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Achieving sustainability within planetary boundaries requires radical changes to production
and consumption beyond technology- and efficiency-oriented solutions, especially in affluent
countries. The literature on degrowth offers visions and policy paths with the explicit aim of
ensuring human wellbeing within an economy with a lower resource metabolism. This paper
reviews and discusses the academic literature on degrowth with the aim of deriving the main
inherent challenges where further research is needed. Proponents of degrowth envisage
radical redistribution and decommodification with ‘floors’ and ‘ceilings’ for income and
wealth, as well as extensive public service provision. This paper outlines how results from
other research support such a policy direction. However, the paper discusses three inherent
challenges for such a future with respect to the feasibility and desirability of degrowth
policies, as well as their legitimate underpinning in public support. This includes the internal
growth dependencies of established social policies, which require changes to financing,
output-based management and perhaps even curtailing input (service demand). Secondly, it
concerns the role of public welfare provision when degrowth advocates also envisage the
proliferation of alternative and informal economies. The paper emphasises that these two
challenges invite more work on where public service provision should play a lesser role.
Thirdly, the paper covers popular legitimacy. In affluent democracies, popular support needs
to expand further beyond the ‘new left’ or the ‘green left’, even if larger shares of the
population exhibit some potential for growth-critical stances. At the heart of these challenges
is the need for new norms and values with respect to wellbeing, which is envisaged in the
literature as a shift from materialist and hedonic towards needs-oriented and eudaimonic
conceptions of wellbeing and happiness.
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Introduction

onsidering the planetary crises with respect to climate

change, the mass extinction of species and the general

degradation and depletion of the biosphere (see for
instance IPCC, 2022; Jaureguiberry et al., 2022; Obura et al., 2022;
Hagens, 2020; IPBES, 2019), it is no longer controversial to say
that sustainability goes far beyond the implementation of new
technologies and increased resource efficiency. More fundamental
changes to both consumption and production are needed, espe-
cially in affluent economies. As a prominent example of more
radical language, UN Secretary-General Anténio Guterres has
repeatedly delivered strong calls for action, stating at COP15 in
Montreal in late 2022, “With our bottomless appetite for
unchecked and unequal economic growth, humanity has become a
weapon of mass extinction... ultimately, we are committing suicide
by proxy” (United Nations, 2022).

By reviewing and discussing the academic literature on
‘degrowth’, the aim of this paper is to derive the main inherent
challenges where further thinking and research are needed. These
challenges or inherent tensions concern the feasibility and
desirability of social policies based on degrowth. Arguments and
empirical research support the need for greater equality and
public decommodification, yet barriers or challenges may also be
intensified in a political economy of degrowth. The main argu-
ment of the paper is that current and future research should focus
on the potential limits for public decommodification or formal
welfare provision. The paper substantiates these challenges by
bringing in relevant literature and studies on the link between
social policy, inequality and sustainability, as well as the dynamics
of public attitude formation.

There has been a surge in literature and research on degrowth
that explicitly seeks to address human wellbeing through a soci-
etal transformation towards sustainability. However, there are
some inherent tensions with room for more critical discussion on
the challenges of social policymaking in such a future (see
Walker, Druckman & Jackson (2021) and Bailey (2015) with
respect to fiscal viability and other growth dependencies of
affluent welfare states).

Degrowth may be understood as a concept, research field,
social movement or an ‘activist-led science’ that has for decades
discussed what it would entail to place the pursuit of a reduction
in throughput or resource ‘metabolism’ front and centre of a
vision for the future, rather than as a supplement to the tech-
nology- and efficiency-oriented policies that dominate the
established ‘green growth’ paradigm (Buch-Hansen & Nesterova,
2023; Schmelzer, Vetter & Vansintjan, 2022; Schulken et al., 2022;
Hickel, 2021, 2020; Parrique, 2019; Kallis et al., 2018). Degrowth
as a concept is strongly related to the notion of wellbeing
economies guided by more diverse social aims rather than con-
tinued material growth, and both concepts depart from growth
critiques (Fioramonti et al., (2022); Biichs & Koch 2019).
Degrowth can perhaps be understood as a particular conception
of the road towards a wellbeing economy, one that has a more
explicit foundation in ecological economics, whereas the notion
of a wellbeing economy with broader, multidimensional aims is
more approachable for established actors in contemporary poli-
tics (Fioramonti et al., (2022)).

The paper aims to engage readers who are well-versed in the
literature, as well as those less familiar with the topics covered.
For the first group, the paper aims to condense the recent lit-
erature on degrowth and sustainability transformations and
highlight the three challenges that particularly require further
research and consideration. For the latter group of readers, the
paper seeks to provide an up-to-date overview of the main policy
ideas in the literature, as well as emphasising that the foundation
in ecological economics must be taken more seriously by
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mainstream political science (i.e., addressing policy implications
of the need to radically reduce the resource throughput of affluent
economies). The paper establishes a definition of degrowth and
traces its origins in a fusion of ecological economics and nor-
mative growth critiques rooted in critical theory, as well as the
policies and visions offered by the literature. While greater
equality and strong social policies are needed to achieve human
wellbeing within planetary boundaries, this paper goes on to
derive three inherent tensions or challenges with respect to the
viability of such policies in a new political economy. These
challenges follow from the growth dependencies of established
welfare states.

The first challenge concerns strongly decommodifying and
redistributive social policies, i.e., both ‘ceilings’ and ‘floors” in
terms of wealth and income, as well as an expansion of public
services (McGann & Murphy, 2023; Fitzpatrick, Parrique &
Cosme, 2022; Coote, 2022; Gough, 2022; Biichs, 2021; Koch,
2022¢; Walker, Druckman & Jackson, 2021; Hirvilammi & Koch,
2020; Bohnenberger, 2020). The paper discusses how the research
supports the need for such policy aims in order to achieve lower
environmental impact and maintain wellbeing, but also that
many social policies and the welfare state itself harbours sub-
stantial growth dependencies. Hitherto, welfare states have been
complementary to the growth economy (Walker, Druckman &
Jackson, 2021; Bailey, 2015).

