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Abstract
This article examines parallels between the increasing mental burnout and environmental
overshoot in the organisational context. The article argues that there is a particular
philosophy of management that connects these two phenomena of overshoot and burn-
out, namely productivism. As there are boundaries in all ecological processes and
systems, the productivist aim of having ever more output and growth is deemed absurd.
It is proposed that productivity as a management philosophy not only leads to mental ill-
health in organisations but also to overshoot in the environment. The article concludes
that productivism, which denies the limits in utilisation of humans and other natural
resources, fits poorly with circular economy and sustainability. Hence, ecological man-
agement should be complemented with a more holistic and processual view of organi-
zations, as well as have an aim of peaceful coexistence between all earthbound objects.
This signifies acknowledging and caring for human and non-human needs both now and
in future by applying the idea of moderation to production of goods and services.
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Introduction

Since the Industrial Revolution, environmental problems have been escalating (Barnosky
et al. 2012; IPCC 2014). The undesired anthropogenic cause of the environment’s
inability to regenerate resources and absorb human wastes at the pace they are being
produced has been referred to as ‘overshoot’ (Meadows et al. 1972, 2002). In its simplest
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form, this signifies that humans have reached the limits of the Earth’s carrying capacity
(Daily and Ehrlich 1992) and transgressed planetary boundaries central to ensure a safe
human operating space (Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015). The overall negative
human impact on the environment can be measured in terms of (the amount of) affluence
and population (Chertow 2000; IPCC 2014), which owes to the organisation of human
societies based on ideas of productivism: namely, the pursuit of indefinite growth and
capital accumulation (Latouche 2007; Foster 2009).

Other serious problems within contemporary societies include work stress, feelings
of inadequacy, and other (work-related) mental problems or ‘burnout’. The latter half of
the twentieth century, marked by a steep rise in productivity, has been a period when
mental suffering has become a major concern of occupational health care professionals
in many Western societies (Newton 1995; Horwitz 2002; Wainwright and Calnan
2002). The increase of mental disorder diagnoses has been attributed to societal
changes, the transition of work from physical labour to cognitive processes, and the
development of medical science and new diagnostic categories. The increasing intensi-
fication of work life (Green 2006) and new employee ideals emphasising entrepreneur-
ialism (Miller and Rose 2008), to the more general rise of neoliberal organisation of
global capitalism (Jones 2013; Robinson 2014; Scharff 2015) have also created new
burdens on employees’ psyches.

The organisation is a nexus that connects these two problems. On the one hand, they
are ‘a primary instrument by which humans impact their natural environment’
(Shrivastava 1994, p. 705) and on the other, they are increasingly the places, as well
as sources, of psychological damage (see Newton 1995; Väänänen et al. 2014). But is
there a particular kind of management philosophy that could be considered the linking
pin between the two phenomena of overshoot and burnout? And if so, what explains it?
This article will address these questions conceptually and will seek to contribute to
bridging the often separately discussed problems of overusing the mental and material
resources of organisations. The article draws on the works of Gregory Bateson (1972,
1979) and Felix Guattari ([1989] 2000), as well as Marxist philosophy (Foster 2009;
Althusser [1995] 2014; Moore 2015) to understand the organisation as an energetic
process. The article proposes that the productivist philosophy of management, which
assumes measurable productivity and growth as the purpose of management, poorly
matches with the aims of circular economy and sustainability. The productivist principle,
of having ever more output, is claimed to underlie both burnout and overshoot in the
organisational context, as the productivist philosophy of management overlooks the
limited resources in the human psyche and ignores the boundaries in the environment.
The human psyche and the environment both require time for recovery, which signifies
that those resources are not used. In terms of psyche and the environment, recovery
begins when production slows down or comes to a halt. That is, while the most effective
way to give the psyches a rest is to not require more output from them, the environment’s
healing starts when humans intervene less in the processes of nature. The article
concludes that the productivist philosophy of management, which denies the limits of
human and natural resources, is inherently unsustainable and should be complemented
with a more holistic and processual view of organisations, as well as have an aim of
peaceful coexistence between all earthbound objects. This signifies acknowledging the
caring for human and non-human needs both now and in future by applying the idea of
moderation to production of goods and services.
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Ecological Management

