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Abstract

This study investigates how the decision making process in 
Solidarity Purchasing Groups (SPGs), intended as hybrid 
organizations, supports the sustainability transition in food 
systems. The process of sustainability transition in food 
systems involves many kinds of tensions, especially in the 
process of pursuing a multiplicity of economic, social and 
environmental objectives. This study focuses on the SPGs 
in Italy and study how they organize their internal decision-
making process and their search for the group objectives. This 
paper argues that the decentralization of the decision rights 
in SPGs sustains the integration of such different objectives 
and coordinates efficiently the multifaceted values of their 
members. The empirical analysis shows that the decision rights 
are decentralized and that the decentralized decision rights 
positions in solidarity purchasing groups are associated with 
the pursuing of different objectives. Our findings indicate that 
SPGs contributes to the transitions toward sustainability in food 
systems by using organizational democracy mechanisms to 
coordinate tensions among social, market and environmental 
values.
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Introduction

Transitions toward sustainability entail profound modifications of both 
entrepreneurs and citizens worldviews (Hedstad et al., 2020) and system 
structure (Bui et al., 2019; El Bilali, 2020). The search for enhancing food 
system sustainability raises challenges in the institutional framework of 
economic and social relationships and in management strategies and practices 
(Eakin et al., 2017; Ericksen, 2008). Inherently, the transition raises tensions 
of different nature among territorial and productive systems and within the 
organizations (Oskam et al., 2021; Wannags & Gold, 2020). Tensions derive 
primarily from competing paradigms (Bui et al., 2019; Gaitán-Cremaschi 
et al., 2019) necessary to transition and from the coexistence of different 
institutional logics, i.e., different systems of taken-for-granted beliefs and 
practices that guide actors’ behavior (Battilana et al., 2018). Different 
institutional logics originate different, conflicting objectives concerning social, 
environment and economic fields, i.e., profit and no-profit objectives. The 
capability to solve the resulting tensions and to balance these multiple nature 
objectives are key conditions to guide a sustainable transition of organizations. 

This paper concentrates on Solidarity Purchasing Groups (SPGs), a type 
of Alternative Food Network (AFN, Renting et al., 2003) whose goals are to 
provide food to group members, but also to contribute to environment and 
health protections, to ethic goals and to implement democracy and social 
justice values (Anderson, 2008; Dedeurwaerdere et al., 2017; Martino et al., 
2016; Prost, 2019; Giuca and De Leo, 2019). Recent studies have showed that 
AFNs tend to effectively combine economic and environmental objectives 
(Martino et al., 2016; Torquati et al., 2021). In particular, SPGs face the 
necessity to combine and balance the multiple objectives they aim to pursue, 
coping with tensions while maintaining the group coherence and stability 
and effectively contribute to food sustainability. This study explores which 
organizational mechanisms are implemented by SPGs to coordinate multiple 
and potentially conflicting objectives.

This study adds to the studies on the transition of food system toward 
sustainability in three ways. First, it shows that the decentralization of the 
decision rights among SPGs members integrate the group objectives in 
feasible patterns. Second, it submits that beyond the rooting of participation 
processes in society (Hassanein, 2003; Moragues-Faus & Morgan, 2015; 
Moragues-Faus, 2020; Prost, 2019), it is necessary to design and to adopt 
specific organizational aspects to support the development of food democracy. 
Third, this study advances in the analysis of the SPG governance, in 
particular with respect to the configuration of the decision making process, 
thereby adding to the recent literature (Dedeurwaerdere et al., 2017; Duncan 
& Pascucci, 2017; Forssel & Lankoski, 2015, 2017; Manganelli et al., 2020). 
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1.	Conceptual framework

1.1.	 Multiple objectives in SPG

The multiplicity of objectives and their diverse nature are inherent to SPGs 
(Renting et al., 2012), given the heterogeneity of values and needs supporting 
the participation in AFNs are heterogeneous (Mount, 2012). Holloway et 
al. (2007) underlined the attention that AFNs pay to environmental 
impact of conventional food network, as well as ethical commitment on 
the technologies used in food production processes. AFNs seek to promote 
the adoption of technology oriented toward environmental and social 
sustainability (Dedeurwaerder et al., 2017). Focusing on trust food chain 
sustainability, Ilbery and Maye (2005) identified the coexistence of multiple 
values and related objectives spanning from producing healthy food and fair-
trading to protection of animal welfare and social inclusivity. Sonnino and 
Marsden (2006) clarified that the focus on environmental, nutritional and 
health concern in AFNs can be understood as a term of complementarity 
with conventional food sector while embeddedness appears to be a more 
distinctive feature of AFNs values. 

