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This Handbook has been developed as a support guide for the creation of a basis 

of knowledge and understanding for participants of the SwitchMed Programme 

Civil Society Empowerment Workshops in order to help explore Social Eco-

Innovation processes. 

 

The main priorities of this document are to introduce the fields of Sustainable 

Consumption and Production (SCP) and Social Eco-Innovation.  
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these fields.  
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1 Switching towards Sustainable Consumption and 

Production (SCP) 

1.1  What is Sustainable Consumption and Production (SCP)?  

The Sustainable Consumption and Production approach was recognised as a 

priority in 2002 at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 

Johannesburg, South Africa. It is a particular approach to Sustainable Development 

that considers consumption and production as leverage points to bring change and 

presents them as connected and interdependent. It is also based on the idea that 

consumers have the power of decision and influence in the choices they make in their 

daily lives. Inversely, producers are also held responsible for driving the emergence of 

diverse sustainable lifestyles. It may even occur that consumers become producers. 

Therefore, one strategy to make sustainable consumption and production happen is to 

encourage the adoption of the sustainable lifestyle as a standard.  

 

A sustainable lifestyle is a way of living that is enabled by efficient infrastructures, 

services and products. It is also supported by individual social political choices and 

actions minimising the use of natural resources, emissions, wastes and pollution while 

supporting equitable socio-economic development and progress for all. Its aim is to 

conserve the Earth’s life support systems within the planet’s ecological carrying 

capacity.1  

 

The core sustainable consumption and production principles are2: 

 the need to address not only environmental concerns but also key economic 

and social challenges; 

 the decoupling of economic growth from environmental degradation (improving 

resource efficiency); 

 the improvement of quality of life and well-being (alleviating poverty and 

promoting sustainable lifestyles); 

 the application of life cycle thinking to minimise the impact in all stages of the 

production and consumption process (reducing usage, or promoting sound 

alternatives to, harmful chemicals, as well as improving waste management and 

recycling); 

 the active involvement of stakeholders at all levels of government, the private 

sector, academia and Civil Society Organisations (CSOs); 

 and guarding against the re-bound effect, where efficiency gains are offset by 

the resulting increases in energy resource consumption or greenhouse gas 

emissions.  

 

                                                           
1
 Switchers Concept Presentation (2015). Based on Global SCP Clearinghouse, 10YFP Global Action For Sustainable 

Production and Consumption, UNEP & Report of the Marrakech Process Task Force on Sustainable Lifestyles, 
Swedish Ministry of Environment, Marrakech Process and UNEP.  
2 http://www.switchmed.eu/en/documents/policy/switch-med-scp-policy-toolkit.pdf, (adapted from UNEP, 2008 and 

EIONET, 2010) 

http://www.switchmed.eu/en/documents/policy/switch-med-scp-policy-toolkit.pdf
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For these reasons, looking beyond these general principles, SCP must be a switch to 

the territorial, institutional and political context, promoting a sustainable 

lifestyle for people, organisations and the environment. 

1.2  Limits and Potentials of SCP 

It is important to draw the outline of the concept of SCP in order to know how to 

harness promising practices while also avoiding traps. Presented below are 

arguments to help build one’s own judgement of the term while also helping to identify 

the benefits and the risks of a project or initiative: 

 

Social and ecological crises are growing in importance in the news media. Official 

institutions recognise the accompanying economic and security crisis. In this context,  

institutional decisions affecting consumption are tipping the balance towards cheap 

business-as-usual products and services, reducing the visibility and access of 

conscious, ecological, sustainable consumption alternatives (despite often being 

cheaper in the long-run). The major risk is that socially and environmentally 

responsible consumption comes to be perceived as an option solely available to the 

elite. Yet there are other risks too. Such as that of holding a bias towards the region 

we come from or live in, that of lacking a perspective of gender equality and that of 

proposing options that do not include diversity. 

 

There is a small but growing demand for the production of sustainable products. 

More people are interested in socially and environmentally responsible goods and 

services. It seems positive, but we must be careful not to create a counter-

productive effect. Switching to sustainable products and services will have a positive 

impact if, and only if, the action helps replace business-as-usual consumption. This 

can be difficult to measure yet emphasises the fact that we need to change our ways 

of consumption and production in order to reduce the pressure on the planet. We can’t 

just create a new market. 

 

Furthermore, in the current context, it can be difficult for consumers to know if their 

habits are sustainable or not. They can also become confused when faced with the 

numerous labels, brand names, and systems for identifying environmental and fair 

trade products, some of which have more complete criteria than others. 

 

Trying to find practical and day-to-day alternatives brings us closer to hard-to-reach 

abstract issues such as water pollution or climate change. Working on increasing 

access to clean water, improved waste management, reduced exposure to harmful 

substances (by regulating the use and disposal of chemicals, or by substituting 

hazardous chemicals with more benign substances) and reducing health risks for 

populations at risk3 directly contributes to increasing socio-economic equality and 

reducing poverty. The challenge is to do so through the avoidance of quick-fix 

                                                           
3
 http://www.switchmed.eu/en/documents/policy/switch-med-scp-policy-toolkit.pdf 
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actions to existing models and instead forming a new model of production-

distribution-use-disposal. 

 

Last but not least, SCP has an important role in promoting jobs through new 

economic activities that embody social and environmental principles and replace 

business-as-usual activities.  

 

1.3  Diversity of SCP solutions  

SCP is a proposal that is shared internationally. However, it is also subject to different 

interpretations or concrete implementations in each geographical, cultural, social, 

ecological, political, and economic context where it is received.  

In the realm of defining policies: 

In the realm of finance: 

                                                           
4
 http://www.goodnesstv.org/en/videos/voir/47218/3/ 

 

 Association du Docteur Fatiha 

The Association du Docteur Fatiha, in Morocco, implements a project that combines 

environmental protection and human development. It aims to create income generating 

activities based on the recycling of plastic bags
4
 among female cooperatives. A special 

technique turns them into fashion accessories. 