The second challenge concerns the vision of simultaneous and
complementary policy reforms ‘from above’ and transformations
‘from below’ of civil society and lifestyles based on ‘commoning’
and ‘convivialism’ (Buch-Hansen & Nesterova, 2023; Fitzpatrick,
Parrique & Cosme, 2022; Koch, 2022a, 2022b; D’Alisa & Kallis,
2020; Parrique, 2019; Helfrich & Bollier, 2015; Deriu, 2015).
These combinations of grand, progressive policy reforms and the
proliferation of alternatives based on commoning (self-governing
communities, cooperatives, ecovillages, etc.) are not mutually
exclusive. However, they do raise some questions on the perti-
nence of state-led decommodification and welfare provision in a
simultaneously expanding informal economy, where alternatives
to formal state and market institutions are becoming more pro-
minent in our lives.

The third and final challenge concerns public legitimacy and
support. The social-movement-like transformations and major
policy reforms envisaged by advocates of degrowth require broad
public support. Across European countries, it is already possible
to identify substantial shares of the population in support of
growth critiques and degrowth-related policies (Schulken et al.,
2022; Khan et al, 2022; Emilsson, 2022a, 2022b; Heggebo &
Hvinden, 2022; Paulson & Biichs, 2022). This is remarkable
considering that growth critiques and degrowth are marginalised
in established political agendas and that advocates possess few
conventional power resources (Buch-Hansen & Carstensen, 2021;
Buch-Hansen, 2018). However, the paper also discusses
ambivalence with respect to public support for an agenda that is
still unclear or entirely unknown to many. Support for core
policies must expand further beyond voter constituencies on the
‘new left’ or ‘green left’.

The three challenges or inherent tensions concern the feasi-
bility and desirability of social policies based on degrowth. The
first does so by focusing on such policies themselves, the second
by discussing their role vis-a-vis informal commoning and
reciprocity-based welfare within civil society, while the third
concerns democratic legitimacy or public support. By focusing
attention on these three issues, I emphasise that more research is
needed on the potential limits for formal, publicly provided
welfare in a political economy based on needs and sufficiency
where informal commoning is also envisaged to play a larger role.
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In terms of popular support, I also emphasise that there are limits
to degrowth in affluent economies if framed mainly as an issue of
environmental justice and class struggle. New popular concep-
tions of welfare and wellbeing are also needed. This presupposes
‘social tipping points’, where new norms, behaviours and modes
of living become more widespread in a rapid, non-linear fashion.

The literature itself has elaborated this as a shift from wants-
based conceptions of wellbeing towards needs-based conceptions,
with less room for conspicuous consumption (also discussed as
‘limitarianism’ and ‘sufficiency’), and a more eudaimonic rather
than hedonic conception of happiness (Buch-Hansen &
Nesterova, 2023; Isham et al., 2022; Jackson, 2021; Biichs & Koch,
2019; Spangenberg & Lorek, 2019).

Degrowth: Definition, origins and visions

It seems that we are witnessing a resurgent paradigm rift between
the established ‘green growth’ paradigm and degrowth, while
more ineffable and perhaps pragmatic concepts such as ‘a-growth’
or ‘post growth’ are often thrown into the mix as well (Jakob et al.
2020; Raworth, 2017; van den Bergh & Kallis, 2012). Degrowth
does not mean replacing GDP growth with a political goal of
indiscriminately destroying all forms of economic activity and
imposing a self-inflicted recession, but a “.. planned reduction of
energy and resource throughput designed to bring the economy
back into balance with the living world in a way that reduces
inequality and improves human well-being” (Hickel, 2021:2). The
main priority is not simply to reduce GDP by itself, but to move
towards a situation where GDP becomes less important, thus
facilitating a reduction in resource throughput. Various similar
definitions place the emphasis on democratic and planned
reductions of throughput—particularly in wealthy countries—
with attention to redistribution and wellbeing on the basis of a
growth-independent economy (Buch-Hansen & Nesterova, 2023;
Schmelzer, Vetter & Vansintjan, 2022; Schulken et al., 2022;
Hickel, 2020; Burkhart, Schmelzer & Treu, 2020; Parrique, 2019;
Kallis et al., 2018; Jackson, 2016; Kallis, Demaria & D’Alisa, 2015;
Demaria et al., 2013; Latouche, 2009).

It is no longer controversial to say that some forms of eco-
nomic activity must be scaled down and that technological
development and increased resource efficiency alone will not
solve the problem. For instance, ideas of a ‘New Green Deal’
being floated in both the US and the EU tread the waters
somewhere between green growth, degrowth and a-growth,
depending on the specific proposal and emphasis (Albert, 2022;
European Environment Agency, 2021; Mastini, Kallis & Hickel,
2021). Similarly, IPCC (2022) discussed demand-side reforms on
the basis of socio-cultural and behavioural changes and suggested
that these can be achieved while improving global wellbeing.
Degrowth, however, is a more radical approach, where down-
scaling of environmentally harmful activities—both in terms of
production (supply) and consumption (demand)—is the main
path towards sustainability (Schmelzer, Vetter & Vansintjan,
2022; Schulken et al., 2022; Mont, Lehner & Dalhammar, 2022;
Brand, 2022; Hickel, 2021, 2020).

