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Abstract 
 
Social and solidarity economy enterprises (SSEEs) are facing increasing pressure to expand their 
impact. One potential strategy to achieve this is for a group of organizations in the same activity 
field to pool their underutilized resources and equipment on a shared platform. This approach 
aims to enable user-organizations to meet an unfulfilled demand, thereby creating a collective 
offering and increasing the overall production. In this paper, we present the findings of a 
longitudinal case study examining a meta-organization engaging in such an endeavor within the 
social and solidarity economy (SSE), in the food security sector. Based on in-depth interviews, 
content analysis of organization documents, and observations from a year-long internship, this 
research explores the paradoxical tensions that arise during the implementation of the social 
innovation.  
 
While existing literature generally focuses on paradoxical tensions within individual 
organizations, our research explored the tensions experienced by a network of organizations. 
Such networks are likely to generate paradoxical tensions within and between organizations as 
they coordinate their actions. Our research highlights the need for SSEEs to reconcile a range 
of generic organizational tensions and those specific to their very nature. As the network serves 
the interests of individual organizations while increasing their collective impact, additional 
tensions emerge. Moreover, the non-linear trajectory of a SI’s implementation also generates 
its own series of paradoxical tensions. 
 
Our results demonstrate the relevance of examining meta-organizations from a paradox 
perspective, revealing tensions unique to their organizational dynamics, and those between the 
meta-organization and its member organizations and ecosystem partners. We also identify 
specific tensions related to implementing social innovations within the SSE. 
 

Keywords: Paradoxes perspective; Paradoxical Tensions; Social Innovation; 
Meta-organization; Social and Solidarity Economy Enterprise. 
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Paradoxical Tensions in The Implementation of a Social 
Innovation: The Case of The Sunny Spoon Pooling Project 
 

Introduction  
 
As social inequalities like food insecurity continue rising, existing solutions must expand. Social 
and solidarity economy enterprises (SSEEs), which are mainly cooperatives, mutual societies, 
and non-profit organizations, are being urged to increase their impact. This might require each 
SSEE to develop new niches and expand its area of operation while increasing its capacity but 
with a concern to not compromise community service quality. SSEEs can also achieve this by 
working together to build a genuine SSE response to socio-economic issues. This may involve 
pooling resources and equipment or establishing new structures to group their activities. Such 
projects aim to reduce operating costs and maximize existing resources. In so doing, they can 
contribute to a necessary and urgent social and environmental transition. Organizations 
established by member organizations to achieve these objectives can be classified as meta-
organization (MO), some of which are SSEEs themselves. 
 
To date, few studies have delved into the pooling processes of a SSEE MO within the food 
security sector. This research seeks to address this gap and better understand this new model 
by identifying the factors and challenges associated with its implementation. As part of a 
master's degree in management sciences, a 12-month research internship was conducted at 
The Sunny Spoon2 (TSS), a socially responsible food producer's MO with a unique business 
model. This internship provided an opportunity to observe the organizational dynamics 
inherent in implementing a project that aims to pool resources and equipment among TSS 
member-organizations. TSS brings together SSEEs from various regions across a vast territory, 
with a shared goal of expanding food processing and production to serve underprivileged 
populations. By pooling existing public and private infrastructures, TSS aims to increase the 
food supply through a form of sharing economy. This innovative approach presents exciting 
challenges for the TSS project team and us, the researchers! 
 
Halfway through the internship, tensions and dilemmas could be observed within TSS and 
between TSS and its member-organizations, as the pooling project unfolded. Preliminary 
analysis of the data collected during that period led researchers to adopt a tensions and 
paradoxes analytical approach to conduct this investigation3. This paper examines a social 
innovation (SI) trajectory, led by MOs in the context of SSEEs, and analyzed through the 
paradox perspective (PP).  
 
The central question this research is asking is: "What unique tensions arise within meta-
organizations due to their paradoxes?" A literature review made for each key concept shows 
gaps to be filled concerning the MOs’ context. It also exposed that inevitable paradoxical 
tensions (PT) are typical of hybrid organizations, but MOs are rarely analyzed.  

 
2 Fictitious name. 
3 These preliminary results and how the theoretical framework was elected were presented in 2021 at the XXIst 
International Virtual Conference of the International Society for Third-sector Research (ISTR) (Landry-Pellerin 
and Bouchard, 2021). 
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Following on from this observation, it seems pertinent to verify: 1. “What are the 
organizational paradoxes characteristic of a meta-organization?”; and 2. “Are there tensions 
specific to these paradoxes in a meta-organizational context?” 
 
This article first discusses two key concepts - the paradox perspective and the social innovation 
trajectory, followed by the research methodology and then the TSS case study, presenting the 
SSEE MO pooling project as part of a SI trajectory. Secondly, the research findings are 
presented, highlighting the various paradoxes observed. The paper concludes by outlining the 
limitations of this work and suggesting avenues for future research. 
 
 

1. Paradox Perspective Under The Microscope of a Social Innovation Trajectory   
 
The research project focuses on two central concepts, namely the paradox perspective and 
the social innovation trajectory. Additionally, the meta-organization and social and solidarity 
economy enterprise are also utilized to define the organization under study. Therefore, a brief 
overview of these concepts is provided in the following section. 
 

1.1 Paradox Perspective  
 

The PP explicitly acknowledges that organizing raises tensions, such as collaboration–control, 
exploration–exploitation, individual–collective, flexibility–efficiency, profit–social 
responsibility, autocracy–democracy, global–local (Lewis, 2000; Smith and Lewis, 2011).  
 
As Lewis and Smith have mentioned, researchers have been responding to organizational 
tensions for a long time by using a contingency approach. This approach recognizes that an 
organization's structure, including the methods of coordination, communication, and rules, is 
a result of its external and internal environment. In traditional models, when an organization 
faces a dilemma, it considers the solution as "either A or B" according to contingency theory. 
(Lewis and Smith, 2014, p. 128).  
 
However, research conducted from the PP suggests that organizations can effectively manage 
oppositional demands through various strategies (Lewis and Smith, 2014, p. 16). As time goes 
on, individuals learn to coexist with these inherent demands. The PP provides insight into 
organizations' internal processes and their interactions with market, social, and political 
dynamics. This understanding is essential for informed organizational decision-making. The PP 
introduces a new way of perceiving decision-making within an organization. However, through 
the PP, an organization can view the solution as "both A and B" (Lewis and Smith, 2014). 
 
