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ere are two forms of corporate commitment within the food system: the 
Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) and Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR). While these two movements have developed independently of each 
other, at present both are contributing to the transformation of food systems.

Among the many actors able to nuence the sustanablty of food systems, 
busnesses have a key role to play. er ways of dong so are as dverse as the 
companes themselves, whch der n both ther functons (producton, 
processng, dstrbuton, servces etc.) and ther proles (status, sze, msson, 
geographcal locaton, mode of governance etc.). e queston then becomes 
how much room for manoeuvre these companes have, what ther motvatons 
are and whch concomtant forms of commtment to food system sustanablty 
exst (Maras, 2014). e economc, socal and envronmental responsblty 
approaches of companes operatng n the food system follow two man routes: 
the socal soldarty economy (SSE) and corporate socal responsblty (CSR). 
s chapter looks at the benets and lmtatons of these two frameworks and 
dscusses the opportuntes aorded by ther artculaton.

e SSE: Soldarty as an anchor pont

e SSE has ts roots n the Industral Revoluton n Europe (Ncolas, 1988). e 
emergence of a workng class n the late nneteenth century saw the formaton of 
the rst trade unons and the rst consumer cooperatves, wth the emblematc case 
of the Rochdale Socety of Equtable Poneers n the Unted Kngdom establshed 
n 1866: weavers came together to make jont bulk purchases and thus benet 
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from better prces. A few years earler (1834), n the cty of Lyon, France, Mchel-
Mare Derron followed n the footsteps of Charles Fourer’s socalst utopa and 
expermented wth the very rst consumer cooperatves (grocery shops, bakeres, 
clothng stores etc.) wthn the framework of a ‘true and socal commerce’. But 
the cooperatve movement really ganed momentum at the very begnnng of the 
twenteth century wth the creaton of large consumer cooperatves such as La 
Bellevllose, La Prolétarenne, L’Unon and La Ménagère (Gauter, 2012). Smlar 
organzatons also developed n other European countres, partcularly n Italy. 
Agrcultural cooperatves emerged durng the same wave: farmers pooled ther 
producton, then processed and sold t themselves wthout the help of merchants. 
e rst wne cooperatve, created n the Hérault regon of France n 1901 under 
the name ‘Vgnerons lbres de Maraussan’ (Draper and Touzard, 2003), sold 
ts wne drectly to La Bellevllose n Pars. Over the course of the twenteth 
century, cooperatves gradually secured ther place n the European and global 
economy. In 2021, the Internatonal Cooperatve Allance reported more than 
three mllon cooperatves n exstence worldwde, manly n the agrcultural 
sector but also n the nance and nsurance ndustres.

In France, SSE enterprses were hstorcally dened by ther status. ey 
could be non-prot organzatons, mutual benet socetes, cooperatves or 
foundatons, whch abded by the same ethcal prncples of shared governance, 
non-remuneraton of captal and member satsfacton. Snce the 2014 law on the 
SSE, ths denton has become nclusve: socal enterprses are not-for-prot 
prvate organzatons provdng goods or servces drectly related to ther explct 
am of benetng the communty. ey rely on a collectve dynamc nvolvng 
varous types of stakeholders n ther governng bodes, place a hgh value on 
ther autonomy and bear the economc rsks lnked to ther actvty (Defourny 
and Nyssens, 2008). s change means that so-called tradtonal companes 
that commt to SSE prncples can also be consdered SSE enterprses. In France, 
a wde varety of forms of collectve organzaton and legal statuses exst for 
agrcultural and food actvtes.

e actons carred out by SSE organzatons n the eld of food and 
agrculture tend to have a strong collectve and cooperatve dmenson, where 
jont reecton and plannng are essental. In the agrcultural and food sectors, 
cooperatves reman emblematc of ths collectve dmenson, even f ther precse 
actons and socetal mpacts seem dcult to dene. Bocoop (dstrbutor) and 
Ethquable (mporter, processor) are two examples of cooperatves commtted 
to supportng organc farmng or far trade, whch reles on producer groupngs 
upstream (cooperatves or assocatons).
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SSE enterprses are generally anchored n ‘the local’ and are ‘at the servce of ’ and 
‘connected to’ ther communtes. Accordng to Jérôme Blanc (2008), there s a form 
of sustanablty nherent n the terrtoral anchorng of SSE enterprses that makes t 
dcult, for example, to magne ‘employee-members votng to relocate an actvty 
that sustans them’. e boundary that can exst n tradtonal companes between 
external stakeholders (users, supplers, customers) and  nternal  stakeholders 
(employees, owners) partly dsappears n SSE companes, whch removes many 
obstacles to the development of sustanable ntatves (Akhabbar and Swaton, 2011).

