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Abstract
Many efforts are focused on transformation to wellbeing economies as economies oriented 
towards equity, social justice, and human wellbeing in a flourishing natural environment 
(wellbeing economics). Drawing from analysis of innovations associated with these ef-
forts, we emerge a framework of wellbeing-oriented ‘economic operating infrastructure’ 
(EOI). This is presented as a typology of six core types of economic transformation in-
novations nested from innovations with the broadest reach (narratives) to the most specific 
(products and services). Development of the typology was guided by a set of wellbeing 
economies values that help in identifying which innovations to include. The innovations 
were identified by research on the internet, technical reports, and published articles. The 
typology elements are: innovations in economic narratives; governance; financing mecha-
nisms; exchange mechanisms; business structures; and the products and services derived 
from them. Examples are presented in each category to illustrate how this infrastructure 
is emerging in alignment with establishing wellbeing economies. This exploratory and de-
scriptive typology provides a preliminary framework for developing a strategic approach 
to economic transformation through wellbeing economic infrastructure development. Four 
EOI-based activities are identified to accelerate this transformation.
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Introduction: Emerging a New Economic Paradigm

The twentieth century was dominated by three approaches to economic production: capi-
talism, socialism, and communism. Generally, debates about the economy have revolved 
around these options. Particularly since the Great Recession following the global financial 
crisis of 2008, however, other frames have come into view. The traditional triumvirate of 
options focused generally on the questions of ‘ownership’, ‘private versus public’, ‘capital 
versus labor’, and ‘how to maximize efficiency’. This new range of options broadens the 
scope of concerns to an integrated perspective that focuses on ‘wellbeing of people and 
nature’, that is, economies based predominantly on equitable socio-ecological values rather 
than monetary and material ones (Ehrenfeld 2008; Gronchi et al. 2021; Kenter et al. 2021; 
Lovins et al. 2018; Ruttenberg 2013).

These options are based on a different mental model and paradigm about the way the 
world works. They offer a potential transformative power that arguably is as important 
today as what Karl Polanyi identified as the rise of the ‘market society’ in what he called 
the Great Transformation (Polanyi 2001). In the Great Transformation economies moved 
from transactions based on interpersonal exchanges to market exchanges. Today’s emergent 
wellbeing economies reflect a similar struggle for a Second Great Transformation, in which 
economies are recognized as deeply embedded not just in human exchanges, markets, and 
societies, but also in interdependence with nature. That is a socio-ecological approach to 
economies with the idea of wellbeing for humans and more-than-human beings at its core. 
The epochal transformational challenge is to shift the economic system so that it is subor-
dinate to, and respects, the regenerative capacities of nature and supports human dignity. 
These innovations implicitly counter the opinions of politicians and economists who seem 
to assume that (to use the words of former UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher) ‘There is 
no alternative’ (Séville 2017) to the market, and particularly to neoliberal economics.

Emerging wellbeing economies are characterized by a view that there is enormous poten-
tial to enhance humanity’s wellbeing while simultaneously recognizing our embeddedness 
in and interdependency with a flourishing natural environment. Wellbeing economies rep-
resent the emergence of a new economic paradigm, based on values including stewardship 
of the whole, decentralization, relationality, and regenerativity (Waddock 2020), among 
others, rather than neoliberalism’s market primacy, growth orientation, and self-interested 
profit maximization values (Lovins 2016; Lovins et al. 2018; Monbiot 2016; Pirson 2017). 
A nature-conscious and -centric economics that honors dignity argues for emerging techno-
logical and creative innovations that offer a future of wealth with the definition of wealth 
brought back to its roots associated with health, prosperity, and wellbeing, rather than the 
financial and material meaning in common economic use.

How to make this paradigm shift real is a question many are grappling with (Dentoni 
et al. 2017; Fullerton 2015; McIntosh 2017; Sharpe 2015; Temple et al. 2016). Here we 
argue that an important, yet typically missing, aspect of the transformation is to move away 
from today’s dominant ‘economic operating infrastructure’ (EOI), which supports neo-
liberalism’s growth, profitability, and market primacy orientation, towards what we call 
wellbeing economic operating infrastructure that honors life-affirming values. Emerging 
wellbeing economies are associated with a variety of labels, such as regenerative- (Fullerton 
2015; Morseletto 2020), circular- (Binswanger 2009; Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013; 
Morseletto, 2020; Stahel, 2016), doughnut- (Raworth 2017), feminist- (Eisler 2008; Ferber 
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and Nelson 2020), wellbeing- (Lovins et al. 2018; Waddock 2021), and buen vivir- (Monni 
and Pallottino 2015) economics, among others (Kenter et al. 2021). Such initiatives form the 
potential beginning of a new economics movement (Gronchi et al. 2021). To succeed, they 
need different EOI from what is common today. Such approaches must move from niche 
status to a new regime (Geels 2002, 2011) and from innovators to a critical mass of adopters 
28,29, and ultimately to whole system change.

In a sense, this trajectory follows the innovation curve, where early adopters influence an 
early majority to adopt innovations, who then spread it to the bulk of the population (Moore 
and McKenna 1999; Rogers 2010). To do so, adoptions require some unifying mecha-
nisms, i.e., EOI that successfully demonstrates alternatives to the current system. This 
infrastructure ultimately needs to have the comprehensiveness, values, and scale to address 
the challenge of systemic transformation. With this framing in mind, this exploratory and 
descriptive article addresses the following research question by developing a typology of 
wellbeing-oriented economic operating infrastructure:

	● What are the elements of an economic operating infrastructure typology that support 
wellbeing economies’ emergence?

Background: Economic Operating Infrastructure (EOI) for Wellbeing 
Economies

A broad definition of ‘infrastructure’, coming from an ethnographic perspective, identi-
fies nine characteristics: embeddedness, transparency (in use), reach and scope, learned by 
community members, linked to practice, embodying standards, built on already existing 
(installed) systems, visible on breakdown, and modular (Star 1999). Star summarizes infra-
structure as ‘…both relational and ecological – it means different things to different groups 
and is part of the balance of action, tools, and the built environment, inseparable from them’ 
(Star 1999), p. 377). Here we build a nested typology of infrastructure categories based on 
Star’s insight around reach and scope, recognizing that the broader categories of infrastruc-
ture encompass ones with less reach and scope.

‘Infrastructure’ in economics is frequently associated with physical infrastructure like 
roads and power grids (Perkins 2011). It is associated also with the digital technologies 
that both connect and divide communities, facilitating communication and supporting new 
activities (Hall 2020). Infrastructure can also include monetary arrangements and flows 
(Berg et al. 2019). Financial markets are seen as infrastructure that is not just supportive of 
economic production, but necessary for it (Muellerleile 2018).