Fourat et al. (2020) examined the multiple aspects of values interaction in 
network practices to show the impact of food health and quality on equality 
issues. Mert-Cakal and Miele (2020) documented and conceptualized, in 
community supported agriculture, the way in which participation aligns 
technology and sustainability. The diversity of the value also originates a 
literature on hybrid food value chain intended as a chain in which operates 
both alternative and conventional actors (Klein & Michas, 2014; Le Velly 
& Dufeu, 2016). Fonte (2013) documented the diversity of values in SPGs 
and related them to both ideology and contexts and to the practices aimed 
at potentially transforming the local food system. Practices stemming from 
different values substantiate food democracy processes characterized by 
multiplicity of objectives in food production and consumption (Lang, 2005; 
Lang & Heasman, 2004; Renting et al., 2012), even though not systematically 
(Moragues-Faus, 2017). 

The diversity of objective raises tensions which may undermine both the 
group stability and its capability to support sustainable transition. There 
is then the necessity of solving and managing tensions by organizational 
mechanisms. The diversity of objectives raises tensions on the allocation of 
the resources directly (e.g., knowledge, labour, storage houses) or indirectly 
(e.g., agricultural land) managed by the SPG. Pursuing different objective 
may actually entail conflicting resources uses. Operationally, a resource 
use objective is intended as the goal to which a given resource productive 
use is aimed: the goal may regard the quantity and the quality – or both 
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– of the product, but it may also concern with the creation of positive 
externalities and the reduction of the negative externalities (Martino et al., 
2016). Unsolved tensions impeding effective resources uses compromises the 
possibilities of reaching the group objectives. The different nature of these 
objectives – economic, social, environmental – exacerbates the tensions as 
it tends to obstacle the integration of the institutional logics at stake. This 
study argues that the decentralization of the decision rights acts as a SPG 
organizational mechanism to solve tensions caused by this diversity of the 
institutional logics. To make cleat this point it is necessary underline the 
hybrid organizational nature of the SPGs.

1.2.	Hybrid organizing and integration 

The problem on how SPGs coordinate their members and farmers to 
guarantee a satisfactory achievement of the various objectives requires to 
solve internal tensions from distinct institutional logics. To this purpose, 
agents must design, negotiate and implement specific organizations and must 
allocate decision rights, promoting participation and facilitating on going 
management (Battilana et al., 2018). 

Governance analysis of food networks has taken into account the territorial 
level (Brunori & Rossi, 2000), the extent of the supply chains (DuPuis & 
Block, 2008) or knowledge creation processes (Dupuis & Gillon, 2009). 
Duncan and Pascucci (2017) introduced systematic factors to explain the 
organizational forms chosen in AFNs. Martino et al. (2016) focused on the 
role of organizational practices determining the SPGs objectives in terms 
of resources uses. Forssell and Lankoski (2015, 2017) pointed out the role 
of power relationships and risk sharing in food networks. Manganelli et al. 
(2020) and Manganelli and Mouleart (2018) identified critical aspects in 
SPGs governance in terms scale, resources access processes and institutional 
frameworks. This approach observes SPGs though a hybrid governance 
form formed by four governance principles: hierarchy, anarchy, ‘heterarchy’, 
solidarity (Manganelli and Mouleart, 2018, for details). Organizational, 
resources and institutional tensions are identified from these premises. The 
resulting model generalizes the understanding of the AFNs governance 
principles in a reflexive governance perspective (see Feindt and Weiland, 2018). 

Our study contributes to this literature by adopting the concept of 
integration and by assessing the role decision rights configuration in SPGs 
governance. We assume that participation in the decision making processes 
facilitates the pursuit of multiple objectives (Battilana et al., 2018: 17). Both. 

