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The Problem of Growth…Is Growth 
What Does Growth Mean in a Context of Sustainability? 
 

On December 14th, 2012, the Initiative for Responsible Investment hosted a 
convening at the Harvard Kennedy School to further conversation about the relationship 
between growth expectations and responsible investment. The premise of this convening, 
“The Problem of Growth…Is Growth,” was that there is a highly problematic assumption of 
constant and never-ending growth deeply embedded in economics and politics, as well as in 
business, financial models, and the general economic ethos.  Unending growth assumes that 
there will be an infinite supply of physical and other resources that a constantly growing 
human population can consume and that both businesses and economies can, effectively, 
continue to grow without limits.  Yet that assumption is deeply troubling in the face of 
growing resource scarcity, well-documented impacts of human-induced climate change, and 
potential for ecosystems collapsing that are becoming ever clearer.  While the suggestion 
that there are limits to growth is hardly new, few policymakers, economists, investors or 
business leaders currently seriously confront the implications of such limits.  That gap leads 
many ecologists and social thinkers to be fearful that some sort of “collapse” may be needed 
before significant action is taken.   
 

The purpose of this one-day convening was to bring together a group of thought 
leaders to broach this important, indeed, crucial, topic and see where there might be 
consensus on the severity of the problem and ideas about potential actions going forward.  
The day was organized around three related subjects:  dynamics of sustainability; 
alternatives to current economic thinking, including dynamics of the labor force and 
working hours; and metrics.   
 

A Context for Change 
 
The current economic system appears to be based on a number of crucial 

assumptions that are potentially destructive of humanity‟s capacity to co-exist with other 
species on the planet.  Social, financial, and economic assumptions need rethinking.  
Underlying much of today‟s economic thinking are the following flawed assumptions: 
 

 Growth is good and always necessary in economics and in consumption (e.g., interest 
rates, analysts‟ expectations, companies‟ performance, wealth maximization, and 
GNP/GDP, among other factors, assume constant and unending growth is both 
desirable and feasible despite the limitations of the planet) 

 Wealth equals money and material goods (and the more one has of them, the better 
off one is) 

 More wealth and more consumption equals more happiness (despite significant 
evidence to demonstrate that this assumption is untrue) 
 

These flawed assumptions result in the conundrum that now faces humanity: 
 



2 

 

 Growth (in wealth, consumption, economies, societies, population) is an imperative 
for businesses, economies, societies to be considered successful but ever-expanding 
growth is at odds with the science that tells us that resources are limited and that 
humanity‟s impacts on the planet may push boundaries that make human civilization 
as we know it impossible at some future point.    

 
We asked, are these the only possible assumptions that economies, societies, or 

businesses could use?  Would it be possible to reframe both the assumptions and our 
definitions to create societies, economies, and businesses that would continue to support 
human—and other life—systems indefinitely (or at least until the sun itself expires)?  For 
example, we could assume: 
 

 Growth equals development  

 Wealth equals wellbeing 

 Happiness/success equals thriving (flourishing, plenitude, sufficiency, enough) 
 

Some sort of shift in this direction may make it more feasible for humanity to co-
exist with limitations of natural resources and human impacts on the planet in the future.  
Despite the very real and powerful forces—economic, political, business, and 
social/cultural—that want us to continue on our current course there also seem to be 
powerful forces and new technologies bubbling up that push in the direction of change that 
could conceivably engender a more sustainable world.  The openness of students and the 
young in general to rethinking work, what success means, and the need to own things, as 
well as their experimentation with social engagement (e.g., in the response to Hurricane 
Sandy) and entrepreneurship may be reasons for at least a degree of optimism if they can be 
leveraged.   
 

The Sustainability Crisis 
 

The severity of the sustainability crisis and humanity‟s apparent impotence in 
dealing with it were set in stark relief at the outset of the day‟s conversation.  A graphic chart 
of the exponential growth lifecycle and ultimate collapse of a yeast colony, with an analogy 
to the current human condition of exponential growth aligned with attendant growth in 
resource consumption, put in bleak terms the dangers of continuing unabated economic, 
population, and resource use growth.  These assumptions were shaped by a very few people, 
including Descartes, who gave us an idea of how the world functions; Adam Smith and John 
Stuart Mill, who defined what we view as economy (and notably, in addition to his 
economics, Smith also wrote The Theory of Moral Sentiments, in which he explored 
humans as defined by empathy not self-interest).  Nothing says these ideas cannot be 
questioned.   The assumption of unlimited growth for human civilization on a resource-
constrained planet is, in this context, simply untenable, though what we don‟t know is the 
„time constant‟ associated with a potential collapse.  Since the planet will ultimately end, 
perhaps the best we can do is to postpone indefinitely the collapse of the Earth‟s ability to 
support human civilization at a reasonable standard of living, i.e., sustainability.   
 