Mind-Nature Dualism

In line with the Cartesian tradition of science, the questions of ‘mind’ and ‘matter’ are often
analysed separately, as two distinct categories or phenomena. That is, to a large extent the
objective environment is still considered to consist of material objects and scrutinised in
natural and environmental sciences, while the subjective mind is consistently investigated
within the disciplines of psychology and philosophy, and as something only remotely con-
nected to material processes. To study the mind as separate from matter in organisations also
follows the dualist thinking of Descartes, where the two are assumed as completely different
types of ontological substances, which one having priority over another (see e.g. Gupta 2017).
Today, the mind-matter dualism, however, can be considered rather obsolete ‘in that systems
theory, cybernetics, holistic medicine, ecology, and gestalt psychology offer demonstrably
better ways of understanding the world of biology and behaviour’ (Bateson 1979, p. 218)
beyond such a dichotomy. Contemporary theorising on organisation and management studies
has also noted the limitations of Cartesian dualism (see e.g. Foster and Burkett 2000; Dale
2005; Nicholson and White 2006; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2015).

While there are several reasons to reject the mind-matter dualism (Knights 1997), perhaps
the most obvious reason to move towards a non-dualistic approach in the study of
organisational management is the unit of analysis itself, the organisation. An organisation is
made of human and non-human actors, their will and action, as well as the structures that
constrain them, manifesting in the spheres which are belong to both mind and matter. That is,
in the language of physics: organisations comprise of both ‘physical substances’, such as
buildings and flesh, and ‘spirit’, which occupies the space and possesses rest mass, especially
as distinct from energy. In this article, however, this dualism is overcome by regarding both
mind and matter as energy. Consequently, an organisation is conceptualised as a spatio-
temporal concentration of energetic flows from the human and non-human worlds, where it
is empirically impossible to pinpoint the boundaries between the registers of mind and matter.
In other words, by this definition, an organisation is of both mind and matter (see e.g. Purser
et al. 1995; Hart 1995). To deny this, even suggests that the dualist premise ‘lead[s] to greed,
monstrous over-growth, war, tyranny, and pollution’ (Bateson 1979, p. 217).

The need for a more holistic and processual understanding is acknowledged particularly in
the study of organisational sustainability. In their seminal article, Starik and Rands (1995), for
instance, argue that in order to realise ecological management, it is necessary to examine the
‘integrated web’ of systems from the most micro individual level through to the macro level
Earth system. To undertake such a research task signifies a profound intermingling of material
and mental aspects in the theoretical framework, as well as a thorough transdisciplinary
investigation on their relationships as a central aim of the study. The concept ‘ecology’ is
well equipped for this task, as elaborated in the following section.

Three Ecologies

The etymology of the word ‘ecology’ comes from two sources in Greek. The first part of the
concept, ‘oikos’, refers to a house or an environment, and the latter, ‘logos’, the study of
something. Consequently, ‘ecology’ is conventionally understood as the study of the environ-
ment or ‘nature’s household’, as the journal Ecological Economics (2017) defines it. This
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definition, however, is still prone to interpretations that are in line with, as well as reproduce,
the dualist idea of mind and matter, as the conceptualisation of the ecology does not extend to
the encompass questions on psyche.

To escape the Cartesian fallacy, Guattari ([1989] 2000) extends the definition of
ecology from the natural environment to also encompass social relations and human
subjectivity. Consequently, he talks about the ‘environmental ecology’, ‘social ecology’
and ‘mental ecology’ that are deeply intertwined and related, and ‘all of which come
under the ethico-aesthetic aegis of an ecosophy’ (Guattari [1989] 2000, p. 41). He
explains his ecosophy as follows:

‘The increasing deterioration of human relations with the socius, the psyche and
‘nature’, is due not only to environmental and objective pollution but is also the result
of a certain incomprehension and fatalistic passivity towards these issues as a whole,
among both individuals and governments. Catastrophic or not, negative developments
[évolutions] are simply accepted without question. Structuralism and subsequently
postmodernism, has accustomed us to a vision of the world drained of the significance
of human interventions, embodied as they are in concrete politics and micropolitics. The
explanations offered for this decline of social praxes – the death of ideologies and the
return to universal values – seem to me unsatisfactory. Rather, it appears to be a result of
the failure of social and psychological praxes to adapt, as well as a certain blindness to
the erroneousness of dividing the Real into a number of discrete domains. It is quite
wrong to make a distinction between action on the psyche, the socius and the environ-
ment. Refusal to face up to the erosion of these three areas, […] verges on a strategic
infantilization of opinion and a destructive neutralization of democracy.’

