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Keywords: Calls to adopt alternative measures of progress beyond Gross Domestic Product (GDP) have increased over time
Societal well-being because of well-documented limitations of GDP in capturing social and environmental aspects of societal well-
Beyond GDP

being. Despite the availability of numerous alternative measures, none have been widely adopted by policy-
makers or become prominent in the social discourse. We develop a causal map to provide a systems perspective
explanation for the increasing number of alternative measures and their low adoption. Causal mapping helped
identify the underlying system structure and to present a coherent and integrated understanding of earlier work.
To ground the causal map, we reviewed and integrated the extant literature on beyond GDP adoption and
implementation. Our analysis highlights that continuous calls for the development of broader beyond GDP
measures may have the paradoxical effect of strengthening GDP use. The numerous existing alternative measures
of progress and the steady introduction of new measures have fragmented the beyond GDP message. The need to
differentiate from existing measures creates pressure to add new elements and undermines convergence towards
an easy-to-understand beyond GDP measure. The systems analysis explains the resistance to the well-intentioned
efforts to develop alternative measures of progress and shows the importance of redirecting this effort towards
building a strong consensus around one or a handful of alternative measures to activate the diffusion process.

Beyond growth
Measures of progress
Sustainability

Causal mapping

1. Introduction

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is an indicator of national affluence
(Dietz and Rosa, 1994) and, despite not being designed for the task, has
become the primary goal and hegemonic measure of societal well-being
and progress (Costanza, 2022; Fioramonti, 2017; Hoekstra, 2019; van
den Bergh, 2009). Policymakers, media and the general public world-
wide positively associate GDP growth with advancement (Hoekstra,
2019; Schmelzer, 2015). However, the global context has changed since
the introduction of GDP in 1934.

Humanity now faces environmental and social challenges, such as
climate change and social inequalities that affect the well-being of
current and future generations (Fanning et al., 2022; Raworth, 2017;
Steffen et al., 2015). These challenges have arisen, at least in part, from
government leaders’ persistent aim to increase GDP and economic
growth (Costanza, 2022, 2023b; Rios-Ocampo and Gary, 2025a, 2025b;
van den Bergh, 2022). In addition to GDP being a flawed measure of
societal well-being—due to its shortcomings in accounting for social and
environmental aspects, such as the exclusion of non-market goods and
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the omission of natural capital—the focus on GDP growth also promotes
unsustainable behaviors and is associated with increasing negative
environmental (e.g., CO2 emissions) and societal impacts (Costanza
et al., 2014). For these reasons, many scholars and policymakers have
called for society to transition from GDP to another measure of progress
that accounts for environmental and social capital to support more
sustainable decisions (Costanza, 2023b).

The need for alternative measures of progress has given rise to the
development of a broader set of indicators that promote a more sus-
tainable vision of development and societal well-being. Societal well-
being has received increasing attention over the last five decades due
to the increasing evidence of social, environmental, and economic
decline worldwide (Balestra et al., 2018; Fanning et al., 2022; Raworth,
2017; Steffen et al., 2015; Stiglitz et al., 2009). Early calls to action and
attempts to replace GDP as a measure of progress date back to the 1970s
(Nordhaus and Tobin, 1973) and have increased over the years (Colman,
2022; Costanza, 2022; Costanza et al., 2023; Costanza et al., 2009;
Costanza et al., 2014; Hoekstra, 2019; Masood, 2022; OECD, 2011,
2020b; Stiglitz et al., 2009; UN, 2022; 2024; van den Bergh, 2022;
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Victor, 2010). These activities constitute the beyond GDP movement,
whose constituents highlight the limitations of GDP and the importance
of replacing or supplementing GDP as the primary measure of national
performance.

The beyond GDP movement has focused on using different indicators
to explicitly measure environmental and social sustainability for a
broader assessment of societal well-being and progress (Costanza et al.,
2014; Jackson and Victor, 2020; OECD, 2020a; Stiglitz et al., 2009).
These efforts have led to the development of several alternatives to GDP
(Balestra et al., 2018; Bleys, 2012; Costanza, 2022; van den Bergh,
2022), but have had limited impact on policy-making and social
discourse to date. Stakeholders, policymakers, and citizens worldwide
continue to use GDP to assess progress in society (Bell and Morse, 2011;
Costanza et al., 2023; Durand and Exton, 2019; Hayden, 2021; van den
Bergh, 2022). If the context has changed and the limitations of GDP are
well-known, why, despite all the effort and the availability of alterna-
tives, does GDP still dominate policymaking and social discourse? This
study helps address this pressing question (Hoff et al., 2021; van den
Bergh, 2022).

Although most of the research on this topic focuses on the limitations
of GDP and developing new measures to replace or complement GDP,
recent work reflects on the current state of beyond GDP measures of
progress (Balestra et al., 2018; Costanza, 2022; Hoekstra, 2019; van den
Bergh, 2022) and the disconnect between the increasing number of
alternative measures of progress and the lack of political change (Bell
and Morse, 2011; Durand and Exton, 2019; Lehtonen et al., 2016).
Scholars have attempted to understand why some national measures and
frameworks as alternatives to GDP fail to be adopted from a macro
(Bleys and Whitby, 2015; Colman, 2022; Hayden and Wilson, 2016; Hoff
et al., 2021) and micro perspective (Bell and Morse, 2013; Bleys and
Whitby, 2015; Corlet Walker et al., 2020). Generally, societal and
behavioral factors combine to impede the uptake of alternative beyond
GDP measures in society, media, and politics (van den Bergh, 2022).

