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Abstract – One way to build resilience of the food 
system may be to scale up organic food initiatives. 
This paper discusses two organic food initiatives in 
Sweden, exploring challenges and opportunities for a 
double scaling up of volumes and values. Two differ-
ent approaches, “reformist” and “progressive”, are 
explored. The paper concludes that the two approach-
es demand sustaining and building resilience in dif-
ferent ways and at multiple scales. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The present context of a compounded environmen-
tal, climate and socio-economic crisis, characterized 
by the transgression of major planetary boundaries 
(Steffen et al., 2015), points to a need for radical 
and systemic transformations, including shifts in 
values, towards a more resilient society (Westley et 
al., 2011). Resilience involves the capacity to cope 
with change through adaptation, continual develop-
ment and renewal (Folke et al., 2010). Building 
resilience demands a fundamental transformation of 
values (Folke et al., 2011).  
 Transformations to resilience are needed not least 
within the global food system, which is dominated by 
the hegemony of the corporate food regime (Holt 
Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). The global food system 
has also failed to meet core sustainability challenges 
(Hinrichs, 2014).  
 A multitude of emerging food networks challenge 
the conventional food system, among them organic 
food initiatives (Morgan & Murdoch, 2000). There is 
contestation between such niche initiatives, and the 
dominant regime (Marsden, 2013), whether these 
initiatives are categorized as “reformist”, “progres-
sive”, or “radical” (Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). 
Regardless of classification, there are few examples 
of organic food value chains that have expanded 
substantially beyond their niches, without becoming 
mainstreamed into the hegemonic food system, 
compromising their values.  
 This paper discusses two organic food value 
chains, operating close to Stockholm, Sweden: 
Ekolådan (EL), an organic box-scheme, and Up-
plandsbondens (UB), a farmer-owned cooperative 
raising livestock and selling organic meat. 
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 Our study is aimed at exploring the internal and 
external challenges and opportunities for scaling up 
these organic food chains, both in terms of volumes 
and values, in order to build resilience of the overall 
food system. We do this in light of Holt Giménez & 
Shattuck’s (2011) classification of different models. 
 

METHODS 
Two case studies form the empirical basis of this 
paper. They were selected as examples of organic 
food value chains having experienced substantial 
growth in terms of volume or turnover. The two 
cases share a commitment to ‘organic plus’ values. 
In the case of UB these values are expressed in 
terms of regional production, as well as landscape 
stewardship, while EL is run within a non-profit 
foundation with the dual objective of providing or-
ganic fruit and vegetables to consumers, and guar-
anteeing favourable long-term conditions for organic 
farmers. Both EL and UB can be understood as val-
ues-based niche initiatives, whose emergence has 
been significantly empowered by state support and 
has also been highly dependent on growth in con-
sumer demand. Both initiatives have encountered 
the dominance of hegemonic retailers, but they have 
handled dominance differently.  
 The main methods used in the case studies were 
semi-structured interviews with key persons within 
EL and UB, and collection of secondary data, such as 
economic data, documents, and home page content, 
which were then interpreted in light of relevant liter-
ature.  
 

DIFFERENT WAYS TO BUILD RESILIENCE  
Two different approaches 
In light of Holt Giménez & Shattuck’s framework 
(2011), UB can be classified as a “reformist” initia-
tive, having used a mainstreaming approach in co-
operating with a major wholesaler and retail chain, 
as well as with conventional partners, to distribute 
its products. This approach has strengthened UB in 
terms of stability, giving it a predictable outlet for 
the bulk of its products over time. It has also facili-
tated a growth in the volume of UB products reach-
ing out to consumers. The reformist approach has 
given UB flexibility in choice of market partners, but 
has also involved some compromises in terms of 
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values. It has led to vulnerabilities in terms of a lack 
of independent control over the value chain, and a 
risk of exchangeability of UB products, in turn lead-
ing to dependence on a limited number of partners. 
Furthermore, mainstreaming has involved clashes 
over values between UB and one of its market part-
ners, hampering diversification.  
 EL can be understood as a “progressive” initia-
tive. It was launched by a non-profit foundation, 
emphasizing farmer benefit, and has built a separate 
system, encompassing everything from long-term 
farmer partners to box-delivery at consumers’ doors. 
In building its own organic food chain, EL has 
achieved a high level of independent control over its 
chain, and over the values it represents. Being part 
of an organic foundation has provided a high level of 
stability, both in terms of values, and in providing a 
financial buffer in times of crisis. However, the sepa-
rate system approach implies a limited level of flexi-
bility. It has also translated into a limited growth in 
volumes, and a vulnerability to external shocks and 
competition, a double pressure experienced by EL in 
conjunction with the economic crisis of 2008/2009, 
when consumer demand was reduced significantly. 
 
Challenges at different scales 
Both UB and EL have experienced challenges at 
several scales simultaneously. The main internal 
challenge to both cases can be categorized as organ-
isational, relating to knowledge and regrowth. It 
includes a concentration of knowledge and influence 
to a few key persons, and a lack of generational and 
professional regrowth. Main challenges for UB in the 
value chain include difficulties finding suitable part-
ners, and a lack of trust and shared values between 
key partners. For EL, adapting to changing wishes 
from consumers has presented a continual chal-
lenge. Externally, there is pressure on organic food 
initiatives in terms of competition, conflicting values, 
and limitations imposed by conventional retailers. A 
high level of competition has significantly influenced 
EL’s growth trajectory. Furthermore, a lack of state 
support and lacking political predictability also pre-
sent challenges. For instance, the sudden discontin-
uation of state support to UB in 2013 had a major 
impact on the initiative’s development.  
 

DISCUSSION 
To varying degrees, a scaling up of volumes and 
values can take place both within and beyond the 
conventional food system, whether following what 
Holt Giménez & Shattuck (2011) define as a “re-
formist” approach based on mainstreaming, or fol-
lowing a “progressive” approach, based on an alter-
native model emphasizing favourable long-term 
conditions for farmers.  
 The two explored case studies show that while a 
‘reformist mainstreaming’ approach can facilitate 
growth in volumes, it poses challenges in terms of 
the growth of values. On the other hand, a ‘progres-
sive separate system’ approach facilitates the suste-

nance of values, while presenting challenges in 
terms of a scaling up of volumes. This said, it must 
be noted that the two approaches are not mutually 
exclusive, but also show hybrid traits.  
 Growth in volumes and values demands long-
term partnerships built on trust and shared values, 
predictability of political and state support, and an 
enhanced resilience of the overall socio-economic 
system. As discussed by Folke et al. (2011), a “mind 
shift” or transformation of values, which challenges 
dominant unsustainable practices, is needed when 
building resilience.  
 

CONCLUSIONS 
“Reformist” and “progressive” approaches can facili-
tate a scaling up of volumes and values in organic 
food value chains in different ways. The two models 
face different challenges in achieving growth and 
sustenance of values and both approaches have 
strengths and weaknesses. Although challenges 
differ between them, the two models partly overlap. 
For instance, they are both located in a context of 
contestation with the hegemonic food system, which 
challenges them in different ways. Furthermore, the 
needed transformations of the food system demand 
building resilience at multiple scales.      
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