What this quote importantly illustrates, is Guattari’s rejection of any dualistic categories, and
the call for processual holism. But to avoid anti-realism typical for the postmodern branch of
organisation studies (Sheard 2009), where phenomena could not exist outside the human
consciousness, the article calls for a sort of ecological realism (see Reed 1992; Bonnedahl and
Caramujo 2018), which does not reduce existence to human perception and language.
Furthermore, it is important to note here that ‘communication, knowledge and language are
[surely] dependent on distinctions and the classificatory schemes or typologies’ […] but it ‘is
only when [these] distinctions are transformed from heuristic devices into reified ontological
realities that they become dualistic’ (Knights 1997, p. 4), and problematic. That is, this article
is not hostile towards using ‘mind’ and ‘matter’ as analytical categories in ecological man-
agement, as long as ‘perceiving, far from being the kind of mental processing so much talked
about by modern philosophers and psychologists, is [considered to be] part of a very ecological
process of living in the world as an organism’ (Reed 1992, p. 10). In other words, and
following the work of Marjorie Grene, perception is assumed to be the ‘awareness of the
active self in a complex but at least partially comprehensible world’ (ibid, p. 11).

It is perhaps meaningful to make parallels with the three ecologies of Guattari to the study
of ecological management, as well as then apply them heuristically to study the links between
them. The environmental ecology that Guattari refers to seems to be largely expressive of the
so-called material sphere of management that is under scrutiny particularly in the field of
environmental sciences. In terms of the matter-mind dualism, it prioritises to the preceding
substance. The latter substance again, mind, is closely corresponding with the Guattarian idea
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of mental ecology. This aspect of ecological management is studied particularly in the field of
environmental psychology. The third ecology that Guattari theorises, namely social ecology, is
pertinent to connect with the social organisation.

In the study of ecological management, the emphasis on the oneness and interconnected-
ness of the mind (or mental ecology) and matter (or environmental) praxes is of great interest.
This, of course, is not to denote that there are no differences in the ecologies of mind and
matter. ‘The[ir] contrast lies in this: that, for the material universe, we shall commonly be able
to say that the Bcause^ of an event is some force or impact exerted upon some part of the
material system by some one other part. One part acts upon another part. In contrast, in the
world of ideas, it takes a relationship, either between two parts or between a part at time 1 and
the same part at time 2, to activate some third component which we may call the receiver.’
(Bateson 1979, p. 94). But, as Reed (1992, p. 11) notes, ‘[w]hat is explored in perceiving is not
one’s mind, nor the objects around one, but information’ about a particular ecology. From the
point of view of an ecological management philosophy, what ‘the receiver (e.g., a sensory end
organ) responds to is a difference or a change’ (Bateson 1979, p. 94), but the enquiry is equally
committed to understanding the shared experience of a particular aspect of reality, e.g.
answering the question how ecological a certain kind of management practice actually is.

Organisation as a Social Ecology

Are contemporary management practices and organisations not only meeting places, but
also the main sources of problems related to both mind and matter? And what kind of
management philosophy connects these two forms of harms that are related to and
mediated by organisations?

Recent studies on the environmental crisis have underscored the importance of ‘the social’
(Böhm et al. 2015; Finley 2018), as well as the role of the psychological dimension in solving
the pressing ecological problems of the present time (Fisher 2013; Clayton et al. 2016). The
relationship between overshoot and burnout is particularly relevant when studying, for in-
stance, the role of corporate sustainability specialists. Wright and Nyberg (2012), for example,
found that sustainability professionals have identified overshoot in the environmental ecology
and are passionate to address it within the organisational realm. The impact is that these
proponents of the environment must reconcile their own emotional engagement with address-
ing climate change while at the same time reconciling the negative impact of economic
activities on the environment. Thus, the organisation becomes a site of reflection and tension
regarding mind and matter.

Inherent in ecological management is a multilevel perspective that crosses disciplinary
boundaries (e.g. Heikkurinen and Mäkinen 2018; Bonnedahl and Heikkurinen 2019). Indeed,
this research draws on the fields of psychology, sociology, philosophy and anthropology
(Heikkurinen 2017). Yet, the transdisciplinary research stream on connections between mul-
tiple levels of analysis has been lacking until very recently. Indeed, most scholarship has been
dominated by work that examines organisational and industry focused phenomena with very
little attention on the group and individual levels (Andersson et al. 2013). That trend is
changing as more research examines the role of individuals in addressing environmental and
social questions (e.g., Andersson et al. 2013; Bissing-Olson et al. 2013; Robertson and Barling
2013). Also the ‘micro-CSR debate’ (e.g. Glavas 2016) is an interesting extension towards the
aspect of ‘mind’ in and of the organisation, albeit still largely sticking to the Cartesian
presumption of mind versus matter.
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To exit this bifurcation of nature in management studies, requires holistic and
processual thinking (e.g. Whitehead [1919] 1964) that integrates all levels of analysis
in the organisational nexus, as well as taking a transdisciplinary perspective to the study
of ecological management. For example, when Starik and Rands (1995) describe
organisational systems as a web, they suggest that integration of mind and matter is
necessary. Indeed, management research has been evolving in this direction (albeit
slowly) and there has been increasing emphasis on all parts of the integrated web. What
is missing, however, is an emphasis or examination of the web itself with its relations, or
what this article refers to as the ‘nexus’. The article defines the nexus as the level of
analysis in between mind and matter, which in this case is the organisation, where all
socio-political questions are present in the praxis.