 

  Buen Vivir 

In Latin America, a proposal called Buen Vivir (literally translated as "good living") emerged 

as a response to the traditional strategies for development and focused on the attainment of 

the "good life" in the broad sense, attainable only within a community that chooses to live in 

harmony within the limits of the planet (planetary boundaries). 

 

 

  Ethical Banking 

Interest-free finance has given birth to different forms of ethical banking such as sustainable 

investment funds and Islamic banking. It illustrates how applications of SCP can be diverse 

and encourages us to learn from the solutions which each context offers, both those that are 

innovations and those which come out of the cultural context.  

http://www.goodnesstv.org/en/videos/voir/47218/3/
http://www.goodnesstv.org/en/videos/voir/47218/3/
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Taking food as an example, we can find definitions with international 

acceptance… 

 

Another example showing a different interpretation and concrete implementation 

of the principles: 

 

These initiatives cover, simultaneously, other aspects such as food sovereignty, the 

capacity of each society to decide what they eat and the insurance towards 

sustainability. They demonstrate that sustainable food contributes to local economies 

and communities; and that producers and consumers work together (as they do in 

organic food cooperatives).  

2  What Can Civil Society Organisations and 

Grassroots Initiatives Do?  

2.1  From individual to collective possibilities  

When thinking of systemic solutions towards SCP, it is important to be conscious of 

the need to work at several levels, from the individual through to the collective.  

 

 

                                                           
5
 http://www.fao.org/ag/ags/sustainable-food-consumption-and-production/en/ 

 

  SCP in Food and Agriculture 

“Sustainable consumption and production in food and agriculture is a consumer-driven, 

holistic concept that refers to the integrated implementation of sustainable patterns of food 

consumption and production, respecting the carrying capacities of natural ecosystems. It 

requires consideration of all the aspects and phases in the life of a product, from production 

to consumption, and includes such issues as sustainable lifestyles, sustainable diets, food 

losses and food waste management and recycling, voluntary sustainability standards and 

environmentally friendly behaviours and methods that minimise adverse impacts on the 

environment while refusing to jeopardise the needs of present and future generations
5
.”  

 

 

  TunisCoop Consumer Cooperative 

TunisCoop, a consumer cooperative in Tunisia, gathers citizens together for the collective 

consumption of sustainable agriculture products, preferring short value chains and supporting 

small producers in the adoption of sustainable practices. The members are primarily 

consumers, not producers. 

http://www.fao.org/ag/ags/sustainable-food-consumption-and-production/en/
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Individual Level 

 

There are many things that can be improved without making big changes in our 

lifestyles or in our society. Within the sphere of individual decisions, there are two 

different options:  

1) consuming as much and in the same way as before, but choosing green and 

fair products and services, and 

2) changing our behaviour and habits. 

 

The consumption of greener or more ethically made products can have limited 

benefits. If this option results in increased consumption and a greater negative impact 

on natural resources (indicated by ecological footprint, water footprint and material 

footprint), and if greenhouse emissions (carbon footprint) remain in constant growth, it 

would fail to be worth it. The logic of growth must be addressed to avoid depletion of 

natural resources, and with it, changes in our habits and individual lifestyles. Our 

individual decisions have greater capacity to help aid transformation.  

 

These steps are crucial, but we can also fall into the trap of placing too much 

importance on individual responsibility and action. Lifestyles and consumption habits 

are the result of overarching and complex social, economic and cultural processes. 

We can’t ignore that personal decisions will have a limited impact. 

 

 

 

 

 

  Eco-efficient Air Conditioning 

Investing in an eco-efficient air conditioning installation is a good start, but won’t make a big 

difference if you keep the thermostat on 18°C while it is 45° C outside. Turning up the 

temperature setting of your AC from 20°C to 25°C – the recommended temperature - enables 

20% energy savings. Such small behaviour changes can have a big hand in helping to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

  The Role of the Policy Framework 

As much as an individual may want to use a sustainable means of transport, if the 

municipality and city planners have designed the city for cars, if there is a long distance 

between home and work,  or if public transport is infrequent, one will resort to using the 

easiest option, the car. 
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Collective Level 

 

The fact that individual actions will have little impact if institutions, laws, and public 

policy favour and promote lifestyles, habits of consumption, and methods of 

production that are unsustainable, leads us to tackle the next level of action.  

 

In many cases, the link between individual action and structural change is collective 

action. Collectively organising consumption, retail sale and production, facilitates the 

creation of true change, even if it is just the creation of a small-scale alternative. For 

example, in many places, there is little or no access to organic or local foods until 

someone organises a consumer cooperative, which makes all of it possible. 

 

Possibilities which seem extremely complex or beyond our means as 

individuals become manageable as a collective. The grouping of people with 

different aspirations creates a fertile space in which alternatives can grow and 

multiply. 

 

What can a small community garden do to stop global climate change? 

 

It might appear a waste of time to make a tiny community garden in a neighbourhood 

while in the climate summits organised by the UN, governments fail every year to 

come to an agreement brave enough to make a difference. It’s important to be 

realistic, therefore, about the true impact of an initiative. We must be conscious of the 

different scales of our endeavours, to pay attention to the dynamics between micro 

and macro and how they both affect each other. 

 

Local actions should always be embedded in the global picture, but this should never 

undermine the importance of local action. Changes in public policy and the market 

towards more sustainable production and consumption are propagated by the critical 

mass. The critical mass is created by a network of daring small projects or initiatives 

that attempt to try out new things, raise awareness, and solve small problems, thus 

demonstrating that other forms of production, consumption and lifestyles are possible 

and desirable.  

                                                           
6 http://agroecologie-algerie.org/  

 

  The Torba Collective - Friends of Pierre Rabhi   

In Algeria, the Torba Collective - Friends of Pierre Rabhi, is a collective of citizens dedicated 

to bringing organic agriculture to the cities through an AMAP, a community-supported 

agriculture scheme, as well as urban farming following permaculture principles. These 

initiatives connect city-dwellers of the capital of Algiers to their food while also providing them 

with access to healthy food.
6
 

http://agroecologie-algerie.org/
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2.2  What do we mean by Civil Society Organisation (CSO)? 