This study builds on prior work to examine the barriers obstructing
the adoption of beyond GDP alternative measures. We take a systems
perspective to identify the macro-level mechanisms that limit or block
the implementation of alternative measures of progress worldwide
(Costanza, 2022; Jackson and Victor, 2020; Malay, 2021). We integrate
the disparate literature about barriers to adoption of alternative mea-
sures into a causal map. The causal map explicitly captures a dynamic
hypothesis of the causal relationships, revealing and explaining why
alternative beyond GDP measures have had limited success. By consol-
idating the previously fragmented research findings into a dynamic
hypothesis, we provide a coherent, and integrated theory explaining the
limited adoption of beyond GDP alternative measures. The novelty of
this approach lies in synthesizing a series of partial explanations to
identify the underlying system structure, which helps contextualize past
discussions and also helps analyze possible interventions. The novelty
also lies in revealing the self-sustaining feedback structure, which either
remained hidden from the beyond GDP community or whose impacts
were substantially underestimated, limiting the adoption and imple-
mentation of the alternative measures of progress. This approach high-
lights how distal system components can create inertia and/or lead to
unintended consequences from proposed interventions, ultimately
impeding greater adoption of alternative measures of progress. A stable
and coordinated approach is necessary to prevent reinforcing the very
fragmentation we seek to overcome. The analysis highlights an impor-
tant paradox: the increasing number of alternative measures undermines
the beyond GDP movement. The fragmented beyond GDP community
needs to embrace different strategies. Specifically, the results support
the calls for reaching a consensus around a (set of) measure(s) of
progress to complement or replace GDP in policymaking (Costanza,
2023a, 2023b; Costanza et al., 2023), and also show that this step is
essential for any meaningful progress by the beyond GDP movement.
Production of additional alternative measures of progress will likely do
more harm than good.
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2. Method

We synthesized the literature on measures of progress, societal well-
being, and beyond GDP to identify and ground the causal relationships
shown in the causal map presented in Section 3. We also collected data
on the evolution of alternative measures of progress from 1970 to 2020,
including the number of new measures introduced each year, adoption,
and complexity in terms of the number of indicators in each measure.
We created our initial list of measures of progress by drawing on the
existing scientific and grey literatures on alternative measures of prog-
ress (Bandura, 2008; Barahona et al., 2023; Barrington-Leigh and
Escande, 2016; Bleys, 2012; Costanza et al., 2014; Exton and Shinwell,
2018; Feleki et al., 2018; Hoekstra, 2019; Meloni et al., 2025; Wang and
Chen, 2022). We found the initial grey literature by searching in OECD
reports (Exton and Shinwell, 2018; OECD, 2014) which provided an
overview of initiatives conducted by different countries. Then, we
moved to the scientific literature, starting with Bleys (2012) which of-
fers a classification of measures of progress and provides additional
literature. In addition, we searched on Scopus and Google Scholar for
“measure of progress,” “wellbeing indicators,” and “beyond GDP mea-
sures”. This search identified several measures of progress, from gov-
ernment initiatives, such as Buen Vivir in Ecuador (Exton and Shinwell,
2018), Gross National Happiness in Bhutan (GNH Centre Bhutan, 2023)
or Equitable and Sustainable Well-Being in Italy (Istat, 2024) to inter-
national institutions such as the United Nations (UNDP, 2023), and the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
(Exton and Shinwell, 2018; OECD, 2014, 2020b), and several others
(Meloni et al., 2025). We consolidated all reported and proposed mea-
sures of progress identified in the literature into a single dataset (see
supplementary material) and extracted the publication date, level of
analysis, and reference.

We then reviewed the indicators used for each measure of progress.
We classified them according to the type of indicators (i.e., economic,
social, and/or environmental indicators), whether the measures focus
on the city level, whether the measures correspond to a framework or a
program, data availability, and whether they include primarily subjec-
tive indicators.

Given the existence of hundreds of potential beyond GDP alterna-
tives (Bleys, 2012; Greco et al., 2020; Hoekstra, 2019; Jansen et al.,
2024; Meloni et al., 2025), we focus on those measures of progress
composed primarily of objective indicators because this enables setting
inclusion and exclusion criteria and relies on well-defined societal-level
indicators and time series data rather than subjective measurements (see
Cooke et al. (2016) for an analysis of subjective measures of well-being).
The objective measures of the progress approach (OECD, 2013) consists
of measurements that include the economic, social, and environmental
dimensions of societal well-being (Bandura, 2008; Barrington-Leigh and
Escande, 2016; Bleys, 2012; Costanza et al., 2014; Hoekstra, 2019; Wang
and Chen, 2022). We also limited our sample to measures of progress at
the national level of analysis, as this is the most frequent level of analysis
employed for GDP calculations. These choices ensured the comparison
of measures of progress with similar nature and purposes.

Fig. 1 summarizes the procedure we followed to identify the final set
of measures of societal progress. Five criteria were used to screen out
measures and select the final set. After removing duplicate measures of
progress, we also removed: (1) measures that did not cover all the
economic, social, and environmental dimensions of societal well-being;
(2) measures designed for a non-national level; (3) frameworks or ini-
tiatives without a defined measure; (4) subjective measures of progress
that include primarily subjective indicators; and (5) measures without
available information. After applying all of these screening criteria, the
final set included 47 objective measures of progress at the national level.
For transparency and replicability, the data we collected for these
measures are provided in the supplementary materials. The first tab of
the supplementary material lists all the unique initiatives we identified
in the literature (232 measures), while the second tab contains only the
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Fig. 1. Procedure for selecting alternative measures of progress to include in the final sample.

subset of measures of progress that meet the selection criteria (47
measures).

We used causal mapping to synthesize key ideas from the literature
along with the evidence derived from the time series measures of
progress data. Causal mapping helps reveal the structure of the infor-
mation feedback system (Groesser and Schaffernicht, 2012; Guzzo et al.,
2024), including perceived and actual causal relationships, accumula-
tion processes, and time delays. Understanding the feedback system
provides insights about the dynamics over time (Groesser and Schaf-
fernicht, 2012; Lane, 2000; Stave and Kopainsky, 2015; Sterman, 2000).
We report the causal map step-by-step to increase the transparency and
clarity of the assumptions (Cunico et al., 2021; Schwaninger and
Grosser, 2008).

Causal maps use rectangles to represent state variables (or stocks)
that capture system accumulations, double arrows with valves to show
inflows and outflows affecting the stocks, clouds for sources and sinks,
and plain text for auxiliary variables. Arrows between variables repre-
sent causal links and show the direction of causality, and signs at the
arrowheads (‘+’ or *’) indicate the polarity of the relationship. A ‘+’
sign denotes that an increase in the independent variable causes the
dependent variable to rise above what it would have been, ceteris par-
ibus (and a decrease causes a decrease). A ‘-’ denotes that an increase (or
decrease) in the independent variable causes the dependent variable to
decrease (or increase) beyond what it would have been. Formally, a ‘+’
means X — + Y < 0Y/0X > 0 and ‘-‘means X — - Y& 0Y/0X < 0. Also, the
symbol||, two parallel vertical lines indicated on some causal links,
represents a time delay between the cause and effect (Sterman, 2000).

Causal maps also identify the polarity of feedback loops. Reinforcing
(or positive) loops, denoted with the letter R, amplify the effects of an
initial change as it propagates around the loop. Balancing (or negative)
loops, denoted with the letter B, counteract the effects of an initial
change, working to stabilize the system.