A key premise of the present article is that this nexus is fundamental to understand-
ing the ecological crises and enacting ecological management proper. In many current
management models there is an inherent assumption of connectedness within and
between levels of analysis, yet very few scholars articulate or investigate this relation.
Following the Guattarian and Batesonian thinking, the issues faced in terms of matter
in the environmental ecology are mirrored at the individual level in the mental ecology,
and vice versa. By developing a holistic, processual perspective on ecological manage-
ment, there is a better chance to begin to see the parallels and connections between
burnout and the overshoot.

Before being able to address the main question about the kind of management philosophy
that connects the two phenomena of overshoot and burnout, there is a need for a closer look at
the link between environmental ecology and organisation management, as well as the mental
ecology and organisation management.

Mental Ecology Problems

Mental disorders have increased in many Western societies since the 1970s (e.g. Bültmann
et al. 2008; Hensing et al. 2006; Järvisalo et al. 2005; Knudsen et al. 2010), causing a
significant amount of human suffering and lost work years. Subsequently, this has increased
concern regarding employees’ mental health in recent decades (Newton 1995; Horwitz 2002;
Dewe et al. 2012; Väänänen et al. 2012, 2014). But what kind of management of human
activities has led to the ecological crisis of the mind?

Work-related mental health problems such as work stress and burnout have been
labelled epidemics due to their vast prevalence (Newton et al. 1995; Wainwright and
Calnan 2002). The deteriorating mental wellbeing of the working-age population has also
been perceived as a paradox, as working conditions and general standards of living
developed mostly positively during the late 1900s (Green 2006; Brinkmann 2016). There
is really no consensus among researchers over the reasons behind the growth of mental
health problems, as mental health problems at work are considered to be a result of
several intertwined societal changes. Many aspects of societal and management change
such as intensifying competition between companies, growing requirement for efficiency,
individualism, as well as medical development, such as the creation of new diagnostic
categories for mental disorders during the end of the 1900s, have to be taken into account
when assessing the increase of mental health problems at work. However, research has
shown (Newton 1995; Shorter 1998; Kuokkanen et al. 2013; Väänänen et al. 2014) that
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it seems plausible to argue that some recent changes in production and the current
management of organisations are causing a psychological burden for employees. Hence,
this article will concentrate on the dimensions related to the transformation of work and
production in recent decades.

Firstly, the management’s requirements and skill demands are changing fast. The
period from the 1960s to the 2010s was characterised by significant technological
development and consequently, a substantial increase in requirements for educational
degrees and a new kind of focus on social, emotional and cognitive skills at work.
Globalisation and growing international competition have further increased the quality
and quantity of these requirements (e.g., Boxall and Macky 2014; Green 2006). Conse-
quently, many employees nowadays find it challenging to adjust to the current demands
of organisational life, where more and better outputs must be produced. They are
reported to suffer from stress, exhaustion and feelings of insufficiency as they have
difficulties managing themselves and activities of their co-workers. The work of several
people has also been transformed from physical labour to cognitive processes, which
adds to the employees’ mental load.

Secondly, management requires employees to be increasingly personally committed to and
inwardly motivated by their work (Brown and Hesketh 2004; Kuokkanen et al. 2013).
Contemporary management models inspired by organisational culture theories invite em-
ployees to form strong teams and regard their team members almost like their family members
(Casey 1995, p. 181). However, this discourse may seem empty to an employee who does not
see a connection between risks and rewards at work, does not regard the outcome of their work
meaningful or does not feel needed. Moreover, according to Sennett (1998, p. 147), late
capitalism creates ‘the corrosion of character’ among employees. This refers to a feeling of
meaninglessness – a feeling that one is not truly needed. However, whether this is the fault of
capitalism or something even deeper remains an open question. What can be stated at least is
that current management practices often fail in creating a feeling of continuity and purpose,
which is not necessarily only due to bad managers but an overall management philosophy
driving the development.

