last accessed 
on 15th November 2018. 
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that is, everyone had his fields, there was also a lot of exchange of seeds, like... "I 

have had some nice turnips this year, you haven’t, so I give you a chest of turnips you 

give me one of something else". Things used to work like that. When the pig was 

killed, it was almost like a social event, where the neighboring families used to help 

each other... I mean, it was an economy that was...  an agricultural economy very 

rooted in identity...  in our identity in the end.  

(TA3) 

In 2012, the Cooperative Oltre launched a project called ‘Antiche radici’ 

(ancient roots), with the aim of exploring agriculture as a possible terrain for the 

work-integration of vulnerable people while rediscovering agricultural varieties 

and traditions in the two Valleys. Through interviewing the elders and collecting 

seeds home by home, the initiative gathered over 70 local varieties and accessed 

a vast knowledge of a territory once dedicated to mountain farming.  

We interviewed people who were perhaps over 80 years old. They explained to us in 

detail which wild herbs were harvested, what they were used for, which wood they 

used to make the various tools, ...  [In addition] we mapped the various plants species 

that were used in the households.  

(TA3) 

In 2013, following up on the outcomes of the project ‘Antiche radici’, a small 

group of pioneers left the cooperative Oltre to found TA.  

5.2.2.2 Members and Stakeholders  

TA is relatively young and small organisation, with a stable member base. The 

cooperative was founded in 2013 by 13 members. By the end of 2016, it counted 

with 24 members. Local residents constitute the core member base and form a 

solid and active group. In addition, members include regular tourists who joined 

the cooperative, mainly as sponsors, to support its endeavours. The 

cooperative’s board has been stable over the years too, with the same president 

and vice-president guiding the organisation from its foundation.  

The cooperative’s network of stakeholders includes collaborations with several 

public institutions (such as primary schools, local authorities, city councils and the 

forestry services) and private business (particularly local hotels and restaurants 

and local supermarkets and small retailers). Strong relationships, based on family 
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connections, neighbourhood and friendship, link the cooperative to the local 

hospitality and food service industry. For instance, a local restaurant supports TA 

hosting their events at a discounted rate while local hotels promote the 

cooperative’s products and initiatives. In addition, TA is strongly related to those 

public institutions and private citizens from which it rents land at a discounted rate 

or receives it in kind. For what concerns the third sector, a local SPG regularly 

purchases from the cooperative while other third sector organisations (such as 

tourist boards and community centres) frequently cooperate with TA. Moreover, 

the cooperative collaborates with research centres on biodiversity (such as the 

Laimburg Research Centre, the Agrarian Institute S. Michele and the association 

La Pimpinella), which provide seeds and technical support.   

5.2.2.3 Activities 

In order to achieve its agricultural objective, the cooperative is engaged with 

numerous farming activities. It cultivates one hectare of land, in Masi di Cavalese 

(Val di Fiemme); a few small fields in Tesero (Val di Fiemme); a small plot in 

Pampeago (Val di Fassa) and an historical orchard in Cavalese (Val di Fiemme). 

In total, the cooperative farms about four hectares of land, which is mostly granted 

by, or rented from, public local authorities (e.g. city councils and forestry 

services). However, some of the smaller fields are rented from private citizens, 

friends and supporters of the cooperative, at a discounted rate. In Val di Fassa, 

at an altitude of 1,500 meters, TA has reserved a field for the cultivation of 

edelweiss. In Val di Fiemme, the cooperative cultivates vegetables, native 

cereals (such as Val di Fiemme wheat, Capriana barley, Fiemme corn and 

Anterivo rye), fruit trees of local varieties (such as ancient varieties of pears and 

apples), medicinal plants (such as arnica, hypericum and echinacea), basket 

plants, dyeing plants and plants for textile use (such as flax and hemp). Some 

varieties are cultivated for demonstrative/conservational purposes only (e.g. for 

educational activities and seed exchange), while others for sale and processing 

purposes. The cultivation is carried out with biological biodynamic method, 

certified organic since 2015. In addition, part of the land has been left sown with 

grass, to allow for blooms that attract butterflies, bees and other insects, useful 

for the biodynamic farming processes. From these crops, the cooperative obtains 

fresh vegetables and preserved food (such as jams, syrups, vegetable creams, 

etc.), essential oils, cosmetics, herbal medicines. The latter are manufactured in 
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partnership with two external processing laboratories. Fresh products are mostly 

sold directly on the farm, during the summer season, to both local customers and 

tourists. Processed, cosmetics and medicinal products, are sold on the farm and 

also in local hotels, restaurants, local supermarkets, seasonal farmers markets 

and Solidarity Purchasing Groups.  

For what concerns its social objective, the cooperative delivers social services, 

in partnerships with local public authorities, for the rehabilitation and work 

integration of vulnerable people. In addition, it provides opportunities of short term 

employment for young people.  

As related to its cultural objective, the cooperative delivers several educational 

activities. For example, it organises courses for adults and children to recognise 

and harvest wild plants, to make homemade herbal preparations, to set up a 

vegetable garden, etc. In addition, the cooperative hosts cultural events on its 

fields, to promote local artists, such as art exhibitions and music concerts. 

5.2.3 Nuova Cooperazione Organizzata 

5.2.3.1 Overview  

Nuova Cooperazione Organizzata is a consortium, constituted by five Social 

Cooperatives, in Aversa, Campania Region (South Italy).  
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Figure 30 NCO Location 

 

Source: Google Maps, 2019c. 

Figure 31 Casal di Principe, NCO Headquarter 

 

Source: Google Maps, 2019c. 
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It particularly operates in Naples and Caserta provinces, where the five 

cooperatives are located. Campania has the second lowest GDP per capita 

among Italian regions (€17,200 in 2015) (Eurostat, 2017), tied with Sicily, and the 

highest unemployment rate (20.9% in 2017) (ISTAT 2017). The unemployment 

rate of young people (aged between 15 and 24 years old) was estimated to be 

57.4% in 2017 (ISTAT 2017).  

In addition to major socio-economic challenges, Naples and Caserta provinces 

are affected by the deeply rooted presence of a criminal organisation, Camorra. 

Along with ‘Ndrangheta, which originated in Calabria, and Cosa Nostra, which 

originated in Sicily, Camorra is one of the most ancient and murderous mafia 

organisations in the country. The turnover of Camorra is estimated around €4 

billion per year (PON, 2013), much higher than the regional GDP (€100,544 

million in Campania in 2015) (Eurostat, 2017). That is also almost double of the 

annual turnover estimated for Cosa Nostra, making Camorra the most profitable 

mafia in Italy (PON, 2013).  

Caserta and Naples provinces are the battleground of dramatic environmental 

conflicts. A combination of urban waste disposal mismanagement and illegal 

dumping and burning of hazardous materials granted the territory the name ‘Land 

of Fires’ (Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015). From the 1990s onwards, the ‘Urban 

waste crisis’ caused massive environmental, socio-health and economic impacts 

on the Region. It has been estimated that about ten million tonnes of waste were 

disposed in Campania and particularly in the area between Naples and Caserta, 

causing the contamination of over 2,500 sites (ARPAC, 2008; Legambiente, 

2013). Toxic waste caused a dramatic rise in cancer burden, while the stigma 

associated with the Land of Fires caused serious threats to the agricultural sector, 

even for those farms who could certify to be contaminants-free (Martuzzi et al., 

2009). Figure 32 shows traffic slowdowns caused by arsons. The photo was 

taken on the way to Naples, where representatives of NCO were invited to take 

part in a social farming event. Several other arsons were scattered across the 

road from Caserta to Naples.   
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Figure 32 Traffic Slowdowns Caused by Arsons between Naples and Caserta 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.  

In this context, several civil society initiatives have emerged as a reaction to 

the socio-environmental degradation. Among these, SACs play a crucial role. A 

key initiative supporting their endeavour is the Italian state law 109/96, which 

regulates the social reuse of confiscated goods. Following this law, confiscated 

lands and assets (confiscated from mafia by the State) may be allocated to Social 

Cooperatives through a free-loan.  

Another initiative, which united several cooperatives in Campania, becoming 

a crucial common ground for the constitution of the Consortium NCO, is the so-

called ‘budget di salute’ (health budget). That is an experimental method for the 

provisioning of health care services, based on a different idea of welfare, which 

shifted from a standardised to a personalised approach. The so-called health 

budgets (or individualised-rehabilitative-therapeutic-projects) became Regional 

Law in Campania in 2012. 

In 2008, four cooperatives gathered under the umbrella brand Nuova 

Cooperazione Organizzata, to commercialise their products together for the 

Christmas initiative so-called ‘Facciamo un pacco alla Camorra’ (Let’s give 

Camorra a package). In 2012, the positive preliminary collaboration and the 

success of the ‘pacco’ initiative, led the four cooperatives to the constitution of 

the NCO Consortium. Later the same year, a fifth one joined the first four. Figure 



125 

 

33 shows volunteers at the cooperative Al Di La’ Dei Sogni, attending a talk on 

NCO, its mission and methods.  

Figure 33 NCO Educational Activity at the Cooperative Al Di La' Dei Sogni 

  

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.  

5.2.3.2 Members and Stakeholders  

The Consortium is formed by five members: the cooperatives Al Di La’ Dei Sogni, 

Un Fiore Per La Vita, Agropoli, Eureka and Osiride. The first four are founding 

members, while the latter joined a few months later (Table 15).  
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Table 15 NCO Members 

 Type Year of 

registration 

Location Key roles in NCO 

Al di la’ dei 

sogni  

A + B 2004 Maiano di Sessa 

Aurunca 

Production . The coop cultivates 8 hectares of confiscated land. It mainly produces 

preserved vegetables (traditional local varieties). Processing . Supported by NCO, 

the coop built an on-farm processing plant. Education . The coop organises several 

educational activities and voluntary camps. Research and Innovation . In 2017 the 

coop launched the project R.U.S.H. – Rural Social Hub. Logistics . The coop 

manages most logistic operations (packaging, storing, shipping) for the Pacco 

initiative. Construction . The coop also undertakes activities in the construction 

sector. When, in 2015, Cleprin was allegedly burned down by Camorra, the coop 

participated in re-building the premises. Cleprin is a partner of NCO, a local 

chemical industry which denounced Camorra’s racket and promote the culture of 

legality on the territory. Work-integration and socio-health services 

provisioning . The coop manages two residential rehabilitation centres. Work 

integration mostly in agriculture and related activities.  

Un fiore per la 

vita  

B 2000 Aversa Production.  The coop cultivates 4 hectares in the premises of a former psychiatric 

hospital, one of the biggest in Italy, shut down after the approval of Basaglia’s law, 

in 1978, which established the closure of psychiatric hospitals throughout the 

Country. It produces fresh and preserved vegetables (traditional local varieties). 

Education . The coop runs a Farm School within the project ‘Fattoria Sociale Fuori 

di Zucca’. Restoration . Including food provisioning (canteen and catering activities) 

and on farm restoration (so-called ‘agriturismo’, within the project ‘Fattoria Sociale 

Fuori di Zucca’). Commercialisation . Through an on farm shop. Work-integration . 

Mostly in agriculture and related activities.  

Eureka  B 2005 Casal di Principe Production.  The coop cultivates 11 hectares of confiscated land. It cultivates fresh 

and preserved vegetables (e.g. local varieties of tomatoes). It specialises in wine 
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production (traditional local varieties). Processing . Supported by NCO, the coop 

built the wine cellar so-called ‘Vite matta’. Work-integration . Mostly in agriculture 

and related activities. 

Agropoli  A + B 2000 San Cipriano 

d’Aversa 

Restoration . Supported by NCO, the coop renovated the restaurant ‘Nuova Cucina 

Organizzata’, located in a confiscated villa in Casal di Principe. Marketing . The 

coop launched the ‘Social Communication Agency’ called ‘Etiket’, which curates 

marketing and communication for NCO, its members and partners. Work-

integration and socio-health services provisioning . The coop manages one 

residential rehabilitation centre. Work integration mostly in the restaurant.  

Osiride  A 2006 Cellole Facilitation.  The coop assists the association ‘Mille scopi piu’ uno’ in their project of 

cultivating an olive grove and building an olive oil mill. Socio-health services 

provisioning . The coop manages residential rehabilitation centres on the territory. 

Hosts from this centre are integrated in the other coops’ work activities.  

Source: Author. 
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Figure 34 shows a land cultivated with aubergines at the cooperative Al Di La’ 

Dei Sogni. Figure 35 shows a stage in the process of making preserved tomatoes, 

in the processing plant of the same cooperative. Figure 36 shows the façade of 

the former psychiatric hospital in Aversa. In the surrounding park reside the 

headquarters of the cooperative Un Fiore Per La Vita. Figure 37 shows 

vegetables displayed in the shop of the cooperative Un Fiore Per La Vita, which 

is located in the same park. Figure 38 was taken during a wine tasting event at 

the cooperative Eureka. On the back the wine cellars can be seen.     

Figure 34 Fields at the Cooperative Al Di La' Dei Sogni 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.  
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Figure 35 Processing Plant at the Cooperative Al Di La' Dei Sogni 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.  

Figure 36 The Former Psychiatric Hospital in Aversa 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph. 
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Figure 37 Shop at the Cooperative Un Fiore Per La Vita 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph. 

Figure 38 Wine Production at the Cooperative Eureka 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph. 
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Lacking access to the cooperatives accounts and registers, it is difficult to 

establish the exact number of people involved. Secondary data suggest that in 

2014, the four founding members generated a turnover of approximately € 

2,500,000 and employed about sixty people (Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015). In 

addition to those, several seasonal workers are employed over summer and a 

vast number of volunteers support the activities of the Consortium. For example, 

the cooperative I was based in during my data collection, hosted over 400 

volunteers over the summer season. Other estimations consider 200 people are 

involved in the consortium (that is likely to refer to the total number of members 

in the five cooperative, although not specified).17  

The Consortium operates in partnership with a wide range of strongly 

interconnected stakeholders. NCO mainly reaches out to third sector 

organisations fighting against mafia control on local and national fronts; and 

private businesses, either directly involved in denouncing the criminal racket or 

indirectly engaged (e.g. through Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives). 

Other partners include social farming networks (such as the National Forum on 

Social Farming, of which the president of NCO is co-founder), Social 

Cooperatives (among which a network of ethical shops), grassroots movements 

for environmental justice, worker unions, universities and public research 

institutes and public authorities.     

5.2.3.3 Activities 

NCO was constituted as a consortium with “a light structure” (NCO3.2), to 

promote, support and coordinate the work of its member cooperatives.  

As two members of the board clearly explain:  

Usually, in Italy, many consortia of Social Cooperatives, work under a system called 

the ‘general contractor’. This means that the cooperatives have to give a percentage 

of everything they do to the consortium. And that is because the consortium is always 

thought of and viewed as a service provider [for the cooperatives]. We did not want 

this model, we never wanted it. Instead we have always focused on the development 

of each cooperative. 

                                                           
17 https://www.altromercato.it/it_it/produttori/nco/. Last accessed on 15th February 2019. 
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(NC3.2) 

Nothing is held by the consortium. [...] Everything that the consortium does, it 

hands it over to the cooperatives. We did not want to build a heavy structure, we 

wanted to build a structure in service [of the member cooperatives]. [...] 

Relationships, they are of the consortium. Relationships. The consortium does 

politics. Its action is about [coordinating] the mission and vision of the activities. 

[...] NCO sets the agreements and then flip them over to the cooperatives. [So 

that] Revenues from that event will not be [invoiced] by NCO, they will be 

[invoiced] by the cooperative. 

(NC10) 

With the support of NCO and its stakeholders, the member cooperatives have 

undertaken several activities, under three main areas: Nuovo Commercio 

Organizzato (commerce); Nuova Cucina Organizzata (restoration) and Nuova 

Cooperazione Organizzata (cooperation).   

The main commercial initiative coordinated by NCO is the so-called ‘Facciamo 

un pacco alla Camorra’ (Let’s give Camorra a package/gift).18 That is a box 

containing products from the members cooperatives and other partners (including 

associations, Social Cooperatives, and for profit businesses) sold under the 

umbrella label NCO. First launched in 2008, as an informal Christmas initiative, 

the box later became the ‘trademark’ of the NCO consortium. The box is 

advertised by the communication agency ‘Etiket’ (a project by the cooperative 

Agropoli) and commercialised by the SAC Al Di La’ Dei Sogni. It is mostly sold 

online, through ethical shops (mostly Social Cooperatives), Solidarity Purchasing 

Groups and through direct purchasing from the member cooperatives. In 2016, 

1,250 boxes were sold across the Country (Comitato Don Peppe Diana, 2016).  

Another important initiative boosted by NCO is the so-called ‘Nuova Cucina 

Organizzata’ (New Organised Kitchen). That includes restoration and catering 

activities directly managed by the cooperative’s members cooperatives. Under 

this framework, the cooperative Agropoli, manages a restaurant-pizzeria-catering 

service, opened in 2007 in San Cipriano d’Aversa and relocated in 2015 in Casal 

di Principe, in a confiscated villa. In addition, the cooperative Un Fiore Per La 

                                                           
18 See also section 5.5.7  
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Vita, manages an ‘agriturismo’ (on farm restoration), inaugurated in 2006, while 

the cooperative Al Di La’ Dei Sogni opened one in 2018.  

Complementary to the Pacco initiative and the restoration activities, NCO 

supports its members and partners in their productive endeavours. For example, 

in 2017 donated a 20 acre olive tree grove to a newly born association, operating 

in partnership with the cooperative Osiride, on confiscated lands. Supported by 

NCO, the association is planning to build an olive oil mill, to process olives on 

site. Cooperation is the key activity facilitated by the Consortium. That includes 

the delivery of training courses for its members and partners, for the development 

of specific skills and professionalism (e.g. health and safety, risk assessment, 

food safety, environmental sustainability); financial support and consultancy 

services for start-up initiatives in the social economy; project design, grant and 

tender applications; building partnerships with public, private, third sector 

organisations and institutions.   

 

5.3 Needs   

5.3.1 Needs in CC 

CC was a type A Social Cooperative (see Chapter 2), focusing on the delivery of 

educational services. When it was constituted, CC was mainly directed towards 

addressing the needs of the so-called “critical” (CC5), “responsible” (CC16), 

“ethical” (CC8) consumers and producers. On the one hand, it was constituted to 

address the need of local producers to find a market for their products, to support 

their transition to organic production and to build a knowledge network. On the 

other hand, the cooperative was constituted to fulfil the educational and logistic 

needs of SPGs. Educational necessities included the need to broaden SPGs 

knowledge of food issues (e.g. local food history, nutritional value of food, cooking 

skills, etc.), to improve their awareness of the socio-political context of food (e.g. 

exploring issues of food sovereignty), to strengthen their internal relations (e.g. 

among members) and external relations (e.g. with producers). Logistic 

requirements included the need for a coordination hub to facilitate commercial 

relations between producers and consumers, the collection of orders, the safe 

storage of food items (especially perishable food) and the distribution of goods.  
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The needs of both producers and consumers in CC drastically evolved over 

time. When the cooperative was constituted, alternative food systems (including 

SPGs) were a new phenomenon in the Como province. Many producers had no 

other way but to get involved in the conventional food system. That is, to 

specialise in only a few varieties (typically corn and wheat), to cultivate intensively 

using pesticides, to adapt to high productivity rates and to accept the prices 

imposed by retailers. In addition, there weren’t organic supermarket chains in the 

area, nor supermarkets selling organic food. Those producers who wanted to free 

themselves from the agro-industrial food system dynamics, to take a stand for 

food sovereignty and to produce in a different and more sustainable ways, 

needed to cooperate with consumers, then organised in SPGs. For them, CC 

represented a crucial prompt for transformation, providing an alternative market 

for their products. With the support of the cooperative, several producers could 

convert their production into organic, partly or entirely, over a few years’ time.  

This situation started to change, as the market evolved, and ten years after 

CC’s constitution, producers didn’t necessarily need SPGs or the cooperative 

anymore. As food awareness increased, there were a wide range of opportunities 

beside SPGs for producers to sell their products. Those included new alternative 

food networks and farmers markets, short chain retailers, organic supermarkets 

and other supermarket chains. Moreover, as the culture of purchasing directly 

from the farm gate became more widespread, it became more a habit for single 

customers to directly approach producers at farm shops. In such a context, many 

producers kept sustaining the cooperative, promoting its initiatives and 

contributing to its management either through actively participating to members 

meetings or through joining the board. On the other hand, a few producer 

members became disaffected with CC. Keen on maximising the new market 

opportunities, they started seeing the cooperative as a hurdle rather than an 

opportunity. In their view, the cooperative had become obsolete, an unnecessary 

intermediate obstructing the direct relationship with consumers, which could now 

have been easily reached by the producers themselves. Such situation led to 

internal conflicts within CC, degenerating in open and subtle resistance, 

noncompliance with the rules, resignations from membership and even 

expulsions from the cooperative.  
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On the demand side, the challenges facing SPGs associated with a more 

competitive environment, were combined with a rise of individual consumers who 

were interested in purchasing the products commercialised by the cooperative, 

but not in actively joining any SPG. The crisis of SPGs in the Como province was 

related to the fact that many of them originated from top-down processes, rather 

than from grassroots initiatives. As the co-founder of the solidarity economy 

network L’Isola Che C’è, later co-founder of CC, recalls:  

[Como] is not a territory with an SPG vocation, if compared to other territories. In 2005, 

when we started out with the activities of L’Isola Che C’è – we were already working 

with the Lilluput Network19 – there were four or five SPGs. So, in the first years we 

worked to promote the constitution of new SPGs. [...] [Supported by two public bids] 

we worked in 40 municipalities and so they were constituted... we had come to have 

35 SPGs in the territory. […] we started to constitute SPGs, and maybe because of 

this artificial incentive some of them later did not survive. It was not the spontaneous 

SPG which was born with its own [means and motivations]... […] Instead, we tried to 

‘push with the hormones’ the multiplication of SPGs.  

(CC15) 

In addition, the e-commerce platform introduced by CC improved SPGs 

efficiency, but eroded the basis of their sociality at the same time. Before the 

cooperative was born, in each SPG there were several contact persons 

(volunteers) responsible for keeping contacts with each producer. Each SPG 

used to periodically gather, for the contact persons to report to the group and for 

the members to exchange information and ideas and to simply socialise. In 

addition, the group used to meet on a weekly basis in order to collect (from 

producers) and distribute (among members) the ordered products. Although the 

organising efforts were demanding and time-consuming, they used to enable the 

spontaneous creation of spaces for creativity and places for socialisation.  

After CC was constituted, ordering, collecting and distributing processes (with 

some exceptions) were centralised and managed by the cooperative’s 

employees and volunteers (often the same people volunteering for SPGs). Each 

SPG member could – individually – subscribe to the online platform to order the 

                                                           
19 Lilliput was a network of associations, cooperatives, NGOs and individual citizens. It was born 
in the late 1990s under a manifesto of intent, drawn by a coordination group. After an enthusiastic 
start, in the first 2000s the network started dissolving, evolving in other networks and coordination 
initiatives such as SPGs. 
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products they wished to buy. The role of contact persons was taken over by the 

cooperative’s coordinator, a CC employee, who mediated between producers 

and consumers. Items were collected in the cooperative’s warehouse, distributed 

and delivered through a centralised system. Single consumers could choose to 

have their purchasing delivered at home, at a local collection point or at the 

farmers market.      

Yes, [e-commerce eroded] relationality within a SPG. Everything has become 

automated through the social [networks], the notorious social [networks], which, at 

the end of the day, are de-socializing. [...] In the context of CC, online orders are the 

first de-socialization method.  

(CC9) 

And then what happened? [CC] has made SPGs degenerate. In a time of general 

weariness as a movement, it has deprived them of a moment of aggregation, which 

was the one of getting the things, meeting up and dividing them.  

(CC12) 

As the interview extract captures, although CC was born to support SPGs, it 

eventually contributed to their decline. This decline was accompanied by the rise 

of individual consumers, not interested in joining any SPGs, but in accessing their 

market. As a reaction, CC envisaged the possibility of subscribing to the on-line 

purchasing platform to accommodate individual consumers and not just SPG 

members. A new virtual group called ‘Cortobio’ was created on the platform to 

gather individual consumers. People subscribing to that group never met in 

person, while those joining an actual SPG used to periodically gather to organise 

cultural events, discuss their purchasing habits and meet new and old producers. 

In a few years’ time, Cortobio became the most numerous group, overtaking any 

SPG on the platform.   

At first there shouldn’t have been this Cortobio, because our goal [as CC] was to 

work with the groups [SPGs]. Now the buying groups seem to be in crisis everywhere, 

not just in Como. That [Cortobio] was created in a time when we needed to sell, so 

we were fine even with the single customer. […] So maybe we have adapted to 

dynamics which were not ‘ours’... but to stay afloat we had to do it... because actually 

that [Cortobio] is the most numerous group... […] and it is a virtual group that does 

not exist.  
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(CC8) 

A customer-base constituted by individuals exposed CC to higher uncertainty 

and higher competition with bigger and more powerful retailers and 

supermarkets, granting the cooperative very little chances of surviving.  

 We cannot act as the organised large-scale distribution – reducing the costs by 

cutting down on raw material – because the raw material is our member producers. 

It’s really complicated to hold up everything.  

(CC1) 

External market pressures, combined with internal conflictual dynamics, led to 

the cooperative failure, in December 2017.  

5.3.2 Needs in TA  

TA is a type B Social Cooperative (see Chapter 2). Therefore, it is primarily 

constituted to address the need for work and social integration of vulnerable 

people. While the coop Oltre focused on meeting the therapeutic needs of fragile 

individuals (hence its juridical conformation as a type A Social Cooperative), TA 

was created to increase their opportunities for employment. Filling occupational 

gaps was considered particularly challenging in the context of the two Valleys, 

which were already suffering from high unemployment rates.  

The need was, above all, for work placement for vulnerable people. 

(TA2)  

TA considers employment creation as a powerful tool for social integration of 

vulnerable people, as well as an effective way to discourage depopulation of the 

youth from the two Valleys. In addition to addressing the need for social and work 

integration, TA was created with the ambition to support a wider project of 

community development.  

The intent [of creating a work opportunity for vulnerable people] was a ‘marginal’ one, 

as I see it. I mean, the intent of the project [Terre Altre] for us was...  it was clear that 

it had to be a community project, a project that must serve the development of our 

community, of our territory.  

(TA3) 
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This ambition to support community development and wellbeing is linked to 

the need to rediscover and reconstruct the Valleys identity, in terms of both 

cultural heritage and ecological biodiversity. As a founder member explains:  

[when we constituted the cooperative Terre Altre] we started thinking about what could 

be a suitable project for this valley. [...] after various researches, discussions, 

thoughts, exchanges of opinions we decided to try with an agricultural project. That 

wasn’t just something like "well, it is an activity appropriate for [vunerable] people", 

but it also a reflection on what is the identity of the valley. 

[In the valleys there was] an agricultural economy very rooted in identity ...  in our 

identity. [...] people’s ‘malaise’ [...] may also be due to the fact that we have lost our 

identity. So it was needed to aim at social wellbeing, the wellbeing of the community...  

to work on an identity economy.  

(TA3) 

Providing opportunities for employment in agriculture, while stimulating the 

diffusion of knowledge and culture on local biodiversity and wildlife, TA is 

considered as an opportunity to  

reconnect local people with their natural environment. As a member describes it:  

[TA is] a possibility for each and everyone to regain a personal relationship with the 

soil.  

(TA6) 

Therefore, TA was constituted to re-teach the community the history of their 

place and to restore the ability to cooperate with each other and live in harmony 

with the environment (e.g. bringing back the basic skills of living in the mountains, 

such as the ability to recognise and utilise wild herbs).   

5.3.3 Needs in NCO  

Nuova Cooperazione Organizzata is a type C Social Cooperative (see Chapter 

2). It is a consortium gathering Social Cooperatives type A (focusing on the 

delivery of social-health care services), type B (focusing on the work integration 

of vulnerable people) and type A + B (where both the foci are present).  

Their collaboration was built on a shared approach to social cooperation. That 

is based on the health budget methodology (see section 5.2.3), the focus on 

social and work integration of vulnerable people and the social reuse of 
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confiscated goods. In other words, they are united in their claims and share a 

common cause. As an NCO pioneer describes it, the process that brought the 

cooperatives together was built on a shared battlefield:   

We met on certain battles [...] When we met we were all battling, each in on our own 

way [...] During that battle [the one for the adoption of the heath budgets] someone 

went on a hunger strike, while someone else stood up on a desk shouting against the 

director of the ASL [the local public health authority]. We made a big mess...  [...] It 

was a long battle. A long battle. And we realised that by coming together we managed 

to impress, we managed to leave a mark. Where one did not reach, the other reached. 

[...] We realised that our way of cooperating, each in our own cooperatives, had also 

expanded to other cooperatives and had become widespread...  multiplied, 

centuplicated. And so you realised that you could achieve results that you would never 

have otherwise achieved. As long as the result was at the center, for everyone. In 

fact, the battles have always been for everyone and never for someone, always for 

everyone. There, in the middle, with a clear and precise discourse. 

(NC10) 

NCO was primarily constituted to address the members’ cooperatives need to 

create a stable network for mutual support. The need to enforce relational ties 

(both internally, among the members cooperatives, and externally, with their 

stakeholder), is particularly crucial for those SACs working on confiscated lands. 

As I observed in the context of NCO:  

Today, at the Cooperative Al Di La’ Dei Sogni, we had a phone call from [name of the 

town], where the Cooperative Osiride mostly operates. Yet another intimidatory act: 

someone set fire to the olive grove. Five minutes later all the member cooperatives 

were alerted. One hour later representatives from the cooperatives gathered in [name 

of the town], to verify the entity of the damage (luckily nothing major), to speak with 

the locals and to support Osiride and its partners.  

(Observation notes) 

In addition, NCO addresses the need to construct a unified and coherent 

narrative to fight the cooperatives’ common battles, which include the fights 

against Camorra, against the standardised health care system and against the 

speculative agro-industrial food system. As the president explains, NCO is 

intended first and foremost as “a place of meaning” (NC3.2):  
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For us, the consortium model is a place of meaning, a place where training, culture, 

and welfare ideas are developed.  

(NC3.2) 

The consortium is also intended as a way to amplify the cooperatives’ voices 

within the territorial political agenda, in support of the social reuse of confiscated 

goods, the budget methodology for social and work integration of vulnerable 

people and social and organic farming.  

We got together because we realised that [together] we were stronger, more capable, 

and we could impress more. And so we need the consortium for this, we still need it 

today.  

(NC10) 

In addition, the consortium ensures the cooperatives’ economic sustainability. 

Indeed, commercial support is considered as a key enabler for the cooperatives 

to fulfil their relational, political and cultural goals.  

Problems are solved if the answer is employment and the creation of social 

enterprises that hold onto the market. 

(NC3.2) 

However, NCO wasn’t only constituted to address the needs of the 

cooperatives’ members (nor of their own members, such as vulnerable people). 

As its mission statement declares, its aim is ‘to contribute to a civil growth of the 

territory’.20 Therefore, the consortium also seeks to fulfil the needs of the 

inhabitants of the so-called ‘Land of fire’, to live in a healthy environment, to 

restore their dignity and cherish the beauty of their place. As the motto of one of 

NCO’s key partner (the association Libera) recites: ‘Ethics frees beauty’.21  

 

                                                           
20 http://www.ncocooperazione.com/. Last accessed on 15th February 2019.  
21 http://www.libera.it/. Last accessed on 15th February 2019. 
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5.4 System Change  

5.4.1 System Change in CC  

CC’s tagline states: ‘Cultivating quality, sustaining the future’ (Figure 39). Fully 

and explicitly embracing the Charter of Principles issued by the association 

L’Isola Che C’e’, the cooperative seemed to hold a clear vision of ‘the future’ it 

sought to build. As its statute declared, CC was constituted ‘to develop the 

solidarity economy’ and specifically ‘to contribute to the growth of a Solidarity 

Economy District in Como’. Ultimately, the future envisioned was to construct ‘a 

new solidarity economy system’22 (Corto Circuito, 2009).  

Figure 39 CC's Tagline 

 

Source: www.lisolachece.org  

The solidarity economy is described in the resources issued by the 

association, and promoted by the cooperative, as a ‘human movement of 

consciousness’, a network constituted by ‘diverse realities’, including informal 

(e.g. local initiatives on critical consumerism), not-for-profit (e.g. associations, 

SPGs, Social Cooperatives) and for-profit (e.g. organic farmers) organisations.23 

However, encompassing a wide array of organisational forms, the core of the 

solidarity economy is constituted by the third sector. Indeed, the ‘new system’ is 

described in opposition to an economy ‘subordinated to the logic of profit’.24 While 

the latter is considered associated with ‘the growth of conflict, exploitation, 

precarity and exclusion’, the former is described as an economy that ‘values 

differences and rejects exclusion and exploitation; an economy that is an 

instrument of peace and cooperation among people’.25 While the former is 

                                                           
22 Translated into English by the author.  
23 http://www.lisolachece.org/pagina/cose-leconomia-solidale. Last accessed on 15 February 
2019. 
24 Ibidem 
25 Ibidem 



142 

 

founded on ‘well-having’, the latter is based upon ‘new lifestyles’ defined by ‘the 

well-being of the person and the collective’.26 Furthermore, the solidarity 

economy is considered as ‘[an] economy that places at the centre of its actions 

criteria of ethics, equality and solidarity’.27 

From the interviews with CC members, the solidarity economy emerges as a 

multi-layered concept, with different meanings attached to ‘new lifestyles’ and 

‘well-being’ as visions for the future. In CC, they were often related to issues of 

human health (e.g. promoting the reduction of chemical pesticides in farming) 

and food quality (e.g. promoting the consumption of fresher and tastier products). 

Therefore, the idea of well-being was often associated with wellness, as a way of 

preventing illnesses and conducting a healthy life, and with aesthetical 

sensitivities, the search for quality and taste.  

As two CC customers and volunteers suggest: 

From a consumer’s point of view, the theme of health is the main one, even in the CC 

shop.  

(CC5) 

I think the quality of these products is very important. I mean, cheese from Valtellina 

and also many vegetables... that good, I can’t find them [anywhere else]. [...] you buy 

them one week, the following they and are still perfect. Instead, when you go to the 

supermarket, often after two days you have to throw everything, who knows how long 

they were in fridges for [...] So, the theme of quality is very important, and of freshness. 

[...] my daughter was much more consumerist, more from the supermarket. However, 

having now health problems she has become much more attentive to these topics. 

(CC4) 

Supporting the same themes of human health and food quality, a cookbook 

published by CC in 2016, opens up with the following quote: ‘May food be your 

medicine / medicine be your food’ (Zenzero and Maipiuragnatele, 2016, p. 428). 

The cookbook includes contributions from different members and therefore 

reflects highly varied approaches. However, ‘the search for quality, expressed 

                                                           
26 Ibidem 
27 Ibidem 
28 Translated into English by the author.  
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through the beauty of the product, its taste, its smell and its freshness’ emerges 

as a key focus (Zenzero and Maipiuragnatele, 2016, p. 729).    