In its wider meaning, the term CSO includes non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
charities, trusts, foundations, advocacy groups, and national and international non-
state associations8.  
 

 

Our way of looking at CSOs is focused on those that are in search of local solutions 

prioritising a community dimension, who respond to the challenges on different 

scales (local, regional and global), and who imply social, ecological, technological, 

political, and cultural factors. For this reason, when referring to CSOs, we centre our 

discussion among this array of non-profit and community organisations.   
 

2.3  New forms of organisations 

There are a great number of ways to organise collectives. Examples include:  

a) Social and solidarity economy organisations promoting new types of 

relationships between producers, consumers, distributors and advocacy 

groups. 

 

                                                           
7
 http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2015/05/12/incroyables-comestibles-tunisie_n_7265514.html and 

http://info.arte.tv/fr/lagriculture-alternative-se-developpe-en-tunisie  
8
 The Role of Civil Society Organisations in Regulating Business: 

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/241045773_The_Role_of_Civil_Society_Organisations_in_Regulating_Busine
ss  

 

  Les Incroyables Comestibles (The Incredible Edible)   

The Incredible Edible/Les Incroyables Comestibles
7
 project is an urban gardening project that 

aims to bring people together through actions revolving around local food, helping to change 

attitudes towards the environment and to build a kinder and more resilient world. In some 

cases, it also envisions having groups become self-sufficient in food production, hence the 

drive to produce all food locally.  

 
  Egyptian Cooperative Sekem   

 Sekem is an Egyptian cooperative launched in 1977 whose aim is to turn desert into fertile 
soil through biodynamic organic agriculture practices. Growing to now incorporate processing 
companies, it controls the whole value chain from farm to supermarkets. Sekem has helped 
over 700 farmers in Egypt shift from conventional to organic agriculture. 

http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2015/05/12/incroyables-comestibles-tunisie_n_7265514.html
http://info.arte.tv/fr/lagriculture-alternative-se-developpe-en-tunisie
http://www.lse.ac.uk/accounting/carr/pdf/dps/disspaper26.pdf
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/241045773_The_Role_of_Civil_Society_Organisations_in_Regulating_Business
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/241045773_The_Role_of_Civil_Society_Organisations_in_Regulating_Business
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b) Networks which bring together civil society organisations and legal 

entities, for mutual aid, to exchange or share resources, or to widen the 

impact of their activities. 

 

c) Cooperatives which unite producers and consumers in order to meet 

needs such as housing, energy, or food, while also ensuring sustainability, 

equity and social justice. 

 

Spaces like the Social Market in Madrid help make small initiatives more visible, long-

lasting and innovative. In search of continuous improvement, the Social Market has 

tools like Social Balance, used for tracking the values of the social economy and its 

transparency. 

 

 

                                                           
9 http://mercadosocial.konsumoresponsable.coop/node/615  
10  http://tafilelt.com/site/  

11
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=272&v=pe4gX0CKHAY  

 

  Social Market   

The Social Market in Madrid is a network of production, distribution and consumption of goods and 

services that is based on the criteria of ethics, democracy, ecology and solidarity. It comprises 

businesses and associations of social and solidarity economy together with individual consumers and 

consumer collectives. The goal is to cover a large part of the needs of its participants within the 

network, and for this it uses an alternative local currency
9
.  

 

Sar Lezem Rassak Yifroz Waste Sorting Community 

The Sar Lezem Rassak Yifroz initiative in Lebanon is a waste sorting community. Due to the lack of a 

public solution for municipal waste management, this civil society initiative has been pushing people to 

sort their waste by using a two-bag system solution (organic/recyclables). Technical meetings are also 

held with municipalities to help them find local solutions for waste management. An individual’s personal 

initiative is now transforming into a social movement involving many citizens, actors and journalists. 

 

  Amidoul Foundation Association:  Ksar Tafilelt Community Housing Project 

The association Amidoul Foundation
10

 in Algeria, created Ksar Tafilelt, a community housing project in 

Ghardaia, seeking to help remedy the lack of housing and the subsequent rise in the costs of real-

estate.  The project, launched by a local association, participates actively with the support of 

professionals, to help design and cradle the construction of a modern housing complex inspired by 

traditional architecture with respect to its surrounding palm grove. The project was finished in 2000 with 

inhabitants now enjoying community life and the opening of an ecological and zoological garden
11

. 

http://mercadosocial.konsumoresponsable.coop/node/615
http://tafilelt.com/site/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=272&v=pe4gX0CKHAY
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Due to their community origins, these are called Grassroots Initiatives. The social 

fabric has a collective agenda which extends beyond that of the market or official 

institutions. However, this does not mean that they can’t coincide or overlap. 

 

2.4  What is a Grassroots Initiative? 

Grassroots Initiatives are a range of initiatives of community-run organisations, which 

incorporate other forms of consumption and production, developing structures based 

on community empowerment, social justice and sustainability. This term has been 

broadly used in the global North (Suriñach, 2012; Seyfang, 2009).14 These initiatives 

are not necessarily a big group or organisation, but a gathering of people that meet 

and organise together towards a common goal. Grassroots Initiatives are 

distinguished by:  

 

 Collective Innovation 

This refers to the experimental character of the proposals. Many of the initiatives 

have been inspired by formulas used throughout history that do not fit into the 

conventional model. In many cases, they take advantage of the possibilities for 

collective organisation provided by the Internet and new information and 

communications technologies (ITC). 

 

 Being led by the civil society or the community 

A collective or a community gets organised to get its needs met. Goods and 

services are not provided by a private initiative that offers them according to the 

provider-client model. A certain amount of collective coordination is required, 

since they are based on community leadership (independently of the legal status).  

 

 The satisfaction of needs  

Through this kind of initiative we can find a way to satisfy needs such as clothing, 

housing, food, and even utilities and services such as electricity, internet and 

waste management. 

 

                                                           
12

 www.ews-schoenau.de  
13

 http://youtu.be/BGAW_SwYkTw  
14

 Degrowth: A vocabulary for the new era. Routledge, 2014.  