Thirdly, work has become less satisfying for many employees. Even though income
has grown, a decline in two important aspects of job quality – the overall level of job
satisfaction and the extent of work strain – have been reported (Green 2004). The
principles of New Public Management have generated protests from many professional
groups in various sectors (Bezes et al. 2012). While current lines of development enrich
many people’s work, there has also been an opposite trend of deskilling and a decline in
discretion due to outsourcing and subcontracting (Grugulis et al. 2003), which take away
employees’ autonomy in their work process.

It goes without saying that the impact of the increasing insecurity of work life needs to be
taken into account when assessing the mental burden of work. The cycle of management
changes in organisations has accelerated, causing negative impacts on employees’ health
(Kivimäki et al. 2000). The whole concept of the organisation has also changed, and work
has become increasingly virtual with many people working remotely or as freelancers. These
changes may cause feelings of insecurity and lack of commitment among employees (Burke
and Cooper 2000, p. 14). Thus, while working conditions have improved in many respects
during recent decades, it seems that management in increasingly competitive global markets
and the consequent intensification of production have also deteriorated work for many, making
employees increasingly vulnerable to stress, strain and burnout. What seems to connect the
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management philosophies compatible with capitalism and globalisation is the productivist idea
of infinite resources, be they mental or environmental.

Environmental Ecology Problems

What about the relationship between the deterioration of the environment ecology and
organisational management? What kind of management of activities have led to the
ecological crisis of the ‘matter’? To begin outlining an answer to this question, it is
worth restating that the latter half of the twentieth century has been characterised by a
steep rise in economic production and escalating ecological problems (Foster 2009; IPCC
2014). Expanding industrialisation, led by the capitalist mode of production (Althusser
[1995] 2014), has shifted the emphasis of human management from the values of
delivering utility and use to values focused on providing quantity and exchange, thus
emphasising the search for continuous accumulation of capital (Harvey 2014). The result
has been the upswing of the productivist philosophy of management, which is marked by
the belief that measurable productivity and material wealth is the main aim of human
management. The productivist idea of an ever-increasing input-output ratio, as a means
to accumulate ever more wealth, has not only led to stress, strain and burnout within
productivist organisations, as discussed before, but has also contributed to the overshoot
in the biosphere (see Meadows et al. 1972, 2002; Foster et al. 2010).

The ecological crisis, as an outcome of the human-induced biospheric overshoot, is
often reduced to a single phenomenon, such as climate change (IPCC 2014). To address
the whole gamut of the crises, and to find means to a sustainable return within the
planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015), however, would mean
that all other aspects of the ecological destruction, such as the dramatic decline in
biodiversity, surge in biochemical flows and the vast changes in land-systems, are to
be considered as well (Steffen et al. 2015).

While the ecological crisis is a serious and complex phenomenon, the mitigation of it
should not be. Arguably, an effective way to correct the overshoot is to produce and
consume less in material terms. But, as Foster et al. (2010, p. 17) note, the essential
problem concerning the ecological crisis ‘is the unavoidable fact that an expanding
economic system is placing additional burdens on a fixed earth system to the point of
planetary overload.’ In other words, one of the key questions of the present time is how
to manage a transformation of an economic organisation, which is at its current capitalist
form based on growth and continuous accumulation of wealth, to an organisation that
reduces material throughput rather than increasing it?

As a prime manifestation of the productivist philosophy, capitalism has primarily developed
to its current industrial form within the past two centuries (Polanyi [1944] 1968; Wood 2002)
and become the predominant mode of production characterised by an organisation of expan-
sive capital accumulation. But what is capital? In its simplest form, it is wealth. But as
Wallerstein (2003, p. 13–14) compellingly argues, capital, as a part of capitalist historical
social organisation, has a more specific definition. In this context, capital does not only denote
to factories, machinery, IPR claims, etc., but has essentially been a process in which wealth has
been ‘used with the primary objective or intent of self-expansion’ (Wallerstein 2003, p. 13–14;
see also Harvey 2014). Consequently, capitalist management is the constant and endless
pursuit of the accumulation of capital (cf. Ruuska 2017).
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Because of this, there are, indeed, persuasive reasons to argue, that there exists an
absolute contradiction between capitalism and the finite planet Earth (Foster 2009). The
authors of The Limits to Growth already noted this contradiction forty years ago.
Meadows et al. wrote (1972, p. 46) that:

Much of each year’s output is consumable goods, such as textiles, automobiles, and
houses that leave the industrial system. But some fraction of the production is more
capital – looms, steel mills, lathes – which is an investment to increase the capital stock.
[…] More capital creates more output, some variable fraction of the output is invest-
ment, and more investment means more capital. The new, larger capital stock generates
more output, and so on.

