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A B S T R A C T   

Large organizations play a key role in sustainability transitions through their systems of pro-
duction and consumption and their influence on wider society. Recognizing the uniqueness and 
complexity of structure-agency relations in organizations, this paper uses the example of food 
provisioning to compare the sustainability potential of eight national and multinational organi-
zations located in Ireland. By introducing the novel concept of ‘alteration spaces’ to describe 
specific intra-organizational structure-agency constellations and their dynamics over time, we 
question existing interventionist views of organizational change. We argue these tend to overstate 
extra-organizational impulses for change while paying insufficient attention to organizational 
culture and committed individuals as potential sustainability advocates within organizations. 
This, in turn, facilitates a reconceptualization of individual agency as embedded within an 
organizational context, thereby challenging dominant understandings that disregard the potential 
of established organizations to initiate intra-organizational changes that shape and reflect sus-
tainability transitions.   

1. Introduction 

Addressing increasingly urgent sustainability challenges requires a restructuring of systems of production and consumption 
(Kanger and Schot, 2019). Calls abound for sustainability initiatives that are multi-dimensional (social, environmental, economic, 
cultural), multi-scalar (local, regional, national, international) and multi-actor (government, industry, civil society) processes capable 
of initiating new, or supporting ongoing sustainability transitions (Köhler et al., 2019; Van Mierlo and Beers, 2020). In this context, 
large organizations are important actors that exert significant social and cultural influence over their wider socioeconomic environ-
ment, as well as the physical environment through direct and indirect activities along the value chain (Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011; 
Lozano, 2015; Galvan et al., 2020). They are thus uniquely placed to connect processes of sustainability transitions at the macro and 
meso levels of social organization (‘landscape’ and ‘regime’ in the language of Multi-Level Perspective) with changes at the micro level 
of individuals (Fig. 1). Particular constellations of organizational structures and individual agency loom large in this context. This 
article attends to these intra-organizational structure-agency constellations and their sustainability potential, building on both primary 
data from Ireland and existing research on the role of incumbents in sustainability transitions, organizational culture, institutional 
work and organizational transformations towards sustainability. 
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Organizations are heterogeneous entities with significant variation in ‘organizational form’, i.e. differences in their key charac-
teristics including resource types, governance, formal and informal structures, external relations, accountability mechanisms and 
organizational culture (Kenny et al., 2011; Van Mossel et al., 2018). Moreover, conscious and unconscious processes, values, meanings, 
convictions and orientations, successful problem solutions and learning processes, and material elements all contribute to the identity 
of the organization and shape its practices (Schreyögg, 1992; Schein, 2010). Through the empirical example of food provisioning, we 
examine the ability of large incumbent organizations to contribute to systemic sustainability transitions. We introduce the novel 
concept of ‘alteration spaces’ to highlight opportunities for individuals in key positions within the organizational structure to adopt, 
perform and promote more sustainable practices. The concept of ‘alteration spaces’ builds on previous work on institutional entre-
preneurship that highlights both opportunities stemming from structural elements in the organization, and spaces and new logics 
created by actors (Dorado, 2005; Laakso et al., 2021). At the same time, we depart from existing perspectives by focusing explicitly on 
the dynamics of these structure-agency constellations over time, that is, how they re-emerge, remain open, or disappear again, creating 
opportunities for/barriers to sustainability in the process. By doing so, we contribute to a ‘more radical theoretical pluralism’ in 
transitions thinking and research, as recently advocated by Hopkins et al. (2020). 

This paper uses a critical review of existing research on the potential of large organizations to contribute to sustainability tran-
sitions (Section 2) to compare eight such organizations located in the West of Ireland that are not primarily food businesses but that 
provide food for public consumption (Section 3). Complementing a focus on organizational structures, the comparative framework also 
considers people in key positions within the organization and their respective potential for changing food provisioning practices, and 
by extension, the food consumption habits of their workforce (Section 4). Responding to conceptual shortcomings identified in the 
literature and insights generated through our comparative fieldwork, we develop the novel concept of ‘alteration spaces’, defined as 
highly dynamic intra-organizational structure-agency constellations whose particular characteristics provide opportunities for 
advancing food sustainability transitions (Section 5). Section 6 provides a succinct conclusion. 

2. Organizations as important change agents in sustainability transitions 

Much existing work on the potential of large organizations to bring about sustainable transformation can be broadly grouped into 
two conceptual categories. On the one hand, there is a considerable body of transition literature that adopts a techno-optimist view of 
innovation that ascribes much of the transformation potential in society to niche actors (Geels, 2002, 2011; Bui et al., 2016). Pro-
ponents of this position view the innovation and change potential of incumbents to be rather limited, although this might remain 
implicit. In contrast, an alternative view is gaining traction that considers incumbents to be important change agents that respond more 
or less rapidly to societal shifts, most importantly those taking place within the context of ‘the market’ (Bergek et al., 2013; Augenstein 
and Palzkill, 2016; Berggren et al., 2015; Heiskanen et al., 2018). For example, Van Mossel et al. (2018) observe that ‘transition 
scholars typically conceptualized incumbents as locked-in and inert, but recent empirical studies show that this is not universally the 
case’ (p.44). Similarly, Galvan et al. (2020) emphasize the potential of incumbents to affect deep societal change through their 
institutional work. These studies thus fuse a focus on firm-led innovation ‘from within’ with a view of large organizations as dynamic 
entities. 