In addition to the approach based on human health and food quality, CC 

envisioned a system change that is focused on livelihood and social justice (e.g. 

promoting employment in the solidarity economy and the pursuit of community 

food sovereignty). Moreover, the idea of well-being is closely related to the notion 

of frugality and living a simple life. In this case, food is considered as a highly 

political matter, related to ethical quests and taking into deep consideration 

inequality dynamics and power struggles.  

A CC worker, in an interview collected by Tettamanti and Dubini (2017, p. 13, 

translated into English by the author), explains:  

I approached these issues not so much from the point of view of my health, but rather 

of how a certain good was produced, the exploitation of resources and work.  

The theme of justice emerges in other interviews too, associated with fair share 

and social inclusivity.  

From a producer’s point of view, I believe there is also the theme of environmental 

sustainability and justice.  

(CC5) 

There is also the theme of work, a job that is done in a certain way. I mean, not a job 

in which you are exploited, or you have to exploit yourself.  

(CC1) 

A key topic for us [pioneers] was to make more accessible this way of purchasing. 

(CC15) 

For example, La Runa [a member producer], introduced the possibility of an internship 

for a boy who was linked to the refugee status application process. 

(CC1) 

Moreover, some recipes in the cookbook teach how to reduce food waste while 

using cheap ingredients, as an explicit effort to make CC products affordable for 

everyone. However, as a volunteer observes: 

                                                           
29 Translated into English by the author. 



144 

 

[The strongest drive] for people is the search for healthier foods, this is the main 

reason why people are attracted to buy organic. Respect for the environment and 

justice are all secondary to most people. That is the case in general, I think people do 

not give a damn. However, in CC justice matters a bit more.  

(CC5) 

The visions presented so far (i.e. the approach based on human health and 

food quality, and the one focused on livelihood and social justice) are not mutually 

exclusive. On the contrary, they coexisted in CC. Sometimes they were held by 

different members, sometimes they were supported at different times, sometimes 

they were expressed by the same person at the same time.  

And what is this dream about?  

This dream is both about work – to create work – and to protect the environment – 

and consequently health.  

(CC4) 

However, different approaches influence strategic choices and hold political 

consequences. For example, an interviewee critiqued the decision to participate, 

in 2016, in two seasonal events on the Como Lake shore, held in exclusive 

locations and attended by a target of middle-upper class consumers. He suggests 

it is difficult to make “political claims” (i.e. to talk about power relations) with those 

who attend these events. He wonders how these participants, “those who have 

40 acres of land surrounding their villas”, could question political issues related 

to social justice and livelihood, such as “the access to land and who cultivates it” 

(CC12).  

According to some interviewees, the election of the new board in 2015 

reflected an evolution in the cooperative’s vision. While the pioneers seemed to 

hold higher concerns for food sovereignty and frugal lifestyles, the new 

management is described as holding a stronger aesthetical approach, concerned 

with issues of food quality, taste and healthy eating.   

My perception is that [the new management] has certainly lowered the level of ethical 

drive. That is because they have a whole other story [from the one of the pioneers].  

(CC15) 
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I will go back to these two approaches in section 5.5.2. There, I will link the first 

one to the standpoint labelled ‘The environmentalism of the poor’ and the second 

one to the ‘The cult of wellness’.  

5.4.2 System Change in TA  

‘Terre Altre’ literally means ‘Other Lands’. As the cooperative explains in their 

webpage,  

Lands to be worked in the territory of Fiemme and Fassa, in the light of the ‘others’, 

the most fragile; cultivating in an ‘other’ way, different from the conventional one, 

through biodynamic agriculture and in harmony with the environment [...] Others, 

finally, to underline the otherness and the diversity of the values with which this project 

is set in the socio-economic context of the two valleys.30  

The meaning of ‘Other’ is threefold and reflected in the so-called “three souls” 

(TA7) of the cooperative. That is, pursuing at the same time ‘a social, agricultural 

and cultural objective’.31 First, ‘other’ is associated with ‘the most fragile’. In the 

specific case, Terre Altre offers a supportive atmosphere for those affected by 

mental health issues, offering opportunities for their employment, giving value to 

diversity and encouraging its social acceptance.  

Second, ‘other’ is associated with the restoration of agricultural practices in the 

Valleys and particularly of biodynamic agriculture. Therefore, the cooperative 

adopts organic farming techniques, integrated by a spiritual approach to 

agriculture, according to which the farmer and the land are considered as parts 

of the same living organism. In addition, TA is highly concerned with the 

restoration of the civil function of agriculture, regarded as traditional of the two 

Valleys, expressed through reciprocity practices, social cooperation and 

biodiversity protection, extensively conceived.  

It’s a visionary project [...] to re-diffuse the very agriculture [in the Valleys]  

(TA2) 

We always say that we are a project about biodiversity in agriculture. However, we 

don’t just talk about biodiversity in terms of insects, plants, flowers...  that is, 

                                                           
30 Translated into English by the author. Retrived from: http://www.terrealtre.org/. Last accessed 
on 15th November 2017. 
31 Translated into English by the author. Retrived from: http://www.terrealtre.org/. Last accessed 
on 15th November 2017. 
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biodiversity that exists at the agricultural and environmental levels. We also talk about 

human biodiversity.  

(TA3) 

Third, ‘other’ is associated with the value system embodied and reproduced 

by the cooperative. It is described by the president as a combination of the 

traditional ‘values of the mountain’, including “forms of solidarity and the values 

of reciprocity, gratuity and mutuality” (Gabrielli, 2013). As she and other members 

believe, such values “have always characterised the mountainous areas” 

(Ibidem).  

Many of us directly come from the experience of our grandparents, which was one of 

solidarity. That was essential. As we are a closed valley, solidarity was important to 

carry out the daily work in daily life. [...] work was always done together with other 

families. That’s because it was still quite a demanding job. The care of a whole field 

was distributed in the various families, so all the families in an area used to go to one 

field to do the harvest, to do the sowing. And this work was then exchanged. It's a 

pretty original thing to which we could actually come back to.  

(TA6) 

Through such [agricultural] activity [...] the historical memory and values that have 

always been the heritage of high mountainous lands, such as frugality, solidarity and 

communality, will be recovered and enhanced.32 

The idea of ‘otherness’ is not only recognised in the ancient identity of the 

Valleys, but it is also considered to be rooted in a deep and personal connection 

with the land.  

From my point of view, otherness is a strong tie with the land and with what can be 

considered as another vision. [...] I have studied and been away for a long time. It was 

not necessary to come back here for me, absolutely. I had every chance of being 

away, but there was this attraction that brought me back here. [...] I know that it is my 

relationship with the land that made me come back here. Here it is. So it's very difficult 

to give a definition of why I'm here in the cooperative. I know I have to stay there and 

that's it.  

(TA6) 

                                                           
32 http://www.cooperazionesocialetrentina.it/try/Cosa-facciamo/News/TERRE-ALTRE. Last 
accessed on 15th May 2017. 
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Identity is re-constructed and re-interpreted by the cooperative’s members, to 

obtain a territorial transformation from an agricultural (based on social, organic 

and cooperative farming) and socio-cultural (based on inclusion, care, belonging) 

point of view.  

[The cooperative seeks to] create...  no, it’s not ‘create’, because it was already 

there...  a certain type of culture on certain things...  to bring it back...  maybe not the 

same, because things change over the years...  to renew this thing that has always 

been...  agriculture.  

(TA4) 

However, while describing what otherness means, little consideration is given 

to its opposite. In other words, while envisioning the system-change, members 

seldom explain how does the system TA seeks to move away from look like.  

There is a search for perfection, even in agriculture: apples must be all the same, 

zucchini must be...  I mean, do you see them at the supermarket? They look like 

children’s plastic toys, right? So much everything seems perfect. Nature, on the other 

hand, is perfect in its imperfection. [...] This is what we are trying to escape from. 

People as well are different, nobody is perfect, but each and every one of us has a 

role in our own imperfection. [...] So everyone can find what is most suited to oneself, 

ones’ capabilities, one’s skills. We get away from that logic of the assembly line, 

according to which everyone does the same thing, with the same rhythms, with the 

same times.  

(TA3) 

Would you say the same [that culture and agriculture are deeply linked] in the case of 

an apple grower using Monsanto seeds? 

Aaah, no! Those are not real farmers. For them it can be apples or chickens, it doesn’t 

change much. [...] Agriculture-agriculture was a way of farming that used to be like 

that [connected to culture]. From interviews with the elderly, we have found out how 

much we have lost in terms of culture in Val di Fiemme.  

(TA1.2) 

When mentioned (e.g. in the rare quotations above), the mainstream is 

associated with the conventional agro-industrial food system and particularly its 

standardised character, which is considered as disconnecting and alienating. 
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This disconnection is not only conceived in terms of human connections, but also 

in terms of relationship with the land. In addition, the mainstream is also 

associated with multinational corporations, the use of pesticides and genetically 

modified seeds, which are deemed to be eroding the traditional local culture. 

5.4.3 System Change in NCO  

As written in their website, printed on their t-shirts, stated in their speeches, the 

consortium seeks to build a ‘Social economy, as an antidote to the criminal 

economy’ (Figure 40).  

Figure 40 NCO's tagline 

 

Source: www.ncocooperazione.com 

The meaning of social economy is explained in the Social Report of the Don 

Peppe Diana Committee, the association precursor to NCO. The Committee was 

constituted in 1994, to gather several anti-mafia local initiatives, after the murder 

of Don Peppe Diana, an anti-mafia priest shot dead by Camorra. NCO strongly 

identifies itself with the association. For instance, when I asked an NCO officer 

whether NCO has ever produced a Social Report, he said yes, showing me the 

one of Don Peppe Diana Committee.  

NCO is the productive wing of the Don Peppe Diana Committee. 

(NC8) 

Social economy is defined in the 2016 Social Report as ‘a paradigm’ based on 

‘an economy that produces goods and services of social utility, through a plurality 

of subjects who are committed to placing the general interest as the ultimate end 

of their activity’ (Comitato Don Peppe Diana, 2016). Paraphrasing the Committee, 

social economy values plurality while acknowledging the key-role of the third 

sector. At the centre of a social economy are those organisations which consider 

the generation of economic value to be a mean towards the ultimate end of 



149 

 

generating social and environmental value. The Committee particularly refers to 

Social Cooperatives, as defined by the law 381/91 as organisations with ‘the aim 

to pursue the general interest of the community in human promotion and citizens’ 

social integration’ (Ibidem). In the interviews with NCO members, the criminal 

economy is described as “a speculative economy” (NC3.1) (NC3.2), focused on 

competition between rival clans and profit maximisation. Therefore, its antidote is 

described in terms of a not-for-profit economy. 

Social economy is also described as based on ‘a network of trust and of 

territory, which generates social and relational capital, social inclusion and new 

employment’ (Comitato Don Peppe Diana, 2016). Indeed, human relations based 

on trust are considered the very base of a social economy. As Camorra is 

described as a system mainly ‘based on suspicion and fear’, its antidote has to 

be based on trust and confidence. Hence the remarked importance of those 

organisations which generate and reinforce trust relations as their ultimate goal. 

Social inclusion specifically refers to Social Cooperatives, which once again 

emerge as key organisations in the social economy, and particularly to type-B 

ones, for their focus on the work-integration of vulnerable people. Work, in terms 

of ‘new employment’ is also considered a crucial element, as through 

employment in the social economy, people can sustain themselves and their 

families. That allows human capital to be diverted from the criminal economy, 

towards alternative livelihoods. Therefore, legality emerges as closely tied to a 

form of waged contracted labour, as different from the submersed mafia 

economy. Legal employment, offered by social enterprises in the social economy, 

is considered as an insurance for sustaining honest livelihoods, and an alternative 

to the illegal, informally contracted, employment offered by Camorra.  

In addition, key elements of the social economy, as envisioned by NCO, are 

the confiscated goods. These are described as ‘symbols of a social economy as 

an antidote to the criminal one’ (Comitato Don Peppe Diana, 2016). In the 

interviews, confiscated goods are often referred to as “common goods” (NC3.1) 

(NC3.2) (NC8) (NC10). In other words, the social reutilisation of confiscated 

goods is considered, in light of social and environmental justice, as a ‘re-

appropriation of ill-gotten gains’ (Comitato Don Peppe Diana, 2016). The idea 

transform lands and assets previously owned by Camorra and give them back to 

the local community as places of meaning. In NCO’s words, the Consortium 
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seeks ‘[to achieve] the involvement of the community, for the socio-cultural 

change of the territory and to make more and more the confiscated and/or 

common goods symbols and community resources free from Camorra’.33  

The future envisioned is summarised on the NCO website as ‘supported by 

the culture of inclusion and legality, through the creation of sustainable social 

economy activities that create dignifying work for people in need’.34 

 

5.5 Scaling Routes  

Findings of the second stage of the analytical process – performed through 

categorical aggregation – are collated in Table 16. The analysis reveals nine 

different scaling routes adopted by SACs to grow their impacts and move towards 

the system change they envision. They include: scaling-up-inwards, scaling-out-

inwards, scaling-down, scaling-up-outwards, scaling-out-outwards, scaling-deep-

inwards, scaling-deep-outwards, scaling-with-inwards and scaling-with-

outwards.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
33 http://www.ncocooperazione.com/ncco/idPage/108/lang/it. Last accessed on 15th February 
2019. 
34 Ibidem 
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Table 16 Scaling Routes for SACs 

Type Description Main strategies 

Scaling UP inwards Organisational growth (vertical 

growth) 

Seeking new resources, 

people and assets 

Scaling OUT inwards Organisational growth (horizontal 

growth) 

Francising (hierarchical 

dependence) 

Scaling DOWN Organisational de-growth Restructuring the 

organisation as lighter/smaller 

Scaling UP outwards Organisational impact on policies Legal change 

Scaling OUT 

outwards 

Organisational multiplication Deliberate replication, 

spreading principles (high 

independence) 

Scaling DEEP 

inwards 

Organisational impact on (internal) 

culture 

Cultural change at an 

organisational level, e.g. 

through education and 

storytelling 

Scaling DEEP 

outwards 

Organisational impact on (societal) 

culture 

Cultural change at a societal 

level, e.g. through education 

and storytelling 

Scaling WITH 

inwards 

Organisational aggregation (existing 

organisations) 

Catalysing, building networks 

and partnerships with 

stakeholders 

Scaling WITH 

outwards 

Organisational diffusion (new 

organisations) 

Deliberate replication, 

spreading principles (high 

interdependence) 

Source: Adapted from Moore et al. (2015).   

Each of the cooperatives analysed by this research – CC, TA and NCO – were 

engaged, are engaged, or are willing to be engaged in more than one scaling 

route at a time. Rather than being mutually exclusive, different scaling routes can 

be complementary. In other words, each can contribute to match the level of 

needs the cooperatives were constituted to address and to realise the system 

change they envision.  

Different scaling strategies can also be implemented by the same organisation 

at different times of its evolution. The case of CC shows that, while keeping 

scaling-deep-outwards as the main focus (see section 5.5.7), other scaling routes 

emerged in different phases of the cooperative’s history. In the first years of CC 

constitution, efforts were directed towards scaling-with-outwards (see section 
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5.5.9), to spread principles and practices of critical production and consumption. 

On the production side, several training courses on organic agriculture were 

organised, especially targeting local farmers. As a result, some producers (CC 

members) began their conversion to organic farming, while new start-ups 

developed (and joined the cooperative later). In addition, meetings on critical 

consumption were promoted throughout the Como province, to foster the 

constitution of new SPGs to join the cooperative. Later on, particularly with the 

‘managerial turn’, efforts were directed towards a combination of scaling-deep-

inwards (see section 5.5.6) and scaling-up-inwards (see section 5.5.1).  

Clearly a single scaling strategy doesn’t have a single purpose. For instance, 

training courses on organic agriculture can be an effective measure for both 

processes of scaling-with-outwards and scaling-deep-inwards. Similarly, 

extending the shop’s opening times can accomplish organisational growth (e.g. 

scaling-up-inwards) while encouraging more people to visit the cooperative, 

therefore spreading its culture (e.g. scaling-deep-outwards). 

While each cooperative refers to multiple scaling routes, each leaves some 

unexplored. CC never mentions scaling-up-outwards or scaling-with-outwards 

(Table 17). While impacting laws and policies clearly aren’t priorities for the 

cooperative, diffusion dynamics based on interdependent relations were crucial 

in its start-up phase. Observations and conversations with the cooperatives 

members – and particularly with its pioneers – revealed that when CC was 

constituted, great effort was dedicated to strengthening organic farming 

production in the Como territory. CC in partnership with L’Isola Che C’e’, 

supported the constitution of new farming enterprises, which later joined the 

cooperative as members. However, these initiatives were restricted to the first 

phase of the cooperative’s development. As they didn’t emerge in the interviews, 

such dynamics did not appear in the process of analysis through categorical 

aggregation.      
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Table 17 Second Order Themes and Frequency in CC 

Second order themes 
Frequency 

(granular) 

Frequency 

(first order) 

Percentage 35  

Scaling up – inwards  9 3 10% 

Scaling out – inwards  1 1 1% 

Scaling down 2 1 2% 

Scaling up – outwards 0 0 0% 

Scaling out – outwards 3 1 4% 

Scaling deep – inwards  30 9 34% 

Scaling deep – outwards  34 7 38% 

Scaling with – inwards  10 6 11% 

Scaling with – outwards 0 0 0% 

Source: Author.   

Table 17 shows the overall distribution of different scaling routes in CC. 

Scaling-deep-outwards and scaling-deep-inwards emerge as the dominant 

routes embraced by the cooperative throughout its history, while little 

consideration is given to the strategies associated with organisational growth (i.e. 

scaling-up-inwards and scaling-out-inwards).   

Figure 41 Scaling Routes in CC - A Visual Representation 

 

Source: Author.   

                                                           
35 Please note percentage is calculated with reference to granular coding.  

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45



154 

 

The processes of scaling-out-inwards and scaling down never emerge in TA 

(Table 18). As discussed in relation to its willingness to scale-up-inwards, the 

cooperative’s relative young age predisposes it to more growth-centred scaling 

routes. Vertical growth in this case is considered as a suitable strategy for 

matching the level of needs.   

Table 18 Second Order Themes and Frequency in TA 

Second order themes 
Frequency 

(granular) 

Frequency 

(first order) 

Percentage 36 

Scaling up – inwards  12 3 18% 

Scaling out – inwards 0 0 0% 

Scaling down 0 0 0% 

Scaling up – outwards 5 1 7% 

Scaling out – outwards 1 1 1% 

Scaling deep – inwards  6 2 9% 

Scaling deep – outwards  25 6 37% 

Scaling with – inwards  18 7 27% 

Scaling with – outwards 1 1 1% 

Source: Author.  

Figure 42 depicts the above considerations in a clearer way. Notwithstanding 

the moderate importance accorded to scaling-up-inwards, scaling-deep-

outwards remains the most represented scaling route, followed by scaling-with-

inwards. Differently from CC and NCO, scaling-deep-inwards is a weak dynamic 

in TA. Once again, this can be explained by the cooperative’s young age, which 

hasn’t yet provided opportunities for reflection on an internal cultural change.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
36 Please note percentage is calculated with reference to granular coding.  



155 

 

Figure 42 Scaling Routes in TA - A Visual Representation 

 

Source: Author.  

Scaling-out-inwards and scaling down are left unexplored in NCO too (Table 

19). This is due to the very nature of the consortium. On the one hand, its ‘light 

structure’ (see section 5.2.3) is less suited for processes of horizontal growth and 

more inclined towards the adoption of scaling-out and scaling-with routes. On the 

other hand, the size of the consortium is already quite small (five cooperatives 

only). This makes scaling-down a less relevant option.   

Table 19 Second Order Themes and Frequency in NCO 

Second order themes 
Frequency 

(granular) 

Frequency 

(first order) 

Percentage 37 

Scaling up – inwards  6 4 9% 

Scaling out – inwards 0 0 0% 

Scaling down 0 0 0% 

Scaling up – outwards 4 1 6% 

Scaling out – outwards 6 2 9% 

Scaling deep – inwards  13 4 20% 

Scaling deep – outwards  16 4 25% 

Scaling with – inwards  16 5 25% 

Scaling with – outwards 4 1 6% 

                                                           
37 Please note percentage is calculated with reference to granular coding.  
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Source: Author.   

As Figure 43 shows, the most widespread scaling routes throughout the 

experience of NCO are scaling-deep-outwards, scaling-with-inwards and scaling-

deep-inwards. This result confirms the trend emerged in CC and TA, which gives 

a special mention to dynamics associated with the creation of cultural change at 

a societal level. However, in NCO, processes associated with organisational 

aggregation appear to be equally important. As extensively explained in sections 

5.2.3, 5.3.3 and 5.4.3 as well as in Chapter 6.3.1, stakeholder engagement for 

building networks of alliance is critical for NCO, especially given its anti-mafia 

vocation.  

Figure 43 Scaling Routes in NCO - A Visual Representation 

 

Source: Author.   

Tables 17, 18 and 19 show that, although different combinations of scaling 

approaches emerge in the context of each cooperative, there is a pattern 

emerging in all three of them. That is the strong focus that each cooperative 

accords to the processes of scaling deep. This is also represented in Table 20, 

which summarises in one table the findings so far discussed.  
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Table 20 Scaling Routes in CC, TA and NCO - A Summary 

Second order themes 
Percentage 

in CC 38  

Percentage 

in TA 39 

Percentage 

in NCO 40 

Percentage 

overall 41 

Scaling up – inwards  10% 18% 9% 12% 

Scaling out – inwards  1% 0% 0% 0% 

Scaling down 2% 0% 0% 1% 

Scaling up – outwards 0% 7% 6% 4% 

Scaling out – outwards 4% 1% 9% 5% 

Scaling deep – inwards  34% 9% 20% 21% 

Scaling deep – outwards  38% 37% 25% 33% 

Scaling with – inwards  11% 27% 25% 21% 

Scaling with – outwards 0% 1% 6% 2% 

Source: Author.   

Table 20 colour codes scaling routes in the three cooperatives. In white are 

signposted those scaling/cooperative combinations with no occurrence in the 

data analysed (0%); coloured in light grey are those with low frequency (≤10%); 

in darker grey those with intermediate frequency (11%≤29%) and in the darkest 

colour the highest (≥30%). Scaling-deep-inwards emerges as a strong route in 

CC only, while scaling-deep-outwards is the strongest in both CC and TA, 

showing a high frequency in NCO too and therefore resulting as the strongest 

process overall. Chapter 6.3.3 explores scaling-deep dynamics in greater detail. 

5.5.1 Scaling-Up-Inwards 

Scaling-up-inwards is the classic process of organisational growth, the one that 

management and organisation studies literature mostly associates with the 

concept of scaling (see Chapter 2). It refers to the growth in size of the 

organisation and it can be achieved through increased revenues, increased 

number of employees, expansion of headquarters’ size, acquisition of new 

assets, etc.  

This is a very important scaling strategy in TA, not yet implemented but widely 

prefigured by its members. A growth in the organisation’s revenues, employees 

                                                           
38 Please note percentage is calculated with reference to granular coding.  
39 Please note percentage is calculated with reference to granular coding.  
40 Please note percentage is calculated with reference to granular coding.  
41 Please note overall percentage is the average of CC, TA and NCO percentage.   
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and assets are all considered as key priorities for improving the effectiveness of 

the cooperative and to maximise the impacts of its activities.  

The big problem is that unfortunately we do not have [control of] the whole supply 

chain. The ideal for us would be to be able to grow, transform and sell medicinal herbs. 

However, at the moment we only have production and sales. To transform them we 

have to go somewhere else, and that affects the costs a lot.  

(TA7) 

Given TA’s relatively recent foundation, organisational growth is considered as 

part of the start-up phase, a process of stabilisation towards finding the right 

balance to match the level of needs (e.g. to provide significant opportunities for 

work integration to a greater number of vulnerable people in the two Valleys). 

Therefore, organisational growth is considered as a means to achieve the social 

and environmental goals of the cooperative. However, TA’s members are aware 

of the challenges and limitations that organisational growth entails. Their critical 

approach to growth is further discussed later in this chapter, in section 5.6.   

Although with a lower emphasis than in TA, scaling-up-inwards processes 

emerge in CC and NCO too. In CC, they are mostly associated with the 

‘managerial turn’ from 2015. Indeed, under the guidance of the new management, 

the cooperative’s shop was enlarged (doubling its size) and its opening times 

extended (from two to five days a week). New staff was hired to support marketing 

and communication, however working hours were cut for all employees. At the 

same time, CC experienced an internal cultural reorientation (i.e. scaling-deep-

inwards). This is mentioned in section 5.5.6 and explored in greater detail in 

Chapter 6.3.3.   

In NCO, scaling-up-inwards is associated with the acquisition of new 

confiscated assets, the building of new premises (such as the processing plant), 

hiring a temporary manager and generally increasing their turnover.     

5.5.2 Scaling-Out-Inwards 

Scaling-out-inwards is similar to scaling-up-inwards as both processes are 

framed in the context of organisational growth. However, scaling-out-inwards 

specifically refers to a ‘horizontal growth’ of the organisation that entails a 

geographical expansion. For example it can include expansion through the 
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opening of new branches and new stores in a different geographical context and 

expansion through franchising. In this context, the child organisation is tight to the 

parent through a formal agreement (e.g. franchise agreement) or as different 

components of the same business.  

Interestingly, in our case studies, scaling-out-inwards as a scaling strategy is 

either entirely ignored (e.g. the case of TA) or mostly overlooked (e.g. the case 

of CC, where it is only mentioned once) or even considered detrimental (e.g. the 

case of NCO).  

In CC, one interviewee considers the possibility of expanding the cooperative’s 

activities “to other contexts” (CC6). Focusing on The Food Narrated, she 

suggests improving its impact through the inclusion of a mobile feature like “a 

small street food van, to take part in several events” across the country (CC6).  

Otherwise, scaling-out-inwards is never mentioned as a scaling opportunity. 

On the contrary, NCO strongly considers a geographical expansion as 

detrimental. That is described in terms of “colonising territories” (NC3.2), a 

strategy that “makes you [the cooperative] lose touch with the one territory where 

you belong” (NC9).  

5.5.3 Scaling Down 

Scaling-down refers to organisational de-growth, intended as a process of 

organisational restructuring towards a lighter/smaller system.  

Scaling-down as a strategy for improving the effectiveness of a cooperative 

emerges in the context of CC, however it is never mentioned in the other cases. 

As a CC interviewee states: 

We must have the ability to say: all right, I [CC] have created farms that work, that are 

able to manage themselves, and so I take a step back and let them move on [...] we 

need to restructure the cooperative and make it go back to the political role it once 

had.  

(CC12) 

He suggests that, given the evolution of needs in the context of CC, the 

cooperative could be restructured as a lighter, less centralised system, with a 

leading role given to the producers, and a smaller organisations, not so much 
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focused on expansion (e.g. opening a new shop) but on its original “political role”. 

That, he believes, would be necessary for the cooperative to achieve the 

envisioned system change.  

5.5.4 Scaling-Up-Outwards 

Scaling-up-outwards is a process of legal change, where the organisation fosters 

an impact on laws and policies. This is what Moore et al. (2015) refers to as 

‘scaling up’. In addition to Moore and colleagues’ category, we specify that this 

scaling route operates at a societal level (i.e. it is a process of scaling ‘outwards’) 

rather than organisational. It is therefore different from the process of scaling-up-

inwards.   

This scaling process emerges in TA and NCO. In TA, as an envisioned strategy 

for the future. In NCO, as an effective scaling route already implemented and still 

on-going.  

The context of TA is very relevant to this scaling route, as TA was the first SAC 

to be constituted in the whole Trento Province. While agricultural cooperatives 

and Social Cooperatives are two strong and widespread movements in Trentino, 

SACs have only started emerging recently. When TA was constituted in 2013, 

the founder members registered the cooperative as a social and agricultural 

enterprise. Such a (relatively) novel registration generated confusion in the legal 

offices of the Trentino Chamber of Commerce and caused major disruption for 

the new-born cooperative. In addition, public authorities considered TA as being 

‘too much of a social cooperative’ to be able to benefit from agricultural subsidies, 

as well as ‘too much of an agricultural cooperative’ to obtain particular benefits 

specifically designed for Social Cooperatives. To overcome such an identity 

ambiguity, TA considered it was essential to impact public policies (i.e. to have 

the SAC business model recognised by public authorities).   

We have already discussed in the previous chapter the relevance of laws and 

policies in supporting NCO activities (see Chapter 5.4). There are at least three 

key laws the consortium benefitted from. They are the so-called Basaglia’s law, 

n. 180/79 for the closure of psychiatric hospitals; the law n. 109/96 for the social 

reuse of confiscated goods and the regional law n. 1/2012 for the implementation 

of individualised-rehabilitative-therapeutic-projects (i.e. health budgets) in 

Campania. NCO’s member cooperatives had a key role for the passing of the 
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latter one, actively and strongly contributing to several lobbying initiatives, 

including protests, hunger strikes, and public consultations.  

In addition, through the National Social Farming Forum (co-founded in 2012 

by NCO’s president), the consortium is currently contributing to the definition of 

the decrees implementing the law n. 141/2015 on social farming. During my stay 

at the cooperative Al Di La’ Dei Sogni, I followed NCO representatives in a 

conference in Naples, discussing possible directions for such decrees with other 

stakeholders such as, among others, representatives of the government, local 

public authorities, the University of Naples and third sector organisations.  

5.5.5 Scaling-Out-Outwards 

Scaling-out-outwards is the route Moore et al. (2015) call ‘scaling out’. That is a 

process of organisational multiplication and innovation diffusion. Although the 

concept of deliberate replication is shared with the process of scaling-out-

inwards, the two scaling routes are very different from each other. While scaling-

out-inwards is framed in the context of organisational growth, scaling-out-

outwards doesn’t aim at growing the parent organisation. In other words, while in 

the former there is high dependence between the child organisation and the 

parent (e.g. replication through chain stores), in the latter the relation between 

child and parent is of high independence. For the parent organisation, scaling-

out-outwards is a process of self-less replication, where principles, business 

models and know-how are gifted to the new born organisation.  

Scaling-out-outwards is only mentioned once in TA and in rare occasions in 

CC. There, it is described in terms of supporting the constitution of new farmers 

markets, not necessarily associated with the cooperative, and with encouraging 

other organisations to deliver similar educational activities to those already 

implemented by the cooperative. On the other hand, scaling-out-outwards has 

been greatly implemented by NCO, considered a good strategy for the collective 

construction of a social economy, alternative to the criminal economy.   

We have always been characterized as a consortium that pays attention, more than 

to growth, to multiplication.  

(NC3.1) 
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So, there are no models that are unique. And there must not be. There must not be 

the NCO model for everyone. No, it would be a mistake from the outset. [...] To mature 

and accompany processes of social enterprise and real economy: this is the true 

revolution. We do not imagine an apical structure, nor an industrial structure, but we 

imagine a series of activities that can be carried out in a semi-artisan way instead. [...] 

So this is the idea: to make other realities grow. [...] [For example] in [name of the 

town] there is [name of the organisation]. They are a bunch of guys who came to work 

as volunteers in our confiscated property. We walked a sort of path with them: how to 

organize a cooperative, how to manage an organisation, a series of things. We have 

accompanied them for a while. [...] Gradually contacts are opened. It opens...  It’s a 

beautiful thing, where everyone gives contact to another.  

(NC2.1) 

If we take a small, organic, seed and we plant it in another fertile ground... for example 

in [name of the town]... There, it will grow in autonomy. It won’t depend on me 

anymore, it will depend on itself. There, it will make people find a job, it will change 

their lives and consequently it will develop as a new activity. [...] We should consider 

all those people who have not passed through the consortium contractually, but 

culturally and in terms of accompaniment, coaching, volunteering, and that are now 

determined. [For example] A month ago another cooperative was born in [name of 

the town], who took over the management of [name of the place] Park. They had come 

to our farm to have a look, to do a training course and then they were entrusted this 

park by the City Council. There, they have started up [...] all sort of wonderful 

initiatives. Self-determined. [...] I did not grow up, they grew up. It is different. I 

invested on them, on these people, not on my cooperative. My cooperative has 

already achieved its goal.  

(NC3.1) 

Self-determination emerges as a keyword for the process of scaling-out-

outwards. The parent organisation inspires and supports the child, which 

determines itself as an autonomous, independent organisation. However, they 

are united by the same vision of the future. For example, if NCO inspires the 

constitution of other organisations on other confiscated lands, they will strengthen 

a social economy together, but each contributing in its own way.   

5.5.6 Scaling-Deep-Inwards 

Scaling-deep-inwards is a process of cultural change that impacts the 
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organisation (i.e. organisational culture). It is based on the idea that, in order to 

improve the effectiveness of the organisation and scale its impacts, an internal 

cultural change is needed.  

In TA, the internal cultural shift operated is towards a “diffused” managerial 

approach, described as a non-hierarchical structure, based on a non-profit 

“mentality” (TA3). This is an approach that values diversity – the so-called “human 

biodiversity of the members” (TA3) – and encourages members’ initiative and 

personal responsibility within the cooperative. 

We are many, we have many completely different ideas. We question ourselves, we 

see things differently. To give you an example, this winter they [a group of members] 

wanted to do the energy evaluations of the products. These are things I don't believe 

in at all. [...] However, there are those who invest more in biodynamics, some in other 

things. As long as you can find a balance between us members, everything is fine. I 

don't want to step on you, you don't step on my ideas...  let's go ahead together, right? 

In a beautiful and different way. 

(TA1.2)  

The diffused approach featured by TA is also described in opposition to a 

“masculine” (TA3) organisational culture.  

The economic system in which we live is strictly masculine. This is capitalism. Even 

women managers, they are masculine models. There is no room for the femininity, 

creativity, spirituality of a woman. [...] The present economic system is all based on a 

pyramidal structure. [...] However, our cooperative is different. I am happy because 

we are males and females but we are all able to grasp these aspects. We don’t come 

from a proper entrepreneurial culture and this allows us to sit in a circle: myself, the 

president, together with all the others, to reason together. I don't do ‘the boss’. Instead 

I say: ok, let's try to think about it. Everyone can value their thoughts, their intuition 

about a problem, about everything. Of course, the decision-making processes are 

eternal. In a business, if one makes a decision, that’s it, the others adapt. Clearly this 

is different, we are all together in this.  

(TA3) 

Differently from TA, NCO experienced a scaling-deep-inwards process away 

from an unstructured approach to management towards a hierarchical re-

organisation. This was implemented through hiring a temporary manager with the 
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aim to educate the consortium’s staff to be more ‘business-like’.    

As the NCO president explains: 

Together with other members of the consortium, we questioned ourselves and we 

went through a journey with a temporary manager. As a resource made available by 

the consortium, he went round all the cooperatives, to mentalize all the members on 

things like direction, management, administration, to improve more and more the 

performance of each cooperative, which means supporting the ideas. It is not enough 

to do the work integration, to have a community. We must also have the accounts in 

place, to be able to keep up with billings. 

(NC3.2) 

At a training course I had the privilege to observe, the temporary manager 

presented himself as a development economist, with a US educational 

background and a solid work experience in the multinational corporative sector. 