In other words, while capitalist production prevails, the reproduction of the mode of produc-
tion requires more and more natural resources and labour (human or machine) to sustain
economic growth, capital circulation and further accumulation of capital (Foster 2009; Moore
2015). Thus, it can be argued, on the one hand, that capitalist modes of production have
supported productivist management philosophies (manifested in growth-fixated corporations
and states). On the other hand it can be argued that the productivist philosophies of manage-
ment keep on legitimating and supporting the reproduction of capitalist modes of production.
That is, there is a fruitful interplay between the productivist philosophies of management and
their manifestations, such as capitalist organisations, to relentlessly drive the growth agenda.

While it is increasingly acknowledged that the capitalist rationale and industrial production
is to a large extent behind the destruction of human and non-human life, and one of the main
reasons why ecosystems are pushed towards tipping points, neither mainstream politics nor
environmentalism has been successful in addressing these issues (Klein 2014). Rather, what
has been proposed as a means to alleviate the ongoing ecological crisis, are ‘greener’ and
‘lighter’ versions of capitalist production both materially (e.g. decoupling) and mentally (e.g.
downshifting). In the respect of material production, there are two primary narratives to
consider. The first relates to decoupling of economic growth and environmental harm (see
e.g. Jackson 2009; Wiedmann et al. 2015; Ward et al. 2016), and the second to so-called
cleaner technologies (see e.g. Foster 2009; Hornborg 2014; Heikkurinen 2018).

As Harvey (2014) argues, without expansion and gains in productivity there can be no
capital. Economic growth, upon which the reproduction of the capitalist production and
management depends, is both due to additional production involving increase in material
throughput, and growth in productivity. Conversely, to claim that profits can be produced
immaterially, for example from information, separated and without an increase in the material
throughput, is problematic to say the least (see e.g. York 2006; Victor 2008; Jackson 2009;
Ward et al. 2016). In terms of empirical research, there is to be found strong pieces of evidence
suggesting that there exists a strong correlation between economic growth and environmental
destruction (IPCC 2014; Wiedmann et al. 2015; Ward et al. 2016).

The same argument can be put forward also concerning technological improvement.
Considering biospheric overshoot as an outcome of expansive material production, it has to
be noted that no technological solution is created out of thin air (Georgescu-Roegen 1999;
Foster 2009; Hornborg 2014). Also in this regard it is often neglected that in deeply capitalist
organisations and societies, savings in one place are used to promote new capital formation
and the proliferation of commodities elsewhere, demanding ever greater natural resources
(Foster 2009). Even importantly for the aspiration to find and enact an ecological management
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philosophy, industrial surplus creation generates higher entropy, or disorder in nature. As
Nicolas Georgescu-Roegen’s (1999) seminal work convincingly points out, there are absolute
physical limits to growth and resource extraction, ultimately defined by the laws of thermo-
dynamics. Although, it is wise to remain cautious and perhaps not to try to predict the precise
moment in history when we are to reach such material limits, it is still clear that the limits exist
(Hornborg 2014; Moore 2015).

Discussion

While all species are claimed to engage in ‘management’ (Dibben and D’Arcy 2015), humans
seem to be the only species that engages in management by the principle of productivism. That
is, the human management of things and processes is largely defined by the idea of producing
ever-more goods and services that have nothing (or very little) to do with meeting the basic
needs, e.g. of food and shelter. And if we observe the actions of other species, arguably, they
do not share the productivist belief that measurable productivity and growth are the purpose of
organized activity, at least this does not reflect in the activities. Ecological management could
hence perhaps be used to describe the parallels between humans’ and other species’ manage-
ment praxis. An ecological management philosophy imagined in this article is not ruled by
productivism but is rather based on peaceful coexistence, where a key aim is to not deny
earthbound objects’ existence and possibility to unfold their complex genesis. Unlike
productivism, ecological management is not fixated to finding solutions merely by means of
more technology. Instead, as Schumacher ([1973] 1974, p. 16–17) noted, ‘we can interest
ourselves in the evolution of small-scale technology, relatively non-violent technology, ‘tech-
nology with a human face’, so that people have a change to enjoy themselves while they are
working […]’. In addition, to applying technology in a scaled way that is in accord with the
setting and more meaningful from the humanist point of view, less control of nature should be
aimed for to enable the rest of nature to act as agent of its own (Heikkurinen 2018;
Heikkurinen 2019).