Fig. 1. The role of organizations and individual actors in sustainability transitions. 
Source: Authors’ interpretation (drawing on Pesch, 2015). 
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A commonality in these competing perspectives is the focus on the organization as an entity, rather than its constituent compo-
nents, including key decision-making roles and influential positions (Williams and Schaefer, 2013; Hörisch, 2015). This lack of 
emphasis on the transformative power of individuals within organizations is also reflected in the largely technical, structuralist nature 
of terminology used to describe sustainability transitions. For example, the prominence of terms such as ‘points of intervention’ 
(Farmer et al., 2019), ‘leverage points’ (Meadows, 1999; Schanz et al., 2019) or ‘windows of opportunity’ that result from pressure 
exerted by the landscape level (Kingdon and Stano 1984, cf. Rawat & Morris (2016) for a recent critical appraisal of Kingdon’s Stream 
Model) suggests a systemic or structuralist approach that locates impulses for intra-organizational transitions outside the organization. 
While this approach succeeds in shedding light on the structural opportunities and constraints that shape sustainability efforts by 
organizations, it is less successful in capturing the agency and actions of individuals and their organization-wide impact in terms of the 
reproduction of particular practices, including food consumption in the workplace. This paper demonstrates that organizational 
change frequently occurs through the transformation of everyday activities and routine practices (e.g. procurement; non-core service 
delivery) rather than spectacular, one-off change initiatives by individuals or small groups. As Senge (2006, p64) has highlighted, 
‘small, well-focused actions can sometimes produce significant, enduring improvements, if they are in the right place’. Taken together, 
these ‘small’ actions can have a profound impact on organizational food provisioning and the wider food system. 

This call for a stronger focus on individual-level agency does not mean returning to some kind of conceptual and methodological 
individualism in organization studies. Instead, an argument is made for using approaches that explicitly recognize structure-agency 
links, for example by focusing on routine practices and those engaged in them. This, in turn, helps to clarify the role of individuals 
in reproducing structures, including norms and rules that shape interactions within organizations (Dorado, 2005; Duygan et al., 2019). 
Importantly, it ties in with recent attempts to align practice-theoretical and sustainable transitions research to address some of the 
shortcomings that have arisen from an overemphasis on structures in transition theory (Geels et al., 2015; Greene, 2018). For example, 
Geels et al. (2015) advocate the reconfiguration of both socio-technical systems and everyday practices as a promising alternative to 
existing contributions to sustainability transformation theory and practice that adopt either a reformist or a radical revolutionary 
position. While this represents a step forward in dealing with structure-agency issues in transition theory, we argue that more needs to 
be done and that a new approach is needed that 1 adequately and explicitly addresses structure-agency issues within organizations, 
including the role of key individuals in reestablishing and promoting particular food practices, 2 recognizes the transformative po-
tential of incumbent organizations in sustainability transitions, and 3 departs from structuralist and systems perspectives and related 
types of terminology. Food provisioning practices in large organizations represent an ideal ‘test case’ for the application of such an 
approach to empirical evidence of intra-organizational sustainability changes or a lack thereof. 

2.1. Supporting sustainable food practices in organizations 

A society-wide shift towards more sustainable food practices requires change across different spheres (e.g. production, con-
sumption) and needs to involve actors along the entire value chain, including distributors, caterers, services managers and chefs 
(Spaargaren et al., 2013; Greer et al., 2020). Sustainable food provisioning includes sourcing food that avoids negative environmental 
impacts, contributes to healthy, safe diets that are socially inclusive and affordable, and supports resilient local and global economies 
underpinned by strong ethical principles of fairness and equality (Marsden and Morley, 2014; Goggins and Rau, 2016). From a food 
consumption perspective, a reduction in the use of red meat and an increase in fresh, healthy options represent more sustainable 
choices, although the exact constitution of a sustainable diet remains contested (Westhoek et al., 2014; Willett et al., 2019). 

While individual actors have an important role to play in food sustainability transitions, their potential cannot be fully realized 
without creating favorable social, cultural and infrastructural conditions (Hargreaves, 2011; Watson et al., 2020). This is particularly 
true for organizational food provisioning, where key decisions that influence food consumption practices of large numbers of people (e. 
g. workforce, visitors to the company) are taken by catering managers, chefs, procurement officials and others, that is, by individuals 
who occupy key decision-making roles in the organizational structure (Goggins and Rau, 2016). In other words, food consumption 
choices are never just the result of individual consumers’ motivations, beliefs and attitudes but reflect the practices adopted by in-
dividuals both within and outside of the organization (Shove et al., 2012; Goggins, 2018). In fact, organizations can open up market 
opportunities for sustainable food producers as they have large purchasing power and potential to provide a steady market (Smith 
et al., 2016). In addition to influencing food supply, organizations can shape demand by providing incentives, such as reduced prices 
for vegetarian dishes. In cases where institutional food is subsidized, more healthy and sustainable options can be allocated greater 
reductions via-a-vis less sustainable ones (Goggins, 2018). In addition, organizations can become key sites of food education and 
experimentation (Price et al., 2016; Godin and Sahakian 2018; Biermann and Rau 2020). In this context, sustainable consumption 
initiatives that combine a number of different mechanisms across the structure-agency spectrum show the greatest potential for 
change, compared to isolated measures that target the choices and behaviors of individuals (Goggins, 2018; Godin and Sahakian 
2018). 

