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ABSTRACT

Supply chain management is grounded on the assumption that endless economic growth is compatible with environmental and

social sustainability. Yet scholars from ecological economics question this assumption due to ever increasing evidence showing

how hard it is to decouple growth from negative environmental and social externalities. In response, pressure from social move-

ments is mounting, and the agendas of several countries already consider alternatives to growth. Therefore, this article presents

a critical thought experiment for the supply chain management discipline: What are the implications of moving from the current

endless growth paradigm to a post-growth paradigm for businesses and their supply chains? Using the umbrella term “post-

growth,” this article identifies three key post-growth principles—(i) socio-ecological wellbeing, (ii) selective downscaling, and (iii)

systems thinking—and then examines their implications for supply chain management research and practice.

1 | Introduction

Growing revenue for firms and increasing gross domestic prod-
uct for countries underpin the traditional economic paradigm
of positive societal development. That growth is good is an as-
sumption that is rarely questioned by supply chain management
scholars. Yet this view has been challenged elsewhere, with a
focus on limits to growth (Daly 1991; Georgescu-Roegen 1971;
Meadows et al. 1972) and, in the last 15years, the development of
a post-growth discourse (Fioramonti 2024). This paradigm shift
stems from an accelerating awareness of the environmental lim-
its to growth, inequality of wealth and income, and a stagnat-
ing quality of life in many countries (e.g., Fanning et al. 2022;
Parrique, Raworth, and Liegey 2023).

In the growth-oriented paradigm, a company's performance is
determined by its ability to grow profits by generating more rev-
enues and gaining market share. This is how firms are valued,
we measure success in business research, and we have trained

our students for generations. But this implies constantly grow-
ing production and using more natural resources. While it is
true that some businesses can remain profitable without growth
by focusing on quality and efficiency rather than expanding,
this does not maximize shareholder value or grow the econ-
omy through expanding gross domestic product (GDP). These
companies are not viewed as exemplars because growth has be-
come so embedded in business logic as to become an imperative
(Christensen 2001; Rich 1999) and an object of social justifica-
tion (Ahlstrom 2010; Ferguson and Ferguson 2018). However, to
quote the famous report by the Club of Rome, there are limits to
growth (Meadows et al. 1972).

Like other core management disciplines (e.g., strategy, market-
ing, and finance), supply chain management (SCM) has also im-
plicitly incorporated growth as a key objective. A multitude of
impactful studies investigates the connection between SCM prac-
tices with growth and profitability (e.g., Dehning, Richardson,
and Zmud 2007; Flynn, Huo, and Zhao 2010; Tan et al. 1999;
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Tracey, Lim, and Vonderembse 2005). The fundamental prin-
ciples of SCM have long embraced customer primacy, demand
fulfilment, cost-efficiency, flexibility, and speed. SCM as a man-
agement philosophy is characterized by a customer focus: “The
objective of every supply chain should be to maximize net value
[...] the difference between the value of the end product to the
customer and the costs the entire supply chain incurs in fulfill-
ing the customer request” (Chopra and Meindl 2019, p. 15). The
term SCM was coined by consultants (Oliver and Webber 1982)
and adopted by academics to study how companies could co-
ordinate intra- and inter-organizational processes to fulfill de-
mand. And the goal of SCM is to “achieve effective and efficient
flows of products and services, information, money and deci-
sions, to provide maximum value to the customer at low cost and
high speed” (Flynn, Huo, and Zhao 2010, p. 59). In other words,
SCM has been primarily concerned with meeting demand at the
lowest possible cost to maximize profits, demand that should be
growing to create and maintain competitive advantage.

Post-growth scholars! argue that perpetual economic growth
and the planet's ability to sustain human life as we know it are
essentially incompatible. The latest Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change report shows that human activity has “unequiv-
ocally caused global warming, with global surface temperature
reaching 1.1°C” above pre-industrial levels (IPCC 2023, p. 4),
which “is already affecting many weather and climate extremes
in every region across the globe [leading] to widespread adverse
impacts and related losses and damages to nature and people”
(p. 5). Furthermore, while progress has been made, they deem
current adaptation planning and implementation insufficient
(p. 8), with rapid changes occurring in the atmosphere, oceans,
cryosphere and biosphere. The United Nations Environment
Programme (2023) confirms these results and emphasizes that
global temperatures will surpass the 2015 Paris agreement goal
unless countries deliver more than they have promised. This
evidence of human-induced climate destruction has sparked
social movements to pressurize governments to take concrete
measures (Fridays for Future 2023; Parrique, Raworth, and
Liegey 2023) and highlights the need for an interdisciplinary
approach that tackles the climate crisis with an understanding
of the interconnectedness of social and environmental systems
(Graham et al. 2023).

The post-growth paradigm is gaining momentum because the
(admittedly attractive) goal of reducing carbon dioxide emissions
while increasing the GDP—referred to as green growth—seems
unobtainable while meeting the Paris agreement's deadline (e.g.,
Fanninget al. 2022; Vogel and Hickel 2023). For countries to meet
their 1.5°C target alongside continued economic growth, carbon
reduction rates would need to increase 10 times by 2025 (Vogel
and Hickel 2023). Therefore, some scholars, including some who
had previously advocated for green growth, observe these tar-
gets are more “wishful thinking” than a practical reality that we
can reach in time (Rockstrém et al. 2017). This is why climate
policy researchers are increasingly skeptical about green growth
(e.g., King, Savin, and Drews 2023; Koskiméki 2023; Lehmann,
Delbard, and Lange 2022). Proponents of the post-growth para-
digm contend that a reduction in production and consumption
is therefore necessary, particularly for affluent nations, to cope
with the need to limit the climate crisis (Jackson 2021; Parrique
et al. 2019).

