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Why Provisioning Systems?

What does it need to transform towards a good life for all 
within planetary boundaries? 
(Following O’Neill et al., 2018 & Schaffartzik et al., 2021)

• Go beyond GDP to define societal “success” with 
"well-being".

• Evaluate the social and bio-physical safe and 
just operation space.

• Incorporate both, material use and social power 
relations throughout the supply chain.

• Identify levers and barriers to actively transform 
systems towards a sustainable mode.

Provisioning systems are emerging out of the 
Degrowth and Ecological Economics communities to 
address these features.



Adapted from: Steinberger, 
O‘Neill & Lamb. See 
www.Lili.leeds.ac.uk

Provisioning Systems as a Concept:

“Provisioning Systems” act as interdisciplinary research
concept, bridging natural and social sciences.

The concepts draws on human needs, equality & well-being and
planetary boundaries to integrate social and ecological limits.

Provisioning Systems as economic building blocks:

A provisioning system is defined by its social outcome (i.e. Food
PS) and includes all physical and social elements necessary for
the mediation of natural resources to this specific outcome.
(following Fanning et al. 2020)

What are Provisioning System (PS)
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Publication Statistics

Publications 
There appears an exponential increase in 
publications, peaking in 2024 with 80 publications.

Journals
“Ecological Economics” played an important role 
untill 2021, then “Sustainability: Science, Practice 
and Policy” takes a larger part.



Assess Resilience and Malleability
of Social Metabolism.

Develop a dynamic, non-linear 
understanding of social metabolism, 
interlinked with actors and institutions.

Research context: REMASS

Provisioning Systems (PS) act as the central „glue“ in REMASS to bridge social 

and natural science.



Utilizing Provisioning Systems

Research questions to be 
addressed…

I. How are biophysical and socio-
economic aspects of PS conceptualized 
and operationalized?

II. What are the main PS research strands, 
and how do they link to production-
consumption systems research?

III. Where do PS studies share or lack 
common methods and frameworks?

Challenges
• Landscape is highly heterogeneous, 

young and dynamic.

• Bio-physical dimensions are often 

lacking.

Graphic by Simon Graf and Dominik Wiedenhofer. A first hypothesis to test.



Research design: Systematic review

v

ISEE & Degrowth Conference 25 – 6 PS Sessions
• Only 3 of 24 studies refer to the term “provisioning” explicitly.
• Around 7 of the works fit well all criteria (4 of them in this session) 

We focus on works which refer to “provisioning”.

v v v



Study selection criteria

Biophysical resource use 
in relation to provisioning.

Social and / or 
sustainability outcomes
of provisioning.

Provisioning related to 
foundational needs.

1

2

3

Criterion Findings

• Explicit vs. implicit 
resource use is often 
difficult to distinguish. 

• Needs are contested.
• No commodified goods & 

services, management, 
technical provisioning.

• Works often do not relate to 
basic needs, especially 
outside PS Core.

Housing

Food

Energy

• Strongest emphasized
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Main Research Strands and Boundary Fields
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Main Research Strands and Definitions

• Definitions and references
are mostly missing.

• Way forward: Concept vs. 
synonym?

DefinitionsPS Core

Avocado: The seed is ready to grow -> Transfer knowledge

PS in Production-
Consumption Systems



11

Studied Regions

Continents of studied regions (90 paper sample)
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Most present Provisioning Systems

Scale

• Practices (i.e. often farming, household)
• Technologies (i.e. solar vs. hydro)
• Community, urban 
• National
• Global

Regions of case studies

• 37% Global North
• 28% Global South
• 4 % Global
• 29% Non-Specific
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Take away and next steps

• Bio-physical dimensions.
• Socio-economic dimensions.
• Linkages, methods and frameworks.
• Transformative measures.
• Map the Provisioning System landscape.
• Discuss integration across the fields.

Next steps: Categorize and analyse

Preliminary findings
• Dynamic development of the PS landscape
• Avocado: production-consumption literature to learn from!
• Bio-physical dimensions need to strengthened.
• Foundational needs often not further discussed.
• No common definition.
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“ [A provisioning systems] approach is prerequisite to 
transforming these [socio-ecological] systems, to achieving 
more equitable and just access to the commodities and 
services they yield, and curbing resource use and generation 
of wastes and emissions globally.”
Anke Schaffartzik et al., 2021

Ecological Economics, especially the ideas around the 
steady state economy; and the feminist theory on 
provisioning appear to be central for the development of 
Provisioning Systems.Adapted from: Steinberger, 

O‘Neill & Lamb. See 
www.Lili.leeds.ac.uk

“Degrowth is a planned reduction of energy and resource use 
designed to bring the economy back into balance with the 
living world in a way that reduces inequality and improves
human well-being.”
Jason Hickl, 2021

Additional slide: PS, Degrowth and Eco-Eco
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