 

 German Cooperative EWS   

The German cooperative EWS
12

 came to life through different mobilisations in the wake of the 

Chernobyl disaster. A group of people from Schönau got together and bought the means to 

produce their own renewable energy. Now EWS functions as a cooperative of people who 

have access to combined forms of energy production and consumption. Their story can be 

seen in the documentary Das Schönauer Gefühl
13

. 

http://www.ews-schoenau.de/
http://youtu.be/bgaw_swyktw
http://www.ews-schoenau.de/
http://youtu.be/bgaw_swyktw
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 The search for change  

Most of these initiatives are born as a result of the dissatisfaction with the current 

economic model. For these reasons they desire to develop economic models 

which include governing principles such as sustainability, democracy or social 

cohesion. 

 

2.5 Limits and potentialities  

More organisations of this kind are born on a daily basis. In Spain alone, it’s estimated 

that there are between 500-600 consumer groups, cooperatives, associations of 

producers and consumers with a turnover of 30-40 million Euros a year, employing 

between 250-300 people, and putting food on the table for 25,000 families.16 

 

By shortening the supply chain, organisations, like consumer cooperatives, meet the 

need for organic food, and at the same time generate a direct relationship between 

producers and consumers, creating a social network in a neighbourhood, 

disseminating information and raising awareness of SCP’s importance. They also 

increase the chances of people looking for sustainable products other than food 

(observable in the case of Bio El Kef or Tunisia Coop in Tunisia). 

 

Some of the limits of the CSOs and the Grassroots Initiatives include: 

• The workload required for administrative issues that sometimes diminishes the 

capacity for action or reduces the time that could be spent on a day-to-day basis 

dealing with local, regional and global issues. 

• The amount of time necessary to be invested in a group’s organisation, requiring 

tools for conflict resolution, internal communication and consensus-based 

decision-making. 

                                                           
15

 www.guifi.net 
16

 From the Spanish study on specific channels of sale of organic food (MARM, 2012) An Overview of the Market of 
Organic Products in Specialized Channels of Sale. 

 

  Guifi.net Telecommunications Network 

Guifi.net 
15

 is an open, free and neutral telecommunications network built through a peer-to-peer 

agreement where anyone can join the network in exchange for the provision of a connection. As a 

result, the network grows and extends connectivity to everyone. The network is based on nodes, which 

usually consist of an antenna. Nodes are connected amongst themselves, forming the network. To 

become a user you must install and maintain the antenna. In this way, each new member has access to 

the network, contributes and helps grow the network. This initiative emerged from the need for internet 

connectivity in rural areas of Spain. Creating a small network of nodes, these points with internet can 

better provide service to other points in the network. Currently there are more than 30000 nodes, the 

majority in Catalonia, but the network is extending throughout the world.  

http://www.bioelkef.org/
http://www.tunisie-coop.tn/
http://www.magrama.gob.es/es/alimentacion/publicaciones/INFORME._Caracterizaci%25C3%25B3n_de_canales_especialistas_de_venta_de_producto_ecol%25C3%25B3gico_tcm7-202140.pdf
http://www.magrama.gob.es/es/alimentacion/publicaciones/INFORME._Caracterizaci%25C3%25B3n_de_canales_especialistas_de_venta_de_producto_ecol%25C3%25B3gico_tcm7-202140.pdf
http://www.guifi.net/
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• The limited scope of such initiatives. While growing in number, their impact is 

more of quality rather than of quantity, as they are only satisfying a small 

percentage of consumer needs in terms of sustainability. 

• The dilemma over whether to keep a volunteer or community base, focusing on 

professional work within the initiative, or transferring the management of the 

initiative to the local government or an enterprise 

• The ability of the initiative to contribute to the redistribution of power, financial 

fragility, etc.
17

  

 

The potentialities of these initiatives are linked to their capacity for innovation and 

self-organisation, and include: 

• The provision of a space for promoting and experimenting with new 

developments and solutions that can later be implemented on a larger scale. 

• The facilitation of dialogue surrounding key issues: what constitutes the 

common good and what is communal. 

• The promotion of a better social cohesion, counteracting the conventional 

market’s tendency to isolate individuals. 

• The creation of spaces for learning that help generate knowledge, both in the 

organisational dimension and as “schools for social and citizen participation”. This 

also contributes to better social and civic participation on other levels, cultivating 

consciousness around equity, social justice, sustainability, access to information 

and empowering people to act to achieve these values. 

• The capacity to contribute to political debate, and to follow, denounce, or 

enforce public policies, thus regulating and modifying them when necessary. 

• The provision of practical tools for getting common needs met within the 

criteria of SCP, promoting the production and demand of sustainable goods. 

3  Social Eco-Innovation 

3.1 What do we mean by Social Eco-Innovation?  

Social Innovations are those that aim to both satisfy needs in unconventional ways 

and set up different kinds of relationships between people, social groups, 

organisations and institutions.18 By adding the prefix “Eco” it is indicated that 

                                                           
17

 For more information, consult: 
Six Hypotheses on the Role of Civil Society Actors in the Great Transition 
18

 In this sense, we should be conscious of different approaches towards social innovation without restricting ourselves 
to any particular one. To get to know this interesting categorization see: http://leyseca.net/enfoques-de-la-innovacion-
social/  

http://www.smart-csos.org/blog-on-theory-and-practice/129-six-hypotheses-on-the-role-of-civil-society-actors-in-the-great-transition
http://leyseca.net/enfoques-de-la-innovacion-social/
http://leyseca.net/enfoques-de-la-innovacion-social/
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sustainability is also included within this innovation. Therefore, Social Eco-Innovation 

can be defined as the construction of new organisation strategies that permit the 

development of more sustainable models.  

 

The focus is on innovation, implying a vision of long-term goals within the 

understanding of the social, economic and political context. It goes beyond the mere 

exchange of products and commodities in order to incorporate a three-fold perspective 

that changes processes and provokes change on a systemic level.  