Finally, given the significance of individuals that occupy particular roles in organizations, it seems plausible to study both their 
capacity and their willingness to act in a certain way. At the same time, the intrinsically social nature of organizational settings, their 
scale, and their propensity towards incremental change clearly constrain the ability of most members to initiate rapid or radical intra- 
organizational transitions, unless they find themselves in powerful managerial positions within highly hierarchical structures that 
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prioritize and promote top-down decision-making.1 Hence, “a central challenge […] is to show how and why actors shaped by (i.e., 
embedded within) institutional structures become motivated and enabled to promote change in those structures” (Greenwood and 
Suddaby, 2006, p. 27, cited in Galvan et al., 2020: 81). In many respects, organizations thus represent interesting ‘mesocosms’ of wider 
society that make them highly relevant to interdisciplinary sustainability research. 

3. Materials and methods 

This research uses a comparative case study approach to investigate the role of organizations in supporting food-related sustain-
ability transitions, focusing in particular on food provisioning within organizational settings. This choice of research design was 
informed by previous sustainability research that has demonstrated the benefits of systematically comparing cases, including orga-
nizations (Flyvbjerg 2006; Baxter and Jack 2008; Tregear, 2011). Importantly, systematic cross-case comparisons can be used to 
identify organizational conditions under which sustainability efforts are more likely to manifest. In the context of this research, this 
approach proved invaluable in identifying and comparing organizational structures, power relations and the practices of individuals in 
key decision-making positions, all of which impact on organizational food provisioning. At the same time, it was possible to capture the 
specifics of individual cases, which constitutes a key strength of the case study methodology (Yin, 2009). This allowed us to understand 
the specifics of food provisioning in each organization, including the role of different actors, and related opportunities to increase food 
sustainability in the organization, ultimately challenging the status quo. 

3.1. Research design and details of empirical work 

This study focuses on large organizations with more than 250 employees that provide prepared food on-site as a non-core activity. 
The research was conducted in a medium sized city located in the West of Ireland, meaning that all case sites had potential access to 
similar food distribution channels and networks. In total, eight organizations with a total number of over 11,000 employees partic-
ipated in the research covering education, healthcare and business and industry (Table 1). In addition to feeding staff, many of the 
organizations also feed visitors, students, patients and others, thus bringing the total potential food consumer base to over 40,000 
people each working day. 

Qualitative empirical material was collected through 21 semi-structured interviews with general managers, catering managers, 
head chefs, service managers, HR managers and others (Table 2 shows details for selected cases). Participants were asked questions 
relating to their specific role in food provisioning and about food provisioning in their organization in general. An interview guide was 
used which contained sections on 1) the aims and objectives of food provisioning within the organization, 2) factors influencing food 
related activities including procurement decisions, canteen design, food subsidies, etc., and 3) contractual arrangements and tendering 
processes concerning food. Participants were open to discussing any issues that arose, sometimes in great detail, resulting in rich 
qualitative evidence. Interviews ranged from 22 to 75 min. Verbatim interview transcripts facilitated a thematic analysis where codes 
were applied to describe the data and dominant themes and the relationships between them were identified. Central themes included 
motivations and attitudes of key actors, decision-making and relationships, procurement and contracts, and knowledge and awareness 
about sustainable food. Sub-themes include product choices, evolving procurement practices, pricing and sales, and sourcing local 
food. 

Organizational charts served as a key analytical tool that made it possible to systematize and visualize information pertaining to the 
organization, including key structures, processes and actors that influence food provisioning in each case. The charts were co-designed 
with up to two interviewees from each organization who occupied a key position relevant to food provisioning (e.g. catering manager). 
The organizational charts are valuable for identifying key influences and decision-makers in food provisioning as well as uncovering 
key positions where sustainability intervention is likely to be most effective. Additional data was gathered through observational and 
documentary methods, including the collection and analysis of menus, internal communications and tender documents. The sus-
tainability of food provided in each organization was assessed using a food sustainability assessment tool designed specifically for this 
study.2 The FOODSCALE method generated data relating to food provisioning including the breakdown of food budgets across 
different categories (e.g. meat, vegetables), sustainable sourcing (e.g. purchase of organic food, fairly traded products, short food 
supply chains, sustainably certified fish), food waste and consumer engagement. These survey data were combined with interview, 
documentary, and observational data to generate a holistic understanding of food provisioning in the selected cases. 

Building on insights from across the entire data set, the following section examines in detail four contrasting cases (see Table 2). 
These cases are largely illustrative of wider findings across all eight cases, which could not all be presented in detail due to space 
constraints. The selected cases are from three sectors (education, healthcare, business and industry) and differ in terms of organiza-
tional form (e.g. structures, processes, power relations). Responding to observations of significant cross-case variations in food pro-
visioning practices, efforts were made to identify their specific potential for effecting change. These findings feed into the discussion 
where a systematic cross-case comparison is presented to illustrate the potential application of alteration spaces across diverse or-
ganizations (Section 5). 

1 Examples include Interface Inc. chairman Ray C. Anderson, industrialist and campaigner for a strong sustainability approach to production and 
consumption (Anderson 2000, 2010).  

2 Details regarding the design and use of the FOODSCALE method and its results are published elsewhere (see Goggins and Rau, 2016). 
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4. Results 

This section provides descriptive accounts of the organizational structures and decision-making processes regarding food provi-
sioning for Cases 1, 2, 4 and 7 in Table 1. These descriptions subsequently inform a comparative analysis of organizational charac-
teristics covering the entire structure-agency spectrum, from global contracting arrangements regarding food provisioning to the 
freedom of individual catering managers to order ingredients that they consider to be sustainable (Section 5). 