The climate crisis is only one reason for post-growth’s momen-
tum. The current growth-oriented paradigm also clashes with
a just society, free of macroscopic inequalities. Fanning and
Hickel (2023) show that investments to mitigate climate change
cannot be equally shared to reach current climate goals, find-
ing that developed economies must go far beyond current tar-
gets. Similarly, the impacts of the climate crisis are not equally
shared with racial minority groups, migrants, and indigenous
communities facing a disproportionate burden from illness
and mortality (Abi Deivanayagam et al. 2023). The promise of
growth driven poverty reduction is also in question, with cur-
rent approaches in developing regions based on exploitation
and extraction, rebounding in inequalities, social exclusion and
ecosystem degradation (De Schutter 2024). Even the United
Nations' Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) raise questions
because aggregate economic growth of 3% per year (SDG 8) is
inconsistent with the other SDGs (e.g., SDG 6, 12, 13, 14, and 15)
aimed at environmental protection (Hickel 2019).

While there is resistance to post-growth thinking from main-
stream economists, post-growth scenarios have a good prob-
ability of becoming reality as a consequence of constrained
bio-physical limits (Banerjee et al. 2021). The less we tackle
ecological degradation and social inequalities, the more likely
we are to be forced to substantially downscale economic output.
This would not be a planned, smooth transition. To avoid this,
some countries are (at least partially) embracing post-growth
principles. The European Union's Beyond Growth initiative
aims to “deconstruct underlying assumption of GDP being
the only mean to achieve economic policy objectives; shift the
discourse towards beyond-growth indicators for a wellbeing
European economy [...]; and shape the EU's path to a more re-
silient economic agenda” (Beyond Growth 2023). The govern-
ments of Scotland, Iceland, New Zealand, Wales and Finland
have joined the Wellbeing Economy Alliance (2024) to actively
promote a new policy agenda beyond growth. Prioritizing the
environment and people’s wellbeing over growth is also mak-
ing its way into public opinion, with the majority of European
and US citizens supporting post-growth principles (Drews,
Antal, and van den Bergh 2018; Gallup 2023; Marlon et al. 2018;
Paulson and Biichs 2022; Rice-Oxley and Rankin 2019;
Umweltbundesamt 2023). As post-growth arguments enter into
civil society debates and actions, it is time for scholars to con-
sider how this impacts their disciplines, including our own.

When SCM scholars started studying green operations, the de-
bate was rightly focused on the does-it-pay-to-be-green question
(Klassen and McLaughlin 1996). Later, stakeholder pressures led
us to consider whether profitability should be the priority if the
objective was to create truly sustainable supply chains (Pagell
and Shevchenko 2014). Today, we might be on the verge of the
next leap with post-growth thinking. Exploring the potential of
a post-growth transformation is an act of responsibility, and it
does not need to worry (all) businesses or researchers (Roulet
and Bothello 2020). While readers may not necessarily agree
with all of what post-growth thinking promotes, we suggest that
exploring these questions is an intellectual endeavor that must
be conducted, because the post-growth paradigm—if adopted—
would have profound implications for SCM. The precautionary
principle indicates that we need to consider the possibility of
a forced and unplanned post-growth transition and then find
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ways to avoid it. By exploring what the post-growth paradigm
could mean for SCM, we hope to illuminate the “white space” of
SCM research to drive positive change (Pflueger, Wieland, and
Chapman 2024).

2 | Moving to a Post-Growth Economy

Post-growth is an umbrella term for multiple related paradigms,
the most common being degrowth, steady-state, and wellbeing
economy (Fioramonti 2024). The basic tenet of post-growth is
to question the assumed desirability of continuous economic
growth, due to the finite nature of the planet's resources and
growth's detrimental environmental impacts (Daly 1991;
Jackson 2009; Victor 2010).

Post-growth economics mostly focuses on qualitative devel-
opment goals instead of quantitative growth targets. This
perspective often emphasizes the shortcomings of GDP as the
measure of societal development and seeks alternative goals
such as prioritizing quality of life, social equality, and ecologi-
cal sustainability (Kallis, Kerschner, and Martinez-Alier 2012;
Schmelzer 2015). Rather than trying to adjust the status quo for
better or greener growth, it promotes imagining and enacting
alternative visions to growth-based development (Kallis 2015).

Post-growth is new and divisive. Hence, it is worth briefly ex-
ploring what it is not: What it does not promote. First, post-
growth does not negate the possibility of growth. Instead,
while sectors that generate negative externalities are expected
to shrink or disappear, others that improve the wellbeing of the
planet and people will expand. What needs to be reduced, in ab-
solute terms, are overall material production and the consump-
tion of natural resources, which are measures of the inputs used
rather than the outputs obtained. Second, post-growth is not
synonymous with recession. Recessions have harmful effects
like increased unemployment and inequality. The post-growth
literature suggests policy pathways that should reduce the over-
all size of the global economy while at the same time improv-
ing wellbeing indicators, including employment (Hasselbalch,
Kranke, and Chertkovskaya 2023; Hickel 2021; OIk, Schneider,
and Hickel 2023). And recent estimates suggest that ensuring
decent living standards for the entire global population would
require less than 30% of current global resource use indicat-
ing plenty of slack for additional investment, innovation, con-
sumption, and so on (Hickel and Sullivan 2024). Third, the
post-growth paradigm is not anti-technology. Technological in-
novations are fundamental to decarbonize the economy and for
finding new ways of work that maximize wellbeing (Jackson,
Hickel, and Kallis 2024). Post-growth scholars simply observe
that technologies aimed at increasing production efficiency
might be destructive for the environment and alienate workers
(Rennstam and Paulsson 2024) and that technology alone might
not be sufficient to solve the ecological crisis (Hickel 2023).