Starting from the assumption that “the competitiveness of a company is built from 

within” (in other words, from a process of scaling-deep-inwards), he presented 

his training as a work on the “executive staff” (i.e. NCO and member cooperatives’ 

board), “a work on the apical aspects of an organisation” (observation notes). He 

pointed out that “a limit of the third sector” is “an excess of participative 

democracy” (Ibidem). In his view, to manage any enterprise (for-profit and social 

enterprise) a hierarchical managerial style is needed, where power is given to 

those with the highest competence and expertise. In order to realise that in the 

third sector, he believes that a “work on people’s heads” is needed, “to question 

everything”. Such work, he concludes, “is a delicate process from an ethical point 

of view” (Ibidem).   

Similar to NCO, CC underwent a cultural change towards hierarchical 

approaches. However, while in NCO such organisational change was realised 

through training the executive staff, in CC it was implemented through replacing 

the board with a brand-new management (see also Chapter 6.3.3.2). As 

members described it, was a change from an “amateurish” (CC 13), “oratory-like” 

(fieldwork notes from the Annual General Meeting) and “grassroots” (CC8) 

management approach, to a “professional” (CC15), “rigorous” (CC13) and “higher 

level” (CC8).  

Before 2015 the board was composed of 13 (2009-2012) and 15 (2012-2015) 
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members, representative of all the members’ categories. The old management 

was mostly composed by CC pioneers, people with a very high motivational drive 

and very low entrepreneurial skills. Investing time and efforts towards ensuring 

inclusivity and transparency, they issued long and detailed annual social reports 

(from 2010 to 2012). They included a letter from the president, information about 

activities, governance and strategies, stakeholders, social events, economic 

balance sheet and orientations for the future. Moreover, to further promote the 

democratic participation of the members, they established a number of working 

groups in support of the board. As the 2012 social report explains:  

This decision aims to avoid a disconnection between the administrative body and the 

one ‘on the field’ that is working to develop and propose activities on the territory.  

(Corto Circuito, 2012, p.30) 

In 2015, an unforeseen serious budgetary deficit led the whole board of 

administration to resign and encouraged the entire management structure to 

radically change. To avoid immediate bankruptcy, CC members were asked to 

recapitalise and many generously responded to the appeal. At the same time, 

two volunteers, retired managers from the for-profit corporate world, were 

engaged as consultants. The new board introduced new management roles – 

including a ‘director of operations’ –, defined a rigidly structured hierarchical 

organogram and elaborated a communication plan, including the identification of 

specific target-customers.  

In addition, efficiency was placed at the centre of the organisational cultural 

change brought about by the new board. The focus on efficiency emerges from 

the language and metaphors used by the new management. For example, the 

marketing strategy elaborated in 2015 states:  

[T]he road we are driving is the right one, but to avoid breakdowns and accidents a 

good car is required. That has to be reliable, to provide good performance with 

reduced fuel consumption and to be driven by someone who has clear ideas on 

destination and route. 

(Corto Circuito, 2015, p. 24) 

In this metaphor, the new management is compared to a road, as ‘the right 

way to go’, and the cooperative to a car, describing how the car should behave 
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and therefore shaping the imaginary about how the cooperative should evolve: 

towards rationalisation, efficiency and strong individual leadership. On the other 

hand, three years before, in an open letter to the cooperative’s stakeholders, the 

former president painted a very different scenario, speaking about “the path we 

are walking”, describing the governance system as a “process”, where the board 

was called to facilitate the creation of working groups “having the alliance’s thread 

as the lead”, as “we know that participation requires attention and care” (Corto 

Circuito, 2012, p.4). 

5.5.7 Scaling-Deep-Outwards 

Scaling-deep-outwards is the process Moore et al. (2015) refers to as ‘scaling 

deep’. Scaling-deep-outwards is similar to scaling-deep-inwards in that they both 

hold a specific focus on cultural change. However, scaling-deep-outwards is 

concerned with cultural change at a societal level, rather than organisational. The 

underlying assumption of this scaling process is that, to achieve system change, 

impacting societal cultural roots has to be a priority. 

Scaling-deep-outwards is key in CC. One of the key cultural transformation 

operated by CC at a societal level is the deconstruction of the dichotomy 

producers/consumers and its reconstruction as co-producers.  

What we [CC] are interested in is to activate ways of exchanging goods so that 

everyone is respected: who produces, who buys and our territory. This is a change 

that requires at its base a cultural transformation among people. It means actualising 

the concepts of good, healthy and fair [food] in the practice of exchange between 

producers and buyers. It also means agreeing on the criteria to follow in production, 

reasoning together on fair prices, supporting producers by guaranteeing the purchase 

of the amount agreed together: [it means that] we become co-producers.   

(Social Report, 2010, p.23) 

CC explicitly addresses ‘co-producers’ as a novel category to name producers 

and consumers within the cooperative. Such discursive practice shifts the cultural 

context from one dominated by the logics of separation, competition and 

maximisation of individual utility, to one based on cooperation and shared 

responsibility, both between growers and eaters and among growers and eaters 

themselves. In other words, being co-producers allows moving from practices of 

mutual exploitation to practices of mutual care.  
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In addition to discursive practices, storytelling and transformative learning are 

considered as key strategies by CC to produce a cultural change at a societal 

level.  Storytelling as a scaling deep strategy is realised through the activity so-

called ‘Il cibo raccontato (‘Food narrated’) (see Chapter 5.2.2). As the cooks-

affabulators relate: 

We can’t talk about food without telling stories. [...] Which are the food policies 

regulating the food market? Do profits really improve food quality and accessibility? 

How about technological development? How much does that improve these 

dynamics? [...] Food is presented as a vehicle of values [...]. The real reason for 

narrating food is to try developing a critical consciousness […]. What we try to do as 

cooks-affabulators is to narrate stories. Sometimes we give explanations. Some other 

times, maliciously and cunningly, we leave open doors for a thousand questions.   

Zenzero and Maipiuragnatele, 2016, pp. 13-1442   

From the quote above, values emerge as key components in the process of 

scaling deep. This is reinforced by the 2011 Social Report (p. 4), which stated:  

Lifestyle change is the purpose of the existence of Corto Circuito and we are 

convinced that this can only be achieved through a cultural transformation of people.  

In other words, nourishing the values of awareness (i.e. critical consciousness) 

and frugality (i.e. a simple lifestyle) is essential for realising a solidarity economy 

(see section 5.2.1 and Chapter 6.3.2.3).  

Transformative learning includes the implementation of educational initiatives, 

to improve people’s knowledge, and skill-sharing activities, to strengthen their 

capabilities. For example, the initiative so-called ‘A spasso per la filiera’ (‘Strolling 

along the supply chain’), gives voices to stories from the producers, to bring them 

closer to the consumers. Through this activity, producers meet consumers 

directly on farm, guiding them through their fields, telling their personal stories, 

the story of their farm and their products, their motivations and aspirations. The 

aim is for producers and consumers to strengthen their relationship while getting 

to know each other better. Moreover, the farmers market, so-called ‘Il mercato 

dei beni e delle relazioni’ (‘The market of goods and of relations’), contributes to 

scaling-deep-outwards through being at the same time a marketplace and a 

participative, educational space, where producers and consumers can informally 

                                                           
42 Translated into English by the author.  
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meet, discuss and learn from each other. In addition, educational activities based 

on the principle of learning by doing, so-called ‘Con le mie mani’ (‘With my own 

two hands’), are jointly organised by producers and consumers. Producers often 

host these activities in their farms. They include courses for self-production, 

vocational courses, workshops for schools and summer centres. 

To re-connect people with their territory and with each other, TA seeks to 

eradicate “the good Samaritan mentality” in Fiemme and Fassa valleys. That is 

to enable a cultural shift from philanthropic (capitalistic) to cooperative (civil) 

relations (see Chapter 6.3.2.3).  

As a pioneer explains:  

[when we constituted the cooperative] we really had to build everything from scratch. 

Including people’s mentality. [...] [local residents] were not used to interact with 

[vulnerable people]. I mean, they [the vulnerable] generated a little fear. But that was 

just because there wasn’t a habit [to work together]. There wasn’t a mental attitude, 

from a certain point of view, to consider them [the vulnerable] as resources [...]. Here 

[in Fiemme and Fassa valleys], there wasn’t that mental attitude yet. Instead, there 

was a lot of “the good Samaritan mentality”: I help you because you need me, but I 

do not help you because I believe in you, I believe you have the potential to give 

something to this society. 

(TA3) 

As Zamagni clarifies:  

The principle of reciprocity sounds like this: I give you (or do) something so that you 

in turn can give (or do) something to others or, sometimes, to me. On the contrary, 

the principle of the exchange of equivalents, that is the basis of capitalist action, 

states: I give you (or do) something as long as you give me the equivalent value in 

exchange. In turn, the principle of philanthropy or pure altruism states: I give you 

something as long as you do not give me anything; indeed, I don't even want to know 

your identity. [...] Note that while philanthropy is fully compatible with capitalist action, 

the principle of reciprocity is excluded from the latter.  

Zamagni, 2012, p. 1443 

In TA, cooperative relations based on the principle of reciprocity are 

                                                           
43 Translated into English by the author.  
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understood as human relations as well as relations of humans with their natural 

environment. That is a generalised form of reciprocity (see Chapter 6.3.2). 

Strategies adopted by TA to scale-deep-outwards are similar to those 

observed in CC. TA implements discursive practices (e.g. it consciously refers to 

vulnerable people as to “people with a low employment rate” (TA1.1)); practices 

storytelling (e.g. the ‘Ancient root project’, as described in section 5.2.2); and 

invests in transformative learning, such as educational and skill sharing initiatives 

(e.g. educational activities to identify and harvest wild herbs). 

To build ‘a social economy as an antidote to the criminal economy’,44 NCO 

implements unique scaling-deep-outwards strategies. These include the use of 

artworks as symbolic representation of values to pursue societal cultural change 

(e.g. Figures 44 and 45).    

Figure 44 The Cooperative Agropoli's Headquarter 1/2 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.   

 

 

 

                                                           
44 http://www.ncocooperazione.com/. Last accessed on 15th February 2019. 
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Figure 45 The Cooperative Agropoli's Headquarter 2/2 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.   

Figures 44 and 45 show the headquarter of one of the cooperative members 

of NCO, a confiscated villa in San Cipriano D’Aversa. Holes in the wall have been 

drilled to symbolise the culture of trust and inclusivity NCO seeks to disseminate, 

in opposition to the culture of suspect and exclusion performed by Camorra, 

represented by the wall itself. Cooperative’s values such as ‘courage’, 

‘perseverance’, ‘strength’ and ‘dreams’ are represented in the affixed artworks. 

In addition, NCO relies on irony as the main strategy to transform meanings, 

provoke cultural change at a societal level and ultimately enable the shift from a 

criminal economy to a social economy. The very name of the consortium – Nuova 

Cooperazione Organizzata (New Organised Cooperation) – was chosen to 

subvert the meaning of the acronym NCO, widely used by the media to identify 

the notorious criminal organisation – Nuova Camorra Organizzata (New 

Organised Camorra). Another example is the name chosen for the Christmas 

initiative ‘Facciamo un pacco alla Camorra’, which literally means ‘Let’s give 

Camorra a package’, ironically referring to the popular Neapolitan expression fare 

un pacco (to give a package/gift) that means to cheat. Yet another example is the 

decision to refer to the area where the consortium operates as the ‘Land of Don 
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Peppe Diana’, rather than the ‘Land of fires’. While the media have widely 

reported the criminal activities in the region, labelling it ‘Land of fires’, NCO seeks 

to restore the dignity of the territory through voicing stories of resistance, such as 

the one of Don Peppe Diana, a priest murdered by Camorra for his anti-mafia 

activity. 

5.5.8 Scaling-With-Inwards 

Scaling-with-inwards is a process of organisational aggregation. It is the idea that 

L’unione fa la forza, as a popular Italian saying recites. ‘United we are stronger’. 

In this scaling process networking activities and partnership building are 

considered key strategies. This is a scaling route that emerges from fieldwork 

observations and interviews with the cooperative’s members, in all of the three 

cases and in TA and NCO particularly.  

However less frequent in CC, the process of scaling-with-inwards appears as 

a key scaling route adopted by the cooperative. As the whole organisation is 

based on partnerships between producers and consumers, enforcing these 

partnerships is a vital strategy for guaranteeing the effectiveness of the 

organisation. On the one hand, through enforcing existing partnerships (e.g. 

between producers and SPGs), CC tackles the needs the cooperative was 

constituted to address (see Chapter 5.2.4). On the other hand, through building 

new partnerships (e.g. with other producers), CC enforces the solidarity economy 

system, envisioned as system change (see Chapter 5.2.5). Because they 

contributed to the fulfilment of CC’s relational needs, scaling-with-inwards 

dynamics made the cooperative redundant for some of its members. As a worker 

member reports: 

After coming to the farmers market for some time, producers have developed their 

own clientele. Many [former CC customers] now go directly to them [the producers] 

for their purchases.  

(CC8) 

Although this results in CC losing customers, it is not considered as a negative 

dynamic. Instead, that was seen as the demonstration of the effectiveness of CC 

(i.e. it effectively strengthened direct relations between producers and 

consumers). In addition, L’Isola Che C’è and CC facilitated the creation of an 
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informal solidarity network among producers, once behaving as isolated 

individuals. As a farmer member explains, during an interview which was 

interrupted several times by phone calls from other farmers: 

[Our farm was] constituted under the push of L’Isola Che C’è, that were looking for 

producers... that is to their [credit]... it was also very interesting because it put 

producers together, it created co-operation dynamics, which probably would never 

have been born [otherwise]... like you see now [another farmer] phones me as he 

needs a mulching fabric, and he needs it urgently as his own will be delivered late... 

then I told him I have a spare one so you can borrow mine...  Or exchange of 

knowledge, information: if I miss something I have to hand over to Corto [Circuito], I 

phone someone else and I tell him you bring it. These dynamics, here in Lombardy, 

are moving a step forward... and surely we have to give them [L’Isola Che C’è and 

Corto Circuito] credit for this. 

(CC12) 

Interestingly, after the closure of the cooperative in 2016, the weekly farmers 

market continued its activities informally. In other words, CC successfully scaled, 

making the way for a self-sustaining (yet informal) relational system between and 

among producers and consumers, reaching one of the key goals the cooperative 

was initially constituted to achieve. More in detail, even though the cooperative 

closed, the process of scaling-with-inwards was effectively implemented.   

In TA, the impact of the cooperative’s activities is highly determined by the 

strength of its relations with stakeholders. In the case of TA, they are often 

constituted by/through direct friendship and family relationship. For example, 

some of the land cultivated by the cooperative belongs to its members’ friends 

and families, who grant TA access at a discounted price. As another example, 

the members’ personal relationships with local supermarket directors facilitate the 

cooperative to have its products sold in their shops.   

Scaling-with-inwards is also considered as a preferential route for future 

initiatives. As a member explains:  

The other important thing [...] is the network discourse. I mean being part of a network. 

In this regard, another of my ideas, that I am carrying forward, is to create a green-

network in the valley. [...] And so I have contacted two realities for this purpose. One 

is [name of the organisation] in [name of the village where it is located], which is an 
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organic agricultural enterprise, producing dairy products, meat, etc. The other one is 

[name of the organisation] in [name of the village where it is located], which has an 

organic trout farm. There are only three of us, but we are considering extending it to 

include other outlets such as restaurants for example, that are set on organic...  or 

other companies that I know which privilege organic products...  I don’t know, we are 

thinking about it. 

(TA7) 

Scaling-with-inwards may foster important cooperation dynamics among 

different actors in the network. For example:  

[We should collaborate with the other farmers in the valley] at a very material level, 

lending means or tools or other things...  perhaps even buying goods together to 

reduce the costs. 

(TA6) 

In NCO, given the particular conflictual context where the consortium is set, 

processes of scaling-with-inwards are even more critical. As described in Chapter 

5.4, the consortium itself was constituted as the outcome of a scaling-with-

inwards process (i.e. the aggregation of coops fighting on the same battlefield). 

What’s unique of the NCO case is the importance accorded to a wide and diverse 

array of relations, inclusive of those with for-profit organisations.  

Also, we are no longer alone. I mean, those who are bigger than us, they have made 

themselves available.  

Who are they? 

I think of [a consortium of Social Cooperatives], who is giving us a hand in Naples. I 

also think of [an SAC] in Rome, [another SAC] in Florence, [another consortium of 

Social Cooperatives] in Milan... 

What do you mean by ‘give us a hand’? 

I mean they help us out when we are in need. Both in terms of know-how and in terms 

of... how can I say...  of ‘product advancement’...  And [in terms] of programming...  

And of networking as well. [...] And this is for what concerns our sector. Then there is 

the whole business sector that has reported the racket, the families of the victims. 

Think of [a for profit organisation]. Think of how much strength it is giving us in 

entrepreneurial terms and on those things we are trying to do. That is, it is important, 
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isn’t it? It teaches you that if you use that machinery, in that way, with that alteration, 

it saves you time and makes you improve on your [productivity]. 

(NC10) 

5.5.9 Scaling-With-Outwards 

Scaling-with-outwards is a process of organisational diffusion. It shares with 

scaling-with-inwards the idea that “united we are stronger”, however that principle 

is practiced differently in the two processes. Indeed while scaling-with-inwards is 

a process of aggregation that brings together existing organisation (we can think 

of it as moved by a centripetal force), scaling-with-outwards is a process of 

diffusion, leading to the creation of new organisations (a centrifugal force). At the 

same time, scaling-with-outwards is different from the other scaling routes 

concerned with replication and diffusion (i.e. scaling-out-inwards and scaling-out-

outwards). While scaling-out-inwards entails a relation of high dependence 

between parent and child organisations and scaling-out-inwards a relation of high 

independence, in scaling-with-outwards the relations between parent and child 

organisations is of high interdependence. As NCO members clearly explain it:  

If the other grows, then I grow too. If I accompany, as an the elder brother, another 

group of young people, on another territory... and I give away our best practice, 

calmly, through companionship, parsimony and patience... and that group manages 

to create a start-up, to consolidate, and to replicate the same experience... whether 

on a confiscated land or in other areas... as a result, that group... which is not me, it 

is other from me... in the right autonomy... it will pursue the same ideal. [...] Say I take 

some money and re-invest them in one of these communities, for example in 

Pugliano; say I set up a group of young people, which becomes a cooperative; say 

they later become better than me, say they have specialized on something that I do 

not do; say I can go to them to learn new things. Then, we have won. I [NCO] am, 

practically, I am satisfied with all this. And I think I have accomplished our mission in 

our small way. If I make my farm even more beautiful, I buy an extra wooden house 

to do things, I buy a new car and start giving company cars to the members...  certainly 

the farm can grow, we give an image that is even more professional, and so on...  but 

I do not get this satisfaction. I prefer walking around with an old car, taking the 

subway...  but then get there [in Pugliano] and be filled with joy. 

(NC3.1) 
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Through the process of scaling-out-outwards, the (parent) organisation 

encourages the constitution of other (child) organisations. Although self-

determined and autonomous, parent and child organisations maintain a strong 

connection with each other and establish a (often informal) relation of mutual 

support.    

While of scaling-out-outwards doesn’t emerge in CC and it is only mentioned 

once in the case of TA, it is better acknowledge in NCO. The consortium, 

throughout the years, has in fact inspired and supported the constitution of many 

organisations that are now greatly involved in NCO’s networks as stakeholders. 

For example: 

In [name of the town], there is the cooperative of the guys who opened a restaurant, 

it's called [name of the organisation], they transform their products here in Maiano, in 

our processing plant.  

(NC2.1) 

[When the same organisation as above was constituted] they had just started, had no 

money and didn’t know how to do things. So I [NCO] took on some expenses, I bought 

the pumpkins, I processed them, I presented them, they sent me the graphics and I 

labelled them. I also did the packaging and sell them for them.   

(NC10) 

We have planted 20 hectares of olive grove. We will leave it to [the young people in 

Pugliano]. They did not believe it, they said: “But how can you leave me these 

hectares? You have spent 200,000 euros and now you leave them to me?” But why 

should I care about the olive groves? The important thing is that you determine 

yourself and constitute the cooperative. I realise that this is a disruptive pattern of 

thought, a different way of thinking about profit. It’s not that we are not pursuing profit, 

right? We do pursue it, we work there. The point is what we do with it. 

(NC3.1) 

 

5.6 Scaling Without Growth  

A recurrent theme in conversations with SACs members is about ‘growth’. While 

the keyword ‘scaling’ proved difficult for respondents to connect with (see 

limitations in Chapter 7), the keyword ‘growth’ emerged frequently in relation to 
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issues of scaling. With ‘growth’ SACs members mainly refer to organisational 

growth and especially to the process of scaling-up-inwards. More in general, 

growth is also associated with economic (i.e. GDP) growth. Aside from some 

exceptions – considered below – growth is perceived by SAC members as 

holding negative connotations, as a hindrance compromising SACs 

effectiveness.  

In this regard, CC is the most emblematic case. While choices of scaling-up-

inwards were often considered problematic, choices of scaling-out-outwards 

emerged as being more in line with the cooperative’s ethos. This is how a 

member described the 2015 turn: 

It was a plan that did not work. Maybe that was because we followed growth. I mean, 

we looked at the wrong side... because that is a model that comes from the for-profit. 

Right or wrong it is, I don’t care to give a judgement, but probably that doesn’t work 

[for us]. [...] I still haven’t analysed very well what happened, but the strong idea that 

came to my mind is that we have pursued a paradigm of growth... that maybe... it 

wasn’t right [for us]. We are small!  

(CC6) 

Indeed, the choice of staying small characterises the story of one of the co-

founders of the cooperative, a producer member, former vice-president. Having 

established that prosperity and economic growth weren’t necessarily related, he 

decided to work part-time and live a simple life. When his business become very 

successful and the number of customers rapidly increased, instead of working 

longer hours to satisfy the demand (or increasing the price of his products) he 

decided to teach someone else to do the same job, giving away his recipes and 

techniques. This is how he tells his own story:  

There have been years in which I said no to new customers, because I work three 

days a week and this how I like it. So I have time to be here now and chat with you. 

People looked at me and said "you're crazy, put up a franchise, you're sitting on a 

gold chest! You could put on five stores, as Grom does, as it does Eataly”. That's fine 

from their point of view but that's not what interests me. I am interested in living, not 

in being an entrepreneur. For me, living is much more than making bread. Once I gain 

what I need to cover my expenses, I dedicate time to do something else. This I 

consider as degrowth. [...] I could have much more, economically. I decided not to 

grow because I wasn’t interested in that. I preferred to teach others. Somebody who 
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came to me to learn told me ‘I went to one of your colleagues who told me that nobody 

was allowed in his laboratory’. I opened [my lab’s door] to him, I made him come here, 

I taught him… now he has opened his own laboratory. […] If the aim is for me is to be 

rich… then all the others are competitors. If the aim is to create an economy that is 

respectful of the environment, then I can’t do it by myself, we have to be many in order 

to be able to do it. And then my aim is that others get to do the same thing.  

(CC13) 

The story above makes it very clear that scaling can be very different from 

growing and that growing can be hindrance to scaling. However, growth can be 

a misleading word as it is not always associated with organisational growth and 

it often requires a deeper reflection to understand its meaning. For instance, CC 

Statute indicates that ‘The cooperative aims to spread and support the growth of 

the solidarity economy in the Como area’45 (Corto Circuito, 2009, p. 2). When 

asked for explanations, members answered that “we need the solidarity economy 

to grow, to make the non-solidarity economy to degrow” (CC13). What is called 

for is a transformation of the paradigm at the basis of the current economic 

system. While the non-solidarity economy is measured in terms of GPD, in the 

solidarity economy “growth is not exactly understood as GPD. Rather, it is being 

able to have enough customers to stay in balance, to have a dignified life” (CC6). 

Furthermore, as the solidarity economy places social and environmental values 

ahead of economic ones, its growth may imply choices considered irrational by 

orthodox economists. The quote below shows ‘uneconomic’ choices to avoid food 

waste.  

I prefer... which is economically wrong... but I prefer to make a little less [bread] [to 

avoid food waste]. I could make 10 extra [loaves], sell 3 and I would gain. With the 3 

sold [loaves] I would pay for the 7 that I throw away. But I don’t want that. [...] from an 

economic point of view, of the economy of scale, this is a loss. However, from a value 

point of view [this is a win].  

(CC13) 

Other producers consider impossible to escape from the growth paradigm. As 

a member reflects “we live in an economic context where if you don’t grow you 

[perish]” (CC12). As he explains:  

                                                           
45 Translated into English by the author. 
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I was talking about it [growth] with another producer. Very often we find ourselves 

talking about how...  you invest, but then to cover for the investment you have to sell 

more, so you increase [the production] and therefore you still need to invest... it’s a 

dangerous circle.    

(CC12) 

Growth in terms of scaling-up-inwards and for-profit economic growth is a topic 

widely discussed within the cooperative. Members are highly aware of the 

challenges inherent in the growth economy (i.e. the growth of the non-solidarity 

economy) and many use the word “degrowth” to refer to a different approach to 

growth, focused on social and environmental values (CC12; CC13; CC15). 

However, as a co-founder member of CC reflects:  

degrowth [is a word that] we [tend to] use very little. If I think as an activist I would 

say: yes, I am for degrowth and I'm doing degrowth. However, I've always asked 

myself the question: how much people understand us outside? You know? [...] The 

issue is how to talk to the outside world. The risk today is that even that word 

[degrowth] is no longer [effective]. For example, today we use the word circular 

economy, which is cooler, it doesn’t sound negative... 

(CC15) 

It is while reflecting on different approaches to growth than CC members refer 

to scaling processes beyond scaling-up. The quote below clearly shows 

processes of scaling-with-inwards emerging while problematising growth.    

We need to understand how to grow in a different way. [...] That's where the challenge 

lies. [...] I think that a solution could be to aggregate instead of growing. Maybe you 

can grow at a numerical level, you can grow at the level of activity, involving more 

people... That would be a model of growth that is different. I mean, for example, say I 

want to open an agritourism. We can either just do it ourselves and work 15 hours a 

day or involve someone else. I might earn less money but I live better and I give 

someone else the opportunity to do what that they like. That may be a way. [...] I need 

little to live, I do my small things, I've thought about it many times... to me 10,000 

euros a year are enough.  

(CC12) 

Growth in TA emerges in a more fragmented way than in CC. While profit 

growth is not considered the focus of the cooperative, organisational growth is 

often described as an opportunity, associated with the concept of autonomy (see 
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also section 5.5.1). For example, organisational growth is considered as the 

opportunity to generate more employment or to be independent from external 

(public/private) funding and other forms of support (e.g. volunteers’ work).  

I consider growth not only in terms of the quantity of agricultural products or land that 

you can cultivate... I think growth can give more opportunities to people. More jobs. 

Not only to vulnerable people but also to local people who may want and have skills 

to get involved in projects of this type but do not have the possibility. So growth in my 

opinion is positive. It also allows you to be a bit more autonomous in certain things. 

For example, to have your own processing plant and to be able to offer a service to 

the outside, because there are so many agricultural organisations outside but they 

are small... [...] Maybe we could join forces with them.  

(TA4) 

Interestingly, the concept of growth in TA also emerges in connection with 

growth in the natural world (e.g. the growth of a plant). It is therefore given a 

positive meaning and implicitly considered holistically: in the context of a wider 

environment, as a phase in a lifecycle (i.e. preceded by birth and followed by 

death), limited in time and space.  

More than the ultimate goal, growth is a daily goal. Even for the plant, the goal is to 

grow.  

However that of the plant is not an infinite growth. It grows, it dies, it grows back... 

doesn’t it?  

Yes, it [the plant/organisation] can also die, which is the moment when it... it goes 

back for a moment... but then it grows with another idea... it is logical that ideas must 

change, grow, evolve.. 

(TA4) 

And I like it, I mean, it gives me tranquillity. I like how I work. I like to see the seed and 

then to slowly see the whole process... a slow growth... then I transplant it... and I see 

the fruits ... that with your work... you see... zucchini, salad.. 

(TA5) 

Despite this general positive outlook associated with the word growth, the 

concept of for-profit economic growth is still highly criticised in TA too. Indeed, 

organisational growth is always considered as limited by the cooperative’s social 

and environmental missions.  
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In my opinion, the word growth in economics must be stopped. [...] We don’t have to 

become the mega-multinational [corporation] nor make millions. Instead of having a 

mega activity that makes millions, why not support many small activities that are 

enough for themselves, that give jobs, that create well-being? [...] Why continue to 

focus on this... how to say... exponential growth of everything? It would really be 

enough to have... a widespread economy, I would say. I mean something that could 

be enough for well-being. [...] if well-being is the purpose of society, why must we all 

become mega-multinationals instead of supporting what can be sustained? 

(TA3) 

Rather than exponential growth in a finite planet, TA members advocate for 

what they call “a widespread economy” (TA3), which this research refers to in 

terms of scaling-out-outwards or scaling-with-outwards. In TA this vision is shared 

by all members, even by those with a for-profit entrepreneurial background.   

I think I am...  I'm not sure, but I think I am the only one [in the cooperative] who comes 

from the entrepreneurial world. [...] I think that if the business world fails, I mean it fails 

in the relationship with nature, and it fails in the relationship with society, it is certainly 

because it aims for a maximum income, a maximum gain. 

(TA6) 

Another strong critique to growth in terms of profit maximisation comes from 

NCO. Indeed, for the consortium the choice of staying small is a deliberate 

decision, taken for maximising their effectiveness.  

We have never been interested in growing and making exponential numbers [in 

balance sheets] because that makes you lose touch with the one territory where you 

belong; because if you grow up it means that you have to move onto another territory. 

[...] I believe that every cooperative should be an expression of the territory and we 

should give the chance to a group of young people [on another territory] to build their 

own family, their own future. [...] It’s like the idea of a strawberry field: many small 

organisations, all surviving. You know, when you put yourself in bigger frameworks 

it’s inevitable that you have to compromise. If we stay small we function better. This 

is our idea, to stay on point, small, and to carry on well what we want to do.  

(NC9) 

In NCO the word growth is widely associated with the ideas of scaling-with-

outwards (see section 5.5.9) and scaling-out-outwards (see section 5.5.5). In 
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addition, growth is considered in terms of “people’s growth” (NC9; NC2.1), with a 

particular reference to “the last” (NC2.1) and with the general fundamental vision 

of “the territory’s growth” (NC2.1). In that regard, people’s growth refers to the 

development of their skills (especially in relation to their social cooperative skills), 

which are necessary for their emancipation (e.g. vulnerable individuals being re-

integrated in the society through work).  

If people do not grow, projects do not grow. People are linked to projects. In other 

words, if you don't grow the ability of a subject to build a team and the ability of the 

team to make those around them grow, especially those who are struggling more, 

their activity will hardly become a sustainable activity. The fact that people are 

growing, that the awareness of small organisations is growing, to accompany and 

support processes of social enterprise and real economy: that is the real revolution. 

(NC9) 

In a social economy, in the growth of the last there is also the growth of the first. 

(NC2.1) 

We must make sure that the growth of organizations is not a growth of individual 

subjects or individual organizations, but that it corresponds to the growth of the 

entire territory. That is, if these organizations are not functional to the growth of 

their community, they are useless.  

(NC2.1) 

To the idea of growth intended as infinite economic growth, NCO opposes the 

idea of “balance” (NC3.1). That is an approach that requires reconfiguring the 

very idea of prosperity. Rather than on the accumulation of money and 

ostentatious display of wealth (typical of the mafia culture), prosperity is found in 

living a simple life and enjoying the community flourishing. As the president of the 

consortium states: “I prefer to move around with a small old car and to take public 

transport but then to go there [to visit another cooperative I helped establish] and 

be filled with joy” (NC3.1).  

The quote below explains NCO’s idea of balance, described in terms of having 

a balanced budget (i.e. breakeven level).  

If you have reached the maximum [capacity], to continue growing you can only 

implement other strategies...  I mean you have to invest, acquire new businesses, 



182 

 

take other structures...  and do everything that we do not want to do, right? That is the 

only way to add numbers to other numbers. Instead, you can reach a balance when 

what you do, which are your main activities, those for which you were born...  when 

you manage to have a number of members who work there, with paychecks, when 

you manage all the activity with the right balance between finance and economy, 

when you are not suffering, when there is a balance between costs and revenues, 

and you stop. So it means that if someone is looking for a job they don’t necessarily 

have to find it on the farm [in your cooperative], but maybe they will find it in [name of 

the town], in the cooperative that is being born now, [and that we are supporting]. [...] 

it’s been already eight to nine years that we have a sufficient balance. We pay the 

salaries every month, we have no problem in making an investment, we have a 

balance between economy and finance. Of course, we make many sacrifices, but we 

are not interested in growing for growth’s sake. I mean, we don’t care about that. 

(NC3.1) 

Finally, it is interesting to note that in one interview the relation between 

growth (in terms of profit growth) and ethics emerged in a different way than in 

the other conversations. In that one case, ethics emerged as being at service of 

growth, rather than the other way around. 

If a company is not ethical, it does not sit at certain tables. A company wants to grow 

and if it does not respect the rules it cannot grow, because sooner or later it will pay 

for it. 

(NC5) 

That was an interview with a local entrepreneur, NCO’s partner. His business, 

renowned for its commitment towards ethics and legality, organised as a for-profit 

enterprise, seems to hold a different model of rationality than the one of the 

consortium’s members, organised as a not-for-profit (i.e. SAC). Next chapter will 

reflect on this more in depth, including a reflection on rationality in the context of 

traditional and diverse organisations.    

 

5.7 Chapter Conclusion  

This chapter provided a detailed description of the context in which each case 

study operates (section 5.2). Particularly, it focused on the needs for constituting 
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SACs (section 5.3); the envisioned system change SACs seek to achieve (section 

5.4) the scaling routes that connects needs and system change (section 5.5) and 

understandings of growth in each cooperative (section 5.6).  

Table 21 provides a summary of the context in which each cooperative 

develops.    

Table 21 Context Overview 

 Case 1: Cortocircuito Case 2: Terre Altre  Case 3: Nuova 

Cooperazione 

Organizzata  

Where North-West (Como 

Province) 

North-East (Fiemme and 

Fassa Valleys) 

South (Caserta and 

Naples Provinces) 

When 2009 2013 2012 

Who Local producers and 

consumers (Solidarity 

Purchasing Groups 

and individuals); low 

level of engagement 

with stakeholders. 

Local residents; medium 

level of engagement with 

local stakeholders.  

Social Cooperatives; high 

level of engagement with 

local, national and 

international stakeholders. 

What Educational activities 

and training; sales and 

distribution of food; 

support and activation 

of new short chains; 

catering service. 

Farming and sales; work 

integration of vulnerable 

people; educational and 

cultural activities. 

Commercialisation; 

restoration; training and 

support to the members 

coops. 

Why? 

(mission) 

Type A Social Coop: 

main focus on delivery 

of educational 

services. 

Type B Social Coop: main 

focus on work integration 

of vulnerable people. 

Type C Social Coop: main 

focus on cooperation 

among members. 

Why? 

(vision) 

Solidarity Economy “A new sociality” (TA6) Social Economy  

Source: Author.  

Scale emerges in the three cases as a complex, multi-faceted concept. 

Processes of scaling include: scaling-up-inwards, scaling-out-inwards, scaling-

down, scaling-up-outwards, scaling-out-outwards, scaling-deep-inwards, scaling-

deep-outwards, scaling-with-inwards and scaling-with-outwards.  