4.1. Influencing sustainability across organizational hierarchies (Case 1) 

The first case is a third-level educational institution with multiple catering facilities outsourced to four distinct caterers on a 
concession basis. Catering contracts are designed, awarded and managed on behalf of the organization by a commercial services office, 
with the assistance of technical, legal and administrative support from other departments (Fig. 2). Additional responsibilities of the 
commercial services office include the management of all other commercial activities (e.g. events and conference management), with 
catering accounting for up to one-fifth of the workload. Commercial services also organize catering services for conferences, meetings 
and other events on-site, for which the organization is paid a referral fee and a share of profits. Hence, the commercial services office 
provides a regular conduit between catering providers and wider organizational management. 

Designing and awarding catering contracts that recognize the important role of social and environmental impacts is a crucial 
process in increasing sustainability. Of course, a well-designed contract is ineffective unless stated procedures and practices are 
adhered to. In Case 1, there appeared to be a lack of clear indicators set out by the organization to monitor caterers’ performance 
beyond financial considerations. Evidence suggests little interference on behalf of the organization, providing caterers are able to meet 
payment deadlines for rent and rates, etc. Moreover, sustainability was not considered a priority: 

“the average person going to buy a plate of food at the moment, I don’t, is it [sustainability] a big, is it an issue?” (Commercial 
services manager, Case 1) 

Where health and sustainability initiatives were introduced by the organization, there was no attempt to gauge their effectiveness. 
For example, the commercial services office led the introduction of calorie counting on menus, an initiative that was paid for by the 
organization. When asked if it had made a difference to consumption practices the commercial services manager replied: 

“We haven’t monitored it, you know. It’s a hard thing, it’s very hard to get feedback, people are being bombarded now being asked 
for feedback and it’s really hard.” (Commercial services manager, Case 1) 

The commercial services office also reported that they recently started to ask for metrics on waste management in tender appli-
cations, but they did not set related performance targets. 

Further fragmentation in the relationship between the organization and contract caterers is evident in discrepancies between 
perceived and actual practices. For example, the commercial services office incorrectly believed that all coffee and beverages provided 
on-site were ’fairly traded’. They also stated that all chicken served on-site was either Irish or European, however, interviews with 
catering managers revealed that chicken is sourced from Thailand and elsewhere. While some caterers have the autonomy to make 
personal decisions about what food to purchase, others are restricted by their intra-organizational structures: 

“I have power here, you know, because we are a small company, my boss is managing director of the company, so I have the power 
to say look personally I am not going to produce frozen chicken here” (Catering manager 1, Case 1) 

“our product selection, our approved product listing is all approved by our head office. We can’t buy beyond that listing” (Catering 
manager 3, Case 1) 

Further tensions were evident in caterers’ discontent with what they felt are disproportionately high levels of rent and rates paid to 

Table 1 
Description of cases.   

Primary function Sector Potential number of daily consumers 

Case 1 Education Public 20,000 
Case 2 Education Public 10,000 
Case 3 Healthcare Public 8000 
Case 4 Healthcare Private 1500 
Case 5 Healthcare Private 1500 
Case 6 Business & industry Private 750 
Case 7 Business & industry Private 3500 
Case 8 Business & industry Private 750  

Table 2 
Selected case descriptions.  

Case number Type of organization Interviewees 

1 Third-level education Catering manager (n = 4); Contracts manager; Services manager 
2 Third-level education Catering manager; Department Head 
4 Hospital Services manager; Catering manager/Head chef 
7 Multinational business Catering manager; HR manager  
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Fig. 2. Structures, processes and actors influencing intra-organisational food provisioning - Case 1.  
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Fig. 3. Structures, processes and actors influencing intra-organisational food provisioning - Case 2.  
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the organization. Although financial conditions were agreed between parties at the contract stage, and are therefore within the legal 
right of the organization to enforce, caterers bemoaned a lack of flexibility from the organization to account for a reduction in spending 
– including consumer spending and hospitality/conference sales – during a prolonged period of economic downturn from 2007 to 
2014. Financial pressures led some caterers to employ less sustainable practices in order to reduce costs, for example providing cheaper 
cuts of meat and increasing the length of supply chains. According to one catering manager: 

“our price level has kept being pushed down and it’s very hard to produce real decent honest to goodness food for €3 and trying to 
put everything on their plate for less than €1′′ (Catering manager 2, Case 1) 

From the caterer’s perspective, the organization continued to squeeze financially, whilst the caterers shouldered the majority of 
financial risk. This perceived imbalance inevitably created tensions between the organization and the caterers and reduced flexibility 
on both sides, thus making it difficult to implement operational changes that were not agreed in an initial contract. In the opinion of 
one catering manager: 

“if there was profitability, if there was the potential to make enough profit whereby it would balance out your concession, for 
student welfare and food sustainability it should be taken in-house.” (Catering manager 3, Case 1) 

In sum, the complexity of the structure-agency constellation influencing food provisioning in Case 1 demonstrates the requirement 
for a highly integrated approach to sustainable food that involves a wide range of actors operating inside and outside of the orga-
nization. While individual catering managers have various degrees of autonomy over decision-making processes, the commercial 
services manager is in a position to effect wider change by developing and monitoring a coherent sustainable food strategy for the 
organization. Key opportunities for sustainability improvement occur at particular points in time, for example during contract ne-
gotiations, where related key performance indicators can be introduced, but also throughout the implementation phase and relating to 
day-to-day activities around food provisioning. 