Integration is here held as the process of balancing, accommodating and 
reconciling diverse values to achieve and make decision making within an 
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organization effective (Battilana et al., 2018: 8). Hybrid organizing then is 
held to support the integration of different objectives. More precisely, hybrid 
organizing are the activities, structures, processes and meanings by which 
organizations make sense of and combine aspects of multiple organizational 
forms and institutional logics (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Battilana et al., 2018). 
This study assumes that SPGs adopt hybrid organizing to combine multiple 
and potentially conflicting objectives. 

The SPG includes several participants who are assigned to given positions 
with specific decision rights (e.g. group member, coordinator, assembly of the 
members, product manager) (Martino et al., 2016). A decision configuration 
can be then defined as the set of the positions entitled to decide and the types 
of decisions they could take (who decides what). According to Battilana and 
Lee (2014) and Battilana et al. (2018), the possibility of integrating different 
objectives, as requested by the transition toward sustainability, is conditioned 
by the decentralization of decision rights over the uses of the resources. 
Actually the sharing of decision rights is central to coordinate distinct 
resources uses (Grandori, 2017a), while decision rights held the legitimate 
entitlement to participate in and exert influence on an organization’s ongoing 
management (Battilana et al., 2018: 4). 

The conceptual framework of this study shows how coherent SPG 
organization is expected to be able to integrate objectives of different nature. 
Therefore, this study aims at testing two hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: the decision making process in an SPG is decentralized. 

Hypothesis 2: decentralized decision rights are associated to specific 
resources uses objectives. 

These hypotheses were tested by an empirical analysis.

2.	Method of the empirical analysis 

2.1.	 Sample and variables

The governance of the Italian SPGs is basically based on the objective 
of developing members participation (Barbera et al., 2020; Novelli and 
Corsi, 2018; Fonte, 2013). To do so, the governance address the different 
motivations essentially directed toward responsible consumer values, 
especially to mobilize members and families over environmental and social 
issues (Graziano and Forno, 2012, p. 122). The multiplicity of objectives 
is then necessarily a theme to be considered in the group governance 
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analysis. In carrying out empirical analysis, this complexity requires to 
design methodological approaches able to capture multiple aspects of the 
phenomenon. In this study, we adopted a mixed-method approach was used 
to collect data of SPGs in Italy. It was namely adopted a “development 
strategy” (Greene et al., 1989), departing with three cases study (reported in 
Martino and Pampanini, 2012) to delineate the basic feature of the decision 
making processes and to inform and help to establish the basis for the 
collection of quantitative data. 

The research took the form of an internet survey. An online questionnaire 
was submitted to 900 Italian SPGs contacted through the effective e-mail 
addresses that were available through the Italian SPGs network ReteGas. 
(www.retegas.org). The survey yielding the database used here was conducted 
in 2013. More recently, several scholars have shown the vital role of 
democracy in SPG (Manganelli and Mouleart, 2018, 2002; Prost, 2019; 
Dedeuwardere et al., 2019; Forno and Graziano, 2015), highlighting aspects 
which were captured by the survey. In order to contribute to this literature, 
our study provides a conceptual framework focusing on the organizational 
mechanisms behind the democratic governance of SPGs. Moreover, this 
promotion of participation seems to have played a critical role in tackling the 
effects of Covid-19 pandemic on food access (Forno and Graziano, 2020). 

The questionnaire included the following categories of questions: i) 
the general characteristics of each SPG (i.e., year of foundation, number 
of members, etc.); ii) the SPG’s decision-makers (i.e. members and their 
positions); iii) an evaluation of the group objectives.

We considered the following members and positions:
•	 Management: a person who is on the board of the group, but is not present 

in every group; the main role is to channel the group activities toward 
common goals.

•	 Group member: a person who is just a basic participant, but she/he is 
normally active in several areas in the informal structure of the group.

•	 Product Manager: this person is in charge of operational activities, such 
as gathering the information required to organize food purchases and 
deliveries. She/he is normally a key figure. The Product Manager organizes 
food product provision by preparing and delivering the purchase order to 
the producers: he/she organizes the distribution of the product among the 
members.

•	 Assembly: the meeting of all the members of the group varies in the 
number of activities of debate and decision-making, which depends on the 
history of the specific group.

