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Supply (DKent) 

Introduction 
Supply is the seller-side foundation of the market model. You may learn demand first because buying behavior feels 

familiar, but you cannot really understand a market by looking only at buyers. Prices, output, and exchange are 

shaped by the interaction of buyers and sellers. That is why you need a careful understanding of supply before you 

can interpret equilibrium, shortages, surpluses, taxes, subsidies, or other policy interventions. In economics, supply 

means the quantity of a good or service that producers are willing and able to offer for sale at alternative prices 

during a given period of time.1 

That definition is practical. Supply is not just a wish to sell more. A producer may want to bring more goods to 

market, but actual supply depends on costs, available resources, technology, production capacity, and the expected 

profit from selling the product. When you study supply, keep asking this simple question: what would make sellers 

more or less willing and able to produce at each possible price? 

The study of supply matters because it helps you see how firms respond to incentives. When the price of a product 

rises, sellers usually become more willing to produce and bring goods to market. When input costs rise, taxes 

increase, technology improves, or a storm disrupts production, sellers respond in different ways. Those responses 

affect not only one market, but also the way resources are allocated across the economy.2 Alfred Marshall helped 

place producer decisions, costs, and time periods at the center of modern market analysis.3 

In this section, you will study the law of supply, supply schedules, supply curves, market supply, the difference 

between a movement along a supply curve and a shift of the curve, and the major factors that shift supply. You will 

also see an important macroeconomic bridge: the supply of one product in one market is not the same thing as 

aggregate supply for the whole economy. If you understand ordinary supply first, aggregate supply will be much 

easier later.4 

1. What Economists Mean by Supply 
Economists define supply as a schedule or relationship showing how much of a good or service producers are willing 

and able to sell at different possible prices, holding other relevant influences constant.5 Three parts of that 

definition are especially important for you. 

First, supply refers to quantities at alternative prices. One sales number at one moment does not tell you the whole 

story. You learn much more when you ask how much sellers would offer at a range of possible prices. A supply 

schedule lists those quantities in a table. A supply curve shows the same relationship in graph form. 

Second, supply depends on both willingness and ability. A firm may want to sell more, but if it lacks workers, raw 

materials, transportation, financing, or production capacity, it cannot bring that additional output to market. A firm 

may also have the technical ability to produce, but it may choose not to produce if the market price does not cover 

expected costs. Supply therefore reflects price incentives, productive capacity, and cost conditions working 

together.6 

Third, economists use the ceteris paribus assumption. That means other relevant factors are held constant while 

you focus on the relationship between the good's own price and the quantity supplied.7 This assumption is not just a 

technical phrase. It is what allows you to tell the difference between a movement along a supply curve and a shift of 

the entire curve. 

2. The Law of Supply 
The law of supply states that, other things held constant, an increase in the price of a good leads to an increase in 

the quantity supplied, while a decrease in the price of a good leads to a decrease in the quantity supplied.8 In plain 
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English, sellers usually supply more at higher prices and less at lower prices, assuming production conditions have 

not changed. 

The reason is producer incentives. When the price of a product rises while costs stay the same, producing and 

selling that product becomes more profitable. Existing firms may extend hours, hire more labor, use equipment 

more intensively, release inventories, or expand production. New firms may also become more interested in 

entering the market. When price falls, some production becomes less profitable, and sellers bring less to market.9 

As you read this rule, do not treat it as a moral statement about producers. The law of supply is not saying that firms 

are good or bad. It is a positive economic claim about how sellers usually respond to incentives. Firms compare 

expected price with expected cost. When the selling price rises relative to cost, more production becomes 

worthwhile. This is one reason supply analysis is so useful: it shows how prices communicate information and help 

guide production decisions in decentralized markets.10 

 
Figure 1. Supply schedule and supply curve. 

3. Supply Schedules, Supply Curves, and Market Supply 
A supply schedule is a table showing the quantity supplied at different prices. A supply curve is the graph of that 

same relationship.11 In the standard graph, price is measured on the vertical axis and quantity is measured on the 

horizontal axis. Because the law of supply describes a direct relationship, the supply curve usually slopes upward 

from left to right. 

Read the upward slope carefully. It does not mean that every change in a market is caused by price alone. It means 

that, under a given set of production conditions, sellers tend to offer more when price is higher and less when price 

is lower. The curve gives you a clean visual summary of seller behavior. 

You should also distinguish individual supply from market supply. An individual supply curve shows how one 

producer would respond to different possible prices. A market supply curve shows the total quantity supplied by all 

sellers at each price. To find market supply, economists add the quantities supplied by individual firms horizontally.12 

If one firm supplies 100 units at a certain price and another supplies 150 units at that same price, market supply at 

that price is 250 units. 