Notwithstanding their unity, SACs are pooled together by critical approaches 

to the growth paradigm (i.e. endless organisational growth) and by the attempt to 
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build non-oppressive ecological relations based on civil and ecological virtues. 

Chapter 6 will explore these concepts more in depth.  
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6. Discussion 

 

6.1 Chapter Introduction  

This chapter applies Anti Oppressive Theory (AOT) to provide a deeper 

discussion on the concept of scaling, in the context of SACs (for an introduction 

of AOT, see Chapter 3). As Goia and colleagues explain: “It is in the Discussion 

that all the foregoing work in reporting the findings […] is infused with meaning” 

(Gioia et al., 2012, p. 24). Considering key concepts in AOT (i.e. oppression, 

emancipation and liberation), insights on oppression are developed in relation to 

needs (Q1) (section 6.2), insights on liberation in relation to system change (Q2) 

(section 6.3) and insights on emancipation in relation to scaling (Q3) (section 6.4). 

More in detail, section 6.2.1 understands needs in light of the concept of 

oppression and section 6.2.2 exposes the complexity of oppressive relations in 

SACs. As follows, section 6.3.1 understands system change as freedom-to; 

section 6.3.2 reveals its ambiguity; section 6.3.3 highlights its key traits. Finally, 

section 6.4.1 provides insights on the concept of scaling deep as micro-

emancipation; section 6.4.2 examines its costs and paradoxes; section 6.4.3 

recommends reflexivity as a way forward. Furthermore, section 6.5 develops 

ecological standpoints to account for human relations with the environment in 

understanding oppressive dynamics; section 6.6 reflects on the need for Civil 

Economy to embrace a more holistic ethical approach, to account for ecological 

relations emerging in SACs, suggesting the adoption of environmental virtue 

ethics; and section 567 formulates a degrowth approach to scaling.   

 

6.2 Needs through the Concept of Oppression  

6.2.1 The Need for Non-Oppressive Ecological Relati ons 

This section focuses on the concept of oppression, applying AOT to understand 

needs in SACs. It is built on AOT’s definition, which considers oppression as the 

interaction between oppressors and oppressed (see Chapter 2.4). Considering 

needs (see chapter 5.3) in light of the concept of oppression, SACs are described 

as being constituted as a reaction to oppressive relations between social and 
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environmental subjects and with the aim to build non oppressive ecological 

relations instead.  

As explained in Chapter 5.3.1, CC was mainly constituted to address 

educational needs of the critical eaters, including the so-called “critical” (CC5), 

“responsible” (CC16), “ethical” (CC8) producers and consumers. Even though a 

wide variety of needs were expressed by CC members – and even though these 

needs had evolved over time (see Chapter 5.3.1) – relational needs emerged as 

a recurrent theme. They included human relations (e.g. relations between 

producers and consumers; relations among producers; relations among 

consumers) and ecological relations as well (e.g. relations between people and 

food). In the context of CC, oppressed are the eaters (producers and consumers), 

disconnected from each other and from the food they produce / purchase. On the 

other hand, the conventional agro-industrial food system is considered the 

oppressor. This can be conceived as a structure of relations between producers 

and consumers, characterised by competition among producers, isolation among 

consumers (i.e. individual clients), separation between producers and 

consumers, and alienation with the food they produce / consume (i.e. a 

commodity). In addition, in the conventional food system, both producers and 

consumers are conceived as self-interested individuals, primarily motivated by 

economic gain. CC was constituted to address the critical eaters’ needs and 

therefore to strengthen human and ecological relations. Because a lack of 

awareness and knowledge were identified as the root causes of such 

disconnection, CC made education its core mission. In this context, the 

cooperative promotes the creation of non-oppressive relations among producers 

and consumers, between them and with the food they eat.  

As Chapter 5.3.1 expresses more in detail, TA was mainly constituted to 

address the needs of vulnerable people – whom they call ‘the most fragile’ – and 

those of the inhabitants of the two Valleys. In this case also, the relational theme 

is central. This is expressed as the need to strengthen the relations between 

fragile people and local residents, as well as between people and nature more in 

general. Once more, ecological relations are taken into account beside human 

relations. In the context of TA, oppressed are the local residents of Fiemme and 
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Fassa Valleys and especially ‘the most fragile’46 population, particularly including 

physically and mentally impaired individuals, the local unemployed youth and 

migrants such as asylum seekers and refugees. Even though data collected in 

TA doesn’t explicitly tell what the source of their oppression is, their practice can 

be interpreted as a reaction to productivism. That is defined in CMS as ‘a 

structure of relations between humanity and the rest of the natural world in which 

the former destroy the latter in pursuit of their narrowly conceived self-interests, 

sacrificing both nature and noneconomic human values’ (Adler et al., 2007, p. 8).  

In TA, members refer to a “general malaise” (TA3) that is not only related to 

the hardship faced by the so-called ‘fragile people’ to be integrated in the society 

from an economic and social point of view. More than that, this malaise is 

considered as a general societal discomfort, associated with identity loss and the 

weakening of social and environmental ties. As Fay (1987, p. 83) names it, the 

malaise is the ‘experience of unhappiness’ ‘Critical social science arises out of, 

and speaks to’. In the context of TA, productivism does not only affect the food 

system, but the tourism industry too (see Chapter 5.3.1). In other words, in 

Fiemme and Fassa Valleys, a productivist approach to food production and 

tourism has isolated individuals, disconnecting them from one another and from 

the environment in which they live. In this scenario, the most fragile segments of 

the population suffer the most, as they particularly require strong social and 

environmental relations to sustain their wellbeing. As a reaction to this 

disconnection, TA was constituted to strengthen social and environmental 

relations among the residents of the two Valleys – especially between fragile 

people and the local community – and between them and the environment they 

inhabit. In particular, TA focuses on the creation of “a new sociality” (TA6) based 

on a personal and spiritual relation with the land.  

Needs in NCO are strongly relational too, as the consortium was constituted 

in support of the collaborative efforts of the members’ cooperatives (see Chapter 

5.3.1). In the context of NCO, the oppressed are the ‘Land of Fires’ inhabitants, 

suffering from social and environmental degradation, and especially those who 

live at the margin of society and are excluded by it. In NCO, the vulnerable, so-

called ‘those who fall’,47 include people with an addiction history, ex-convicts 

                                                           
46 http://www.terrealtre.org/. Last accessed on 15th November 2017. 
47 http://www.ncocooperazione.com/. Last accessed on 15th February 2019. 
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(including those who once belonged to the criminal economy) and physically and 

mentally impaired individuals. NCO explicitly and strongly resists a complex 

system of oppression, based on the power of the so-called ‘criminal economy’ of 

Camorra, alongside the so-called ‘speculative agri-food system’ and the 

conventional healthcare system. The common denominator is a structure of 

relations amongst people and with the environment they inhabit, in which self-

interest and profit maximisation are considered the ultimate values. NCO was 

constituted to reinforce the collaboration of its member cooperatives, to 

strengthen trust among people (e.g. building anti-Camorra alliances) and positive 

human relations with the local environment (e.g. celebrating the beauty of the 

territory). 

6.2.2 The Complexity of Oppression  

Applying AOT to understand needs in SACs, oppression emerges in its 

complexity. First, in SACs oppressors are not only identified with social categories 

(e.g. the individual consumer oppressing producers), but mainly with oppressive 

structure of relations instead (e.g. the conventional food system in which they 

both operate). Second, in SACs, oppressive relations are considered embedded 

in a wider ecological community, beyond the social one. This diverges from 

common understandings of AOT applied to social work, which mainly focuses on 

the interactions among social groups while considering oppressive social 

relations (see section 6.2.1). While AOT applied to social work focuses on human 

interaction, AOT applied to social and agricultural work (e.g. as carried out by 

SACs) accounts for interaction between people and with other elements in the 

environment as well. In SACs, the natural environment is mostly expressed in 

terms of ‘food’ in CC, ‘nature’ and ‘the land’ in TA and ‘the territory’ in NCO. Third, 

as anti-oppressive social work theories state: ‘oppression has to be thought about 

as multidimensional and fluid’ (Dominelli, 2002, p. 9). This clearly emerges in the 

context of SACs too, where every member can be at the same time oppressed 

and oppressor, according to the structure of relations and values they choose to 

adhere to. The following story, shared by a producer member of CC, clearly 

shows the complexity of oppressive dynamics within the cooperative. The story 

takes place in the farmers market, the heart of the alternative food system the 

cooperative seeks to build. That is supposed to be a place where non-oppressive 

relations are built between producers and consumers, among consumers and 
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among producers as well. However, the story shows how, when the dynamics of 

competition overcome those of cooperation, oppressive relations are the result. 

The girl in the story is a vulnerable member of an SAC, which is a producer 

member of CC. 

I had to leave the farmers market […]. I expected… for example, if I sent a [vulnerable] 

girl [to the stall, to sell the farm’s products], who is unable to sustain the fiercest 

competition… I expected they’d at least leave her alone. However, after a year or two 

I find her [and my stall] in a corner, the less frequented, under the sun with fresh 

berries, nobody caring about her… Then I go have a look and ask: why have we 

moved the places and so? Because the other producers have put themselves in the 

best spots. […] These were the mechanisms that got me a bit, let’s say, disillusioned.  

(CC14) 

The episode shows a case in which a group of producers, oppressed by the 

conventional food system, became oppressors towards a vulnerable member of 

a fellow farm. Here, it is not competition per se that generates oppression. 

Competition can spur organisations to excel and strive to generate more value. It 

is when competition is valued higher than cooperation, that oppressive relations 

take place. In other words, when competition – rather than cooperation – is 

ascribed as a virtue (i.e. a guiding value, a key character trait) it serves an 

oppressive structure of relations (e.g. the conventional food system) (Sennet, 

2008). While the case above revealed oppressive relations among diverse 

organisations, the case of NCO shows an example of non-oppressive relations 

between for-profit and diverse enterprises. United to fight against ‘the criminal 

economy’, both for-profit and not-for-profit organisations gather around the Pacco 

initiative, embracing ‘social economy’ and its value system, as outlined by the 

Comitato Don Peppe Diana (2016). In this case, cooperation is embraced as a 

virtue and deemed more important than competition. For example, in the context 

of the Pacco initiative, one of NCO’s member cooperatives supported the 

productive efforts of another – newly constituted – cooperative at its own 

expenses (see Chapter 5.5.9 for interviews extracts on this instance). The new 

cooperative shared the same mission as NCO, being constituted to build a social 

economy in opposition to a criminal economy. It was also independently 

established, not being a prospective member of the consortium. In order to be 

able to participate in the Christmas initiative and sell its products through the 
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Pacco, the new cooperative asked for the support of NCO. Even though the 

cooperative operated in the same sector as NCO and was planning to sell exactly 

the same product as one of NCO’s cooperative members (i.e. preserved 

pumpkins), NCO greatly supported its productive efforts, enabling its participation 

in the initiative. One of NCO’s member cooperatives offered to the new 

cooperative the in-kind use of its processing plant, alongside other services. 

Considering the new cooperative as an ally, rather than a competitor, NCO valued 

cooperation higher than competition.   

 

6.3 System Change through the Concept of Liberation   

6.3.1 System Change as Freedom-To 

In the three cooperatives, liberation is not so much identified with the end of 

oppressive relations. Rather, freedom emerges as the possibility to create 

alternatives to oppression, enabling system change. In other words, SACs in this 

research focus on a positive idea of freedom, which is freedom-to practice system 

change, fulfilling their transformative potential (Fromm, 1941).  

For example, CC is not so much concerned with dismantling the oppressive 

conventional agro-industrial food system. Rather, the cooperative’s efforts are 

directed towards the construction of a non-oppressive alternative food system 

(i.e. their own vision of system change). This is what they call ‘solidarity 

economy’,48 a multi-layered and multi-faceted vision (see Chapter 5.4.1). 

Similarly, in the case of TA, instead of focusing on the “general malaise” (TA3) 

affecting members of the local community, the cooperative concentrates its 

energies on the creation of the so-called “new sociality” (TA6), grounded on the 

so-called ‘values of the mountain’ (Gabrielli, 2013) (see Chapter 5.4.2). Likewise, 

NCO is committed towards the generation of a ‘social economy as an antidote to 

the criminal economy’,49 rather than on the fight against Camorra per se (see 

Chapter 5.4.3). 

                                                           
48 http://www.lisolachece.org/pagina/cose-leconomia-solidale. Last accessed on 15 February 
2019. 
49 http://www.ncocooperazione.com/. Last accessed on 15th February 2019. 
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While the link between system change and liberation (i.e. freedom-to) remains 

implicit in TA, it starts emerging in CC and it is clearly expressed in NCO, where 

it is represented in one of the consortium’s artefacts (Figure 46). 

Figure 46 NCO Art Installation at the Cooperative Agropoli 'Free To Be Free'   

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.  

The art installation in the above image represents a tree, made by a 

combination of different wires, which sustains the message ‘Free to be free’. The 

artwork is not focused on negative freedom (i.e. from Camorra). Instead, it 

stresses the generative potential (i.e. the tree) of positive freedom (i.e. to practice 

different ways of living and working).     

The connection between freedom-to and system change was highlighted by 

Fromm (1941) as well. He describes positive freedom as ‘the strongest 

affirmation of ideals’ and particularly of what he calls ‘genuine ideals’ (Fromm, 

1941, p. 229). As he writes:  
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All genuine ideals have one thing in common: they express the desire for something 

which is not yet accomplished but which is desirable for the purposes of the growth 

and happiness of the individual.  

(Fromm, 1941, p. 229) 

Considering individuals in relation to each other and with the wider ecological 

community they belong to, SACs share this longing for system change as a way 

towards the eudemonic life. 

6.3.2 The Ambiguity of System Change 

CC and NCO clearly defined their idea of system change. As explained in Chapter 

5.4, CC identifies system change with the so-called solidarity economy (section 

5.4.1), while NCO with the so-called social economy (section 5.4.3). On the other 

hand, when asked about their idea of system change, TA members provided 

more vague answers, not referring to any specific codified vision. Indeed they 

refer to ‘otherness’ without conceptualising it in a unified way (section 5.4.2). 

Neither does the cooperative clearly articulate its vision in any official resource, 

nor does it explain what the opposite of such otherness is. On the contrary, both 

CC and NCO clearly express their vision in their social reports. However, despite 

being encoded, the vision of CC emerging from the interviews is highly 

fragmented. Voices from the field revealed different understanding of system 

change, reflecting the diversity of the cooperative’s member base. At times, 

interview recordings shed light on how different visions could be expressed by 

the same person (see chapter 5.4.1). This is what identity scholars would call a 

reflection of people’s ‘multiple identity’ (Ramarajan, 2014).  On the other hand, 

despite their lack of normative references, TA operates as a more cohesive and 

less conflictual group than CC.   

Any attempt to define complex concepts such as system change has to 

acknowledge its inherent risks. Indeed, normative efforts may lead to 

simplification, rigidity and exclusion, which in turn can feed frustration and conflict. 

The risks of speaking with ‘one voice’ have been highlighted by several 

researchers (Calàs and Smircich, 1987; Cooper and Burrell, 1988; Lyotard, 

1979). This is also one of the main objections moved to Critical Theory, which is 

considered by its critiques as an approach that holds an ‘inclination to reduce or 

totalize phenomena so that they fit into the interpretive powers of a single, 
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integrated framework’ (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992, p. 440). The scepticism 

raised by such critique doesn’t only question ‘the essentialist idea of an 

integrated, coherent, homogenous individual’ but also, more in general, the 

possibility of a transformative change at a societal/organisational level (Alvesson 

and Willmott, 1992, p. 440; Duberley and Johnson, 2011). 

It is fundamental to be aware of the risk of essentialism inherent in any attempt 

to define system change, as well as to keep the door open for ‘fragmentation, 

inconsistency, undecidability, variation, and heterogeneity’ inherent in human 

beings (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992, p. 440). However, that doesn’t mean that 

normative efforts should be neglected.  

6.3.3 The Direction of System Change  

In each SAC, the idea of system change emerges with different nuances, as a 

multi-layered and context-dependent idea (see chapter 5.4). However, underlying 

different understandings is the same consideration of social and environmental 

values as being the core of the cooperatives’ practices. In other words, SACs 

share the same approach to rationality as the exercise of ‘objective reason’, as 

different from a ‘subjective reason’ (Horkeimer, 1947). In the ‘Eclipse of Reason’, 

Horkheimer defines subjective reason as being: 

essentially concerned with means and ends, with the adequacy of procedures for 

purposes more or less taken for granted and self-explanatory. It attaches little 

importance to the question whether the purposes as such are reasonable. If it 

concerns itself at all with ends, it takes for granted that they too are reasonable in the 

subjective sense, i.e. that they serve the subject’s interest [...] The idea that an aim 

can be reasonable for its own sake – on the basis of virtues that insight reveals it to 

have in itself – without reference to some kind of subjective gain or advantage, is 

utterly alien to subjective reason, even where it rises above the consideration of 

immediate utilitarian values and devotes itself to reflections about the social order as 

a whole.  

(Horkeimer, 1947, pp. 1-2) 

On the other hand, referring to the ‘Republic’ of Plato, Horkheimer states that 

‘who lives in the light of objective reason also lives a successful and happy life’. 

As he continues:  
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The theory of objective reason did not focus on the co-ordination of behaviour and 

aim, but on concepts – however mythological they sound to us today – on the idea of 

the greatest good, on the problem of human destiny, and on the way of realization of 

ultimate goals.  

(Horkeimer, 1947, pp. 1-2) 

In the context of SACs, system change emerges as being rooted in objective 

reason, while oppression lies in the practice of subjective reason. For example, 

CC considers conventional and alternative food systems as approaching the 

relations between economic, social and environmental accounts very differently. 

On the one hand, the conventional system – what CC describes as ‘an economy 

subjected to profit’50 – considers individual’s profit maximisation as the ultimate 

goal, while the creation of social and environmental values is a mean towards 

that end. On the other hand, the alternative system – what CC describes as 

‘solidarity economy’51 – places social and environmental impacts at its very heart. 

In the context of CC, all the activities carried out by the cooperative (i.e. even the 

commercialisation of agricultural products) are regarded as the means to achieve 

collective social and environmental purposes. For example, the ultimate goal of 

the farmers market is not considered to be the individual purchasing / selling of 

food but the collective encounter between producers and consumers. In addition, 

system change emerges as being rooted in a different set of values to those 

embraced by the systems of oppression the cooperatives were constituted to 

counteract (see section 6.3.1.2). 

From an organisational point of view (i.e. organisational system change), 

cooperation emerges as a key value. For example, NCO is described as an 

organisation grounded on ‘a new ethic of economic, ecological and social 

relations, based on social cooperation and on the recognition of the 

interdependence of society and nature’ (Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015, p. 547).  

According to Bratman (1999) the three conditions for social cooperation are 

‘mutual responsiveness’ (i.e. being in a dialogical relationship), ‘commitment to 

the joint activity’ (i.e. being together in pursing the same goal) and ‘commitment 

to mutual support’ (i.e. sustaining one another in the efforts each undertakes). 

                                                           
50 Ibidem 
51 Ibidem 
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Sennett (2012) translates these conditions into skills. In his view, to be able to 

cooperate it is essential to learn a combination of dialogic skills (e.g. self-

awareness; communication – especially in terms of listening skills; negotiation), 

and technical skills (e.g. making and repairing; everyday diplomacy; practicing 

commitment). Translating Bratman’s conditions and Sennett’s skills into values, 

empathy, trust and care are essential to enable cooperation and ultimately 

sustain system change at an organisational level.   

Empathy is the value that grounds dialogical skills and the condition of mutual 

responsiveness. Empathy can be defined as a self-less recognition of others. 

Sennett (2012, pp. 20-22) describes empathy in the context of cooperation as 

essentially different from sympathy, as the latter implies identification with others 

(e.g. feeling someone else’s pain) while the former is less ego-centred and 

requires greater listening efforts. As Sennett explains:  

Both sympathy and empathy convey recognition, and both forge a bond, but the one 

is an embrace, the other an encounter. Sympathy overcomes differences through 

imaginative acts of identification; empathy attends to another person on his or her 

own terms. [...] As a philosophic matter, sympathy can be understood as one 

emotional reward for the thesis-antithesis-synthesis play of dialectic: ‘Finally, we 

understand each other’, and that feels good. Empathy is more linked to dialogic 

exchange; though curiosity sustains the exchange, we don’t experience the same 

satisfaction of closure, of wrapping things up. But empathy does contain its own 

emotional reward.  

(Sennett 2012, pp. 21-22)   

Empathy in SACs doesn’t only emerge in the social sphere (i.e. in the 

interactions among people), but in the wider ecological one as well (i.e. in the 

interaction between people and the natural environment). In TA, after a long day 

working in the field together, a member explained how important for him was to 

connect everyday with each and every plant. He told me how every evening he 

likes walking around the field and pay attention to every single plant. He also 

encourages other members to do the same. In his view, during the day plants 

and people work with each other (e.g. the farmers supporting the plants in their 

growth, the plants supporting the farmers in their wellbeing), while during the 

evening walk people and plants simply attend to each other. In a later interview, 
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he also notes how empathy is related to scale. As he observes: ‘If you grow too 

big, you lose this connection with the individual plants’ (TA2). 

Trust is a value that is closely related to the condition of commitment to the 

joint activity. As Genovesi explains in a note in his ‘Lectures on Commerce, or on 

Civil Economy’ (1765), the etymology of the word ‘trust’ is rooted in the Latin word 

‘fides’, which literally means ‘rope’. Trust is here intended as a rope that ties 

people with each other and with the environment in which they live. NCO stresses 

the importance of trust for both organisational and societal change. As the New 

Organised Camorra makes of fear and intimidation key ingredients of its 

operations, the New Organised Cooperation considers trust as an antidote to the 

criminal economy. In other words, trust for NCO is the restoration of people’s faith 

in each other and of their hope in their land (see also Comitato Don Peppe Diana, 

2016, p. 10). As images 25 and 26 showed, the importance of trust to pursue 

societal cultural change was symbolically represented by the holes in the wall of 

the cooperative Agropoli’s headquarters.  

Care is a value that grounds the condition of commitment to mutual support. 

In SACs care emerges as a mutual and active dynamic. As Senni (2006) explains, 

Social Farming has the power to transform the relations of care in organisations. 

From passive objects of care (i.e. passively receiving a service), vulnerable 

people in SACs become active subjects (i.e. actively participating in it). In SACs, 

the vulnerable are not users (e.g. of a therapeutic service), but members of the 

organisation instead. They are not taken care of, but they take care instead (e.g. 

by taking care of a plant their wellbeing improves). In other words, care as an 

enacted value is emancipatory in nature.  

This idea of care is closely related to the principle of reciprocity, as defined by 

Civil Economy as different from the one of the exchange of equivalents. Indeed, 

in the context SACs, care emerges as closely related to the gift economy, which 

requires reciprocity to work. As a CC volunteer explains:  

Each of these actors involved [in CC]… they participate with the awareness that, 

overall, food is a gift. If I care about you, I would never gift you something disgusting… 

I would gift you something beautiful, something good […] When you love, you don’t 

hurt another person, you don’t take advantage, you don’t cheat, you don’t hide things, 

you don’t gift anything bad. Instead, you gift something good […] [When there is love] 

I give you the best quality product possible or let’s say the most beautiful gift I can 
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give you, that I am able to give you. […] I do not give to someone I love and respect 

a bad thing […] the basis for this is the respect for the rest of humanity.  

(CC7) 

This is also related to Hazel Henderson’s theorisation of a ‘Love economy’ 

(Henderson, 1982; Henderson and Sethi, 2006), which is included among the 

theoretical roots of Green Economics (see below in this section) (Cato, 2009).  

From a societal point of view, awareness, frugality and generalised reciprocity 

emerge as key values.  

In CC and NCO, awareness is considered essential for the constitution of 

solidarity and social economy. In AOT terms, awareness can be described as ‘a 

linear movement from a position of non-consciousness to consciousness’ 

(Dominelli, 2002, p. 13). That is, the ability to recognise sources of oppression 

and identify alternative ways of living. In CC and NCO, the outcome of this 

process is the ‘freedom of choice’ between conventional and alternative 

approaches.  

As the Comitato Don Peppe Diana’s Social Report states:  

To give back dignity and access to services, in a territorial context that is characterized 

by the strong endowment of social capital degenerated by the activity of criminal 

organizations, corresponds to give back freedom of choice to individuals, for the past 

of Camorra does not compromise the free choices of present and future generations 

towards a free life worthy of being lived.  

(Comitato Don Peppe Diana, 2016, p. 11) 

Similarly, awareness is considered by CC as a key trait for the constitution of 

a solidarity economy.     

The idea is to re-teach people that we can take back in our hands the freedom to 

choose our own purchases...  I mean to really choose...  so knowing why, knowing 

what, knowing when, knowing from whom...   

(CC8) 

As section 6.4 will explain more in detail, education is for CC an essential tool 

for resisting the power of the conventional food system. It is intended as a political 
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tool, to enhance people’s awareness of everyday food choices, enabling their 

ability to make informed choices.  

In addition, frugality is considered as a key value by CC and TA for the 

realisation of a eudemonic life. In a pseudonymous publication, CC declares:  

[t]he underlying thought is clearly outlined by two words: happy frugality [...]. Frugality 

not as a renouncement but as a freedom from induced needs, from the unnecessary, 

as the choice of the essential. 

Zenzero and Maipiuragnatele 2016, p. 1752  

In this case, frugality is explored both in terms of negative and positive freedom 

(i.e. as both freedom-from induced needs freedom-to live a simple life). 

TA values frugality and considers it among those ‘values of the mountain’ the 

cooperative seeks to restore (see Chapter 5.4.2). Frugality has its linguistic roots 

in the Latin word frugi, ‘an indeclinable adjective formed from the dative of frux 

(fruit), and often combined with bonae – so ‘to or for the good fruit’ (Eyres, 2009). 

Frugality redefines eudaimonia as a long-term flourishing that involves both 

human beings and the earth, based on the ‘vernacular values’ of ‘modern 

subsistence’ or provisioning (Illich 1981; 1978, p. 52). As Bonaiuti (2014, p. xxii) 

points out, ‘[t]he redefinition of happiness as ‘frugal abundance in a society of 

solidarity’ […] presupposes escaping from the infernal circle of the unlimited 

creation of needs and products and the growing frustration it generates’.  

In addition, for CC human flourishing must originate from a ‘generalised’ form 

of reciprocity, which is above and beyond what is envisaged with the Civil 

Economy tradition (Osti 2012). As pointed out by Osti (2012) in the context of 

‘green social enterprises’, interdependent relations with the ecosystem are based 

on processes of ‘linear’ (A → B → C →...) and ‘generalised’ (A → BCD...) 

reciprocity, where the arrow indicates the voluntary act of giving. While in the first 

case A is reciprocans (reciprocating human) with B, who is reciprocans with C, 

who is reciprocans with D and so forth; in the second case, A is reciprocans to B, 

C and D all at once. This means that when a set of relations in the SAC are 

characterised by generalised reciprocity, is not just ‘the face of the Other’ that 

counts, but the face of everybody (Ricoeur, 1992, p. 189; Osti, 2012). Such 

                                                           
52 Translated into English by the author.  
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‘generalised exchange’ (Ekeh, 1974; Pearce and Conger, 2003), integrates 

reciprocity with a type of relationship that includes ‘the anonymous other […] with 

whom I shall never establish an enduring relationship’ (Osti, 2012, p. 84). Such 

‘anonymous other[s]’ can be future generations or, in a more holistic approach, it 

can include all living beings. As three CC members state: 

The idea was: we cultivate quality, hence we sustain the future. Otherwise future will 

pass away. Perhaps not during our life, perhaps not during our sons’ life… But if we 

don’t [cultivate quality], it [the future] will eventually pass away.  

(CC8) 

Being environmentally unsustainable, more than damaging ourselves, damages a 

collective...which may be close or far from us, this is not important […] in a complex 

organism which we may call humanity or multitude of living beings, interrelations 

matter. 

(CC7) 

Sustainability is a whole, isn’t it? […] We are all connected.  

(CC13)  

Overall, ecological relations in SACs are framed in the context of virtue ethics 

and are based on the recognition of the interdependency between economic, 

social and environmental spheres. As such, to be fully understood, they require 

specific approaches to sustainability (i.e. paradigmatic approaches to 

economics). While mainstream perspectives, such as Neo-classical economics 

and Environmental Economics, appear inadequate to fully understand SACs’ 

ecological relations, Ecological Economics and Green Economics may provide a 

better framework (Cato, 2009, 2011).   

 

6.4 Scaling through the Concept of Emancipation  

6.4.1 Scaling Deep as Micro-Emancipation  

This section focuses on the process that leads from oppression to liberation (i.e. 

the process of emancipation). How can non-oppressive relations be built? How 

can positive freedom (i.e. freedom-to live the eudemonic life) be accomplished?  
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The previous section described positive freedom as rooted in specific values. 

In the three SACs, system change emerges as requiring a cultural shift towards 

civil and ecological virtues. For example, in the case of NCO, the cultural shift 

towards social economy is defined as a ‘cognitive and cultural re-orientation’ 

(Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015, p. 545) that towards the constitution of a ‘green 

citizenship’ (Barry and Smith, 2005). Focusing on cultural change, scaling deep 

can be a key route to enable such shift. Indeed, it emerges as a crucial scaling 

route in each of the three cooperatives analysed (see Chapter 5.5).     

From fieldwork, scaling deep (inwards and outwards) emerges as a multi-

layered concept, a collection of strategies operating at different levels of depth. 

As introduced in Chapter 3.2.2, Schein’s cultural iceberg provides a valid 

framework for analysing scaling deep in SACs (Figure 7). As example of 

strategies impacting artifacts (i.e. addressing the visible elements of culture) can 

be found in CC.  Indeed, the hierarchical organogram introduced by the new 

management (Chapter 5.5.6) is a strategy for scaling-deep-inwards that operates 

at the superficial artifacts level. The case of CC provides also with examples of 

strategies impacting values (i.e. addressing a deeper level of culture), As Chapter 

5.5.7 revealed, transformative learning in CC seeks to nourish the value of 

frugality. Storytelling is another powerful strategy for communicating values. For 

example, ‘The narrated food’ project in CC seek to foster food awareness. 

Examples of strategies impacting basic assumptions (i.e. operating at the 

deepest level and aiming at subverting meanings and taken for granted 

assumptions) are found in NCO, and particularly in discursive practices, including 

the systematic use of irony(Chapter 5.5.7). As mentioned in Chapter 3.2.2, a 

scaling strategy may operate at more than one level at the same time. For 

example, the drills in the wall realised by NCO in the San Cipriano d’Aversa 

headquarters (Images 25 and 26), while being an artwork and therefore a tangible 

manifestation of culture, are also representative of the SAC’s values (as 

explained in Chapter 5.5.7) and seek to subvert the propensity to fear and be 

suspicious of the neighbours.  
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6.4.2 Costs and Paradoxes of Scaling Deep    

Scaling deep, as any emancipatory process, is not exempted from costs and 

paradoxes. In this research, CC provides relevant insights on the contradictions 

related to scaling deep, both inwards and outwards.   

Scaling-deep-inwards in CC was pursued through the replacement of the 

cooperative’s management and the implementation of a new strategy, directed 

towards a more structured and hierarchical organisational structure (Chapter 

5.5.6). That wasn’t a smooth process. On the contrary, it led to a fragmented 

organisational identity, which in turn led to internal fractures and conflictual 

dynamics. As it emerged from the interviews, some members manifested their 

gratitude towards the new board, agreeing with their methods, perceiving them 

as necessary and appropriate, or justified by the cooperative’s financial hardship. 

The new management was described as “professional” (CC15), “rigorous” 

(CC13) and “higher level” (CC8).  

However, another section of CC’s member base (mostly pioneers and older 

members) disagreed with (and actively resisted) the internal cultural change 

operated by the new management and received the new measures with 

diffidence.  

They [the new management] proposed, in their slides also, [to introduce] a CEO, a 

management control... . that is... . sorry, words have a value. I am scared by the idea... 

. I mean, let’s give them the right name, if anything… a coordinator, a director…  

(CC15) 

In the quote above, a member (CC pioneer and with an activist background) 

expressed his hesitance in using the word “CEO” to refer to the cooperative 

director, preferring the word “coordinator” instead. In the one below, another CC 

member describes the new management stressing their personal life choices, as 

they appear distant from the ‘frugality’ advocated by the cooperative.    

Here is one reason why not everyone appreciated them [the new management]. You 

see, they come from... . I mean, they are quite wealthy... . villa, vacations in the 

Caribbean, members of the golf club I don't know where... . so a lifestyle that is quite... 

.  
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(CC8) 

Others consider this diffidence towards the new management as mere 

prejudice and remark the necessity of their intervention.    

Yes, they might have been very far from our dimension... . which is rural, of Solidarity 

Purchasing Groups, alternative, hippie... . call it however you want. I mean, these 

ones were precise. One even played golf. I dislike golf. But overall I think there was a 

massive prejudice towards them. [...] Perhaps their appearance could have come 

across as a bit annoying for those alternative ones that hoe the earth and wear 

sandals even in winter. [...] But over time it became clear that they were respectful. In 

their contents, they were absolutely reputable, beyond doubt.   

(CC14) 

[When CC was constituted] we had enormous relational capital, but zero 

entrepreneurial capital. I mean, that’s how we started. With a lot of motivation, but 

which was also a bit naïve. [...] I mean, if you want to do economics, you must equip 

yourself from an economic point of view.  

(CC15) 

Artifacts (e.g. organigram), values (e.g. efficiency) and unspoken worldviews 

(e.g. the managers’ lifestyles) created by the new management, were perceived 

by some members (especially pioneers and those with an activist background) 

as reflecting and reproducing the cultural references of the conventional food 

system (i.e. a for-profit culture). As Freire (1972) would word it, they were 

considered as ‘mirroring’ the system of oppression the cooperative was 

constituted to counteract.  

As a consequence of diffidence and internal fragmentation, processes of 

scaling-deep-inwards were accompanied by low levels of members’ engagement. 

Disaffection manifested itself through lower member attendance to AGMs (Figure 

19) and a lack of voluntary support to sustain the cooperative’s participation to 

key events such as Grumello (see Chapter 5.5.2).   

Scaling-deep-outwards isn’t free of costs either. As Alvesson and Willmott 

warned: 
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The price that has to be paid for many forms of liberation from dominant ideologies 

and external constraints may be high. For example, enhanced ecological 

consciousness and greater freedom and creativity at work – likely priorities emerging 

from emancipatory change – may result in bankruptcy and unemployment. The 

assumption that only irrationality, apart from the repressive power of an egoistic social 

elite, stands in the way of liberation, is far too simplistic.  

(Alvesson and Willmott, 1992, pp.447-448) 

This is exactly what happened in CC, where the dynamics associated with 

scaling-deep-outwards contributed to cooperative bankruptcy. A key implication 

of scaling deep is that its effects are diffused. That means they cannot be 

contained nor limited within the organisation that implements them. For instance, 

the scaling-deep-outwards strategies implemented by CC (and by other actors in 

alternative food networks) created new market opportunities, from which others 

(including conventional food actors) could benefit. Ten years after the constitution 

of CC, organically and ethically certified products were widely available in 

supermarket chains, while new (for profit) businesses delivering veg-boxes from 

farm to fork mushroomed in the Como territory. Such dynamics can be interpreted 

as opportunities as well as risks. On the one hand, the opportunity is for 

alternative food systems to ‘contaminate’ conventional ones. As it emerged in an 

interview with a CC member: 

We feel the urgency to contaminate and be contaminated by for profit businesses. 