rough ts very prncples, the SSE provdes an avenue for the development 
of economc models geared towards servng the general nterest. Many ctzen 
ntatves developng n the sustanable agrculture and sustanable food spaces 
are rooted n SSE prncples (Chapter 19). ese ntatves may support 
professonal ntegraton, the development of the crcular economy, far trade 
and the development of more soldarstc and cooperatve modes of producton, 
processng and supply as well as other nclusve economc practces.1 er 
man objectve s not the reproducton of captal but socal utlty. Whle SSE 
enterprses are ahead of the game regardng democratc governance, they 
sometmes fall short n envronmental areas (Nyssens and Petrella, 2015). ey 
are now beng encouraged to better formalze ther responsble ntatves, to 
mprove the mplementaton of ther foundng prncples (Bdet et al., 2019) and 
to measure ther socetal and envronmental mpacts n concrete terms.

rough ts actvst foundatons and the specctes of ts forms of organzaton, 
the SSE oers a promsng way to co-buld new shared narratves on the scale of 
terrtores and a new socal contract on a natonal scale (Bernon and Morvan, 
2021). At the same tme, ths s also forcng so-called tradtonal companes n 
the food system to change, especally the food processng and dstrbuton gants.

CSR: When ‘tradtonal’ companes  
take responsblty for ther mpacts

CSR orgnated n large companes whch, from the late nneteenth century, 
concentrated captal, producton tools and human resources, partcularly n the 
Unted States. Spurred by a relgous mpetus nspred by Protestantsm – or by 
Catholcsm n France – and ntally by phlanthropc goals, the heads of these 

1 For an llustraton, see the report Alimentation durable et économie sociale et solidaire: les liaisons 
fertiles (Bardot, 2020).
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companes contemplated ther responsblty towards socety and the communtes 
n whch they operated. s was also partly about restorng ther legtmacy, 
whch was beng challenged by varous waves of socal movements. e concept 
of CSR entered academa n the md-twenteth century wth the work of Howard 
Bowen (1953), who argued that the purpose of ths approach for a company s to 
endow t wth a msson that complements and s dstnct from ts prot motve. 
In the Englsh-speakng world, ths ambton was formalzed n the 1970s through 
the concept of corporate purpose. For example, the Ben & Jerry’s ce cream 
parlour chan, founded n 1978, broke ground by declarng from ts early years 
that t was pursung a ‘trple msson’ guded by economc, socal and product goals 
(Utopas, 2021).

In the 1980s, corporate socal responsblty became part of the ‘sustanable 
development’ movement. e Brundtland Report (Brundtland, 1987) greatly 
contrbuted to popularzng ths concept. Consultng rms (such as SustanAblty, 
from 1994) facltated the artculaton of CSR and sustanable development wthn 
companes. In 1995, the world’s major companes formed the World Busness 
Councl for Sustanable Development (WBCSD). e European Unon, for ts 
part, adopted CSR n the 2000s, partcularly wth the publcaton of a Green Paper 
(European Commsson, 2001) that provded a reference denton of CSR as ‘a 
concept whereby companes ntegrate socal and envronmental concerns n ther 
busness operatons and n ther nteracton wth ther stakeholders on a voluntary 
bass’. Snce then, the denton has evolved and places more emphass on mpacts 
rather than on voluntary ntegraton alone. It now refers to ‘the responsblty of 
enterprses for ther mpacts on socety’ (European Commsson, 2011).

