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ABSTRACT

This study explores systemic barriers and enablers of post-growth food enterprises in Australia. We analyse three
different case studies that offer alternative models of entrepreneurial approaches for achieving sustainability
outcomes as a higher priority than economic growth. We identified three post-growth food enterprises that
operate at different stages of the food supply chain. We found that these enterprises work towards various,
interconnected, sustainability goals by embedding diverse principles into their organisational structure and
operations. Their not-for-profit structure enables them to avoid trade-offs between financial extractivism and
socio-ecological well-being goals. Additionally, we explored the systemic barriers faced by these enterprises,
recognising that they are embedded in an economic system that favours and rewards the pursuit of economic
growth. To navigate these barriers, the cases analysed adopted various innovative approaches, such as fostering
alternative funding schemes, ways to acquire farmland and technology. While their bottom-up approaches are
important, the inertia of dominant food systems impedes transitions to alternatives. We suggest that exnovation —
the process of deliberately phasing out unsustainable practices — warrants more attention. For example, exno-
vating goals, policies, and performance metrics that prioritise economic growth at the expense of sustainability
could play a crucial role in unlocking post-growth models. This study provides an orientation for further theo-
retical and empirical research about post-growth food systems transitions and stresses the value of engaging
more with the wider political, economic, and legal foundations of transitions.

1. Introduction

2022; Hickel et al., 2021; Kallis et al., 2018; KeyBer and Lenzen, 2021;
McGreevy et al., 2022; Robra and Heikkurinen, 2021). The post-growth

Sustainability transitions refer to large-scale, intentional societal
transformations that involve long-term, multi-dimensional, radical
change processes by which systems are transformed in order to achieve
sustainability goals at multiple scales (Kuhmonen and Kuhmonen, 2023;
Markard et al., 2012). How to unlock transformational change remains a
core question in sustainability transition studies (Fazey et al., 2018). In
this study, we consider post-growth ambitions that seek to catalyse
transformational change towards societies that prioritise the achieve-
ment of sustainability goals rather than being constrained by the pursuit
of continuous economic growth as the dominant priority (Barlow et al.,
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conceptualisation of sustainable socio-economic systems is that people’s
needs are met without compromising global ecological sustainability
requirements and without reliance on an infinite expansion of the
economy (Enarsson et al., 2024; Jackson, 2016). Recognition of the
limits to growth (Daly, 2014; Meadows and Randers, 2012), and of the
social consequences of unsustainable socio-economic systems (Euler,
2018; Jackson, 2009; Patel, 2009), has translated into an increased in-
terest in post-growth concepts.

Post-growth (or degrowth) corresponds to a multi-dimensional
transition that aims at “an equitable downscaling of production and
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consumption that increases human well-being and enhances ecological
conditions at the local and global level, in the short and long-term”
(Schneider et al., 2010, p. 512). Post-growth is explored in relation to
domains such as energy (Alexander and Yacoumis, 2018; Kunze and
Becker, 2015; Ralph, 2021), housing (Mete, 2022; Vandeventer et al.,
2024), care and labour (Dengler and Strunk, 2018; Vincent and Bran-
dellero, 2023). However, there are opportunities to expand further and
diversify post-growth research with respect to food systems (Gibson
et al., 2025; Guerrero Lara et al., 2023).

Current food systems pose one of the major threats to most of the
planetary boundaries (Richardson et al., 2023) and face social, envi-
ronmental, economic and geopolitical challenges (FAO et al., 2024;
IPES-Food, 2023). Thus, degrowth-oriented food systems’ transition
pathways require more attention (Gibson et al., 2025). New narratives
and forms of governance, policy, institutional changes, and cultural
adaptation can enable transitions to sustainable food systems (Messerli
et al., 2019). As McGreevy et al. (2022, p. 1012) stated, “transforming
global agrifood systems for sustainability means moving beyond the
growth paradigm”. Developing a deeper understanding of food enter-
prises that align with post-growth principles can reveal opportunities for
advancing sustainability transitions.

Although some studies explored food systems in a post-growth so-
ciety (Bodirsky et al., 2022; Chakori et al., 2022; Lenzen et al., 2022;
Nelson and Edwards, 2020a), post-growth research on food systems has
mostly been focused on production, and limited attention has been given
to the rest of the food system (Guerrero Lara et al., 2023). Thus, this
study sought to identify characteristics of food enterprises aligned with
post-growth principles and use these characteristics to identify case
studies across the supply chain in Australia. Having identified such en-
terprises, we worked with them to explore their experiences of systemic
barriers and enablers. In Section 2, we begin by presenting an overview
of post-growth enterprises’ characteristics as found in the literature
(Section 2.1). This section also introduces innovation and exnovation
concepts (Section 2.2). In Section 3, we outline the methods used to
select, engage with and analyse the case studies. Section 4 presents the
results: the characteristics of the post-growth food enterprises and sys-
temic barriers and enablers to post-growth food systems transitions as
experienced by case study actors. We contextualise and discuss the
findings in Section 5, highlighting how case studies’ actors tackle some
barriers by advancing (social and technological) innovation. In Section
6, we conclude highlighting the need to explore further exnovation.

2. Post-growth food systems transitions
2.1. Characteristics of post-growth enterprises

Economic growth remains synonymous with progress, and the Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) remains the primary indicator used to measure
‘progress’ (Victor, 2019). Productivism, status consumption, planned
obsolescence, and marketing are just some of the mechanisms used to
stimulate the growth of the economy (i.e. GDP growth) (Guiltinan, 2009;
Robra et al., 2023). Here, we explore transitions towards post-growth
(or degrowth) societies given that the growth-based economy appears
inherently unsustainable (Islar et al., 2024; Jackson, 2016; Keylker and
Lenzen, 2021). Post-growth literature emphasises prioritising social
equity and environmental sustainability as primary societal goals, rather
than a narrower goal of economic growth that risks compromising
arguably more foundational needs (Enarsson et al., 2024). Empirical
studies have been undertaken to understand how to catalyse post-
growth ways of organising economic activity (Enarsson et al., 2024;
Vrettos et al., 2024), paving the way to investigate such questions more
deeply in regard to food systems. Entrepreneurship receives particular
attention in the literature, and several alternative entrepreneurship
models and associated terminology, are used. While social entrepre-
neurship — broadly defined as for-profit or not-for-profit socially and/or
sustainability-oriented entrepreneurial approaches (Huybrechts and
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Nicholls, 2012; Roper and Cheney, 2005) - has been a dominant concept,
social enterprises do not always correspond to post-growth enterprises
(Houtbeckers, 2018). That is, some social enterprises merely engage
with consumption habits (e.g. introduction of sustainable products), but
do not address other aspects of sustainability (e.g. workers’ control and
economic democracy) (Houtbeckers, 2018).