Degrowth unifies two main strands of thought. Firstly, analyses
of the environmental impact of the growth economy and sec-
ondly, normative critiques of ‘growthism’. In other words, what
we might understand as a fusion of ecological economics and
various critical approaches grounded in political theory.
Degrowth unifies critiques of ecological destruction as well as
inequality, alienation and ill-being as a result of the growth
imperative, as well as feminism and post-colonial critiques of
unequal terms of trade and resource extraction in the global
economy (Schmelzer, Vetter & Vansintjan, 2022; Schulken et al.,
2022; Hickel et al, 2022; Hubacek & Wieland, 2021; Hickel,

Sullivan & Zoomkawala, 2021; Hickel, 2020; Parrique, 2019;
Demaria et al.,, 2013, Alexander, 2012a).

The analytical foundation rooted in ecological economics finds
support in studies of (the lack of) decoupling between exponential
economic growth on the one hand and resource use and envir-
onmental impacts (global warming, biodiversity loss, etc.) on the
other. This strand of research entered the public consciousness
with Limits to Growth in 1972 (Meadows, Randers & Meadows,
2004). It is beyond the scope of this article to elaborate on con-
temporary research (for metareviews and relevant studies, see for
instance Vogel & Hickel 2023; Fanning et al., 2021; Hubacek
et al., 2021; Herrington, 2021; Lamb et al., 2021; Haberl et al,,
2020; Hickel & Kallis, 2020; Vadén et al., 2020; Hagens, 2020;
Parrique et al,, 2019; Le Quéré et al,, 2019; Ward et al., 2016;
Wiedmann et al,, 2015).

The main findings in this literature can be summarized like
this: There is evidence of absolute decoupling between emissions
and economic growth in a small number of rich countries, mostly
due to an increased electricity supply from renewables (during a
period of low growth), but it is very limited and starkly insuffi-
cient vis-a-vis goals in in the 2015 Paris Agreement (Vogel &
Hickel 2023; Hubacek et. al. 2021). Beyond this, there is no wider,
sustained and absolute decoupling from environmental impacts
or resource use (in ‘footprints’, i.e., once trade has been taken into
account) in national economies or the global economy as such
(Herrington 2021; Vadén et al., 2020; Haberl et. al. 2020; Hickel &
Kallis 2020; Parrique et al., 2019; Wiedmann et. al. 2015). Efforts
based mainly on technology-driven efficiency gains are hampered
by strong ‘rebound’ effects (Berner et al., 2022; Vadén et al., 2020;
Parrique et al., 2019), and there are strong limits to the idea of a
‘circular economy’, since the vast majority of economic activities
rely on new resource inputs (Bianchi & Cordella, 2023; Hickel &
Kallis, 2020).

These findings make a strong argument for the aims advocated
by degrowth. There are many recent examples of larger groups of
ecosystem or sustainability scientists publishing collective reviews
or calls to abandon our reliance on economic growth and directly
reduce impactful forms of consumption/production (for instance
Obura et al., 2022; Bradshaw et al., 2021; Pihl et al., 2021; Collste
et al, 2021; Ripple et al., (2021); Wiedmann et al., 2020). The
small number of surveys conducted to date among environmental
scientists or experts find that clear majorities favour assessments
in line with degrowth or a-growth, either explicitly or implicitly
(King, Savin & Drews, 2023; Lehmann, Delbard & Lange, 2022).

The normative foundation of degrowth as a ‘movement’, on the
other hand, is rooted in various strands of critical theory, and it
tends to have strong ideological affinities with the ‘new left’ or left
libertarianism. This is based on critiques of growthism as a
hegemonic paradigm with impacts beyond the environment, and
it embraces critiques of the negative social impact on wellbeing
when economic growth is pursued at all costs (Parrique, 2019;
Biichs & Koch, 2019; Kallis et al., 2018).

Beneath these lines of thought, degrowth presupposes a shift
away from wellbeing based on materialistic and hedonic values,
framed within the literature as critiques of the ‘hedonic treadmill’,
materialism, consumerism, conspicuous consumption or self-
centeredness (Hirvilammi et al., 2023; Isham et al., 2022; Jackson,
2021; Biichs & Koch, 2019). This perspective finds support in
analyses of how consumption-driven pursuits of wellbeing pro-
vide no further positive (or even negative) effects on happiness
and wellbeing in affluent economies (Isham et al., 2022; Collste
et al.,, 2021).

Conversely, degrowth relies on a needs-based (as opposed to a
wants-based) conception of wellbeing, as well as related concepts
like ‘limitarianism’ or ‘sufficiency’ (Hirvilammi et al., 2023; Buch-
Hansen & Nesterova, 2023; Koch, 2022¢; Biichs, 2021;
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Bohnenberger, 2020; Biichs & Koch, 2019). It also presupposes a
popular or cultural shift from hedonic to eudaimonic conceptions
of wellbeing (Isham et al., 2022; Jackson, 2021; Biichs, 2021;
Biichs & Koch, 2019; Lamb & Steinberger, 2017). Eudaimonia is
the classic Aristotelian idea of living in accordance with personal
values and fulfilling one’s potential as a virtuous (social) citizen,
whereas hedonism concerns the simpler and more immediate
maximisation of pleasure. This distinction has been widely used
in psychological research on wellbeing and happiness (Ryff,
2017, 1989).

The literature on how public welfare provision can reduce
hedonistic, positional or status-driven consumption often makes
references to needs-based conceptions of welfare and wellbeing,
as elaborated by Max-Neef (1991) and Doyal & Gough (1991).
Needs-satisfiers and objective aspects of wellbeing can be defined
in terms of nutrition, housing, healthcare, security, etc. The same
concerns and ideas are reflected in the emerging literature on
‘foundational economics’, in which certain needs are decom-
modified and prioritised for public or collective provision (if not
always publicly financed) (Novy, 2022; Wahlund & Hansen,
2022).