Derent degrees of CSR mplementaton exst, dependng on the level of 
commtment of a company’s leadershp and the assocated market outlook. 
ese range from avodng CSR or smply publshng ndcators, n cases where 
the ssue s perpheral to the company’s actvty, to placng transformaton at the 
very heart of the company’s busness model (Abdrahman and Sauvée, 2014). 
Companes’ CSR approach can be motvated by crtcsm levelled at them: as the 
ndustral food system s crtczed for the rsks t presents (economc, health, 
envronmental etc.; see Chapter 7) and for the opacty mantaned by certan 
multnatonals, t n turn feeds on ths crtcsm and responds to t through ts 
nnovatons (Boltansk and Chapello, 2005; Lepller and Yount-André, 2019).

In ther most opportunstc forms, CSR approaches are rather nconsstent 
and mostly nvolve commercal nches (whch ought to be dstngushed from 
greenwashng – marketng practces that am to gve an lluson of envronmental 
responsblty). Some companes thus nvest n new markets ntally consdered 
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as nches but wth strong development potental, such as far trade, organc 
farmng or plant-based proten. Investment n these new commercal areas s 
most oen assocated wth complance wth speccatons and certcaton 
procedures to guarantee the sustanablty of products (Alphandery et al., 2012).

Some companes develop ther CSR approach aer beng ‘shaken’ by 
stakeholders demandng that they commt to more responsble behavour. ese 
stakeholders can be wthn the company tself (employees, shareholders etc.) or 
n the value chan (supplers, customers, consumers), or they may be servce 
provders and subcontractors, economc partners (banks etc.), publc authortes, 
meda outlets, trade unons or even NGOs, communtes of ctzens or nhabtants. 
Some NGOs’ documented publcatons on companes’ practces can have a strong 
mpact on ther trajectory. Examples nclude the Oxfam report2 Behind the Brands 
(Homann, 2013), whch assessed the socal and envronmental polces of ten 
of the world’s most powerful food and beverage companes n 2013,3 and the 
Soy Scorecard report (WWF, 2016), whch examned several major corporatons’ 
commtments and actons surroundng soy use n 2016. By moblzng ctzen 
power and publc opnon, such organzatons can exert pressure on food 
processng gants to change ther practces postvely n order to avod comng 
under re. s s what Weaver (1986) calls the ‘poltcs of blame avodance’. In the 
era of mpact nvestng, reports such as that of the Food Foundaton (whch rates 
Brtsh supermarkets and restaurants) are playng a growng role among nvestors 
and shareholders who are ncreasngly eager to support responsble companes.

e eectve mplementaton of CSR nvolves a large number of frameworks 
drawn up by derent organzatons. At the nternatonal level, these nclude the 
Unted Natons Global Compact (2000) and the Organsaton for Economc Co-
operaton and Development (OECD) Gudelnes for Multnatonal Enterprses, 
wth a verson talored to ‘responsble agrcultural supply chans’ released n 
2016. It s also worth mentonng the reportng standards of the Global Reportng 
Intatve, an ndependent nternatonal organzaton founded n 1997 followng 
the Exxon envronmental dsaster, and the Food and Agrculture Benchmark 
of the World Benchmarkng Allance. Fnally, the ISO 26000 standard s 
the result of cooperaton among more than 400 representatves from 99 ISO 
member countres (ncludng sxty-nne developng countres) and forty-two 
 publc- and prvate-sector organzatons. s standard oers gudance only; t 
s not certable. It was talored to the food chan n 2019 wth the ISO/TS 26030 

2 An nternatonal development organzaton that strves to moblze ctzen power to ght poverty.
3 Assocated Brtsh Foods (ABF), Coca-Cola, Danone, General Mlls, Kellogg, Mars, Mondelez 

Internatonal (formerly Kra Foods), Nestlé, PepsCo and Unlever.
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standard. It s mportant to note that the UN Gudng Prncples on Busness 
and Human Rghts declared n 2011 also provde a framework for CSR based 
on respect for human rghts, partcularly wthn a company’s supply chan or 
‘sphere of nuence’.