•	 SPG Network: a network of all the SPGs; it is established throughout the 
country. Although the groups do not necessarily have to comply with 
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the suggestions of the network, the latter can contribute to the strategic 
perspective of the groups, and help their interaction with policy authorities 
on several levels. 

•	 President/Coordinator: she/he is the person responsible for the group and 
is sometimes formally elected by the assembly. The President plays two 
main roles: he/she represents the group in certain official relationships 
(normally with local public authorities) and helps coordinate group 
activities.

We also considered two general types of decisions: strategic decisions, 
referring to the group structure and a long-term activity, and operational 
decisions, regarding the daily functioning of the group.

Strategic decisions
•	 Management of relations: this is concerned with the management of 

group agreements with external bodies, such as local or national policy 
authorities, other SPGs, or the SPG network. 

•	 Member Entry/Exit: this regards the acceptance of a new member and the 
potential exit of an existing member.

•	 Group activity: this is generally a specification of the fields of the group 
activities (e.g. food, culture, etc.).

•	 Selection of producers: producers are selected according to the group’s 
expectations regarding health, the environment and ethics. 

Operational decisions
•	 Product basket: the product usually procured by the group is specified 

periodically. The relevant decision depends on other purchases and on 
producer selection, the product plan and logistics.

•	 Product Planning: this decision concerns the possibility of a group co-
producing the food with farmers;

•	 Purchase orders: just a simple decision required to procure food; 
•	 Logistics: this refers to all the possible decisions that have to be made to 

guarantee distribution of the product purchased.

According to the members’ values and expectations, the SPG identifies 
specific resource use objectives (R

s
). Three sets of resource use objectives are 

considered:

Health 
•	 To select farmers able to supply safe foods (Safety).
•	 To define the production process (Directing).
•	 To select food with “no residuals” (NORESID).
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•	 To select food with “no preserving additives” (NOPRESERV).
•	 To select foods for babies (BABYFOOD).

Environment 
•	 To select the farmers on a geographical basis (PRODZONE).
•	 To choose locally grown food grown (CLOSEZONE).
•	 To choose food with reduced environmental impact (ENVIMP).
•	 To enhance the transportation logistics (ENHLOG).
•	 To select products from traditional genotypes (TRADGEN).

Convenience, ethical, symbolic and hedonic attributes
•	 To choose low price food (LOWPRICE).
•	 To choose foods produced according to ethical guidelines (SOCRESP).
•	 To choose unique foods (ELABFOOD).
•	 To choose continuously available food (AVAILAB).
•	 To choose traditional foods (TRADIT).

The respondents were then required to assign a score to each objective 
by answering to the following question: How do you evaluate the following 
objectives in the context of the strategy of your group? using a 7-point Likert 
scale (from j=-3: Not important to j=3: Very important). The respondents 
were expected to be able to express the average evaluation of the group’s 
resource use objectives because of their positions held.

2.2.	Testing approach

Having classified the SPG decision-makers and the decisions usually made 
by each decision-maker in SGP (see below), the empirical analysis presents a 
test of Hypothesis 1 by simply investigating the frequency distribution of the 
decision types across the decision-makers positions. 

To test the hypothesis 2, elaborating on the approach of Ethiraj and 
Levinthal (2009), this study assumes that the impact (ß

i
) of the decision (d

is
, 

with i=1,…,I) made by each decision-maker D
k
 (with k=1,…,K) is associated 

to the value of the resources use objectives (µ
s
, with s=1,…,S):

(1)	 µ
s
 = f (d

is
, ß

i
)

A generalized ordinal logistic model (Williams, 2010) was estimated 
for each decision-makers and type of decision to test the Hypothesis 2. 
The dependent variables of each model is the value of a given resource 
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use objective and the independent variables are the decisions made at 
each decision-making position. This approach is appropriate for the types 
of variables used in the study and also for the correction of potential 
heteroskedasticity. The model estimated is:

 
(2)	 g(µ) = ß

0
 + ß

1
 d

1k,s
 + … + ß

1
 d

i,k,s

where g function is a link function and ß
i, k, s

 are the parameters to be 
estimated (for i.th decision, made by the k.th decision maker for the s.th 
resource use). More precisely, the coefficient ß

i, k, s
 estimated in a generalized 

ordinal logistic model indicates the impact of each independent variable 
on the dependent variable in a log-odd scale. Let µ be score assigned by 
the respondent, with j=1,…,7 categories. Then P(µ ≤j) is the cumulative 
probability of µ less than or equal to a specific category j=1,…,J−1. For 
each µ

s
 the log odds of being unlikely highly scored (versus low scoring) 

when the decision maker D
k
 take the decision d

i,k,s
 is ß

i,k,s
 times higher (ß

i,k,s
 

positive)/lower (ß
i,k,s

 negative) than in the case the decision was not taken. 
The estimated parameters make possible to capture the connection that the 
decision-makers expect to establish between the decision and objective. If a 
parameter ß

i,k,s
 estimated is not statistically significant, there is not an effect 

of the decisions d
ik
 on the resources uses objective value. The opposite is true 

if a parameter ß
i,k,s

 estimated is statistically significant: in this occurrence, the 
decisions d

ik
 has an effect on the resources uses objective value.

To test the hypothesis 2 it is necessary to verify if the parameters 
estimated whether or not the decisions are associated to the resources use 
objective value. The empirical analysis allows one to reject the hypothesis of 
association between the decision and the resources uses objective value (none 
statistically significant parameter) or alternatively indicate a probable effect 
of the decentralization of the decision rights with the objectives. We test 
hypothesis 2 adopting the following criteria:
a)	the larger the number of statistically significant parameters for each 

model (type of decision and positions), the more effective is the decision 
on that resources allocation to multiple objectives;

b)	the larger the number of effective decisions for each position, the more 
decentralization is likely to be effective to resources allocation on multiple 
objectives and then the more the integration is likely to be effective. 

3.	Results

Our accidental sample consists of 121 valid questionnaires returned 
back by respondents available to participate in the research. We collected 
information from members in different positions. The group President or 
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coordinator represents 64% of our respondents. Product managers and simple 
members constitute 11% of our observations each, i.e., 22% altogether. The 
remaining 14% is represented by founder members. In addition to food 
provision, 34.4% of the groups provide clothing, 68.8% are engaged in 
cultural activities, and 29.6% conduct other activities including solidarity 
activities and swap parties. 

First, we investigate the distribution of the decisions separated into 
strategic or operational types, and into decision-makers/members with 
different positions. According to the democratic nature of the SPG, we 
expected to find that: a) each decision-maker has a role in both strategic and 
operational types of decisions; b) there is an association between the types of 
decisions and the types of decision makers, thereby indicating a democratic 
participation and decentralized structure of decision rights across different 
members in the decision-making process. 

Considering the aforementioned 6 types of decision makers and 9 type of 
decisions, we required to each respondent to specify “who decides what”. 
The answers from these questions form the basis of the interconnection 
between the members’ positions and their participation in the decision-
making process for strategic and operational decisions, i.e., they highlight 
the existence or not of a decentralized structure of decision rights among the 
positions. Table 1 summarizes the results.

The marginal distribution indicates that the different members of the 
group almost always address all types of decisions, including strategic 
ones. It shows that the Group Member participates in the largest number of 
decisions (37.0%), whereas the SPG Network appears in the smallest number 
(6.7%). The Assembly plays an important role (21.6%), whereas the President, 
Management and Product Manager positions have an average participation 
(13.1%, 11.0%, 10.6%, respectively).

These findings provide support for Hypothesis 1 by highlighting the fact 
that members with different positions participate in all decisions of the SPG. 
Even simple group members also take part in the decision-making process 
regarding strategic decisions, which denotes the decentralization of decision 
rights among the various decision-makers of the group and the democratic 
nature of this arrangement. Accordingly, the extent of the involvement of 
Group members and the Assembly indicates the fact that the groups rely on a 
democratic and collectively determined approach (Duncan & Pascucci, 2017; 
Graziano & Forno, 2012; Renting et al., 2012). 

Moreover, we test the internal consistency of the decision by a simple 
χ2 test to be conducted on the sample distribution of the decision made by 
types and decision-makers. The chi-square test χ2 = 390.00 (0.00) it indicates 
there is an association between the type of decisions and the positions of the 
categories are involved in different parts of the decision-making process, as 
expected from Hypothesis 1. 
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Tables A.1-9 in the Annex presents the OGLM estimates. 
The models show that many combinations of decision rights allocated to 

SPG decision-makers are significant statistically for the different types of 
objectives of the SPG. 