These origins of degrowth have led to various political aims in
terms of democracy, international politics, labour and working
conditions. This paper focuses on issues related to promoting
redistribution and needs provision in a political economy of
degrowth.

Public decommodification: Enabling degrowth or growth
dependency?

This section discusses the basic challenge of expanding decom-
modifying social policies when the contemporary welfare state
has nourished its own growth dependencies. The degrowth lit-
erature commonly envisages an expansion of public welfare ser-
vices, transfers and progressive taxes. Such social policies must
also become growth independent.

The specific social or welfare policy proposals propagated and
discussed by the literature include caps or ceilings on maximum
income and wealth, as well as minimum income or basic income
and extensive provision of public services across a broader range
of needs than would typically be covered by contemporary wel-
fare states (see McGann & Murphy, 2023; Coote, 2022, Gough,
2022; Biichs, 2021; Koch, 2022¢; Walker, Druckman & Jackson,
2021; Bohnenberger, 2020; Hartley, van den Bergh & Kallis, 2020;
Hirvilammi, 2020; Hirvilammi & Koch, 2020). For Daly (2007),
politically chosen maximum and minimum income levels were a
logical implication in a realised steady-state economy. Altogether,
this amounts to radical, policy-led decommodification.

In this section, we will primarily discuss policies concerning
welfare provision and redistribution, but the extensive reviews by
Fitzpatrick, Parrique & Cosme (2022), Parrique (2019) and
Cosme, Santos & O’Neill (2017) identify a number of other core
policy proposals in the literature. These include a reduction in
working hours, job guarantees, caps on resource use and emis-
sions, not-for-profit cooperatives, deliberative forums, ‘reclaim-
ing’ the public commons, ecovillages and housing cooperatives,
which we will return to in the next section.

The overall policy direction is neatly encapsulated by discus-
sions on universal basic income (UBI) and universal basic services
(UBS) and how they can be combined or supplement each other
in a degrowth economy (Coote, 2022; Biichs, 2021; McGann &
Murphy, 2023). Bohnenberger (2020) distinguishes vouchers for
various goods or services as a distinct policy option in between
UBI and UBS. Universal basic income has a centuries-long his-
tory in political thought outside of degrowth (Ketterer, 2021;
Standing, 2017), but has accompanied the ecosocialist origins of
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degrowth since the 1970s (Gorz, 1994). The concept of UBS
embodies more recent ideas of how to ensure strong welfare
services.

Both UBI and UBS can be discussed alongside their different
environmental and social advantages. While UBI affects indivi-
dual consumption, UBS concerns the production side of the
economy and relies on the political identification of needs that are
provided and financed (partly) by the public (Biichs, 2021).
Furthermore, UBI is rooted in normative ideals concerned with
emancipation and autonomy (Ketterer, 2021), whereas UBS
perhaps speaks more directly to the needs-oriented conception of
wellbeing with lower resource footprints, as outlined above
(Biichs, 2021; Bohnenberger, 2020). Universal basic services
directly seeks to elaborate how relatively universal and satiable
(but also non-substitutable) needs can be translated to policy
fields such as housing, health, education, transport and nutrition,
etc. (Bohnenberger, 2020; Biichs & Koch, 2019; Lamb &
Steinberger, 2017). It does not necessarily imply fully publicly
financed and delivered services in areas where welfare states do
not do so today (Coote, 2022; Bohnenberger, 2020). This
approach is elaborated further in the literature on ‘foundational
economics’, where social licensing entails that some services or
public infrastructures are not necessarily financed or even deliv-
ered by public entities. Instead, private companies enter into
formal, reciprocal obligations to meet certain standards or
otherwise offer social returns to the local areas in which they are
based (Novy, 2022; Wahlund & Hansen, 2022).

There is research to support that equality and decommodified
service provision make it easier to reduce resource use. More
equal economies and countries with better public service provi-
sion exhibit weaker links between resource use and various
indicators of needs and wellbeing (Vogel et al., 2021). A higher
level of inequality means that more energy is needed to ensure a
decent standard of living for a broader share of the population
(Millward-Hopkins, 2022). These studies run parallel to widely
disseminated analyses of how ‘carbon inequality’ mirrors eco-
nomic inequality, or how emissions are disproportionately driven
by the richest individuals across and within countries (Chancel
et al., 2023, Gore, 2021). Previous studies into healthcare provi-
sion have highlighted that public procurement and provision may
be substantially more resource efficient than private solutions for
the same services (Bailey, 2015).

In short, it is possible to achieve security and wellbeing at lower
levels of resource use, although equality and wellbeing in rich
economies presently emerges as equality of unsustainably high
levels of consumption (Garcia-Garcia, Buendia & Carpintero,
2022; Ottelin, Heinonen & Junnila, 2018; Fritz & Koch, 2016). In
addition to the impact on resource use, research has sought to
explain the negative links between inequality and psychosocial
aspects of wellbeing, such as happiness and social trust. However,
consensus has not yet been reached on the independent effects of
economic inequality versus other drivers of status inequality,
social distance and the perceived fairness of market and state
institutions (Willis et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2022; Wilkinson &
Pickett, 2017).

Since contemporary welfare states vary widely with respect to
coverage or generosity and the institutional roles of public poli-
cies vis-a-vis market, family and civil society, efforts have been
made to investigate potential links between ‘welfare regimes” and
environmental sustainability (see the seminal typology and con-
ceptualisations popularised by Esping-Andersen (1990) or
Hasanaj (2022) for a recent overview, including the topic of global
regime variations beyond Western welfare states). Arguments
have been elaborated for a ‘synergy’ hypothesis linking universal/
social democratic welfare states, coordinated economies and
environmental sustainability = (Garcia-Garcia, Buendia &
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Carpintero, 2022; Schoyen, Hvinden & Leiren, 2022; Koch &
Fritz, 2014; Dryzek, 2008). Universal welfare states and/or coor-
dinated market economies might arguably have stronger foun-
dations for integrating strong environmental policies focused on
the long-term with their existing state capacities as well as
coordinated governance structures incorporating different inter-
ests (Finnegan, 2022; Lamb & Minx, 2020). Dryzek (2008) also
argues that discourse on sustainability has been more prevalent
here, and that such economies are already based on the idea that
private and public interests need not be at odds with each other.