3. Causal map
3.1. Gross domestic product hegemony

GDP has not always been the primary indicator to support policy-
makers in making decisions. National income accounting and GDP
measurements started in the United States in the 1930s to improve un-
derstanding of the economy. As a measure of economic size, GDP was
principally used to optimize taxation and investment policies, which
were compelling issues during the Great Depression and WWII (refer to
Hoekstra (2019) and Coyle (2014) for a more detailed history). How-
ever, it was only during the post-war period, with the emergence of
international economic institutions and the increasing need for inter-
national transactions, that GDP gained its hegemony. The introduction
of the System of National Accounts (SNA) in 1953, in which GDP was
standardized and became the principal indicator of national income,
accelerated the use of GDP worldwide (Allin and Hand, 2017). Since
then, stakeholders have prioritized GDP and GDP per capita to measure
economic growth (Costanza et al., 2014; Fioramonti, 2013), and the
number of countries using GDP to estimate national economic size
increased exponentially from 1900 to 2015 (Hoekstra, 2019). Currently,
almost all countries around the globe have adopted GDP (see Hoekstra
(2019, p. 80) for the number of countries using GDP and other measures
of progress over time).

National governments and international organizations implemented
GDP as the primary indicator of economic performance because of
standardized methods and established data collection procedures
(Alexander et al., 2017; Bleys and Whitby, 2015; Hoff et al., 2021),
straightforward interpretation and communication using a single
headline number (Balestra et al., 2018; van den Bergh, 2009), and the
ability to compare across periods and countries (Masood, 2022; Roser,
2013). Hoekstra (2019) grouped the factors that contributed to the
proliferation of GDP into six categories: (i) individual scholars’ initia-
tive, (ii) developments in economic theory, (iii) advances in statistics
and data availability, (iv) taxation and policy necessities in particular as
responses to crises (e.g., economic, political and wars), (v) rivalry and
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competition for power between nations; and (vi) institutionalization
through the action of international organizations. van den Bergh (2022)
also highlights the importance of media in constantly communicating
GDP information, thereby reinforcing the prominence of GDP in society.

The use of GDP has changed over time from a measure of national
income to understand the economic context, to a measure of progress
and well-being that has become the primary political objective
(Haapanen and Tapio, 2016; Hoekstra, 2019; van den Bergh, 2009).
Historically, GDP growth coincided with significant improvements in
income gains, creation of employment opportunities, increasing funding
for social welfare spending, alleviation of poverty, and socio-economic
stability, making it indispensable for life satisfaction (Hayden, 2015).
This co-evolution has given rise in society to a perceived causal rela-
tionship between GDP growth and improvements in quality of life. In
turn, this perception has led to an increasing influence of the field of
economics on society (Hayden, 2015; Hoekstra, 2019; Margo, 2011).
Over time, the pursuit of higher GDP has become a widely accepted and
desirable societal goal, embraced by politicians, companies, investors,
and citizens, irrespective of the consequences of GDP growth on other
dimensions of societal well-being, such as increasing inequality and
environmental degradation (van den Bergh, 2009). GDP has become the
most important indicator of progress and well-being in modern society
based on the assumption that increasing GDP per capita increases in-
come, material living standards, and happiness (Haapanen and Tapio,
2016; Schmelzer, 2015; Syrquin, 2011). This paradigm of more is always
better has propelled economic and GDP growth to become the main
public policy goals worldwide.

The causal map in Fig. 2 captures the relationships described above.
In the 1950s, as more government leaders and other policymakers
adopted GDP (represented by Users of GDP as Main Measure of Progress),
the more these policymakers Focus on Economic Growth (Allin and Hand,
2017; Costanza et al., 2014; Fioramonti, 2013). This focus on economic
growth led to increasing Economic Capital and an increase in Perceived
Societal Well-Being (Haapanen and Tapio, 2016; Hoekstra, 2019; van den
Bergh, 2009). Higher Perceived Societal Well-Being increased Attractive-
ness of Using GDP as Main Measure of Progress, and attracted more New
Users of GDP as Main Measure of Progress and, therefore, increased the
number of Users of GDP as Main Measure of Progress (Haapanen and
Tapio, 2016; Hoekstra, 2019; Schmelzer, 2015; Syrquin, 2011) relative
to what it would have been if all conditions had remained the same.

Focuson +

Economic
Growth
Q#’ Users of GDP as Main
+ Measure of Progress
New Users of GDP
. as Main Measure of
Economic Progress
Capital g
Confwmzng with
Economic Pw_spern‘v
Driving GDP GDP Standard
Attractiveness
+
Perceived
WScl)lcgta}] Attractiveness of Using
cll-bemg GDP as Main Measure of
Progress
+

Fig. 2. Two reinforcing feedback loops that help explain the diffusion and
institutionalization of Gross Domestic Product from the 1950s to today: (1)
‘Economic Prosperity driving GDP Attractiveness’ (R1) and (2) ‘Conforming
with GDP Standard’ (R2).
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These causal relationships close the ‘Economic Prosperity driving GDP
Attractiveness’ reinforcing loop (R1).

As the number of Users of GDP as Main Measure of Progress increased,
the more attractive GDP became (Attractiveness of Using GDP as Main
Measure of Progress), promoting the uptake of GDP even further to
conform with other government leaders and policymakers (New Users of
GDP as Main Measure of Progress) (Haapanen and Tapio, 2016; Hayden,
2015; Hoekstra, 2019; Margo, 2011; Schmelzer, 2015; Syrquin, 2011).
These relationships close another reinforcing loop: ‘Conforming with GDP
Standard’ (R2). These two reinforcing loops help explain the diffusion
and institutionalization of GDP from the 1950s to today.

Note that, our society’s Focus on Economic Growth is the result of a
broader socio-economic and technological landscape that, over time has
steered societies towards the prioritization of economic and capital
growth above all else (arguably since the Industrial Revolution, and
perhaps even earlier, as Weber’s reflections on the Protestant ethic and
the spirit of capitalism suggest). Economic growth has become deeply
embedded in the functioning of societal systems (Biichs and Koch, 2017,
2019; Diesendorf et al., 2024; Haapanen and Tapio, 2016; Hofferberth,
2025; Schmelzer, 2015; van den Bergh, 2009), sustained by a range of
other exogenous to the model structural elements, such as financial
systems and international economic institutions, of which GDP is just
one important component. However, consistent with our focus on the
adoption dynamics of GDP and Beyond GDP measures, we do not
include these other mechanisms in our analysis.