Nesterova et al. (2025) identified several areas that require investi-
gation in relation to degrowth-aligned enterprises. For example, there is
aneed to explore degrowth-aligned business practices, their barriers and
enablers, as well as the societal structures that inhibit and empower
them (Nesterova et al., 2025). Thus, in the following paragraphs, we
describe three organisational categories and how they can align with
post-growth: legal structure, governance and organisational principles,
and production principles. These are summarised in Table 1.

Legal Structure: In Australia, and in several other jurisdictions
across the world (Hansmann and Kraakman, 2017), corporate law le-
gally obliges for-profit firms to generate profit. For-profit legal struc-
tures are inherently extractive, as they have a financial gain purpose and
can distribute their surplus to private owners. Due to the pursuit and
extraction of financial surplus, for-profit markets have an inherent
tendency to drive productivism, consumerism, inequality, market con-
centration, and political capture (Hinton, 2020). Although some for-
profit organisations may currently be doing some work for sustainabil-
ity (Ventura, 2022), different enterprise structures have different
system-wide implications that warrant attention. Concepts, such as
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), have been added to support so-
cially responsible and sustainability goals with the aim of fostering
businesses’ ambitions (Moir, 2001), however, generating profit remains
the prime obligation of for-profit businesses. This study emphasises the
value of focusing on financial extractivism as the main characteristic of
the growth-based capitalist regime and, thus, identifying non-
extractivism as a key, defining attribute of post-growth enterprises.
Relationship-to-profit theory claims that non-extractive enterprises are
those that have a not-for-profit legal structure, which means that they
have a legally-binding social purpose and that all surplus and assets
must be used for that purpose (Hinton, 2021b). Not-for-profit enter-
prises earn revenue by selling goods and services and can generate a
profit (i.e., financial surplus), but no surplus can be extracted to private
owners (James and Rose-Ackerman, 2013). Not-for-profit enterprises
circulate the surplus back into socially useful activities, therefore mar-
kets composed of such enterprises can align with post-growth aims
(Hinton, 2020). Not-for-profit as a legal structure is therefore regarded
as essential for post-growth alignment because it counters extractivism
by legally prohibiting the extraction of surplus.

Governance and organisational principles: Various governance
and organisational principles for post-growth have been proposed
(Table 1). These range from general organisational purpose to focus on
societal and environmental goals (Hankammer et al., 2021; Nesterova,
2020) to more radical ideas such as overcoming dominant capitalist
structures altogether through counter-hegemonic organising (Robra
et al.,, 2021; Vrettos et al., 2024). Despite this diversity, they share
common representations of alternatives to growth-driven models. For
example, the principle of democratic governance (Khmara and Kro-
nenberg, 2018) takes into account the needs of all relevant stakeholders,
which means that the enterprise can prioritise community needs rather
than capital accumulation. In this sense, the concepts presented in
Table 1 can be seen as organisational and governing principles that
support a non-extractivist way of organising as they represent a shift to
focus on meeting societal needs and ecological sustainability goals
rather than prioritising growth-based, extractivist ways of organising
that are blind to such needs and goals.

Production Principles: Similar to governance and organisational
principles, a number of production principles have been proposed in the
post-growth literature (i.e. Table 1). Some propose outright a shift of
production principles away from financial extractivist mechanisms (e.g.
planned obsolescence, exchange value) towards an overall needs-based
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Table 1
General organisational post-growth principles from the literature.
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Categories Organisational post-growth alignment

Legal structure

Not-for-profit legal structures (Hinton, 2021a; Hinton, 2020)

Organisational purpose for society and environment (Cyron and Zoellick, 2018; Hankammer et al., 2021; Johanisova and Frankova, 2017;

Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Nesterova, 2020; Vrettos et al., 2024; Wells, 2018)

Governance and organisational

Embedded in community (Hankammer et al., 2021; Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Nesterova, 2020)

Principles of social justice and equality (Pansera and Fressoli, 2021)

Democratic governance (Cyron and Zoellick, 2018; Hankammer et al., 2021; Hinton, 2021a; Hinton, 2020; Johanisova and Frankova,
2017; Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Nesterova, 2020; Vrettos et al., 2024)

principles e Enable autonomy (Hankammer et al., 2021; Nelson and Edwards, 2020a; Pansera and Fressoli, 2021)
e Emphasise employee well-being (Hankammer et al., 2021; Nesterova, 2020)
o Diverse forms of ownership, emphasising local communities (Houtbeckers, 2018; Pansera and Fressoli, 2021)
e High and broad interest in participating in the commons (McGreevy et al., 2022)
e Influence surroundings in line with degrowth counter-hegemony for potential structural change (Robra et al., 2021; Vrettos et al., 2024)
e Encourage degrowth thinking (Chakori and Hopkinson, 2021; Hankammer et al., 2021; Vrettos et al., 2024)
e Orientation aligned with throughput reduction (Nesterova, 2020)
e Emphasis on small scale (Gebauer, 2018; Johanisova et al., 2013; Johanisova and Frankova, 2017; Kopnina, 2016; Nesterova, 2020;
Pansera and Fressoli, 2021))
e Aim for sustainable practices along supply-chain (Hankammer et al., 2021; Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018)
e Emphasis on eco-sufficiency (Hankammer et al., 2021; McGreevy et al., 2022; Robra et al., 2020)
e Emphasis on resource regeneration (McGreevy et al., 2022)
e Need-based production and need-based consumption (Assadourian, 2010; Chakori and Hopkinson, 2021; Hinton, 2021a; Robra et al.,

» ion orincin]
roduction principles 2020; Vrettos et al., 2024)

Repairable products without planned obsolescence (Chakori and Hopkinson, 2021, 2024; Hankammer and Kleer, 2018; Hinton, 2021a;

Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Kostakis et al., 2018; Robra et al., 2020; Wells, 2018)

2023; Vetter, 2018)

Production and use of convivial products and technology (Chakori and Hopkinson, 2021, 2024; Pansera and Fressoli, 2021; Robra et al.,

Sharing of products and resources (Hankammer et al., 2021; Hinton, 2021a; Pansera and Fressoli, 2021; Vrettos et al., 2024)
Open-source production (Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Kostakis et al., 2018; Robra et al., 2020)

approach (Chakori and Hopkinson, 2021, 2024; Hankammer and Kleer,
2018; Kostakis et al., 2018; Robra et al., 2023). Again, the proposed
principles represent a contrast to growth-based production principles.
As such, these principles can be regarded as focusing on societal needs
satisfaction as a primary purpose, instead of endless financial
extractivism.

Overall, the above three organisational categories and their princi-
ples (Table 1) are indicators of post-growth alignment in organisations.
Although different possibilities to characterise post-growth business
models and organisations exist (e.g. Froese et al. (2023); Nesterova et al.
(2025)), the authors established these three interlinked categories
because the interested lied in exploring 1) legal structures, which define
a business’s framework and obligations; 2) governance and organisa-
tional principles, which capture aspects such as decision-making pro-
cesses; and 3) production principles, which reveal how and for whom
value is created. We used these categories as the basis for our analytical
framework to select post-growth food enterprises to work with in order
to explore and understand their systemic barriers and enablers.
Exploring barriers and enablers can help to understand how to catalyse
food systems transitions.