Such philosophy is important in the transition to circular bioeconomy and other modes of
organization that seek to contribute to sustainability, as it accepts that both mind and matter, or
mind-matter, have limits that should not be exceeded. As regards these limits, and similarly to
the findings of planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 2009), the human psyche has limits that
can perhaps be transgressed in the short term, but to do so over the long term has devastating
effects. As Vetlesen (2016, p. 36) notes, correspondingly to external ecosystems, the resources
of the mental ecology ‘may be over-used and over-stretched – referred to as overshoot in the
[environmental] ecological realm and burnout in the psychic one.’ This observation is arguably
of vital importance for managing ecologically. Indeed, to realise that ecological management
means to recognise the limits of matter and mind in, as well as around, organisations.

From the process thought of Bateson and Guattari, the article draws the following parallels
between the problems related to mind and matter. To overshoot the environmental ecology is to
overuse the resources/energy of the material ecology, e.g. fossil fuels and shoals of fish. In a
similar fashion, to burnout the mental ecology is to overuse of the resources/energy of the
mind ecology. The ecological management practices relating to productivism, which today are
largely manifested as capitalist processes of expansion and accumulation, are considered to be
the nexus where its actors decide (more or less democratically) how resources will be used for
the purposes of the organisation. As a consequence of the currently dominant mode
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management, which can be referred to as ‘productivist’, the working conditions and wealth of
many organisations and societies have increased during the past decades. However, it is also
clear that the productivist management philosophy with its insatiable need for more and more
results in the form of mental outputs (e.g. more creative and innovative ideas) and material
outputs (e.g. more products and services) has deteriorated the ecologies. It has not only
negatively influenced the mental ecology of many by making employees increasingly vulner-
able to stress, strain and burnout, but also damaged the environmental ecology by overusing of
natural resources, destroying non-human habitats, and produced pollution, including the
manufacture of harmful greenhouse gases. The intention is not only to link the destruction
of ecologies to capitalism, but to productivist philosophies of management in general. Many
socialist philosophies have in fact also been productivist. For example, most streams of
BMarxism and neo-Marxism do not reject industry and technology, but only their capitalistic
organization^ (Severino [1982] 2016, p. 6). Such anti-capitalism is important, but arguably not
sufficient to drive the required transformation away from productivism. Hence, as productivist
management philosophies deny any boundaries in mind and matter, they can be considered
quite absurd, even leading to nihilism. That is, where is the meaning in management if it is
destined to be merely a technical exercise of ever increasing the output of production? Such
one-dimensionality is not only a failing management philosophy but also a dangerous myth
that is jeopardising the existence of diverse life on Earth.

Hence, to the question whether there is a particular philosophy of management that could
be considered the linking pin between the undesired phenomena of overshoot and burnout, the
article claims ‘yes’. The article proposes that the destruction of ecologies largely owes to the
idea of productivism enacted in practice, such as in capitalist organisation, without being
limited to it. What connects globalisation, capitalist expansion and accumulation, and current
business management practices is the productivist idea of extracting the infinite resources of
the world, be they mental, social or environmental. The productivist management philosophy
and its practices can thus be considered the connector between the problems of mental and
environmental ecology.

What explains this is that, in productivist organisations, such as in corporations, there are
similar management dynamics in how problems (of ecology) emerge as a consequence of the
idea of ever-increasing productivity of the organisation. In fact, there is little evidence to
support the notion that productivist organisations would either acknowledge or respect the
mental and material limits inherently related to their management. Only until recently, a space
for questioning growth in production and productivity has emerged in the study of
organisations. As Shrivastava (2015, p. 1) aptly remarks, ‘[s]tarting to question this growth
ideology is a major challenge facing management research. However, we need to remind
ourselves that we can and we must shake some of these basic assumptions which are making
us go around in circles.’

The so-called degrowth scholars have also importantly noted that resources in the environ-
mental ecology are finite, and that one cannot substitute lost resources with another of a
different kind (Latouche 2007; Victor 2008; Jackson 2009). It might well be that by accepting
boundaries in ecology is prone to lead to also perceiving boundaries in the other ecological
registers, particularly if the Cartesian dualist premise on mind-matter dualism is rejected. That
is, as the ecologies are not separate, then the mental ecology can be considered finite and its
resources non-substitutable. A beautiful day missed due to a mental illness cannot be substitut-
ed with money, prestige or even another day. It is gone in the same way a species is lost
because of global warming or deforestation. And it goes the other way as well. That is, if the
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limits of environmental ecology are not recognised but rejected, perhaps the limits of mental
ecology also remain unrecognised and rejected. There must at least be a connection between
these two processes, if their intertwined relation of ecologies is accepted.