4.2. Supporting a sustainable food environment from within (Case 2) 

Case 2 is a third-level educational institution with two main strands of catering activities: a subsidiary catering company and 
catering college (Fig. 3). The activities of the subsidiary company are overseen by a board of directors and the company is managed on 
a daily basis by a catering manager and support staff. Decisions relating to finance, such as rent and rates paid by the subsidiary and 
financial expectations and targets, are taken by the management group at executive level. 

From an operational perspective, the catering manager is central to the business, being involved in all the day-to-day catering 
activities and familiar with the various business aspects including purchasing, tendering, pricing, menu choice, health and safety, 
staffing and customer service. Additionally, the company applies for third-party awards such as healthy eating, catering service and 
environmental standards awards. They also partake in Fairtrade Fortnight, a two-week initiative designed to promote the consumption 
of Fairtrade products. Sustainability is an important consideration for the organization. They are one of the few cases to provide 
organic food for customers and are keen to support local producers: 

“that’s something we’re looking at now to try and have, you know that, over the 100% that they supply, that they can maybe supply 
us with, you know, 3% or 5% organic included in that price” (Catering manager, Case 2) 

The catering manager and department head play a pivotal role in food tendering processes including formulating and analyzing 
tender documents, arranging site visits to check supplier’s premises, inspecting documentation and paperwork to ensure suppliers 
meet regulation and compliance standards, and testing food samples: 

“So what we did is we broke down our contracts to say, we need fresh fish, and we need the fish to be sustainable, so we’re not really 
interested in buying, you know, 50 kgs of cod, we’re interested in looking at sustainable pieces of fish” (Department Head, Case 2) 

The majority of tendering in this case is on a framework agreement for up to four years, with some contracts being of low enough 
value to fall under the level covered by EU procurement regulations. In these instances, the caterer manager spoke about taking 
advantage of the flexibility to favor local producers when seeking quotations: 

“I suppose the tender process is, it can make it difficult like. When it’s the three quotes it’s great because I’m free to choose who I go 
out and get quotations from” (Catering manager, Case 2) 

Despite the perceived barriers to sustainable procurement (Smith et al., 2016; Goggins, 2018), this case provides an example of how 
willing organizations can support food sustainability when individuals in key positions are given adequate decision-making power. 
Over recent years, food sustainability has become central to the ethos of the organization, and they actively try to educate students 
about the sustainability properties of food. This ethos extends to the purchase of sustainable food where possible: 

“I think we are at a really critical crossroads in terms of decisions around how we produce our food, how we educate people around 
that, because if we don’t do anything with education, we are just wasting our time” (Department Head, Case 2) 

“we have a very tight budget as any of these units in any location will tell you, but…we’ve really strived to move away from that 
buying food out of a catalog, that’s just not our ethos anymore and we just, we’ve really changed how we do our business.” 
(Department Head, Case 2) 

Although they acknowledge that it requires greater effort for the department to support local and smaller producers, the 
Department Head reported that it is worthwhile and has multiple benefits for themselves and wider society. Their efforts at promoting 
local and sustainable food extends to their involvement in several ‘sustainable food’ movements in the city. As well as changing their 
own practices, they have offered advice on sustainable procurement to colleagues based in other institutions across the country and are 
influencing current and future chefs and other industry professionals through their training programs and outreach activities. 

In sum, this case demonstrates how sustainable food provisioning can be driven from within an organization when key actors 
possess the knowledge, skills and motivation to do so and the structures to facilitate sustainability change are in place. This ‘hands-on’ 
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approach is in stark contrast to the relatively non-interventionist approach found in Case 1. Importantly, the catering manager and 
department head were supported by higher management in their desire to improve food sustainability insofar as they were not ex-
pected to generate significant revenue from the organizations’ catering services. By placing student and staff welfare at the center of 
considerations, the organizational management facilitated the conditions which allowed key actors to shape a sustainability-led food 
culture and ethos. 

4.3. Influencing sustainable food provisioning from middle management (Case 4) 

Case 4 is a private healthcare provider with over 700 staff and an in-house catering service. There are several key individuals and 
groups influencing food provisioning on-site, with the services supervisor role connecting the majority of actors involved (Fig. 4). The 
services supervisor oversees catering operations for patient food and the staff and visitor restaurant, as well as monitoring other 
services such as housekeeping (cleaning, changing beds, etc.). The services supervisor liaises with the general manager of the orga-
nization in relation to productivity, finance and operational activities. This responsibility involves setting out and evaluating Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs) in terms of consistency, quality and financial performance in order to ensure that standards relating to 
work practices and procedures are maintained. The services supervisor works in close conjunction with the catering manager 
(responsible for food), services manager (responsible for housekeeping) and catering staff to ensure targets are achieved. Ground floor 
catering staff are involved in menu discussions, as they are the main point of contact with consumers and are acutely aware of con-
sumer preferences and needs, and dieticians are consulted with a view to optimizing the availability of healthy options. According to 
the services supervisor, the catering team perceive their activities as reflective of the wider organization, and they feel a responsibility 
to meet or exceed customer expectations: 

“you want to ensure that all the stakeholders of the restaurant, you need to ensure that they are 100% satisfied and that we do have 
a policy in place if somebody isn’t happy, what is the procedure then.” (Services supervisor, Case 4) 

Feedback is routinely gathered from users of catering services, including all patients, and positive and negative feedback is 
considered and acted upon where appropriate. Additionally, staff are encouraged to make suggestions on service improvement and 
take part in discussions where new initiatives are being trialed or considered: 

“the suggestion forms are available to all employees so everyone can make a suggestion about something and it’s brought to the 

Fig. 4. Structures, processes and actors influencing intra-organizational food provisioning - Case 4.  
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board and everyone is involved in it, whoever made the suggestions. So that’s from food down” (Services supervisor, Case 4) 
The services supervisor position also liaises with colleagues in sister locations to discuss issues such as food standards and price. 