The „myth of decoupling,‟ as put forward by Tim Jackson in Prosperity Without 
Growth, highlights the conundrum facing humanity equally baldly.  Certainly, as Jackson 
articulates, there is little evidence, especially in a context of continued population growth, 
that either relative or absolute decoupling can effectively solve the sustainability problem.  
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Relative decoupling means redesigning production and consumption processes to become 
less material/resource intensive and more efficient using relatively less and becoming 
relatively more efficient on a per capita basis than current use.  Absolute decoupling means 
decreasing resource usage in absolute terms. Indeed, while there is some evidence that per 
capita consumption is down, overall consumption is still going up.   
 

As Jared Diamond has demonstrated, populations collapse when they use up the 
resources that they need, bringing about an ecological collapse. They also collapse from 
autotoxicity, that is, when the outputs of the culture are poisonous to the beings within the 
culture.  Both factors go along with population growth.  As a species we can‟t escape the law 
of entropy, so we need to find a way to come to agreement on an appropriate/adequate and 
reasonably equitable standard of living for all, including thinking through issues like 
available land per capita, or eating locally-grown food in season.  Ultimately, sustainability 
is about reducing our eco-footprint and energy throughput so that human civilization can 
thrive.   
 

Ben Friedman argues in The Moral Consequences of Economic Growth that growth 
preserves political stability, and buys social peace, but his argument seems limited to a 
certain anomalous time period—the post World War II period of massive growth in both 
production and consumption.  To really create a more sustainable world, it may need to be a 
more just and equitable world, with available resources distributed more equitably.  But it is 
conceivable, as some ecologists argue, that some sort of major collapse or catastrophe will 
be necessary before humans are catapulted into action that really engages the sustainability 
problem.   
 

But the conception of growth as stability has a major flaw.  Fundamentally, the 
current situation in which, among other things, assumptions of economics around growth 
are equated with freedom of choice, has humanity on a collision course with what science 
knows about the earth‟s capacity for sustaining human life.  Popularly proffered solutions 
like technological development, making markets work better, doing more with less do not 
work, are simply different manifestations of decoupling.  We need to reframe growth and its 
incompatibility with physical systems, limits, and thresholds as a fundamental 
incompatibility—a sustainability cliff that we are about to head over.   
 

Further, the concept of sustainability itself has so many possible meanings and 
potential focuses that it may be an empty concept.  What, for example, is it that is to be 
sustained?  Among the possibilities beyond economic measures like GNP/GDP, profits, and 
financial wealth are: 
 

 security,  

 trust,  

 the ability of the planet to support human (and other) life,  

 freedoms of various sorts,  

 dignified work, satisfaction (v. affluence),  

 equity and equality,  

 communal aspects of our lives,  

 health, 

 wellbeing, 
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 time availability for pleasurable activities that are not resource intensive, and 

 family time. 
 

Growing „freedoms‟ means reducing or eliminating what Sen calls the “unfreedoms” 
of things like lack of shelter and poverty, by providing them as a commons.  Such a 
perspective might move us away from the transactional or commercially myopic orientation 
to growth embedded in current economics.   
 

There are powerful reasons for the status quo and for powerful forces, especially 
large businesses, institutions, associations, political establishments, and even some 
religions, benefiting from the current system, to be aligned against change.  But the reasons 
go even deeper.  Underlying the growth and consumption orientations are desires for 
individuals to secure adequate means for themselves and their families, social desire to 
signal their status to others, and the reality that wealth and materials goods seem to be a 
pathway to various kinds of freedom.  Further, technological innovation can drive positive 
change toward sustainability (less use of resources, e.g., less physical matter in publishing, 
music, photography and the like) but at the same time cause great consumption because of 
the constant push for the newest technology (and attendant electronic waste).   
 

Moving toward sustainability in any realistic way entails significant changes, none of 
which are easy.  Among what is needed are transformations in behavioral outputs and 
antecedents, including:   
 

 changes in culture, mindsets (e.g., around what progress and freedom actually are, 
attitudes toward consumption and leisure activities),  

 use of products rather than purchase of products (aspire to certain levels of service, 
not better features and new models), 

 putting some categories of goods (and services) outside of the market as public 
goods, 

 language and framing of economic and business concepts,  

 attitudes and beliefs about what is valuable and important to living the good life,  

 social justice and a more equitable distribution of resources, 

 changes in orientation toward investments from traditional investments toward 
social impact investing and social entrepreneurship (still a very small portion of 
investments). 

 
Recognition that many societies have existed historically without a growth or 

economy-driven orientation would help with some of these shifts.  There is evidence that 
small businesses and entrepreneurial ventures can create both more equitable and more 
sustainable (less resource intensive) opportunities for more people.  They may also have the 
benefit of creating more resilience in the system, as many small enterprises of different 
types mean that no single enterprise is „too big to fail‟ or bring the whole system down.   
 