Appendix A summarizes the most relevant post-growth para-
digms and what each proposes as an alternative to the current
growth-based economic system. These approaches are not mu-
tually exclusive and different terms are sometimes used inter-
changeably (Froese et al. 2023; Rennstam and Paulsson 2024).
For our purpose of exploring the implications of post-growth

for SCM, the differences are far less important than the large
areas of similarity. Our synthesis of the post-growth literature
identifies socio-ecological wellbeing, selective downscaling, and
systems thinking as the key common themes across the various
post-growth schools of thought.

Each of these themes is broad based and agreed across thinkers.
We acknowledge that post-growth scholars also discuss a pleth-
ora of other fiscal, monetary, and labor policies. But because
these are not shared, they are outside the article's scope (see, for
example, Fioramonti 2024; Olk, Schneider, and Hickel 2023).
Finally, it is important to note that these common themes are
closely interlinked. For example, understanding what wellbeing
means provides guidance about activities that should be down-
scaled or scaled up and systems thinking requires considering
the wellbeing of all supply chain stakeholders.

2.1 | Socio-Ecological Wellbeing

The first principle of post-growth is a paradigm shift in terms of
the outcomes of economic activity that should be valued. Post-
growth diverges from traditional economic models that priori-
tize GDP growth as the preferred indicator of societal progress.
Martinez-Alier (2008) notes: “Conventional economic account-
ing is false, it forgets the physical and biological aspects of the
economy, it forgets the value of unpaid domestic and voluntary
work, and it does not really measure the welfare and happiness of
the population” (p. 32). Rather than growing GDP, plural forms
of value are needed to emphasize qualitative social and environ-
mental prosperity over quantitative expansion. Post-growth pro-
motes a model of production and consumption that maintains
ecological balance and improves quality of life (Funtowicz and
Ravetz 1994; Martinez-Alier 2001). The notion of value extends
beyond pure economic metrics rooted in GDP to encompass so-
cial and environmental outcomes, redefining prosperity as the
wellbeing of people and ecosystems. This challenges the use of
cost-benefit analyses in favor of multi-criteria evaluations in-
cluding both environmental and social indicators such as bio-
diversity, soil degradation, ecosystem functions, environmental
justice, health, quality of jobs, work-life balance, equality, and
community engagement (Etxano and Villalba-Eguiluz 2021;
Fioramonti et al. 2022). Some countries have already taken
concrete steps in this direction, as evidenced by New Zealand's
wellbeing budget (Anderson and Mossialos 2019), Iceland's
39 indicators of wellbeing (Government of Iceland 2019),
and Scotland's 81 indicators in their National Performance
Framework (Scottish Government 2019).

Valuing wellbeing not GDP challenges the commodification of
labor and the instrumental treatment of nature for production
maximization (Kallis, Gomez-Baggethun, and Zografos 2013).
It moves away from material production and consumption as
the main goals of economic development to encompass physical,
psychological, social, and environmental wellbeing (Fioramonti
et al. 2022). This reorientation is a departure from the tradi-
tional economic paradigm that prioritizes efficiency, productiv-
ity, and profit maximization, focusing instead on the provision
of decent living standards for all. Post-growth advocates claim
that this can be achieved through more equitable distribution of
power and resources, rather than perpetual economic expansion
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often only benefiting the few (Coote and Percy 2020; Fioramonti
et al. 2022; Goddard, Kallis, and Norgaard 2019; Hickel 2019;
Millward-Hopkins et al. 2020).

2.2 | Selective Downscaling

The second fundamental principle of post-growth is selective
downscaling. Downscaling means reducing production and
consumption, decreasing society's energy use and material
throughput, and avoiding the commodification of products, ser-
vice, and resources (Hickel 2019; Kallis 2011; Schneider, Kallis,
and Martinez-Alier 2010). We have already surpassed several
of the planetary boundaries that play a crucial role in the self-
regulating capacity of the Earth, including excessive circulation
of nitrogen and phosphorus, accelerating biodiversity loss, and
rising carbon dioxide concentration causing the climate crisis
(Richardson et al. 2023; Rockstrom et al. 2017). Downscaling
production and consumption would re-establish ecological bal-
ance and preserve a safe space for humanity. This would not
be an endless downscaling process but a transition to a lower
steady state (Kallis, Kerschner, and Martinez-Alier 2012).

However, post-growth is not about absolute downscaling. A
post-growth society requires selective degrowth (Banerjee
et al. 2021). Selective downscaling means less of ecologically de-
structive and socially less necessary production such as energy
from coal and planned obsolescence (Hickel 2021). However,
we also need more of other things, such as clean energy and
nature-based economic activities, education, social welfare, and
wellbeing (Buch-Hansen and Nesterova 2023). This perspective
implies a granular analysis of a post-growth economy instead of
a simplistic perspective on general downscaling. For instance,
while many countries are downscaling or eliminating coal fired
power generation and combustion engine cars, they are also
scaling up renewables and electric transport. Postgrowth asks
what we need to expand, what we need to reduce, and what in-
novations we need to build a society with a smaller footprint that
has a different structure and serves new functions (Gerber and
Raina 2018; Pansera and Fressoli 2021).

Post-growth promulgates governments moving beyond the sole
pursuit of expanding GDP to direct their efforts towards social
and ecological objectives, while actively adopting policies that
prevent potential adverse consequences. This is described as
“a planned reduction of energy and resource use in advanced
economies [...]. It does not seek to reduce GDP as an objective.
Nor does it treat GDP decline as a climate mitigation lever.
Nonetheless, postgrowth scholars typically do accept that, as
a result of the structural and social changes needed to meet
climate targets, continual GDP growth may not be possible”
(Jackson, Hickel, and Kallis 2024, p. 1).