2.2. Overview of the role of innovation and exnovation in transitions

The social and ecological limits of economies reliant on economic
growth are well-established (Boarini and d’Ercole, 2013; Costanza et al.,
2009; Stiglitz et al., 2009; Treasury, 2012; Van den Bergh, 2022),
however inertia to change persists (Stirling, 2019). Innovation is
required in (sustainability) transitions - changes in narratives, dis-
courses, business models, processes, and technology contribute to
innovation processes (Baregheh et al., 2009; Wells, 2018). In this study,
the post-growth case studies explored can be defined as niches. Niches
can represent radical innovations that play a role in influencing or even
replacing the regime (Geels, 2002; Vandeventer et al., 2019). The
regime is understood as the overarching cultural, environmental, eco-
nomic, and political contexts and processes within which niches exist
(Geels, 2002). The regime at hand here is the growth-driven socio-eco-
nomic system, which remains based on the paradigm that ongoing

growth is the only reasonable and possible way to organise and manage
society (Asara et al., 2015; Vandeventer et al., 2019). While several
studies offer conceptual frameworks to understand transition dynamics
(Allen and Malekpour (2023); Hebinck et al. (2022); Loorbach et al.
(2017)), the focus of this study is limited to exploring how niches
develop around innovations that are distinct from incumbent regimes
(Mersmann et al., 2014; Vandeventer et al., 2019). Niche development,
such as the introduction of new business models, social networks, and
new ways of thinking, doing and organising, could help undermine and
destabilise the regime, favouring a transition towards a new system
(Geels and Schot, 2007; Lam et al., 2020; Mersmann et al., 2014; Van-
deventer et al., 2019). The case studies explored (i.e. Sections 3.1) could
be considered niches that contribute to the pioneering activity required
in societal transformation (Mersmann et al., 2014).

Innovation and exnovation are interrelated and mutually dependent
(David and Gross, 2019). An increasing number of studies point out the
crucial role of exnovation — the deliberate process of phasing out un-
sustainable practices - as an important counterpart to innovation in
systemic change (Kanger et al., 2020; Koretsky et al., 2022; Leeuwis
et al., 2021; Rosenbloom and Rinscheid, 2020; Turnheim and Geels,
2013). Originally, the term ‘exnovation’ was used in the context of
organisational planning (e.g. abandoning obsolete bureaucratic prac-
tices) (Yin, 1979), and medical studies (e.g. replacing equipment,
introducing new treatment methods) (David and Gross, 2019; Kimberly,
1981; Rodriguez et al., 2016). In these contexts, exnovation represents a
deliberate, planned organisational process of removing and replacing
specific equipment, operational practices and management processes
(Bynum et al., 2019; Kaplan et al., 2018). As David and Gross (2019, p.
1) stated, exnovation addresses “what needs to be done away with to
fully establish the new”. Exnovation processes facilitate a shift away
from socially and ecologically unsustainable practices. Some exnovation
research and policy interventions exist in some sectors, such as in energy
transitions (David and Gross, 2019; Davidson, 2019), however, in food
systems, exnovation studies remain scarce (Klerkx et al., 2023) and
focused on single elements (i.e. pesticide policies (Frank and Schanz,
2022)). Studies on the role of exnovation in post-growth transitions also
remain scarce, hence, this study investigates post-growth food
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enterprises and their relationship to innovation and exnovation.
3. Methods
3.1. A multiple case studies approach

The methods described here, and summarised in Fig. 1S in the sup-
plementary material, relate to the specific analyses undertaken with case
study actors, in which we co-produced a shared understanding of sys-
temic barriers and enablers. We chose a research design based on mul-
tiple case studies because it helps explore a phenomenon within a
particular context, working closely with people with lived experience,
making it possible to identify particularities and complexities of essen-
tial factors, processes and relationship dynamics (Rashid et al., 2019;
VanWynsberghe and Khan, 2007; Yin, 2003). A multiple case studies
approach helps corroborate specific propositions and strengthen the
transferability of insights beyond a single case (Chetty, 1996; Cruzes
et al., 2015; Even et al., 2024; Yin, 2003).

The data was collected through primary and secondary sources to
strengthen the quality of this study (i.e. triangulation) (Rashid et al.,
2019). The main steps adopted in this study were:

1) Search for case studies. We collaborated with small- and medium-
food enterprises (SMEs) for several reasons. Australia ranks the
lowest among OECD countries in terms of research institutions’
engagement with SMEs (Verreynne et al., 2021), and most research
projects continue to engage mainly with large enterprises (Verreynne
etal., 2021). At the same time, SMEs account for approximately 90 %
of all businesses globally and represent important innovation drivers
(Verreynne et al., 2021). In the screening stages of our search for case
studies, we looked for not-for-profit SMEs only (Hinton, 2020).
Internet search and the first author’s attendance at sustainability
events were used as paths to search for case studies. The search for
events (e.g. webinars and workshops) linked to ‘food systems’,
‘transitions’ and ‘sustainability’ contributed to finding potential case
studies. The lead researcher participated in several in-person and
online events to gauge people’s interest in participation, and to scope
potential working relationships. During the search stage from March
to May 2023, we identified and contacted 13 organisations based in
Australia. We received a response from nine, and of these, six agreed
to meet. Ultimately, three agreed to participate and engaged in the
process from May 2023 to May 2024. We have interviewed one
person (the founder) for case study 1, three people (the founder and
two staff members) for case study 2, and two people (two staff
members) for case study 3. Although we interviewed a limited
number of people (six participants), an advantage of working with
SME:s is the potential for more in-depth analysis via direct access to
decision-makers (e.g. founders) (Chetty, 1996). In the first two case
studies, we had access to the founders, and in case study three, we
interviewed two managers. In Section 4.1, case study 1 (CS1), case
study 2 (CS2), and case study 3 (CS3) are described in more detail.

2) Analysis of documents provided by the case studies. We had
access to and analysed internal documents for each case study,
including their constitutions, annual reports, grant applications and
websites. CS1 provided one document, CS2 provided six documents,
and CS3 provided four. We summarised all their sustainability
organisational principles and further explored and validated them
during the interview (described in the next paragraph). In Table 1S
(supplementary material), we describe which documents have been
analysed, and Section 4.1 presents the results.

3) Semi-structured interviews. To frame and design the semi-
structured interviews, we initially conducted three to four explor-
atory discussions (1 h/session) with all case studies’ actors. Sec-
ondly, we had a 1.5-h semi-structured interview with one or two
representatives for each case study. The interviews were recorded
and transcribed. Sustainability principles were identified from initial
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exploratory conversation recordings and documents, and summar-
ised and presented to participants for feedback within the semi-
structured interviews. The semi-structured interviews focused on
three parts: 1) understanding and validating our characterisation of
their sustainability goals and governance arrangements; 2) exploring
their experience with barriers to and enablers of transformations to
sustainable food systems; 3) exploring their perceptions of the in-
novations they are leading and inquiring about their awareness of
the concept of exnovation and its relevance in their context. These
three parts were designed based on the literature review, and on our
previous interactions with case studies actors in the scoping stages of
the research project. The questions used for the interviews are pro-
vided in the supplementary materials. Finally, at a later stage, as part
of our co-production practice, we discussed our preliminary findings
and interpretation and incorporated their feedback.