Coordinated economies with strong state capacities and
transparent institutions do indeed seem to fare better in terms of
adopting stronger climate policies (Finnegan, 2022; Lamb &
Minx, 2020; Zimmermann & Graziano, 2020; Best & Zhang,
2020). In terms of public attitudes, citizens in more encompassing
and universal welfare states express stronger support for more
extensive environmental policies (Sivonen & Kukkonen, 2021;
Fritz & Koch, 2019). More egalitarian societies seem to fare better
in terms of avoiding public divides with opposition towards
environmental policies, an important mechanism perhaps being
that redistributive institutions dismantle the perception that there
are trade-offs between environmental and social concerns
(Gaikwad, Genovese & Tingley, 2022; Parth & Vlandas, 2022;
Heggebo & Hvinden, 2022; Malerba, 2022; Dechezleprétre et al.,
2022; Otto & Gugushvili, 2020; Fritz & Koch, 2019). Favourable
public moods are mirrored in the politics of established main-
stream parties in the sense that environmental agendas go beyond
the parties on the green left in universal welfare states (Dern-
dorfer, Hoffmann & Theine, 2022).

However, resource and impact-oriented indicators of sustain-
ability, such as material footprints or consumption-based emis-
sions per capita, do not readily fall into established institutional
‘regime’ patterns (Garcia-Garcia, Buendia & Carpintero, 2022;
Koch, 2022¢; Fritz & Koch, 2019; Koch & Fritz, 2014). These are
the primary concerns from a degrowth perspective, where current
effects of income and affluence still trump everything else. While
the afore-mentioned nuances are important, there is still a strong
negative relationship between the fulfilment of material needs and
social outcomes on the one hand, and indicators of environ-
mental sustainability on the other (Fanning et al., 2021; Fritz &
Koch, 2016). To date, this link has not been sufficiently broken
anywhere.

Finally, we cannot ignore that the modern welfare state evolved
in tandem with the growth economy, or as a ‘double movement’
complementary to capitalism, as Polanyi (1944) described it
(Novy, 2022; Walker, Druckman & Jackson, 2021; Walker &
Jackson, 2021). This means that the welfare state itself is afflicted
by a number of growth dependencies. Walker, Druckman &
Jackson (2021) and Walker & Jackson (2021) have discussed these
dependencies under the headings of financing, increasing relative
costs of care, increasing demands, rent seeking, ownership models
and management models incentivising growth. The welfare state
is financed by taxation and contributions from economic activ-
ities, the aggregate value of which could be expected to decline in
a degrowth scenario, particularly in wealthy economies (see
Bailey (2015), who elaborates on the challenge with respect to
financing welfare beyond growth).

Costs, in particular for care services such as healthcare, have
increased at a faster rate than GDP in many countries, and
relative differences in productivity improvements, as described by
Baumol’s cost disease, might have contributed to the increasing
relative costs of some services in the public sector. In addition,
demands have changed (and increased) due to changing demo-
graphics, family structures and new socioeconomic risks asso-
ciated with modern labour markets. Finally, many management
models have relied on incentivising and rewarding increasing

activity and output within the public sector. Some of these growth
dependencies could be curtailed, for instance by switching to less
growth-dependent sources of financing (such as shifting away
from contributions) and towards more progressive and environ-
mental forms of taxation, abandoning output-oriented manage-
ment, curtailing opportunities for rent-seeking and limiting for-
profit ownership models, etc. (Walker, Druckman & Jackson,
2021; Walker & Jackson, 2021; Bailey, 2015).

In summary, there are arguments and research to support the
view that strong welfare institutions are needed in an economy
where wellbeing is achieved at lower levels of resource use and
impact. Many of the arguments and findings presented above are
sometimes raised in other fields of literature without explicit or
elaborated references to degrowth, such as the nascent literature
on ‘eco-social’ welfare states (Hirvilammi et al., 2023; Schoyen,
Hvinden & Leiren, 2022; Gough, 2022). However, we cannot
identify any contemporary welfare states that have succeeded in
breaking the current links between affluence, wellbeing and
environmental degradation. Established welfare states are still
concerned with ideas and paradigms wedded to the growth
economy (Hirvilammi et al., 2023; Hirvilammi, 2020). There are
also real growth dependencies within contemporary welfare
states, and even if they could be curtailed to some extent, it
should be discussed whether there would need to be a reduction
in some current demands for publicly provided welfare.

Commoning and convivialism: doing away with the

welfare state?

This strand of degrowth does not concern state-led decom-
modification and welfare provision, but emancipation from both
state and market. It outlines needs, sufficiency and commoning
provided outside of formal institutions (Schmelzer, Vetter &
Vansintjan, 2022). It often imagines self-determination or gov-
ernance at community level. Following on from the challenge
raised in the previous section, this topic provides an avenue for
further thinking on decommodification and growth indepen-
dence outside of the formal welfare state. Yet it also raises its own
challenge concerning the balance (both potential complementa-
rities and trade-offs) between public social policies and the
alternative or informal economy.

The terms ‘commoning’ and ‘convivialism’ are often points of
departure in this literature. Convivialism (from the Latin ‘convivere’,
meaning to live together), like ‘décroissance’ (degrowth), originates
in French debates (Deriu, 2015). Commoning denotes the shared
and network-based management of material and social resources, or
community-based ‘governance’ (Koch, 2022¢; D’Alisa & Kallis,
2020; Parrique, 2019; Helfrich & Bollier, 2015; Deriu, 2015).