2.3 | Systems Thinking

Selective downscaling in the pursuit of wellbeing is intended to
be a voluntary and planned process. But, like any transition, it
will provoke social, environmental, and economic uncertainty,
which must be anticipated and accounted for (Burke 2022).
Therefore, the third principle characterizing post-growth is the

adoption of systems thinking (Cristiano et al. 2020). Systems
thinking underpins the SCM discipline (e.g., Lee, Padmanabhan,
and Whang 1997; Sterman 1989), but the systems we consider
tend to be production systems or supply networks. Post-growth
considers the complex pattern of relationships and interdepen-
dencies among the infrastructural, social, economic, or envi-
ronmental elements of the social-ecological system for multiple
reasons.

First, social and ecological systems are intertwined (Fischer
et al. 2015; Redman, Grove, and Kuby 2004). For example, the
climate crisis is associated with increased extreme and more de-
structive events, with insurers no longer able or willing to pro-
vide cover (e.g., Hampton and Curtis 2022). Recent research has
moved from talking about the negative impacts of the climate
crisis in general, to being able to attribute specific events and
the systemic harm they cause, to climate change. For instance,
heavy rainfall events that climatologists attribute to climate
change in Germany in 2021, the United Kingdom in 2023, and
India and Brazil in 2024 caused deaths, population displace-
ment, and cascading impacts on socioeconomic and psychoso-
cial health, particularly for low-income populations (see World
Weather Attribution 2021, 2024a, 2024b, 2024c¢). In other words,
when the water receded, things did not return to as they were
because the social-ecological system had been permanently
altered due to events attributed to the changing climate. This
example indicates the depth and complexity of the linkages be-
tween natural, social, and economic systems, which are charac-
terized by cross-scale temporal and spatial interdependencies.

Second, the desirability and necessity of growth is taken for
granted by most actors in social, political, and economic sys-
tems (Vandeventer, Cattaneo, and Zografos 2019). “Growth has
acquired a structural quality in our society, shaping a range of
tightly coupled structures, including institutions, norms, dis-
courses, culture, technologies, competences, and identities.
Therefore, examining alternative scenarios to growth implies
affecting these structures in a timely manner” (Biichs and
Koch 2019, p. 159). Although this seems to be very difficult to
overcome, systems thinking can be used to understand points of
leverage that can be used in a manner whereby relatively small
changes in one part of the system can affect major changes over-
all (Boonstra and Joosse 2013).

The third reason why post-growth requires systems thinking
is the divide between high- and low-income countries, in terms
of resource appropriation, wealth distribution, and the social
consequences of the climate crisis. High-income nations have
contributed far more to resource depletion and ecological deg-
radation than low-income nations (Fanning et al. 2022; Hickel,
O'Neill, et al. 2022). In high-income nations, happiness and well-
being are no longer explained by GDP (Kallis, Kerschner, and
Martinez-Alier 2012). A post-growth transition may initially ap-
pear to imply little to gain and something to lose for low-income
countries because of fewer opportunities for commodity and
manufactured exports. However, the dynamics between high-
and low-income countries are characterized by asymmetric
power relations, unequal exchange, marginalization, extraction
and exploitation that provoke negative social and environmen-
tal impacts in the low-income countries (Hanacek et al. 2020;
Martinez-Alier 2008).
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Post-growth assumes that natural resources, such as clean air or
water, should be considered shared commons to which all peo-
ple are entitled as part of their wellbeing. It is then argued that
exceeding the fair share of cumulative resource usage can be
framed as “climate debt” or “climate coloniality” (Sultana 2022;
Warlenius 2018). It is also argued that to successfully navigate
the systemic downscaling process requires highlighting non-
material sources of satisfaction and wellbeing (Alexander 2015;
Lorek and Fuchs 2013). This approach implies a re-evaluation
of what constitutes enough in society’s consumption pat-
terns and advocates for a transition towards sufficiency-based
lifestyles that align human wellbeing with ecological limits
(Latouche 2017). Ensuring wellbeing globally will then require
systems thinking.

There is extensive literature from a macro-economic and
policy perspective on what a post-growth transition would
entail (Cosme, Santos, and O'Neill 2017). Because growth is
an integrated process that is difficult to disentangle (Mastini,
Kallis, and Hickel 2021), post-growth scholars advocate ways
to downscale while acknowledging the complex set of eco-
nomic, fiscal, and monetary policies that are intertwined in
the social-ecological system (Hickel 2021). However, what
post-growth would entail for supply chains and the operations
of individual organizations remains an open question. This
question is worth exploring because there is increasing recog-
nition that current SCM approaches and the economic frame-
works that underpin them are likely insufficient to address
the global challenges facing society and the planet (Knight
et al. 2022). Hence, while systems thinking is clearly part of
the SCM toolkit and it does not take much imagination to see
that the post-growth paradigm would have serious implica-
tions for SCM, what those implications are requires further
investigation.

3 | Implications for SCM

The SCM discipline has embraced the aim of making supply
chains more environmentally and socially sustainable. Early
studies define sustainable SCM as “the strategic, transparent
integration and achievement of an organization's social, envi-
ronmental, and economic goals in the systemic coordination
of key interorganizational business processes for improving
the long-term economic performance of the individual com-
pany and its supply chains” (Carter and Rogers 2008, p. 369).
This definition is explicitly based on the triple bottom line pro-
posed by Elkington (1998) and is operationalized as the inter-
section of environmental, social, and economic performance.
However, the primary goal remains improved economic per-
formance: “blithely undertak[ing] social and environmen-
tal goals relating to the supply chain [..] would be socially
irresponsible unless considered within the broader context
of a firm's overall strategic and financial objectives” (Carter
and Rogers 2008, p. 369). This perspective echoes Milton
Friedman's (1970) claim that the prioritization of profits as
the only social responsibility of businesses. Hence, most sus-
tainable SCM literature has been firmly situated in the “green
growth” paradigm (e.g., Green et al. 2012; Srivastava 2007),
and recognizes that some adjustments are necessary, such
as decarbonization, technological innovation, or strategies

to reduce inequalities (Boarini, Murtin, and Schreyer 2015;
OECD 2013).