There are many wonderful cooperatives, but there are many wonderful [for profit] 

businesses too. Maybe sometimes they don’t behave very well... . but if you go and 

get to know them... . many of them are also making important choices of 

environmental sustainability. They don't do it for ethics. [...] a company will never do 

it for ethics, they do it for the market. I say, the important thing is that they do it in the 

first place. But anyway, if we don’t want it to be green washing, we need be in a 

relationship with them. That [cooperating with them] would allow me to understand 

what they are doing. If we can, we should work together. Shouldn’t we? 

(CC15) 

In this respect, the introduction of organic and fair trade products in 

supermarket chains was perceived by CC members as a positive result of 



204 

 

scaling-deep-outwards processes (e.g. increased food awareness). As another 

CC’s member observed:   

I think the experiences of SPGs, Corto Circuito and other similar small-scale 

experiences in Italy, have prepared the market for someone with bigger means than 

we have.  I register this as a success we have had, of changing...  not only Corto 

Circuito, but all the world movement on these themes...  of starting to make some 

people's mindset to change a bit.  So people are more attentive to the type of 

production, to the organic, to know the producer...   

(CC1) 

At the same time, the risk is the degeneration of alternative food system. First, 

scaling-deep-outwards processes may lead to rationality overturn. In the context 

of for-profit supermarket chains, organic and fair trade, food becomes a profit 

opportunity, a means towards a financial end. In other words, social and 

environmental values – the ultimate goal of CC – become the means towards 

profit maximisation – the ultimate goal of the conventional food system. In AOT 

terms, this process can be described as a rationality overturn – from substantive 

(i.e. objective reason) to instrumental (i.e. subjective reason) rationality 

(Horkheimer, 1947). In the ‘Eclipse of Reason’ (1947) Horkheimer identifies the 

dominance of subjective reason over other rationalities as one of the key-causes 

of the crises of human consciousness. Similarly, a shift from objective to 

subjective reason may hamper the process of emancipation in SACs. In other 

words, it may drift the scaling process away from system change. Second, the 

conventional food system may operate a cultural appropriation of symbols and 

language elaborated by alternative initiatives, subverting their meaning. For 

example, I noticed in Como a campaigned launched by a multinational 

supermarket chain ‘don’t change your lifestyle, change your supermarket’ 

(observation notes), hinting at the possibility to access ethical and organic food 

without needing a value shift (i.e. towards frugality). That is a case of a for-profit 

supermarket chain strategically adopting the vocabulary of alternative food 

networks for marketing purposes. Third, the conventional food system may 

‘colonise the imaginary’ and influence the practices of the alternative ones (La 

Touche, 2003). For example, CC introduced single use (although ecological and 

biodegradable) products on its shelves. One CC shop assistant explained that 

the cooperative had taken that decision following several customers’ requests, as 
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people were used to single use products such as cutlery, plates and tissues 

(observation notes). Supermarket standards affect consumers’ imaginary in other 

ways too. For instance, in relation to how products are expected to look. A CC 

worker reported to be overwhelmed by emails from customers complaining about 

the way fruit and vegetable looked in CC’s veg boxes. As she explained:  

[I read] the mailbox for products quality. Many times people write me: ‘the apples are 

small. Of course they are. Organic products are not big in size. They are not like the 

apples of Snow White. If you want a fake apple you can go and buy it from somewhere 

else [i.e. supermarket].  Either you do or you don’t understand what you are buying. 

If you don’t, I can explain it. But please stop telling me that I’m stealing your money. 

(CC8) 

The decision to create a virtual SPG to adapt to individual consumers’ needs 

(see discussion of online platform in Chapter 5.3.1) can be considered in light of 

these dynamics too. Indeed, supermarkets approach consumers as individuals, 

weakening their capacity to cooperate. This is what Sennet (2012) calls a process 

of ‘de-skilling’.  

6.4.3 Reflexivity as an Antidote to Degeneration 

Cross-fertilisation dynamics requires reflexivity to prevent degeneration. During 

the AGM I observed, a representative of CC management stated in her speech: 

“at the end of the day, what matters is that people do purchase” (observation 

notes). Promptly, a member raised his hand asking permission to speak. He 

replied: “actually, the aim of the cooperative is not to make money, but to instil 

values” (observation notes).    

Clearly, profit, efficiency and competitiveness are essential for any business to 

succeed within markets. The question is not whether efficiency or reciprocity, 

whether competition or cooperation, whether to profit or not. Rather, the choice 

is between different models of rationality. What comes first? What serves what? 

In AOT words, what is the model of rationality underlying the organisation? Is it 

based on instrumental or substantive reasoning? A not-for-profit organisation 

doesn’t deny profit. On the contrary, profit is essential for its survival. What makes 

it a non-profit is the use of profit itself, which isn’t redistributed among 

shareholders but reinvested in the organisation. In other words, profit is 

considered a means towards social and environmental ends. Likewise, efficiency 
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must be at the service of reciprocity, and competition at the service of 

cooperation. Denying the importance of profits, efficiency and competition is a big 

mistake for non-profit organisations. At the same time, ascribing these values as 

virtues is equally dangerous. The challenge is to keep the focus on objective 

reason, nourishing civil and ecological virtues, while surviving in a capitalist 

market. Objective reason allows defining goals that are worth pursuing, and that 

is why it is emancipatory in nature. As Horkheimer (1947) defines it, objective 

reason is a ‘measuring rod’. The question is then of ethical nature. Which values 

are worth pursuing? As virtue ethics would word it: which virtues are worth 

nourishing?  

To conclude, scaling deep can be interpreted as a process of micro-

emancipation only as long as allows objective reason to thrive. More in detail, 

only as long as it allows the cultivation of those civil and ecological virtues the 

cooperatives identify as grounding system change. 

 

6.5 Towards Ecological Standpoint Theory 

Acknowledging the importance of human relations with other elements in the 

ecological sphere, beyond those within their social community, requires an 

epistemological reframing of AOT. In the context of management and 

organisation studies, standpoint theories have so far been focused on the 

oppressive relations between social categories. As Jeanes and Huzzard (2014, 

p. 6) state: ‘In essence, standpoint theorists take the perspective of such groups 

who are explicitly excluded from mainstream approaches that privilege a 

managerial perspective’. For example, oppressive social relations include those 

among and between genders (e.g. feminist studies), ethnicities (e.g. postcolonial 

studies) and workers (e.g. labour process analysis) (Jeanes and Huzzard, 2014). 

The environment has been largely neglected by mainstream approaches to 

management and organisation studies. However, it has not yet been explicitly 

considered by standpoint theorists. Taking account of non-oppressive relations 

amongst people and with the rest of the environment, requires standpoint theories 

to develop towards the inclusion of what can be called ecological standpoints. 

There isn’t a single way to include environmental accounts in management and 
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organisation studies research. Indeed, different approaches to environmentalism 

shape different understandings of the human-environment relations (Table 22).  
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Table 22 Ecological Standpoints 

ECOLOGICAL 
STANDPOINTS  

Theoretical support  Practical (policy proposal) 
example 

Practical 
(organisational) 
example 

Practical 
(social 
movement) 
example 

Main focus  

‘The Cult of 
Wilderness’  
(Martinez-Alier, 2002) 

Conservation biology To create natural reserves; to 
recognise and defend the rights of 
nature.  

WWF Deep ecology Environmental 
(e.g. wellbeing 
of wildlife and 
ecosystems) 

‘The Gospel of Eco-
efficiency’  (Martinez-
Alier, 2002) 

Industrial ecology and 
Environmental 
Economics 

To introduce eco-taxes and markets 
in emission permits; to invest in eco-
innovation as techno-fix; to promote 
life cycle analysis of products and 
environmental auditing. 

Wuppertal 
Institute 

Progressive 
conservation 
movement  

Economic (e.g. 
sustainable 
economic 
growth)  

‘The 
Environmentalism 
of the Poor’  
(Martinez-Alier, 2002) 

Agroecology, 
ethnoecology, 
political ecology, 
urban ecology, 
Ecological Economics 
and Green 
Economics.  

To support collective governance of 
common pool resources; to promote 
food sovereignty; to recognise and 
defend the rights of minorities (e.g. 
territorial rights of indigenous people)  

La Via 
Campesina 

Environmental 
justice 

Social (e.g. 
human 
livelihood)  

The Cult of Wellness  Nutritional science 
and aesthetic 
philosophy, 
gastronomy 

To promote exclusive food initiatives 
(e.g. haute cuisine).  

Eataly  Slowfood (to 
some extent) 

Social (e.g. 
human 
wellness)  

The 
Environmentalism 
of Care  

Environmental 
psychology and 
Green Economics  
 

To juridically define wellbeing in light 
of ecological relations; to support 
social farming uptake (e.g. work 
integration of vulnerable people; 
educational and therapeutic 
agricultural practices). 

Forum 
Nazionale 
Agricoltura 
Sociale 

Buen vivir Relational 
(e.g. 
ecological 
flourishing, 
including 
human)  

Source: elaborated on Martinez-Alier (2002).  
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The analysis of scaling in this research contributes to the epistemological shift 

towards ecological standpoints. In particular, the analysis of SACs’ needs sheds 

light on different approaches to environmentalism, which are based on different 

degrees of social justice and environmental concerns. The Cult of Wilderness, 

The Gospel of Eco-efficiency and The Environmentalism of the Poor have already 

been identified by the Ecological economist Martinez-Alier (2002) as three main 

currents of environmentalism. At least two more currents can expand and enrich 

Martinez-Alier’s classifications (coloured in light grey in Table 22). They are The 

Cult of Wellness (which may also be called The Environmentalism of the Rich) 

and The Environmentalism of Care. Figure 47 locates these five approaches on 

a matrix which intersects concerns for social justice (y-axis) and environmental 

concerns (x-axis).  

Figure 47 Ecological Standpoints' Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 
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potentially conflictual, where the former are considered a threat to the latter. The 

environment therefore needs to be preserved from human interference. For 

example, deep ecologists criticise agriculture as a practice that violates 

wilderness and the natural integrity of ecosystems (Martinez-Alier, 2002). The 

Cult of Wilderness can be more or less hard line and invitations to preserve 

ecosystems and their biodiversity can be supported by different arguments, 

including scientific, aesthetic, religious and even utilitarian reasons. In terms of 

policies, this approach supports the constitution of natural reserves, designed to 

preserve the environment, such as national parks and the WWF’s ‘oasis’ (i.e. 

nature reserves).53 Focusing on the beauty and the sacredness of Nature as an 

uncontaminated place or a recreational ground – a ‘Sunday luxury’ in Martinez-

Alier’s words – these bio-centric perspectives are particularly popular among 

white elites in westerns societies.  

The Gospel of Eco-Efficiency is guided by the principle of the techno-fix. That 

is, the faith in technological innovations to address the challenges of 

environmental sustainability. The eco-efficiency paradigm (Kemp and Andersen, 

2004; Lehni et al., 2000) – also called Ecological Modernization (Jänicke, 2008; 

Mol and Spaargaren, 2000) – is framed within this approach. Technology is 

considered a key factor that shapes human relations with the environment. Higher 

anthropocentrism and lower concerns for equality characterise this approach. 

The very name of this approach is rooted back to 1890-1920, to the ‘Progressive 

Conservation Movement’ in the USA. As Martinez-Alier (2002, pp. 5-10) explains, 

that movement had been baptised The Gospel of Efficiency by Samuel P. Hays 

(1959). It is an approach described as an elitist phenomenon, ‘a gospel of 

engineers and economists, a religion of utility and technical efficiency without a 

notion of the sacred’ (Martinez-Alier, 2002, p. 5). Backed up scientifically by 

industrial ecology and Environmental Economics, this approach is reinforced by 

many public and private institutions. In Europe, the Wuppertal Institute is 

considered as one of the main supporters of this current. As their website states, 

their focus is on ‘stimulating innovations that decouple economic growth and 

wealth from natural resource use’.54 The basis of The Gospel of Eco-efficiency is 

rooted in the idea of decoupling, which is grounded in the commensurability of 

                                                           
53 https://www.wwf.it/oasi/. Last accessed on 15th February 2019. 
54 https://wupperinst.org/en/the-institute/. Last accessed on 15th February 2019.  
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natural capital and human capital; the environmental Kuznets curves (see 

Chapter 2.3.4) and the message of ‘internalising the externalities’, assigning a 

monetary value to ‘natural resources’ to promote their ‘wise use’. In terms of 

policy propositions, advocates of this current suggest the implementation of 

corrective strategies in a capitalist economy, such as the creation of markets for 

carbon-bonds, and investments in new technologies, such as reducing the 

energy efficiency of production lines.    

The environmentalism of the poor, also called ‘environmental justice’, ‘popular 

environmentalism’, ‘livelihood ecology’ and ‘liberation ecology’ is described by 

Martinez-Alier (2002, pp. 10-14) as an approach highly concerned with social 

justice and focused on secure livelihoods. In his words:  

The main thrust of this current is not a sacred reverence for Nature but a material 

interest in the environment as a source and a requirement for livelihood; not so much 

a concern with the rights of other species and of future generations of humans as a 

concern for today’s poor humans.  

(Martinez-Alier, 2002, p. 11).  

This approach emerges from social movements’ struggles against ecological 

distribution conflicts, for reclaiming the commons, for food sovereignty and for 

environmental justice. It is shaped around a critique of ecological modernisation 

(e.g. through highlighting the Jevons’ paradox)55 (Alcott et al., 2012) and a 

broader critique of the capitalistic market economy as a growth-centred system 

that enforces social inequalities. Political ecology is the discipline that is most 

familiar with this approach. Other disciplines in the field of ecology include 

agroecology, ethnoecology and urban ecology. In addition, Ecological Economics 

and Green Economics (Cato, 2009, 2011) can be considered within this current. 

Bringing together bottom-up initiatives for food sovereignty around the globe, La 

Via Campesina can be considered as a contemporary example of an organisation 

active in promoting the environmentalism of the poor. La Via Campesina is ‘an 

international movement bringing together millions of peasants, small and medium 

size farmers, landless people, rural women and youth, indigenous people, 

                                                           
55 Jevon’s paradox explains how greater level of efficiency in the use of natural resources leads 
– paradoxically – to a more rapid depletion of the same resources. The link between efficiency 
and depletion is consumption, which seems to increase as a result of improved efficiency. See 
Alcott et al., 2012.   
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migrants and agricultural workers from around the world’.56 It encourages ‘food 

sovereignty as a way to promote social justice and dignity and strongly opposes 

corporate driven agriculture that destroys social relations and nature’.57 

The Cult of Wellness is an approach to environmentalism that focuses on 

aesthetical relations with the environment and particularly with food. While the 

environmentalism of the poor is highly concerned with social justice and 

considers food as a highly politicised matter, The Cult of Wellness (which may 

also be called The Environmentalism of the Rich) searches for excellent and 

exclusive products for a gourmet elite. In other words, while for the former eating 

is considered as a political act (i.e. the slogan ‘vote with your fork’), in solidarity 

with the oppressed and in support of their struggle for emancipation, for the latter 

eating is mostly a cultural and sensorial experience. Both approaches are critical 

of the conventional agro-industrial food system, however their critique is 

grounded in different rationalities. For the environmentalism of the poor, the great 

organised distribution erodes the capacity of producers to decide what to grow, 

how to grow it and for whom; for the environmentalism of the rich, it compromises 

speciality products and fashionable items, food quality, its taste and freshness. 

As The Cult of Wellness derives its ethos from nutritional science combined with 

aesthetic philosophy, Slowfood – and its for-profit partner Eataly – to some extent 

can be framed within this current. Slowfood is an international movement 

promoting local food cultures and excellences, while Eataly is a global chain 

focused on the commercialisation of high-quality Italian food and drink.58 

However, they can only be framed in this current to a certain extent. This is 

especially true for Slowfood, which proffers a rich and complex approach to food, 

including campaigns in support of food sovereignty and environmental justice. As 

its tagline recites, they envision a world of ‘good, clean and fair’ food.59  

The Environmentalism of Care, based on environmental psychology, 

considers human and ecological communities as interdependent, being 

indistinguishable objects and subjects of care. This approach seeks to overcome 

both the anthropocentric and the bio-centric attitudes to nature, in favour of a non-

                                                           
56 https://viacampesina.org/en/la-via-campesina-organisational-brochure-edition-2016/. Last 
accessed on 15th February 2019. 
57 Ibidem 
58 https://www.slowfood.com/about-us/; https://www.eataly.net/it_en/who-we-are/. Last accessed 
on 15th February 2019. 
59 https://www.slowfood.it/. Last accessed on 15th February 2019. 
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dualistic perspective. Cartesian dualism conceives the separation of the subject 

and object, which is founded on the assumption that cognition precedes being in 

the world (i.e. cogito ergo sum). Conversely The Environmentalism of Care 

approach is based on the assumption of interdependence, a horizontal 

relationship that embraces reciprocity as a core principle. Deep Ecology also 

considers humans as part of the ecological community. However, the way 

Martinez-Alier frames Deep Ecology within The Cult of Wilderness, suggests a 

bio-centric approach and depicts relations between humans and nature as 

unbalanced and conflictual, where wildlife is deemed to need protection from 

human ‘contamination’. While anthropocentrism and biocentrism focus on the 

human and ecological community respectively, The Environmentalism of Care 

focuses on a relationship of mutuality that connects humans and the environment 

as harmonic elements within the same ecosystem. On the other hand, a common 

thread between The Environmentalism of Care and The Cult of Wilderness is the 

incommensurability of values, whereas The Gospel of Eco-efficiency considers 

natural capital as fungible (i.e. human capital as a potential substitute for natural 

capital). An emblematic approach within this current can be found in the South 

American indigenous cosmology of Buen vivir (Acosta 2013; Gudynas, 2011), 

which is based on the concept of harmonic interdependency between nature – 

so-called pachamama – and the collective – the social community, which belong 

to each other. Social farming may also be framed within this current, although in 

practice it results in a mosaic of diverse – and sometimes rather anthropocentric 

– approaches. As described more in detail in Chapter 2, the SACs literature refers 

to social farming also in terms of ‘care farming’, ‘green care’ and ‘farming for 

health’ (Di Iacovo et al. 2006; Cirulli et al. 2011; Lanfranchi et al. 2015). Central 

to The Environmentalism of Care is the idea of wellbeing, considered in light of 

the indistinguishable relationship between people as well as between people and 

the ecological community they belong to. For instance, therapeutic activities in 

social farming are based on the idea that, through taking care of the environment, 

people can take care of themselves. More than that, if people want to pursue 

human wellbeing, ecological wellbeing is essential. Therefore, social farming is 

not only considered in terms of caring for the environment, but also as being 

cared for by the environment. In the close relationships it constructs between 

humans and nature, the subject and object of care become intertwined, as the 
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patient is taken care of while taking care of others (e.g. plants or animal’s 

wellbeing) (Senni 2006).  

These five currents shed light on different human-environment relations. They 

represent five ecological standpoints that inform and broaden AOT. Considering 

the social community as embedded in a wider ecological community, ecological 

standpoints represent additional analytical lenses to interpret non-oppressive 

relations that are inclusive of both social and ecological relation. However, it is 

important to note that they do not represent rigid categories nor are they mutually 

exclusive. On the contrary, they often coexist in the same organisation. As 

already highlighted by Martinez-Alier (2002, p. 15), boundaries between different 

currents are not fixed and many organisations (as well as individuals) may adopt 

more than one approach simultaneously. The case studies in this research can 

certainly be framed within multiple approaches (Figure 48). 

Figure 48 CC, TA and NCO Framed in the Ecological Standpoints' Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 

Figure 48 considers the cases of CC, TA and NCO in light of different standpoints. 

While in CC the environmentalism of the poor emerges as a primary approach 
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Environmentalism of Care; TA can be framed within The Environmentalism of 
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Care (primarily) as well as The Cult of Wilderness (marginally) and NCO within 

The Environmentalism of the Poor (primarily) as well as The Environmentalism 

of Care (marginally). All three case studies can, to some extent, be positioned 

within The Environmentalism of Care. As discussed in Chapter 6.3.1.1, all of them 

share the need for non-oppressive ecological relations. Being positioned in more 

than one current can bring opportunities as well as risks. On the one hand, a wide 

range of approaches within one organisation can promote diversity, strengthen 

cooperation skills (Sennett, 2012) and spur creativity. On the other hand, as the 

case of CC showed (see Chapter 6.3.3.2), when diversity is deeply rooted in 

different ethical understandings, it may result in internal tensions and value-clash. 

As follows, each approach is examined in relation to the three case studies.   

The Cult of Wilderness doesn’t emerge as a central approach for any 

cooperative. Indeed, none of the three cooperatives examined fully embraces 

The Cult of Wilderness as described by Martinez-Alier. However, to some extent, 

TA can be considered to conform to this approach. In relation to the need to 

rediscover and reconstruct the Valleys identity, TA is highly concerned about 

biodiversity and makes environmental protection one of its priorities. Some of its 

members lean towards The Cult of Wilderness as they value the sacredness of 

nature and promote a spiritual approach to agriculture. As they explain in relation 

to their commitments for sustainability:  

Sustainability means to create a system that does not affect the environment. Or that 

can improve it, enrich it. [...] It means not to ruin the world.  

(TA2) 

Sustainability means to respect the environment. The less you tarnish it, the better. 

(TA1.2) 

We try to cultivate in the most respectful way possible. [...] our products [...] still 

maintain the life force of the plants, because it has been cultivated with a certain spirit 

and a certain love and respect.  

(TA3) 

However, while being strong advocates of forest preservation and agricultural 

biodiversity, TA members are also highly committed to social inclusion. Following 

the legacy of the Magnificent Community, TA considers the natural environment 
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as a common good and its forests and lands as common pool resources to be 

managed by the community. Therefore, their approach diverges from The Cult of 

Wilderness, for the latter considers that wild nature should be prioritised over 

social community. In addition, TA portrays the relations between humans and the 

environment as based on interdependence and mutual care, rather than being 

conflicting and divisive.  

The Gospel of Eco-efficiency is another marginal perspective in the three 

cooperatives. Indeed, in some cases they even consider inefficiency to be an 

opportunity for fulfilling their needs of human and natural well-being. For instance, 

adopting agricultural techniques which are labour-intensive may be inefficient (i.e. 

less productive in economic terms), but very effective in addressing needs for 

work-integration. However, traces of eco-efficiency can be found in CC and 

specifically in their efforts towards promoting cooperation among farmers. With 

the aim of facilitating the adoption of organic agriculture throughout its network, 

CC farmers share several agricultural tools and knowledge with each other. As 

an outcome of this process of sharing, they improve the efficiency of their 

production activities. For instance, sharing a tractor is more cost-effective and 

environmentally-friendly solution than each individual farmer buying their own. 

The Environmentalism of the Poor emerges as essential for both NCO and 

CC. Indeed, the needs NCO was constituted to address can be mostly framed 

within this current. The consortium’s fights for a social economy are grounded in 

the environmental justice struggles in the Land of Fires, initiated by grassroots 

initiatives and concerned with the livelihood of the local population. Figure 49 

shows a t-shirt printed by NCO for its staff and volunteers, with the phrase ‘For 

those who are hungry for rights’.  
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Figure 49 NCO T-Shirt in a Frame 'For Those Who Are Hungry For Rights' 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.  

CC (and especially its pioneers) embraces The Environmentalism of the Poor 

too. Indeed, the rationale for the cooperative constitution as well as the major 

focus of several cooperative’s members is food sovereignty and social justice 

(see section 5.2.5).  

The Cult of Wellness emerges as another marginal perspective. However, 

while no cooperative fully adheres to this current, CC shows some inclination 

towards it. The importance of ‘quality’ is expressed in the cooperative’s tagline, 

defined through a collective and participative process. In a document written by 

the cooperative’s managers, quality is defined in terms of ‘products which are 

tasty, healthy, ecological and local’ (Corto Circuito, 2015). According to some 

members, CC increasingly developed its aesthetic inclination over time. As an 

example of that shift, in 2016 they reported the strategic choice to take part in two 
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exclusive events. The CC participation was described by L’Isola Che C’è as ‘A 

healthy and delicious break in the green’.60 A worker member described CC 

participation at one of these events: 

We are always in the realm of marketing, always focused on presentation, on how 

beautiful we look and how good we are. When we go somewhere we must be beautiful 

as well as good. [...] [our participation at the] Grumello event has not been renewed 

[i.e. we weren’t invited again to following editions] because we didn’t look beautiful 

enough. 

(CC9) 

The emphasis on taste and the aesthetics of food is also strengthened by some 

initiatives within ‘Food narrated’, such as show cooking events promoting the use 

of hardly accessible or affordable ingredients. However, in most cases the focus 

of these events remained the promotion of recipes using simple ingredients and 

recycling food scraps otherwise being wasted.  

The Environmentalism of Care is the primary approach embraced by TA. As 

described in section 5.3, the cooperative emerges as an attempt to restore human 

wellbeing through strengthening relations among the local community and with 

the environment they inhabit. Rediscovering the agricultural identity of the Valleys 

is considered as a key element in this process. In addition, TA adopts 

permaculture as an approach to growing that accounts for human relations 

(defined in terms of ‘fair share’ and ‘people-care’) as well as ecological relations 

(defined in terms of ‘Earth-care’) (Mollison, 1988). Considering people and the 

Earth as inseparable, permaculture acknowledges their intrinsic 

interdependence.  

NCO’s approach to social farming is rather anthropocentric, with a strong focus 

on social justice. However, recent reflections within the consortium recognise the 

close link between human and ecological wellbeing. As the new President, 

elected in 2019, declared:  

For years we have said: people at the centre. Always people at the centre. Well, I've 

been thinking about it and I think that what we’ve been saying is bullshit. In reality, at 

the centre there must be creation, there must be profoundly the nature of things. [...] 

                                                           
60 http://www.lisolachece.org/news-ed-eventi/corto-circuito-villa-del-grumello. Last accessed on 
15th February 2019. 
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It would be enough to remain in a harmonious relation of respect between man and 

nature. Therefore at the centre there must be this balance, a balance that sometimes, 

I repeat it, we seek only in human relationships and not in a relationship with [natural] 

things.  

(NC10) 

The Environmentalism of Care in NCO is also reflected in their description of 

system change. Indeed, the ‘paradigm shift’ NCO seeks to achieve is described 

in terms of ‘a transition from the logic of exploitation to the logic of care, exploring 

socio-economic and ecological systems in relation to social equity’ (Caggiano 

and De Rosa 2015, p. 547). While ‘the capitalist system’ fosters an idea of nature 

as ‘a resource to dominate, to control and to exploit according to a profit-driven 

logic’, and while ‘the Mafia culture’ boosts ‘the criminal values’ of ‘individualism, 

indifference, [and] suspicion’, the ‘cultural change’ embodied by SACs seeks to 

reverse those values in a process of ‘transition from criminal economy to 

social/ecological economy’ (Ibidem, p. 548). Figure 50 shows a photo that was 

taken in one of NCO’s cooperatives, during a volunteering day in the herb garden 

called ‘The garden of five senses’. This is a portion of land in which the 

management is entrusted to one of the cooperative’s vulnerable members. While 

taking care of the garden, his own wellbeing is taken care of.  

When he first arrived [at the cooperative], he was in complete depression. He started 

[his life] again from there. He started again from the soil: from having that flower, 

making it grow, giving it life, having a thought, caring. Certainly nature has helped 

him. 

(NC9) 
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Figure 50 Social Farming in the Cooperative Al Di La' Dei Sogni 

 

Source: Fieldwork Photograph.  

A similar sensitivity is expressed by the SAC member in CC. As he says in his 

interview:  

Nature in my mind is our mother. [...] Our [western] society, our culture, has had 

enormous strengths that have allowed it to prevail over others, but has at least one 

huge weak point, which is proving very important now in our time, that I relate to the 

separation from this [nature]... I speak about natural dimension, I mean to say to be 

able to be in harmony with one own life cycles, that are those of nature. The cultures 

we stepped on had all this basic competence: respect for the nature that gives life. 

And I feel that we have trampled on the others without realizing that we lacked 

something that the others had and which we still do not understand.  

(CC14) 

Considering nature as a caring parent who takes care of all the living beings 

recalls the pachamama discourse of Buen vivir, according to which wellbeing can 

be achieved through a double set of relationships: among the community of 

humans and with mother nature (Gudynas, 2011).  
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6.6 Towards Ecological Civil Economy  

Acknowledging the importance of ecological relations in SACs, not only requires 

an epistemological reframing of AOT, but of Civil Economy too. In contrast to 

capitalism Civil Economy finds its ethical ground in Aristotelian virtue ethics (Bruni 

and Zamagni, 2007). Capitalism conceives of happiness as an individual 

possession, measurable in terms of the amount and quality of goods and services 

purchased by those who Amartya Sen called ‘rational fools’ (Sen, 1977), 

regardless of the social and environmental context in which the act of purchasing 

is exercised (Becchetti, 2009). By contrast, Aristotelian virtue ethics defines 

happiness in terms of eudamonia, meaning the ‘human flourishing’ that originates 

from a relational life (Bruni, 2006). Therefore, in the eudaimonian tradition of the 

Nicomachean Ethics, relationality has an intrinsic value and it can only be enjoyed 

where reciprocity is practised (Bruni, 2010). Drawing upon the Aristotelian 

tradition, Civil Economy focuses on civic virtues, acknowledging an intrinsic value 

to the relations of mutual interdependence among humans. As Bruni (2010, p. 

394) states: ‘For Aristotle, and in the whole Western civil tradition, there is an 

intrinsic value in relational and civil life, without which human life does not fully 

flourish’.  

The environment doesn’t appear to be an explicit focus for Civil economists 

and it is still often considered as a minor – unspoken – topic, as a subject 

absorbed in the social dimension of human relations. Indeed, ecological virtues 

are often implicitly considered among the ethical virtues in the social sphere. This 

trend also marks approaches of social and cooperative entrepreneurship 

internationally. For instance, among the seven cooperative principles elaborated 

by the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA), nature is a missing theme, 

implicitly considered within the ‘Concern for community’.61 Although the latest 

debate on Civil Economy is marking a reversal in paying greater attention to 

environmental matters (e.g. including ‘ecology’ and ‘environmental economics’ 

among its keywords) (Bruni and Zamagni, 2009), the Civil economists’ reflections 

about environmental challenges are still marginal and weakly developed. Despite 

Civil Economy being human-centred, the analysis of SACs in this research 

revealed the key importance of ecological relations (e.g. beyond human relations) 

                                                           
61 http://ica.coop/en/whats-co-op/co-operative-identity-values-principles. Last accessed on 28th 
May 2019. 
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and the inclination towards ecological understandings of economics that 

appreciate the interdependence between economic, social and environmental 

accounts (e.g. Green Economics). Hence the question: how can Civil Economy 

and Green Economics be integrated? Similarly to Civil Economy – as described 

by Bruni and Zamagni (2007) –, Green Economics – as defined by Cato (2009; 

2011) – finds its ethical ground in Aristotelian virtue ethics. However, while Civil 

Economy focuses on civil virtues, Green Economics emphasises ecological 

virtues. Indeed, Green Economics acknowledges an intrinsic value to the 

relations of mutual interdependence among nature, including humans. As green 

social theorists have argued, extending Aristotle’s arguments, ‘an appreciation of 

the natural world is a prerequisite of living the fully human life’ (O’Neill, 1993; 

Cato, 2009, p. 19). Ecological virtue is considered as necessary to human 

flourishing: ‘the demonstration and practice of which can enable a good life lived 

comfortably within one’s ecosystem’ (Cato 2009, p. 18; Sandler, 2006). 

In recent years, environmental virtue ethics has emerged as a philosophical 

approach that combines virtue ethics with environmental ethics, to explore 

humans’ relationship to the environment (Hursthouse, 2007; Sandler, 2016; 

Kawall 2017). This approach seems very apposite for framing ecological relations 

in the case of SACs. For instance, values identified in Chapter 6.3.2.3 as 

grounding SACs’ vision of system change can easily be understood in light of 

environmental virtue ethics as ecological virtues.62 Environmental virtue ethics 

theory, despite being grounded in a millenary tradition (i.e. the Aristotelian 

Nicomachean Ethics), is still in its embryonic phase. Recent contributions have 

started identifying ecological virtues and their application (Sandler, 2016; Kawall 

2017). Following Sandler’s work (2006, pp. 247-264; 2007; pp. 42-43; Sandler 

and Cafaro, 2005), Kawall (2017, p.662) identifies three types of ecological 

virtues.  

(1) Environmentally responsive virtues are virtues that involve responsiveness to 

various environmental entities, including such virtues as respect for nature, 

benevolence, wonder, and reverence for life. (2) Environmentally justified virtues are 

any that are justified (as virtues) at least in part by environmental considerations. For 

                                                           
62 While environmental virtue ethics refers to ‘environmental virtues’ (Sandler, 2016; Kawall 2017), 
this research speaks of ‘ecological virtues’. The term ecological is preferred to the one 
environmental as the former is more holistic (i.e. includes humans as part of the environment) 
while the latter may strengthen the idea of separation between environmental and human 
accounts.     
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example, temperance and simplicity are environmentally justified virtues insofar as 

they help to reduce our need for resources and reduce our impacts on the natural 

world. (3) Environmentally productive virtues are virtues that promote or maintain 

environmental goods or values. Courage, perseverance, and cooperativeness could 

all be environmentally productive virtues consider a committed, effective 

environmental activist. 

Values identified in Chapter 6.3.2.3 as grounding SACs’ vision of system 

change can be easily framed within this typology. Generalised reciprocity can be 

considered as an environmentally responsive virtue, that expands the concept of 

reciprocity (i.e. key to civil economy) to include ecological relationships. Frugality 

can be considered as an environmentally justified virtue, seeking to liberate from 

induced needs while enabling to live a simple life. Awareness can be considered 

as an environmentally productive virtue, building a critical consciousness.  

Reframing Civil Economy from an environmental virtue ethics perspective 

would allow the integration of Green Economics and civil economy. This may be 

called the construction of an ecological civil economy.  Integrating the Green 

Economics paradigmatic approach for research into Civil Economy (e.g. into 

SACs and other environmentally motivated social enterprises) is suggestive of 

two important outcomes. First, it would provide researchers with a more 

appropriate ethical framework (i.e. environmental virtue ethics) to interpret 

ecologically virtuous social enterprises. Second, an ecological Civil Economy 

would provide environmental virtue ethicists and green economists with a pool of 

concrete applications of their principles, which are of critical importance if we are 

to achieve a transition to more sustainable forms of business. Although social 

and cooperative enterprises have already been considered by Green Economics 

as governance models that embody its ethical framework (Jackson 2009; Cato 

2009, 2012), they deserve much wider attention in the ‘green’ debate. Currently 

there is a lack of empirical and theoretically informed research into 

environmentally motivated social enterprises that are striving to operate with 

green economic principles. This gap in the literature arguably serves to delay the 

diffusion of the Green Economics paradigmatic approach into disciplinary 

approaches within the social sciences. For organisations like SACs, where 

integration between economic, societal and environmental logics are grounded 
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in civil and ecological virtues, adopting Green Economics as a paradigmatic 

framework is particularly appropriate. 