Results presentation and discussion. The findings identified
through the interviews and documents analysed were then sum-
marised in the tables (2 and 3) and figs. (1 and 2) presented in sec-
tions 4.1 and 4.2. Additionally, we adopted two conceptual
frameworks to communicate the findings. In the results (Section 4.2),
we have adopted the X-curve transition conceptual framework (Allen
and Malekpour, 2023; Hebinck et al., 2022; Loorbach et al., 2017) to
represent the interaction between innovation and exnovation.
Additionally, we used a systems thinking archetype to represent and
discuss the results in Section 5.2. The systems thinking literature
points to the importance of revealing system structures that are the
underlying causes of observed behaviour and outcomes (Kim, 1992).
In this study, it allows us to make explicit the structural constraints
that case study actors must operate within. The dynamic complexity
of the food system can be characterised with causal loop diagrams,
elements of which can be distilled as ‘system archetypes’ to draw
attention to specific dynamic structures (Chakori et al., 2022). Sys-
tems Archetypes describe common patterns of systems behaviour,
and they are used as diagnostic tools to provide insights into the
underlying structures from which behaviour over time emerges
(Biella et al., 2024; Senge, 1990). Using systems archetypes can be a
valuable approach to understand, formalise and explain commonly
observed system behaviours (Hallett and Hobbs, 2020). Moreover,
they help to distil the complexity of a large system into more
manageable and simplified model(s) (Biella et al., 2024). We distilled
systemic phenomena common to all three case studies in the form of
an established system archetype. Section 1.4 in the supplementary
material provides more information on the system archetype.

4

—

We validated the results with participants to ensure that our paper
accurately reflected their responses. Interviewees signed an informed
consent form prior to the interview, which informed them about the
terms and conditions of the research project.

4. Results

The following sections outline the insights gathered from exploring
the three case studies. First, we present the identified characteristics of
the case study enterprises. Then, we outline the barriers and enablers
that the case studies are facing.

4.1. Characteristics of post-growth food enterprises

The three not-for-profit case studies selected and analysed are
described in Table 2. They each play different roles in the food supply
chain: 1) the actors of CS1 facilitate community-led ownership and
restoration of farmland; 2) CS2 provides accessibility to regenerative
food through open and shared digital infrastructure for food supply
networks; 3) CS3 is a food cooperative retailer and café.

The enterprises studied aim to simultaneously achieve several sus-
tainability goals that encompass social and ecological aspects (i.e. Fig.
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Table 2

Case studies description (description provided by case studies actors).
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Case Study 3

CS2 drives global change at a local scale through
a network of national organisations activating
values-based supply networks.

-Open-source software: to leverage food systems
and technical expertise to build a Global
Commons of accessible solutions and software for
values-based food supply networks and
enterprises. The software is open and available to
use for others willing to create “virtual farmers

Software used in 15+ countries. In Australia, the
technology facilitated approx. 200,000 food

- Users (1) producers selling their products, 2)
wholesalers managing buying groups, and 3)
consumers buying food) of the platform pay a

Information Case Study 1 Case Study 2
Core Activities:
CS1 envisions an agroecological civilisation markets”
driven by small-scale regenerative agriculture )
with communities at the centre. The defining
mission is to support a systems-wide transition to
. . orders.
General co-owned farms that deliver food to communities
description via distributive hubs.
(mainpbusiness Core Activities:
activities) - Fostering the model of community-owned farms

(currently 140 members)

- Advocating the regenerative stewardship
approach

- Building the capacity of our future farmers
- Facilitating the onboarding of communities

percentage (relative to their revenue) at each
transaction. The technology enables to create a
virtual farmers’ market (online shopfronts),
businesses can monitor their data (e.g. sales) and
supports producers with admin tasks.

- Regional Food Activation: to work with
communities and governments to connect and
build capacity among food leaders within each
unique regional context.

- Research and food system projects: to provide
research and food system consulting services,
specialising in projects that use co-design and/or
information synthesis to change the landscape of
possibilities and bring visionary pathways into

CS3 aims to improve access to healthy, ethical, and
sustainable products, support local growers, and
promote environmentally and socially just living.
Core Activities:

The community-owned and operated shop and cafe
sell bulk, organic, and local products. It also acts as
a community hub for local events, from music to
educational workshops and activist activities. The
co-operative structure is intended to keep costs
down while also encouraging consumers’
participation in shaping a fairer food system. The
Co-op’s motto is ‘food for people, not for profit’.
Approx. 150 volunteers contribute to the Co-op’s
activities.

focus.
Length of business
operation 2+ 10+
(years)
Activities area (e.
g. city, region,
state)
No. of paid staff

Regional New South Wales

< 10 paid positions

Across Australia

< 20 paid positions

30+

Australian Capital Territory

< 10 paid positions

3S, supplementary material). In Table 3, we present these elements
using the categories of Table 1 (Section 2). Table 3 shows the specific
characteristics of the case studies analysed as they resulted from the
document analysis and consequent validation and expansion during the
interviews. The data shows that the legal structure, governance and
organisational principles, and production principles of the case studies
encompass many organisational post-growth principles.

With regards to the legal structure, we selected not-for-profit enter-
prises, however, we were interested in understanding the reasons that
led case studies’ participants to adopt a not-for-profit model. The an-
swers received attest to the willingness to prioritise a more balanced
power structure by re-empowering food actors (e.g. producers and
eaters) and protecting ecosystems over financial extraction. CS1 stated:

“In the constitution of our Not-for-profit [enterprise], we ensure that
the multiple stakeholders benefit from the activities of the organisation.
A not-for-profit structure has a wider lens, not just on shareholders but
stakeholders, and includes planet and future generations. [This model]
can generate benefits for all those stakeholders”.

Actors in CS2 also explained their reasons:

“When we set the organisation up in [year], we had a series of design
principles. We looked at the industrial food system and we had a mir-
roring, opposite design principles to that. (...) Non-profit seemed to be a
good fit at that time for where we were thinking. (...) In a for-profit
organisation, that is legally the structure of the organisation. The pur-
pose is to achieve a profit. In a Pty Ltd [for profit] company, your role is
to develop profit for shareholders. Then you have some other goals that
you aim to achieve, but it’s always subservient to that. So, the gover-
nance of our organisation is set up as a non-profit and our aim is to

achieve the objectives that are set out in our Constitution, and those
objectives don’t need to compete with anything else”.

CS3 added:

“So much of our existence is about providing an alternative to
corporate supermarket options in terms of how people get access to food.
Supermarket makes a profit at the expense of customers or farmers. We
want money to go directly to farmers and create a community. Not-for-
profit is best for doing that, to create mutual benefit between customers
and farmers. It’s the best model for us to achieve those goals”.