Smith and Lewis have proposed a model with four categories of paradoxes that represent the 
core activities and elements of organizations: Belonging (identity/interpersonal relationships), 
Learning (knowledge), Organizing (processes), and Performance (goals) (Smith and Lewis, 
2011). Table 1 provides a description for each category of paradoxes inherent to organizations.  
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Table 1. Adaptation - Four Categories of Organizational Paradoxes  
 

CATEGORIE OF PARADOXE DESCRIPTION 

BELONGING 

Identity promotes the tensions that exist between individuals 
and community, and between competing roles, values and 
competing memberships. 
 

LEARNING 

Efforts at adjustment, renewal, change and innovation and 
tensions between building on and destroying the past 
destruction of the past to create the future. 
 

ORGANIZING 
Structuring and leading promote collaboration and competition, 
autonomy and control, mastery and flexibility. 
 

PERFORMANCE 
Plurality encourages multiple competing objectives as 
stakeholders seek divergent organizational successes. 

 
Source: Smith and Lewis, 2011, cited in Vas and Guilmot, 2017 

 
 
These paradoxes highlight the sources of tension within organizations. To understand the 
difference between a "tension" and a "paradoxical tension", Table 2 shows some definitions 
of what can be considered a PT. 
 
Table 2. Examples of Definitions – Paradoxical tension 
 

They're not dilemmas, because they're not based on a choice between two options, nor on a 
compromise (our definition). 

These elements may seem logical in isolation, but become absurd and irrational when they 
persist over time. (Lewis, 2000, p. 760 cited in Lewis and Smith, 2014). 

They are "polarities that are interrelated in a larger space" (Lewis, 2000, cited in Lewis and Smith, 
2014, p. 8). 

They are made up of two elements: the tensions that emanate from them and the simultaneous 
responses (Lewis, 2000, cited in Smith and Lewis, 2011, p. 382). 

They are ubiquitous and persistent over time, and can therefore have a long-term impact on the 
development of organizations (Lewis, 2000, cited in Smith and Lewis, 2011, p. 382). 
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Finally, Smith and Lewis' model in Figure 1 identifies paradoxical tensions in TSS case study. 
 
Figure 1. Categorization of Organizational Tensions  

 
Source: Smith and Lewis, 2011 

 
 

1.2 Social Innovation Trajectory  
 
In general, the term "social innovation" can describe activities that aim to respond to societal 
problems (related to inequalities, for example) while having a transformative purpose 
(Schumpeter, 1967; Klein et al., 2014; Lévesque et al., 2016; Klein et al., 2019). The Centre de 
recherche sur les innovations sociales (CRISES) (Center for Research on Social Innovations) 
defines SIs as   
 

New social, organizational, or institutional arrangements or new 
products or services with an explicit social purpose resulting, 
voluntarily or involuntarily, from an action initiated by an individual 
or a group of individuals to respond to an aspiration, meet a need, 
provide a solution to a problem or take advantage of an opportunity 
for action to modify social relations, transform a framework for action 
or propose new cultural orientations. If successful, social innovations 
can lead to social transformation. (CRISES, 2023) 
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SI is a complex process in various phases. Our research project aims to explore the trajectory 
of a SI project, namely during its implementation. To analyse this, two models were referred 
to: the RQIS Social Innovation Process Model, proposed by the Réseau québécois d’innovation 
sociale (the Québec network of social innovation)4 (Rollin and Vincent, 2007), strongly inspired 
by the work at CRISES; and the Swirling Model, proposed by Akrich, Callon and Latour of the 
Centre de sociologie de l’innovation (Center for the sociology of innovation) (Arkich et al., 
2006). The former model follows a sequence from small-scale experimentation to a pilot 
project, eventually scaling up for social change. The latter model views innovation as a series 
of unpredictable loops which can lead to various outcomes. These two models are beneficial 
in understanding the evolution of an SI project and the potential changes it may undergo, 
particularly, as it is the case here, in the interaction between the SI and technical innovation. 
They were selected as they are well-regarded by academics and practitioners and have 
undergone testing to improve their effectiveness. 
 

1.2.1 Models to Understand the Social Innovation Trajectory of The Sunny 
Spoon  
 
As modeled by Rollin and Vincent in 2007, the RQIS Social Innovation Process (Figure 2) takes 
place in four phases: emergence; experimentation; ownership and alliance; and transfer and 
diffusion. The emergence phase corresponds to when there is a modification of current 
practice or application of knowledge from another environment (Rollin and Vincent, 2007, 
p.19). At this stage, the project has innovative potential. Actors come together to reject the 
"institutional paths already mapped out – or are inspired by them – to find a solution to a 
problem, to meet a need or to realize an aspiration" (Rollin and Vincent, 2007, p. 19). This 
phase consists of two sub-steps: the sharing of knowledge and skills by the group of actors 
and the reflection on the innovative strategy to find a solution, respond to the problem 
identified, and achieve their aspiration (this can take the form of a new approach, a new 
service, a new product) (Rollin and Vincent, 2007, p. 19).  
 
The experimentation phase focuses on the implementation of the new approach chosen. This 
experimentation can take two forms: informal experimentation (trial and error, informal 
evaluation, adjustment) and formal experimentation (pilot project, theoretical application, 
knowledge transfer, proper evaluation) (Rollin and Vincent, 2007, p. 20). Actors may adjust 
their strategy during this phase to meet users' needs better (depending on who the service is 
offered to or what the product is aimed at) (Rollin and Vincent, 2007, p. 20). Moreover, given 
the evaluation component of this phase, it can extend over an indefinite period (Rollin and 
Vincent, 2007, p. 20). At this stage, actors take ownership of the SI. Given that the service or 
product is now used, it is possible to speak of "social innovation appropriated by local actors", 
i.e., local actors, organizations, and businesses (Rollin and Vincent, 2007, p. 20).  
 
The appropriation phase refers to the broader recognition of the SI. Extensive appropriation 
means a social innovation born at the local or organizational level and disseminated in several 

 
4 The RQIS is a non-governmental organization aiming to be a space for sharing and mobilizing knowledge and 
experiences to use SI for sustainable development in Québec (RQIS, 2023). 
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regions or organizations, even across Québec. It is often related to the "institutionalization of 
innovation" (Rollin and Vincent, 2007, p. 21).  
 