Significantly, at the time of data collection, the organization was in the process of moving towards a semi-centralized procurement 
model involving themselves and their three sister locations. As part of the process, they enlisted the services of an external consultant to 
advise on areas such as procurement and tendering. A reduction in income across the wider healthcare sector had increased pressure on 
the organization to reduce catering costs, an area identified as a primary target for expenditure cuts, and a new modus operandi was 
being developed to achieve greater efficiencies in catering for the organizational group as a whole. As a result of on-going changes, 
there was some uncertainty about how the final food procurement arrangements might operate. 

Despite the cost savings that could be achieved by employing particular strategies such as consolidating supply chains and 
switching to larger suppliers, the services supervisor expressed the organization’s desire to retain local suppliers, particularly for 
certain goods such as meat, fish, fruit, vegetables and other fresh products: 

“when you’re in a business, no matter what the business is, you know, you would like the support of local people using your 
hospital, so you want to support local businesses”…“A lot of the local suppliers would employ a lot of people locally, so they need to 
keep their business as well. I suppose we’d be a good percentage of local suppliers’ business, you know.”  (Services supervisor, Case 4) 

Furthermore, the services supervisor was keen to maintain what they expressed as valuable and reciprocal relationships that they 
have built up with local suppliers, despite being able to purchase cheaper food from elsewhere. 

The on-going transformation of the food provisioning service in Case 4 brings to light divergent views among the different actors 
involved and the perceived inefficiencies associated with different structural approaches. On the one hand, there is a resistance to 
adopt a fully centralized procurement system, in particular from the services supervisor and the catering manager. This contrasts with 
a push in this direction from strategic managers and others who reportedly base decisions primarily on economic considerations. If the 
organization is to centralize food procurement to take advantage of the associated economies of scale, the knock-on effects are likely to 
have a negative impact on overall food sustainability (Marsden and Morley, 2014; Smith et al., 2016). However, if they are to resist 
centralization and retain local producers and suppliers, the services supervisor, with the support of the catering services managers, is in 
a position to play a central role in convincing the relevant decision-makers (i.e. higher level management; external consultants) to 

Fig. 5. Structures, processes and actors influencing intra-organizational food provisioning - Case 7.  
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continue to invest in sustainable food. 

4.4. The need to (re-)engage with food provisioning (Case 7) 

Case 7 is a multinational organization employing over 3000 people in their Irish facility. The catering service is outsourced on a 
commercial contract as part of a European wide facilities management agreement that also includes non-core activities such as 
gardening, security, cleaning and maintenance. The facilities management company employs a general/catering manager to oversee 
its on-site operation, which includes service delivery for four catering units. The catering manager liaises with the organization pri-
marily through their HR manager to discuss and address any concerns or issues arising. In addition, the contract caterer employs two 
deputy catering managers, each responsible for the supervision of two catering units, and two kitchen managers (Fig. 5). Because the 
organization operates a 24-hour business, the catering managers spend a considerable amount of time on administration for 
compliance with various regulations spread across the different shifts. The deputy manager is also responsible for managing front-of- 
house, while the duties of the kitchen manager include menu planning and food purchasing. 

Menus are rotated on a four-week cycle, and all food purchases are made from an approved product listing and sourced from a 
single supplier. The catering managers must adhere to relatively strict guidelines set out by their own head office, particularly in 
relation to procurement practices and budgetary considerations. Therefore, the opportunity for various catering managers to influence 
food sustainability is somewhat limited, as other actors – including their own head office, clients and customers – dictate many of their 
choices and decisions: 

“when you’re working in a building like this as a contractor you have to go by the client’s consideration and rules, like, you can’t 
run the business like you’d want to run it” (Catering manager, Case 7) 

“particularly in January we were working with our provider in terms of doing, you know, we have a firm fit, operation trans-
formation [healthy eating TV program] type of thing” (HR Manager, Case 7) 

Food consumers, primarily employees, have two main avenues for influencing food provisioning in the organization – by exercising 
their purchasing power or by providing direct feedback to the contract caterer or HR manager. There were two clear examples of how 
collective action on behalf of consumers influenced food provisioning on-site. First, calorie counting was introduced on menus after 
being proposed and voted for by employees through a workplace improvement initiative. Second, employee feedback over a prolonged 
period suggested that it was more expensive to eat healthily in the workplace, therefore prices for the healthier options were not 
increased in line with price rises for less nutritious choices. In both of these examples, the HR manager was involved in the discussion 

Table 3 
Cross-case comparison of actors, structures, food provisioning practices and their impact on a change towards sustainability.  

