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Our current systems have 
widespread negative 

impacts...
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…and need to transition
towards more sustainability

Nothing new here 😉

Our current systems have 
widespread negative 

impacts...



But this transition faces major resistance
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But this transition faces major resistance
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The concept of “lock-in” is used in many papers analysing this 
resistance.



There is a shared understanding of the overall lock-
in concept 
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Is discussed when a system appears unable 
to change in favor of an alternative 

trajectory

(dominant regime)



We found 3 main research gaps in the literature 
addressing agrifood systems lock-ins
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Lack of 
coherency

Lack of 
operability

The terminology used differ 
between lock-ins analyses.

Lock-in analyses do not explore 
all their current dimensions.

Lock-in analyses are not 
geared towards action.

Lack of systemic 
approach



To fill these gaps, we propose new conceptual and 
analytical frameworks
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Understanding & framing the 
problem is the first step to 

solving it 



A. Treating the lack of coherency
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Lock-in

Barrier

= State of a (agrifood) system in which a specific configuraCon becomes deeply entrenched, 
making the system resistant to change. 
➡ It results from interacCons between barriers. 

= Specific and concrete elements of the current system that, by their existence and their 
interacCons, contribute to its blockage. 
➡ By interacCng and reinforcing each other, the barriers create a complex situaCon where the 
system acquire strong resistant to change.

OperaBonal dissociaBon between the two 
concepts, prevenBng confusion between 

them



B. Approaching lock-ins systemically
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Systemic 
approac

h
Multiplicity 

of actors
Multiplicity of 
barrier types

InteracCons 
between barriers

Financial

Technical
Socio-cultural

Governance-related

Market-related
Organizational

Knowledge-related

External

Relational

Farmers, collectors, 
processors, 
distributors, 
consumers, 
policymakers, advisors, 
etc.



C. Aiming at operationality
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The conceptual framework 
is supplemented by an 
analyBcal framework



Lock-ins are studied in a participatory approach
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ParBciparoty 
approach

Actors as 
objects of 

study

Actors as 
research 
partners

Actors are consulted at 
several steps of the 

lock-in analysis. 
They are considered as 
the principal source of 
information regarding 

systems’ barriers. 

Barriers are analyzed 
through actors’ agency.
Actors who have direct 
agency upon barriers 

and actors’ roles across 
which barriers unfold 

are identified.



A higher coherency & practicality…
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• Clarification of definitions • Operational distinction between 
lock-in & barrier

• Focus on who is doing what, why, 
and how,

• Focus on current factors 
impeding change, on which to 
act.

• Focus on interactions between 
barriers

• Consideration of barriers of 
different nature
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These new conceptual & analytical frameworks are 
a work in progress and an open call to collective 
reflection on how to effectively address agrifood 

systems’ lock-ins.
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Find out more about our team and our work !



17