In contrast to the productivist philosophy ofmanagement, which is driven by the assumption that
the purpose of management is to ensure growth (which, by the way, is the philosophy of a cancer
cell), an ecological management is not production-led, but based on meeting the needs of earth-
bound actors. This is effectively ensured by an Aristotelian virtue of moderation in resource and
energy use. In this sense, this article somewhat makes a departure from classic Marxist literature
(e.g.Marx [1867] 1973; Althusser [1995] 2014), which is production-based. It is, of course, true that
before doing anything else humans have to produce their subsistence (food, shelter, clothes, etc.).
And this way the remarks of Marx (see Eagleton 2011) and Althusser ([1995] 2014, p. 22), for
instance, are convincingly needs-based, which also acknowledge the principles of scarcity and
moderation in resource and energy use (see e.g. Marx [1894] 1959, p. 593). But, they are also
reductionist, in a perspective that Taylor (2007, p. 18) calls self-sufficient or exclusive humanism,
i.e., ‘humanism accepting no final goals beyond human flourishing, nor any allegiance to anything
else beyond this flourishing’. Although Marx ([1844] 2011, p. 156), for instance, perceived very
clearly that humans are part of nature, one species among many, he nevertheless saw that the
interaction between humans and human external nature, especially through labour, is primarily
oriented towards human flourishing as the end (Eagleton 2011; Marx [1867] 1973, p. 177).

In contrast to anthropocentrism, a holistic or an ecocentric philosophy of management (see
Heikkurinen et al. 2016) does not deny human flourishing or its importance as a life-goal for
humans, but rather argues that this goal is as important as other ‘goals’ in the web of life, and the
flourishing of ecosystems (whole) is more important than human flourishing (part of the whole),
and that these different types of flourishing are interconnected, albeit not in equal terms. This is
because humans are dependent on ecosystems, but ecosystems are not dependent on humans
(Heikkurinen et al. 2016). By no means, does the biosphere reduce to a mere resource for human
flourishing, but serves a greater purpose (than just human ends) for flourishing of earthbound life
in general. It is rather obscure to consider humans as separate agents with exclusive rights and
ends in the web of life where everything is interconnected and causally linked. Or in another
words, humans are in no position to make exclusive claims for flourishing at the expense of the
rest of the biosphere. In this way, ecological management has be based on the principles of
embeddedness in and dependency on the greater cosmos and surrounding ecosystems, but also to
the right for other beings to exist and flourish as particles of whole (ibid).

The article hence calls for a holistic and processual take on management philosophy that
challenges the productivist goal of always having more output. While management can be
considered inherent in humans and nature at large (Dibben and D’Arcy 2015), productivist
management cannot be a universal aspect of a meaningful life as it is puts human, and earthbound
life overall, in jeopardy. There are boundaries in all ecological processes and systems, and for this
reason it is impossible to achieve ever-increasing cumulative outputs and always more human
affluence. Narrowly defined productivist ideals of success not only lead to mental ill-health in
organisations but also to overshoot in the environment. Consequently, this article suggests that a
fundamental tenet of ecological management is that it seeks to remains within the ecological
boundaries (in both mental and matter terms), as well as supports others to do the same. This
necessitates the replacing productivist management and the underpinning mind-matter dualism
with the virtue of moderation and a non-dualist process philosophy. By connecting themental and
environmental ecologies in management, this article suggests that productivist philosophy of
management supports overshoot and burnout, and hence should be rejected.
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Conclusion

The article proposes that the productivist philosophy of management, which assumes measur-
able productivity and growth as the purpose of management, poorly matches with the aims of
circular economy and sustainability, as it lacks an idea of limits. The productivist principle, of
having ever more output, is claimed to underlie both burnout and overshoot in the
organisational context, as the productivist philosophy of management overlooks the finite
resources in the human psyche and ignores the boundaries in the environment. The human
psyche and the environment both require time for recovery, which signifies that those
resources are not used. In terms of psyche and the environment, recovery begins when
production slows down or comes to a halt. That is, while the most effective way to give the
psyches a rest is to not require more output from them, the environment’s healing starts when
humans intervene less in the processes of nature. The article concludes that the productivist
philosophy of management, which denies the limits of human and natural resources, is
inherently unsustainable and should be complemented with a more holistic and processual
view of organisations, as well as have an aim of peaceful coexistence between all earthbound
objects. This signifies acknowledging the caring for human and non-human needs both now
and in future by applying the idea of moderation to production of goods and services.
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