While decommodification is about the public stepping in and
financing and/or providing resources or goods that have been
commodified and regulated by the price mechanism, commoning
represents a different process. Commoning describes the social
practices, values and norms used to manage public or common
resources. The concept is known from the management (and
mismanagement) of resources that can be characterised as
common-pool resources, as described by Hardin (1968) in The
Tragedy of the Commons and by Ostrom (1990) in her seminal
work on functioning, sustainable commons. Commons are gui-
ded by the organising principle of reciprocity, whereas states and
markets adhere to exchange and redistribution (Parrique, 2019;
Helfrich & Bollier, 2015).

This is a strand of degrowth that broadly envisages radical
change and emancipation ‘from below’ rather than through ‘top-
down’ policy reforms (Schulken et al., 2022; Kallis et al., 2018;
Demaria et al.,, 2013). It broadly covers many of the proposals
reviewed by Fitzpatrick, Parrique & Cosme (2022), Parrique

| (2023)10:850 | https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-023-02255-z 5



ARTICLE

(2019) and Cosme, Santos & O’Neill (2017) that were not covered
in the previous section, such as not-for-profit cooperatives,
deliberative forums, ecovillages and housing cooperatives. It
could also be said that this concerns all kinds of alternative and
informal economies based on solidarity, reciprocity and mutual
exchange, as well as non-profit forms of production in coopera-
tives, ecovillages or transition towns (Schmelzer, Vetter &
Vansintjan, 2022; Kallis et al., 2018). These solutions are seen as a
way to reduce the need for increasing production and con-
sumption. Commoning versus decommodification mirrors the
potential tensions between grand, public social reforms and
bottom-up, community-based management.

Transformation of paid labour, especially a general reduction
in working hours, underpins commoning or convivialism as a
core policy proposal, also straddling the previous institutionalist,
policy-oriented strand (Kallis et al, 2018; Cosme, Santos &
O’Neill, 2017). Shorter work days or work weeks facilitate com-
moning by freeing up time as a necessary resource. In addition, it
further reduces material consumption and encourages more
sustainable and social pursuits that require free time (Chung
2022; Antal et al, 2020; Parrique, 2019; Kallis et al, 2018;
Pullinger, 2014). Reducing working hours can also be seen as a
tool for weakening ‘Okuns Law’, the strong association that is
typically observed between low economic growth and increasing
unemployment, although it is likely that a general reduction in
working time would need to be accompanied by policies that
lower profit rates (Oberholzer, 2023; Antal, 2014). These aims are
followed by proposals to increase public sector service employ-
ment (hence, the aforementioned discussion on UBS) and even
‘job guarantees’ for the unemployed (Parrique, 2019; Kallis et al.,
2018; Cosme, Santos & O’Neill, 2017).

The most radical visions in this strand of degrowth literature
have an origin in anarchism in the form of self-reliant and self-
determinant communities, or imagining a civil society nearly
absent of state and market. For instance, Trainer (2010) argues
that the implications of a degrowth, steady-state economy can
only logically mean living in communities absent of growth-
oriented markets and financial institutions and with relatively
minimal state institutions (Alexander, 2012b). It is not clear in
such writings that there would or should be room for the ambi-
tious proposals for universal, publicly provided basic services.

This approach to degrowth has also been criticised within the
literature as being utopian and overly romantic with respect to a
simpler, self-sufficient way of life (Schmelzer, Vetter &
Vansintjan, 2022). Outright anarchism is not dominant in the
literature (see also Koch, 2022a, 2022b on state-civil society
relations in degrowth). However, this strand of degrowth does
envisage a substantial expansion of the alternative and informal
economy, and this raises some questions with respect to the role
and viability of formal social policies.

The predominant idea in the literature is that degrowth is
realised by complementarities between top-down policy reforms
and the spread of bottom-up alternatives. The lack of more
conceptual, theoretical or strategic clarity beyond this vague idea
has been elaborated and addressed in recent work on state-civil
society relations and transformational strategies, the latter
inspired by the work of Erik Olin Wright (Schmelzer, Vetter &
Vansintjan, 2022; Chertkovskaya, 2022; Koch, 2022a, 2022b;
D’Alisa & Kallis, 2020; Wright, 2019). Wright conceptualised
three types of transformational change, with ‘interstitial’ strategies
including the proliferation of alternatives within capitalism.
While initially marginal, successful alternative institutions can
proliferate and cumulatively bring about a demand for more
transformative and hegemonic change.

This constitutes a natural interstitial path towards degrowth,
whereas the social-policy-led transformations of the previous

6

section might represent what Wright labelled ‘symbiotic’ strate-
gies of change. This broadly means making use of the state and
existing institutions and reforming them through more tradi-
tional political processes. Both logics may provide positive feed-
back for each other. Finally, ‘ruptural’ strategies describe
confrontational and even revolutionary political acts through
which movements seek to dismantle or abolish existing power
structures and institutions. Such actions are not widely discussed
in the degrowth literature, but they may include more traditional
actions such as civil disobedience and mass protests.

Popular support: dreary limits or a new wellbeing economy?
While the first two sections concerned different challenges with
respect to the potential limits of formal social policies and their
role vis-a-vis an economy based on commoning and convivialism,
this final section raises the challenge of gathering public support.
If degrowth aims to transform societies through both the inter-
stitial and symbiotic strategies outlined above, it must expand its
support base beyond smaller activist groups and academic
environments. Public support greatly increases the likelihood that
policy ideas will survive the policy process (Schaffer et al., (2022);
Burstein, 2003).