“Social” infrastructure results in improved quality of life, when functioning well (Bowker 
and Star 2001), but is differentiated from economic infrastructure (Eisler 2008; Hall 2020). 
It refers to spaces where social interactions take place, and, more recently, to the types of 
(often unpaid and gendered) care activities generally associated with home or community 
wellbeing (Eisler 2008; Hall 2020). Eisler, in fact, termed care work ‘the real wealth of 
nations’ in her book by that name. In 2021, American President Joe Biden and his Demo-
cratic colleagues tried to broaden the meaning of infrastructure to include social elements 
that people ‘need to carve out their place in the middle class to make it — to live, to go to 
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work, to raise their families with dignity, to ensure that good jobs will be there for their 
kids…’ (Remarks by President Biden on the American Jobs Plan, 2021).

Use of the term ‘infrastructure’ can be likened to the idea of ‘capital’, where that term 
has taken on multiple meanings, including ‘cultural, social, and symbolic’ capital (Bordieu 
2018), and now also includes natural, intellectual, social, organizational and other forms 
like the triple bottom line (Elkington 1998; Porritt 2007). Like ‘capital’ as an economic pro-
duction factor, infrastructure is not valued for its own sake, but rather for its ability to help 
produce needed services, goods, and provisioning (Bollier and Helfrich 2019).

The two points these uses of economic infrastructure have in common are that the state 
(government) has an important role in infrastructure provision and that infrastructure has 
to do with something that is a basis for economic production and economies. Sufficient 
and well-developed economic infrastructure is often considered to be central to economic 
growth and development, particularly in developing nations, where much of the literature 
focuses (Fourie 2006; Perkins 2011; Rim et al. 2019).

This exploratory research introduces the idea of “economic operating infrastructure” 
(EOI) as a novel concept that provides insight about what holds an economic system in 
place. The neoliberal EOI needs to be changed to realize a new economic system, particu-
larly one oriented towards wellbeing for all rather than simply profits, money, and growth. 
The concept of EOI arose from work by the two lead authors for economic transformation 
in a wide variety of practical and theoretical ways over a combined eight decades. The 
authors are particularly interested in how goals associated with wellbeing are integrated 
into economies. They hypothesized that the functioning of an economy depends on a set of 
interdependent intangible systems that provide generic functions required for the operation 
of an economy regardless of its ideological foundation.

Like other economic infrastructure, when operating well, EOI provides for smooth, effi-
cient and effective flows in an economy. It is an intangible analogue to tangible infrastruc-
ture such as bridges, water supply, transportation, and power grids. Material infrastructure 
has physical properties of building substances (e.g.: cement, steel) and what they convey 
(e.g.: trucks, electricity). EOI provides relationships and organizing structures that gives 
rise to the way economic exchanges and production occur. Traditional communism, for 
example, was characterized by a production system dominantly organized around five-year 
plans and allocation directives, in contrast to laissez faire market capitalism where produc-
tion was organized around markets. Each system required processes and structures to sup-
port production, including monetary systems, and narrative systems about the value of the 
economic approach.

We see EOI generically as a nested set of organizing arrangements and associated ideas 
that are foundational for economic systems. We define economic operating infrastructure 
(EOI) as the core ideas, institutional structures and relationships, mechanisms, and design 
of economic production, services, and provisioning that enable economies to meet people’s 
needs. Here we are particularly interested in the EOI innovations that support the emergence 
of economies oriented towards the wellbeing and flourishing of both people and planet, 
hence wellbeing EOI.

EOI reflects different designs that in turn are grounded in different values and goals, 
and that as Star (1999) noted, have different reach and scope. The role of design choices 
became particularly evident when looking at currencies. Although fiat currencies are not 
typically thought of as the product of design choices, design choices embedded in them 
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become more obvious when they are compared with complementary currencies. (Lietaer 
and Dunne 2013a) The former are designed to support control by national governments and 
their interests, the latter are designed to support the economic well-being of local commu-
nities. Cryptocurrencies are much more obviously designed. Most are designed to support 
their creators becoming wealthy; however, an outlier set of currencies is emerging that is 
designed to support goals such as regeneration and human well-being.

As noted, we are interested in EOI that supports the emergence of equitable “wellbeing 
economies” in a flourishing natural world. Unlike much of today’s economic infrastructure, 
wellbeing EOI is aimed at promoting equitable flourishing for all life, rather than unlimited 
(economic) and material growth (Srinivasu and Rao 2013). To be considered part of wellbe-
ing EOI, an innovation should promote equitable quality of life, a healthy relationship and 
recognition of interdependence with nature, and long-term stewardship of whole communi-
ties, enterprises, and societies (Fourie 2006).

Based on the analysis presented below, we argue that the still-emerging wellbeing EOI 
needs to reflect a set of values quite different from today’s dominant economics and econo-
mies. These values need to be oriented towards evolving a shared underpinning that promotes 
the flourishing of all life rather than simply economic gain. Here we build on a framework of 
six core values drawn and synthesized from a vast economics and beyond literature (Wad-
dock 2020): stewardship of the whole; co-creating collective value; cosmopolitan-localist 
governance; regenerativity, reciprocity and circularity, relationality and connectedness, and 
equitable markets and trade as a foundation. We note that these values stand in distinct con-
trast to the ones that are deeply embedded in today’s dominant form of economics, neolib-
eralism (Lovins et al. 2018; Monbiot 2016; Pirson 2017; Riedy 2020b; Temple et al. 2016; 
Waddock 2016) (see Table 1 for a synthesis and sketch of these relationships).

Methodology

This research used a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 2017) based on induc-
tive analysis of informant and research data (Gioia, 2021; Gioia et al., 2013) to characterize 
the elements of, and show the relationships among, different aspects of EOI that emerged 
from our review. The EOI model we propose is grounded in the structures and processes 
of “economic innovation” categories that arose from historic work with wellbeing econo-
mies developed within three initiatives. GANE (Global Assessment for a New Economics) 
(www.neweconomics.net) aims to synthesize interdisciplinary new economics knowledge 
from science and practice to enable such next economies. Bounce Beyond (www.bouncebe-
yond.global) connects transformation initiatives around the world that drive change towards 
next economies (c.f., Waddock, 2020a; 2020b; Waddock, 2021). Catalyst 2030 (https://cata-
lyst2030.net) is a global movement of social entrepreneurs and social innovators who share 
the common goal of attaining the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. Catalyst 2030’s 
Next Economies Innovation Working Group 11 (WG 11) which one author leads, has been 
mapping activities and relationships in the arena of financial systems change. Economic 
innovations noted from work associated with these three initiatives produced the idea of 
EOI. A tentative seven element typology was established with two to three examples in 
each element. These categories were initially named as: 1. Narratives That Support Equity 
and Flourishing for All; 2. Engaged/Participative Economic Governance; 3. Alternative 
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Financing Mechanisms; 4. Equitable, Responsible, and Holistic Metrics; 5. New Markets 
and Currencies Supporting Flourishing; 6. Innovative Responsible Business Structures; 7. 
Regenerative/Circular Economy Products and Services.