3.2. Gross domestic product limitations and unintended effects

Despite the GDP hegemony, the use of GDP as a proxy for national
success and societal well-being has been criticized since the 1960s (van
den Bergh, 2009). Environmental concerns arose about the long-term
sustainability of the indiscriminate and endless pursuit of economic
growth (Carson, 1962; Meadows et al., 1972). In addition, numerous
scholars also criticized the relevance, misuse and pitfalls of the GDP
metric (Daly, 2014; Easterlin et al., 2010; Meloni et al., 2025; Nordhaus
and Tobin, 1973; Stiglitz et al., 2009). These criticisms include: (1) GDP
does not measure the economy with sufficient precision (Hoekstra,
2019) because the measure does not account for non-market output,
externalities, international outsourcing and delocalization, and volun-
teer and non-paid work (Costanza et al., 2009; Costanza et al., 2014;
Easterlin et al., 2010; Stiglitz et al., 2009); (2) GDP is a poor proxy for
measuring people’s well-being and happiness (Balestra et al., 2018;
Easterlin et al., 2010; Kahneman and Krueger, 2006; Natoli and Zuhair,
2010; Stiglitz et al., 2009; van den Bergh, 2009); (3) GDP growth causes
harm to the environment (unless absolute decoupling is achieved)
(Haberl et al., 2020; Hickel and Kallis, 2020); (4) GDP does not provide
any information about inequality, so it fails to measure the accumulation
and distribution of capital and knowledge (Jackson and Victor, 2020;
OECD, 2020a; Piketty, 2014); and (5) measuring national success
through GDP is believed to hinder the transition of society towards more
sustainable pathways (Costanza et al., 2014; Wiedmann et al., 2020).

Historically, GDP growth has been correlated with increases in in-
come, education, health and quality of life. However, research shows
these relationships are more complex and that after economic security is
reached, GDP and life satisfaction are no longer correlated (Easterlin,
1974; Easterlin et al., 2010; Easterlin and O’Connor, 2022). As Fig. 3
illustrates, the Focus on Economic Growth and the unyielding pursuit of
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Fig. 3. Gross domestic product limitations ‘Recognition of GDP Limitations’ balancing feedback loop (B1) showing that the extreme focus on economic growth

erodes social and environmental capitals over time.

increasing Economic Capital have had negative effects on Social and
Environmental Capitals.” These effects, some of which have long time
delays, have included: (1) environmental disruption (Lee et al., 2023;
Meadows et al., 1972), (2) accumulation of unsustainable levels of
public and private debt (Atkinson and Morelli, 2011), (3) income con-
centration inequality (Balestra et al., 2018; Piketty, 2014), and (4) a
decrease in social ties and facilitation of isolation (Pieters, 2013; van den
Bergh, 2009). The decrease in Social and Environmental Capitals in the
medium and long term reduces Perceived Societal Well-Being, which also
reduces the Attractiveness of Using GDP as Main Measure of Progress
(Haberl et al., 2020; Hickel and Kallis, 2020; Jackson and Victor, 2020;
OECD, 2020a; Piketty, 2014). These causal relationships close the
‘Recognition of GDP limitations’ balancing loop (B1).

3.3. Beyond GDP ‘quest’ and expectations

The recognition of the limitations of using GDP as the primary policy
goal has led to calls (e.g., Brundtland (1987), Costanza (2023b), Cos-
tanza et al. (2023), Nordhaus and Tobin (1973), and Stiglitz et al.
(2009)) to incorporate the social and environmental dimensions of

2 We use the terms Social Capital and Environmental Capital to denote stocks
(or state variables) within the system. Conceptually, all stocks increase and/or
decrease over time. However, we acknowledge the use of the term capital in
relation to both social (Fine, 2010) and natural/environmental domains
(Akerman, 2013; Harte, 1995; Missemer, 2018) is the subject of ongoing aca-
demic debate. These critiques highlight that framing social and environmental
dimensions as forms of capital can risk reducing social dynamics and ecosys-
tems functioning to commodified entities, treating them simply in monetary
terms. Such framing can oversimplify the richness and intrinsic value of social
dynamics and ecosystems, potentially promoting an understanding of these
constructs that favors their degradation. We adopt the term capital in a purely
analytical and operational sense, aligned with systems thinking and modeling
conventions. An increase in social capital or environmental capital is inter-
preted as a positive outcome within the scope of the system, while a decrease
signals deterioration in the social or environmental states. Our use of the term
capital is a pragmatic choice, not an endorsement of capital-centric framings of
society and nature. In addition, we do not adopt monetary units of measure for
either social or environmental capital; instead, we adopting social capital units
and environmental capital units intended to represent the overall societal
“wealth” of these types of capital.

societal well-being into policymakers’ assessments of societal progress
beyond GDP (e.g., ‘beyond GDP quest’ see Fleurbaey (2009) and
Fleurbaey and Blanchet (2013)). Several institutions have also encour-
aged the uptake of beyond GDP measures of progress, such as the
Wellbeing Economy Alliance, OECD Measuring Well-being framework
(i.e., Better Life Index (OECD, 2011) and the How’s Life initiative
(OECD, 2020b)) and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
Framework (SDGs). These calls emphasize the need for a new paradigm
“that recognizes the parity between the three pillars [environmental, social
and economic] of sustainable development” based on “happiness and well-
being” (UN., 2012).

In response to these criticisms and calls, many alternative measures
of progress have been developed and proposed as substitutes for, or
complements of, GDP. Fig. 4 shows that the decrease in Perceived Societal
Well-Being — resulting from an overemphasis on economic capital and the
inherent limitations of GDP - also creates Pressure to Create Broader
Measures of Progress beyond GDP. This pressure increases efforts for the
Development of Alternative Measures of Progress, which over time in-
creases the total Number of Alternative Measures of Progress available
(Bleys, 2012; Costanza, 2022; Freudenberg, 2003; Stiglitz et al., 2009).
Examples of alternative measures of progress include the Genuine
Progress Indicator (GPI) (Hamilton, 1999; Kubiszewski et al., 2013;
Ostergaard-Klem and Oleson, 2014), the Human Development Index
(HDI) (UN, 1990), OECD Better Life Index (OECD, 2011, 2020b); Gross
National Happiness (GNH) (GNH Centre Bhutan, 2023), ecological
footprint (Global Footprint Network, 2021), and many others (see sup-
plementary material for an extensive list of alternative measures).