Finally, the alliance, transfer, and diffusion phase have a different status than the previous 
three. It is considered a necessary "passage" for implementing a SI (Rollin and Vincent, 2007, 
p. 22). At this stage, alliances between groups or networks of players can be created. These 
alliances are opportunities to share and transfer knowledge and experiences during 
dissemination activities (Rollin and Vincent, 2007, p. 22). 
 
In the field of science, technology, and society, the Swirling Model (Figure 2) is a part of the 
actor-network theory (Akrich et al., 2006, p. 270). This Model represents the network of 
individuals (users) and non-human entities (objects, technologies, devices) that act as 
mediators for innovation. The observed innovation system in the TSS case study is the pooling 
project and its design. The Swirling Model depicts the innovation process as complex, 
unpredictable, and non-linear, involving many actants (human and non-human) with varying 
rationalities (Akrich et al., 1988). The innovation process consists of a series of trials, 
adaptations, compromises, and appropriation. The model consists of three phases, each 
corresponding to an iterative loop, which is further divided into four steps: the general idea 
(the solution), the study of the solution, prototyping the solution, and demonstrating the 
solution (Akrich et al., 1988). After these four steps, the solution leaves its iteration to be 
diffused (Akrich et al., 1988). The objective is for the initial idea to go through a design process 
until the implementation of the solution, from conception to realization (Akrich et al., 1988). 
 
Figure 2. Common Trajectory of Social Innovation 
 

 
 
In Figure 2, the vertical dotted orange rectangle shows that the in-company internship occurs 
during what is called the emergence phase in the RQIS model, and the general idea phase in 
the Swirling Model. Observations of the SI process of TSS pooling project referring to these 
two models, helped notice the multiple interactions between the stakeholders involved in the 
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project and TSS member-organizations. These interactions significantly affect the 
development of the pooling project. 
 

1.3 Meta-organization  
 
Organizational dynamics are crucial when analyzing the paradoxes and tensions within 
organizations. These dynamics are influenced by the organization's identity which, in the case 
of TSS, is unique as it is both an organization and a network of organizations. TSS's 
organizational form can be best described as a MO After exploring the concepts of network 
and network of organizations (NO), we found that MO reflects the nature of TSS more 
accurately as, although it shares some similarities with a NO, TSS’ member-organizations 
retain their autonomy.  
 
It should be noted that these concepts are not mutually exclusive but are partially interlocked. 
To begin with, it's essential to clarify what the term "network" means in a managerial context, 
as it can have multiple meanings and has been extensively studied. A network can refer to a 
specific group, organization, or institution, including social networks, internal organizational 
networks, or networks of companies (Josserand, 2007, p. 96). Alternatively, a network can 
organize or interact socially, focusing on the relationships between network members rather 
than the institutional framework underlying those relationships (Josserand, 2007, p. 96). The 
essential characteristic of a network is that it promotes cooperative, non-hierarchical 
relationships between members (Bradach and Eccles, 1989; Eccles and Crane, 1987; Jarillo, 
1988; Powell, 1990, as cited in Josserand, 2007, p. 96), which is the case for TSS, being a SSEE. 
However, this SSEE goes beyond, as member organizations carry out some of their activities 
through it. 
 
One way to define a NO is as a group of companies with solid and frequent exchanges, creating 
a separate entity from the global market. Then again, a NO can refer to an entity organizing 
itself in a network, establishing a system of exchange between organizations in the network. 
This network can provide a structure and a system to manage connections between 
organizations. Complex networks characterized by reciprocal patterns of communication and 
exchange can be a viable model of economic organization, contrasting with market and 
hierarchical structures. Transactions in these networks are not discretionary or made through 
administrative decisions but through networks of individuals engaging in reciprocal, 
preferential, and mutually supportive actions. In this sense, TSS may be considered as a 
network. 
 
Furthermore, the nature of TSS's membership network has evolved with time. It is plausible 
that, in its early days, member organizations' desire to come together was indeed based on 
sharing similar experiences and escaping competition dynamics by joining forces and 
increasing their economic and political clout. In line with what Powell presents as the initial 
reason for creating a NO: "[they] are therefore handy for exchanging goods whose value is not 
easy to measure. Qualitative elements such as know-how, technological capability, a 
particular approach or style of production, a spirit of innovation or experimentation" (Powell, 
1990, p. 304) are good examples.  
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As mentioned, TSS has some features of a NO, but what differs is the ownership of shared 
resources and the persistence of the self-interest and autonomy of member-organizations. 
Hence, the need for the concept of MO, which, according to Arhne and Brunsson (2005), is an 
organization or association with other organizations as members. A MO can also be an 
organization whose members include organizations and individuals (Gulati et al., 2012). 
Finally, according to the European school, the MO is made up of three elements: 
 

1) It is an organization, i.e., a decided social order (Berkowitz and Bor, 2018, p. 205). In 
this context, a decided social order means that "the elements necessary for the 
continuation or repetition of social interaction are the result of decisions rather than 
being the result of shared institutions, norms or status differences" (Arhne, Brunsson, 
and Seidl, 2016, p. 95, cited in Berkowitz and Bor, 2018, p. 205). These elements are 
their members, hierarchy, rules, control, and sanctions (Arhne and Brunsson, 2008; 
Arhne et al., 2016, cited in Berkowitz and Bor, 2018, p. 205).  

2) It is an association in that the members collectively constitute the center of authority 
(Berkowitz and Bor, 2018, p. 205). Thus, members can practice their collective control 
within executive committees or the administrative organization, but "final authority" 
belongs to the members (Berkowitz and Bor, 2018, p. 205). Membership in this 
association remains voluntary, and each member retains autonomy (Berkowitz and 
Bor, 2018, p. 205). Members are, therefore, seen as owners, co-producers and 
customers (or users) of this collective simultaneously (Bor, 2014, cited in Berkowitz 
and Bor, 2018, p. 205). 

3) The members of this organization are themselves organizations, i.e., made up of 
organizations and individuals (Berkowitz and Bor, 2018, p. 205). These members 
possess resources that they can (if they wish) share with the collective but must ensure 
that they retain a certain degree of autonomy (linked to their identity) (Berkowitz and 
Bor, 2018, p. 205).  