We then undertook a scoping literature review in Google Search and Scopus database 
with the intent of reviewing extant literature to determine whether additional categories 
needed to be added or whether the list was sufficiently comprehensive. In the end, we 
reduced the number of nested categories to six, subsuming the three related categories asso-
ciated with what we labeled exchange mechanisms under that category, one of which cur-
rently contains three types of innovation in the exchange mechanisms element (Table 2). 
This drop in number doesn’t represent leaving any categories out (just that we saw the 
relationship of markets, currencies, and metrics as being more tightly integrated under the 

Table 1  Comparing Wellbeing Economies Socio-Ecological Values to Neoliberal Values
Next Economies Socio-Ecological Values Neoliberalism’s Capitalist Values
Stewardship of the whole
● Shared responsibility for whole systems, commons, the common 
good, communities, and the planet
● The collective (society, community) matters
● Public/common good orientation

Constant Economic Growth
● Externalities acceptable
● ‘There is no such thing as society’ 
or the public/common good
● Ignore impacts of production on 
nature (as ‘externalities’)
● Efficiency, no matter the cost

Co-Creating Collective Value
● Economies, societies, and businesses optimize life-giving prin-
ciples of wellbeing and dignity for humans and non-human beings, 
generating harmony and balance in communities and with nature
● Wealth = wellbeing, prosperity health
● Multiple values important to support equity, flourishing life

Create (Endless) Financial Wealth
● Maximize (financial) wealth for 
shareholders
● Profits and growth for businesses 
and economies at all costs
● Business dominance
● Private property
● No such thing as commons (pub-
lic goods)

Cosmopolitan-Localist Governance
● Local decision making in a global context, governing reciprocally 
between local and global levels
● Shared knowledge, ideas, skills, technologies, cultures, and 
sustainable resources
● Contextual appropriateness and abundance

Laissez-faire Government (the 
less the better)
● Centralized power, global
● Deregulation
● Lower trade barriers (globalism)
● Privatization (of public goods)
● Austerity policies

Regnerativity, Reciprocity, and Circularity
● Use shared Earth’s resources within nature’s regenerative 
capacity
● Waste = food principle
● Develop towards abundance and diversity in healthy ecosystems

Productivity means more produc-
tion and consumption
● Take-make-waste linearity
● Planned obsolescence
● Private property/goods
● Consumption/materialism

Relationality and Connectedness
● Humans are social creatures, born of a living earth, and deeply 
interconnected with all of life
● Healthy human relations in harmony with nature’s regenerative 
capacity

Individualism, Freedom, Liberty
● Humans: self-interested profit 
maximizers
● Societies/nature ignored

Equitable Markets and Trade
● Offer fair and fully costed products and services (internalize 
externalities)
● Context appropriate
● Allow for community self-sufficiency at multiple levels as desired

Free Markets
● Market primacy (as social 
solution)
● Globalization (free trade/markets)

Source: Authors adapted from Waddock 2020.
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broader topic of exchange mechanisms than we had initially envisioned), a product of think-
ing intensively about how these elements of EOI interface with each other (Figs. 1 and 2). 
This final set of categories and innovations was identified through non-systematic web- and 
document-based research published between 2011 and 2021, including both grey literature 
(reports) and academic journals explored in Google Search and in the Scopus catalogue. 
Because our goal was to build qualitative insights on the categories distilled, rather than 
to propose a quantitative analysis of the existing literature at the time of the search (July 
to November 2021), we limited our search to the English language literature and selected 
papers only from the first 40 hits returned by Google and Scopus. We selected only those 
papers (22 in total) that clearly indicated in the title, abstract, or introduction, a relation-
ship between that infrastructural innovation and processes that support and sustain ecosys-
tems and lives, improve human well-being, prioritize basic needs, and reduce inequality 
efficiently and productively. To select these innovations, we used the following keyword 
strings: “next economy infrastructure” OR “new economy infrastructure” AND “narrative”, 

• Narrative research
• Narrative dissemination and education
• Cultural change campaigns
Economic Governance
• Private governance initiatives
• National constitutional reform
• Multi-stakeholder initiatives of intergovernmental organizations
Financing mechanisms
• Integrating wellbeing economies principles into historic 
infrastructure
• New aggregation mechanisms
• Ecosystems for financing transformation
Exchange mechanisms
• Markets
  ○ Production chain agreements
  ○ New technology platforms
  ○ Product-consumer direct exchanges
• Metrics
  ○ National accounts
  ○ Change initiatives metrics
  ○ ESG ratings of businesses
• Currencies
  ○ Local currencies
  ○ Cryptocurrencies
Production structures
• For-benefit organizations
• Partnerships, alliances, and networks
• Benefit corporations
Products and services
• Co-production
• Payment for ecosystem services
• Reducing the ecological footprint of production

Table 2  Categories of Innovation 
in the (Current) Wellbeing EOI
 

1 3



Humanistic Management Journal

OR “economic governance”, OR “financing mechanisms”, OR “metrics”, OR “currencies”, 
OR “exchange mechanisms”, OR “production structures” OR “product and services”.

After exploring the academic literature, we searched for relevant examples in each of the 
six EOI typologies and for each innovation using Google web engine and the same search 
strings adopted for exploring the academic literature. This process resulted in compiling a 
database with nearly 100 examples representative of the major categories within the typol-
ogy. The choice of examples was guided by their association with initiatives that claimed 
to be supportive of wellbeing economies. Because our search was mainly exploratory and 
not systematic, we recognize that these examples are but a small, yet hopefully representa-
tive, subset of the many hundreds, if not thousands, of such innovations in the world. In 
fact, many examples such as cooperatives and local currencies are not new innovations, but 
nevertheless fit within the definition of wellbeing economies infrastructure.

Fig. 1  Wellbeing Economies Infrastructure. Source: authors
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We created a database to classify the identified examples to the categories of wellbeing 
infrastructure proposed in Fig. 1, reporting the name of the organization, the infrastructure 
implemented by the organization, a contact person and the website of the infrastructure. 
Simultaneously, we worked with the categories conceptually to determine how they related 
to each other, as proposed in Fig. 2. We used the narrative provided in associated websites 
to extract information about how the infrastructure works and the goals its developers and 
promulgators wish to achieve, as well as other elements referring to the internal gover-
nance and relations with external stakeholders that are oriented at supporting wellbeing 
economies. In addition, we searched for evidence of core values as described in Sect. 3 
and any direct or indirect links with other EOI. The typology as presented below consists 
of economic innovations associated with overarching efforts to shift narrative away from 
conventional economics toward wellbeing, as well as innovations in economic governance 

Fig. 2  Wellbeing Economies Infrastructure with examples of each type of infrastructure
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approaches, financing mechanisms, exchange mechanisms, business structures, and prod-
ucts and services.

Results

The process and analysis described above resulted in a descriptive embedded systems typol-
ogy or framework of the six key types (rather than the original seven) of wellbeing EOI 
described in Fig.  1: narratives; economic governance; financing mechanisms; exchange 
mechanisms including metrics, markets and currencies; business structures; and products 
and services arising from those production structures. Figure 1 illustrates the interrelation-
ships among different aspects of the infrastructure in economic systems viewed as embed-
ded fields in which EOI innovations emerge (Waddell et al. 2015), from the broadest (most 
leverage, in Meadows’ (Meadows 1999) framing) to the narrowest scope (Star 1999). This 
structure exhibits the following logic. Narrative innovations towards wellbeing economies 
provide an overarching conceptual framing for this infrastructure. In turn, they shape how 
economic governance with collective action structures plays out in support of the narrative. 
Other elements are likewise embedded in each other with the end result being products and 
services reflecting wellbeing economies’ values.