This dimension also supports a complex interaction between culture, consumer habits, 

business practices, legislation and public policy, highlighting it as a necessary way of 

thinking, given current challenges and ambitions. 

 

3.2 How is collective innovation different? 

The present is generating new social dynamics, some of which encourage collective 

creativity. Acting as a catalyst for social innovation in the development of new 

practices, they include projects and collective initiatives of Social Eco-innovation. 

Bringing to life new forms of doing, living and working that are more consistent with 

justice, democracy and sustainability. These initiatives are growing in importance. 

 

Novel, but at the same time meaning the culmination of a history of accumulated 

collective action through associations, cooperatives, NGOs and social movements, 

these initiatives provide key insights. History shows us that systems can go through 

radical changes. When transformation occurs it tends to come from a network of 

organisations, technologies, and pioneers that form a niche on the margins of the 

mainstream system.19 

 

3.3 Limits and potentials of entrepreneurship 

In recent times it appears as if entrepreneurship has been referred to as the solution 

for all challenges faced by human society. However, most people are excluded from 

starting a business venture due to the socioeconomic inequalities of society. 

Becoming an entrepreneur requires financial, relational and emotional resources that 

are beyond the means of most. It also entails assuming considerable risk, since few 

ventures survive the first years. It follows then, that the more financial, relational and 

emotional resources available in the entrepreneurs’ network, the easier it is for the 

entrepreneur to assume risk and grow more resilient.  

 

For such reasons, it is essential that the limits of the entrepreneurship proposal in 

social inequality contexts are examined. The story of entrepreneurial empowerment, 

as valuable and inspirational as it might be, can’t prove a substitute for political gains 

                                                           
19

 Gill Seyfang and Adrian Smith, two British researchers who specialise in community innovation and collaborative 
economies, have studied the role of community networks at moments of great social change. 
www.grassrootsinnovations.org 

http://grassrootsinnovations.org/
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such as the redistribution of wealth, increased social cohesion and the creation of 

equal opportunity. 

 

At the same time, social entrepreneurship finds itself a great ally in the collective. By 

pooling knowledge, contacts, savings and skills all together, the resources required for 

a venture become more available. 

 

3.4 What is the role of CSOs as innovators or social entrepreneurs? 

Community initiatives have several advantages over conventional entrepreneurs’ 

initiatives that are motivated by external stakeholders. As they are their own “captive” 

audience, community initiatives have a huge capacity for interaction with their own 

members, who may be consumers, supporters and/or investors. Furthermore, they 

can take bigger risks, as the required personal investment is smaller. Their main 

resource is the social network, which can offer support, volunteers, and a great deal of 

motivation, as everyone stands to benefit from success. 

 

Often it is these projects or initiatives that make way for pioneering advances in new 

fields later occupied by the business sector or public institutions. The first hospitality 

networks and car-sharing platforms, for example, were initiatives that first came from 

civil society. Today these spheres are dominated by companies like AirBnB, Uber, 

Couchsurfing and BlaBlaCar. Similar processes may also be involved in bringing other 

projects like community gardens or time banks into the mainstream. Over time, such 

projects may also become subject to municipal public policy. 

 

The following figure helps us map different ways of addressing community needs. 

Considering the ecological and social impact they have, as well as the hierarchical or 

community based leadership they follow, proves interesting:  
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4 Starting a Project or Initiative  

4.1 Reasons to start a project or initiative 

Social and ecological challenges and ambitions can lead people to create and 

participate in community-led solutions to promote innovative ideas in accordance with 

SCP. The driving forces behind such innovation are unmet needs, either our own 

personal needs or those of people in our community.
20 

When looking at a practical example like food, we understand that eating is one of the 

basic needs we all have. There are many ways to get this need met. What do we eat? 

How do we eat it? How do we ensure access to the food we eat? Where does it come 

from and how is it produced? We can eat fresh fruit, or tinned food, alone or in a 

group. We can have access to the food as individuals, by purchasing it at a market or 

a supermarket. Alternatively, we can also form part of a community garden or an 

organic food consumer cooperative. In each case, we are meeting our needs for 

subsistence. In the latter example, a single action can also fulfil other needs such as 

understanding, participation, identity and freedom.  

 

Another one of the main reasons to start a project or initiative could be to search for a 

solution to an existing problem or to satisfy needs.  

                                                           
20

 For a further discussion about needs, please check Abraham Maslow’s understanding of needs as existing in a 
hierarchy or Manfred Max-Neef’s taxonomi of the fundamental human needs.  

 

  Food Blessed Hunger Relief Initiative 

Co-founded in 2012, FoodBlessed is a local hunger-relief initiative that works with businesses and civil 

society to reduce the number of people going hungry in Lebanon. Through asking individuals to be more 

mindful of the food they let go to waste, FoodBlessed offers practical solutions to cut down on the 

generation of waste and provides the opportunity to serve food to those in need through volunteering. 

FoodBlessed addresses the social need of the "right to food" via fighting food poverty and hunger. What 

makes it stand out in the Non-Governmental scene in Lebanon is its very nature -- FoodBlessed is a 

community-based and volunteer-driven organisation tackling food poverty while addressing and 

spreading awareness about the issues of food waste and food rescue. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/maslow%2527s_hierarchy_of_needs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/maslow%2527s_hierarchy_of_needs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/fundamental_human_needs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xibqyo-67gm
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4.2 The process for starting a project or initiative 

These sections aim at helping to inspire and build a practical way of looking at 

collective projects or initiatives. This is not a manual on how to build collectives. 

That would require a lengthy explanation beyond the scope of this paper. 

 

The basic questions to consider when creating a project or initiative can be seen in the 

following concentric circles: 

 

 
What? (Red circle)/ Who? (Green circle)/ How? (Blue circle) 

 

What? 

An idea is the starting point of every project or initiative. While necessary, an idea by 

itself is not enough. What other questions are relevant? An idea can come out of an 

attempt to resolve a problem or satisfy a need, whatever that need may be. The idea 

requires an opportunity to bring it to fruition, a favourable context. Can the idea be 

implemented? Why and for whom is this idea important? Depending on the type of 

need we have, will it be interesting for participants, clients, and/or recipients? In 

Grassroots Innovations, usually the idea is proposed and addressed to the community 

itself.  
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Who? 