 

The members of a MO are called "member-organizations". Once established, the MO grows 
by recruiting other organizations (members). Each member organization claims "a high degree 
of autonomy and a unique identity" (Arhne and Brunsson, 2011, p. 447). Moreover, just like 
an organization, the MO can exclude and include members in its network of member-
organizations and thus facilitate, or not, interaction between them and its ecosystem. To do 
so, the MO employs specific methods, including a concentration of power (setting up a center 
where responsibilities are organized) and isomorphism (similarities of recruited members) 
within its member-organizations (Arhne and Brunsson, 2011, p. 448). In this sense, the MO 
can be a way for its member-organizations to have a "negotiated environment" (Pferffer and 
Salancik, 1978, cited in Berkowitz and Bor, 2005, p. 207). This refers to the roles and functions 
that the MO takes on in its ecosystem: lobbying, reinforcing the legitimacy of member 
organizations, coordinating the production and supply of services, etc. (Berkowitz and Bor, 
2005, p. 207). 
 
MOs can have a wide variety of functions and objectives. The collective role can be peer-to-
peer learning when member-organizations disseminate and share their practices (Berkowitz 
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and Bor, 2005, p. 206). Also, an organization may want to join the MO as a precautionary 
measure to avoid being excluded from a network, or to stop offering the services it provides 
and that the MO now offers (Arhne and Brunsson, 2011, p. 435). Some organizations may even 
want to join the MO to compete (Arhne and Brunsson, 2011, p. 435). Another reason for 
member-organizations to join the MO is to facilitate cooperation between its members to gain 
market clout (economic, political) or, conversely, to protect themselves from "external 
interventions" (Arhne and Brunsson, 2018, p. 434). Remember that belonging to a MO can 
also attract member-organizations because of its status in its ecosystem (weight). The 
member-organization thus sees this status transferred to its own organization (Arhne and 
Brunsson, 2018, p. 434). 
 

1.4 Social and Solidarity Economy Enterprises 
 
The Sunny Spoon is characterized by its service offering, including its pooling project. Still, it is 
a SSEE and represents member-organizations that are also part of the SSE. In Québec, the 
Social Economy Act recognizes cooperatives, associations, and mutuals as components of the 
social economy (SE). For this brief, the SE is defined as  
 

All economic activities with a social purpose carried out within the 
framework of enterprises whose activities consist in the sale or 
exchange of goods or services and which are operated by the 
following principles: 

1. The purpose of the enterprise is to meet the needs of its members or the 
community. 

2. The company is not under the decision-making control of one or more public 
bodies within the meaning of the Act respecting access to documents held by 
public bodies and the production of personal information.  

3. The rules applicable to the company provide for democratic governance by 
the members. 

4. The company aspires to economic viability. 

5. The rules applicable to the company prohibit the distribution of surpluses 
generated by its activities or provide for their distribution to members in 
proportion to the transactions carried out between them and the company. 

6. The rules applicable to the legal entity operating the enterprise provide that, 
in the event of dissolution, the remainder of its assets must devolve to another 
legal entity sharing similar objectives. (Social Economy Act, 2013) 

 

2. Methodology and Research Context  
 
The research project took part in a twelve-month (May 2019 to May 2020) in-company 
research internship with The Sunny Spoon organization. It should be noted that the choice of 
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methodology and the impact of the evolution of the internship course were presented in a 
previous paper (Landry-Pellerin and Bouchard, 2021) as well as in the master’s thesis (Landry-
Pellerin, 2023)5. For this reason, it is only approached here simply to explain the data 
collection context.   
 
To take advantage of the in-company research internship, the approach chosen was to collect 
and analyze the data observed from actors in TSS ecosystem. As such, this qualitative data 
collection is being carried out during twelve months. Table 2 shows the different observation 
units, sources of data and periods of observation. 
 
Table 3. Observation Units 

OBSERVATION UNIT SOURCE OF DATA PERIOD 

1 
OBSERVATION 

Participatory and 
Non-participatory 

Through constant observation in TSS 
ecosystem: team meetings, work sessions, 
members-organizations meetings. 
 

May 2019 

to 

May 2020 Document and 
Complementary 
Sources Analysis 

Through scientific, grey literature and 
complementary sources: annual reports, 
financial reports, feasibility studies, business 
plans. 

2 

EXPLORATORY 

 

Semi-structured 

Interviews 

Through interviews with member-

organizations and potential future members 

of the pooling project.  
May 2019 

to 

October 

2019 
Through interviews with people who have 
been involved in the entire TSS pooling 
project. 

3 

COMPLEMENTARY 

 

Semi-structured 

Interviews 

Through interviews with people from 

organizations that have carried out projects 

like TSS's pooling project. 
October 

2019 

to 

May 2020 Through interviews with experts in various 
fields (collaborative economy, social 
economy). 

 

However, it is important to mention that for the master’s thesis, and therefore the results 
presented in this paper, only the participatory and non-participatory observations were 
analyzed through the PP. 
 
 

 
5 Link to the Master’s thesis: https://archipel.uqam.ca/16711/  

https://archipel.uqam.ca/16711/
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3. Case Study: The Sunny Spoon  
 
Given the specific nature of the organization (as a MO) and its impact on the development of 
the pooling project itself, it is necessary to present the essence of The Sunny Spoon. To do so, 
it is chosen to highlight the critical elements of TSS using two grids for collecting and 
categorizing information on SI: the " Data collection and categorization grid for the study of 
social economy activities " (Comeau, 2000, our translation) and the "Social innovation 
sensors" (Institut Jean-Baptiste Godin, 2015, our translation). The former is used for social 
economy case studies at CRISES (Comeau, 2000). The second is meant to be used by project 
leaders (Institut Jean-Baptiste Godin, 2015, p. 2). The summarized information that follows 
results from meshing these two grids6.  
 

3.1 Emergence Context  
 
Founded in 2010 by The Comfort Meals Collective7, TSS is a non-profit organization working 
in Québec's food security sector, bringing together a group of SSEE member-organizations. 
These member-organizations take the legal form of cooperatives and non-profit 
organizations, some identifying with the community action movement and others with the 
SSE movement8. All recognize themselves as being involved in producing and distributing 
healthy, affordable meals to vulnerable clientele (The Sunny Spoon, 2021). Some also have a 
second vocation of word insertion, with a view to socio-professional integration. 
 