Figure 1 thus includes narrative as the broadest category with the most reach (c .f., Star, 
1999), using logic based on Meadows’ well-known analysis of places to intervene in trans-
forming systems. She argued that power to transcend paradigms and paradigms themselves, 
which are shaped by narratives, are the most powerful intervention points (Meadows 1999). 
Hence new narratives, which shape paradigms and mindsets, provide an overarching frame 
for a shift towards wellbeing EOI. The interdependence of the elements in the typology, as 
shown in the figure, represents a systemic perspective in that, combined, these elements 
create a collective whole.

Narratives

Narratives are descriptions of events, different aspects of the world, systems, ideas, objects, 
and events that sometimes describe the broader cultural context in which stories, differen-
tiated by plot and characters (Riedy 2020a, b). Narratives are built on ‘memes’, or foun-
dational cultural artifacts like words, phrases, ideas, and images (Blackmore 1997, 2000; 
Dawkins 1976). Memes, as Blackmore articulates, are the foundational elements out of 
which stories and narratives are constructed, and, when successful, repeat from mind to 
mind (person to person), constructing shared understandings. One reason that neoliberal-
ism has successfully become the dominant economic paradigm is that its core memes (see 
Table 1) are internally consistent within the narrative, well known, and often repeated (Tem-
ple et al. 2016), hence creating a dominant mental model or paradigm (Kuhn 2012).

Paradigms in turn shape attitudes and beliefs about how the world works, particularly in 
relationship to values, aspirations, and goals, which in turn shape practices and behaviors. In 
the context of infrastructure, memes and narratives provide the logic and values framework 
that support the design of particular innovations. Transformative narratives bring about 
change by shifting power and changing mindsets (Kuhn 2012; Meadows 1999, 2008). A 
key narrative challenge for bringing about wellbeing economies at scale is reflected in the 
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‘World Scientists Warning’ of a climate emergency, that ‘Our goals need to shift from GDP 
growth and the pursuit of affluence toward sustaining ecosystems and improving human 
well-being by prioritizing basic needs and reducing inequality’ (Ripple et al. 2021). This 
new narrative emphasizes shifting from centralized power to distributed community-based 
power, and the co-creation of collective value arising from relational exchanges with the 
need to support stewardship of the whole within planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 
2009), in line with the values discussed above.

Three approaches to narrative activities became evident. All emphasize wellbeing 
(broadly defined) explicitly and attempt to shift core economics narrative away from profit 
and growth maximization at any social and ecological cost to a set of socio-ecological 
values.

Narrative Research. Some scholars and practitioners undertake narrative research, and 
are researching what it takes for a narrative (and its memes) to, in a sense, go viral–to 
become widely accepted. That is what it takes to displace a powerful dominant narrative like 
that of neoliberalism with a new narrative like wellbeing economies. One example of a spe-
cific activity is the book Narrative Economics: How Stories Go Viral and Drive Major Eco-
nomic Events (Shiller 2017). Another example, Better Nature, focuses on biodiversity with 
narrative change as one of its key strategies. The initiative uses applied research approaches 
to integrate narrative development and change to bring about changes in political-economic 
rules that support biodiversity. It has developed a set of narrative resources that demonstrate 
how and why successful narratives work.

Narrative dissemination and Education. Another approach to narrative change empha-
sizes dissemination and education about the new narrative, often using an action research 
approach. One initiative explicitly working on shifting narratives in economics is called 
COREEcon: Curriculum Open-access Resources in Economics: Economics for a Changing 
World. To accomplish its shift of narrative CORE offers free online textbooks and other 
resources for teaching and learning economics. With a vision of a radically transformed 
economics, CORE offers a changed economics narrative through drawing on research stud-
ies that shift the focus of economics to solving major world problems, including underrep-
resented people, and creative active learning pedagogies, all in open access format so that 
its ideas are accessible to all, everywhere.

Cultural Change Campaigns. In its work to ‘reset our economic system’, Imperative 21 
uses both art and reframing to ‘reset’ economics and ‘reimagine and redesign what comes 
next’. In doing so it is developing a cultural change campaign. Imperative 21 argues that 
our economic system is broken, that ‘We need a more just economy that works for everyone 
and for the long term’. Imperative 21 is deploying this message through a broad network of 
business and other allies, based on three principles: design for interdependence, invest for 
justice, and account for stakeholders, using its images to support that messaging. Impera-
tive2, a business-led network focusing on economic transformation, produces open-source 
artwork and videos with human dignity and well-being themes. These are for use online at 
events, projected, displayed as a billboard, and gifted to communities as fine art prints as 
core aspects of its narrative development strategy.

These narrative initiatives are only a few of the many efforts in these three activities 
working at shifting economic narratives towards wellbeing. Many are still working to find 
their footing and establish the powerful messaging that is ultimately needed to shift mind-
sets and paradigms.
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Economic Governance

Economic Governance comprises rules and organizations/institutions that support the devel-
opment and implementation of economic goals. The Federal Reserve Board in the United 
States is an example of an economic governance institution. Its charter cites employment 
and price stability as goals and its members are economists nominated by the President and 
confirmed by Congress. Wellbeing economies’ values suggest the need for: a new orga-
nizing approach, goals that include economic equity in a flourishing natural environment, 
structure with much broader stakeholder engagement, and considerable locally-based deci-
sion making to ensure ecological flourishing. Three types of new governance approaches 
were evident in the data: private governance initiatives, national constitutional reform, and 
multi-stakeholder initiatives of intergovernmental organizations.

Private Governance Initiatives. Private governance innovations address logics of con-
trol (strict and enforceable rules) and of empowerment (remedying exclusion of marginal 
global economy actors). Their importance globally is illustrated by an analysis that con-
cludes: ‘Transnational private governance initiatives that address problems of environmental 
and social concern now pervade many sectors’ (Auld et al., 2015), p. 108). Such initiatives 
include Global Action Networks (Waddell 2011), which are global multi-stakeholder net-
works addressing the need for change to address environmental degradation and inequitable 
social impacts. Examples include a plethora of certification programs like the Forest Stew-
ardship Council (Cashore et al. 2004; Tollefson et al. 2009), the Initiative for Sustainable 
Mining Assurance, and the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil Council (Cashore et al. 
2004). The Forest Stewardship Council, for example, has developed standards for steward-
ing forests and certification processes for businesses that respond to increasing consumer 
demands for responsibly-harvested forest products.

Pre-Competitive Agreements are another form of private governance with wellbeing 
economies values. They address systemic problems with the delivery of goods and ser-
vices by investing in public goods. For example, Sea Pact is a coalition of North American 
seafood distributors (competitors), who got together to financially support the long-term 
viability of the softshell clam fishery through environmental projects.