For each of the nine types of decision, a set of six models (one for 
each type of positions) was estimated, and repeated for each of the 15 
resource uses objective. Therefore, each of these models indicate the impact 
of the allocation of decision rights – to a specific type of position (e.g., 
Management) for a specific decision (e.g., Management of relations) on a 
given objective (e.g., Ethics: in this case, the impact is positive, statistically 
significant, and equal to 1.29). The impacts of Planning of purchase, 
Purchasing order and Logistic are present only for certain positions and 
objectives. A more obvious difference is evident for the remaining types of 
decisions, especially for the conventional market objectives. Specifically, 
the larger the number of significant parameters, the higher their distribution 
among decisions, positions and objectives, and the stronger the support 
for accepting Hypothesis 2. A small number of models present an overall 
statistical significance (models with small probability of model χ2). In 
addition, note that some models do not present ancillary parameters (symbol 
cut_ j) because the corresponding scores are absent in the sample. The 
findings of the study illustrate the positive and negative expected associations 
by types of decisions and SPG member’s position summarized in the Table 2.

There is no specific pattern in the association between resources uses 
and decision configuration, since statistically significant associations are 
distributed among all uses and positions, regardless their nature. This 
suggests that decentralization of rights is a key mechanism when combining 
resources uses objectives. This in turn highlights the role of hybrid 
organizing when handling the tensions from different institutional logics and 
integrating different objectives (Battilana et al., 2018). 

4.	Discussion

The empirical evidence shows that the decision rights in SPGs are 
decentralized and that decentralization influence the positive scoring of 
potentially conflicting group objectives. The decentralization of the decision 
rights makes it possible to coordinate interest in alternative resource use 
objectives, in accordance with a cohesive governance based on sharing rights. 
This evidence delineates a key feature of the governance of the Italian SPGs 
in the perspective of members participation (Barbera et al., 2019; Novelli and 
Corsi, 2018; Fonte, 2013. Graziano and Forno, 2012). Motivations- behind the 
decentralization put it in use as an integration mechanism: different drivers 
make the decentralization an integration mechanism. 
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Engagement and the expectations in participations animating these groups 
(Forsell & Lankoski, 2015; Hassanein, 2003; Moragues-Faus, 2017; Prost, 
2019) is the first driver. The evidence proposed shows that the decision 
rights allocation varies with positions and type of decisions. However, data 
do not allow to corroborate or to confute the idea that decentralization is 
associated to effective egalitarian engagement in decision making (Moragues-
Faus, 2017). Trust is a further driver allowing the group to decentralize 
the decision rights without consuming resources in excess in negotiating 
and this, in turn, contributes to foster trust (Chen et al., 2019). Trust is also 
developed by routinized process (Thorsøe & Kjeldsen, 2016), which can 
in turn sustain the process of decentralization. Moreover, participation and 
communication processes in SPGs (Brunori & Rossi, 2000; Fonte, 2013; 
Hassanein, 2003) favour processes of negotiating to integrate institutional 
logics by specific mechanisms (Battilana et al., 2018). An inherent driver 
to decentralize the decision rights is SPGs’ process of members selection 
(Forsell & Lankoski, 2015; Renting et al., 2012), which corresponds to the 
organizational democracy processes identified by Battilana et al. (2018). 
These drivers converge in the distribution of the decision power, facilitating 
the negotiation processes necessary to decentralize the decision rights.

With respect to the framework elaborated by Manganelli and Mouleart 
(2018), this study shows that the decentralization of the decision rights 
intervenes in solving the tensions among different resources uses objectives 
and by combining them in the SPG decisions making process. Manganelli 
and Mouelart (2018) and Manganelli et al. (2020) extensively argue that both 
institutional and governance tensions arise in SPGs due to the coexistence 
of different organizational forms and potentially conflicting approaches. 
Even in the organizational perspective of this study, hybrid governance is 
invoked as another possibility to solve these tensions. However, as underlined 
by Figure 1, the focus here is to examine the organizational dimensions 
of the governance. Resources are actually used at the micro-level, where 
organizations live and interact and relevant innovations emerge to re-connect 
people and food (De Schutter 2017). 