This idea matters because it connects individual firm behavior to larger market outcomes. One seller's response may 

seem small. But when many firms respond in the same direction, market supply can expand or contract 

substantially. That collective response later interacts with demand to determine equilibrium price and equilibrium 

quantity.13 

4. Change in Quantity Supplied versus Change in Supply 
One of the most important distinctions in this chapter is the difference between a change in quantity supplied and a 

change in supply. Students often mix these up, but they mean different things. 
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A change in quantity supplied is a movement along a given supply curve caused only by a change in the good's own 

price.14 For example, suppose the price of smartphones rises from $200 to $250 and firms increase weekly output 

from 10 million to 11 million units. Producers have moved from one point to another on the same supply curve. The 

curve itself has not shifted. 

A change in supply is different. It is a shift of the entire supply curve to the right or to the left. This happens when a 

non-price determinant of supply changes - for example, input costs, technology, expectations, the number of firms, 

the price of alternative products that could be produced, acts of nature, taxes, or subsidies.15 If better technology 

allows firms to produce more smartphones at every possible price, supply shifts right. If a tax raises production cost, 

supply may shift left. 

Here is the practical test: if the good's own price changed, look for a movement along the curve. If something other 

than the good's own price changed, look for a shift of the entire curve. This same logic will help you later with 

demand, aggregate supply, and other economic models. 

 
Figure 2. A movement along a supply curve is not the same thing as a shift of supply. 

5. What Causes the Supply Curve to Shift? 
The major variables that shift supply are input costs, technology and productivity, future price expectations, the 

number of firms in the market, prices of substitutes in production, acts of nature, and taxes or subsidies. Each one 

changes the seller's willingness or ability to supply at each possible price. 

5.1 Input Costs and Costs of Production 

Supply depends heavily on the cost of the inputs needed to produce a good - labor, raw materials, energy, financing, 

transportation, and intermediate goods.16 When input costs rise, each unit becomes more expensive to produce. At 

any given output price, production becomes less profitable. As a result, firms tend to supply less at every price, and 

the supply curve shifts left. When input costs fall, the opposite happens: firms can supply more profitably at every 

price, and the supply curve shifts right.17 

This is one of the easiest supply shifters to see in real markets. If steel prices rise, automobile supply may decrease. 

If coffee bean prices rise, the supply of packaged coffee may decrease. If freight costs fall because logistics improve, 

supply may increase in many markets at the same time. 

5.2 Technology and Productivity Techniques 

Improved technology or better production methods usually increase supply because they allow firms to produce 

more output with the same inputs or the same output with fewer inputs.18 New software, better logistics, improved 
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machine tools, automation, and improved management can all raise productivity. When productivity rises, per-unit 

cost tends to fall, and supply shifts right. 

Do not think of technology only as machines. In economics, technology includes know-how, process improvements, 

and better ways of organizing production. Sometimes a new inventory system or digital coordination tool can 

increase supply just as effectively as a new piece of equipment. This is why economists pay so much attention to 

productivity growth in the long run.19 

 
Figure 3. Lower input costs and improved technology both shift supply to the right. 

5.3 Future Price Expectations 

Producers may change current supply if they expect future prices to be different from current prices.20 If firms 

expect the price of a product to rise soon, they may hold back some output now so they can sell it later at a higher 

price. In that case, current supply shifts left. If firms expect future prices to fall, they may try to sell more now, 

which can shift current supply right. 

This point helps you see that supply is not only about today's cost. Sellers also compare present and future 

opportunities when deciding how much to bring to market now.21 

5.4 Number of Firms in the Market 

When more firms enter a market, market supply tends to increase because more sellers are producing the good.22 

The market supply curve shifts right. When firms leave the market, fewer sellers remain, and market supply shifts 

left. 

You can see this in competitive industries. More restaurants in a city, more home builders in a fast-growing region, 

or more trucking firms serving a route all tend to increase market supply. Bankruptcies, consolidations, or regulatory 

barriers that force firms out can reduce market supply. 

5.5 Price of Substitutes in Production 

Some resources can be used to produce more than one product. When the price of an alternative product rises, 

firms may shift resources toward that more profitable use.23 This reduces supply in the original market. For example, 

if farmland can be used for corn or soybeans and soybeans become much more profitable, some acreage may move 

out of corn production. Corn supply then shifts left. 

This determinant reminds you that supply decisions are comparative. Firms do not ask only whether one product is 

profitable. They also ask whether another product would be more profitable. That relative profitability affects how 

resources move across markets.24 



Study Guide | Supply 

5 

 
Figure 4. Expectations, market entry, and alternative production opportunities all shift supply. 

5.6 Acts of Nature 

Weather, disease, natural disasters, and other environmental shocks can change supply by changing the real 

conditions of production.25 A drought can reduce agricultural output. A hurricane can disrupt refining capacity. A 

livestock disease can reduce meat supply. A favorable growing season, by contrast, may increase the supply of 

crops. 

This determinant is important because it reminds you that incentives matter, but they do not erase physical limits. If 

a freeze destroys an orange crop, the supply of oranges may fall even if buyers strongly want oranges. 

5.7 Taxes and Subsidies 

Taxes raise producer cost and therefore tend to reduce supply, shifting the supply curve left. Subsidies lower 

producer cost or increase the net return to production, so they tend to increase supply, shifting the supply curve 

right.26 This is especially important for policy analysis because it shows how government action can affect market 

outcomes even when government does not directly set prices. 