But what if this was no longer the case? What would happen to
SCM as currently conceptualized and practiced, if growth and
profit maximization ceased to be the priority? As economists
and environmental scientists debate the desirability and ramifi-
cations of post-growth (Taylor 2024), the natural question for us
is what are the implications of post-growth for SCM? Hence, we
explore post-growth as a thought experiment by considering its
implications for the foundational principles guiding SCM schol-
arship and practice.

In so doing, we build upon management scholars who consider
what post-growth implies for organizations (Banerjee et al. 2021;
Gebauer 2018; Johnsen et al. 2017; Joutsenvirta 2016; Khmara
and Kronenberg 2018; Pansera and Fressoli 2021; Roulet and
Bothello 2020; Vandeventer and Lloveras 2021). Supply chains
represent the fundamental building blocks of our global econ-
omy. They would be deeply affected by a shift towards post-
growth, making them an essential part of future debates on
post-growth scenarios. But at the time of writing, there is no
reflection of this debate in the context of SCM.

In the following sections, we reflect on how the three common
principles of post-growth challenge the essence of traditional
SCM and ask what fundamental premises of SCM could change
if we transition to a post-growth scenario (see Table 1).

3.1 | From Customer Primacy to Stakeholders'
Wellbeing

Post-growth's first implication for supply chains entails incor-
porating a different notion of value creation, recentering supply
chain activities and work around wellbeing (D'Alisa, Forno,
and Maurano 2015; Kallis et al. 2018; Singh 2019). Traditional
growth-focused economics has generally reduced wellbeing to
consumption opportunities and income. Post-growth instead
emphasizes environmental quality, health, social relationships,
quality of work and work-life balance, and equality among
stakeholders (Andreoni and Galmarini 2014). Sustainable SCM
scholars also call for including all stakeholders (e.g., Matthews
et al. 2016; Pinnington and Meehan 2023; Mukandwal, Cantor,
and Laczniak 2024), but the important difference here is that a
great deal of this literature still places the supply chain's profits
at the center of decision making. Stakeholders are considered but
from the perspective of how they influence the focal firm's prof-
its. In a post-growth world, supply chain managers will need to
make the needs of all stakeholders a basis for actions (Cox 2010).

This introduces a fundamental difference between current and
post-growth SCM. Typical textbook definitions of SCM revolve
around the mantra of matching supply with demand, with the
goal of maximizing profits and protecting the focal firm's com-
petitive advantage. Yet we have ample evidence that in many in-
dustries, such as electronics with conflict minerals (AI 2016) and
electronic waste (WHO 2021), food with palm oil (WWF 2021),
or fast fashion with working conditions (Skinner 2023), the pur-
suit of competitive advantage has disastrous consequences for
the environment and people. When using post-growth metrics
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TABLE1 | Implication of post-growth principles for SCM.

Post-growth principle

Description of post-growth principle

Implications for SCM

Socio-ecological wellbeing

Selective downscaling

Systems thinking

Societies will prioritize protecting
or restoring ecological systems
and people's wellbeing over
economic growth to provide:

« healthy ecological systems,

« decent living standards for all,
« universal public services, and

« equality.

Societies will reduce or eliminate

environmentally and socially damaging

forms of production by focusing on:

« sufficiency criteria,

« quality vs. quantity, and

« moving workers to sectors that help
rapid decarbonization.

Societies will fully account for the

externalities of supply chain operations

to social and ecological systems by:

« considering the interdependencies
between social and ecological systems,

« fairly sharing resource within and
between countries, and

« addressing historic imbalances between
high- and low-income countries.

Supply chains need to be (re)designed to
pursue stakeholder wellbeing. This means:

« protecting people and the environment across the

entire supply chain,

« integrating different model of production and
consumption, with a new definition of net value,

« ignoring customer demand until the product or
service can be redesigned—if meeting demand
implies damage to ecosystem or people,

« adopting resource and people-focused SCM
practices,

« developing models and practices to safeguard
planetary boundaries,

 engaging in social and ecological systems
restoration, and

« pursue supply chain transparency.

Supply chains will need to (re)scope and (re)scale to

address the wellbeing of people and the environment

over net value maximization. This means:

« targeting peoples’ basic needs and avoid
oversupply,

« prioritizing resource-conscious quality in lieu of
production volumes,

« exploring multiple, context-specific supply chain
configurations, which could favor small-scale and

local over large-scale and global supply chains, and

« developing supply chain transformation and
innovation capabilities.

Supply chains will need to systemically (re)
think the connections and governance
among stakeholders. This means:

« acknowledging the interdependence of social and

ecological systems,
« splitting the true costs and benefits of supply

chain operations fairly across supply chain actors

and stakeholders, and considering justice in this
context,

« abandoning focal firm centricity in favor of
democratic stakeholder governance,

« engaging and collaborating with the diverse
supply chain actors including non-traditional
stakeholders when making supply chain
decisions,

« assessing the positive and negative impacts of a
supply chain's operations and remedying them in
case of damage, and

« redistributing power, costs and benefits across
global supply chains.

to assess wellbeing, many current supply chain practices harm
wellbeing (e.g., Stevens 2023). Hence, we may need to revisit
how we use theories such as agency theory and transaction
cost economics, where we take an instrumental approach lim-
ited to optimizing individual or organizational gain, which is
incompatible with a multipolar world that prioritizes collective
wellbeing.