In a context where many stakeholders recognized the limitations of
GDP and under the belief that producing alternative measures of prog-
ress would be sufficient “on its own” to transition from GDP and lead to
policy changes (Hayden, 2021), many in the beyond GDP community
expected a Transition to Alternative Measures of Progress to occur —
namely, a flow of countries and institutions from using GDP to adopt
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Fig. 4. Two feedback loops capturing the beyond GDP ‘quest’: (1) ‘Creating New Measures of Progress’ (B2) and (2) ‘Adoption of Alternative Measures’ (R3).

alternative measures of progress and become part of the Users of Alter-
native Measures of Progress stock.® This included an assumption that as
the Number of Alternative Measures of Progress increases, the Relative
Attractiveness of Alternative Measures of Progress increases (Hayden,
2021). As better alternative measures of progress emerged, the beyond
GDP community expected this to lead to a Transition to Alternative
Measures of Progress, with the Users of GDP as Main Measure of Progress
adopting an alternative measure and thereby decreasing the number of
Users of GDP as Main Measure of Progress (Costanza et al., 2009; Costanza
etal., 2014; Kubiszewski et al., 2013). A decrease in Users of GDP as Main
Measure of Progress decreases the Focus on Economic Growth and also
decreases Economic Capital relative to what it would have otherwise
been. After a time delay, the decrease in Economic Capital increases
Social and Environmental Capitals (Costanza et al., 2014; Haberl et al.,
2020; Hickel and Kallis, 2020; Wiedmann et al., 2020), which increases
Perceived Societal Well-Being and decreases Pressure to Create Broader
Measures of Progress (Costanza et al., 2009). These causal relationships
close the ‘Creating New Measures of Progress’ balancing loop (B2).

However, the proliferation of measures (Barrington-Leigh and
Escande, 2016; Costanza, 2022; Feleki et al., 2018; Hoekstra, 2019) has
made it hard to keep track of all of them (Hoekstra, 2019), with many
remaining hidden in the context in which they are developed and not
published in the literature (Sirgy, 2011).

Fig. 5 shows the cumulative number of alternative measures of
progress (Number of Alternative Measures of Progress — left y-axis) and the
number of alternative measures of progress created per year (Develop-
ment of Alternative Measures of Progress — right y-axis) between 1970 and
2020. As described in the Method section, we examined 232 unique
alternative measures of progress at the national level reported in the
literature (Bandura, 2008; Barahona et al., 2023; Barrington-Leigh and
Escande, 2016; Bleys, 2012; Costanza et al., 2014; Feleki et al., 2018;

3 Cases like Bhutan (Hayden, 2015) which never adopted GDP but instead
directly embraced alternative measures of progress, would theoretically enter
the stock of Users of Alternative Measures of Progress through a separate flow.
However, given the rarity of such cases, we chose not to include this separate
inflow in the causal diagram.
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Fig. 5. Historical number of alternative measures per year and the cumula-
tive number.

Hoekstra, 2019; Wang and Chen, 2022). The creation of measures of
progress as an alternative to GDP began around 1970 with the Total
Income System of Accounts (Eisner, 1988). Then, nine measures were
proposed during the remaining decade, coinciding with the publication
of the Limits to Growth (Meadows et al., 1972). During the 1980s, four-
teen additional measures appeared. Since then, the cumulative number
of alternative measures has grown exponentially, including 77 measures
published between the Stiglitz report (Stiglitz et al., 2009) and the SDGs
agreement in 2015. After 2015, the total number of measures published
continued growing, but at a lower rate per year, reaching a total of 232
measures by 2020. This result aligns with other published estimates
(Jansen et al., 2024).

An increase in the number of Users of Alternative Measures of Progress
was also anticipated to increase the Attractiveness of Using Alternative
Measures of Progress of one or more alternative measures (Bleys and
Whitby, 2015; Hoekstra, 2019; van den Bergh, 2009, 2022). As the
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number of Users of Alternative Measures of Progress grows, these new
users were expected to spread the word and encourage other govern-
ment leaders and policymakers to adopt alternative measures of prog-
ress. Through this diffusion process the alternative measures of progress
would begin to become institutionalized in government and other policy
institutional frameworks. As Attractiveness of Using Alternative Measures
of Progress increases, the Relative Attractiveness of Alternative Measures
increases and further increases the Transition to Alternative Measures of
Progress. These causal relationships close the ‘Adoption of Alternative
Measures’ (R3) reinforcing loop, and is comparable to the mechanism
that fostered the uptake of GDP (i.e., the ‘Conforming with GDP Standard’
reinforcing loop, R2). The ‘Adoption of Alternative Measures’ (R3) loop
and the ‘Creating New Measures of Progress’ loop (B2) capture the beyond
GDP community’s overall mental model regarding the factors that
would drive a successful transition among government leaders and other
policymakers from GDP to alternative measures of societal progress. But
this mental model turned out to be too simplistic.

Despite multiple calls by organizations, institutions, and scientists to
replace or supplement GDP and the availability of numerous alternative
measures of progress, the alternative measures have had minimal impact
on policy and behavioral change (Lehtonen et al., 2016). The literature
reports some attempts to adopt alternative measures of progress within
the policy development process (Durand and Exton, 2019; Terzi, 2021).
This includes attempts at the international level (e.g., the United Nations
with the SDGs or the OECD with the Better Life Index), national level (e.
g., New Zealand (Anderson and Mossialos, 2019), Australia (Kenny
et al., 2019), Canada and Bhutan (Hayden, 2015; Hayden and Wilson,
2016)), or subnational level (e.g., Hawaii (Ostergaard-Klem and Oleson,
2014), Alberta (Anielski, 2014) and Maryland (Maryland Department of
Natural Resources, 2020)). But these attempts have had limited scope

Focuson  +
Economic
Growth

Ecological Economics 239 (2026) 108758

and success - for example, the implementation of alternative measure-
ment(s) has been discontinued in New Zealand, Australia and Canada —
and GDP remains the leading measure of societal progress worldwide
(Costanza, 2022; van den Bergh, 2009).

Overall, the beyond GDP community expected that alternative
measures would have more impact in terms of replacing or supple-
menting GDP. However, such a transition has not yet occurred. The
belief and misperception that new measures would be readily adopted
once available has been called the “indicators fantasy” (Hayden, 2021,
p- 120). Despite all of the efforts to move beyond GDP, it remains the
most influential indicator of national progress (Hoekstra, 2019; van den
Bergh, 2022). The beyond GDP community did not expect such resis-
tance to change and such limited adoption of alternative measures
(Costanza et al., 2014; Hoekstra, 2019).