An excise tax on gasoline, cigarettes, or a manufactured good increases the cost of supplying that product. A 

production subsidy for agriculture, energy, or research-based industries can expand supply. For you as a student, 

this is a useful bridge to later policy chapters because it shows how taxes and subsidies change incentives through 

the supply side of the market.27 

 
Figure 5. Acts of nature, taxes, and subsidies change supply by altering production conditions and producer incentives. 

6. Why the Study of Supply Matters 
Supply analysis matters because it explains how firms respond to market incentives and production constraints. 

Prices, wages, raw materials, energy costs, technology, and policy all affect the seller side of the market. Without 

supply, you would be seeing only one half of price determination.28 
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Supply analysis also gives you a disciplined way to organize real-world events. When output falls, do not simply say, 

"the market changed." Ask specific questions. Did the product's own price change? Did input costs rise? Did 

technology improve? Did firms leave the market? Did a tax increase? Did a storm or drought disrupt production? 

These questions turn a confusing market story into an economic explanation.29 

Finally, supply prepares you for later macroeconomic work. Ordinary supply is a microeconomic concept, but it 

teaches the logic of production constraints, cost shocks, incentives, and capacity. Those same themes reappear later 

when you study aggregate supply, long-run growth, energy shocks, productivity growth, taxation, and technological 

change.30 

7. A Brief Macroeconomic Bridge 
Because this course leads into macroeconomics, one distinction is especially important. The supply curve you are 

studying here is a market supply curve for a particular good or service. It shows the relationship between the price 

of one product and the quantity sellers are willing to bring to that market. 

Aggregate supply is different. Aggregate supply is a macroeconomic concept showing the relationship between the 

overall price level and the total quantity of real GDP producers are willing to supply in the economy.31 The language 

sounds similar, but the object of analysis is different. Market supply concerns one market. Aggregate supply 

concerns total domestic production. 

Do not let that distinction discourage you. Instead, use it to see how economics is built. First you learn the supply of 

one good in one market. Later you apply related reasoning to the supply side of the economy as a whole. 

Conclusion 
Supply is one of the core concepts of market economics because it explains how producers respond to prices, costs, 

technology, expectations, and policy. The law of supply states that higher prices generally lead to higher quantities 

supplied and lower prices lead to lower quantities supplied, other things held constant. A supply schedule and a 

supply curve help you summarize that relationship, while the distinction between a movement along the curve and 

a shift of the curve helps you analyze markets correctly. 

The main determinants that shift supply are input costs, technology and productivity, future expectations, the 

number of firms, the profitability of substitute products in production, acts of nature, and taxes or subsidies. 

Together, these factors show that supply is not just willingness. It is rooted in the real conditions of production and 

in the incentives sellers face. 

When you can read a supply graph, identify why the curve moved, and explain the economic logic behind the 

movement or shift, you have taken an important step toward thinking like an economist. You are also preparing 

yourself for equilibrium analysis, policy analysis, aggregate supply, and long-run growth. 

Review and Workbook Questions 

A. Core Concept Questions 

1. In economics, why is supply more than simply wanting to sell a product? 

2. State the law of supply in one clear sentence. 

3. Explain the difference between an individual supply curve and a market supply curve. 

4. Why is the phrase "other things held constant" necessary when drawing a supply curve? 

5. Why is a change in quantity supplied not the same thing as a change in supply? 

B. Graph and Analysis Questions 

6. Draw an upward-sloping supply curve for smartphones. Show a movement from one point to another caused by a 

change in price. Explain what happened. 
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7. On a separate graph, show a rightward shift in supply caused by a fall in input costs. Explain why this is not a 

movement along the curve. 

8. Use a graph to show how an excise tax on gasoline shifts supply. Explain the effect on seller incentives. 

9. Draw a graph showing how a drought can affect the supply of wheat. Explain the direction of the shift. 

10. Use a graph to show how the entry of additional firms affects market supply in a competitive industry. 

C. Applied Short-Answer Questions 

11. The price of lumber rises, and sawmills bring more lumber to market. Is this a change in quantity supplied or a 

change in supply? Explain carefully. 

12. The wages paid to restaurant workers rise sharply. How would this affect the supply of restaurant meals, other 

things equal? 

13. A new harvesting machine allows farmers to gather more crops with the same labor force. What happens to 

supply and why? 

14. Producers expect the future price of oil to be much higher next month. How might this affect current supply? 

15. A farmer can grow either corn or soybeans. If soybean prices rise sharply relative to corn prices, what happens 

to the supply of corn? Explain. 

D. Critical-Thinking Questions 

16. Why is it useful for economists to separate changes caused by a product's own price from changes caused by 

costs, expectations, or technology? 

17. Explain why the entry of more firms into a market can shift supply even if the market price has not changed. 

18. Why do taxes and subsidies change supply even when they do not physically alter the production process? 

19. In what way does supply analysis help answer the broader economic question of how goods should be 

produced? 

20. How does the study of ordinary market supply help you prepare for later study of aggregate supply in 

macroeconomics? 
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