 

6.7 Towards a Degrowth Approach to Scaling  

Scaling emerges from the literature (even the social enterprise literature) primarily 

in terms of organisational growth (e.g. scaling-up) (see Chapter 2). As defined in 

Chapter 2.3.2, organisational growth is inclusive of both vertical expansion (e.g. 

diversification) and geographical replication (e.g. franchising). More critical 

approaches understand scaling in an extensive way, acknowledging the 

importance of other scaling routes beyond scaling-up (e.g. scaling-out and 

scaling-deep) (see Chapter 2). However, the primacy of growth is mainly left 

unchallenged and scaling and growing are often used interchangeably (see 

Chapter 2).  

In this research scaling emerges as a multi-dimensional and multi-faceted set 

of processes including, but not restricted to, growing (Chapter 5.5). Indeed, 

several voices from the field have strongly critiqued notions of growth (Chapter 

5.6) while scaling-deep emerged as a key process in SACs (Chapter 5.5 and 

section 5.4). Scaling-up still emerged as a relevant process towards system 

change, especially in the initial phase of the cooperative development, as the 

case of TA shows (see Chapter 5). It is essential to operate autonomously (e.g. 

independently from public/private funding), to sustain other processes such as 

scaling-out and scaling-deep (although vice-versa is also possible) and to reach 

the breakeven point (the so-called “equilibrium” in the case of NCO, Chapter 5.6). 

However, organisational growth in SACs is never considered as exponential 

growth. Rather, it is described as a limited (i.e. by social and environmental 

values), temporary (i.e. until a point of equilibrium is reached) and contextual (i.e. 

small scale).  

In sum, it is essential to define scaling and growth as two different – although 

not mutually exclusive – processes. In addition, it is important to recognise the 

key importance of scaling processes beyond organisational growth, including 

multiplication (i.e. scaling-out), cultural change (i.e. scaling-deep), cooperation 

(i.e. scaling-with) and even organisational de-growth (i.e. scaling-down). 
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Furthermore, scaling (i.e. including growing) has to be decoupled from the growth 

paradigm (i.e. exponential growth in a planet with finite resources). 

In other words, to make sense of scale in the context of diverse organisations, 

growth-centred approaches need to be cast aside. Instead, degrowth approaches 

may provide a fertile soil for such reformulation to flourish (Sekulova et al., 2013; 

D’Alisa et al., 2014; Kallis and March, 2015). Degrowth is defined as  

a form of society and economy which aims at the well-being of all and sustains the 

natural basis of life. To achieve degrowth, we need a fundamental transformation of 

our lives and an extensive cultural change. The current economic and social paradigm 

is “faster, higher, further”. It is built on and stimulates competition between all humans. 

This causes acceleration, stress and exclusion. Our economy destroys the natural 

basis of life. We are convinced that the common values of a degrowth society should 

be care, solidarity and cooperation. Humanity has to understand itself as part of the 

planetary ecological system. Only this way, a self-determined life in dignity for all can 

be made possible.63 

Results and reflections from this research find in degrowth a natural home (see 

also degrowth emerging in the context of SACs in Chapter 5.6). They include the 

key importance of ecological relational needs (based on ecological standpoints 

among which The Environmentalism of Care stands out); the idea of system 

change as grounded in socio ecological virtues (e.g. cooperation, linked to the 

values of empathy, trust and care; awareness; frugality and generalised 

reciprocity) and of eudaimonia as ecological flourishing; the acknowledgement of 

interdependency between economic, social and environmental spheres; cultural 

change (i.e. scaling deep) as a key scaling route towards system change. These 

key outcomes resonate with degrowth understandings and suggests a diverse 

theory of scale may be framed within a degrowth approach. 

 

6.8 Chapter Conclusion  

This chapter applied Anti Oppressive Theory (AOT) to further discuss the concept 

of scaling in the context of SACs. Needs for constituting SACs were analysed in 

light of the concept of oppression (section 5.2). The need to build non-oppressive 

                                                           
63 https://www.degrowth.info/en/what-is-degrowth/. Last accessed on 28th May 2019.  
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ecological relations (amongst people and with the environment) emerged as 

crucial in each cooperative analysed. Oppressive relations were explored in their 

complexity, pointing out their fluid nature and the importance of the value-system 

they are built upon.  

System change was considered as freedom-to pursue SACs transformative 

aspirations (section 6.3). System change emerged as grounded in an approach 

to business ethics close to virtue ethics. Indeed, SACs efforts are directed to the 

transformation of the capitalistic market economy, towards a civil market 

economy. In addition, system change is rooted in understandings of the relations 

between economy and the environment that appreciate the interdependence 

between economic, social and environmental accounts (e.g. Green Economics). 

Scaling – and particularly scaling-deep – was interpreted as micro-

emancipation (section 6.4). The multi-layered nature of scaling deep was 

explored and some of its strategies presented. These included changes in 

tangible manifestation of culture, transformative learning, storytelling and 

discursive practices. Focusing on the case of CC, costs and paradoxes were 

taken into account, revealing the challenges of scaling deep. These were mainly 

related to cross-contamination dynamics, which included the risk of SACs’ 

degeneration. To minimise the risk of degeneration, reflexivity was identified as 

the way forward. Ultimately, it was highlighted how processes of scaling deep are 

emancipatory in nature as long as they allows objective reason to thrive and 

social and ecological virtues to be nourished.    

Recognising the agency given by SACs members to the environment requires 

not only an epistemological reframing of AOT, but also a cultural shift in its 

practices, towards more inclusive approaches that account for ecological 

relations beside socio-economical ones. Section 6.5 suggested the development 

of ecological standpoints, including The Cult of Wilderness, The Gospel of Eco-

efficiency, The Environmentalism of the Poor, The Cult of Wellness and The 

Environmentalism of Care. After building a conceptual matrix, intersecting 

concerns for social justice and environmental concerns, case studies were 

mapped against each approach. Section 6.6 suggested how understandings of 

system change in SACs reveal their ethical approach is grounded in 

environmental virtue ethics. Finally, section 6.7 suggested the adoption of 

degrowth understandings to account for SACs’ interpretations of growth.   
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In a nutshell, through the theoretical lenses offered by AOT, scale in SACs was 

interpreted as a combination of micro-emancipatory processes, aimed at the 

creation of non-oppressive ecological relations and ultimately directed towards 

enabling ecological (including human) flourishing.  
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7. Conclusion 

 

7.1 Summary  

This thesis has focused on Social Agricultural Cooperatives in Italy as diverse 

organisations – i.e. organisations holding different ethical approaches and 

different modus operandi from the capitalist enterprise. Indeed, SACs combine a 

not-for-profit institutional identity (i.e. they are social enterprises with the statutory 

purpose of pursuing the general interest of the community), an agricultural 

vocation (i.e. combining agricultural production with a social and environmental 

mission) and a democratic multi-stakeholder governance (i.e. they are a 

cooperative business, jointly-owned and democratically-controlled by its 

members, who are not only individuals but organisations too). In the context of 

SACs, the aim of this thesis was to build a diverse theory of scaling. More broadly, 

the purpose of this research was to delineate a theory of scaling for diverse 

organisations. To accomplish that, this thesis provides insights (O1 and O2), 

critiques (O3) and transformative redefinitions (O4) of scaling in the context of 

SACs. 

The first objective (O1) was to explore SAC organising in Italy. SACs were 

defined as Social Cooperatives (legally defined by the Italian state law 381/91) 

that operate in the agricultural sector (Carini and Depedri, 2012). While it was 

observed that Social Cooperatives are the most numerous and geographically 

diffused forms of social enterprises in Italy (Monzon and Chaves, 2008; Venturi 

and Zandonai, 2012), SACs were considered as an evolution of Italian traditional 

social cooperation, originally only marginally focused on agriculture. The last 

national survey on SACs showed that SACs were rapidly spreading in Italy, from 

108 organisations in 1993 up to 389 in 2009 (Carini and Depedri, 2012), with 

more recent estimates suggesting a dramatic increase in their number. In the 

literature, SACs emerge in relation to four broad themes, including social farming 

(i.e. the multifunctional use of agriculture to achieve social goals) (Fazzi, 2011b; 

Di Iacovo et al., 2014a); anti-mafia (i.e. several SACs operate on lands 

confiscated by the State from the mafia) (Caggiano and De Rosa, 2015; 

Rakopoulos, 2015); social entrepreneurship (i.e. SACs’ business model and 

innovation potential) (Fazzi, 2011a; Osti, 2012); and sustainable food systems 
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(i.e. SACs role in wider alternative food networks) (Ciulla, 2012, Attili, 2013). The 

integration of agriculture in social cooperation allows the fulfilment of several 

functions, beyond that of production. First, agriculture allows Social Cooperatives 

to be more autonomous (i.e. to free themselves from dependence on 

public/private funding) while stimulating social innovation (Senni, 2006). Second, 

agriculture enhances the capacity of Social Cooperatives to carry out therapeutic 

and educational activities and to support the work-integration of vulnerable 

people (Di Iacovo, 2008b). Third, agriculture (often organic) allows Social 

Cooperatives to nourish their political nature (Ciaperoni, 2008a). In this broad 

context, the research focused on three case studies. The first, Corto Circuito 

(CC), was a type-A SAC (i.e. focused on the delivery of educational activities), 

established in 2009 in Como Province (North-West Italy), counting 260 members 

and with a specific focus on building networks and relationships between 

producers and consumers. The cooperative closed down in 2017, after being 

exposed to internal conflictual dynamics and external market pressures. The 

second, Terre Altre (TA), is a type-B SAC (i.e. focused on the work-integration of 

vulnerable people), established in 2013 in Trento Province (North-East Italy), 

counting 30 members in 2017 and with a specific focus on social farming. The 

third, Nuova Cooperazione Organizzata (NCO), is a type-C SAC (i.e. a social 

consortium), established in 2012 in Caserta Province (Central-South Italy), 

counting five SAC members in 2017 and with a specific focus on fighting against 

organised crime. Although sharing the same institutional identity (i.e. Social 

Cooperative) and primary engagement with agricultural activities, each case 

study stands out as a unique: constituted in very distinct places, at different times, 

by a diverse range of stakeholders, to carry out a wide range of activities, 

characterised by different missions and visions. 

The second objective (O2) was to understand scaling in the context of SACs. 

Scaling was defined as a set of processes that allow an organisation to fulfil the 

needs it was constituted to address, undertaking its vision of system change 

(Murray et al., 2010; Gabriel, 2014). In the context of orthodox managerial 

practices, scaling is considered as a synonym for growing (i.e. endless 

organisational growth and profit maximisation) (Barclays, 2015) and this 

constricted and limited definition impacts our understanding of scaling in diverse 

organisations. Indeed, in the literature of social and cooperative enterprises the 
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terms scaling and growing are often used interchangeably (Gabriel, 2014), the 

concept of scaling is often left undefined (Vickers and Lyon, 2002) and the 

difference between scaling and organisational growth often appears blurred 

(Murray et al., 2010). To better understand scaling in the context of diverse 

organisations, this research focused on needs for constituting SACs and the 

system change they envision.  

Needs in CC were a combination of producers’ and consumers’. At the time 

when the cooperative was constituted, several small, isolated, local producers 

needed a market to sell their products, to support their transition to organic 

production and to be connected to one another. At the same time consumers, 

organised in Solidarity Purchasing Groups, needed support in the implementation 

of educational activities and in logistics (e.g. to have a warehouse for storing 

products). However, needs in CC evolved drastically over time. Ten years after 

the cooperative’s constitution, producers no longer needed the support of the 

cooperative while the emergence of a different consumer type – individual and 

non-organised – eroded the basis of the cooperative’s sociality. This evolution 

contributed to the eventual demise of CC. Needs in TA were primarily the social 

and work integration of vulnerable and young unemployed people. In addition, 

the cooperative was constituted to address a need for relations: of local people, 

with each other, their cultural heritage and their natural environment. Needs in 

NCO were very much relational too, the consortium being constituted to create a 

stable network among SACs. Mutual support, a shared vision, a louder voice to 

impact on political agendas and stronger commercial partnerships were all 

needed in the fight against Camorra, against the standardised health care system 

and against the speculative agro-industrial food system.  

System change in CC emerged in terms of the ‘Solidarity Economy’ (Corto 

Circuito, 2009), described as a not-for-profit economy based on frugal livelihoods, 

social justice, human well-being and food quality. In TA, system change is built 

around biodynamic agriculture, care for vulnerable individuals and the so-called 

‘values of the mountain’ (Gabrielli, 2013), grounded on human solidarity and 

connection with nature. System change in NCO is formulated in terms of ‘Social 

Economy’, considered as ‘an antidote to the criminal economy’ (Caggiano and 

De Rosa, 2015). Similar to the idea of the Solidarity Economy in CC, Social 
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Economy is essentially a not-for-profit economy, based on trust, legal 

employment and a strong bond with the local area.  

Directed towards the satisfaction of needs and the realisation of system 

change, scaling emerges in the three cases as a complex, multi-faceted concept, 

including but not restricted to organisational growth. Processes of scaling include: 

scaling-up-inwards (i.e. vertical organisational growth), scaling-out-inwards (i.e. 

horizontal organisational growth), scaling-down (i.e. organisational de-growth), 

scaling-up-outwards (i.e. organisational impact on policies), scaling-out-outwards 

(i.e. organisational multiplication), scaling-deep-inwards (i.e. organisational 

impact on internal culture), scaling-deep-outwards (i.e. organisational impact on 

societal culture), scaling-with-inwards (i.e. organisational aggregation of existing 

organisations) and scaling-with-outwards (i.e. organisational aggregation of new 

organisations). In each of the three cases examined (CC, TA and NCO), scaling 

processes towards cultural impact emerged with greater significance than those 

directed towards organisational growth. In addition, organisational growth was 

described as a limited (i.e. by social and environmental values), temporary (i.e. 

until a point of equilibrium is reached) and contextual (i.e. small scale) process. 

These reflections do not imply that growing is a negative form of scaling. Instead, 

they represent an invitation to question the hegemony of the growth paradigm, 

which considers organisational growth as a necessity – i.e. the natural way to 

scale the impact of an organisation.   

The third objective (O3) was to critique scaling in the context of SACs. Through 

the theoretical lenses offered by Anti-Oppressive Theory (AOT), scaling in SACs 

was interpreted as a combination of micro-emancipatory processes, aimed at the 

creation of non-oppressive ecological relations and ultimately directed towards 

enabling ecological (including human) flourishing. More specifically, needs were 

considered in light of the concept of oppression (Dominelli, 2002), system change 

in light of the concept of liberation (Fromm, 1941) and scaling in light of the 

concept of emancipation (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992).  

First, the need to build non-oppressive ecological relations (between people 

as well as between people and the environment) emerged as an underlying 

theme across the three cooperatives analysed. Non-oppressive relations are 

complex (i.e. oppressors are complex systems of relations rather than social 

categories and oppressed are not just humans but the environment as well), fluid 
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(i.e. oppressed can be oppressors at the same time) and grounded on specific 

value-systems (e.g. they occur when cooperation – rather than competition – is 

ascribed as a virtue)..  

Second, system change was considered as ‘freedom-to’ pursue SACs’ 

transformative aspirations (Fromm, 1941). Acknowledging the risks of 

essentialism inherent in fixed definitions of system change, key traits of system 

change in SACs were highlighted. They include a focus on objective reason 

(Horkeimer, 1947) and the cultivation of socio-ecological virtues such as 

cooperation (Sennett, 2012) (in turn rooted in the key-values of empathy, trust 

and care), awareness (Dominelli, 2002), frugality (Illich, 1981) and generalised 

reciprocity (Osti, 2012). Overall, liberation emerged as grounded on Civil (Bruni 

and Zamagni, 2007) and Green approaches to economics (Cato, 2009), rooted 

in Aristotelian virtue ethics. Rather than a recipe for system change, these 

reflections have to be considered in their context-dependency. Not a fixed set of 

norms or generalisable results, but a canvas to inspire other micro-practices in 

different settings.  

Third, scaling-deep (inwards and outwards) emerged as a key scaling route 

towards system change. It was considered as a collection of micro-practices 

implemented – more or less consciously – to enable cultural change. Scaling-

deep emerged in the three cooperatives as a multi-layered concept, a collection 

of strategies operating at different levels of depth in organisational/societal 

culture (Schein, 2010). At a more superficial level, strategies for scaling-deep 

include the production of artifacts (i.e. changes in solid manifestations of culture). 

At a deeper level, they include transformative learning, storytelling and discursive 

practices (i.e. deeper cultural transformations rooted in values and taken-for-

granted assumptions). Costs and paradoxes of scaling-deep were also taken into 

account. For instance, in the case of CC scaling-deep-inwards generated a 

fragmented organisational identity, which in turn led to low levels of member 

engagement. Furthermore, cross-contamination dynamics associated with 

scaling-deep-outwards may lead to SACs’ degeneration. To minimise this risk, it 

is important to acknowledge that processes of scaling-deep are emancipatory in 

nature as long as they allow objective reason to thrive and social and ecological 

virtues to be nourished.    
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The fourth objective (O4) was to redefine scaling in the context of SACs. In 

this research, the concept of scaling was criticised for being narrowly conceived 

by a broad literature and focussed on organisational growth. Opening up the 

discussion to include a wider range of understandings, scaling was redefined as 

a multi-layered and multi-faceted process including (but not restricted to) 

organisational growth. When considered in more detail, scaling was 

conceptualised as a combination of processes that enable the organisation to 

fulfil the needs it was constituted to address while undertaking its vision of system 

change. In the context of SACs, needs were considered as ecological relations 

(amongst people and with the environment) while system change as being rooted 

in socio-ecological virtues. The importance of ecological relations and ecological 

virtues for SACs allows a redefinition of the traditional mission of Social 

Cooperatives (i.e. from the general interest of the community in human 

promotion, to the general interest of the community in ecological promotion) as 

well as a redefinition of their ultimate goal (i.e. from eudaimonia in terms of human 

flourishing to eudaimonia in terms of ecological flourishing). On the one hand, the 

consideration of needs in terms of ecological relations called for better 

understandings of different approaches to environmentalism (i.e. ecological 

standpoints) (Martinez-Alier, 2002). Framed in a conceptual matrix intersecting 

concerns for social justice and environmental concerns, ecological standpoints 

include The Cult of Wilderness, The Gospel of Eco-efficiency, The 

Environmentalism of the Poor, The Cult of Wellness and The Environmentalism 

of Care. On the other hand, the consideration of system change in terms of socio-

ecological virtues called for the integration of Civil Economy (Bruni and Zamagni, 

2007) and Green Economics (Cato, 2009). In other words, it called for a 

redefinition of the very ethical roots of system change (i.e. from virtue ethics to 

environmental virtue ethics) (Sandler, 2016). Rather than in scaling-up, the key 

process to fulfil SACs’ needs while undertaking their vision of system change was 

identified in scaling-deep. At the same time scaling-up was never considered as 

exponential growth. On the contrary, it emerged as being a limited (i.e. by social 

and environmental values), temporary (i.e. until a point of equilibrium is reached) 

and contextual (i.e. small scale) process. Such redefinition allowed the 

decoupling of scaling (i.e. including growth) from the growth paradigm (i.e. 

exponential growth in a planet with finite resources), opening up scaling 

understandings to degrowth approaches (Kallis et al., 2002).   
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In summary, a diverse theory of scaling (i.e. a theory of scaling for diverse 

organisations) is developed that: 

• defines scaling as the combination of processes that allow an 

organisation to fulfil the needs it was constituted to address, while 

undertaking its vision of system change; 

• considers needs in light of ecological standpoints, acknowledging the 

importance of ecological relations;  

• considers system change in light of environmental virtue ethics, 

acknowledging the importance of ecological relations;  

• considers scaling routes as multi-layered and multi-faceted processes, 

including, but not limited to, organisational growth. These include: 

scaling-up-inwards (i.e. vertical organisational growth), scaling-out-

inwards (i.e. horizontal organisational growth), scaling-down (i.e. 

organisational de-growth), scaling-up-outwards (i.e. organisational 

impact on policies), scaling-out-outwards (i.e. organisational 

multiplication), scaling-deep-inwards (i.e. organisational impact on 

internal culture), scaling-deep-outwards (i.e. organisational impact on 

societal culture), scaling-with-inwards (i.e. organisational aggregation 

of existing organisations) and scaling-with-outwards (i.e. organisational 

aggregation of new organisations). 

• approaches scaling as a circular matter, where the pursuit of system 

change creates new needs which require new scaling strategies which 

pursue new changes and so on.64     

 

7.2 Main Contributions 

This research contributes to the development of a ‘positive agenda’ in Critical 

Management Studies and to an understanding of diverse or ‘alternative’ ways of 

organising (Parker et al., 2014; Tadajewski et al., 2011). In particular, it focuses 

on the Italian Social Agricultural Cooperative as a diverse organisation. First, it 

provides a systematic review of the literature on Social Agricultural Cooperatives 

in Italy, making the topic accessible to an international readership. Second, it 

                                                           
64 This last point is explored among the limitations of this research, in section 7.3.   
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sheds lights on definitions, size and resilience of the phenomenon, bringing 

together a highly fragmented literature. Third, it outlines different descriptive 

approaches to SACs as well as different interpretations of the role agriculture 

plays in social cooperation. Fourth, it explores the scaling dynamics of SACs, 

formulating a theory of scaling for diverse organisations.    

Therefore, the research contributes to the literature on scaling. First, it critiques 

the concept of scaling as defined in the context of orthodox management 

practices, questioning economic and organisational growth imperatives. Second, 

it strengthens diverse understandings of scaling, shedding light on the multi-

layered and multi-faceted nature of scaling in the context of diverse organisations. 

Third, it differentiates between the societal/environmental level (i.e. scaling 

outwards) and the organisational level (i.e. scaling inwards), allowing the 

construction of a typology of nine scaling routes, including: scaling-up-inwards 

(i.e. vertical organisational growth), scaling-out-inwards (i.e. horizontal 

organisational growth), scaling-down (i.e. organisational de-growth), scaling-up-

outwards (i.e. organisational impact on policies), scaling-out-outwards (i.e. 

organisational multiplication), scaling-deep-inwards (i.e. organisational impact on 

internal culture), scaling-deep-outwards (i.e. organisational impact on societal 

culture), scaling-with-inwards (i.e. organisational aggregation of existing 

organisations) and scaling-with-outwards (i.e. organisational aggregation of new 

organisations) (Table 16). Fourth, it provides a detailed account of scaling-deep 

as this emerged as the main focus in every cooperative analysed. 

This thesis also contributes to the development of Anti Oppressive Theory 

(AOT). Acknowledging the importance of ecological relations in SACs (i.e. the 

human relationship with other elements in the ecological sphere, beyond those 

within their social community) this research called for an epistemological 

reframing of AOT and introduced the concept of ecological standpoints. It also 

suggested that The Environmentalism of Care was a key focus for SACs to 

account for human relationships with the environment and to understand 

oppressive dynamics.  

Finally, this research contributes to the development of Civil Economy. The 

analysis of scaling in SACs reflects on the need for Civil Economy to embrace a 

more holistic ethical approach, to account for ecological relations emerging in 
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SACs, suggesting opening up Green Economics understandings and the 

adoption of environmental virtue ethics.  

 

7.3 Limitations of the Research 

The first limitation of this study lies in its very basis, in the systematic literature 

review that informed the research focus (e.g. scaling) and methods (e.g. case 

selection). While undertaking a systematic review allowed a rigorous exploration 

of the literature, the specific procedures required involved opportunity costs that 

resulted in a vast consumption of time (several months were dedicated to the first 

literature review only), rigidity (the review took place at the beginning of this 

research and therefore is limited to the literature up to 2015) and an excessively 

long final report (half of which was eventually not included in this thesis). In 

addition, the great majority of the literature analysed wasn’t accessed through 

search engines such as Scopus or Web of Science. Instead, grey literature, 

mostly published in Italian, and policy documents constituted the backbone of the 

analysis. Although the systematic review entailed important limitations, it did not 

undermine the quality or originality of the research. First, no ground-breaking 

research on SACs was published after 2015. Publications touching on SACs and 

informing this research were referred to in other sections. For instance, Pansera 

and Rizzi (2018) consider Social Cooperatives in the realm of diverse 

organisations. Their work was acknowledged in Chapter 1. Second, scaling 

would have been an interesting topic to research regardless of the outcome of 

the literature review, because of the prevalence of scaling discourse utilised by 

policymakers in relation to social enterprise. In hindsight, the chosen cases 

stimulated reflections that provided an important contribution to the literature that 

were not suggested by the systematic literature review technique. In other words, 

choices of topic and cases were intrinsically – rather than instrumentally – 

relevant and worth pursuing.   

A second limitation is related to the scope of this research. While focusing on 

the second identified gap in the literature on SACs (i.e. scaling), this study doesn’t 

address the first and the third (see Chapter 2.2.7). Updating the last statistical 

study on SACs (Carini and Depedri, 2012) and performing a quantitative analysis 

of SACs was taken into consideration and developed as a side-project. A data 
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agreement with a renowned Italian research centre has already been signed, a 

research partnership with quantitative researchers established and the first data 

extracted. Hopefully this gap will be addressed soon. The third gap on meanings 

of sustainability constitutes a suggestion for future research (see section 7.4).  

Third, the process of data collection was limited by geographical factors, with 

the importance of language requiring a special consideration. Italy is a relatively 

young nation (being united in 1861) and a still fragmented country, characterised 

by a high socio-cultural diversity and historical divides between North and South. 

Language reflects this diversity, as a great number of local dialects are still 

spoken all over the country. Linguistic factors have therefore had an impact on 

this research. Although in the great majority of cases people spoke Italian only, 

the influence of dialect still emerged through expressions, idioms, words and 

other cultural references. This very rarely emerged in the interviews but could be 

readily observed and appreciated through participant and non-participant 

observations. However, one exceptional interview (NC4, reported below) 

highlighted the importance of language – and especially dialect – in a specific 

context for establishing mutual understanding and strengthening mutual trust. 

While each case study was influenced by a specific dialect, I could speak and 

understand well the one used in the context of CC, I could easily understand 

(although did not speak) the one in TA but I sometimes struggled understanding 

the one in the context of NCO. Clearly, where I was able to speak, or understand, 

the local dialects it was easier to grasp meanings, cultural references and deeper 

cultural assumptions.  

I’d ask you one last question...   

Go go, tell [me]. I am sorry if I am not able to answer your questions properly. You 

know, later I will learn Italian, don’t you worry...  you teach me, when I hear you 

speaking...  because really, I don’t...  it’s like an Englishman who comes to Italy, 

gradually practicing Italian [he would learn the language] [...]. I have always been 

speaking my strict dialect, the strict Neapolitan. And also [beside a different language] 

we really have [different] ways and gestures to approach a person. Instead, you really 

follow the [rules of Italian]... 

...oh, really?  

Yes. The Italian language is different. It is not...  beside the dialect, it’s a whole way 

of approaching [people] and to communicate.  
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Yes, I remember you mentioned this before. But could you give me an example? 

Eh, it’s just different.  

But can you think of any example? 

You wouldn’t understand, trust me. You wouldn’t understand.  

(NC4) 

To tackle the challenges associated with the linguistic gaps, especially in the 

more unfamiliar contexts, like NCO, I used to spend as much time as possible 

having long, unstructured conversations with local people, especially during 

participant observations, asking questions and seeking clarifications, sharing 

thoughts and preliminary understandings. In addition, especially in the case of 

NCO, it was helpful to engage in further discussions with fellow volunteers, who 

came from a wide range of regions, from the north and the south. Exchanging 

ideas, perspectives and insights was a valuable practice. Keeping a diary in which 

to write notes, observations, impressions and feelings was another helpful 

method.   

Fourth, the importance of language also emerged in relation to the word 

scaling. Indeed, translating the word scaling in Italian wasn’t an easy task to 

perform. In the Italian context of management and organisation studies (e.g. 

papers on scaling written in Italian, such as Pirani and Zandonai, 2017) the 

English word scaling is left untranslated. This raises challenges especially in 

conversations with those who are not English speakers or whose English is not 

very good. Talking about scaling with them required a translation of the term and 

the word scala (Italian equivalent for scale), which raised some confusion. The 

Italian world scala may refer to a measuring rod (e.g. the Centigrade scale to 

measure the temperature), a ratio that connects the size of a model to the actual 

size of the object it represents (e.g. the scale on a map) and musical scales (e.g. 

C major scale), but the most common use of the word scala refers to a set of 

steps used to climb up and down (a ladder, in English). The word scala may 

therefore easily raise in the imagination an idea of vertical growth (e.g. scaling-

up). On the other hand, the English word scale – which is also used to indicate a 

device for the measurement of weight (bilancia, in Italian) – may allow for a 

broader understanding, more open to an idea of equilibrium, of balancing (e.g. a 

combination of different routes beyond scaling-up).  
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A fifth limitation deals with different understandings of the relationship between 

scaling and economic sustainability. In the spiral of social innovation, the scaling 

phase is pictured as following that of ‘sustaining’ (Murray et al., 2010). In other 

words, scaling is mostly understood as happening after the organisation reaches 

the breakeven point. However, not all the cases analysed in this research were 

financially stable. While TA and NCO’s financial statements showed positive 

numbers, CC was characterised by severe holes in their budgets.65 In addition, 

the positive numbers in TA and NCO were generated by grant funding and/or 

unpaid work of voluntary members. Does that qualify them as organisations in 

the sustaining phase? Regardless, the literature recognises that sustaining and 

scaling are not always sequential processes. For example, Gabriel (2014, p. 11) 

states that:  

[i]n practice, some social innovators start scaling up their innovations early on. Social 

tech innovators often aim to increase their reach rapidly, while still developing their 

products and business models, for example. Others grow their impact steadily over 

time, and others stay at a small scale for years before actively embarking on a strategy 

to expand reach.   

Indeed, to scale may be a deliberate choice towards improving an 

organisation’s economic sustainability. However, it has to be acknowledged that 

being economically sustainable helps in undertaking scaling journeys, especially 

those of replication (e.g. scaling-out-outwards), cultural change (e.g. scaling-

deep-outwards) and collaboration (e.g. scaling-with-outwards) as these may not 

bring opportunities for increasing organisational incomes.  

Sixth, in the context of data analysis, a crucial limitation regards the temporal 

dimension. While granular coding differentiates between scaling processes 

taking place at the present time, scaling processes envisioned for the future and 

scaling processes implemented in the past, this distinction is not taken into 

consideration while building the data structures. Given the aim of the research, 

priority was accorded to reviewing different approaches to scaling and the choice 

was taken not to overcomplicate the scaling typology. However, information 

contained in the list of granular codes can form the basis for future research (see 

section 7.4).   

                                                           
65 While I had the chance to discuss and look at financial statements in each cooperative, for 
ethical reasons I didn’t hold a copy of any of them.  
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Related to the above, a seventh limitation is the lack of specific data to qualify 

relationships in SACs. The relational dimension emerges as holding a primary 

importance in SACs. For instance, that emerges in the multi-stakeholder 

governance system, in the need to build non-oppressive ecological relationship 

and in the processes of scaling-with. However, specific data to qualify the nature 

of these relationships is missing. This realisation encourages future research to 

focus on relations more specifically (see section 7.4).       

Eight, in this research scaling is approached as a combination of two linear 

processes (see Figure 12). However, it has to be considered that any definition 

of system change creates new needs as much as any liberation creates new 

forms of oppressions. This reflection, which emerged in the final stage of this 

research, raised several critical questions that will necessarily constitute the basis 

for future studies (see section 7.4).      

Specifically in relation to the ecological standpoints classification elaborated in 

Chapter 5, two limitations (ninth and tenth) have to be considered. Ninth, while 

acknowledging the complexity of organisations, recognising the possibility of 

coexistence of multiple standpoints in single cooperatives, the classification in 

Table 22 doesn’t consider hybrid positions. For instance, eco-efficiency is often 

mixed with rewilding (The Cult of Wilderness). This is the case for some statutory 

funded bodies in the UK (such as AHDB)66 which support intensive agriculture 

with the aim of preserving more wilderness. Ignoring Jevon’s paradox, they 

consider higher efficiency will lead to higher resources preservation.  

Tenth, the proposed classification leaves important ethical dilemmas 

unexplored. Ecological standpoints account for ecological relations, intended as 

human relations with ecological entities (including human and non-human), but 

who are the agents in these relations? Humans only? The environment as well? 

These questions are particularly significant with regards to The Environmentalism 

of Care, as in this approach subject and object of care appear intertwined. Does 

The Environmentalism of Care presupposes collapsing agency at the level of 

ontology? Approaches such as Deleuze and Guattari’s, would argue that the 

relationship is the more fundamental ontological category, which means that 

agents are effects of networks rather than having agency within themselves 

                                                           
66 https://ahdb.org.uk/ Last accessed on 15th February 2019. 
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(Deleuze and Guattari, 1991). Alternatively, does The Environmentalism of Care 

require an epistemological shift to understand what is constitutive of agency? 

Actor-network theorists such as Latour would argue that humans can act on the 

environment as much as the environment can act on them and therefore to regard 

humans as distinct from their environmental contexts is to ignore an important set 

of agents in the world (Latour, 2007). Otherwise, is moral agency reserved for 

humans in The Environmentalism of Care? This is what a virtue ethics based 

approach would argue. Environmental virtue ethicists such as Sandler (2016) 

consider that humans are moral agents able to foster ecological flourishing.  

Eleventh, there are other bodies of literature this research hasn’t engaged with 

but which can provide interesting insights on scaling diverse organisations. For 

instance, as already observed, this research doesn’t consider the hybridity of 

organisations and how that hybridity is constructed in different ways by different 

actors in the different cases. In addition, the literature on frugal innovation could 

bring interesting insights to this research, especially with regard to the 

relationship between economic sustainability and scaling. That might also be 

consistent with the environmental virtues grounding the ethical approaches of 

SACs. Furthermore, this research does not explore the relation between 

institutions and scaling. While adopting an institutional perspective would have 

provided interesting insights (see section 7.4), this research has chosen to focus 

on a critical perspective instead (reasons for choosing Anti-Oppressive Theory 

have been discussed in Chapter 3, section 3.2). The relationship between critical 

and institutional theories has been at the centre of a recent scholarly debate, 

stemming from the key question ‘Can Institutional Theory Be Critical?’ (Suddaby, 

2014; Willmott, 2014; Lok, 2017). By not explicitely engaging with that debate, 

this research may show an inclination towards a sceptical view. That would be 

essentially based on the history and habitus of Institutional Theory (Willmott, 

2014); the onto-epistemological difference of the two approaches, the historical 

lack of attention of Institutional Theory to power relations and its disposition 

toward selective co-optation (Lok, 2017). However, the possibility for Instutional 

Theory to develop a critical and emancipatory agenda is acknowledged (Lok, 

2017) and the potential for this research to explore the institutional approach is 

included in the next section (7.4).  
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Twelfth, a final limitation of this research is related to its generalisability. As 

observed in Chapter 4, positivist research and social constructionist research 

approaches generalisability in different ways. For the latter, the main issue to 

reflect on is whether concepts and constructs from the research have any 

relevance to other settings (Table 6; Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, p. 53) and the 

preferred way to enable such generalisation is through theoretical abstraction 

(Table 14; Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, pp. 30, 34). Recognising social science 

as context-dependent (Brookfield 1987), the aim of this study was explicitly 

related to a specific context, defined as building a diverse theory of scaling, in the 

context of Social Agricultural Cooperatives (see Chapter 1). Being context-

specific, this thesis was not particularly concerned with modelling for 

generalisation. Instead, its efforts were directed towards developing a deep 

understanding of scaling SACs that allows a critical redefinition of the concept of 

scaling itself. Therefore, while being highly concerned with issues of validity and 

reliability (see Chapter 4), issues of generalisability were not given the same 

priority. However, at the same time, considering SACs in the wider context of 

diverse organisations, it was assumed that other organisations in the same 

framework are likely to show similar scaling patterns to those of SACs. This is an 

issue for future research to address (see section 7.4).    