National Constitutional Reform. A particularly interesting example of national con-
stitutional reform is Costa Rica’s creation of 28 multi-stakeholder networks as Territorial 
Councils (Consejos Territoriales de Desarrollo Rural). Becoming operational in 2016, they 
are embedded in the Constitution and legislation, with responsibility for ‘social, economic, 
environmental, and cultural rural development’ of their particular territories. The Councils’ 
Steering Committees comprise 60% civil society and private sector and 40% public insti-
tutions who collectively approve development plans. (Inder: Instituto d Desarrolo Rural, 
2022). Chile’s proposed constitution that failed to receive enough support (September, 
2022) also integrated many wellbeing values.

Multi-Stakeholder Initiatives of Intergovernmental Organizations. Multi-stake-
holder initiatives of intergovernmental organizations represent another form of governance 
activity that is emerging. Over the past three decades, for example, the Healthy Cities Net-
work in Europe has developed a holistic view of health that emphasizes wellbeing. Core 
is the strategy ‘to promote multisectoral, intersectoral and participatory governance for 
health and well-being, equity in all local policies, and integrated planning for health and 
wellbeing, including health in all policies’ (WHO Europe 2018). Decision-making in col-

1 3



Humanistic Management Journal

laboration with many sectors outside health and government is common (De Leeuw et al. 
2015). This process has led to multi-sectoral working groups, such as one in Barcelona 
that actually directs implementation actions to address economic inequities, rather than just 
providing traditional health policy advice (Daban et al. 2022). Some cities, like Glasgow, 
Scotland, emphasize participatory budgeting for the whole city budget, not just health issues 
(Glasgow Centre for Pupulation Health, 2022).

Financing Mechanisms

A wellbeing economies’ infrastructure approach to finance emphasizes its role in the real 
economy of goods and services, in contrast to the speculative financial activities (Mueller-
leile 2018). These are aligned with, and arising from, wellbeing oriented economic gover-
nance institutions, described in the last section. Several categories of activity are present in 
the data: integrating wellbeing economy principles into historic infrastructure, new aggre-
gation mechanisms, and ecosystems for financing transformation.

Integrating Wellbeing Economic Principles. A huge number of initiatives focus on try-
ing to insert wellbeing economy into historic infrastructure, including the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Stock Exchange Initiative (SSEI) and Principles for Responsible Investment 
(PRI). The SSEI works collaboratively through research, builds consensus with key finan-
cial stakeholders, and provides technical assistance on aligning existing stock exchanges 
with several of the Sustainable Development Goals.

New Aggregation Mechanisms. Crowdfunding where initiatives receive funding from 
on-line campaigns is an example of an innovation that emphasizes decentralization and 
participatory financing. Crowdfunding shifts financing to a more grassroots and relational 
logic, with less emphasis on financial outcomes. It develops networking and collaborating, 
and enables support for initiatives and innovations no matter their current scale, location, 
or previous track record. The approach encourages the co-creation of collective value, with 
individual representation ensuring that communities and all regions across the world have 
equal opportunity for sustainable growth and innovation. Prominent examples of crowdfun-
ing platforms are Kickstarter and GoFundMe.

Social Stock Exchanges (SSE) are innovative financing mechanisms that are just aris-
ing. Like traditional stock markets, they aggregate investment for specific proposals by 
issuing stocks and bonds. Rather than defining objectives primarily in financial outcomes, 
they are defined in change impact. Project Blackthorn, an SSE scheduled to open in 2023, 
assesses its own performance in terms of a theory of change, and anyone raising money 
through it must have a theory of change against which they assess their own performance. 
This approach opens up investment to a much different range of initiatives than available 
in traditional stock markets. SSEs also provide higher levels of transparency and disclosure 
about their issuers’ broad range of impact, and stock issues target more modest needs, in the 
$2 to $10 million range, than in conventional markets.

Ecosystems for Financing Transformation. These present a novel way of integrating 
wellbeing economy values into ‘ecosystems for financing transformation’ (EFT) (Waddell 
2021). An array of organizations provides the functions necessary for a wellbeing financing 
ecosystem, including capital aggregators, brokers between those with money and those with 
projects, capacity developers, and evaluators. The participants share commitment to a well-
being future. Examples include the Climate Investment Funds, Co-Impact, and Climate-
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KIC. Seven dimensions distinguish such a system as providing “transformation capital” 
with the goal of transformation of a system, in contrast to “progressive capital” that aims for 
triple bottom line outcomes.

Exchange Mechanisms

As the key factor in The Great Transformation, Polyani pointed to importance of impersonal 
markets for exchange of goods and services displacing interpersonal exchange mechanisms 
between traders, producers and consumers (Polanyi 2001). Reflecting the importance of 
exchange mechanisms, the research suggested that the exchange mechanism element of 
the typology warrants distinguishing between three subcategories of innovations: markets, 
currencies and metrics.

Markets

Markets today are characterized by complex production chains with many players acting as 
intermediaries between producers and consumers, and centralization of power in favor of 
capital owners in contrast to workers and consumers. How to embed exchanges of goods 
and services in relational structures is a key question 13, and the data gathered suggest that 
innovations are being made in three ways: production chain agreements, new technology 
platforms, and product-consumer direct exchanges.

Production Chain Agreements. The classic impersonal exchange market is increas-
ingly modified by codes of conduct and other forms of agreements among production chain 
participants that include social and environmental goals. Some are industry-based, as with 
the apparel industry agreements such as Worldwide Responsible Apparel Production. Many 
of these certification and standards-setting efforts are associated with companies’ corporate 
social responsibility programs. Some of the agreements are place-based, such as the Great 
Bear Rainforest on Canada’s Pacific coast that includes companies and indigenous peoples 
(McGee et al. 2010). In New Caledonia, Tesla has directly bought part ownership of a nickel 
mine to ‘address sustainability issues such as biodiversity impact, energy consumption, 
human rights and tailings management’. These market-modifying processes often involve 
multi-stakeholder governance structures and new metrics.

New technology platforms. These are also enhancing the ability for consumers and 
producers to directly connect and eliminate intermediaries and lower interaction costs. Mar-
kets, such as Good Market and the Platform for Inclusive Entrepreneurship (PIE), enable 
enterprises, businesses, networks and change makers to access global and national markets 
– increasing reach and potential. Good Market has a curation process for the community 
that is deeply guided by a set of values, forming over 400 certifications. It has a directory 
and a marketplace–holding the connections and bridging previous fragmentations. PIE has a 
specific focus of supporting millions of workers within the informal sector who do not have 
access to regular or enough income.

Product-Consumer Direct Exchanges. These allow ethical and planetary friendly 
means for receiving services, products and produce. Through Community Supported Agri-
culture (CSA) consumers directly support local farms through subscription commitments 
and sometimes volunteering time, in exchange for a regular share of the food production. 
These exchanges can either be producer-led (e.g. Chagfood), community-led (e.g. Stroud 
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Community Agriculture), community-owned (e.g. Fordhall Farm) or producer-community 
partnerships (e.g. Oak Tree Community Farm).