Prioritizing wellbeing would mean that customers are no lon-
ger the most important stakeholders in some supply chains,
as post-growth principles supersede and constrain the typi-
cal customer-centric view. This would not be an easy shift,
as supply chains are traditionally designed for customers.
Some SCM research has suggested reprioritizing ecologi-
cal objectives over economic ones (Montabon, Pagell, and
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Wu 2016; Touboulic, McCarthy, and Matthews 2020). SCM
scholars have also called for more focus on social impact
SCM (Longoni et al. 2019; McLoughlin and Meehan 2021;
Pullman, Longoni, and Luzzini 2018), regenerative supply
chains (Gualandris et al. 2024; Howard, Hopkinson, and
Miemczyk 2019), biodiversity (Salmi et al. 2023) and decent
(Reinecke and Donaghey 2021; Soundararajan, Wilhelm, and
Crane 2021), safe (Pagell, Parkinson, and Veltri 2024) and less
precarious work (Fisher et al. 2024). However, an integrative
view of wellbeing across supply chains would require an ex-
plicit detachment from the assumption of endless growth, a
clear statement about firms' goals, and an exposition of the
currently unknown strategies and practices that could help
transition supply chains beyond growth.

This means preventing the use of polluting or non-renewable re-
sources and restoring the past damage to ecosystems. In terms
of concrete changes, this would mean that business models built
on immediate access to a wide variety of products will need to
be reviewed. Supply chains would need to improve peoples’ well-
being instead of exploiting workers or manufacturing artificial
demand. Rather than providing work, post-growth calls for sup-
ply chains to provide decent and green jobs and introduce mea-
sures for reducing working hours and job sharing (Kallis 2017).
Practices like outsourcing or relocating with the aim to evade
environmental or social standards would no longer make sense.
Companies should expect the same standards to be adopted ev-
erywhere or supply chain due diligence regulation that encom-
pass all tiers of the supply chain, irrespective of the final market
where the products are sold. In other words, creating demand for
products or services that are profitable but have a net negative
impact on ecosystems or people would change from best practice
that is incentivized to worst practice that is disincentivized or
perhaps prohibited.

A shift to prioritizing wellbeing would be difficult, especially
considering that firms’ visibility over their supply chain dramat-
ically reduces as they move upstream. Post-growth will then re-
quire that all supply chains take visibility seriously. Increasing
visibility might require a shift to shorter or more local supply
chains. And to increase wellbeing, especially in the local com-
munity, some supply chains will adapt a craft-oriented model
of consumption, in which consumers engage with goods “to
learn about them, how they are made and where they come
from” (Rennstam and Paulsson 2024, p. 8), in contrast with the
mass production of commodified objects. Companies might
even work with their customers to reduce demand and produc-
tion volumes (Bocken and Short 2016; Jungell-Michelsson and
Heikkurinen 2022; Niessen and Bocken 2021).

3.2 | From Endless Growth to Selective
Downscaling

The second principle of post-growth economics is the need to
downscale—if not eliminate—economic activities that damage
the environment and people. Doing so is required to maximize
wellbeing, and this would represent another, and arguably even
more radical, shift in priorities for SCM. Companies operating in
sectors that are considered inherently bad are facing a dramatic
reduction in sales or even losing their license to operate. This

may seem radical. Yet we can already see mounting stakeholder
pressures in industries such as energy (Hauenstein et al. 2023),
food and agriculture (McGreevy et al. 2022), automotive (Szasz,
Csiki, and Racz 2021), or fast fashion (Karaosman, Marshall,
and Ward 2024) to do things such as phase out coal and replace it
with renewables or to shift to mainly plant-based diets. Selective
downscaling is basically the creative destruction espoused by
Schumpeter 80years ago, with a social ecological driver: And it
has already started. In order to survive, supply chains will need
to anticipate and transform by rescoping the activities they per-
form and rescaling their operations. Sectors adopting resource-
conscious practices and addressing decarbonization including
clean energy, ecosystem recovery, healthcare, education, and
social services should experience expansions under post-growth
(Hickel, Kallis, et al. 2022).

A selective downscaling process would have profound conse-
quences for companies and their supply chains. First, the focus
of companies and supply chains would switch from quantity to
quality as the dominant driver of economic success (Banerjee
et al. 2021). An emphasis on quality would shrink, slow, and
extend resource cycles by offering products and services that
help to reduce waste as well as energy and material consump-
tion (Froese et al. 2023). This goes along with addressing the
real needs of stakeholders and aligns with the principle of
sufficiency or “encouraging consumers to make do with less”
(Bocken and Short 2016, p. 46), as opposed to overstimulation of
consumer demand (Froese et al. 2023; Jungell-Michelsson and
Heikkurinen 2022; Niessen and Bocken 2021).

Second, downscaling will likely lead to more localized sourc-
ing and production (Kallis 2015), to reduce carbon emissions
(Nesterova 2020) as well as to avoid product and labor commod-
ification due to sourcing from low-wage countries (Rennstam
and Paulsson 2024). Relocalization, in terms of developing lo-
cally owned business, using local resources, employing local
workers, and satisfying the needs of local consumers would be
another strategy linked to post-growth (Xue 2014), with signif-
icant implications for the design and management of supply
chains.

Third, small companies seem to fit better in a post-growth econ-
omy (Nesterova 2020), as they are not constrained by the need
to grow at all costs (Banerjee et al. 2021; Gebauer 2018; Liesen,
Dietsche, and Gebauer 2015). Smaller companies imply lower
production volumes, at least from each individual firm. These
decentralized supply chains should increase wellbeing but will
not have the advantage of economies of scale, which means they
will need to find other ways to avoid being resource inefficient.
Alternative scaling routes relying on partnerships and networks
rather than individual company growth have been proposed to
address this issue (Colombo, Bailey, and Gomes 2023).

Fourth, changing incumbent business practices to such an ex-
tent will be neither easy nor painless. It will not happen with-
out destabilizing work and indirectly affecting our way of life. A
post-growth scenario would require leveraging innovation and
creativity to find new solutions to unaccounted-for problems
(Pansera and Fressoli 2021). This may mean changing the po-
sition of firms in supply chains and using new, possibly open,
sources of knowledge (Roulet and Bothello 2020). Post-growth
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SCM will require cultivating new transformation and innova-
tion capabilities to design and create supply chains that align
with environmental and social constraints. Hence, theories of
long-term competitive advantage, such as the resource-based
view and dynamic capabilities, will need to be revisited as the
post-growth paradigm seems to be at odds with the theories’ es-
pousal of appropriating rare and inimitable resources to benefit
a single firm's shareholders.