 

7.4 Recommendations for Future Research 

This study creates opportunities for further research as it opens up new questions 

and ideas to be explored.   

First, further research into the theoretical and practical integration of 

environmental virtue ethics in Civil Economy is required. How can an ecological 

Civil Economy be realised operationally? How can environmental virtue ethics 

impact the constitution of ecological character traits that foster strong 

sustainability? To start addressing these questions, a more detailed account of 

meanings of sustainability in diverse organisations would prove very helpful 

(other than addressing the third identified gap in the literature of SACs as 

emerged in Chapter 2). What is the approach to sustainability which diverse 

organisations hold? How can it be mapped against the ecological standpoints 

identified by this research?  
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Second, focusing on the temporal dimension, longitudinal studies of scaling 

may show interesting results. How do scaling processes evolve overtime? Is 

there a combination of processes that generally accompany different phases in 

the evolution of diverse organisations?  

Third, a more detailed account of the nature of relationships in diverse 

organisations could provide important insights. How do the nature of relationships 

with the stakeholders impact scaling processes? Specifically, future research is 

needed to explore how power relations affect scaling processes. For example, 

ineffective democratic processes (e.g. resulting in low participation in a members 

assembly), strong personalism (e.g. charismatic leaders taking control over 

governance structures) and lack of clarity/transparency in governance processes 

(e.g. poor social reports, poor minutes) affect knowledge, awareness and active 

participation of members. In turn, that may affect trust and members’ ability to 

cooperate (e.g. particularly important for scaling-with dynamics) or to convey 

coherent messages (e.g. essential for scaling-deep).  

Fourth, adopting an institutional perspective (Di Maggio and Powell, 1983; 

1991; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Scott, 1995), future research could provide 

interesting insights on the relation between institutions and scaling. More 

specifically, exploring the question of how institutions influence particular scaling 

strategies in SACs. For example, how are scaling-with (both inwards and 

outwwards) dynamics related to cohercive isomorphic pressures? When SACs 

get together to increase the impacts of their activities (i.e. scaling-with-inwards) 

or spread across a network of interdependent organisations (i.e. scaling-with-

outwards), some organisations inevitably have more resources than others (e.g. 

the cooperative Al Di La’ Dei Sogni, member of the consortium NCO, has a 

processing plant on which the other cooperatives depend). In the case of NCO, 

these resources were largely funded by institutional bodies (e.g. foundations). 

What is the role of these institutions in shaping the scaling-with processes in the 

consortium? Furthermore, how are scaling-out-outwards dynamics related to 

mimetic isomorophic pressures? For example, in scaling-out-outwards dynamics, 

NCO stresses the authnomy and independence of the ‘child organisations’ (see 

section 6.5.5). To what extent the ‘child’ mimick the ‘parent’? What are the 

consequences of such isomorphic pressures? Moreover, how are scaling-deep 

(both inwards and outwards) dynamics related to normative isomorphic 
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pressures? For example, how do the professional standards brought about the 

new management in CC and NCO are alike? How do cultural changes (at both 

organisational and cultural levels) become ‘institutionalised’? Through 

considering issues of isomorphism and beyond, Institutional Theory could open 

up avenues for further developing research of scaling in SACs.  

Fifth, acknowledging that any definition of system change creates new needs 

as much as any liberation creates new forms of oppressions requires reframing 

the conceptual map used as a guide for this research (Figure 12) into a more 

dynamic – perhaps circular – model. That would also call for a re-

conceptualisation of the models so far elaborated to understand scaling. For 

instance, from the ‘spiral’ to a circle of social innovation (Murray et al., 2010). A 

longitudinal study would be a useful approach to highlight the circularity of these 

dynamics and to explain the evolution of needs and how this impacts on the 

evolution of scaling processes and ideas of system change.67  

Sixth, it would be very interesting to conduct a similar analysis in other 

contexts. For instance, considering scaling approaches of diverse organisations 

in Anglo-Saxon contexts, where social entrepreneurship approaches may be 

‘younger’, less-developed or diverse than the ones of the solidarity-based civil 

society institutions found in mainland Europe. It would be equally interesting to 

explore scaling processes of diverse organisations in non-Western contexts. That 

would raise a great number of crucial questions. For instance, to what extent – if 

at all – AOT and environmental virtue ethics can be applied to make sense of 

scaling in non-Western contexts? What other philosophical approaches ground 

diverse organisations in such contexts?    

Seventh, considering scaling in terms of increasing the impact of an 

organisation rather than increasing its size (Gabriel, 2014), raises a question of 

impact measurement. How can different scaling strategies be assessed? A 

longstanding debate, associated with a wide body of literature, focuses on the 

measurement of social and environmental values in diverse organisations to 

support their financial uptakes (e.g. to promote impact investments) (Mulgan et 

al., 2011; Zamagni et al., 2015; Arena et al., 2016). While the literature on impact 

                                                           
67 Please note that this research did reflect on the evolution of needs in the case of CC (see 
Chapter 4). However, not being designed as a longitudinal study, it didn’t collect the appropriate 
data to provide a robust analysis to this end.     
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measurement may provide interesting insights for assessing scale in diverse 

organisations, some of the scaling routes outlined in this research may posit 

interesting challenges within the same debate. For example, how could the 

impact of scaling-deep be measured? Can it be measured at all?    

     

7.5 Recommendations for Social Agricultural Coopera tors   

At least four practical thoughts can be shared with SACs seeking to effectively 

scale the impact of their activities.   

First, it is essential for the SAC to acknowledge that scaling doesn’t necessarily 

mean growing. Awareness of the different scaling strategies an organisation can 

adopt to fulfil the needs it was constituted to address, while undertaking its vision 

of system change, must be the first step. Appreciating scaling and growing as two 

different and related processes allows focusing on local initiatives, seeing the 

transformative and emancipatory potential of their actions.  

Second, it is important to recognise that growing (e.g. scaling-up-inwards) can be 

a great opportunity for SACs – and especially for those not yet independent from 

external (public/private) funding and other forms of support (e.g. volunteers’ work) 

– seeking to increase their autonomy. However, as the case of TA has 

demonstrated, undertaking scaling-up-inwards processes (i.e. growing the 

organisation) is a delicate operation that needs to be framed within certain limits. 

Ecological and social boundaries must be the primary limits to growth. In other 

words, under no circumstances should the organisational ethos be compromised 

to favour organisational growth. When scaling-up-inwards is deemed relevant, it 

is advisable to consider it as an instrumental and temporary – rather than ultimate 

and permanent – practice. In this regard, the case of NCO may be of particular 

inspiration. Indeed, in the context of NCO, the cooperative Un Fiore Per La Vita 

decided to switch from a strategy based on scaling-up-inwards to one based on 

scaling-out-outwards after reaching its breakeven point. In addition, when 

scaling-up-inwards is deemed necessary, it may find support in those SACs 

operating scaling-out-outwards. In this regard, engaging with networks of SACs 

and nourishing partnerships with other organisations, would be a strategic choice.     
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Third, closely linked to the point above, it is vital for the SAC to be embedded in 

multi-level (from local to international) networks and to build meaningful 

partnerships with a variety of organisations, especially with those sharing a 

similar ethos. This constitutes the basis for scaling-with (both inwards and 

outwards) dynamics. To effectively engage with scaling-with processes, it is very 

important to know how to communicate in a cooperative context. That means that 

it is essential to develop ‘the skill of understanding and responding to one another 

in order to act together’ (Sennett, 2012, p. x). As the case of CC demonstrated, 

‘this is a thorny process, full of difficulty and ambiguity and often leading to 

destructive consequences’ (Ibidem).    

Fourth, investing in scaling-deep (both inwards and outwards) is a strategic 

choice for the SAC to fulfil needs and undertake system change. As this research 

has revealed, scaling-deep can be a key emancipatory practice when it allows 

objective reason to thrive and when it fosters cooperation and the cultivation of 

those civil and ecological virtues the cooperatives identify as grounding system 

change (e.g. cooperation, awareness, frugality and generalised reciprocity). 

Within and across organisations, SACs must ask themselves and each other: 

which values are worth pursuing? As virtue ethics would word it: which virtues 

are worth nourishing? This also means investing in capacity building towards an 

ecological-civil management style, holding a combination of episteme (i.e. 

knowledge), technè (i.e. skills) and phronesis (i.e. practical wisdom) to operate 

as diverse organisations (see more in section 7.7). 

 

7.6 Recommendations for Policy Makers  

Policy makers interested in SACs and how they scale towards system change 

are invited to consider the following reflections.  

First, while the law 381/91 on Social Cooperatives (see Chapter 1) provided that 

their mission must be oriented towards the generation of a social impact, the 

evolution of social cooperation towards the widespread integration of agricultural 

activities requires the generation of environmental impact to be integrated in their 

regulations. Given the environment holds intrinsic value to SACs, the generation 

of environmental impact has to be explicitly addressed and legitimately 
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accounted for.   

Second, it should be made easy for SACs to access the grants disposed for 

agriculture (e.g. to the PSR – Rural Development Plans). In Trentino, the case of 

TA exposed a paradoxical situation. The two main beneficiaries of PSR in the 

Trento province are individual farmers, on the one hand, and agricultural 

cooperatives (i.e. farmers cooperatives, different from SACs) on the other (see 

more on the difference between agricultural cooperatives and SACs in Chapter 

1). As TA’s president explained in the interview (TA3), because the cooperative 

wasn’t clearly ascribable to any of the two categories, the provincial officers 

weren’t able to support the cooperative in its funding application. TA was required 

to directly contact the Provincial Councillor for Agriculture to ask whether they 

were eligible for the grant or not. Three years later, the cooperative was still 

waiting to hear from them. Including SACs in the list of beneficiaries for PSR 

would be of great support to resolve controversial situations like TA’s.   

Third, the new law on Social Farming (Italian Law n.141/2015) considers Social 

Cooperatives as social farming providers only if their turnover from agricultural 

and related activities is above 30% of their total turnover. Because of their 

intrinsic multifunctionality, SACs rely on multiple sources of income and hardly 

ever exceed the threshold defined by the law. Following the law promulgation, in 

the debate about the implementing decrees, the 30% threshold is a matter of 

controversy, particularly contested by the representatives of the cooperative 

world. In addition, the debate revolves around the definition of ‘related activities’. 

If these were to include production, social farming activities (including education 

and work-integration) as well as transformation and commercialisation of 

agricultural products, it would be easier for SACs to be effectively recognised 

social farming providers.  

Fourth, encouraging the constitution of a national network of SACs would be 

greatly beneficial to support their scaling endeavours. Such a network would be 

a catalyser and a connector, facilitating scaling-out and scaling-with dynamics; a 

discussion forum, for sharing and elaborating strategies of scaling-deep; and 

could constitute a mutual fund for allocating grant funding and supporting 

scaling-up attempts.  
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7.7 Recommendations for Ecological Civil Economists  and 

Educators  

I was struck by a conversation heard at the dining table in NCO, after a day at 

work. A young volunteer, a recent graduate in Economics, was sharing with other 

volunteers and members of NCO a personal dilemma related to her future career 

choice. She knew she wanted to be a manager in the non-profit sector and she 

wondered whether it would be a better choice for her to enrol in a masters 

programme in Civil Economy (in a top ranked public university, with a clear virtue 

ethics imprinting) or in an MBA (in a very exclusive private Business School). I 

was surprised and fascinated to hear the opinion of NCO’s management. They 

all agreed it would be much better to enrol in the latter. Their argument (not 

recorded hence not literally transcribed) sounded like this:  

If I were to hire a manager, I would want her to be able to increase the cooperative’s 

competitiveness, how to make it thrive in the market. I wouldn’t be interested in hiring 

a philosopher. I already know why I’m doing what I’m doing and the values that 

underpin my organisation.  

(observation notes)  

The perception (perhaps well-founded) is that a virtue ethics-based education 

wouldn’t focus on essential technical skills required to survive in a capitalist 

market. At the same time, the risk of de-skilling students in practicing cooperation, 

which is essential to operate in a civil market, goes unrecognised. This is a risk 

well exposed by Sennett (2012, pp. 8-9). As he warns:  

modern times are ill-equipped to meet the challenges posed by the demanding sort 

of cooperation. [...] We are losing the skills of cooperation needed to make a complex 

society work.    

The challenge is therefore twofold: to ‘civilise’ the Business School – where 

environmental virtue ethics needs to gain more space – while keeping Ecological 

Civil Economy centred in every aspect of the Aristotelian approach to education. 

In ‘The Nicomachean Ethics’ Aristotle identifies three different forms of knowing, 

or activities of the human mind. These are episteme (i.e. knowledge), technè (i.e. 

skills) and phronesis (i.e. practical wisdom). While episteme is often translated as 

‘scientific knowledge’ in a positivist sense, as ‘the apprehension of universal 

principles and essences arrived at through use of analytical rationality’ (Nicolini, 



249 

 

2012, p. 26); technè is understood by Sennett (2012, p. 6) as ‘the technique of 

making something happen, doing it well’. Aristotle stresses the importance of 

integrating episteme and technè with phronesis, defined as ‘practical wisdom’ 

(Aristotle, 1985, Book VI, §8). The latter is understood by Nicolini (2012, p. 26) 

as:  

the state of mind or intellectual virtue that sustains praxis, [which] has [...] to do with 

ethical action, value-driven deliberation with regards to practical action in the context 

of human affairs and especially the management of the polis.   

Integrating episteme, technè and phronesis in the cultivation of those civil and 

ecological virtues grounding system change should inform the way forward.  

This research has advocated for an ecological reframing of Civil Economy (see 

Chapter 6). In that regard, it is important to reflect on three issues. First, the risk 

of anthropocentrism inherent in virtue ethics must be considered. Virtue ethics 

will always presuppose human actors, as these are moral agents that can 

develop character. Therefore, even in its ecological reconfiguration (i.e. 

environmental virtue ethics) it will always be at risk of anthropocentrism. This is 

a concern raised by Rolston (2005, p. 69) and Dzwonkowska (2018), who charge 

environmental virtue ethics with being fundamentally anthropocentric. On the 

other hand, Sandler (2016) argues that this critique is inconsistent as it only 

addresses one specific approach to virtue ethics theory, ignoring other possible 

interpretations. The charge of anthropocentrism – he explains – can only be 

directed towards accounts of virtue ethics that consider eudaimonia as human 

flourishing (i.e. virtues as character traits that conduct to – or constitute – a human 

agent flourishing or living well) (Sandler, 2016; Aristotle, 1985; Hursthouse, 

1999). However, eudaimonia can also be interpreted as ecological flourishing (i.e. 

virtues as character traits that conduct to – or constitute – both human and non-

human agents flourishing or living well). In Sandler’s words:  

moral agents and all other living things have final value. [...] the corresponding 

account of what makes a character trait a virtue is that it is conductive to (or 

constitutive of) its possessor, other people, and nonhuman flourishing. [...] if 

nonhuman organisms or entities have final value, then human virtue should be 

informed by both what constitutes our flourishing (which includes being good rational 

agents) and what is conductive of their flourishing (or responds to their value). In fact, 
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our flourishing would then arguably involve recognizing their flourishing as valuable 

for their own sake.  

(Sandler, 2016, p. 6) 

Second, whereas an ecological reframing of Civil Economy appears to be 

highly appropriate to interpret social agricultural cooperation in the Italian context, 

the same might not be applicable to other international contexts. The risk of 

Western-centrism characterises virtue ethics, as an ethical theory originated in 

the cradle of Western civilisation. However, the development of virtue ethics 

towards environmental virtue ethics may represent the opportunity to open a 

fruitful conversation with ethical approaches in the Global South. In practice, 

community-based food movements that embody social and environmental 

elements operate towards ecological flourishing in both Western societies (e.g. 

Goodman et al. 2012; Broad 2016; Park 2016) and in the Global South (e.g. 

Pahnke, 2015; Khadse et al., 2017). In theory, the focus on ecological relations 

as inclusive of human and non-human agents is at the heart of many non-

Western philosophies. South American indigenous cosmologies developed 

around the idea of Buen vivir have been briefly mentioned earlier in this thesis 

(see Chapter 6.5). These are explicitly included among the theoretical roots of 

the worldwide contemporary degrowth movement (D’Alisa et al., 2014). Buddhist 

understandings have also influenced the degrowth school and Ecological and 

Green Economics approaches (Schumacher, 1973). Green Economics is 

particularly sensitive in trying to avoid the risk of Western-centrism. As Cato 

(2009, pp.29-30) explains: 

it is important to note [...] the contribution [to Green Economics] of economists and 

other thinking from the global South, as well as the influence of life in the colonial and 

post-colonial countries on many green economists [...]. 

Economists such as Manfred Max-Neef (Chilean) and Martin Khor (Malaysian) 

are included among the theoretical roots of Green Economics (Cato, 2009). 

Insights of the Liberation Theologians of Latin America (such as Paolo Freire) 

and the work of Mohandas K. Gandhi are also considered highly influential on 

green philosophical approaches (Ibidem).  

Third, an ecological Civil Economy must overcome the risk of man-centrism. 

In fact, Civil Economy as narrated by Luigino Bruni and Stefano Zamagni 
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emerges as ‘a man’s game’. Not only do men dominate its historical theoretical 

roots (e.g. as discussed in Chapter 1, its founding fathers include Antonio 

Genovesi, Cesare Beccaria, Giandomenico Romagnosi, Ferdinando Galiani and 

Giacinto Dragonetti among others) but its contemporary evolution too. Indeed, in 

the contemporary Italian Civil Economy discussions, men still hold the main 

stage, while the intellectual work of women is too often confined behind the 

scenes. Women are heavily under-represented as keynote speakers in Civil 

Economy workshops and/or as first authors in Civil Economy publications and/or 

as managers in Civil Economy research centres (see governance structure 

and/or publication archives and/or list of speakers in research events of the main 

Italian research centres on Civil Economy). The intellectual contribution of women 

is vital but is seldom seen. On the other hand, women seem to be better 

represented in Green Economics environments, Molly Scott Cato (2012), Mary 

Mellor (2006), Vandana Shiva (1999) and others being leading contributors. In 

addition, Green Economics explicitly embraces ecofeminist perspectives, 

acknowledging a connection between capitalism and patriarchy (i.e. a 

relationship between the exploitation of the environment and of women’s work). 

As Molly Scott Cato’s work testifies, ecofeminism (in its rich diversity) represents 

a key current contributing to the foundation and development of Green 

Economics (Cato, 2009, pp. 35-51). The integration of Civil Economy and Green 

Economics, bringing more female voices to the stage whilst developing 

ecofeminist understandings, may represent an opportunity for women’s 

empowerment in academia.  
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Appendix 1. Systematic Literature Review: Methods 
and Descriptive Findings  

 

Accessing resources  

Keywords selection was the first step in the literature review process. As Tables 

23 and 24 show, three primary keywords and seven secondary keywords were 

identified to select resources in search engines. 

Table 23 Primary Keywords Related to Italian SAC 

Keyword 68 Framework  Justification  

Social cooperative  Legal ‘Social cooperative’ is the juridical form to which Italian 
SACs belong69.  It is likely that this will be referenced 
in relevant work on SAC in the Italian context. 

Agricultur* Sectorial SACs are characterised by agricultural activities.  

Ital* Geographical  They are locally rooted in the Italian context.   

Source: Author.  

Table 24 Secondary (Additional) Keywords Related to Italian SAC 

Keyword  Framework  Justification  

Social enterprise  Legal This is a broader category that includes ‘social 
cooperative’, being the latter a subset of the former. 
Social enterprises in Italy are disciplined by D.lgs 
155/2006 and following decrees.  

Cooperative social 
enterprise 

Legal/ 

Governance 

This refers to a social enterprise whose governance 
model is cooperative. 

Hybrid social 
enterprise 

Legal/ 

organisational 

This is a more general category on the organisational 
nature of SACs, being them at the same time a hybrid 
organisation and a social enterprise. 

Rural social 
cooperative 

Legal/ 

Sectorial 

This indicates social cooperatives involved in rural 
activities (e.g. agriculture) 

                                                           
68 In a search, the symbol * denotes different words with the same prefix. E.g. Agricultur* stands 
for Agriculture and/or Agricultural; Ital* stands for Italy and/or Italian; etc.   
69 According to the Italian law 381/91 art. 1 ‘Article 1 of the law 381/91 provides that: “The purpose 
of social cooperative is the pursuit of the general community interest in promoting human 
concerns and in the social integration of citizens by means of: a) the management of social, health 
and educational services; b) the carrying-out of sundry activities -agricultural, industrial, business 
or services - having as their purpose the gainful employment of the disadvantaged. In so far as 
compatible with this law, the regulations regarding the sector in which social cooperatives operate 
shall apply to those same social cooperatives. 
The name of cooperative, however it is constituted, must contain the indication that it is a "social 
cooperative.”’ 
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Social farming Sectorial Among traditional for-profit farms, charities and other 
civil society’s organisations, SACs are key-actors in 
carrying out social farming activities. 

Mafia Sectorial Some of the most popular SACs in South Italy (e.g. 
‘Libera Terra’ Cooperatives) are characterised by 
their land being confiscated from the mafia and their 
activities promoting legality and being explicitly ‘anti-
mafia’.  

Solidarity Purchasing 
Group 

Sectorial They represent key stakeholders for many SAC, 
being in many cases the intermediary between the 
coop and its customers.  

Source: Author.  

One basic search string, built on the essential keywords in Table 23, was inserted 

in three different search engines: Scopus, Web of Science (WOS) and Google 

Scholar (GS)70.  

In Scopus, the following string shows 30 results.   

TITLE-ABS-KEY(social) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY(agri*) AND TITLE-ABS-    

KEY(coop*) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY(Ital*) 

In WOS, the following string shows 22 results.  

TOPIC: (social) AND TOPIC: (agri*) AND TOPIC: (coop*) AND TOPIC: (Ital*) 

In GS, the following string shows 19,000 results.  

social + agri* + coop* + Ital* 

Developing the search string further, according to the additional keywords in 

Table 24, the following results were obtained.  

In Scopus, the following string shows 20 results.   

( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( social cooperative ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( cooperative 

social enterprise ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( hybrid social enterprise ) OR TITLE-

ABS-KEY ( rural social cooperative ) ) AND ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( agri* ) OR ( 

farm* ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( mafia ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( solidarity 

purchasing group ) ) AND ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ital* ) ) 

In WOS, the following string shows 5 results.  

TOPIC: (social cooperative) OR TOPIC: (cooperative social enterprise) OR 

TOPIC: (hybrid social enterprise) OR TOPIC: (rural social cooperative) 

                                                           
70 The three searches have been conducted on 5th February 2016.  
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Refined by: TOPIC: (agri* OR farm* OR mafia OR solidarity purchasing group) 

AND TOPIC: (Ital*) 

In GS, the following string shows 1,830 results.  

“social cooperative” OR “cooperative social enterprise” OR “hybrid social 

enterprise” OR “rural enterprise” + agri* OR farm* OR mafia OR “solidarity 

purchasing group” + Ital* 

That shows a great difference in number between results in GS and those of 

the other two databases. It might be argued that this is because of the different 

field types considered in the search: “TITLE-ABS-KEY” in Scopus, “TOPIC” in 

WOS and “everywhere in the article” in GS. It would have been best comparing 

the results in the three search engines by using the same keywords and also the 

same field type, but, unfortunately, this is not possible as each database 

organises the search in different ways. For example, in Scopus, it possible to 

choose between 21 field types, the widest being “ALL” and “TITLE-ABS-KEY”. In 

WOS, the choice is between 10 categories, where “TOPIC” is the most general. 

In GS there are only two possibilities: “everywhere in the article” and “in the title 

of the article”. However, even when modifying the field type in Scopus, choosing 

“ALL” (which includes potential misleading categories such as “affiliation” 

“references” and “language”) instead of “TITLE-ABS-KEY”, 7,208 results are 

obtained, which are still much lower than 19,000 results in GS.    

To explain the great difference in number of results, it is relevant considering 

the different characteristics of three search engines (see Table 25) and the 

peculiarity of GS in comparison with the other two.   

Table 25 Databases Characteristics 

Characteristic  Scopus  Web of Science  Google Scholar  

Date of official 
inauguration 

11/2004 2004 11/2004 

Content    

 No. of journals 12,850 (500 open 
access) 

8700 No data provided 
(theoretically all 
electronic resources) 

 Languages English (plus more 
than 30 other 
languages) 

English (plus 45 
other languages) 

English (plus any 
language) 

 Focus (field) Physical sciences, 
health sciences, life 

Science, technology, 
social sciences, arts 
and humanities 

Biology, life sciences 
and environmental 
sciences, business, 
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sciences, social 
sciences 

administration, 
finance and 
economics, chemistry 
and materials 
science, engineering, 
pharmacology, 
veterinary science, 
social sciences, arts 
and humanities 

 Period covered 1966–present 1900–present Theoretically all 
available 
electronically 

 Databases covered 100% Medline, 
Embase, 
Compendex, World 
textile index, Fluidex, 
Geobase, Biobase 

Science citation 
index expanded, 
social sciences 
citation index, arts 
and humanities 
citation index, index 
chemistry, current 
chemical reactions 

PubMed, OCLC First 
Search 

 No. of keywords 
allowed 

30 15 Theoretically no limit 

Search    

 Abstracts (+) (+) (+) 

 Authors (+) (+) (+) 

 Citations (+) (+) (+) 

 Patents (+) (+) (+) 

Uses Links to full-text 
articles and other 
library resources 

Links to full-text, 
links to related 
articles 

Links to full-text 
articles, free full-text 
articles, links to 
journals, links to 
related articles, links 
to libraries 

Updating 1–2 times weekly Weekly Monthly on average 

Developer/owner 
(country) 

Elsevier 
(Netherlands) 

Thomson Scientific 
and Health Care 
Corporation (US) 

Google Inc. (US) 

Citation analysis Total number of 
articles citing work on 
a topic or by an 
individual author 

As for Scopus plus 
the total number of 
articles on a topic or 
by an individual 
author cited in other 
articles 

Next to each paper 
listed is a “cited by” 
link; clicking on this 
link shows the citation 
analysis 

Source: Falagas et al., 2007 

As Table 25 shows, GS is likely to produce more results than both Scopus and 

WOS. Indeed, GS includes a wider range of resources, from any language, with 

a broader focus and an extensive time-frame.  
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Praises and critiques have been risen in favour and against GS as a search 

engine. Critiques are moved to the quality and accuracy of its results. For 

example, according to Rensleigh and Adriaanse (2011) and to Harzing and 

Alakangas (2016), GS might contain duplicate information, which overinflates the 

scores. In addition, it includes non-academic articles, unpublished literature, 

online resources, open access documents, which might be seen as less accurate 

than peer-reviewed papers. At the same time, GS allows a heavy emphasis on 

books, book chapters and conference proceedings, while it includes also 

government reports and papers published in academic journals not listed in 

Scopus nor in WOS (Harzing and Alakangas, 2016). GS might also include 

papers which are published online but that are still in press. Moreover, while 

Scopus and WOS cover mainly papers in English, published in the United States, 

United Kingdom and Canada, GS embraces a broader publication pattern, 

including a wider range of publications from non-English-speaking countries 

(Meho and Yang, 2007).  

Aware of these opportunities and threats, to ensure a better coverage of the 

literature on SAC, this review integrates resources from the three search engines, 

so that the strengths of one can complement and compensate with the 

weaknesses of the other. Comments on the nature and the kind of resources 

coming out of this triple search will be formulated later in the following sections.   

Before starting the selection process, results in GS need to be further 

circumscribed. To narrow down the results, the advanced search tool in GS 

engine was used, re-combining the keywords in Table 23.  

Using the following search stream, 331 results are obtained.  

Ital agri "social cooperative" 

The image below is a screen shot of the advanced scholar search.  
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Figure 51 GS Advanced Search for SAC 

 

Source: https://scholar.google.com/?hl=en&as_sdt=0,5#d=gs_asd Last accessed on 5th 
February 2016. 

Based on these 331 resources founded in GS, 20 documents in Scopus and 5 

papers in WOS, the literature review is further conducted.  

 

Selecting resources  

Resources selection includes three phases and two main steps in each. The first 

step (i.e. first round of selection), focuses on resources’ title and abstract and 

selects papers according to identified inclusion/exclusion criteria. Tables 26 and 

27 show such criteria, which were continuously refined as the review proceeded. 

The second step (i.e. second round of selection), examines the papers’ full text 

and selects them according to the inclusion/exclusion criteria.     
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Table 26 Inclusion Criteria 

Inclusion criteria  Rationale for inclusion  

Resources considering Italian social 
cooperatives, involved in agricultural activities 
(e.g. production, marketing of agricultural 
products). 

Social cooperatives that are directly and 
primarily involved in agricultural activities 
represent the core of the search.  

Documents considering Italian social 
cooperatives, using agriculture-related 
practices in providing social-health care and 
educational services (e.g. community farms). 

Social cooperative type A (focused on the 
provision on social-health care and 
educational services) not primarily concerned 
with agriculture, but involved in agriculture-
related practices, are also relevant for this 
study.   

Articles looking at Italian social cooperatives, 
in which agriculture-related practices are a 
tool facilitating work integration of 
disadvantaged people (e.g. social farming).  

Social cooperative type B (focused on the 
work integration of disadvantaged people) not 
primarily concerned with agriculture, but 
involved in agriculture-related practices, are 
also relevant for this study.   

Resources regarding Italian consortia of 
social cooperatives, involved in agricultural 
activities.  

Consortia of social cooperative (also called 
social cooperative type C) involved in 
agricultural activities plays an important role in 
the development of Italian SAC.  

Papers discussing the interactions between 
Italian social cooperatives and local 
communities in rural contexts (e.g. 
environmental justice in Campania, anti-mafia 
struggles in Sicilia).   

According to Fazzi (2011) rural cooperatives 
for local development (RCLDs) are the most 
dynamic and innovative type of SAC, 
transcending the A-B categorisation of social 
cooperatives.  

Documents looking at the evolution of Italian 
social cooperation as a reaction to crisis.    

Fazzi (2011) explains the emergence of SAC 
in the Italian context as the result of a multiple 
crises, e.g. the international economic crises, 
the crises of the public finances in Italy, the 
rural crises and the crises of the third sector.   

Source: Author.  

Table 27 Exclusion Criteria 

Exclusion criteria  Rationale for exclusion  

Resources studying Italian agricultural 
cooperatives. 

The business model of agricultural 
cooperatives is different from the one of 
cooperatives (among which SACs), the latter 
being not for profit.  

Documents considering agricultural-related 
practices (e.g. social farming and community 
farms) carried out by for profit organisations 
(e.g. traditional farms).      

Even though these activities are closely 
related with the ones of SACs, for a SAC the 
not for profit requirement needs to be met.  

Articles looking at non-cooperative not for 
profit organisation involved in agricultural 
activities or in agriculture-related practices or 
dealing with local communities in rural 
contexts (e.g. NGOs, charities, ...).   

Even though these activities are closely 
related with the ones of SACs and these 
organisations are not for profit, the for a SAC 
the governance needs to be cooperative.   

Source: Author.  
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In a first phase, the selection starts considering the results in Scopus, then the 

ones in WOS and finally the ones in GS. Scopus showed 30 results when filtering 

through essential keywords and 20 results narrowing down the search through 

introducing additional keywords (see above). For accuracy, title and abstract of 

the 30 hits are compared to the 20 results of the more specific search. It emerged 

that not every document in the 20-pool appeared in the 30-pool as well. In 

particular, 9 resources overlap in the two groups, whereas 21 resources were 

founded exclusively in the 30-pool and 11 resources in the 20-pool only. Title, 

abstract and keywords of 4 out of 9 overlapping resources, 2 out of 21 results 

exclusive of the 30-pool and 4 out of 11 results exclusive of the 20-pool meet the 

inclusive/exclusive criteria and are considered for the second round of review. In 

total, 10 resources were considered from Scopus. In WOS, results of the broader 

search (22 results) were compared those of the more specific searches (5 

results). Results overlap completely and only 1 resource is considered further, for 

the second round of review. The results in WOS and Scopus are very similar. 

Actually, three resources in WOS met the criteria for the first round of selection, 

not just one. However, two out of these three were already considered among 

the Scopus results and therefore they were not counted again. They are: Migliore 

et al. (2014) and Rakopoulos (2014). In GS were only considered results from the 

advanced search string showed in Figure 51. Out of 331 resources, 43 papers 

were selected in the first round. In the second round, 5 (out of 10) resources met 

the inclusion/exclusion criteria in Scopus; no document in WOS and 20 (out of 

43) in GS.   

The second phase of review adopts a snowballing technique to integrate the 

literature with other resources. To accomplish that, the references of the 25 

documents, results of the first phase, were browsed and, according to the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria, 21 resources were selected.  

In a third phase, resources selected through search engines and snowballing 

are integrated with additional material. This phase, characterised by networking 

activity with the research community in SAC-related themes, consists mainly in 

refining the bibliography by engaging with experts, according to the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria. Indeed, as an outcome the first two phases, a group 

of key academics emerged as particularly active researchers in SAC-related 

themes. They were contacted via email and kindly asked for feedback on the first 
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bibliography draft, outcome of the first two phases of the review. Almost every 

contacted researcher suggested some integrations. The great majority of which 

are grey literature, published in Italian, and therefore hardly accessible through 

research databases. Moreover, under the same label ‘networking’ goes the 

material added after informal conversations with practitioners (e.g. social 

cooperators, farmers). They were particularly helpful for suggesting policy and 

policy-related documents (e.g. about the Italian law 141/2015 on social farming) 

and organisations’ resources (e.g. AIAB71 publications).    

Among the documents indicated by these advisors, 37 additional resources 

have been selected, according to the inclusion/exclusion criteria. However, this 

is a biased number, which overestimates the added-value from networking. In 

fact, it considers separately several articles contained in few publications (AIAB 

resources). If these articles are not considered separately, and each publication 

is counted as one unit, the number of resources from networking goes down to 

25.     

This step completes the process of selection. In total 83 documents are 

considered for the final review, out of which 25 accessed through search engines, 

21 through snowballing and 37 through networking (see Table 28).   