This is certainly a challenge considering that the established
growth paradigm constitutes the political order. For instance,
Buch-Hansen & Carstensen (2021) conceptualise degrowth as a
‘fourth-order change’ beyond more familiar third-order para-
digms operating within the growth economy, and this renders it
antagonistic to most predominant elites, including epistemic
communities (beyond the sustainability sciences), established
policymakers and especially economic interests. With few power
resources in this respect, degrowth advocates often envisage
change via social movements and eventually broader public
support (Schulken et al., 2022; Rilovic et al., (2022); Buch-Hansen
& Carstensen, 2021; Buch-Hansen, 2018).

There is substantial evidence that environmental politics is
more likely to be successful when redistributive concerns are
taken into account, and more likely to fail if for instance reforms
of taxes and levies have regressive effects, alongside other
important determinants of support such as environmental values,
political trust and perceived policy efficiency (Gaikwad, Genovese
& Tingley, 2022; Bergquist et al., 2022; Bumann, 2021; Drews &
van den Bergh, 2016a). Some of the literature has discussed
whether support for environmental policies and support for social
policies complement each other or rather crowd each other out,
and it is possible to identify a complex mosaic of high to low
support for both policy fields (Emilsson, 2022a, 2022b, Heggebo
& Hvinden, 2022; Otto & Gugushvili, 2020). This indicates a need
for policy agendas that seek to avoid trade-offs in these policy
fields in order to unite coalitions and achieve broader support. As
previously mentioned, there is some support for a ‘synergy’ logic
at a national level, where more encompassing or universal welfare
states are reflected to a larger extent in better support for both
policy fields (Heggebe & Hvinden, 2022; Sivonen & Kukkonen,
2021; Fritz & Koch, 2019).

Environmentalism or environmental values constitutes an
independent set of values (conceptualised in different studies as
‘biospheric’, ‘new ecological paradigm’, ‘self-transcendence’ or the
broader set of ‘postmaterialist’ values, see for instance Smith &
Hempel, 2022; Bouman et al., 2018, Dietz et al., 2005 for more).
However, there is still a tendency for environmentalism to be
associated with left-wing ideology, especially when we move from
broad attitudes and values to attitudes to specific policy tools with
material and distributional consequences (Kenny & Langsather,
2022; Smith & Hempel, 2022; Khan et al., 2022; Bumann, 2021;
Sivonen & Koivula, 2020; Drews & van den Bergh, 2016a).
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This suggests that strong environmental policies, especially
when coupled with social policies that are strongly left of centre,
may struggle to escape a smaller constituency of left-wing voters.
In other words, an impression of degrowth as a form of ecoso-
cialism can also present a major challenge for degrowth in terms
of the current public mood (Albert, 2022; Buch-Hansen, 2018).

We know very little about popular support for degrowth aims
and specific policy proposals. Using a single question that has
featured in a number of surveys in recent decades, Paulson &
Biichs (2022) and Gugushvili (2021) revealed that the majority of
people in many European countries are in favour of prioritising
the environment, even if this would lead to job losses or slower
economic growth. Utilising a large number of items that better
reflect discussions of green growth, degrowth and a-growth,
Drews & van den Bergh (2016b) found that around a third of the
Spanish population holds a growth-critical stance in opposition to
green growth.

In addition, even less is known about public support specifi-
cally for the more radical social policies advocated in the
degrowth literature. Khan et al. (2022) measured the support for
five prominent ecosocial (and degrowth-related) policies in
Sweden, namely a reduction in working hours, wealth tax, max-
imum income, basic income and meat tax. The most popular
policy was a reduction in working hours, with support from
around 50% of the population, followed by a wealth tax and meat
tax at 40% and 30%, respectively, while maximum income and
basic income only gained support from 25% and 15%, respec-
tively. The study also found that the dominant predictor of
support for such policies is left-right orientation, rather than pro-
environmental attitudes.

More is known about support for UBI specifically, especially
following a new item introduced to the European Social Survey in
2016 (Chrisp et al., (2020); Roosma, van Oorschot (2020)). In
Europe, support varied from large minorities to clear majorities in
favour, with higher support in countries where existing safety nets
are less encompassing.

In short, although the research is still limited, we see a mix of
strong ideological barriers with some potential for wider support.
For advocates of degrowth, this might be encouraging as they are
far from the popular-movement-like dynamics they envisage, and
considering that degrowth policies are not often promoted by
established political actors.

Proponents of degrowth might find further hope of escaping
the current barriers in the nascent research on ‘social tipping
points’ and how this relates to pro-environmental behaviours and
attitudes (Andrighetto & Vriens, 2022; Winkelmann et al., 2022;
Otto et al, 2020). This research investigates how marginal
movements and small minorities above a certain threshold of
public involvement or support can at times give birth to broader,
more popular shifts and rapid changes. The thresholds in this
research vary from small, marginal minorities to larger mino-
rities, but the main point is that it is possible for initially small
movements to trigger rapid, non-linear societal transformations.

However, degrowth still presupposes a non-trivial change with
respect to fundamental values or norms and identities. This was
previously outlined as a cultural shift from hedonic to eudai-
monic and needs-based conceptualisations of wellbeing. This is a
larger ambition and challenge for degrowth. It is intended to be
an emancipatory vision for a new wellbeing economy, but the
concept of degrowth, as well as ‘needs’ and ‘sufficiency’, might
carry entirely different connotations to austerity, inconvenience
and constraints from a ‘wants-based’ or hedonic approach. For
the same reason, some advocates have discussed whether
‘degrowth’ is a ‘missile word that backfires’ and whether other
terms should be used in public discussions (Drews & Antal,
2016). Other, more positive frames of the basic vision might

appeal to broader segments of the population (Smith, Baranowski
& Schmid, 2021; Drews & Antal, 2016).