The three case studies play different roles in the food supply chain,
however, they all work towards holistic sustainability goals. Their
governance and organisational principles are strictly interlinked with
their production principles. For example, their governance and organ-
isational principles include attempting to close inequality gaps with First
Nations actors. This is translated in practice by, for example, allowing
First Nations producers to use CS2’s platform for free. Investing in re-
lationships and empowerment was a major element across case studies.
Collaborations are fostered, for example, by sharing information and
educational material (e.g. teaching regenerative practices, CS1), by
sharing resources (e.g. open-source technology, CS2), and by strength-
ening links with various groups (e.g. Community Supported Agriculture
Networks, CS3). Moreover, these enterprises paid attention to cultural
diversity (e.g. by increasing access to culturally relevant food such as
vegetarian, kosher, and halal options), waste reduction strategies (e.g.
by prioritising and offering bulk products to their members) and all
aimed at providing equitable access to eaters and fair conditions to
producers in various ways.

Finally, in the documents analysed, explicit use of the terms
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Table 3
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Specific organisational post-growth principles of Case Study 1 (CS1), Case Study (CS2) and Case Study 3 (CS3).

Categories Organisational post-growth alignment

Legal structure o Not-for-profit legal structures C1, CS2, CS3

e Cultural recognition and access to culturally relevant food (e.g. dietary needs of different cultures) CS2, CS3
e Diversity in sustainability understandings (e.g. of regenerative agriculture) CS1, CS2

e First Nations recognition (e.g. free use of technology by First Nations producers) CS2, CS3

e Subsidiarity and democratic processes (e.g. community co-design processes, regular community events, participatory budgeting approaches)

Cs1, €S2, CS3

CS2, CS3
Feminist values CS2, CS3

Governance and organisational
principles

CS3
Advocacy CS1, CS2, CS3

Workers” wellbeing CS2, CS3

Participation in the cooperative or organisation (e.g. active community of members and volunteers, shared mission and governance) CS1,

e Empowerment (e.g. empower people to create the food systems that work for them) CS1, CS2, CS3
Education (e.g. workshops to teach how to run community food enterprises, capacity building for regenerative food practitioners) CS1, CS2,

Stakeholders’ collaborative processes (e.g. with food hubs and Community Supported Agriculture networks) CS1, CS2, CS3
Kindness (e.g. focus on care and empathy, respect, solidarity, and inclusivity) CS1, CS2, CS3
Relationships and interconnections (e.g. between people; and between people and all other beings) CS1, CS2, CS3

based on their revenue) CS1, CS2, CS3

kosher) CS1, CS2, CS3

Production principles

Seasonality CS1, CS2, CS3

and biodynamics practices) CS1, CS2, CS3

Equitable access for producers (e.g. farmers and producers receive a fair price for their produce, and producers pay access to the platform
Equitable access for eaters to fresh, healthy, nutritious food (e.g. affordable food prices, responsive to dietary needs such as gluten-free, vegan,
Recreation of global and local commons (e.g. shared resources and tools such as a software or land) CS1, CS2, CS3

Transparency (e.g. open software, accountable institutions, shorter supply chains, sharing of information and resources) CS1, CS2, CS3

Waste reduction (e.g. packaging free and bulk products, helping farmers sell seasonal gluts) CS2, CS3

Regenerative forms of agriculture, that (re)build resilient natural systems for future generations (e.g. responsible water management, organic

degrowth and/or post-growth were absent. As Froese et al. (2023, p. 2)
pointed out, “it is often external observers (e.g., researchers) who
retrospectively label organisational efforts as degrowth-aligned”. Nes-
terova et al. (2025) also highlighted that while researchers might use the
term degrowth, enterprises might use other terms. To address this
matter, after a short introduction to degrowth and post-growth princi-
ples, we asked our case study participants the following questions:
Would you consider your organisation to be a ‘post-growth food enterprise’
and why or why not? While CS2 and CS3 recognised their broad align-
ment with post-growth principles, CS1, referring to their sustainability
goals, explained that their project

“was out of a Transition Town project, all based around degrowth.
Based on peak everything, and how to manage through a degrowth
period into post-growth. [...] Working within that framework is very
familiar. I carry nuanced perspectives. We can look at regrowth — a more
positive inspiring story to move towards, and I feel strongly about that.
With a regen|[erative] approach, we can look at whole systems regrowth
model”.

However, referring to their “nuanced perspectives”, CS1 also
expressed that.

“I consider the degrowth and post-growth narrative as one of the
most dangerous narratives that we can hold as a species. (...) For
example, Limits to Growth. Classic environmental text that has under-
pinned the environmental movement, and many, many aspects of the
movement that have come from that. (...) The story that comes from
Limits to Growth is the story that humanity, there’s too many of us, and
we need to reduce it by a very significant number. That’s the narrative
that’s emerged from that text, whether it was intended or not”, adding
that the term “regrowth” is preferred (“We can grow in a regenerative
way. We don’t have to do without. We can actually have a lot more. We
can share more equitably and have abundance. We can grow a lot more.
We can create so much more, with less™).

4.2. Barriers and enablers of post-growth food enterprises: innovation and
exnovation responses

Each enterprise described barriers specific to their own context (e.g.

lack of training centres for agroecological practices, lack of parking
accessibility to the cooperative, lease expiry concerns, volatile finances,
and difficulties in finding committee members). These elements were
also present in the documents analysed (e.g. some strategy documents
contained Strength, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT)
summaries). Fig. 1 summarises the main barriers and enablers,
providing examples. The specific barriers were summarised into four
categories: 1) Knowledge and skills shortages, 2) Market competitive-
ness, 3) Access to land and premises and 4) Accounting of cost and
benefits. However, the focus of this study was on exploring the systemic
barriers rather than those specific to each enterprise. Consequently, the
interviews facilitated a broader exploration of the system in which the
actors operate.

Even though each case study plays a different role in the supply
chain, operates differently, and across different regions in Australia, the
responses of all actors interviewed pointed out how the growth-based
economic system disadvantages enterprises that seek to operate with a
different rationale. As summarised in Fig. 1(a), the case studies
described the systemic barriers with terms such as 1) capitalism, 2) the
technocratic system and 3) individualism. Each case study described an
overarching dynamic in which the incumbent entities continually
benefit from their dominance, whilst others are trapped in a cycle of
missing out. For example, an actor of CS1 pointed out that the

“old wealth dominates the new paradigm [...] through often tech-
nocratic solutions. And so, our system is geared towards that. Our cur-
rent system encourages, embraces and rewards that. [...] Nearly all of
our institutions have been co-opted or captured, and that creates bar-
riers for truly regenerative thinking, let alone implementation.”