The COVID-19 pandemic provided a glimpse of what this
might entail, with supply chains in many sectors demon-
strating an ability to rapidly transform, to find “new ways of
doing things” (Flynn et al. 2021, p. 5) when multiple stake-
holders collaborated (Handfield, Apte, and Finkenstadt 2022;
Kdhkonen and Patrucco 2022; Phillips et al. 2022). That this
was possible in response to the extreme exogenous shock from
the global pandemic suggests that pursuing a common objec-
tive under the constraints imposed by a post-growth scenario
is also possible.

Finally, scholars warn against assuming that only supply
chains in high-income countries should downscale whereas
low-income countries need growth (Escobar 2015; Kallis 2015).
Instead of replicating the path of high-income countries, a mul-
tiplicity of development alternatives is available for emerging
economies (Gerber and Raina 2018; Kaul et al. 2022). While all
supply chains will need socio-ecological transformations, this
will occur via a variety of context-specific approaches, rather
than one-size-fits-all solutions (Demaria et al. 2023).

3.3 | From Focal Firm Centricity to Systems
Thinking

Post-growth supply chains prioritize wellbeing, shifting the
emphasis from demand fulfilment to selective downscaling
and replacing overproduction with sufficiency. In this context,
supply chains would ultimately serve as instruments to promote
the conscientious use of planetary resources and the wellbe-
ing of individuals. This transition necessitates a shift towards
a comprehensive viewpoint that considers the effects on vari-
ous stakeholders, local resource needs, and existing conditions.
Post-growth requires systemic thinking that recognizes the im-
portance of interdependencies and adopts a distributive view
that accounts for the role of diverse supply chain actors.

The idea that supply chains are systems is not new. In fact,
the introduction of supply chains as an object of study is due
to the work of systems scholars (e.g., Senge and Sterman 1992).
Equally, theorizing supply chains as complex adaptive systems
(Choi, Dooley, and Rungtusanatham 2001) is well accepted.
While systems thinking has been applied in SCM literature, re-
search often limits the system to certain actors or sub-systems
(i.e., suppliers, focal companies, and customers), neglecting or
de-emphasizing the connection with ecological and social sys-
tems. Yet supply chains can also be considered social-ecological
systems, closely connected to their environment and constantly
subject to change (Wieland 2021). This is not merely a theoreti-
cal realignment but a practical reorientation, considering the in-
tertwining interdependencies at the supply chain, political, and
planetary levels (Wieland 2021). Each supply chain decision will

thus be reflective of, and responsive to, a broader and more com-
plex set of considerations and implications that transcend the
immediate economic context. SCM decision-making becomes
a balancing act, where supply chain managers weigh the often
competing demands and expectations of various stakeholders
while keeping an eagle eye on the overarching objective of eco-
logical and social wellbeing.

Therefore, the first implication of adopting systems think-
ing from a post-growth perspective is recognizing that supply
chain, social, and ecological systems are deeply embedded, con-
nected, and interdependent. Natural scientists advocate for an
explicit recognition that social systems co-determine environ-
mental changes (Graham et al. 2023; Van Ginkel et al. 2020).
Incorporating the wellbeing of both traditional actors like focal
firms, suppliers and customers and non-traditional actors like
local communities, governments, NGOs, social enterprises, and
meta-organizations (Pagell, Fugate, and Flynn 2018) and includ-
ing care for all of the natural world (Singh 2019) would radically
change supply chain systems thinking. Doing so requires a re-
distribution of power and influence to include new or previously
neglected stakeholders. Decolonizing and ecofeminist perspec-
tives (Banerjee 2021; Lugones 2010) could help to shift supply
chain thinking about systems away from the traditional growth-
oriented paradigm towards the post-growth paradigm.

Adopting post-growth without rethinking governance may in-
advertently disadvantage or further marginalize stakeholders
already caught in precarious, vulnerable positions (Moyer 2023).
Post-growth SCM means a more balanced and equitable distri-
bution of decision-making power and impact, recognizing the
inherent interconnectedness and interdependence across differ-
ent supply chain tiers (Reinecke and Donaghey 2021; Touboulic,
Chicksand, and Walker 2014). Therefore, post-growth SCM also
entails implementing corresponding governance mechanisms,
designed to navigate the complexities of local and global supply
chain configurations and to ensure a safe and just space for all
stakeholders. One SCM perspective that might support such a
view is related to distributive justice in supply chains (Matthews
and Silva 2024). Equally, the role of meta-organizations can
be an entry point for research (Berkowitz 2018), where non-
traditional supply chain stakeholders can take an active role
in supporting and re-orienting SCM activities as they have a
long-lasting tradition of prioritizing social and environmen-
tal concerns over commercial goals (Pullman, Longoni, and
Luzzini 2018).