Case Key actors Existing 
motivations and 
interests 

Observed food 
provisioning practices 

Impact of practices on 
food sustainability 

Organizational 
opportunities for food 
sustainability 

Organizational barriers 
to food sustainability 

1 Commercial 
services 

Maximize income 
and keep food 
prices low 

Outsourced contracting 
and tendering; 
Centralized food 
procurement; Various 
canteen design and size; 
Low pricing 

Poor consumer choice; 
Low quality food; Poor 
relationships with 
contract caterers; Poor 
levels of education and 
awareness re 
sustainable food 

Sustainability criteria in 
catering contracts; Staff 
training; Monitoring and 
evaluation 

Cost; Knowledge; 
Leadership; Inertia; 
Awareness and 
information 

2 Catering 
manager; head 
of catering 
department 

Maintain quality 
and support local 
and sustainable 
food producers 

In-house contracting and 
tendering; Non- 
centralized food 
procurement; Open plan 
canteen design with food 
information boards; Low 
pricing; Sustainable food 
culture 

Improved consumer 
choice; Enhanced 
consumer relationships; 
Support for sustainable 
food producers; 
Improved education 
and awareness 

Infrastructure 
improvements (e.g. 
canteen layout, menus, 
notice boards); Catering 
contracts and tendering 
processes favoring 
sustainable producers 

Cost; Availability of 
food supplies; 
Consumer demand (for 
sustainable food) 

4 Services 
supervisor 

Maintain quality 
and relationships 
with suppliers 
and consumers 

In-house contracting and 
tendering; Semi- 
centralized food 
procurement; Bright 
spacious canteen design; 
Subsidized food (for 
employees) 

Enhanced consumer 
relationships; Enhanced 
supplier relationships; 
Relaxed and spacious 
eating environment 

Decentralized catering 
contracts and tendering 
processes; Menu 
development to promote 
sustainable choices 

Cost; Awareness and 
education; Perceived 
inefficiencies 

7 HR manager Keep staff 
satisfied, keep 
costs low 

Outsourced contracting 
and tendering; 
Centralized food 
procurement; Functional 
canteen design aimed at 
fast service; Subsidized 
food 

Poor relationships with 
caterers/consumers; 
Poor levels of education 
and awareness re 
sustainable food; Lack 
of interest in 
sustainable food 

Sustainability 
considerations in catering 
contracts and tendering 
processes; Develop 
consumer relationships; 
Pricing, tariffs and 
subsidies to incentivize 
sustainable choices; Staff 
training 

Cost; Inertia; 
Awareness and 
education; Consumer 
demand (for 
sustainable food); 
Perceived risk (using 
smaller suppliers)  
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and implementation phases, in effect acting as an intermediary role between the consumers and the caterer. 
Although the above examples illustrate the power of consumers to effect positive change, other instances demonstrate how 

resistance on behalf of consumers can also limit the beneficial impact of actions. For example, consumer resistance to change occurred 
when the organization attempted to introduce a chip-free day each week, resulting in a swift reversal of the decision from organi-
zational management and an acceptance to provide unhealthy food: 

“While there will always be unhealthy type foods and there will always be the chips, like we did try to remove the chips one day a 
week and… It didn’t go down well” (HR Manager, Case 7) 

Although Case 7 has not had a specific focus on food sustainability, the HR manager acknowledged that sustainability could 
potentially become a quality feature. Although the organization doesn’t generally interfere in the day-to-day running of the catering 
operation, they do provide broad criteria outlining their requirements, for example, the minimum number of hot dishes, snack options, 
and their desire for consistency in the menu choice across all shifts. The organization, with input from the HR manager, agrees tariffs 
for various food items and dishes, and have shown a willingness to become involved in broader site-level concerns, as outlined 
previously. 

In Case 7, as with others, successful sustainability initiatives require concerted action from the organization, the contract caterer 
and consumers. The HR manager position provides clear evidence of opportunities for individual agency to influence the sustainability 
of food provisioning, both at the contract negotiation phase and during the intervening period. As a collective, the HR manager also 
acts as the intermediary between the consumers and the contract caterer, thus strengthening the suitability of this position as a po-
tential catalyst for a sustainability shift in the intra-organizational food provisioning system (and, by extension, adjacent areas of 
activity such as organizational health policy and practice). 

5. Discussion: the manifestation of alteration spaces across organizations 

The four cases discussed in Section 4 aptly demonstrate the combined impacts of intra-organizational structures and processes and 
individuals’ roles and decisions on food provisioning that complement or perhaps even supersede external influences (e.g. ‘windows of 
opportunity’ emerging at the regime level that have been identified in the MLP literature). In fact, all cases under study operate under 
similar external conditions (e.g. food policy, health and safety, procurement laws, etc.) but vary (sometimes significantly) in their 
responses to food sustainability challenges. What is also evident is the highly dynamic nature of intra-organizational conditions 
conducive to sustainability change, with opportunities (re-)opening and (temporarily) closing at certain points in time. In other words, 
even structural conditions within an organization can facilitate sustainability change and are not necessarily as fixed or static as is 
commonly assumed in the literature (Greer et al., 2020). Furthermore, it is possible to identify specific individuals within organizations 
whose everyday actions and decision-making are central to intra-organizational food provisioning systems (Table 3). By recognizing 
the potential impact of key positions and the people who occupy them, this study explicitly links the routine practices of individual 
actors and related issues of human agency to wider organizational structures and processes. 

To capture these variations in organizations’ potential to effect change and, by extension, their influence on wider sustainability 
transitions, we introduce the notion of ‘alteration spaces’. Alteration spaces describe specific intra-organizational starting points for a 
shift towards greater (food) sustainability that reflect temporal, structural and processual conditions conducive to change as well as the 
ability of individuals to exercise agency (see two inner layers in Fig. 1). Based on the evidence presented in Section 4 as well as 
additional data material from the other four cases (that could not be included due to space constraints but that informed our analysis), 

Fig. 6. Alteration space (type 1) transformation potential changing over time.  
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we identified three types of alteration space, each with a distinctive capacity to facilitate change: 1) Type 1 - periodic, 2) Type 2 - 
permanent, and 3) Type 3 - sporadic. These three types are described and visualized below, with a particular focus on interlinkages 
between organizational structures and processes and the actions of individuals in key decision-making roles. 