Alternatives to Current Patterns of Consumption and Growth 
 

Currently we think of time (in the West, anyway) as a resource that needs to be used 
carefully.  That is a construct not common to all cultures.  If wellbeing were at the core of 
social (and economic) thinking, then perhaps living in the moment with a very different 



5 

 

conception of time might be appropriate.  Thus, attempting to get consumers to change 
their behaviors may not be the right level of analysis, and we might be able to conceive of 
the sustainability crisis as a temporal problem—a mismatch of time scales (between the now 
of economics and the „distant‟ future of sustainability).  A low or slow growth economy 
cannot be successfully operated without a process of decelerating working time, managing 
the labor market differently than today, i.e., not for efficiency and productivity growth 
alone, but for producing employment for more people (reducing working hours, expanding 
the number of jobs available, while still being productive).  Such an approach is also useful 
in providing more family, leisure, and available time for producing lower eco-impact goods 
and services that can be made at home.  Data suggests that the U.S. has not reduced working 
hours as much as other nations have, and more hours produce more consumption because 
there is less time for home-production and more money to spend.   
 

There may be other ways to begin thinking about the production and delivery of 
goods and services that have less resource intensity (though this may be simply another 
version of decoupling that is insufficient to get us where we need to be).  The need for 
productivity may have been useful in an era when there were cheap material resources and 
energy, but the need now is not for productivity but for jobs, for what the International 
Labor Organization calls decent work.  Perhaps we need to move toward putting humans 
more centrally in the equation of how things are produced, such as:   
 

 Thinking about opening up spaces and commons (e.g., common property) so that 
people don‟t have to buy things that might otherwise be made freely (or more freely) 
available.  Such an approach might have the potential to free people up from always 
having to purchase the things that they need.   

 New technologies, such as collaborative and peer-to-peer technologies, with potential 
for peer-to-peer economies on the production and consumptions sides, some money-
making and some not (think of Wikipedia, barter, crowd sourcing, and various forms 
of sharing excess capacity via technologically connected networks with trust indices 
built in).   

 Sharing of excess resources/capacity or creating shared resources of the service that 
people need rather than purchasing the product as an alternative to current 
production and sales models (e.g., Zipcar, Buzzcar, couchsurfing, collaborative 
housing, coops, credit unions).  

 Buying time rather than buying goods with companies oriented toward servicizing 
goods they continue to own rather than selling goods (e.g., renting clothing and other 
assets, becoming „asset light‟. 

 Buying services and „servants,‟ from people, intermediated by technology.   

 Upgrading features not products via software. 

 Dematerialization of the sort that occurs with electronic readers in newspaper, 
magazine, and book publishing, downloading of videos, DVDs, and music. 

 Communally-developed resources (e.g., Wikipedia, Wikihow) creating public goods. 
 
The inverse to all of this, of course, is mindless consumption fostered by easy on-line 
purchasing, along with professional and other sorts of services being replaced by 
technology.    
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Healthy systems require a lot of redundancy (which is missing when institutions, 
organizations, even societies are too large).  What really seems to matter in this 
conversation takes us back to Schumacher‟s conception that Small is Beautiful, to 
responsible use of technology and to finding ways for people to create purposeful, 
productive, and meaningful lives, which for many people means connection with others in 
community, useful work/activities, and the ability to follow their interests.  One interesting 
recent example is the Occupy movement, which was about people relating to each other 
differently, feeding each other, sharing knowledge, and coming together in common 
purpose (even if not well understood in the mainstream media).  The response by Occupy 
members to Hurricane Sandy, based on relationships established during the protests and 
able to meet immediate on-the-ground needs is an example of a different way of organizing 
that uses modern technologies to good effect.   
 

Development can be considered in new ways, e.g., as increasing states of complexity, 
more interactions with others that are constructive and positive, or expansive awareness.  At 
the same time, we need to get away from the implicit idea that population growth is both 
necessary and always good, because in many ways it is population growth that is fueling the 
sustainability crisis and the problems of growth.  Further, reduced population growth in the 
global north is counterbalanced by growing population in the global south and the 
emergence of the BRIC nations with their need to live on an equal footing with the already-
developed world.   
 

Measuring What Matters 
 

To the extent that the problem at hand is about less or shrinking growth, the 
relationship of the economy to population, and human civilization surviving, do any of the 
current metrics help us to get to sustainability (or, better, thrivability)?  Fundamentally, the 
answer is no, the current metrics, even progressive ones like International Integrated 
Reporting Council, Sustainability Accounting Standards Board, and, or Impact Reporting 
Investment Standards, with the possible exception of ESG (environmental, social, and 
governance) metrics of the GRI (Global Reporting Initiative) do not get us to sustainability. 
 