Finally, the divide between high- and low-income countries
is closely linked to the global nature of supply chains and ad-
dressing this gap equitably will require thinking about a supply
chain's role in global post-growth economic systems. A systemic
view is crucial to understand the implications of downscaling
or backshoring production activities in global supply chains.
This means reversing current practice where the benefits of eco-
nomic activity are primarily for wealthy nations, and the nega-
tive effects of resource depletion are felt by the world's poorest
(Hickel 2021). Moreover, it is difficult for a country to undertake
a post-growth transition independently because of global inter-
dependent relations between high- and low-income countries
(Kallis 2015). The impact on disadvantaged populations and
distributive issues must be considered (Muradian 2019).
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4 | Conclusion

Rethinking SCM for the post-growth era necessitates facing
new economic principles that prioritize socio-ecological well-
being, selective downscaling, and systems thinking. This para-
digm shift challenges traditional SCM assumptions centered on
perpetual economic growth, customer primacy, and focal firm
centricity. Post-growth suggests that by focusing on basic stake-
holder needs, resource-conscious practices, and equitable power
distribution, supply chains can be the engine of the transition to
sustainable and just economic systems. There is evidence that
post-growth is already beginning in some industries and coun-
tries. This transition will require innovative approaches to value
creation, production processes, and governance structures that
align with social-ecological limits. The creative destruction post-
growth is likely to unleash will dramatically alter supply chains.
Ignoring these possibilities to continue with the traditional pur-
suit of growth would be irresponsible, while considering post-
growth now offers rich opportunities to create or embrace new
theoretical frameworks and do research that does not assume
that growth is always desirable. The SCM community needs to
start to explore and adapt to these transformative ideas now,
rather than waiting to be creatively destroyed by the transition.
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Endnote

!There are different streams of literature addressing the critiques to
growth. Schmelzer (2023) provides an overview of the different cur-
rents, including ecological, socio-economic, feminist, South-North,
cultural, anti-capitalist, critique of industrialization, and reactionary
growth criticism.
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Appendix A: Post-Growth Approaches

Approaches Description

Sample references

Degrowth Degrowth is the deliberate downscaling of economic activity
by wealthy economies, abandoning GDP as a goal and
focusing on reducing energy and material use to secure basic
human needs and wellbeing, making the economy consistent
with biophysical boundaries. It challenges the logic of
promoting perpetual economic growth to focus on a diverse
understanding of prosperity and wellbeing.
Degrowth calls for collective limits. In practical terms, this
implies the scaling down of working hours, reducing the
production of fossil fuels, mass meat and dairy, fast fashion,
aviation, and advertising, among other sectors (Hickel,
Kallis, et al. 2022). To counter the negative effects on society,
degrowth proponents call for improving universal access to
public services, guaranteeing green jobs, work sharing, and
aligning taxes on resources rather than work itself (Kallis 2017).
In France, for example, this has become a social movement
“Décroissance” stemming from political economy, economic
anthropology and a culturalist perspective critiquing the effect
of productivism, modern work structures and the division of
labor, and the dominant economic values.

Steady-state economy The steady-state economy concept suggests an economy with
a stable or mildly fluctuating size. It advocates for a stable
population and stable consumption within ecological limits.
While also criticizing the growth imperative, it differs from
degrowth by focusing on maintaining constant stocks of
physical wealth—instead of downscaling—increasing their
efficiency through the reduction of throughput and service

efficiency.

A-growth A-growth proponents argue that policy makers should be
indifferent to GDP growth, as it is not a reliable indicator of
social welfare. They should instead focus on more relevant
and effective social and environmental objectives regarding

climate agreements, safe environmental limits, work-time
norms, technology-specific policies, and pro-environmental
behavior. Unlike degrowth, it has no predetermined negative
stance toward growth, as GDP growth is good for some periods
or countries. Instead, it encourages an open-ended discussion
on the need for it.

Post-development Post-development questions the core assumptions of
“development” based on a Western modernity economic,
social, and cultural model that has undermined local
subsistence economies and livelihoods. This perspective,
strongly influenced by Global South scholarship, values
alternatives to development, decentering from the Western
logic that created the idea of underdeveloped countries, and
instead prioritizes knowledges and practices from grassroots
movements. Post-development promotes alternate conceptions
of economy that prioritize solidarity, reciprocity, and genuine
participatory democracy.

Planetary boundaries The planetary boundaries, introduced by the Stockholm
Resilience Centre, define nine critical thresholds within
Earth's systems that should not be crossed to avoid
destabilizing the planet's environment. These boundaries
include climate change, biodiversity loss, ocean acidification,
and others. Crossing these limits could lead to irreversible
environmental damage, threatening human survival and
global ecosystems. The framework emphasizes maintaining
Earth's resilience by staying within these boundaries,
ensuring a safe operating space for humanity. It highlights
the interconnectedness of global systems and the need for
sustainable development to prevent exceeding these critical
thresholds.

Demaria et al. (2013), Hickel, Kallis, et al.
(2022), Kallis (2015, 2017), Latouche (1999),
Martinez-Alier et al. (2010), Schneider, Kallis,
and Martinez-Alier (2010)

Daly (1991, 2014)

Van den Bergh (2011)

Demaria et al. (2023), Escobar (2015), Klein
and Morreo (2019)

Richardson et al. (2023)
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Appendix A | (Continued)

Approaches Description

Sample references

Wellbeing economy The concept of wellbeing economy has been explicitly related
to post-growth and shares common principles with it. The
central idea is prioritizing human wellbeing, quality of
life, social justice, and ecological sustainability over mere
economic growth. Wellbeing economy acknowledges the
importance of the economy but asserts that it should serve
broader societal objectives, instead of aiming at material
production and consumption. The wellbeing economy
perspective questions material growth per se, differentiating
between what we need to grow and what we need to decrease,
according to the negative or positive impact it has in terms of
wellbeing outputs in a personal (work-life balance, psycho-
physical health and empowerment), economic (customization,
localized production, prosumer approach, total cost and
benefit accounting), social (cohesion, equality and community
engagement) and natural level (healthy ecosystem functions
and urban-rural-wild balance).

Beyond growth The beyond growth perspective tends to view growth as a
multidimensional phenomenon, arguing for a redirection
of growth from an aimless increase in GDP to purposeful
development that aligns with sustainable, equitable, and

qualitative aims. Beyond growth does not necessarily reject
the growth narrative but redefines it to fit a broader spectrum
of societal goals.

Felber and Hagelberg (2017), Fioramonti
et al. (2022)

Jackson and Senker (2011), Victor (2018)
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