Currencies

Currencies are core to modern economies. The dominant currency of today – ‘fiat’ currency 
backed simply by a government promise to accept it–is a recent invention. Until 1913 in 
the United States, private banks could issue their own notes; until 1973 US dollars were 
redeemable in gold. The way money and power are designed is central to holding the cur-
rent economic system together (Lietaer and Dunne 2013b). Two currency innovations work 
alongside fiat currencies, as evidenced by the data: local currencies and cryptocurrencies.

Local Currencies. Around the time the gold standard ended, local currencies began 
arising (e.g., Toreke, Belgium; Totnes Pound, Devon UK; Regiogeld, Germany; Berk-
shares, US). These currencies generally aim to keep money circulating within a community, 
stimulating economic localization, building credit for small/green businesses, embedding 
economic activity within ecological limits, and building informal economies. They are con-
trolled under various local governance mechanisms that contrast with centralized govern-
ment fiat currency though they have yet to reach their full potential (Lietaer and Dunne 
2013b; Seyfang 2009).

Cryptocurrencies. Cryptocurrencies have emerged with the advent of block chain and 
appear posed to make a much bigger impact in the future. Although the best-known like 
Bitcoin are associated with traditional power structures and financial economy focus, the 
design of some integrates wellbeing economy ideas (Schinckus 2020). Seeds is a crypto-
currency designed to produce a community referred to as SEEDS (upper case) that actively 
supports regenerative action. Within its global structure, local communities can organize 
a Seeds economy based upon local control. With an easy mobile phone app, Seeds can 
be used by buyers with sellers who accept them. The expansion of the number of Seeds 
(increase in the money supply) is driven by regenerative actions and there is a ‘citizens’ 
control structure.

Holistic Metrics

Perhaps none of the wellbeing economies infrastructure is as prolific as new measures of 
performance. The history of economic metrics can be seen as a set of new sensemaking 
(Weick et al. 2005) and action guiding mechanisms that are continually evolving as our 
understanding of the workings of the world evolve. Performance metrics matter in the 
world, because as an old saying goes, you get what you measure. People and organizations 
respond to how they are being assessed. Metrics impacting wellbeing economies come from 
three traditions.

National Accounts. Most people are familiar with Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as 
the core measure of national accounts. As a metric GDP has been known to be flawed since 
it was introduced (Costanza et al. 2009, 2014). GDP’s creator, Simon Kuznets, commented 
in 1934: “The welfare of a nation can scarcely be inferred from a measurement of national 
income”. (Futurepolicy.org, 2022) GDP has been increasingly questioned by the economics 
profession who express a growing interest in ‘happiness’ and ‘well-being’. A reviewer of 
Income and Wealth commented that ‘four of the 20 most-cited articles ever published in the 
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Economic Journal explicitly have the word ‘happiness’ in their title (and two of the three 
most-cited articles in Journal of Public Economics deal with the question of subjective 
well-being)’ (Muellerleile 2018), pp. 245-6). The tiny country of Bhutan has taken the lead 
in reflecting this with increases in its Global National Happiness Index as its national goal 
(Clark 2018; Thinley and Hartz-Karp 2019). The Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) and the 
Well-Being Index in Canada similarly move in this direction and have received some sub-
national government support.

Change initiatives metrics. These are also under scrutiny. The traditional Logical 
Framework Approach (Log Frame), a matrix-based planning tool, developed in 1969 by 
the United States Agency for International Development has come under wide attack, in 
particular for the way it undermines learning (Gasper 2000). More holistic and systemic 
approaches are developmental evaluation (Patton 2010), realistic evaluation (Pollitt 2013; 
Reynolds 2015) and, with respect to system transformation in particular, Blue Marble Eval-
uation (Patton 2019). Blue Marble evaluation is a principles-based approach aimed at pro-
viding tools for evaluators to cope with the complexities of global issues.

Metrics for Businesses. The third measurement arena evident in the data concerns met-
rics for assessing the socio-ecological performance of business organizations. The Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI) was the first big foray into this arena at the turn of the millen-
nium, providing a set of global standards for companies to report on their environment, 
social, and governance (ESG) performance. Integrated Reporting, which provided standards 
for companies issuing integrating socio-ecological and financial reports, merged in June 
2021with the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB), whose standards dem-
onstrate the financial impacts of sustainability, to form the Value Reporting Foundation 
(VRF). Moreover, ESG metrics themselves are recognized as falling short of what is needed 
(Simpson et al., n.d.). VRF deploys a coherent, comprehensive system of corporate report-
ing to ‘bring the interests of businesses, investors and broader society into close alignment’ 
(Home, n.d.). While GRI supports broad and comprehensive disclosures on organizational 
impacts, VRF focuses on a subset of financially material information. The Investment Inte-
gration Project (TIIP) adds an important metrics dimension through its system-level invest-
ing approach, which moves beyond portfolio theory to help investors take systemic impacts 
of their investing practices into account. The actual adoption of these measures is dependent 
on organizations and investors; currently, there is no legal obligation to use any of these 
frameworks.

Business/Production Structures

Production of an economies’ goods, services, and provisions is an outcome of the institu-
tional context. This includes all of the previous categories, as well as how public, private 
and non-governmental organizations’ design and implement their production activities and 
how enterprises are structured. Over the last 150 years and particularly since the 1980s, 
industrialized economies have been dominated by corporate forms driven by shareholders. 
They tend to focus on financial outcomes and be governed by concentrated, hierarchical 
power. Three types of structural innovations that are considerably more oriented towards 
wellbeing goals than conventional corporations were identified in this research: for-benefit 
organizations; partnerships, alliances, and networks; and benefit corporations.
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For-Benefit Organizations. The Fourth Sector Group, which focuses on ways to orga-
nize in addition to the state, civil society and business sectors, has identified 31 ‘movements’ 
that emphasize various characteristics of different types of enterprise associated with well-
being economies. Some, like cooperatives and fair trade, categorically integrate an explicit 
value system honoring participant and stakeholder engagement. Other innovations, like the 
move in big corporations towards corporate social responsibility, focus on social benefits 
that can be generated by traditional corporations through specific types of socially beneficial 
actions. Fourth Sector summarizes these collective aspirations under the umbrella of For-
Benefit Organizations. ‘The presence of two defining characteristics distinguish for-benefits 
from other organizational models: a primary commitment to social purpose, and a predomi-
nantly earned-income business model. In addition to these attributes, most for-benefits also 
have one or more secondary characteristics’ (What Are For-Benefit Organizations?, n.d.). A 
similar approach is being taken in Canada with the Social Purpose Institute, which supports 
companies to shift their purposes toward making social contributions a core goal.

Partnerships, Alliances, and Networks. Some forms of partnerships, alliances, and 
networks are emerging to displace the dominance of traditional stand-alone organiza-
tions integrating an orientation towards wellbeing. In addition to ones described as eco-
nomic governance mechanisms, they include alliances and networks that are categorically 
production chains. Fair trade that includes farmers and small producers and NGOs is an 
example. Various forms of public-private-community partners create ownership production 
structures, often within the context of broader governance mechanisms, which can include 
changes in traditional ownership.