There are numerous crucial questions and consideration in thinking about metrics 
for sustainability.  1) Determine an appropriate rate of return for a company or investor in a 
low- or no-growth economy.  2) Re-ask what is a business and what is it for, through 
initiatives like the IIRC (International Integrated Reporting Council), which looks at how 
companies draw down existing capital stocks and transform them, and what are their 
outputs and impacts.   3) SASB (Sustainability Accounting Standards Board) is using an 
expert model on 58 industries to determine business impacts.  4) Determine a realistic and 
appropriate growth rate, if any exists, within planetary limits, based on the science of 
sustainability (e.g., carbon footprints) for the “real” economy v. the inflated returns from the 
gaming of today‟s global financial gambling casino.  5) Rethink metrics for capitalism itself, 
i.e., what are we measuring and what for?   6) Determine the root causes of poverty as they 
relate to sustainability.   
 

At a systems level, societies‟ goal is not growth, but the current system requires 
growth.  What may be needed are development, health, wellbeing, and the opportunity for 
all to achieve a decent standard of living.  How do we think about metrics that get at these 
issues?  The Genuine Progress Indicator (and Happy Planet Index) may better get at some 
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of these issues, but they are insufficiently adopted at this point in time to be effective and 
may not cover all the necessary bases.   
 

Such measures alone will probably not bring about calculable behavioral change.  If, 
however, firms do begin to use integrated reporting the right way, from the beginning of the 
resource allocation process through production and end use, then they would be accounting 
for their environmental and social impacts realistically.  If externalities were also 
incorporated, then these metrics would have a material impact because companies and their 
leaders would be paying attention to them.  Such things as capital hurdle rates, cash flow 
analysis, the time horizon, incentive systems, and R&D allocations would be part of this 
consideration, and their long-term (sustainability) implications would be taken more 
seriously.  It would mean doing more than just signing on to major global voluntary 
standards and codes, by actually changing business practice (i.e., more than PR or 
greenwashing).   
 

Taking an overall systemic perspective also allows for a better handling of the 
problem of tragedy of the commons that the sustainability crisis actually represents.  Such a 
problem needs to be managed not at the firm or even country level, but at the whole 
ecosystem level—and that is where the frontier of measures needs to be.  Thinking at this 
level about what needs to be sustained, makes things like temperature (climate change), 
capabilities, freedoms, commons, resources in the world become relevant—and potentially 
manageable.  Then it becomes possible to ask to what extent growth impacts the ability to 
sustain these things—and get some sense of the potential to project metrics that are useful 
at that level.  In this context, re-conceptualization of the firm (e.g., along the lines of 
Corporation 2002) becomes necessary and potentially feasible.   
 

To the extent that reporting is signaling, measurement is important at the firm, 
societal, or ecosystem level.  Creating a different type of actually “balanced” sheet that 
brings in ESG and human wellbeing indicators and impacts of firm-level and society-level 
activities then comes into consideration.  But the problem is that sustainability, happiness, 
and wellbeing are much more difficult to measure than financial assets and results.  How 
firms expect to deal with and perform in the context of different future scenarios may be one 
way to get at some of these less monetizable concepts.  We already account for “goodwill,” 
which is like energy dark matter—no one know what it is.  So it should not be impossible to 
extend reporting beyond monetary designations.   
 

Conclusions 
 

If the group realized anything from its discussion, it was the enormity of the 
challenge facing anyone trying to tackle the issue of growth as a fundamental problem.  It 
will take many serious, long-term conversations to really deal with the problem of growth as 
growth in any depth.  Further, the conversation needs to be broadened to encompass all 
relevant stakeholders.  The issue is truly a systems issue, a “wicked” problem with lots of 
relevant and important perspectives (including that of growth advocates, the various 
sciences, economists, and governments/public policy makers) needing to be incorporated 
into the conversation.   
 

But we do not need new initiatives.  There are dozens of, often global, relevant 
initiatives, much work on scenarios, work on various types of metrics and analytics, 
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including potentially rethinking the balance sheet, and science-based analysis, already 
underway.  Scenario analysis, which the Tellus Institute has done a great deal of, and which 
may also be a way for companies to really think through sustainability, may be a useful way 
forward.  There are also important considerations of language and framing of issues that 
need development in order for key players to buy into the rationale for change, given the 
weight of forces for the status quo, and because some if not all of the options for moving to a 
sustainable world imply significant change.  Some of that change initially might seem 
negative, so framing in terms of thriving, flourishing, and new ways of thinking of 
development becomes crucial if there is to be change.  Underneath all of this talk is the 
reality that there are serious problems at the societal level that are creating large scale 
pathology, including lack of sustainability, which need to be dealt with systemically not in 
piecemeal fashion if the world we are to leave our children is to be livable.   