Who is going to carry the idea through? Each person and working group needs to ask: 

why is it necessary to achieve this? In what context can we develop this idea? What 

support can be found? What difficulties will be faced? In CSOs Grassroots Initiatives, 

it is important to consider whether people are working as volunteers or as 

professionals, and also what the relationship is between these varied roles. 

Additionally, in the consideration of team issues, it is helpful to have a shared mission 

and vision in order to promote engagement. 

 

How? 

What resources are available to carry this idea through? Which resources are 

essential, without which the idea would fail in its development? Which resources are 

important but optional? What intangible resources exist? 

 

4.3 The Spheres of a project or initiative 

Projects and initiatives can 

be imagined as being made 

up of different Spheres21, 

dimensions that intersect 

among themselves. The 

idea of spheres reminds us 

of a spatial concept, where 

many aspects can be 

included, and at the same 

time, intersect. A project or 

initiative that proves to be 

sustainable requires a 

balance between different 

spheres. 

 

                                                           
21Inspiration has been taken here from Estarter, a training programme for collective entrepreneurship which is based in 
Barcelona.  

http://www.estarter.cat/
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4.3.1 The Invisible Sphere 

The Invisible Sphere refers to the personal, subjective and relational dimension. One 

of the main challenges and satisfactions when developing collective projects and 

initiatives is the human component. When working with other people, it is common to 

see conflicts, emotions, leadership roles, diversity, difficulties and other, less visible, 

factors arise. These can be of great importance to the group. Little things can go 

unseen but are felt nonetheless. It’s important to discuss these aspects explicitly. 

Although not always easy, paying attention to these issues from the beginning helps 

ensure the sustainability of a project or initiative in human terms. 

 

When dealing with interpersonal relations it’s also important to keep in mind what 

members have expertise in, trust in and connection with. Do we know what motivates 

people and why the project or initiative is important to them? What expectations are 

there? What deeper meaning does the project hold for them? What fears or worries do 

they have? Knowing and sharing the answers to these questions can help members 

participate more fully and prevent misunderstanding and conflict. 

 

Power dynamics and leadership issues also arise in groups. That’s why it’s important 

to recognise these when they surface and know how to manage them. Who takes the 

initiative, who defines the debate, who brings people together? Who trusts, follows, or 

steps down? What discomforts does this situation bring? It’s essential to be conscious 

of formal and informal roles and the relationships between them. 

 

Conflicts are moments of danger and opportunity. They often come as a result of 

diversity and the differences between people in a group. What emotional aspects sit 

beneath the material basis for the conflict? 

  

What patterns do the group repeat when conflicts come up? How do we react to 

conflict? What can help us deal with conflict better? 

 

4.3.2 The Organisational Sphere 

The Organisational Sphere is related to how the group thinks of itself and the project 

or initiative. The need for organisation varies according to the size and the level of 

formality within a group. If there are few people, who know each other, are motivated, 

and their goals are attainable, then maybe they can work with little structure or 

coordination. But if the project or initiative is quite large, responsibilities, roles, and 

tasks must be coordinated so that objectives get met. How do they plan to get things 

done? How do they organise themselves to ensure cooperation and job satisfaction? 

What organisational structure do they wish to implement and how do they make 

decisions? How do they take joint responsibility for and feel part of the larger project? 

Is hierarchy desirable or necessary? 

 



 

 21 

In order for a project or initiative to grow and advance towards its goals, it requires a 

strategy. There are some useful tools that can help groups to develop strategies, such 

as the SWOT analysis22, the 6 thinking hats23, the Forum24 or the World Café25.  

 

Internal communication and meetings should be productive, pleasant and democratic. 

This is easy to recognise but difficult to achieve. Seeds for Change26 offers some 

short manuals with techniques for the development of meetings and group facilitation. 

4.3.3 The Tangible Sphere 

The Tangible Sphere looks at the resources required for the project to work and to 

move forward; it is what makes the project viable in objective terms. In many cases 

this could refer to economic or legal aspects, but not always. Is the estimation of the 

needed resources accurate? It there a clear value proposition? Is there a realistic 

plan? What legal status should the group adopt? How will it obtain the resources it 

needs? Is the group familiar with the setting it’s operating in? Does it have the skills to 

do what is being proposed?  

 

The Tangible Sphere analysis can be based on a CANVAS. This is an interesting tool 

developed as a way of designing a Business Model. Even if it is different from the 

Grassroots Initiatives perspective developed here, it is inspiring in terms of designing 

a project or initiative. The Handbook27 and Workbook28 adapting this model to Green 

Entrepreneurship in the Mediterranean in the SwitchMed Programme29 can be 

referenced if needed.  The CANVAS is based on the value proposition, the key 

activities and resources, the key stakeholders, the people to whom the value 

proposition is addressed (known as clients in a business model), relationships and 

channels with the addressees and also a cost and revenue structure. 

 

The differences between the Business Canvas Model and the CANVAS for Social 

Eco-Innovation within Grassroots Initiatives rely on particular key questions, including:  

 Is the initiative community-run? (Is it run by a group of people, and, at the 

same time, are these people part of the community to whom the initiative is 

addressed?)  

 Is the value proposition tackling real environmental and/or social challenges in 

the community?  

 What is new or innovative in the proposal (in terms of process and/or goals 

and/or ways of involving the community and stakeholders)?  

 What is the contribution of the proposal in terms of Sustainable Consumption 

and Production?  