CS1 described the self-reinforcing nature of the “technocratic para-
digm” in which “agritech interests” dominate the market and capture
government, corporate and education sectors to favour agritechno-
logical approaches. Actors of CS2 reinforced this perspective by saying
that “capitalism as a system, and the public institutions being part of
that, is the fundamental problem. [...] You can get into systemic barriers
being things like [...] true cost of food”. These actors emphasised sys-
temic barriers associated with corporate power (e.g., where it is
concentrated in supply chains), stressing that the dominance of
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Fig. 1. 1a) Above: Summary of barriers and enablers mentioned by Case Study 1 (CS1), Case Study (CS2) and Case Study 3 (CS3) in relations to innovation and
exnovation; 1b) Below: X-Curve conceptual transition framework (adapted from Allen and Malekpour (2023); Hebinck et al. (2022); Loorbach et al. (2017)) rep-
resenting curves of build-up (here innovation) and phase-out (here exnovation) across three phases of transitions: preparing, navigating and institutionalising change.
The case studies analysed exist in the first and second phases. Note: the ideal transition pathway is not a linear and smooth trajectory (see Allen and Mal-

ekpour (2023)).
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capitalism acts according to only a very narrow set of societal values and
neglects the true costs and impacts of food systems. CS3 also expanded
on challenges related to the true cost of food:

“Large supermarkets offer so much convenience, helping people save
so much time [...], I guess people feel so time poor now and are quite
time poor. [...] There’s an element of affordability as well, we’re so used
to food becoming cheaper over time that the real cost of food isn’t
necessarily something that we’re as in touch with.” CS2 also expressed
that

“the power that the [supermarkets] duopoly in Australia holds makes
it hard to have transformation occur. Scale is a barrier as well. [...] It is
an unlevel playing field. Infrastructure through government, the invis-
ible subsidies, and direct investment in infrastructure that supports
these big players. [...] For example, corporations have access to uni-
versities and influence courses. Every part of the system is stacked
against anyone trying to build an alternative.”

Additionally, referring to the “paradigm of individualism”, actors of
CS3 expanded on the experience of individuals engaging with the food
system, mentioning that some barriers are linked to time poverty and
convenience, as well as economic pressures, and, in their specific case,
limited access to premises and public transportation.

Case studies actors pointed to barriers they encountered and ap-
proaches they used to address these barriers. To operate viably, the case
studies adopted several strategies, as shown in Fig. 1(a). Five main
categories of enablers have been identified: 1) volunteer labour, 2)
grants and alternative funding, 3) alternative ways to access land and
services, 4) collection of data and evidence and 5) advocacy and part-
nerships. Some of the enablers used to overcome existing barriers foster
social and technological innovation (Fig. 1(b)) (Baregheh et al., 2009;
Wells, 2018). For example, CS1 fosters innovative funding mechanisms:

“[CS1] is looking at community structures. How do we create func-
tioning community projects that address food system issues under a
framework that has organisational structures that are not necessarily
good at? We’re innovating with things like superannuation funds [in
Australia superannuation funds correspond to retirement funds - in-
vestment systems for savings for retirement] deployed in a community
context. (...) A lot of our innovation comes from working with the legal
and institutional changes”.

Innovation is also fostered in CS2, for example, by the creation of
their open-source technology (used in more than 15 countries). How-
ever, instead of putting forward their technological innovation, actors
CS2 emphasised their innovation in terms of:

“different ways of doing things, [we set] up experiments where we
can learn together and demonstrate the potential of doing something
differently. [...] it’s like the authentic kind of participation. [...] We
don’t just set up an experiment in a vacuum. We try to be on the
shoulders of people who have looked at this before. So, in that sense, it’s
like that innovative? It’s innovative in the sense of knowing that every
context, like community or, you know, situation, is context-specific. So,
taking those learnings of what may already have happened or be done
elsewhere in the world [...] how can they then be applied or what is
relevant to where we might apply them in this context.”

The first response of CS3 was “I don’t think of us leading too many
innovations, maybe in the sense of it feels like what we’re doing is based
on some older ideas [...] because cooperatives have been around for a
long time”, consequently adding that “you have a community that works
together to achieve things, something that you could find throughout
history, but I guess maybe [in] the modern context, it feels like it’s more
unique to have a place like this, and maybe that in itself can be inno-
vative”. CS3 explained how they seek to create other benefits for
members by countering individualism by connecting members with
each other and with suppliers in rewarding ways (e.g. offering discounts
for volunteering, articulating and acting upon shared ideals and prin-
ciples, and raising awareness of ways to support suppliers).

Thus, each case study represents a niche (in the preparing and
navigating change stages, Fig. 1b) that advances some innovative
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approaches. As an increasing number of studies highlight the crucial role
of exnovation, as presented in Section 2.2, the third part of our in-
terviews explored exnovation. We decided to explore their knowledge
about exnovation strategies, however, none of the case studies had
heard the term exnovation prior to our interaction with them, but they
did recognise its importance (e.g. “That’s a new term for me. This is
really the kind of stuff that lights me up. Now, that you’ve explained
that, it speaks a lot to me” CS1; “Only because you told us about it. I just
came across it today” CS2). Moreover, when CS2 actors were asked
about their views on exnovation, they stressed that it was important for
organisations to understand their own theory of change and the role
they are trying to play in the system. For their part, their preference is to
focus on experimental building of the new system, and they do not see
their role as reforming or resisting the current system. They believe
these roles are important and agreed it would be very helpful if there
was deliberate exnovation, but they “much prefer it was somebody else
[doing it]”. The discussion (Section 5.2) provides insights about the role
of exnovation in food systems transitions.

5. Discussion
5.1. Post-growth food systems: challenges and opportunities

Entrepreneurship can foster community development, social inno-
vation, justice, decommodification, and emancipation (Dey, 2016).
Thus, entrepreneurship becomes a force that cannot be neglected in
transformational processes, corresponding to an important form of
activism (Dey, 2016; Westley et al., 2013). The enterprises considered in
this study open up alternative thinking, demonstrate new possibilities,
foster niches for experimentation, and create new avenues for discus-
sion, and offer examples of alternative economic models that prompt
questions such as ‘do we need a new economy?’ (Mersmann et al., 2014).
The exploration of post-growth food enterprises opens possibilities for a
radical redefinition of the realm of economic practice so that societies
can dedicate resources to exploring and developing organisational
models that advance socio-ecological well-being. The characteristics
embedded in the case studies analysed align with features of degrowth-
compatible businesses identified in other studies, such as deviating from
profit maximisation, transforming social relationships, transforming
structures of both production and consumption, and changing busi-
nesses’ relationships with nature (Nesterova et al., 2025). The case
studies can prioritise socio-ecological goals because they do not aim for
financial extractivism. Although these enterprises remain niche players
(i.e. in preparing and navigating change stages, Fig. 1b), the reduced
financial extractivism of these models makes these food systems better
equipped to support a wider array of social and environmental values.
For example, these enterprises are successful in attracting volunteer
labour at a time when, more typically, there are skills shortages in these
areas. In Australia, in conventional food systems, the farming workforce
is aging (the average Australian farmer is 57 years old), and there is a
chronic labour and skills shortage that impacts the whole supply chain
(CSIRO, 2023). Poor labour conditions and income are among the many
causes influencing the labour shortage (CSIRO, 2023). On the one hand,
conventional food systems face labour shortages, and on the other hand,
post-growth food models are successfully attracting volunteers. This
signals that people are willing to engage and work in food systems, even
for no financial remuneration, if doing so helps fulfil values and prior-
ities other than financial extractivism.