One of the most emblematc prvate ntatves at the nternatonal level s 
the prvate label ‘B Corp’, whch certes companes that can demonstrate real 
mpact n ve major areas: governance, the envronment, communty, workers 
and customers. e ambton of the nternatonal communty of B Corp–certed 
companes s to generate an ecosystem of busnesses strvng to mprove ther 
socetal and envronmental mpact beyond ther economc performance and to 
spread ther ‘best practces’ to ther supplers, partners or customers.

e food processng gant Danone oers an example of a company that has 
explctly stated ts ntent to make CSR ssues central to ts msson. e company’s 
twofold foundng project of pursung economc performance hand n hand wth 
socal progress, whch was undermned from the 1990s by the growng nuence 
of nancal ratonales, gave rse to numerous ntatves over the followng decade 
to restore ts socal legtmacy. For example, the company launched the Danone 
Communtes soldarty fund4 as well as a partnershp wth small farmers to 
guarantee them a ‘decent standard of lvng’. By becomng Danone’s rst B Corp 
subsdary, the company Les prés rent bo (Les 2 Vaches), whch s developng a 
sustanable organc dary ndustry n Normandy (usng converson subsdes and 
nnovatve contracts wth partner dary farmers), shows that a multnatonal can 
commt to preservng the nterests of ts stakeholders, even the least powerful ones.

Despte the transformatons that large shareholdng companes have 
ntroduced n ther governance or management, drven by a desre to commt 
to strong sustanablty, they reman subject to the captalst mperatves of 
mmedate economc protablty and shareholder remuneraton, whch can 
weaken ther socetal and envronmental commtments. As for SSE companes, 
whch are underpnned by a commtment to ‘socal responsblty’, the realty of 
ther practces also confronts them wth ther own set of tensons.

Towards a convergence of models?

Although SSE and CSR are two dstnct forms of commtment that have each 
followed ther own path, some areas of convergence can now be observed. Some 
SSE enterprses have chosen to follow a ‘tradtonal’ CSR labellng route  n 

4 Socal nvestment fund created n partnershp wth Nobel Peace Prze laureate Muhammad Yunus.
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order to strengthen ther legtmacy and meet market requrements: there s 
growng demand from customers, traders and dstrbutors n the food ndustry 
for companes to address new socetal and envronmental ssues. s reects 
the ncreased watchfulness – of consumers n partcular – over the ndustry’s 
practces. In 2017, a small group of cooperatve wneres (SSE organzatons) 
thus created the non-prot organzaton Vgnerons engagés to ntate a collectve 
CSR process. er objectve s to support the actons of wnemakers wthn the 
framework of a global approach to sustanable development, enablng them to 
captalze on ther derentaton and brng new added value to ther producton. 
Beyond commercal consderatons, ths collectve approach strengthens the 
enttes’ cooperatve dentty by professonalzng ther practces through the 
mplementaton of a structured CSR process. It allows the cooperatves to 
‘reconnect’ wth ther stakeholders, manly the cooperatve members. e 
commtment to new envronmental requrements strengthens cooperatve 
soldarty, thereby gvng new meanng to ths organzatonal model (Meyer et al., 
2017). e cooperatves are thus strvng to play a poltcal role and demonstrate 
that, beyond the prolferaton of labels n the agr-food ndustry – ntended above 
all to send sgnals to the market – an authentc approach to responsble farmng 
that s both federatng and transformatve can exst.

e prolferaton of labels and certcatons (Allot et al., 2021) does however 
rase questons nsofar as t allows any company, rrespectve of ts actual 
commtments, to dsplay a ‘green’, ‘local’ or ‘socal’ label on food products. s 
exacerbated commodcaton of CSR, whch casts doubt on the transformatve 
capacty of ‘tradtonal’ companes’ voluntary ntatves, s paralleled by other 
potental lmtatons of SSE enterprses when these tend to prortze growth, 
for example, thereby undermnng ther foundng values n the process. us, 
the specc statutes of cooperatves, mutual benet socetes or non-prot 
organzatons can appear as necessary but nsucent condtons to ensure 
the ESS’s eectve contrbuton to more sustanable food systems. Rather, the 
most promsng potental les n the combnaton of a strong poltcal project 
led by organzatons commtted to a transton and a form of governance that 
guarantees the prortzaton of socal and envronmental goals over economc 
ratonales (consderng these as means, not ends).