Our findings suggest that SPG outcomes depend upon specific 
organizational mechanisms. Based on literature, the Figure 1 illustrates the 
relationship between decentralization of the decision rights and multiple 
resources uses objectives pursued by SPGs. Figure 1 introduces a distinction 
between the role of the decision rights decentralization and resources 
uses objectives and food democracy processes. This study expands on the 
results of Duncan and Pascucci (2017) by comparing democratic forms and 
emphasizing collective decision-making as a distinctive feature in food 
networks. In addition, this study highlights the division of labor of the 
decision making process, which characterizes the democratic organization 
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Figure 1 - Interpretation of the empirical results: decision rights decentralization 
integrating resources use objectives

(Battilana et al., 2018; Grandori, 2017a, 2017b). The multiplicity of the 
SPG’s objectives and their distinct economic nature combine the group 
expectations in an integrated and collective/collaborative perspective. This 
decentralization allows the group to allocate resources in a more efficiently 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli 
This work is released under Creative Commons Attribution - Non-Commercial – 

No Derivatives License. For terms and conditions of usage please see: http://creativecommons.org 



18

Gustavo Magalhães de Oliveira, Gaetano Martino, Chiara Riganelli, Michela Ascani

way and strengthens the network structure by reducing the possibilities of 
opportunistic behaviors related to concentrated decision power arising from 
an organizational culture of democracy (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Battilana 
et al., 2018). This indicates SPGs as both a support to the sustainability 
transition of food systems and a hybrid organization managing sustainability 
tensions delineating examples of organizational schemes also for sustainable 
transitions (Govindan et al., 2020; van Bommel, 2018). 

Moreover, our findings highlight the importance of decentralization of 
decision rights to form the democratic participation in SPGs. Although 
the democratic nature of an organization entails deeper engagement of the 
participating members (Grandori, 2017a, 2017b), the decentralization of the 
decision rights remains a key feature (Battilana, 2018). Notably, the evidence 
gathered also indicates that decentralization does not have unidirectional 
linkages with values entailed by the resources uses objectives. We found 
no discriminatory links between positions and health, environmental, and 
conventional goals. Our results point to a complex combination of multiple 
but intertwined objectives in SPGs. 

Conclusions

This research highlights the importance of organizational mechanisms 
of SPGs in coordinating multiple objectives in a way that helps overcome 
tensions among members’ institutional logics and achieve broader systemic 
goals, such as sustainability transition in food systems.

This study also highlights how decision rights are distributed among 
stakeholders in the SPGs and how they are connected to the group objectives. 
It was shown an association between a decentralized configuration of 
decision rights and resource use objectives. This empirical association reflects 
the balancing among different objectives in the SPG as a hybrid organization 
containing organizational democracy mechanisms. As yet unexplored 
in literature, it provides evidence of the interconnection between resource 
use, complex social values and democracy as a governance structure in the 
context of sustainable food provision. 

 The results indicate that the adoption of this kind of decision rights 
decentralization can be another solution for other types of AFNs, which 
are susceptible to coordination problems (Carzedda et al., 2018; Forssell 
and Lankoski, 2018). This study presents empirical evidence that SPGs are 
surrounded by a democratic organizational set-up, aligning decision rights 
and resource use objectives. Nevertheless, we acknowledge a limitation of our 
study due to the date of data collection. Further studies dealing with similar 
phenomena are highly welcomed.
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This study leaves room to explore other interesting points. The 
implementation of resource use and mobilization in detail should be explored 
with the different SPG decision-makers. However, an exploration of this part 
could reveal additional evidence on the efficiency of resource use and the 
effectiveness of the configuration of a democratic decision. Second, we did 
not explore the different levels of democracy between the groups. An analysis 
of whether one group is more or less democratic and whether it pays closer 
attention to certain specific objectives is also worthy of study. Third, we left 
room to investigate how the complex, organizational form of a SPG affects 
the coordination of an agri-food value chain. A comparison of situations in 
which this arrangement is or is not present could raise points of relevance 
to the modern systems of coordination and distribution of food. Finally, the 
connection and conflicts between macro- and micro-level of food democracy 
could also be a promising field in the sustainability literature.
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