TSS's mission is to promote food security by "facilitating access to healthy, affordable meals" 
for two clientele: children and older people (The Sunny Spoon, 2021). The MO's objectives are 
threefold: to offer affordable, subsidized, or co-financed meals through its member-
organizations to their target clientele, to optimize the production capacity of its member-
organizations, and to promote the development and increase revenues of its member-
organizations (The Sunny Spoon, 2021). 
 

3.2 Environment and Activity Sector  
 
According to the Centre d’expertise et de référence en santé publique du Québec (Public Health 
Expertise and Reference Center of Québec), food insecurity refers to "inadequate or uncertain 
access to food primarily due to a lack of financial security or access to a sustainable food 
system that maximizes healthy choices" (INSPQ, 2020). The Conseil du système alimentaire 
montréalais (Montréal Food System Council) on its part refers to "the deprivation of 
individuals and households to ensure their need to eat adequately to lead a healthy and active 
life" (Conseil du système alimentaire montréalais, 2023, our translation). In Québec, food 
insecurity is recognized as a public health issue. For example, in 2019, the number of people 
living in food insecurity in Montréal reached 234,500 people, or 13.6% of the population 
(Conseil du système alimentaire montréalais, 2023). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

 
6 It should be noted that, given the anonymization and nature of the MO, some information is deliberately 
omitted since it could prevent the anonymity of TSS and its member organizations from being maintained. 
7 Fictitious name. 
8 In Québec, many social-purpose community organizations, while being autonomous from State, do not have a 
market component of their activities and therefore do not identify themselves as social economy enterprises.  
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has exacerbated food insecurity in Québec, with nearly 26% of adults living in households 
considered food insecure (Conseil du système alimentaire montréalais, 2023). Several services 
and initiatives have been put in place to address the problems associated with this issue: food 
aid (in schools, for children/parents); collective kitchens and cooking workshops; Christmas 
baskets; free or reduced-price meals; prepared meals and meals-on-wheels (Reference Center 
of Greater Montréal, 2023).  
 

3.3 Initial Project  
 
The TSS project took shape in the early 1990s in a large urban area at the initiative of four 
SSEEs when the then Minister of Education visited one of them (TSS_12, 2019). This visit 
highlighted how to meet the need for access to hot, healthy, and affordable meals for the 
schoolchildren served by the organization visited (TSS_12, 2019). The Minister becomes aware 
of the urgency surrounding access to food for neighborhood youth and implements the Urban 
School Program9 in certain schools (where parents have lower-than-average incomes) in the 
urban area (History of The Comfort Meals Collective, n.d.). This measure was reviewed in 1996 
when The Urban Schools Project10 identified poverty as a significant obstacle to young 
people's academic success (History of The Comfort Meals Collective, n.d.). In the following 
years, more students benefited from The Urban School Program (History of The Comfort 
Meals Collective, n. d.). 
 
At the turn of the 2000s, a dozen SSEEs and local community organizations formed The 
Comfort Meals Collective. At that time, these organizations came together to discuss common 
issues concerning their shared reality: the production and distribution of meals in schools and 
their dual economic and social mission (TSS_12, 2019). At this time, The Collective also 
reorganized so that the executive managers of member-organizations were now involved in 
these meetings, rather than just certain employees’ members. This change was made to 
ensure that the people representing The Collective were those best placed within the 
organizations to make changes and internal decisions in their own organization (and for the 
good of The Collective) when necessary (TSS_12, 2019). Over the next ten years, The Collective 
expanded. The aim is now for all SSEEs and community organizations involved in The Urban 
School Program to become part of The Collective. As one former Collective member points 
out, "it was always the goal to band together to respond to the problems of food insecurity 
among young people" (TSS_12, 2019).  
 
TSS was officially founded in 2010 as a non-profit organization. However, it wasn't until 2014 
that TSS hired a project manager to develop its members' network. The project manager then 
oversees the representation of TSS and its members to players in various networks: food 
security, seniors, school perseverance, university research, and public authorities. Finally, in 
2018, an executive manager was hired to take the TSS project to another level, i.e., to organize 
the network of members and extend the school program with pilot projects outside the 
current territory (TSS_7, 2019). Figure 3 shows the organizational trajectory over the last 30 
years. 
 

 
9 Fictitious name. 
10 Fictitious name. 
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Figure 3. The Sunny Spoon Trajectory 

 

3.4 Services to Member-organizations  
 
As of 2014, member-organizations benefit from a range of services offered by TSS, including 
developing member-organizations' production and distribution capacity (marketing food 
services and connecting with new clientele, as well as sharing production and distribution 
equipment and infrastructure); coordinating the collective effort by representing members' 
interests (network animation, fundraising for the TSS' School Program and representation at 
key meetings in the food, health, and education sectors) (The Sunny Spoon, 2021, p. 5). More 
specifically, TSS's service offering is based on three precise needs linked to its member 
network: a population to be fed healthily and sufficiently, a lack of shared resources, and the 
consolidation of a structure for its member network. 
 
As mentioned, the first challenge is that a part of the population, namely schoolchildren and 
older people, cannot eat healthily and sufficiently. One of TSS's proposals to remedy this is to 
set up the TSS School Program. This program is aimed at elementary school children, without 
discriminating against families: "[...] students in participating schools receive a healthy, 
affordable lunch, prepared by their community's social caterer, thanks to a voluntary 
contribution system" (The Sunny Spoon, 2019-2020, p. 15). Through its voluntary-contribution 
approach, the program aims to break down economic barriers and thus combat social 
inequalities, offering "an effective and sustainable response to the fundamental need for 
healthy food" (The Sunny Spoon, 2019-2020, p. 15). In this case, member-organizations 
wishing to participate in this program are offered the opportunity, and the challenge, of 
increasing their meal production and delivery. Members can choose to reach a "plateau" and 
stay there, or find additional production, processing, and equipment space with another 
organization to increase production. 
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The second issue, arising from the previous one, is the potential need for shared resources 
and equipment in the food production and distribution sectors. However, actors outside the 
TSS members’ network also feel this lack of shared resources. Organizations, be them SSEEs 
or community action groups, or even outside of these categories, may find it difficult to access 
equipment and resources and, above all, the time needed to develop structured sharing 
partnerships. Here, TSS acts as a catalyst throughout Québec, helping its member-
organizations structure their food security approach (The Sunny Spoon, 2021). Depending on 
their needs, member-organizations may decide to rent out the resources and equipment they 
own as "owners", or to use the resources and equipment of other member-organizations as 
"tenants". This initiative is the pooling project, the SI discussed in this research project. Figure 
4 shows the two profiles associated with TSS pooling services offering. 
 