In parallel, CSR frameworks are shng towards recognzng companes’ 
socal and envronmental functons. In France, for example, the 2019 PACTE 
law ntroduced the status of entreprise à mission (‘msson-based company’), 
whch allows companes to state ther rason d’être n the form of several socal 
and envronmental objectves beyond ther solely economc msson, to whch 
they were prevously lmted (Segrestn et al., 2021). In lne wth ts twofold 
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economc and socetal project ntated n 1972 by Antone Rboud, n 2020 
Danone was the rst French CAC 40 company to adopt ths status, followed by 
other food processng companes such as the agrcultural cooperatve group 
InVvo. Msson-based companes feature a commttee comprsed of derent 
stakeholders tasked wth montorng the fullment of the company’s msson, and 
the mplementaton of the commtments s evaluated by an ndependent body. 
e creaton of ths status seems to brng CSR closer to the SSE, but a derence 
between the two approaches remans. In the case of CSR and even msson-
based companes, prot s stll the company’s prmary purpose. What ths status 
recognzes s the ablty to exhbt what one mght descrbe as complementary 
envronmental and socal functons. Unlke the SSE, the msson-based company 
status does not mpose any constrants surroundng the redstrbuton of 
dvdends or wage polcy. And there s stll a rsk that the contnued prortzaton 
of nancal returns wll sdelne socal and envronmental objectves and prevent 
genune socetal mpact (Maras et al., 2020). Nevertheless, ths law sgnals a sh 
towards the recognton of corporate socal and envronmental responsblty, 
even f the condtons of ts mplementaton and ts real mpact are stll n queston 
(Morteo and Tchotouran, 2019).

Another development worth mentonng s the nvolvement of companes 
n terrtoral processes such as terrtoral food projects (projets alimentaires 
territoriaux, PAT) or terrtoral busness clusters for economc cooperaton 
(pôles territoriaux de coopération économique, PTCEs). In the food producton 
and dstrbuton space, these projects or clusters are nformed by network-based 
models whch, by replacng a lnear form of organzaton of agrculture, encourage 
sharng or even poolng logstcal resources and sklls, desgnng new servces, 
leveragng the strengths of the crcular economy and nvolvng consumers 
(Bernon and Morvan, 2021). ese ntatves hnge on SSE organzatons 
collaboratng wth tradtonal companes.

Concluson

e busness world appears to be graspng the need to transform food systems 
n the face of sustanablty challenges. e SSE and CSR – two frameworks 
contrbutng to ths transformaton – have been met wth a certan enthusasm. 
In several regons of the world, these forms of acton have been legally 
nsttutonalzed, wth the recognton of a specc status for companes that set 
themselves a purpose other than prot alone: the Benet Corporaton n the 
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Unted States, the Società Benet n Italy, the Sociedades de Benecio e Interés 
Colectivo n Colomba, the Sociétés à mission n France and so on (Utopes, 
2021). e pressure from the market, wth the demand for food that guarantees 
ts condtons of producton and trade, as well as the poltcal pressure exerted by 
NGOs denouncng certan companes’ practces, has largely contrbuted to the 
nterest n these forms of commtment.

For a company to truly play a role n the transton to sustanable food 
systems, lessons from past experence show that t needs to combne a strong 
poltcal commtment wth a sutable form of partcpatory and broad-based 
nternal governance. ese two factors can ensure the long-term preservaton of 
the company’s socal and envronmental functons. Both a strong project and the 
nstruments to mplement t are needed.

On ths last pont, there s stll progress to be made to transform the 
envronment n whch companes operate. Fnance s one of the crucal parameters 
of ths envronment. Even f a form of socal and envronmental responsblty 
s slowly developng among nvestors and shareholders, they are not the real 
drvers of change towards socal responsblty wthn busnesses. In the nancal 
management of companes, the development of green accountng – whch makes t 
possble to measure not only nancal but also envronmental results – s showng 
the way (Rambaud and Rchard, 2015).

e authors would lke to thank Ncolas Brcas, Damen Conaré, Mathlde 
Coudray and Mathlde Doullet for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther 
suggested mprovements.
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