 

Descriptive Findings  

This section outlines five main descriptive findings, i.e. trend of publications, type 

of resources and quality of journals, key-authors and methodology adopted. In 

addition, it provides two coding streams to identify ‘key themes in relation to SAC’ 

and ‘relevance’ of the 83 resources selected for the review (see Table 28). The 

first one, assigns to each resource a category according to the specific context in 

which SAC is discussed. In other words, it codes the resources according to the 

main framework SAC belongs to. Four categories are identified: social farming 

(SF); social enterprise / social innovation (SE/SI); anti-mafia / confiscated assets 

(AM/CA); sustainable food systems (SFS). The second coding process is 

concerned with the relevance of each resource. It outlines whether the resource 

is crucial, focused on SAC (1) or relevant, where SAC is widely discussed among 

                                                           
71 AIAB – Associazione Italiana Agricoltura Biologica, Italian Association for Organic Agriculture.   
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other themes (2) or marginal, where SAC is mentioned among other themes but 

there is no deep analysis of it (3).  A combination of all these findings provides 

meaningful insights to the analysis of the descriptive results.    

Table 28 Selected Resources 
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1 AIAB (2007) Networking AIAB publication X IT  SF  

2 AIAB (2008) Networking  Contribution in AIAB publication X IT 3 SF  

3 AIAB (2010a) Networking AIAB publication X IT  SF  

4 AIAB (2010b) Networking AIAB publication X IT  SF  

5 Angelini, A. & Pizzuto, P. 

(2007) 

Snowballing Journal article (peer reviewed)   X IT 1 AM/CA Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual 

6 Attili, G. (2013) Google 

Scholar 

Conference paper  X EN 3 SFS Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

7 Baldascino, M. & Mosca, M. 

(2012) 

Snowballing Contribution in research network 

publication  

X IT 2 AM/CA  

8 Bravo, G. & Villa, M. (2007) Snowballing Journal article (peer reviewed)   X IT 3 SE/SI Qual: Survey 

9 Caggiano, M. & De Rosa, S. P. 

(2015) 

Networking Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 1 AM/CA Qual: Ethnography 

10 Caggiano, M. (2014) Networking National Institute publication    X EN 1 AM/CA  

11 Camera dei deputati (2012) Networking Parliament inquiry X IT  SF  

12 Carbone, A., et al. (2009) Networking Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 3 SF Qual: Survey  

13 Carini C. et al. (2012) Snowballing Research centre publication   X EN 3 SE/SI  
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14 Carini, C. & Costa, E. (2014) Networking Contribution in research network 

publication 

X IT 3 SE/SI  

15 Carini, C. & Depedri, S. 

(2012) 

Networking Research centre publication X IT 1 SE/SI  

16 Carrosio, G. (2007) Snowballing Journal article (peer reviewed)   X IT 3 SE/SI Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual 

17 Ciaperoni, A. (2008a) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT 2 SF  

18 Ciaperoni, A. (2008b) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT 2 SF  

19 Ciaperoni, A. (2010a) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT  SF  

20 Ciaperoni, A. (2010b) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT  SF  

21 Cirulli, F., et al. (2011) Networking National Institute report X IT 3 SF  

22 Ciulla, R. (2012) Google 

Scholar 

Regional Institute publication X EN 3 SFS  

23 Costa, E., & Carini, C. (2015) Google 

Scholar 

Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 3 SE/SI Quant: Multiple factor 

analysis   

24 Critelli, G. (2015) Networking Online article by a communication 

website 

X IT 2 SF  

25 Di Iacovo, F. & Pieroni, P. 

(2006) 

Snowballing Academic report X EN 1 SF  

26 Di Iacovo, F. (2008a) Snowballing Book  IT 2 SF   

27 Di Iacovo, F. (2008b) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT 3 SF  

28 Di Iacovo, F. (2009) Google 

Scholar 

Journal article (peer reviewed)  EN 3 SF  Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

29 Di Iacovo, F. et al. (2006) Google 

Scholar 

Book chapter  EN 2 SF  
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30 Di Iacovo, F. et al. (2013) Google 

Scholar 

Conference paper  X EN 3 SF  Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

31 Di Iacovo, F. et al. (2014) Google 

Scholar 

Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 3 SF Qual: Case studies 

32 Di Iacovo, F., O’Connor, D., 

(2009) 

Snowballing Regional Agency publication X EN 3 SF  

33 Di Maggio, U. (2011) Snowballing Journal article (peer reviewed)   IT 2 AM/CA Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

34 Di Silvestre, N. (2010) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT  SF  

35 Doezema, M. (2012) Google 

Scholar 

Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 1 AM/CA Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

36 Ducci, G. et al. (2002) Google 

Scholar 

Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 3 SE/SI Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

37 Durastanti, F. & Senni, S. 

(2008) 

Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT 3 SF  

38 Durastanti, F., et al. (2007) Networking Conference paper  X EN 1 SF Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

39 European Economic Social 

Committee  (2012) 

Networking EESC advice X EN 3 SF  

40 Fazzi, L. (2011a) Scopus Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 1 SF Qual: Survey  

41 Fazzi, L. (2011b) Networking Contribution in research network 

publication 

X IT 3 SE/SI  

42 Ferrante, A., & Gallucci, A. 

(2013) 

Google 

Scholar 

National Institute publication X EN 3 SFS   

43 Finuola, R. (2008) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT 3 SF  
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44 Fondazione Libera 

Informazione (Ed.) (2009) 

Snowballing National Agency publication X IT 2 AM/CA  

45 Foschini, M. (2010) Google 

Scholar 

NGO publication  X EN 3 SFS   

46 Franco, S. & Senni, S. (2003) Snowballing Conference paper X IT 3 SF Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

47 Frigerio, L. & Pati, D. (2007) Snowballing National programme publication X IT 2 AM/CA  

48 Frigerio, L. (2009a) Snowballing Book chapter  IT 2 AM/CA  

49 Frigerio, L. (2009b) Snowballing Article in religious journal    X IT 2 AM/CA  

50 Gaito, M. (2008) Networking Doctoral dissertation X IT 3 SF Quant: Survey 

51 Giannini, G., (2004) Snowballing Dissertation X IT 2 SF Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

52 Giarè, F., et al. (2014) Networking National programme report X IT 2 SF  

53 Hassink J. (2013) Scopus Book chapter  EN 3 SF  

54 Ingrassia, M. et al. (2014) Google 

Scholar 

Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 1 AM/CA Quant: Survey  

55 Iommi, S. (2005) Snowballing Regional Institute report X IT 1 SE/SI  

56 Lanfranchi, M., et al. (2015)  Networking Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 2 SF Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

57 Lavenia, P. (2010) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT  SF  

58 Limonta, V. (2010) Networking Dissertation X IT 1 AM/CA Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

59 Lo Russo, G., (2009) Snowballing Journal article (peer reviewed)   IT 1 AM/CA Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual 
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60 Macri, M. C., & Perito, M. A. 

(2009) 

Google 

Scholar 

Seminar paper X EN 3 SF Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual 

61 Martone, V. (2014) Snowballing Conference paper  X IT 2 AM/CA Qual: Ethnography. 

62 Mazzanti, G., et al. (2015) Networking Research centre publication X EN 3 AM/CA  

63 Messina, E., & Bossi, L. 

(2015) 

Google 

Scholar 

Online article by a foundation X EN 3 SF  

64 Nicolosi, A. & de Pasquale, S. 

(2006) 

Snowballing Conference paper X IT 2 SF Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual  

65 Osti, G. (2012) Scoups Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 2 SE/SI Qual: Theoretical and 

conceptual 

66 Pascale, A. (2008) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT 3 SF  

67 Picciotto, L. (2015) Google 

Scholar 

Conference paper  X EN 1 AM/CA Qual: Case study 

68 Rakopoulos, T. (2012) Google 

Scholar 

Doctoral dissertation X EN 1 AM/CA Qual: Ethnography  

69 Rakopoulos, T. (2013) Snowballing Book chapter  EN 2 AM/CA  

70 Rakopoulos, T. (2014) Scoups Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 1 AM/CA Qual: Ethnography  

71 Rakopoulos, T. (2015) Google 

Scholar 

Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 1 AM/CA Qual: Ethnography 

72 Rete rurale nazionale (2011) Networking National programme report X IT  SF  

73 Scagliarini, L. & Pedretti, F. 

(2010) 

Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT  SF  

74 Scarpino, P. (2010a) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT  SF  

75 Scarpino, P. (2010b) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT  SF  
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76 Senni, S. (2006) Networking Academic report X IT 1 SE/SI   

77 Senni, S. (2008a) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT 2 SF  

78 Senni, S. (2008b) Networking Contribution in AIAB publication X IT 3 SF  

79 Trifuoggi, M. (2015) Scoups Journal article (peer reviewed)   EN 1 AM/CA Qual: Ethnography   

80 Tumminelli, G. (2003) Snowballing Article in religious journal   X IT 3 AM/CA  

81 Veltri, S., & Silvestri, A. 

(2015) 

Google 

Scholar 

Conference paper X EN 2 AM/CA Qual: Case study 

82 Wilcox, D. (2007) Google 

Scholar 

Academic report X EN 3 SF  

83 Woolley, P. (2003) Google 

Scholar 

Academic report X EN 2 SE/SI  

Source: Author.  
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The analysis starts by looking at the publications’ distribution per year (Figure 

52). The first impression given by Figure 52 (Scenario 1) is of a variable and 

fluctuating interest in SAC reflected by an irregular increasing and decreasing 

number of papers from 2007 onwards, with two culmination points in 2008 and 

2010. However, by looking at these numbers carefully, combining data on 

resource publication with the ones on publication type (see Table 28), it emerges 

that in 2007, 2008 and 2010 single publications include multiple articles, and this 

inflates the results in Figure 52. Particularly, that concerns four AIAB publications 

and one Journal: seven contributions from only two AIAB publications were 

considered in 2010; nine contribution from two AIAB publications were 

considered in 2008; three articles from the same Journal Impresa Sociale were 

considered in 2007. By re-examining Fig. 2 in the light of that, a different pattern 

emerges (Scenario 2). In fact, a fragmentary but steadily increasing interest in 

SAC can be noticed, culminating in 2015, with 10 publications.  

Figure 52 Publications per Year (tot. 83) 

 

Source: Author.  

Comparing Figures 52 and 53, it is interesting to notice that 7 out of 10 articles 

published in 2015 are academic resources, revealing a growing involvement of 

academics in SAC related themes. From the Figures, it emerges that SAC was a 

consistently debated theme from 2006 onwards, whereas academic interest on 
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this theme started rising significantly in recent years only. Particularly, peer 

reviewed journal articles increased substantially in 2014-2015.  

Figure 53 Academic Publications per Year (Tot. 31) 

 

Source: Author.  

Reading the data showed in Figures 52, 53 and 54 together, it appears that 

the great majority of the recent academic resources are crucial documents, 

focused on SAC specifically (relevance 1). Moreover, considering key-themes in 

relation to resource relevance, it is worth noticing that specific interest on SAC 

started rising in the framework of SAC as a social enterprise, generative of social 

innovation (SE/SI). However, all the crucial resources in the last three years 

approach SAC in an anti-mafia/confiscated land perspective.   
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Figure 54 Trend of Crucial Resources (Relevance = 1) in Association with Key-Themes  

 

Source: Author.   

Publications considered in this review are diverse. It is worth noticing that 62 

out of 83 resources (approximately 75%) are grey literature, not being controlled 

by commercial publishers72. Among the academic literature, Journal articles are 

the most numerous (19 resources), followed by Conference and Seminar papers 

(9 documents). On the practitioner side, contributions in AIAB publications 

represent the majority (19 resources). That is due to a specific publishing effort 

on BioAgricoltura Sociale (Organic social agriculture) made by AIAB as a political 

choice for the organisation, focusing on social farming as a key sector in which 

organic agriculture can prosper. It is interesting to note that, along with academia, 

research centres and third and public sector organisations, are growing their 

interest in SAC too. This is showed by the numerous publications supported by 

National and Regional agencies and institutes (in Figure 55 gathered under the 

label ‘public bodies publications’). Emblematic in this respect is the case of 

resources which key theme in relation to SAC is anti-mafia and confiscated 

assets.     

 

                                                           
72 As defined by the Fourth International Conference on Grey Literature, held in Washington DC 
in October 1999, grey literature is considered a resource that ‘is produced on all levels of 
government, academics, business and industry in print and electronic formats, but which is not 
controlled by commercial publishers’. 
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Figure 55 Type of Resources  

 

Source: Author.   

Considering the methodology chosen by the 29 academic publications (articles 

in peer reviewed Journals, conference papers and dissertations) (Figures 56 and 

57), a variety of research methods emerges, 91% of which are qualitative 

analysis. Theoretical and conceptual papers are the most common (53%), 

followed by ethnographic researches (19%) and surveys (16%). It is significant 

that no literature reviews are identified.  
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Figure 56 Methodologies 1/2 

  

Source: Author.   

Figure 57 Methodologies 2/2 

 

Source: Author.   

As Table 29 shows, the impact factor of the journals included in the review is 

relatively low. However, it is of interest noticing that the two papers in the two 

higher ranked journals focus on SAC (relevance = 1). Overall, resources from 

peer reviewed Journal shows a high relevance. In terms of key-themes, they are 

well distributed among these publications. However, none of them considers SAC 

in relation to sustainable food systems (SFS). 
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Table 29 Journals and Related Impact Factor 

Citation 
information 

Journal  Impact 
factor 73 

Relevance  Key-
theme 

Di Iacovo, F. 
(2009) 

Journal of Farm Management Not 
applicable 

3 SF 

Doezema, M. 
(2012) 

Gastronomica 0 1 AM/CL 

Di Maggio, U. 
(2011) 

Sociologia del lavoro 0 2 AM/CL 

Ducci, G. et al. 
(2002) 

International Journal of Mental 
Health 

0.042 3 SE/SI 

Lanfranchi, M., et 
al. (2015) 

Bulgarian Journal of Agricultural 
Science 

0.195 2 SF 

Rakopoulos, T. 
(2014) 

Journal of Modern Italian Studies 0.301 1 AM/CL 

Carbone, A., et al. 
(2009) 

Journal of Food Products 
Marketing 

0.418  3 SF 

Rakopoulos, T. 
(2015) 

Focaal 0.466 1 AM/CL 

Trifuoggi, M. 
(2015) 

International Journal of Sociology 
and Social Policy 

0.5 1 AM/CL 

Di Iacovo, F. et al. 
(2014) 

The Journal of Agricultural 
Education and Extension 

0.643 3 SF 

Costa, E., & 
Carini, C. (2015) 

Service Business 0.73 3 SE/SI 

Ingrassia, M. et al. 
(2014) 

Journal of Agricultural Science 
and Technology 

0.759 1 AM/CL 

Osti, G. (2012) Sustainability: Science, Practice, 
and Policy 

1.686 2 SE/SI 

Fazzi, L. (2011a) Sociologia Ruralis 2.082 1 SF 

Lo Russo, G. 
(2009) 

Origine N/A 1 AM/CL 

Caggiano, M. & 
De Rosa, S. P. 
(2015) 

Partecipazione e Conflitto N/A 1 AM/CL 

Angelini, A. & 
Pizzuto, P. (2007) 

Impresa sociale N/A 1 AM/CL 

Bravo, G. & Villa, 
M. (2007) 

Impresa sociale N/A 3 SE/SI 

Carrosio, G. 
(2007) 

Impresa sociale N/A 3 SE/SI 

Source: Author.  

                                                           
73 Source: SJR 2014 
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Finally, the most frequent authors emerging from the overall review (including 

co-authoring) are showed in Table 30. They reflect the variety of resource’s types, 

coming from different academic context (Italian as well as international) but also 

from a research centre and from a civil society organisation. It is interesting to 

note that Rakopoulos is the only author identified for the first time through Scopus 

database (one article), Di Iacovo and Carini emerge through the Google Scholar 

search, Ciaperoni and AIAB through the networking process. Senni was identified 

as a co-author through Google Scholar, but the majority of his works were 

discovered through snowballing and networking.       

Table 30 Most Frequent Authors 

Author  Frequency  Role  

Francesco Di Iacovo 8 Professor, University of 
Pisa 

Saverio Senni 8 Professor, Tuscia 
University  

Chiara Carini 4 Researcher, EURICSE 
research centre 

Anna Ciaperoni 4 Responsible for AIAB, 
BioAgricoltura Sociale  

AIAB  4 Italian Association for 
Organic Agriculture  

Theodoros Rakopoulos 4 Post-doctoral 
researcher, University of 
Bergen 

Source: Author. 
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Appendix 2. Interview Protocol  
 

SECTION ONE: Historical overview  

- Could you tell me about the start-up phase and the historical milestones in 

the co-op development? 

o How was the co-op constituted?  

o What are the historical milestones in the co-op development? 

o When, how and why did you get involved? How and why are you still 

involved now?  

 

SECTION TWO: Scaling  

2.1 Needs  

- What are the needs the co-op is constituted to address?  

o Why was the co-op constituted?  

o How have needs changed over time?  

o How are needs identified?  

o Whose needs are reflected in the co-op’s mission statement?  

 

2.2 System changes 

- What are the system changes the co-op seeks to achieve?  

o Could you describe the wider food system in which the coop is 

positioned? 

o How have those system changed over time?  

o How have the perspectives on ‘what is to be changed’ changed over 

time? 

o How are they identified?  

o Whose perspectives are reflected in the co-op’s vision statement?  

 

2.3 Operations 

-  How do the coop organise to meet those needs and achieve those system 

changes? 

o What are the activities undertaken by the co-op? 
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o How are they related? (e.g. draw the system on a piece of paper and 

make the connection) 

o How do the co-op sustain these activities?   

o Who are the people involved in the activities implementation? (Workers 

employed? Volunteers? Other co-op members? Community? Other 

stakeholders?) 

o Who are the beneficiaries of these activities? (Workers employed? 

Volunteers? Other co-op members? Community? Other 

stakeholders?) 

o Could you tell me about the relationships between the co-op and other 

stakeholders (e.g. local, regional, national state institutions, 

organisations and businesses)?  

o Membership/governance model  

o Reward system for members  

 

2.4 More on scaling 

1) Can you tell me a story of when the co-op scaled through impacting greater 

numbers (scaling out)?  

o Is impacting greater numbers a priority for the co-op?  

o Is the co-op increasing its impact on greater numbers?  

o Who and how is impacted?  

o How do the co-op impact greater numbers?  

o How do the co-op measure the impact on greater numbers?  

2) Can you tell me a story of when the co-op scaled through impacting laws 

and policies (scaling up)? 

o Is impacting laws and policies a priority for the co-op?  

o Is the co-op increasing its impact on laws and policies?  

o Who and how is impacted?  

o How do the co-op impact laws and policies?  

o How do the co-op measure the impact on laws and policies?  

3) Can you tell me a story of when the co-op scaled through impacting on 

cultural roots (scaling deep)? 

o What does impacting cultural roots mean for the co-op? 

o Is impacting cultural roots a priority for the co-op?  
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o Is the co-op increasing its impact on cultural roots, relationships, 

cultural values and beliefs?  

o Who and how is impacted?  

o How do the co-op impact cultural roots?  

o How do the co-op measure the impact on cultural roots?  

o How did relationships, cultural values and beliefs changed over time? 

 

SECTION THREE: Sustainability  

- What is the meaning of ‘sustainability’ for the co-op?  

o Different interpretations of sustainability suggest different combinations 

of three dimensions: environmental, social and economic. How are 

these dimensions related in the interpretation of the co-op? What are 

the trade-offs and compromises between them?   

o Can you tell me few keywords (3-5) that you would associate with the 

co-op’s approach to sustainability? Can you briefly explain each of 

them?  

o How would you describe the approach of the co-op to sustainability? 

(e.g. can you think of a metaphor, an image, a brief story, …) 

- How is sustainability expressed by the co-op? (discourse and practice) 

o Where (in which activity, process, document, …) you think the co-op 

expresses its sustainability at the fullest?  

o How do the sustainability approach of the co-op influences the 

practices of the co-op? 
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Appendix 3. Categorical Aggregation 
 

Categorical Aggregation: First Order Concepts 

A wide range of different answers were given by SACs members to the key-

question ‘How does the cooperative scale?’ and its reformulations ‘How does the 

cooperative matches the level of need?’ and ‘How does the cooperative seek to 

achieve the envisioned system change?’ Insights on scaling emerged in relation 

to direct questions as well as to other interviews’ sections and to more 

unstructured conversations with SACs members.  

In the first stage of analysis performed through categorical aggregation, 

participants’ voices are let emerge, trying to capture their own words to describe 

the way the make sense of scaling. A great cacophony of voices from the field, 

organised in three long lists of first order concepts, emerged as a result of this 

process.  

Tables 31, 32 and 33 show the results of the initial process of data analysis in 

CC, TA and NCO respectively. Frequency in relation to granular coding is also 

considered. In CC, 28 categories emerged as first order concepts (Table 31). In 

TA, 21 categories (Table 32). In NCO, 22 categories (Table 33). 

Table 31 First Order Concepts and Frequency in CC 

First order concepts Frequency 
(granular) 

Scaling through spreading organisational values  11 

Scaling through improving people’s capabilities  7 

Scaling through re-thinking identity  6 

Scaling through pursuing (internal) democratic communication 6 

Scaling through improving people’s knowledge 6 

Scaling through increasing the revenues 5 

Scaling through nourishing (members’) enthusiasm and motivation 5 

Scaling through multiplication 3 

Scaling through improving members’ competencies  3 

Scaling through pursuing effective (external) communication 3 

Scaling through influencing social culture 3 

Scaling through growing the organisation (more people) 2 

Scaling through growing the organisation (more assets) 2 
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Scaling through re-thinking organisational culture (more entrepreneurial) 2 

Scaling through improving members’ participation  2 

Scaling through increasing members’ disposition to cooperate 2 

Scaling through improving (members’) knowledge  2 

Scaling through conflict-resolution (among members)  2 

Scaling through strengthening feelings 2 

Scaling through changing people’s attitude  2 

Scaling through building partnerships with other organisations (e.g. theatres) 2 

Scaling through connecting producers and consumers 2 

Scaling through strengthening relationships with SPGs 2 

Scaling through building partnerships with (local) producers 2 

Scaling through de-growing  2 

Scaling through expanding activities to other contexts 1 

Scaling through catalysing 1 

Scaling through building partnerships with the for-profit sector 1 

Source: Author.   
 
Table 32 First Order Concepts and Frequency in TA 

First order concepts  Frequency 
(granular)  

Scaling through increasing the revenues  8 

Scaling through creating consciousness (on the territory) 6 

Scaling through political recognition (by institutions) 5 

Scaling through implementing (internal) management strategies 5 

Scaling through improving people’s knowledge  5 

Scaling through emphatic communication  4 

Scaling through communicating the coop’s identity and values (externally) 4 

Scaling through building partnerships with other (local) third sector organisations 4 

Scaling through changing people’s assumptions 3 

Scaling through transmitting believes 3 

Scaling through building partnerships with the (local) hospitality sector 3 

Scaling through building partnerships with local authorities 3 

Scaling through growing the organisation (more people) 2 

Scaling through growing the organisation (more assets) 2 

Scaling through building partnerships with families and friends  2 

Scaling through building partnerships with local producers  2 

Scaling through building partnerships with (local) schools 2 
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NOT Scaling through replicating the model elsewhere 1 

Scaling through communicating the coop’s values (internally) 1 

Scaling through building partnerships with other supermarkets 1 

Scaling through encouraging the generation of ‘satellite’ experiences with 
integrate the coop’s activities 

1 

Source: Author.   
 

Table 33 First Order Concepts and Frequency in NCO 

First order concepts  Frequency 
(granular)  

Scaling through building partnerships with other organisations and networks 6 

Scaling through improving people’s knowledge 5 

Scaling through supporting internal interrelated components 5 

Scaling through influencing policies 4 

Scaling through changing organisational identity 4 

Scaling through changing organisational culture  4 

Scaling through influencing cultures of other organisations 4 

Scaling through changing people’s disposition towards the coop, each other and 
the territory 

4 

Scaling through supporting external (new) components related to the 
organisation  

4 

Scaling through replication 3 

Scaling through inspiring others 3 

Scaling through nourishing (members’) feelings  3 

Scaling through changing cultural systems 3 

Scaling through growing the organisation (more assets) 2 

Scaling through growing the organisation (more people) 2 

NO scaling through colonising new territories  2 

Scaling through creating members’ consciousness   2 

Scaling through aggregating complementary organisations 2 

Scaling through building partnerships with (outstanding) professionals and 
organisations 

2 

NO scaling through becoming bigger  1 

Scaling through increasing revenues  1 

Scaling through building partnerships with other third sector organisations 1 

Source: Author.   
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At this early stage, it’s difficult to develop a clear understanding of participants’ 

words and to be able to see patterns behind their many and varied voices. As 

Gioia (2004) himself envisaged:  

the sheer number of categories initially becomes overwhelming. It is not unsual to look up and 

conclude, “I’m lost,” with no firm idea about how to make sense of all these data that don’t 

seem to hang together. Yet it is important to get lost at this stage [...] “You gotta get lost before 

you can get found”  

(Gioia et al., 2012, p. 20). 

First order concepts are designed to adhere to the raw data. Therefore, 

categories at this stage are constructed using participants’ own words. Extracts 

referring to similar concepts are grouped together under a common category. For 

example, in CC, the largest category is ‘Scaling through spreading organisational 

values’, which contains 11 granular codes (Figure 58). 
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Figure 58 From Granular Codes to First Order Concepts in CC 

Source: Author.   

In TA, 8 granular codes are brought together in the one category ‘Scaling 

through increasing the revenues’ (Figure 59). 

 

 

 

 

Scaling through 
spreading 

organisational 
values 

The coop scales through transmitting its values. If we don't do that, 
we are (just) a shop. 

The coop would scale through active militancy, spreading the 
message, talking to as many people as possible

The coop scales through teaching its values to kids, mostly in 
schools 

The coop scales through teaching people the freedom to make 
purchasing choices

The coop scales through teaching respect for the environment and 
happiness 

The coop scaled through teaching a group of small old amateur 
farmers to be less individualistic (and money-motivated) 

The coop scales through delivering a value system beyond the 
product, overcoming the dichotomy commodity-money) 

The coop scales through making people feel responsible for their 
purchasing choices 

The coop would scale through telling the producers' stories 

The coop scales through narrating stories (e.g. the activity The Food 
Narrated) 

The coop scales through dialogues in families 
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Figure 59 From Granular Codes to First Order Concepts in TA 

 

Source: Author.   

In NCO, 6 granular codes are brought together in the one category ‘Scaling 

through building partnerships with other organisations and networks’ (Figure 60). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scaling through 
increasing the 

revenues 

The coop would scale through increasing its sales 

The coop would scale through increasing its sales, which would 
require an investment in marketing

The coop would scale through widening its customer base

The coop would scale through increasing its customer base and its 
sales 

The coop would scale through increasing its revenues to employ 
more people and become bigger 

The coop would scale through public investments 

The coop would scale through finding a patron to finance its 
activities 

The coop scales through people's donations
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Figure 60 From Granular Codes to First Order Concepts in NCO 

Source: Author.   

At the end of the first level of analysis patterns within each cooperative begin to 

emerge, while recurrences between the three cases start becoming visible. 

However, in this initial stage data appears as rather messy and still fragmented. 

Categorical Aggregation: Second Order Themes 

It is in the second stage of categorical aggregation that data start acquiring 

clearer meanings. Adopting theoretical lenses to interpret participants’ voices, 

second order themes are constructed through aggregating first order concepts 

(Gioia et al., 2012; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). The key theoretical contribution 

adopted to make sense of scaling in this analytical process is Moore et al. (2015) 

typology. As described more in depth in the literature review chapter (see Chapter 

2.3), they distinguish between processes of scaling up (i.e. impacting laws and 

policies); scaling out (i.e. impacting greater numbers) and scaling deep (i.e. 

impacting cultural roots). Moore et al.’s contribution provides with an excellent 

overall understanding of scaling processes in social enterprises as well as an 

effective key to interpretation for first order data. However, their typology is not 

enough to explain the complexity in our data set. Indeed, the analytical process 

of second order themes construction soon requires to develop Moore et al.’s 

Scaling through 
building 

partnerships 
with other 

organisations 
and networks

The consortium scales through partnering with others, similar and 
diverse 

The consortium scales through networking with other organisations 
and cross-contamination 

The consortium scales through partnering with (being 
acknowledged by) other organisations 

The consortium scales through partnering with other organisations 
and networks, locally and globally

The consortium scales through the Rural Social Hub

The consortium scales through partnering with other organisations 
and networks, both non-profit and for-profit 
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typology to include two new scaling routes (scaling with and scaling down). In 

addition, a deeper understanding of each category leads to the distinction 

between impacting organisational dynamics (scaling inwards) and societal ones 

(scaling outwards).    

As Gioia et al. (2012, p. 20) explains:  

In this 2nd-order analysis, we are now firmly in the theoretical realm, asking whether the 

emerging themes suggest concepts that might help us describe and explain the phenomena 

we are observing. We focus particular attention on nascent concepts that don’t seem to have 

adequate theoretical referents in the existing literature.   

Under Gioia’s guidance, first order concepts are aggregated and data 

structures develop as follows. 
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Figure 61 From First Order Concepts to Second Order Themes in CC 

 

Scaling up –
inwards

Scaling through growing the organisation (more people)

Scaling through growing the organisation (more assets)

Scaling through increasing the revenues

Scaling out-
inwards

Scaling through expanding activities to other contexts

Scaling out-
outwards

Scaling through multiplication

Scaling deep-
inwards

Scaling through conflict-resolution (among members)

Scaling through improving (members’) knowledge

Scaling through improving members’ competencies

Scaling through increasing members’ disposition to cooperate

Scaling through nourishing (members’) enthusiasm and motivation

Scaling through improving members’ 

Scaling through pursuing (internal) democratic communication

Scaling through re-thinking organisational culture (more 
entrepreneurial)

Scaling through re-thinking identity
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Source: Author.   

Scaling deep -
outwards 

Scaling through improving people’s knowledge

Scaling through spreading organisational values

Scaling through improving people’s capabilities

Scaling through strengthening feelings

Scaling through pursuing effective (external) communication

Scaling through influencing social culture

Scaling through changing people’s attitude

Scaling with-
inwards

Scaling through building partnerships with other organisations (e.g. 
theatres)

Scaling through catalysing

Scaling through connecting producers and consumers

Scaling through strengthening relationships with SPGs

Scaling through building partnerships with the for-profit sector

Scaling through building partnerships with (local) producers 

Scaling downScaling through de-growing
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Figure 62 From First Order Concepts to Second Order Themes in TA 

 

 

Scaling up -
inwards 

Scaling through increasing the revenues

Scaling through growing the organisation (more people)

Scaling through growing the organisation (more assets)

Scaling up-
outwards

Scaling through political recognition (by institutions)

Scaling out-
outwards 

NOT Scaling through replicating the model elsewhere

Scaling deep-
inwards 

Scaling through communicating the coop’s values (internally)

Scaling through implementing (internal) management strategies

Scaling deep-
outwards

Scaling through improving people’s knowledge

Scaling through emphatic communication

Scaling through communicating the coop’s identity and values (externally)

Scaling through changing people’s assumptions

Scaling through creating consciousness (on the territory)

Scaling through transmitting believes
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Source: Author.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scaling with-
inwards 

Scaling through building partnerships with families and friends

Scaling through building partnerships with local producers

Scaling through building partnerships with other supermarkets

Scaling through building partnerships with the (local) hospitality 
sector

Scaling through building partnerships with other (local) third sector 
organisations

Scaling through building partnerships with (local) schools

Scaling through building partnerships with local authorities

Scaling with-
outwards

Scaling through encouraging the generation of ‘satellite’ 
experiences with integrate the coop’s activities
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Figure 63 From First Order Concepts to Second Order Themes in NCO 

 

Scaling up -
inwards 

NO scaling through becoming bigger

Scaling through growing the organisation (more people)

Scaling through growing the organisation (more assets)

Scaling through increasing revenues

Scaling out-
inwards

NO scaling through colonising new territories

Scaling up-
outwards 

Scaling through influencing policies

Scaling out-
outwards 

Scaling through replication

Scaling through inspiring others
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Source: Author.   

Scaling deep-
inwards 

Scaling through creating members’ consciousness  

Scaling through nourishing (members’) feelings

Scaling through changing organisational identity

Scaling through changing organisational culture

Scaling deep-
outwards

Scaling through improving people’s knowledge

Scaling through influencing cultures of other organisations

Scaling through changing people’s disposition towards the coop, 
each other and the territory

Scaling through changing cultural systems

Scaling with-
inwards 

Scaling through aggregating complementary organisations

Scaling through supporting internal interrelated components

Scaling through building partnerships with (outstanding) 
professionals and organisations

Scaling through building partnerships with other third sector 
organisations

Scaling through building partnerships with other organisations and 
networks

Scaling with-
outwards

Scaling through supporting external (new) components related to 
the organisation
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Chapter 4 provides a detailed description of each concept and particularly of 

scaling with, scaling down, scaling inwards and scaling outwards, which 

represent elements of novelty offered by this research.  

Categorical Aggregation: Aggregate Dimensions 

The third stage of analysis is a further and more abstract theoretical aggregation 

of categories. As Gioia’s et al. (2012, p. 20) summarise: 

Once a workable set of themes and concepts is in hand [...], we investigate whether it is 

possible to distill the emergent 2nd-order themes even further into 2nd-order ‘aggregate 

dimensions’.  

Adopting degrowth understandings as the overarching theoretical paradigm, 

aggregate dimensions are identified, accomplishing the construction of the three 

data structures. Figure 64 represents the extraction logic according to which 

aggregate dimensions are identified in CC, TA and NCO.  

Figure 64 From Second Order Themes to Aggregate Dimensions 

 

 

Source: Author.   

Growth

Scaling up-inwards

Scaling out-inwards

Degrowth

Scaling up-outwards

Scaling out-outwards

Scaling deep-inwards

Scaling deep-outwards

Scaling with-inwards

Scaling with-outwards

Scaling down
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Chapter 4 and 5 will reflect on the meaning of scaling in SACs (e.g. how it is 

different from growing) providing an in-depth description in light of the overarching 

theoretical interpretation adopted in the conclusive stage of analysis.  

 



Appendix 4. Categorical Aggregation: the Building 
Process of Data Structures 

DAY 1.  

1. Granular codes are extracted from Nvivo and placed on a surface (Figure 

65); 

Figure 65 The Process of Categorical Aggregation: Step 1 

  

Source: Author. 

2. Similar codes are grouped together (Figure 66); 

Figure 66 The Process of Categorical Aggregation: Step 2 

 

Source: Author. 
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3. 1st order concepts emerge from this process. 1st order concepts still 

reflects informants’ own words (Figure 67);  

Figure 67 The Process of Categorical Aggregation: Step 3 

 

Source: Author. 

4. 1st order concepts are considered globally and further categorised 

through theoretical interpretation (in the example here, based on 

Hopwood et al. map of sustainability) (Figure 68); 

Figure 68 The Process of Categorical Aggregation: Step 4 

 

Source: Author. 
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5. Second order themes are assigned (in red) to each concepts and further 

aggregate dimensions (in green) are identified (Figure 69); 

Figure 69 The Process of Categorical Aggregation: Step 5 

 

Source: Author. 

6. The data structure is transferred on a Word table.  

 

DAY 2.  

The process is repeated once again, the Word table is updated with 

minor/major changes and the data structure is finalised.  

The analysis is carried out separately for the three cooperatives in separate 

days. Starting from Corto Circuito, to Terre Altre and Nuova Cooperazione 

Organizzata.   
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