                                                           
22

 https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swot_analysis  
23

 http://www.debonogroup.com/six_thinking_hats.php  
24

 http://openspaceworld.org/wp2/  
25

 http://www.theworldcafe.com/  
26

 http://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/resources  
27

 https://www.switchmed.eu/en/documents/ge-green-entrepreneurship-corner/handbook_en.pdf/view  
28

 https://www.switchmed.eu/en/documents/ge-green-entrepreneurship-corner/wb_eng_digital_single.pdf/view  
29

 https://www.switchmed.eu/en/documents/ge-green-entrepreneurship-corner  

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swot_analysis
http://www.debonogroup.com/six_thinking_hats.php
http://openspaceworld.org/wp2/
http://www.theworldcafe.com/
http://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/resources
https://www.switchmed.eu/en/documents/ge-green-entrepreneurship-corner/handbook_en.pdf/view
https://www.switchmed.eu/en/documents/ge-green-entrepreneurship-corner/wb_eng_digital_single.pdf/view
https://www.switchmed.eu/en/documents/ge-green-entrepreneurship-corner
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 What capitals are taken into account, besides economic ones (knowledge and 

abilities, network, support, resources, etc.)?  

 How is sustainability (in terms of environment and community) considered in 

the processes, goals and people involved in the project or initiative?  

  

The adapted version of the CANVAS Business Model to SCP and Grassroots 

Initiatives is as follows, with the changes highlighted in a different color:  

 

4.3.4 The Visible Sphere 

The Visible Sphere deals with communication. In this sphere the group thinks about 

how they wish to be seen and what visibility their project has in the wider world. 

Everything communicates, all the time, even without intention. Communication should 

be planned and analysed in order to be aware what image, attitudes, and abilities the 

group conveys, so that communication goals can be set.  

What does the group want to transmit? What communication skills do they have? 

What are the advantages and disadvantages of the web 2.0? What is the relational 

context? Who do they want to reach out to and how? What types of messages do the 

group wish to use to explain the project? What does the project have to offer? To 

whom does it make this offer? 

 

4.4 Key aspects to run a group 

The Catalonian consumer magazine Opcions30 compiled a series of key elements for 

efficient group processes, focusing on group working outside of the virtual realm. (The 

following guidelines may need to be adapted for online groups.) 

 

                                                           
30

 44th edition  of the magazine: http://www.opcions.org/  

Stakeholders Key activities and  
resources 

Addressees  
relationships and  

channels 
Addressees Value Proposition 

Cost structure (Economic,  , Time, Resources ) Revenue streams (Economic,  
Time, Resources) 

http://www.opcions.org/
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1) A common philosophy  

A group needs to share and talk openly about what their goals are, what 

challenges they face and what their dreams are. These don’t need to be the 

same, or can even be many things at the same time, but there should be at 

least a common direction or mission that unites the group. 

2) Personal needs and collective needs  

Cultivating an attitude of service, but not one that is servile, which attends 

collective needs but respects personal needs.  

3) Synergetic satisfaction  

If a project satisfies more than one need for its members (this can be different 

per person) it is more likely to be a success.  

4) Confidence and assertiveness  

Without constantly judging everyone and everything, the group should develop 

the habit of giving and receiving constructive criticism. And, as a result, to be 

capable of recognising when the group or a member has failed to meet its 

promises and to find ways of resolving these broken agreements. 

5) Accept the diversity  

Diversity of implication, vision, aspirations, etc. but keeping a balance between 

expectations and common goals. For example, if there is little communication 

and trust but ambitious goals, it will be difficult to function without strict and 

explicit guidelines. 

6) Balance of closeness/explicitness  

Not in every case, but generally when there is less definition of group 

interaction (rights and obligations, for example) the group should have more 

mutual knowledge, communication, affinity, complementarity, etc. 

7) Sense of accomplishment 

The group should be able to accomplish its goals and when accomplished, 

celebrate them, not taking them for granted. 

8) Collective strategy 

To be able to generate a level of strategy and collective perspective. Not to 

function simply through reacting to emergencies. 

9) Consciousness of the moment 

In common spaces (both physical and otherwise), to care and separate 

different spaces and moments for emotion, action, decision or celebration. 
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10) Healthy Leadership 

 In non-hierarchical groups, it’s important to recognise that leadership still 

exists. Roles of leadership should rotate with different people leading in 

different areas, empowering individuals and the group. 

11) The capacity to delegate 

Not everyone knows how to do everything, nor should they do everything, nor 

should everything be discussed in large group meetings. It’s useful to use 

commissions, workgroups and to assign individual responsibilities. 

12) Effective and democratic meetings 

Common spaces for making decisions and creating and evaluating strategies, 

should be democratic, flexible and effective. The agenda should be shared 

ahead of time and its execution prepared. Roles of facilitation, note-taking and 

timekeeping should be distributed in advance, as well as assigning someone to 

keep track of whose turn it is to speak next. This can help prevent ineffective 

meetings, one of the classic difficulties that can affect a group. Seeds For 

Change and the Rhizome Network31 offer a number of resources to help with 

the art of facilitation. 

13) Harmony between volunteers and professionals 

In groups where there are two forms of participation, the roles of each should 

be clear and spaces should be created for open communication about the 

rights and responsibilities of each. 

14) Multiple channels of communication 

These channels have to be adapted to the needs of the group. Not everything 

should be communicated by email if only few people check often, nor should 

everything be discussed in the meetings if they run long. 

15) External inspiration 

Getting to know similar projects, to get perspective and help measure the 

strengths and weaknesses of one’s own project while avoiding comparisons 

and respecting that each group’s situation is unique. 

                                                           
31

 https://rhizomenetwork.wordpress.com/  

https://rhizomenetwork.wordpress.com/
https://rhizomenetwork.wordpress.com/
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4.5 Innovation within the project 

While it’s important to think about the initial phase of an innovative project, it’s also 

important to have tools for innovation during running projects. Without such tools, 

the result can be that the project doesn’t reach the necessary scale for developing the 

activity at its full potential.  

4.5.1 Project consolidation 

The path of consolidation is to design projects that are iterative and repeat 

themselves so that each new cycle includes improvements. For example, by starting 

with the smallest viable product, the greatest amount of learning and results can be 

generated in the shortest time with the minimum investment of materials and effort. By 

identifying the core of the project which can be launched or which is already working, 

we can have a prototype or a model and gain perspective over how it works. By 

putting it into practice we can evaluate it among the different social actors involved, so 

that we can later put it back into production with improvements. This is a cycle that 

can keep repeating.  