3.4. Beyond GDP reality

Why has GDP maintained its hegemony despite all of the effort
invested in producing alternatives? Fig. 6 integrates ideas from the
literature and also from the analysis of the measures of progress time
series data to propose a set of feedback loops to explain the limited
uptake of alternative measures of progress.

The ‘Inertia’ loop (R4) shows that the number of Users of GDP as Main
Measure of Progress influences the Attractiveness of Using GDP as Main
Measure of Progress. The beyond GDP community may well have
underestimated the importance of the installed base of users and the
associated socio-technical system supporting the use of GDP that has
developed over decades. The longer the use of GDP as the primary
measure of societal progress persists, the more the socio-technical sys-
tem aligns with GDP, enhancing the attractiveness of GDP by making
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any deviation from this state more costly. From the technical perspec-
tive, GDP measurements have become well-established, with routine
data collection, widespread information availability, and standardized
calculations. Collecting the needed data and calculating GDP has
become a straightforward, recognized and accepted process compared
to any alternative measures (Hoekstra, 2019). From a social perspective,
GDP has become more than a number. GDP has become imbued with
values beyond its technical purpose and meaning (Hoff et al., 2021;
Selznick, 2011; van den Bergh, 2009). GDP has evolved into a socio-
logical institution (Scott, 2013), like money and private property, sup-
porting the broader economic growth ideology (Haapanen and Tapio,
2016). The pursuit of GDP growth has permeated citizens’ and policy-
makers’ thinking and decision making processes (Haapanen and Tapio,
2016), leading to what some describe as a pathological obsession (WHO,
2022) or addiction (Costanza, 2022, 2023b; Costanza et al., 2017).
Although most citizens and some policymakers do not know precisely
what GDP measures, societies overall positively associate increases in
GDP with success. Countries are regularly ranked based on GDP per-
formance, and most members of society are “not concerned at all about the
imperfections of GDP information” (Masood, 2022; van den Bergh, 2009,
p. 128). As mentioned above, GDP is just one of several reinforcing
mechanisms within the broader socio-economic system that sustains the
economic growth paradigm and fuels society’s Focus on Economic
Growth.

Accordingly, the installed base of users and the associated socio-
technical system provide GDP with an immense advantage in terms of
the Attractiveness of Using GDP as Main Measure of Progress and help
maintain GDP’s dominance against alternative measures because the
Relative Attractiveness of Alternative Measures of Progress remains low.
These factors create an ‘Inertial’ force that limits the transition to
alternative measures and maintains the status quo (Costanza et al.,
2009, p. 28). Such dynamics are typical of a complex system exhibiting
characteristics of path-dependency and lock-in effects (Safarzynska
et al.,, 2012) and, as argued by van den Bergh (2009, 2022), are also
partly responsible for the low success of the beyond GDP movement.

Other barriers have also limited the adoption of alternative measures
of progress, including the fundamental difficulty of the beyond GDP
community converging on a definition of progress and societal well-
being. Defining societal well-being has been challenging due to its
inherently subjective nature (OECD, 2013). Multiple schools of thought
have emerged with some in the beyond GDP community defining well-
being as a subjective feeling, such as happiness, and others defining
well-being as an objective measure of human development (Dodge et al.,
2012; Jansen et al., 2024). Although academic and political initiatives
aimed at raising beyond-GDP awareness and calling for convergence
towards a limited set of metrics have recently gained momentum (e.g.,
the EU Parliament’s Beyond Growth Conference in 2023, the UN’s
Valuing What Counts initiative, the EcoSummit in Australia (Costanza
et al., 2023); see Jansen et al. (2024) for a recent overview), no
consensus has yet been reached on the best approach to measuring so-
cietal progress and well-being. As a consequence, there is still no
agreement within the Beyond-GDP community on which measure(s) of
progress should be adopted. As shown in Fig. 5, this situation has fueled
the development of more and more alternative measures.

The ‘Beyond GDP Fragmentation’ reinforcing loop (R5) in Fig. 6 cap-
tures these dynamics. As Pressure to Create Broader Measures of Progress
increases, the Development of Alternative Measures of Progress increases,
and leads to an increase in the Number of Alternative Measures of Progress.
However, as more alternative measures are introduced, the Consensus on
Alternative Measures as Main Measure of Progress decreases (Balestra
et al., 2018; Costanza et al., 2009). The lack of consensus results in a
lower Attractiveness of Using Alternative Measures of Progress and a lower
Relative Attractiveness of Alternative Measures of Progress compared to
GDP, reducing the Transition to Alternative Measures of Progress. A lower
Transition to Alternative Measures of Progress increases the dominance of
GDP as the main measure of progress, increasing the Focus on Economic
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Growth and resulting in an increase in Economic Capital. Rising Economic
Capital decreases Social and Environmental Capitals and reduces Perceived
Societal Well-Being, which further increases the Pressure to Create Broader
Measures of Progress. These causal relationships close the ‘Beyond GDP
Fragmentation’ reinforcing loop (R5). The efforts to increase the number
of alternative measures have the paradoxical side-effect of increasing
the fragmentation of the beyond GDP landscape, making it even more
difficult to agree on a measure and further hindering the widespread
adoption of alternative measures.

The ‘Beyond GDP Fragmentation® loop has created a situation in which
policymakers and citizens receive information about so many measures
that they do not become familiar with any of them. Alternative measures
differ on many dimensions, including: (1) different typologies, (2)
different ontological foundations, (3) different levels of analysis (e.g.,
city, country, company) by different types of institutions (e.g., NGOs,
international organizations, governments), and (4) different calculation
and reporting intervals (Costanza et al., 2014; Hoekstra, 2019; Jansen
et al.,, 2024). These differences increase the difficulty of validation,
replication and comparison (Balestra et al., 2018; Colman, 2022; Hay-
den, 2021; Hoekstra, 2019). Fragmentation and the associated dilution
of effort also decreases data availability and uncertainty about data
accuracy and reliability (Balestra et al., 2018; Colman, 2022; Costanza
etal., 2009; Hayden, 2021; Hayden and Wilson, 2016). In addition, each
institution may champion their own measure of progress (Costanza
et al., 2009). These factors impede the adoption of alternative measures.

