
Innovation and entrepreneurship in a no-growth society 
– some Polanyi-inspired concepts and ‘thought figures’
One of the most daunting challenges for us who look forward to a ‘dynamic no-growth
society’ is to show that there will be ample room for innovation and entrepreneurship in
the future society for which we work.

A possible reason why this topic has not been addressed to the degree it deserves is that 
the concepts innovation and entrepreneurship are so strongly associated with ’defences’ 
for the present socio-economic formation. When the problem of inequalities produced 
by the system is raised an often-heard argument is that those inequalities represent a 
price that ‘we’ have to pay for the dynamism associated with innovation and 
entrepreneurship.  

The paper which I have in mind builds on thoughts underlying the Polanyian special 
session i.a. the ideas about a neoliberal-unsustainability nexus.1 Most of my research 
and social practice since 40 years have been inspired by such thought figures. 

Below I will argue that there are partial lessons to be learned from experiences gained 
under our present socio-economic formation. Such lessons for a future dynamic no-
growth society will of course be piecemeal and in need to be combined with visionary 
thinking. My paper is thus meant to be a kind of ‘input to brain-storming’. 

Let me first mention a rather defensive way of countering the argument that a society – 
where all the ‘enoughs’ of ‘the CASSE/EJfA report’ are addressed – will lack dynamism.2 
Such a way of countering is calling forth the experience of the ‘Swedish Model’ during its 
golden years between the 1950s and the 1970s.3 The socio-economic climate nurtured 
by the Model resulted in many very useful innovations and an openness to economic 
transformations shared by a broad spectrum of social strata. The transformations 
resulting from a compressed wage structure and wide endorsement of technological 
change were generally not perceived as threats since welfare state arrangements 
functioned as safeguards.4  

Besides being compatible with strong innovation and entrepreneurship the golden age 
‘Swedish Model’ has been heralded for its ability to simultaneously making possible 
reasonably low profits, reasonably equitable wage structure and reasonably full 
employment. The socioeconomic ‘philosophy’ behind the ‘Golden Age Swedish Model’ 
can be said to rest on an epistemology emanating from a Keynes <-> Marx synthesis.5 

Saying that a more just or socially sustainable socio-economic formation is compatible 
with strong innovation and entrepreneurship does, however, not imply that a no-growth 
society has such sought-for dynamic qualities. But it does point to some key categories, 

1 See ’Using Polanyian concepts to bring together sustainability d iscourses. A special session round -

table at ESEE 2015.’ 

2 O’Neill et. Al. (Eds), 2010 … My short hand  is ‘the CASSE/ EjfA report’.

3 The years between the 1950s and  the 1970s as the gold en yea rs of the ‘Swedish Model’ are d iscussed

i.a. by Erixon, L., (1998). From now on I refer to the ‘Golden Age Swedish Model’.

4 See nn 2011 portion II.1.2 and  ref’s there.

5 Ryner M. (2004) p . 12-13 out of 23.
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the meanings of which need to be better understood in order to see to what extent the 
longing for dynamism and life within planetary boundaries are contradictory.  
 
Many of those key categories are dealt with in exemplary ways in ‘the CASSE/EJfA 
report’ but comments related to some of the categories applied to the Swedish Model 
example can illuminate. For now I only pick one example. This example is related to 
Profits and Wages. 
 
For lack of better alternatives at the moment I will mention the concept family which I 
have in mind as the ‘profit <-> reward <-> wage income <-> reciprocity benefit’ 
continuum. The traditional Keynes <-> Marx thought figure rests on a sharp distinction 
between profits and wages. There are, however, important boundary phenomena which 
need to be addressed. I.a.: between profit and rewards, between rewards and wage 
income, between wage income and (non-monetary) reciprocity benefits etc. 
 
During the ‘Golden Age Swedish Model’ period ‘redundant’ Swedes in the ‘peripheral’ 
areas had to forsake reciprocity benefits as they moved to the centres of employment. 
During the move they were protected by ‘welfare arrangements’. After the move they 
enjoyed higher monetary income. I would argue that parts of this are general global 
phenomena during transitions to modernity.6 What makes Sweden under the Golden 
Age stand out is the extent to which the transition was smoothened by welfare policies 
and solidaristic wages. This makes the ‘Golden Age Swedish Model’ example specially 
interesting. 

 
In all capitalist economies ‘market entrepreneurs’ can take out their rewards for 
innovating in the form of profits, wage income, power etc.7 The examples of ‘social 
entrepreneurs’ or “‘intrapreneurs’ in social institutions (such as trade unions or NGOs)” 
which can be found in countries such as Sweden do, however, shed more light on the 
tricky questions of entrepreneurial rewards under a hoped for transition to a ‘dynamic 
no-growth society’. I will here call forth some ‘demand side driven sustainability 
innovations’ with roots in the ‘Golden Age Swedish Model’ period which I have studied 
intensively.8  
 
The aspect of the ‘social entrepreneurs’ or “‘intrapreneurs’ in social institutions (such as 
trade unions or NGOs)” in high quality of life countries such as Sweden which I will 
mention here is what we can learn about rewards. How ‘society’ shall reward 
sustainable innovations in a ‘dynamic no-growth society’ is in no way straight forward. 
Neoliberal thinking focus narrowly on monetary rewards. We can not be so one-
dimensional. Already today there is some room for rewards such as being able to 

                                                        
6 Somewhat hesitantly I can here refer to Chinua Achebe: Things fall apart. 

7 ’Market entrepreneurs’ are those entrepreneurs in my concept family who come closest to the 

classical Schumpeterian entrepreneur. 

8 Some examples of ‘demand side d riven sustainability innovations’ with roots in the ‘Golden Age 

Swedish Model’ period  are mentioned  in nn 2003. A more Polanyian frame to those examples of 

sustainable innovations are given in Brendan Haley and  nn 2006. Those sustainable innovation can 

be said  to have roots in the ‘Golden Age Swedish Mod el’. My most in tense research on those 

phenomena as well as wrestling with find ing a language that could  capture them I have presented  

only in Swedish in nn 1995. 



continue to innovate, to find a place in a creative social environment, visibly seeing that 
one or more of the communities to which you belong can thrive etc.9  
 
Many of the rewards mentioned at the end of the preceding paragraph and the rewards 
of the ‘souls of fire’ in the cases I studied have to do with the ‘invisible’ third Polanyian 
sector i.e. the reciprocity sector.10 More or less all the cases of ‘demand side driven 
sustainability innovations’ with which I have come in close contact involve creative 
interaction between the three Polanyian sectors. During the ‘Golden Age Swedish Model’ 
and its aftermath there was a creative balance between the three sectors. Since then 
socioeconomic asymmetries have grown exponentially.  

 
I will thus conclude this unsystematic extended abstract in an even more unsystematic 
way. I will do this by suggesting two additions to the list of ‘enoughs’ of ‘the CASSE/EJfA 
report’: Enough socioeconomic asymmetries! Enough material rewards! 
 
Yours Truly / 
Anonymous 

 

                                                        
9 Sen, A. (2006). 

10 More correctly I am here referring to Polanyi’s three forms of economic integration  as d iscussed  in 

Polanyi (1957). The order of the three forms of economic integration  depends on the context. 