4.5.2  Attention to what works in other organisations and adapt it to the 

situation 

In a practical way, the solutions that other organisations have implemented when 

faced with certain challenges can be checked. For example, in the Solution Library32, 

there are a number of solutions to ecological, social, economic and cultural issues.  

4.5.3 Key aspects for projects wishing to innovate from within 

 

• Practicing innovation is as simple as doing things differently from the “business 

as usual” perspective of the organisation.  

• Looking at new spaces beyond the established system and the comfort zone of 

the organisation is often where new ideas and practices spring up. Building things 

outside an individual or group’s comfort zone helps break the usual way of working 

that involves little effort and yields only mediocre results.  

• Paying attention to practices that happen by themselves that nobody may be 

aware of and learning from them. How does it happen? Why do such practices 

happen without effort?  

• Looking at uncomfortable or difficult aspects faced by the organisation for 

inspiration, both to deal with the issues and to use them as a source of innovative 

ideas. 

                                                           
32 http://solution.ecovillage.org/ 

http://solution.ecovillage.org/
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• Using tools and spaces of shared leadership makes it possible for anyone in 

the organisation to participate in the creation of new ideas. 

• Focusing on the strengths of the organisation and expanding on them. 

There are international initiatives such as the Empulse Game (Emotive Program)33 

which use each of these aspects, and also make innovation fun by turning it into a 

game. 

 

4.5.4 Key partnerships, alliances and networks to continue up to the 

community-wide level 

For a CSO and/or Grassroots Initiative, one way to increase its scale is to join 

together with similar organisations and generate an organisation with greater reach 

and coordination (as a network, federation, or a cooperative of collectives). This can 

help facilitate the exchange of resources and information between organisations, 

improve their visibility and effectiveness, encourage a common culture and promote 

confidence through recurrent collaboration. From formal spaces with a legal structure 

to informal spaces, there are a great variety of possibilities. One can develop alliances 

or cooperate to attain different types of outreach, whether it’s socially, financially, or 

even in terms of marketing. 

 

Besides the own communities and other CSOs initiatives, there can be other 

partnerships (as highlighted in the booklet Network for change34), that have different 

stakeholders like research centers or universities, government authorities, industry or 

trade associations and unions, media, local networks, online communities or Web 2.0 

platforms.  

 

Any new collaboration presents benefits and risks. One of the most common 

perceived risks is the unethical appropriation of a project idea or model. Although it is 

true that collaboration sometimes involves sharing crucial information and ideas there 

is often little reason to be afraid. The benefits often outweigh the costs. First, it can be 

seen as a success that there are more actors or projects tackling the same social or 

environmental problem. Second, the real success factor of a project idea can’t be 

transmitted orally or on paper. The most important success factor is the commitment 

of the person at the heart of the idea. 

4.5.5 How can it be tested if a CSO’s activity contributes to 

transformation? 

 

What difference is there between meeting people’s nutritional needs with organic 

products through a supermarket or with the organisation of a network of organic local 

producers with a direct connection to the end consumer? 
                                                           
33 http://empulsegame.project.emotiveprogram.org/ 
34

 http://www.scp-centre.org/fileadmin/content/files/project/civil_society_platform/NetworkOfChange.pdf  

http://www.scp-centre.org/fileadmin/content/files/project/civil_society_platform/NetworkOfChange.pdf
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The following questions help us identify if a CSO-GI contributes to SCP and Social 

Eco-innovation from a community perspective: 

 Where do the profits generated by the initiative wind up? 

 How are decisions made and how is the power shared within the organisation? 

 What interactions are there between different social actors? 

 What criteria of production and consumption do they prioritise? 

 What vision of society do they promote? 

5  Additional Resources 
 

 Meet the Switchers (SwitchMed)35 

Website with all the Switchers participating in SwitchMed  

 

 Sustainable Consumption and Production Policies. The Role of Civil Society 

Organisations36
 

Booklet written by CSCP (Centre for Sustainable Consumption and 

Production). It focuses on the opportunities for CSO engagement at different 

policy levels.   

 Network of Change. Civil Society Partnerships for Sustainable Consumption 

and Production 

Booklet written by CSCP (Centre for Sustainable Consumption and 

Production). It presents examples of successful promotion of sustainable 

consumption and production (SCP) through civil society organisation (CSO) 

partnerships. 

 

  Effective Change Strategies for the Big Transition37
  

Provides interesting commentary on the role of civil society in systemic 

change. 

  

 UNEP SCP Clearing House website38
  

To exchange SCP initiatives 

 

 The New Economics of Sustainable Consumption. Seeds of Change39. 

Book by Gill Seyfang on Community Economies and Grassroots Initiatives.  

 

                                                           
35

 https://www.switchmed.eu/en/innovation/Meet%20the%20Switchers  
36

 http://action-town.eu/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/CSO_Policy_Booklet_S.pdf  
37

 http://ttfreiburg.de/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/smart-csos-report.pdf  
38

 • http://www.scpclearinghouse.org/  
39

 http://grassrootsinnovations.org/  

http://action-town.eu/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/CSO_Policy_Booklet_S.pdf
http://action-town.eu/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/CSO_Policy_Booklet_S.pdf
https://www.switchmed.eu/en/innovation/Meet%20the%20Switchers
http://action-town.eu/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/CSO_Policy_Booklet_S.pdf
http://ttfreiburg.de/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/smart-csos-report.pdf
http://www.scpclearinghouse.org/
http://grassrootsinnovations.org/
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Video resources 

    The Story of Change http://storyofstuff.org/movies/story-of-change/  

Reflection on change towards a more sustainable future. 

   Homage to Catalonia II http://homenatgeacatalunyaii.org/en  

Mapping of Grassroots Innovations in Catalonia (not only about SCP). Subtitles in 

different languages. 

 

http://storyofstuff.org/movies/story-of-change/
http://storyofstuff.org/movies/story-of-change/
http://homenatgeacatalunyaii.org/en
http://homenatgeacatalunyaii.org/en