Some scholars have already raised concerns over the fragmentation
of the beyond GDP community. Hoekstra (2019) calls the production
and reporting of beyond GDP indicators a cottage industry because each
indicator tends to be an isolated effort, not integrated and not developed
in communication with each other, in continuous ferment but without
established frameworks or a common language. Costanza et al. (2009)
goes even further and states, “those institutions and organizations that are
working on better measures of progress waste time and resources arguing over
the minutia of methodology and data rather than presenting a united front on
the pressing need for better measures.” (p. 28). This situation contrasts with
GDP, which has a long-established history, a well-documented approach
for data collection and calculation, and a common language. GDP is
regularly and frequently computed worldwide, which increases GDP
attractiveness compared to the alternative measures available and
serves as a barrier to the adoption of beyond GDP measures (Hoekstra,
2019).

Fig. 6 also shows how complexity in the beyond GDP measures in-
creases due to the Pressure to Create Broader Measures of Progress and the
Pressure to Differentiate Measures of Progress. The ‘Capturing Multiple Di-
mensions’ (R6) and the ‘Differentiation by More Indicators’ (R7) loops
explain the increase in the Average Complexity of Measures of Progress
that reinforces the dominance of GDP. The Pressure to Create Broader
Measures of Progress increases the Average Complexity of Measures of
Progress because tracking the social and environmental conditions
omitted in the GDP measure requires including more indicators (Balestra
et al., 2018). In addition, the continuous development of alternative
measures increases the pressure to differentiate them, creating compe-
tition among institutions and organizations to create ‘better’ and ‘more
complete’ measures (Costanza et al., 2009). The increase in the Average
Complexity of Measures of Progress reduces Ease of Use and Communication
of the alternative measures, especially when compared to GDP repre-
sented by a single indicator widely recognized for its ease of interpre-
tation and replicability (van den Bergh, 2009). As Ease of Use and
Communication of the alternative measures decreases, the Attractiveness
of Using Alternative Measures of Progress and the Relative Attractiveness of
Alternative Measures of Progress also decrease. This results in a lower
Transition to Alternative Measures of Progress, an increase in the Users of
GDP as Main Measure of Progress — compared to what it would have
otherwise been — and an increase in the Focus on Economic Growth and an
increase in Economic Capital. Increasing Economic Capital decreases So-
cial and Environmental Capitals and reduces Perceived Societal Well-Being,
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which further increases the Pressure to Create Broader Measures of Prog-
ress. These causal relationships close the ‘Capturing Multiple Dimensions’
(R6) and the ‘Differentiation by More Indicators’ (R7) reinforcing loops.
Other factors may have also increased the average complexity of alter-
native measures. For example, technological and data collection im-
provements have enhanced data availability and provided more
opportunities for the inclusion of additional indicators.

Fig. 7 shows the evolution of the complexity of alternative measures
of progress, measured as the number of indicators used per measure.
Following the procedure described in Fig. 1, we identified forty-seven of
the 232 measures presented in Fig. 5 that include all three sustainability
pillars. We review each of these forty-seven alternative measures of
progress and count the number of indicators used in each measure.
Fig. 7a shows the distribution of the number of indicators used in these
forty-seven measures. The number of indicators included in a single
alternative measure of progress ranges from four to 472. We find a total
of 2600 indicators — although not unique indicators because the same
indicators are repeated across different measures or similar concepts are
captured under different variables with different names — in the final
forty-seven alternative measures of progress. In addition, Fig. 7b shows
the average number of indicators per alternative measure increases over
time irrespective of how much we smooth the data. The pressure to
differentiate alternative measures of progress from each other explains
this increase in the average number of indicators per measure over time
in Fig. 7b. From 1970 to 1990, the average number of indicators
decreased from the initial attempts to measure progress, but those
measures still included more indicators than GDP to capture the social
and environmental dimensions. From 1990 on, the average number of
indicators per measure steadily increased in response to the need to
differentiate from existing alternative measures.

Overall, the reinforcing loops ‘Beyond GDP Fragmentation’ (R5),
‘Capturing Multiple Dimensions’ (R6), and ‘Differentiation by More In-
dicators’ (R7) help explain why alternative measures of progress have
fallen short of expectations in terms of adoption, entering public debate,
and influencing policymaking. These three reinforcing loops that in-
crease fragmentation and complexity act as barriers to widespread
implementation and institutionalization of any alternative measure of
progress, reinforcing the perceived superiority of GDP.

4. Discussion and conclusions

There is a broad agreement across different communities about the
limitations of GDP to measure progress and well-being and the need to
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adopt a new measure of progress to replace or complement GDP. Many
alternative measures of progress have been developed and promoted by
the beyond GDP community. However, despite all of the effort, GDP
remains the primary measure of progress in society. This study advances
a dynamic hypothesis using causal mapping — that integrates arguments
in the literature with time series data series — to explain why GDP
continues to dominate as the main measure of progress in society despite
all of the alternative measures now available. We found that the beyond
GDP community expected that producing more alternative measures
would be sufficient to drive a transition beyond GDP (Hayden, 2021).
But this mental model captured only a partial understanding of the
complexity of the system. Four additional feedback loops, that either
remained hidden from the beyond GDP community or whose impacts
were substantially underestimated, hindered the adoption and imple-
mentation of the alternative measures of progress.

First, the prominent status GDP has attained as a sociological insti-
tution that pervades society and the numerous ways GDP has become
embedded in our socio-technical system, create high inertia to change in
a reinforcing feedback loop. The resulting inertia leads to system lock-in
for GDP as the main measure of progress in society (Hoff et al., 2021; van
den Bergh, 2009). Second, the pressure to generate broader measures of
progress remained high because of the limited transition, and therefore
the beyond GDP community continued to develop new alternative
measures. The proliferation of alternative measures fragmented the
beyond GDP community in the long run, and decreases the chances of
the community coming to a consensus on any alternative measure
(Hoekstra, 2019; van den Bergh, 2022). This fragmentation reinforcing
feedback effect has led to exponential growth in the number of alter-
native measures (Fig. 5). Finally, the pressure to generate broader
measures of progress and the pressure to differentiate the alternative
measures from each other because of the proliferation of alternative
measures. Both of these reinforcing feedbacks lead to increasing the
complexity of the alternative measures. As the alternative measures
have become more complex with more multiple dimensions and more
indicators, the beyond GDP measures have become more complicated to
understand and use than GDP. Overall, the lack of a common goal,
language, and methodology impacts the trust in and understanding of
the alternative measures of progress (Costanza et al., 2009). All of these
feedbacks limit convergence of the community and adoption of an
alternative measure of societal progress. Overall, these feedback pro-
cesses help explain the history and current state of the beyond GDP
transition. Although GDP has lost support and appeal, a more compre-
hensive alternative measure has not yet supplanted GDP as the main
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measure of societal progress.