Figure 4. Profiles of Users of Pooling Services 

 

 

TSS's vision is to develop "an effective, concerted response to food insecurity" (The Sunny 
Spoon, 2021, our translation). To do so, it "relies on the union of positive forces", i.e., on the 
development of collective programs to help Québec solve food problems "that go beyond the 
territories of intervention of community groups", and, therefore, of its member-organizations 
(The Sunny Spoon, 2021, our translation). To this end, TSS supports its member organizations 
in developing market opportunities through centralized efforts, and it backs the growth of its 
member-organizations by giving them access to production and distribution facilities under-
used by other actors in their territory. In addition, TSS is committed to developing services 
that complement the needs of its member-organizations, such as software that facilitates the 
management of meal production, group purchasing, and so on. Member-organizations can 
thus take advantage of their network of members to gain access to complementary services 
they would not otherwise have due to lack of time, funding, human resources, capacity, etc. 
 

3.5 Organizational Dimension  
 
As mentioned, TSS results from the initiative of a group of "social caterers" who organized 
themselves to ensure food production and distribution to a vulnerable population. Starting as 
an informal network, in the form of a collective, the members institutionalized it by creating 



Paradoxical Tensions in The Implementation of a Social Innovation:  
The Case of The Sunny Spoon Pooling Project 

Landry-Pellerin and Bouchard 

 

  19 

 

TSS in 2010. The member-organizations were, and still are, Québec-based SSEE and 
community organizations. The vast majority were originally work insertion SSE enterprises 
(with a cooking apprenticeship component). All these member-organizations have been 
involved in their local communities for many years. 
 
To be part of TSS, member-organizations must pay an annual membership fee of C$100, which 
entitles them to vote at the annual general meeting, to be kept informed of the organization's 
current activities, and to use TSS's services (The Sunny Spoon, 2017). A member of the TSS 
network must: be a registered as a non-profit organization or a cooperative; be a meal 
producer; and be an active promoter of healthy eating for all and work to improve the food 
security of Quebecers, especially children and seniors (The Sunny Spoon, 2021, p. 2). 
 
At the time of the data collection, there were two types of members: social-caterer members, 
considered "experts in meal preparation and distribution", and support members, who 
support TSS's mission and development (The Sunny Spoon, 2021). In addition, due to the 
health crisis resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, temporary membership is granted to 
organizations wishing to join the TSS network to maximize their efforts during this challenging 
period (The Sunny Spoon, 2021). In May 2020, TSS had 23 catering members, two 
sympathizing members, and three temporary catering members (the TSS administrators 
decided to integrate temporary members as part of the specific service offer in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic). Figure 5 shows the three categories of TSS members as of May 2020. 
 
Figure 5. The Sunny Spoon Member Category 

 

To achieve its mission, TSS collaborates with various partners from different backgrounds: 
social, collective, and private enterprises, community organizations, associations and think 
tanks, school boards, ministries, cities and municipalities, and philanthropic foundations. 
Moreover, since its inception, TSS has developed several partnerships (financial, research, 
food security) that create an ecosystem where it can solicit and be solicited on the issues it 
seeks to address.   
 

3.6 Institutional Dimension  
 
Since TSS operates under the legal form of a non-profit organization, it must comply with its 
legal and statutory obligations (Québec Companies Act, Part III). As a SSEE (Québec Social 
Economy Act), TSS ensures the principle of democratic governance through two bodies: the 
members' assembly (annual general meeting and extraordinary general meeting) and the 
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board of members. At the annual general meeting, each member organization in good 
standing has one vote (one member/one vote). As for the board of members, only caterer-
members (their general managers) are entitled to sit as directors (The Sunny Spoon, 2017). 
The board of members comprises five directors (The Sunny Spoon, 2017). Figure 6 shows a 
simplified organization chart for TSS. 
 
Figure 6. The Sunny Spoon Organization Chart 

 

4. Pooling Project as a Social Innovation  
 
The social innovation under study is the pooling project. This is in line with TSS's strategic 
vision and development priorities. The pooling of services, equipment, and resources (human, 
material) can have several meanings. In this case, TSS's pooling project is seen as a means of 
sharing and pooling assets in which owners retain their ownership rights and can be both 
operational and strategic.  
 
Here is the definition used in the case of the TSS pooling project: 
 

The pooling of the physical and logistical resources (warehouses, 
platforms, trucks, kitchens, information systems, etc.) of the 
networked organizations and of the data required for management to 
improve the economic, environmental, and social performance of the 
supply chain of their mutualist member-organizations11. 

 

 
11 This definition was proposed by the student-researcher and validated by TSS executive manager. 
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To understand the pooling project, knowing how it's evolving within TSS and with regards to 
the players involved is essential. First, in 2016, Le Chantier de l’économie sociale (one of the 
two Québec SSE apex organization with the Conseil de la coopération du Québec) conducted 
a feasibility study for the TSS School Program using the pooling of resources. This feasibility 
study shows that maximizing public and associative kitchen infrastructure and equipment 
would increase production capacity while keeping production costs more affordable among 
member-organizations (Le Chantier de l'économie sociale, 2016). The study highlights the 
various avenues and collaborations to implement this pooling offering. The pooling project 
and its raison d'être are inspired by these conclusions. Moreover, pooling would support and 
perpetuate TSS member-organizations' growth by facilitating access to production and 
distribution equipment under-used by other actors in the same territory (Le Chantier de 
l'économie sociale, 2016). This equipment includes kitchens, cold rooms, trucks, storage 
space, etc. 
 