Type 1 (periodic) opens up and gradually decreases before reopening on a regular basis (Fig. 6). For example, a catering contract 
negotiation phase can provide a suitable opportunity for initiating a shift towards more sustainable food provisioning. Catering 
contracts may be reviewed (e.g. on a periodic basis, such as in Case 1), however opportunities for implementing change gradually close 
off as the contract nears completion. These opportunities reopen once contracts are at the renewal stage and the organization has 
greater freedom to introduce changes. The (in)effectiveness of Type 1 alteration spaces is thus highly contingent upon individuals in 
organizations recognizing, monitoring and utilizing these opportunities. Case 2 demonstrates how key individuals can harness these 
opportunities, for example when breaking down contracts to facilitate small-scale local suppliers that offer more sustainable options. 

Type 2 remains open and constant over time (Fig. 7). Examples include opportunities to collect feedback on food preferences from 
staff and consumers and to provide them with education and information on food sustainability and healthy choices, or the ability to 
adjust menus on an on-going basis or to introduce food waste reduction measures (e.g. Case 4). Specific examples of this second type of 
alteration space include consumer engagement and feedback processes (e.g. Case 4), extensive food labeling, menu changes (e.g. Case 
7), provision of compost bins (e.g. Case 1), etc. Case 4 shows how continuous engagement with staff and service users was drawn upon 
to refine food provisioning practices towards more sustainable outcomes. 

Type 3 (sporadic) describes opportunities that open and close more or less rapidly, and persist for a limited period of time (Fig. 8). 
Effecting change within these spaces thus requires relatively swift and targeted action. For example, organizations can introduce once- 
off initiatives for the promotion of healthy sustainable eating habits that mirror societal trends such as new (sustainable) diets or new 
year’s resolutions to eat healthily (e.g. Case 7). Such a space may open up toward the end of the year, peaking in early January and then 
quickly closing (see alteration space depiction on right of Fig. 8). Infrastructural improvements represent another prime example of 
this third type of alteration space, for example when organizations renovate their canteens. In this case, the space opens up when the 
decision is made to renovate, and reduces as the project nears completion (see alteration space depiction on left of Fig. 8). Failing to 
capitalize on these opportunities can lead to long-term lock-in (e.g. uninviting canteen environments that foster the purchase of take- 
away options, to be consumed elsewhere, as observed in Case 1). 

As evident from the charts accompanying each case, organizational food provisioning structures involve varying degrees of 
complexity. In some cases (e.g. Case 4), the majority of key decisions relating to food provisioning are taken on-site by direct em-
ployees of the organization, while in other cases externally based actors are shown to have a greater influence (e.g. Case 7). None-
theless, in all of the cases studied, organizations display considerable levels of autonomy to take action to enhance the overall 
sustainability of food provisioning. Here, alteration spaces provide promising opportunities for key individuals, through their social- 
material practices, to initiate sustainable change within organizations and contribute to wider sustainability transitions. 

6. Conclusions 

To understand and empirically capture the potential of large organizations to shape and amplify wider sustainability transitions 
processes, it is necessary to understand how intra-organizational structures and practices affect the practices of employees and cus-
tomers, including spillover effects into society. The provision of food for employees, service users and others serves as a prime example 
of this influence ‘beyond the factory walls’, affecting (un)sustainable food practices within the organization as well as food-related 

Fig. 7. Alteration space (type 2) remaining relatively constant over time.  
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sustainability transitions in the food system. By explicitly acknowledging the interplay between the practices of individuals, including 
evidence of their agency, and wider organizational conditions, this paper marks a clear departure from much existing research on 
sustainability transitions that adopts a systemic view of organizations and that largely overlooks the possibility of individuals to re- 
shape organizational culture and dynamics through their routine practices. 

Alteration spaces constitute highly dynamic intra-organizational structure-agency constellations whose characteristics provide 
opportunities for advancing sustainability transitions. They shape both the intra-organizational sustainability potential and its re-
sponses to external impulses to shift towards greater sustainability, including policy initiatives and economic conditions. Whilst 
acknowledging the potential of individuals’ agency to transform food practices, the term ‘alteration spaces’ recognizes that initiating 
large-scale organizational changes is usually beyond the power and capacity of most individuals. Having said this, alteration spaces 
also explicitly incorporate the potential of specific roles within organizations to effect change internally, thereby recognizing that 
individuals occupy and shape key positions within an organization. It thus offers an alternative to widely used concepts in sustain-
ability transitions research such as ‘points of intervention’, ‘leverage points’ or ‘windows of opportunity’ that tend to treat organi-
zations as homogeneous ‘black boxes’ and that overstate the influence of extra-organizational levers (e.g. pressure exerted from the 
‘landscape level’). Importantly, it shifts the analytic focus towards routine practices as possible contributors to sustainability 
transitions. 

Finally, the paper makes a strong case for channeling more resources into research on sustainable transformation driven from 
within organizations, with a view to informing organization-centered sustainability policy and practice. Such research would help to 
recognize how individuals’ decisions in relation to food and other (non-core) activities can facilitate the development of a wide- 
ranging sustainability culture within the organization. Central to this is the recognition of alteration spaces and the potential to 
capitalize on existing opportunities and identify new areas for sustainability shifts. 
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