The findings of this study highlight the network of causal relation-
ships and feedbacks that can impede or enable the adoption of alter-
native measures of progress. Thus far, the beyond GDP community has
not fully understood this system structure and has unintentionally
activated the undesired feedback loops that have limited the transition.
The feedbacks we identify show how well-intentioned efforts of pro-
ducing ever more alternative measures of progress and adding more and
more indicators to those alternative measures, can unintentionally
strengthen GDP as the main measure of societal progress.

Our analysis also highlights the importance of shifting the focus of
the beyond GDP community away from continuing to develop new
measures of progress, and towards finding pathways to converge on one
alternative measure and promote its implementation. Consensus on an
alternative measure will reduce the pressure to create more measures
and help to institutionalize the use of one or more selected measure(s) of
progress. Therefore, future scientific and political efforts should be
invested towards converging on an alternative measure of progress. This
could help activate the adoption process, lead to replacing or com-
plementing GDP as a measure for societal progress, and result in more
sustainable decisions and policies to enhance social and environmental
capital.

A better measure of progress may help to link the policy agenda with
our current (and future) social and ecological challenges. Recently, a
growing number of academic and political initiatives have emerged that
raise awareness of beyond-GDP perspectives and foster dialogue to-
wards a shared vision of progress (Jansen et al., 2024). These initiatives
contribute to strengthening the loop Recognition of GDP Limitations
(loop B1) and help inform stakeholders about the presence of Inertia
(loop R4) and Beyond GDP Fragmentation (loop R5). However, para-
doxically, while these initiatives raise awareness of fragmentation, they
do not seem to be fully coordinated. As a result, they may uninten-
tionally promote competing approaches or indicators as most promising
to resolve the lack of harmonization, further reinforcing fragmentation.
Without convergence among these well-intended initiatives, there is a
risk that efforts to address fragmentation may, ironically, exacerbate it.
The ongoing proliferation of new indicators, evident in our dataset and
other analyses (Jansen et al., 2024), should thus be interpreted as a sign
that Beyond GDP Fragmentation (loop R5) remains active and influen-
tial. In other words, we currently are in a state of increased awareness of
the need for convergence, rather than convergence itself. To counter
this, a more coordinated approach across initiatives to discuss frag-
mentation may be necessary to ensure that the broader societal goal of
rethinking progress measurement is not undermined by disjointed
actions.

Society can use previous experience in reaching agreements on
frameworks such as the Millennium Development Goals and the SDGs to
increase global adoption of an alternative measure of progress and well-
being. In addition, as van den Bergh (2022) discusses, the experience of
international institutions, such as the UN, in creating common languages
and systems of measure, such as the System of National Accounts to
estimate the GDP, may be used to promote a consensus inside the
beyond GDP movement. The new agreement on the System of National
Accounts in 2030, as Hoekstra (2019) suggests, may provide an oppor-
tunity to converge towards a specific alternative measure. Convergence
on a specific alternative measure could help transition from economic
growth as the primary societal goal, to achieving a sustainable civili-
zation as the main goal for policymakers.

Most of the research and applied effort have been devoted to
developing new, and improving existing, measures of progress. Only a
small, and relatively recent, portion of effort has focused on describing
how alternative measures have been implemented, the impact, and the
factors that have impeded adoption. At this stage, we believe focusing on
the latter holds more promise in progressing the beyond GDP transition.
To that end, we also recommend future research should focus on un-
derstanding the barriers impeding the beyond GDP adoption (or
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transition), particularly at the micro-level where the literature is more
scarce.

Lastly, GDP can be considered a proxy for the dominant economic
growth paradigm and ideology (Costanza et al., 2014; Hoekstra, 2019;
OECD, 2020a; Schmelzer, 2015; Stiglitz et al., 2009). The findings in this
study about the beyond GDP movement may also be helpful for the
broader beyond growth transition. The beyond-growth movement faces
similar challenges. Despite the recognition of limitations of economic
growth for societal progress and societal well-being and the negative
consequences on the environment, alternative paradigms have struggled
to replace the dominant economic growth paradigm. The economic
growth paradigm has evolved into a hegemonic position, becoming
central in the current socio-technical systems and a sociological insti-
tution (Bell, 1977; Schmelzer, 2016). In contrast, the beyond growth
community is highly fragmented and heterogeneous, with many
different alternatives to economic growth proposed (e.g., degrowth,
post-growth, a-growth, steady-state growth, buen vivir, sustainable
well-being, voluntary simplicity and harmonious society — (Harangozo
et al., 2018; Wiedmann et al., 2020)). These disparate communities
struggle to reach and be understood by the broader society (Drews and
Antal, 2016; van den Bergh, 2011) and often remain limited to local
implementations (Cunico et al., 2022). Despite this fragmentation, the
number of alternatives to the continuous pursuit of economic growth
keeps growing. We suggest the macro-dynamics responsible for the low
beyond GDP uptake also applies to the beyond-growth transition.
Furthermore, the insights from this study, and more broadly from the
beyond GDP literature, may benefit the beyond-growth movement in
avoiding getting locked in the same undesirable feedback loops. Spe-
cifically, focusing on reaching a consensus on a credible alternative to
economic growth, instead of fostering fragmentation, should also be the
priority for the beyond-growth movement.

In this sense, GDP can be seen not only as a proxy for the dominant
growth paradigm but also as a potentially powerful leverage point for
transforming the broader socio-economic system (Meadows, 2008).
Research shows (see Hofferberth (2025) for a recent review), the current
socio-economic system is highly complex, deeply nested, and firmly
entrenched in the economic and capital growth paradigm. Shifting this
system requires profound structural change: an effort that has proven
extremely challenging to date. Within this context, the measures of
progress society adopts serve as critical leverage points. Compared to
more disruptive interventions, changing to or adding new indicators
may generate deep systemic effects with relatively less effort. As
Meadows (1998, p. 2) notes, “we try to measure what we value [but] we
come to value what we measure.” Adopting new measures of progress has
the potential to shift societal priorities away from the current Focus on
Economic Growth, create spillover effects to change the growth orien-
tation of the broader socio-economic system, and open pathways to-
wards alternative, more sustainable human futures.”
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