Thus, since 2018, TSS has been developing its services along two well-defined lines of 
intervention (The Sunny Spoon, 2021, p. 7), supporting member-organizations in expanding 
their market opportunities through centralized canvassing efforts, efficient management 
tools, including a common transactional website, and supporting the growth of member-
organizations by offering them access to the under-used production and distribution 
equipment of other actors in their territory through an online sharing platform. 
 
Member-organizations determine two areas of intervention based on their needs. Firstly, for 
those who want to increase their meal production but need help investing in new 
infrastructure and resources to develop their services. They often need more production and 
distribution facilities, such as kitchens, cold rooms, warehouse, and trucks, which happen to 
be underutilized in their territory. Secondly, those who produce meals often work in isolation 
due to limited resources and time to establish collaborative partnerships. (The Sunny Spoon, 
2021, p. 7). 
 
Today, TSS's pooling project aims to set up a service to support the growth of user-members 
(and, by the same token, of TSS's member-organizations) by offering access to under-used 
equipment, such as ovens, refrigerated cabinets, cookware, detergent, bain-marie, blenders, 
etc.; services, such as recipe management tools, databases, expertise; and under-used 
infrastructures, such as kitchens, trucks, storage spaces, offices. (The Sunny Spoon, 2021, p. 
2). 
 

4.1 Sharing Platform  
 
Since the early days of the pooling project, the idea has been to create and use a technological 
solution to facilitate collaboration and transactions between mutualist members. The 
technology platform component, i.e., its implementation, is identified by TSS as the innovative 
element, i.e., the SI under study. This "technological platform” is now being developed as part 
of the Major Municipal Project (MMP).  
 
TSS is taking part to a collaborative economy by developing its pooling project and integrating 
a technological platform. Specifically, the sharing platform aims to help different users and 
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resource owners establish “healthy mutual relationships” and shared goals (The Sunny Spoon, 
2020, p. 20). TSS even mentions that its technological tool would promote the creation of a 
social bond through a network of organizations, by simplifying exchanges and direct 
production between mutualist members, with no intermediary other than TSS itself (The 
Sunny Spoon, 2020, p. 20). To achieve these objectives, TSS has drawn up a portrait of the 
logistical, operational, and technological needs identified by its member organizations and, 
potentially, its future mutualist members. It should be noted that the results of this study are 
not presented in this paper. 
 

4.2 Major Municipal Project  
 
The arrival of the major municipal project is an important milestone in the development of 
the pooling project. The MMP focuses on three clusters of activity: a local and integrated food 
system, integrated mobility, and experimentation with data and regulation. In 2018, when TSS 
received confirmation that it was included in the MMP, its technology platform solution was 
integrated into the MMP food cluster (Municipality, 2018). Thus, as part of the food cluster of 
the MMP, TSS must review the planning and development of its pooling project and its 
platform according to the criteria and deliverables imposed by the sponsor. These include 
project management (timeline, implementation approach, and control mechanisms), 
governance, mobilization strategy, performance measurement (metrics), data protection 
(administration and management framework), technology (architecture), and financial 
resources.  
 
 

5. Results and Discussion  
 
Firstly, it is important to note that the results shown in this paper do not completely represent 
the results presented in the master's thesis. Instead, they serve as a sample to highlight one 
of the three themes that emerged during data analysis, i.e. "innovating". It's worth mentioning 
that these results were extracted (as shown in Figure 7) and were determined to be PT based 
on observed tensions. It is, therefore, essential to keep in mind the relevance of these results, 
in the sense that the tensions observed may enrich our understanding of other similar cases, 
as they may impact SIs in the making.  
 
Secondly, various types of meetings were attended during the observation period to collect 
data (109 meetings in total). These data were classified based on their observation level to 
analyze the interactions and dynamics between the participants. The raw data underwent an 
initial extraction process to determine if they could be considered PT. The data was then 
grouped by the observed themes while maintaining their level of observation to identify 
potential sources of PT. This procedure is summarized in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7. Illustration of Data Extraction Process 

 

Through this analysis, it was possible to discern three overarching themes that encapsulate 
the findings: Innovation, Organization, and Adaptation. These themes are linked to various 
levels of observation, offering crucial insights into the meetings, participants' dynamics, 
meeting objectives, and identified sources of PT. The primary objective is to emphasize the PT 
elements that are unique to a SI within an MO, functioning as a SSEE.  
 

5.1 Innovating Theme 
 
The Innovating theme pertains to data gathered during MMP meetings. It involves an "in-
organization" level of analysis and an "extra-organizational" level of observation. Most 
participants are external to TSS, including the city, organizations, partners involved in MMP, 
and TSS itself. The observed PTs can be categorized into four distinct groups, illustrating the 
complex dynamics of a socially and technologically-oriented project. Figure 8 presents the 
results specific to this theme. 
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Figure 8. Results – Innovating Theme 
 

 
 
 
According to the analysis of MMP encounters, the MO is frequently confronted with tensions 
arising from three organizational paradoxes: "Performance, Belonging, and Organizing." 
Moreover, a triad dominated by the same three paradoxes is also present. 
 
The first paradoxical dyad highlights the tension between the non-profit mission and the profit 
objective expected of the MMP's technology platform. The platform must generate profit for 
financial sustainability and meet the needs of stakeholders, including member users and 
participating organizations, for long-term sustainability. The second dyad emphasizes the 
tension between the Learning paradox and the Performance paradox involved in the creation 
of the technology platform. The platform must be both socially and technologically innovative 
while being efficient and meeting criteria, requirements, and standards. 
 
The second dyad with the paradox of Belonging and the paradox of Performance arises from 
the "small platforms" produced by participating organizations within the MMP platform. This 
element highlights the tension between a collective vision of the project determined by 
various stakeholders and the financial backer's guidelines, which are complex and difficult for 
participating organizations to understand due to lack of expertise. 
 
The triad demonstrates the tension between the Performance paradox, the Organizing 
paradox, and the Belonging paradox. The set-up of operating modes and managerial tools 
must satisfy the funder's performance and efficiency criteria, respond to the participating 
organizations' different needs and realities resulting from SSE, and meet the requirements 
imposed by the financial backer. 
 