Benefit Corporations. One of the newest legal innovations for production organizations, 
specifically developed to address wellbeing economies’ stakeholder issues, is benefit corpo-
rations (BCorps). BCorps provide ‘legal protection for companies to balance financial and 
nonfinancial interests when making decisions and to protect the social mission, even in the 
case of ownership change’(Kirst et al. 2021). BCorps are formed under specific legislation 
or are certified by a non-profit of foundations and others, called B Lab. BCorps produce 
goods and services that are committed, beyond profit, to multi-stakeholder governance that 
includes multiple stakeholder interests, including the natural environment, workers, custom-
ers, and community. By early 2022 there were about 4700 companies in 78 countries with 
nearly 400,000 workers (B Lab Global Site, n.d.). Most are medium and small enterprises 
originally formed as BCorps, however, some are medium-sized, pre-existing companies that 
have transitioned to BCorps from private entities, like Patagonia and Danone.

Products and Services

Adjustments to existing production processes and highly innovative new approaches are 
providing a range of wellbeing-oriented products and services. To the user, they are usually 
indistinguishable from traditional products and services. For example, green energy pro-
vides the same end use function as traditional energy sources; certified sustainable products 
like seafood and paper are essentially new products, but are used for the same purposes as 
their old economy counterparts. Three categories of such products and services emerged: 
co-production, payment for ecosystem services, and reducing the ecological footprint of 
production.
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Co-Production. Co-production happens when service providers and users work together 
to reach a desired outcome with respect to products and services delivered. In co-production, 
participation in the production process becomes a core element of what is being consumed. 
A modest example is eco-tourism, where people participate in farm production or environ-
mentally sustainable activity. A more complex example is with development of ‘prevention 
derivatives’, which support a shift from payments for losses to investment in prevention 
of losses. Arising out of the huge losses from California fires and still in development, 
prevention derivatives require organizing stakeholders including governments, insurance 
companies, home- and land-owners, and forest authorities, to share liability proportionally 
through a commons of prevention innovations. The projected savings from implementing 
the innovations provides the basis for financing them.

Payment for Ecosystem Services. A new wellbeing economies service is oriented 
towards the maintenance of healthy natural environments, such as maintaining the health of 
a watershed environment so it continues to provide water. Payments for ecosystem services 
(PES) are evolving in nature-rich economic activity such as provision of water and agricul-
ture (Ina T Porras, n.d.). PES can involve payments to maintain a forest rather than harvest 
the lumber. In this case the service is provided as part of the cost of water provision directly 
by consumers or indirectly through governments. Costa Rica is an early adopter of this 
approach (Ina T Porras, n.d.). Seven principles for their organization can address economic 
externalities of resource extraction and commodity production, improving both social and 
ecological outcomes, according to Chan and colleagues (Chan et al. 2017). In particular, 
the last principle informs new PES based on ‘recruiting’ inherent motivations by rewarding 
stewardship instead of pre-defined actions or outputs. For instance, paying stewards who 
are already undertaking positive actions (e.g., landowners who are already planting trees or 
maintaining set- asides). Monitoring of PES in Costa Rica has shown participation of farm-
ers motivated by recognition of the environmental benefits, whereas only less than half of 
the participants adhered to the scheme for mere economic benefits (Chan et al. 2017).

Reducing the Ecological Footprint of Production. A new wellbeing economies’ service 
is reducing the ecological footprints of production. While often done through traditional ser-
vice provision mechanisms, there are many examples where the activity is associated with 
non-traditional mechanisms. For example, in India, Goonj integrates recycling of materi-
als into rural development outcomes by working with extremely low-income communi-
ties, developing their dignity and providing payment with reusable material that they turn 
into sellable products. Multi-stakeholder networks and accountability are often required to 
produce these services, such as Slovenia is demonstrating with its leadership as a recycling 
nation (Obrecht, 2021).

Discussion

In response to our research question, we have proposed a typology of innovations in eco-
nomic systems that are currently emerging in support of wellbeing economies, along with 
key subcategories within each of the elements (see Table 2) and Fig. 2. This framework 
represents a holistic assessment of the categories of infrastructure associated with emerging 
wellbeing economies, with examples for each main category illustrated in Fig. 2. The typol-
ogy as presented is preliminary. It is entirely possible that we have overlooked categories 
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within each of the elements, and that other elements may need to be added as understanding 
and infrastructure emergence increases, hence there is still need for further research into 
both the conceptualization and description of wellbeing EOI introduced here.

The present descriptions focus on particular aspects of the innovations, and the innova-
tions may still contain values that support neo-liberal economies. This discovery led the 
developers of SEEDS, for example, to make design changes in 2022, to remove vestiges 
of design that favored inequitable financial wealth accumulation of the founders. By and 
large, however, the innovations described contrast sufficiently with neo-liberal approaches 
to support the argument that values can be designed into EOI and that EOI is a key carrier 
of values.

The EOI typology offers a systemic understanding of the linkages among different types 
of infrastructure that are frequently discussed in the literature (Bowker and Star 2001; Chan 
et al. 2017; Fourie 2006; Rim et al. 2019). Infrastructure is typically discussed in terms of 
specific types of contexts, urban, for example (Wang et al. 2019, 2020), or in the develop-
ing nation context (Fourie 2006). Here we take a whole systems perspective to describe an 
underlying infrastructure that is generally obscured by a focus on parts of an economy and 
specific contexts.

We believe that all six of the nested EOI elements oriented towards wellbeing are 
required for a well-functioning contemporary economy. For example, without a shared nar-
rative to provide coherence and an orientation towards wellbeing, the other elements of the 
typology will not function smoothly as a whole—or will diverge towards more conventional 
and solely financial goals associated with conventional economics. The elements and their 
component parts (the innovations and their categories) must be in relationship with each 
other, to create a comprehensive whole, wellbeing economy. Most innovations identified, 
however, are currently unconnected to each other, fail to signal to each other their orien-
tation towards wellbeing, and do not recognize the importance of connecting to create a 
whole wellbeing economy. They currently operate as islands with a confusing narrative that 
includes emphasis on an array of key organizing terms, such as regenerative, circular, com-
mon good, and wellbeing.

Perhaps the most successful attempt to provide an alternative to neoliberal economies is 
the cooperative movement. It provides guidance to the importance of development of the 
full array of typology elements. It has a very cohesive narrative, grounded in a globally-
adopted identity, values and principles (International Cooperative Alliance, 2022). It has 
created banks (credit unions) as financing mechanism, producers coops as production struc-
tures (a common element in some agriculture systems such as in Canada and India), and 
consumer coops to provide products and services. Mondragon is perhaps the most famous 
example where these elements have come together most successfully. (Mondragon Corpora-
tion, 2022)

Gaps in connectedness raise the question of how a strategy for the emergence of well-
being economies might be developed—as a future research (or practice) endeavor. Some 
initiatives, for example, are already approaching this type of linkages as part of their theory 
of change. For example, B-Lab’s theory of change in fostering certification of BCorps iden-
tifies three problems: (1) the way business currently operates and behaves, (2) the way the 
economic and legal systems are designed, and (3) business culture and the narrative about 
business. The six core aspects of the infrastructure serve as an elaboration of this tripar-
tite model, broadening the scope and understanding of the problems and solutions needed 
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beyond simply developing B Corporations to thinking about the whole economic system. 
The EOI model presented here complements the BCorps analysis, and presents an elabo-
rated understanding to guide theories of change.