However, as mentioned, these enterprises remain marginal niche
players in the food economy, embedded into a ‘success to the successful’
system archetype. We utilise this system archetype to distil and repre-
sent the systemic phenomena common to all three case studies. The
‘success to the successful’ system archetype represents two entities in
competition for resources or power (Fig. 2). The initial dominance of one
of the entities sets the conditions for the future performance of both
entities (Kim and Anderson, 1998): the dominant entity attracts more
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resources, influence or power, so reinforcing its dominance via a
‘virtuous cycle’ (R1, Fig. 2), whilst the other entity is trapped in a
similarly self-reinforcing ‘vicious cycle’ (R2, Fig. 2). Critical to under-
standing this archetype are the two reinforcing feedback loops that
allow an incumbent entity to continually benefit from its dominance
(virtuous loop) whilst the other is trapped in a cycle of missing out
(vicious loop). This archetype represents a common system context
experienced by all three case studies, even though each case study plays
a different role in the supply chain, operates differently, and across
different regions in Australia. The common context represented below
shows how the growth-based economic system disadvantages enter-
prises that seek to operate with a different rationale. In the current
economic system, ‘success’ continues to be associated with financial
extractivism that contributes to economic growth (Chakori et al., 2022),
thus, as expressed by case studies actors (Section 4.2), resources
continue to flow and support models that prioritise financial extracti-
vism (e.g. where food is traded as a commodity for capital accumulation
and where less favourable wages and social reproduction conditions
prevail (Raj et al., 2024)). By directing more resources towards growth-
driven enterprises, the likelihood of success is increased compared to
post-growth ones. The success of growth-driven enterprises justifies the
provision of additional resources, which, on the one hand, continues to
increase the chance of continued success of growth-driven models, and
on the other hand, directs fewer resources to post-growth models, which
translates into diminished success opportunities. This archetype illus-
trates how allocating resources towards certain models leads to an
increasing disparity in performance between two groups over time.
These resources influence the probability of entering, exiting or main-
taining a presence in the food economy (Béné and Abdulai, 2024; Cha-
kori and Hopkinson, 2021; Chakori et al., 2022; Clapp, 2021; Hejazi
et al., 2017). Case studies actors’ responses also reflect the findings of a
recent study of Clapp et al. (2025), which indicated that dominant firms
within highly concentrated food systems exert power to shape people’s
agency and food choices, material conditions, food policy and gover-
nance processes, and many other aspects. Referring also to the Austra-
lian context, the authors emphasise how incumbent firms, which “reap
excess profits beyond normally competitive levels” also “use market
power to erect barriers to entry for other firms” (Clapp et al., 2025, p.
134). The structural pressures faced by post-growth-aligned businesses
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in the growth-driven economy are also acknowledged in the recent study
of Nesterova et al. (2025). These findings are consistent with the system
archetype presented in this study.

Transforming unsustainable food trends may require paying more
attention to what is incentivised in food systems as currently structured.
As Graaf et al. (2021, p. 3) wrote, “the cultural significance attached to a
specific regime also forms the selection environment determining which
solutions are politically viable, and helping to stabilize a certain
discourse coalition or the status quo of a socio-technical regime,
respectively”. The current system incentivises or disincentivises certain
types of agricultural practices, consumption habits, transportation
mechanisms and many other aspects of the food system. If, across the
world, economic growth remains the main policy objective, and the
basis of the dominant narrative, decision-making and resource alloca-
tion will continue to be skewed towards those sectors that indeed
contribute to economic growth (Fig. 2), such as profitable and large-
scale agrifood industries (Béné and Abdulai, 2024; Chakori et al.,
2021; Chakori et al., 2022; Clapp, 2021; Clapp et al., 2025; Richards
et al., 2013; Robert and Mullinix, 2022). Nevertheless, even when
markets are dominated by agrifood firms, post-growth ones exist and
continue to foster socio-ecological well-being. Yet, here we argue that
their bottom-up actions and innovation might not be sufficient to ca-
talyse transitions to change the success to the successful dynamics pre-
sented. In the next section, we suggest how exnovation could play a
more prominent role in sustainability transitions.

5.2. Exnovation: the missing approach?

“Applying a comprehensive strategic transition approach would
imply that supporting innovations and the more sustainable alternatives
goes hand in hand with consciously ending unsustainable system ele-
ments” (Graaf et al., 2021, p. 16).

While prominent transition and transformation frameworks focus on
the emergence of niches and (social and technological) innovation
(Geels, 2002; Lam et al., 2020; Vandeventer et al., 2019), we argue that
these aspects may not be sufficient to catalyse transitions towards more
sustainable food systems. Several food enterprises and actors work to-
wards post-growth pathways (Barlow et al., 2022; Nelson and Edwards,
2020b), however, systemic sustainability transitions continue to be

Success of Success of post-growth
growth-driven enterprises enterprises

Allocation to growth-driven enterprises

@ instead of post-growth
1

Resources to
growth-driven enterprises

enterprises
/ \ Resources to post-growth

@

enterprises

Fig. 2. Success to the successful archetype (in black). A plus (‘+’) indicates that cause and effect move in the same direction; a minus (*-’) indicates that cause and effect
move in opposite directions. R1 and R2 represent two reinforcing loops. The enablers of Case Study 1 (CS1), Case Study (CS2) and Case Study 3 (CS3) are represented in
green. Adapted from Kim and Anderson (1998); Sterman (2002). (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web

version of this article.)
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prevented by the inertia of the current system. Exploring how ‘social and
ethical” entrepreneurship can lead to transformational change falls short
of exploring how systemic change can be achieved (Jones and Murtola,
2012). While there is a growing amount of literature examining how
entrepreneurship can improve communities (Dey, 2016), there is also an
overly optimistic belief in the power and means of entrepreneurship to
transform society. Existing studies on entrepreneurship do not engage
sufficiently with the wider political, economic, and legal foundations of
the crisis (Dey, 2016). Post-growth enterprises seek to establish alter-
native food systems from within existing conditions of possibility, and
they bring important innovations (e.g. CS1 explores alternative funding
mechanisms, CS2 provides an innovative open-source technology, CS3
established a cooperative), however, the results of this study show that
these enterprises do not adequately value their innovation and that
innovation alone might not be sufficient.