5.2 Paradoxes, Tensions, and Meta-organization  
 
The internal dynamics of organizations are likely to generate PTs that present themselves in 
dyads (according to Smith and Lewis, 2011). This aspect is visible in the results of the TSS case 
study, where several paradox dyads are identified across the different types of meetings 
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attended. However, triads are also visible, a phenomenon which does not appear in the 
literature review conducted for this paper. Given the specific nature of the MO and its 
member-organizations, i.e., a multiplicity of interactions between organizations rather than 
just two of them, the latter would impact organizational dynamics and thus increase the risk 
of having PTs with more than two paradoxes at a time.  
 
Furthermore, literature mentions that hybrid organizations in the SSE, through their dual 
mission (social and economic), are susceptible to tensions concerning their identity, their 
performance and their governance (Michaud, 2013; Jacklin-Jarvis, 2015; Berge et al., 2016; 
Audebrand et al., 2017; Bouillé and Cornée, 2017; Arvidson, 2018; Rey-García et al., 2019; 
Civera et al., 2020; Best et al., 2021). This is also the case for this MO, given that, as a SSEE 
itself, it carries such a dual social and economic mission, but also having to respond to its 
collective mission and that of its member-organizations individually.  
 
The PTs identified here concern: 
 

¶ TSS member's identity, about its identity as an MO and that of its member-
organizations: collective vs. individual; collaboration vs. autonomy; homogeneity vs. 
heterogeneity; inclusion vs. exclusion.  

¶ Performance of TSS members, about its MO service offering: long-term vision vs. short-
term vision; achievement of economic objectives vs. achievement of social goals.  

¶ Governance and management of TSS members, about decision-making within the MO 
and that of its member-organizations: hierarchy vs. democracy; formal vs. informal; 
imposition vs. empowerment. 

¶ Learning within TSS members, about its modes of operation and those of its member-
organizations: stability vs. change; flexibility vs. control; staying in the mainstream vs. 
moving towards innovation. 
 

Also, knowing that SSEEs such as cooperatives experience paradoxes and tensions related to 
economic efficiency and democratic participation of members within the enterprise 
(Audebrand et al., 2017), it is interesting to note that the MO TSS demonstrates similarities in 
this aspect. Indeed, the results show a tendency to have this same Performance paradox. 
However, for TSS, it is often found in a dyad: Belonging (when linked to its network of member 
organizations) or Organizing (when linked to an entity in its external ecosystem, such as a 
donor). This latter element also echoes what Dumez (2009) identifies as the characteristic of 
an MO, i.e., being "structurally weak" but highly effective in its field.  
 
Finally, as raised by Arhne and Brunsson, MO member-organizations often find themselves in 
conflict when they must agree on guidelines but seem to be the best at stating them (Arhne 
and Brunsson, 2018, p. 447). This element is perceptible in the results obtained since several 
paradox dyads highlight conflicting situations of Organizing categories (establishing norms 
within the MO) and Belonging (where its guidelines disturb the member organizations' ways 
of doing things). 
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Conclusion  

 
In this article, we introduce a socially innovative project that aims to improve food security 
through a SSE approach. This case study highlights the challenges faced during the 
implementation phase. 
 
The main question addressed in this research is: "What unique tensions arise within meta-
organizations due to their paradoxes?" To answer this, we utilized two key concepts: the PP 
and the SI trajectory. Our primary objective was to present TSS MO and its pooling project, 
from its inception to implementation. This solution was viewed by members of the mutualist 
community and the TSS ecosystem as a way to enable users and member organizations to take 
actions that contribute to social and environmental transitions. 
 
The research had two sub-questions: “What are the organizational paradoxes characteristic 
of a meta-organization?”; and 2. “Are there tensions specific to these paradoxes in a meta-
organizational context?” To answer these questions, a literature review was conducted for 
each key concept to identify gaps in understanding within the context of MO. This revealed 
that certain tensions based on paradoxes are inevitable in hybrid organizations, but MOs are 
rarely studied. 
 
The research also highlighted the usefulness of the PP, which allows for analysis of both intra-
organizational dynamics (within a hybrid organization) and inter-organizational dynamics 
(between the hybrid organization and its member organizations). This approach is ideal for 
analyzing the dynamics of an IS and exposing new sources of tension as it is implemented. It 
also shows the effect of a strong dependence on external resources whose values are 
exogenous to those of the SSEE on organizational dynamics. 
 
In this sense, there are undoubtedly lessons to be learned from this analysis for managerial 
and institutional players. A few can be cited (which would nevertheless need to be validated 
by other case studies). The first lesson concerns the importance of understanding the notion 
of MO as a specific organizational form, close to but distinct from a network organization, 
calling for developing specific management tools. As a MO is structurally weak but effective 
in its field (Dumez, 2009), it will have a propensity to expand its area to reinforce its relevance 
to its member organizations, but this may be to the detriment of its legitimacy among its 
members. From a SSEE perspective, this risk has already been identified and theorized based 
on a vision of the organization founded on the combination of a group of persons (which may 
be legal entities) and a company (Vienney, 1994). Over time, the SSEE’s projects can become 
distant from those of its members if, in its evolution, the company fails to take sufficient 
account of the needs of the group of members, a process known as "functional reversal" 
(retournement fonctionnel) (Vienney, 1994). Thus, if it does not re-equilibrate its strategy and 
strengthen its relations with its members (Malo, 2001), the SSEE risks a disconnection 
between the group of members and the company (Desforges, 1980), which could lead to its 
de facto demutualization. Finally, a third lesson concerns the vision of the SI trajectory as 
something other than a linear series of successive phases but rather as a swirling process 
involving humans and non-humans. This situation can generate tensions between reflexive, 
rational, and strategic human beings and non-human actants whose impact on the trajectory 
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might not have been imagined – even less planned – such as norms, rules, specifications, and 
schedules, the pandemic linked to COVID-19, etc. The study shows that, as the trajectory 
unfolds, the arrival of new players can lead to the risk of the alliance crumbling and members 
losing interest, potentially reducing their future commitment to the project (Akrich et al., 
2006). 
 
The results presented in this paper may inspire future research. It would be relevant to 
examine, for example, the transferability or generalizability of the findings regarding the case 
of TSS as an MO in the food sector, to that of other sectors of activity in the SSEE. Finally, in 
the continuation of this paper, it would be interesting to explore further the impact of the 
nature of an MO on the emergence of this type of tension dynamics and how it is managed on 
a day-to-day basis. 
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