Activities in a Theory of Change to a Wellbeing Economy

The EOI framework suggests that four activities are needed in a theory of change to realize 
a wellbeing economy. First is deepening understanding of EOI and promoting the impor-
tance of a whole economic systems approach and the feasibility of such an approach with 
an EOI perspective. The nested aspect of the typology is derivative of Holling’s work with 
panarchy, a conceptual framework that accounts for the seemingly contradictory character-
istics of complex systems regarding stability and change (Allen et al. 2014; Gunderson and 
Holling 2002).

The second activity is to evolve the power and impact of each element of the typology. 
Connecting innovations within each element can greatly speed up their collective develop-
ment and the emergence of a powerful system oriented towards wellbeing. Each innovation 
responds to particular contexts and challenges, and a whole palette of innovations within an 
element is required to form a new EOI element. Distinctive development challenges within 
each element can be addressed by pooling the innovation energy.

The third activity is to speed emergence of connections among the elements at differ-
ent scales and scopes, and connecting innovations within each to speed formation of the 
whole of a wellbeing economy. For example, the power of new business structures will 
only be fully developed when they are also connected to new currencies, financial systems, 
governance frameworks, and the other elements of the EOI typology that reflect wellbeing 
economies’ values.

The fourth activity is to ensure the previous steps move from simply descriptively illus-
trating what is possible into becoming the dominant new paradigm. That is, it seems vital to 
move wellbeing EOI from niche to landscape, in the language of Geels’ multi-level model 
of transitions. (Geels 2011) Individual innovations and individually developed elements 
have to be well connected with purposeful joint undertakings to develop their collective 
power and become the new economy. Collectively, when connected, they can form the 
wellbeing economy landscape that will comprise a comprehensive set of all six aspects 
of wellbeing EOI. This type of activity might be organized around specific issues, such as 
food production, or around specific locations such as a bio-region or political jurisdiction. 
Indeed, approaches like the Doughnut Economics Action Labs (DEAL, 2022) and hubs 
of the Wellbeing Economies Alliance (Wellbeing Economies Alliance, 2022) are arguably 
already working in this direction. Their work could be strengthened with an understanding 
of wellbeing EOI.

These are four activities, not steps. They all require attention concurrently. For exam-
ple, the narrative development needs to happen interactively with the development of new 
financing mechanisms and other elements. Developing relationships among the innovations 
and the elements will require on-going adjustments and learning to develop a smooth, well-
aligned whole.
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Conclusion

Wellbeing EOI has been described as a nested set of six aspects derived from a qualita-
tive search for such innovations: narrative, economic governance, financing mechanisms, 
exchange mechanism including metrics, currencies, and markets; business/production 
structures, and products and services that derive from those business/production structures. 
The EOI typology reveals a hidden economic infrastructure that holds in place an economic 
system. The elements of the typology form a collective economic system whole. There 
must be connections and smooth exchanges between the elements, in order for an economic 
system to function well. There must be alignment and consistent implementation of values 
towards wellbeing in the design of the elements and their component organizations.

As we have attempted to show, EOI innovators and entrepreneurs are developing new 
governance approaches, organizations, structures, and mental models designed to support 
wellbeing economies. Their innovations are widespread, but fragile. The innovators are sep-
arated and fragmented by language about their work and their need to focus on their particu-
lar innovation’s development. To be successful in the long term, however, they need to move 
from niche innovations to shifting the whole regime and ultimately the broad landscape of 
society (Geels 2011), so that wellbeing-associated values dominate. This movement can be 
accelerated by working with understanding of what EOI is and how it can potentially shift 
the economic landscape. Such understanding provides the basis for a feasible and powerful 
strategy to accelerate the transformation from a neoliberal economic system to a wellbeing 
one. An EOI-informed strategy would undertake four activities:

1.	 Deepen and promote understanding of EOI to ensure the needed visibility to realize a 
wellbeing economy.

2.	 Within each of the six EOI elements, identify existing innovations, develop new ones 
and connect them to form a rich array of options within each element of the EOI typol-
ogy to address diverse needs and contexts.

3.	 Support connection among the categories and elements so they can develop powerfully 
as a whole system approach towards wellbeing economies.

4.	 Ensure that wellbeing infrastructure moves beyond idiosyncratic interesting examples 
to grow to become the mainstream wellbeing economies paradigm.

These activities must be accompanied by further work and analysis of the EOI concept 
itself. This article represents a modest foray into a huge set of questions about the design of 
economic structures from a wellbeing perspective, and how to transition to an economy of a 
new set of values. As wellbeing economies innovators well know, significant impediments 
can be made that delay or even stop their work, including the inevitable siren calls of the 
currently dominant neoliberal economics, which entraps much transformational economic 
action with promises of quickly scaling success. Hopefully, understanding the importance 
of wellbeing EOI, and linking such innovations, can help accelerate the urgent need for 
action reflected in environmental collapse and societal crises.

We recognize that the EOI framework presented is preliminary and that other research-
ers may develop additional categories relevant to such a typology, and that different types 
of innovation either as yet undiscovered or still to emerge may well add subcategories to 
Table 2. While our work here is necessarily exploratory rather than definitive, we believe 
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that the typology offers a framework on which future research—about different types of 
innovations, about subcategories, and about how such innovations actually move from their 
current niche status to becoming established parts of a wellbeing economy landscape.

There are significant implications from this study for future research. Scholars could 
determine whether the six types of infrastructure identified in the present study represent 
an inclusive and exhaustive set of economic operating infrastructure. Scholars could also 
research in more detail, perhaps through explicit process- or case-based research the ways 
in which such innovations come into being, how they are or are not adopted in practice, and 
the extent to which they actually reflect values associated with wellbeing economies over 
time. The idea of EOI could be applied in different types of context, for example in both the 
Global North and Global South, to determine whether there are differences in what types 
of EOI are needed and how they come into practice. Since the concept of EOI itself is new, 
there could be further conceptual development that adds to the understanding of the roles 
that such innovations play in fostering the goals and purposes of economies and how inno-
vations interact with existing institutions and practices.

There are also implications for practitioners working to develop economic infrastructure 
arising from the present work. For change makers attempting to actually bring about wellbe-
ing economies, applying the idea of economic operating infrastructure can potentially help 
them figure out where key leverage points for change might exist and how they can tap into 
particularly powerful ways of moving the system of interest towards wellbeing. Further, 
as policymakers become aware of this construct, they can explicitly orient new policies 
towards the emergence of innovations that deeply and significantly embed values associ-
ated with wellbeing economies into them, rather than simply assuming that market forces 
will take care of that aspect of change. We hope that this study provides a basis for moving 
forward on these important questions and practices.
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