We argue that transformative processes warrant a focus not just on
innovation for sustainability, but also exnovation. The diffusion of
innovative transformative systems is hindered by lock-in effects caused
by the current system in place (Graaf et al., 2021). Exnovation processes
can challenge the (unsustainable) regime (in the preparing and navi-
gating change phases, Fig. 1b) by drawing attention to and reconfiguring
critical system elements (Graaf et al., 2021). Given that self-reinforcing
dynamics locks in systemic advantages for incumbents, exnovation may
be required alongside innovation forces (Graaf et al., 2021) to change
the dynamics of loop R1 (Fig. 2).

In relation to exnovation, two major points resulted from this study.
Firstly, our study shows that although the actors interviewed had a long
history of action and advocacy, they were not familiar with exnovation;
yet, exnovation policies and interventions could, for example, directly
address some of their barriers. This lack of attention to exnovation is also
partially reflected in the literature. However, while studies on exnova-
tion in food systems remain scarce, some present the need to destabilise
the regime, by, for example, phasing out environmentally harmful
agricultural practices, livestock farming and fossil fuels subsidies (e.g.
those not in line with goals of the Paris Agreement and the Convention
on Biological Diversity (Heyl et al.,, 2022)), pesticides (Frank and
Schanz, 2022), agricultural peatlands (Lonkila et al., 2024), disposable
food packaging (Chakori et al., 2022), and the production and marketing
of unhealthy foods (Scapin et al., 2025; White, 2025). Moreover, to
foster alternative models, it is also important to consider the political
economy of the system, moving beyond, for example, business model
improvements. Specifically, “any attempt that purports to capture the
radical political possibilities of entrepreneurship must engage, in one
way or another, with the complex questions of neoliberal capitalism as
the organizing principle of society” (Dey, 2016, p. 576). We suggest that
moving beyond growth-driven systems — e.g. by exnovating GDP as the
growth-driven indicator and policy objective underpinning (food)
economies - could help foster economies where post-growth food en-
terprises could be able to amplify their work. Referring to food systems,
Robert and Mullinix (2022, p. 1) wrote that “GDP obscures important
dimensions of wellbeing, incentivizes short-term profits over long-term
prosperity, and skews our decision making and [food] policy develop-
ment”. Moreover, GDP does not account for many social and ecological
externalities (Aitken, 2019; Messac, 2018; Waring, 1999). Aligned with
the need to transform food systems, some studies suggest pathways to
shift towards a full or partial decommodification of food and an
implementation of non-market food systems (Bliss and Egler, 2020;
Matacena and Corvo, 2020). The literature (Bliss and Egler, 2020; FAO,
2023) reflects the same issues reported by the case study actors: current
food systems do not reflect the true cost of food. In response to this issue,
there is an increasing interest in true cost accounting approaches that
aim to provide decision-makers with evidence that can help them cor-
rect these failures (FAO, 2023). In the current system, the negative social
and ecological impacts continue to be considered negative externalities,
however, here, we consider them as systemic cost-shifting mechanisms
(Demaria, 2017). To seek higher financial extractivism, growth-driven
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enterprises continue to rely on cost-shifting mechanisms. If ‘external-
ities’ continue to be understood as market failures, as minor aberrations
in an otherwise perfectly functioning economic system (Demaria, 2017),
responses will continue to rely mainly on market-based instruments,
which can be considered weak approaches (Morrison et al., 2022).
However, considering these impacts as systemic cost-shifting mecha-
nisms enables addressing more systemic policy and institutional changes
(i.e. deep radical interventions (Morrison et al., 2022)). Exnovating, or
at least de-emphasising, the importance of GDP would help focus on
socio-ecological well-being goals and indicators, enabling structural
changes that could support food actors working towards these objec-
tives. Beyond-GDP systems would help reframe “success” in food econ-
omies. Additionally, as Nesterova et al. (2025, p. 6) expressed “the
meaning of success should be redefined by both businesspersons and
consumers”. Thus, stronger convergence of post-growth and transition
research could offer avenues to frame and navigate the dynamics and
governance of sustainability transitions.

While (post-growth) innovation fuels pioneering activities, exnova-
tion can exert pressure on the existing dominant regime, actively and
consciously challenging its legitimacy and questioning its social benefit
and acceptability (Graaf et al., 2021; Heyen, 2017). It is beyond the
scope of this study to explore in-depth the interdependency of innova-
tion and exnovation, however, we emphasise that understanding and
managing exnovation might help move towards transformative inno-
vation (Klerkx et al., 2023), potentially, also influencing the innovation
directionality (Mazzucato, 2013) towards post-growth futures.

Secondly, this study not only highlights that exnovation is beyond
the scope of resource-limited post-growth enterprises, but also raises the
question of who has the responsibility and agency to develop and
implement exnovation policies and interventions. While the case studies
engage in some advocacy to promote their alternative approaches, as
some actors interviewed expressed, their primary focus is on demon-
strating the benefits generated by their enterprises rather than pointing
out the limitations of other business models or of the socioeconomic
system they rely upon (Loop R1, Fig. 2). This highlights the importance
of recognising different roles, especially since even those who would be
direct beneficiaries of exnovation interventions may not be the most
suitable actors for conducting the exnovation work.

Indeed, exnovation can be a more contentious area than innovation.
Compared to innovation discourses, exnovation faces stronger resistance
from actors who have interests in the status quo, and actively work for
its maintenance (i.e. potential losers of transitions or beneficiaries of the
dominant regime) (Graaf et al., 2021; Shukla et al., 2022). Including
exnovation policies and practices in the governance of food systems
involve acknowledging that transitions cannot always have win-win
outcomes for all actors. Resistance emerges when the material and
ideological interests related to the status quo are under scrutiny or
challenged (Geels, 2014; Hess, 2014). Path dependencies and resistance
make exnovation difficult to achieve (Béné and Abdulai, 2024; Heyen,
2017). However, considering the importance of articulating and man-
aging the governance of exnovation in food systems could help unlock
the potential of post-growth models. The governance of exnovation will
need to consider various social justice aspects, for ethical reasons and to
avoid bottom-up backlashes (Lonkila et al., 2024; Mehleb et al., 2021).

6. Conclusion

Post-growth enterprises exist and prioritise socio-ecological well-
being. However, their operations are conducted within a system in
which economic growth is the primary measure of success. While
alternative entrepreneurship approaches are important for bringing
about innovations within existing systems, our study shows that failing
to consider system-level influences risks overlooking opportunities to
enable more transformative change by reconfiguring system-level
arrangements.

There is a growing international consensus on the need to transform
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food systems, and such transformations will require resources to be
redirected towards endeavours that advance ecological and social well-
being. This study indicates that barriers to transformation might not be
due to a lack of alternatives, or innovation, but to a lack of exnovation.
Paying more attention to exnovation in the governance of food systems
could create more room for innovative enterprises that hold themselves
to higher sustainability standards than incumbents who currently
benefit from ‘success to the successful’ dynamics. This opens the po-
tential to explore which type of exnovation policies or actions would
best enable food systems transitions, and, most importantly, which ac-
tors might have the most effective agency in leading exnovation pro-
cesses. Specifically, we invite our colleagues globally to pay attention to
sources of resistance to exnovation and ways to overcome them.
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