Conclusion

The aims propagated by the degrowth literature imply radical
societal transformations. Many (but not all) authors even argue that
it would (and should) do away with capitalism itself (Saito, 2022;
Kallis, 2019; Andreucci & McDonough, 2015; Demaria et al., 2013).
Regardless, the facts established by ecological economics and
empirical research into the links between exponential economic
growth, the resource throughput of the economy and degradation of
the planet arguably demand transformative changes. Such changes
may be comparable to those experienced only a few times before in
human history, for instance the onset of agriculture and later
industrialisation (Pichler, 2023; Hagens, 2020; Haberl et al., 2011).

Both within and across nations, greater equality of needs
satisfaction and wellbeing is not only an optional shortcut to
sustainability, but arguably a necessary condition (if not by itself
sufficient). Furthermore, excess inequality may lead to collective
action becoming nigh impossible, as high stratification leads to
diverging interests, just as elites and wealthier countries can
shelter themselves from crises in the short term (Brozovic, 2023;
Motesharrei et al., (2014)).

The academic literature on degrowth argues that combinations
of major policy reforms and civil society alternatives are mutually
complementary, or that both ‘symbiotic’ and ‘interstitial’ trans-
formations are needed (Chertkovskaya, 2022; Koch, 2022a, 2022b;
D’Alisa & Kallis, 2020). Yet these different strands of degrowth
also harbour some inherent tensions and challenges. This paper
has derived three of these:

Firstly, these ideas and proposals amount to encompassing social
policies, and even if such reforms are necessary to bridge social and
environmental sustainability, the growth dependencies of the cur-
rent welfare state must be further addressed. Bailey (2015) outlined
this as a ‘welfare paradox’ in which extensive social policymaking is
needed beyond growth, yet the fiscal viability of the established
welfare state would also be challenged. Labour-intensive care ser-
vices might be particularly challenged here.

Secondly, when combined with changes ‘from below’ based on
commoning and convivialism, it is not always clear what room
there could or should be for extensive state-led decommodifica-
tion and welfare provision when we simultaneously envisage a
bigger role for the alternative and informal economy.

Thirdly, while there is potential for broad, public support,
degrowth as a movement still has some way to go before the
public could be convinced of the more radical policies that would
substantially transform the growth-based political economy.
Consistent support across major policy proposals is limited to the
green or new left.

The first two challenges have been derived by questioning
where there are potential limits for formal welfare or service
provision in a political economy of degrowth, firstly with respect
to such policies in and of themselves, and secondly with respect to
their balance (potential complementarities or trade-offs) vis-a-vis
alternatives based on informal commoning and convivialism. If
degrowth entails both less and more of the existing alternatives
and institutions (Buch-Hansen & Nesterova, 2023), I have
questioned whether we need more research on what should be
considered ‘less’ in terms of formal social policies. For instance,
what aspects of social reproduction should be formally decom-
modified and what should be left for commoning in local, alter-
native or informal economies?

In terms of fiscal viability, degrowth advocates and ecological
economists rightly point to the role of the financial sector and
monetary policy in terms of enforcing the growth imperative, and
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how reforms here, alongside radical redistribution, are necessary
complements to the decommodification of goods and services
(Jackson, Jackson & van Lerven, 2022; Fitzpatrick, Parrique &
Cosme, 2022; Parrique, 2019). Olk et al., (2023) discuss how the
ideas in ‘modern monetary theory’ may inform the regulation of
private finance, private money creation, employment and tax
reforms in order to both secure public provisioning and eliminate
growth dependencies.

Still, efforts to clearly define a ‘sufficiency-oriented’ or ‘founda-
tional’ economy (see for instance Bérnthaler & Gough, 2023;
Wahlund & Hansen, 2022) require more explicit and critical work
on the extent to which some aspects of welfare provision (services
and aspects of social reproduction) could or should be provided by
public social policies in an economy based on sufficiency, founda-
tional needs and commoning. The aim should be to naunce what a
future ‘mixed economy of degrowth’ could imply, emphasizing that
public commodification does not necessarily imply goods that are
entirely publicly regulated, delivered and financed across all needs
(such nuances are addressed with different concepts by, for
instance, Wahlund & Hansen, 2022; Coote, 2022 and
Bohnenberger, 2020), just as commoning need not be entirely
informal or organized solely in alternative economies.

The third and final challenge concerns attitudes, perceptions and
values among the wider public. Proponents of more radical envir-
onmental transformations often point to power structures and the
need to break with vested economic interests in fossil fuels, extra-
ctionism, etc., as well as excess levels of inequality, which are cer-
tainly the major culprits behind past failures to take sufficient
political action (Stoddard et al., 2021). Degrowth might have trac-
tion as an issue of environmental justice and class struggle.

Yet, particularly in affluent economies, degrowth would also
require new popular conceptions or values with respect to well-
being and the good life that would also change the behaviours
that bring social recognition and status. As a movement,
degrowth has some way to go in achieving the ‘social tipping
points’ that would eventually lead to the new norms, values and
identities presupposed by degrowth with respect to less materi-
alist and hedonic and more needs-oriented and eudaimonic
conceptions of wellbeing and happiness.

Transformations of this magnitude might need to complement
and reinforce each other. While the literature has generally ten-
ded to focus separately on formal policies or non-institutionalised
alternatives, some research has managed to spell out what this
entails in terms of dynamics and strategies of change, as well as
the role of different types of actors, sometimes inspired by other
theories of social change (see for instance Buch-Hansen &
Nesterova, 2023; Pichler, 2023; Durand, Hofferberth &
Schmelzer, 2023; Schulken et al., 2022; Koch, 2022a, 2022b,
D’Alisa & Kallis, 2020). This paper emphasises that there is room
for more work on the viability and role of formal, public social
policies and achieving the public legitimacy that is needed.
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