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“Transition to a postgrowth economic order is now becoming much more
widely accepted as essential to long-term social and environmental wellbeing.
But the implications for the quality and provision of welfare have hitherto been
little researched. This conceptually challenging but at the same time empirically
grounded discussion provides a much-needed addition to the literature of the
degrowth movement”.

—Kate Soper (Emerita Professor of Philosophy at London Metropolitan
University)

“Like it or not, growth may be coming to an end. How to sustain welfare with-
out growth is a core question for our times. This book presents the boldest
attempt to think what viable welfare systems a global steady state.”

—Giorgos Kallis (Research Professor at the Autonomous University of
Barcelona)

“At a time when leading economists are horrified by the spectre of secular stag-
nation affecting advanced capitalist economies, theorists of ‘postgrowth’ and
a global ‘steady-state economy’ embrace the idea that its arrival might even
enhance human wellbeing and needs satisfaction. But who knows what kind of
views our future selves, even our descendants, may form about the requisites of
wellbeing and the good life? Are we trapped in the social practices of mindless
consumerism/productivism and GDP fetishism or ready to consider the worth of
an economy that minimizes ecologically harmful levels of resource extraction and
waste production? Biichs and Koch provide a concise, systematic and crystal clear
account of what social sciences (including psychology and philosophy) have to



offer on these questions—a critical account that is clinically clean of jargon and
alarmist gesturing”.

—Claus Offe (Professor Emeritus of Political Sociology at the Hertie School
of Governance)

“Endless economic growth will destroy the planet, but a postgrowth economy
threatens security and wellbeing. Biichs and Koch provide an honest and concise
account of the dilemma and a guide to some ways forward.”

—Ian Gough (Emeritus Professor of Social Policy at the University of Bath;
Visiting Professor at the London School of Economics)

“Concise and well-written, this book offers a historical and comparative perspec-
tive on the changing relationship between wellbeing, economic growth and eco-
logical perspectives as they intersect with the welfare state. Scholars, university
students and activists interested in the relationship between capitalism, environ-
mental policy and the welfare state should read this book.”

—Daniel Béland (Canada Research Chair in Public Policy and Professor at
the Johnson-Shoyama Graduate School of Public Policy)
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abstract The era of economic growth is increasingly being questioned.
Not only do economic systems in the developed world seem to be
afflicted by “secular stagnation”, but a departure from growth is also
beginning to be presented as a moral imperative to safeguard human and
planetary wellbeing in the long run. This has far-reaching implications
for wellbeing which is currently coupled with a range of institutions,
including the welfare state, organised around the growth paradigm. This
book critically discusses the assumption in the postgrowth literature that
wellbeing can be maintained or even improved without growth. It high-
lights ways in which theories of human need, social practices and political
economy can contribute to this debate.

Keywords Postgrowth - Wellbeing - Social practices - Political economy

The era of economic growth is increasingly being questioned. This is for
two reasons. First, the capacity for growth seems to diminish amongst
most Western economies as growth rates have been persistently fall-
ing since the 1980s. Leading economists have proclaimed a new era of
“secular stagnation” (e.g. Summers 2016) for which they have identified
a variety of possible reasons, reaching from lacking investment in infra-
structure and education, a related savings glut, lack of innovation and
decline of productivity, demographic changes (ageing societies due to ris-
ing life expectancy and lower birth rates), high government and private
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debt, and increasing inequality (Summers 2016; Gordon 2012; Streeck
2014). Second, the justifications for growth as the primary end of
economic activity have become discredited because of its many negative
consequences for environment and society. It is increasingly being recog-
nised that economic growth will threaten human and planetary wellbe-
ing in the long term as we have already overstepped several ecological
thresholds (Rockstrom et al. 2009) and are depleting vital resources. In
many ways, we may therefore already be in the process of entering a new
era of postgrowth.

These insights have far-reaching implications because our current soci-
eties and welfare systems are built upon growth. While a departure from
growth increasingly looks like an inevitable development inherent in cur-
rent economic systems, as well as a moral imperative to safeguard human
and planetary wellbeing in the long run, it is of vital importance to think
through potential repercussions for human wellbeing in the short and
long term. To what extent does human wellbeing depend on economic
growth—and growth-based welfare provision—within current economic
and social systems? Which insights can we draw from existing evidence
and social theory on the ways in which economic growth and contrac-
tion, and social change more generally, influence wellbeing? What kinds
of conditions are likely to be required to secure human wellbeing under
postgrowth in the long term, and which institutions might be able to
support them? These are some of the main questions that this book is
concerned with.

The literature on postgrowth is rapidly expanding. By postgrowth,
we refer to two interlinked ideas: the concept of a steady-state econ-
omy (SEE) (Daly 1972; Daly and Farley 2011) and the discourse
around degrowth, which can be seen as a transitionary phase of reach-
ing an SSE (Kerschner 2010). The maintenance or even improvement
of human wellbeing has been defined as one of the core aims of post-
growth (Schneider et al. 2010), and postgrowth supporters seem opti-
mistic that this aim can be achieved. This may be a necessary standpoint
to take from the strategic point of view of a social movement which is
currently seeking wider public support. However, for it to become a
realistic and successful idea, we believe a more critical and empirically
informed discussion of the relationships between postgrowth and wellbe-
ing is required.

The literature on wellbeing commonly draws a distinction between
subjective and objective dimensions of wellbeing. Arguments that
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support the view that wellbeing can be maintained or improved in the
context of postgrowth have been made in relation to both dimensions.
First of all, the postgrowth literature criticises the equivalisation of well-
being with GDP. Instead, it encourages a focus on broader notions of
wellbeing which relate to ideas such as flourishing, the good life or alter-
native notions of prosperity (Schneider et al. 2010: 513; Muraca 2012;
Jackson 2011; Kallis 2011: 879), all of which put less emphasis on mate-
rial living standards. Furthermore, postgrowth supporters point to evi-
dence that beyond a certain income threshold, subjective and objective
wellbeing no longer increase, or even decrease, with additional income
gains—where subjective wellbeing is usually measured through hap-
piness or life satisfaction surveys and objective wellbeing with alterna-
tive indicators such as the Genuine Progress Indicator or the Human
Development Index. Postgrowth advocates argue that this evidence
indicates that reductions of GDP are unlikely to decrease wellbeing, or
could even improve it, because zero growth or contraction could provide
more time and opportunities to support the things that people need to
flourish—supportive relationships, time for leisure and meaningful work,
community involvement, etc.

These are very valid arguments. However, more discussion is required
to see how confident we can really be based on this evidence that wellbe-
ing can be maintained or improved in the context of postgrowth. This
applies especially to the phase of degrowth which will involve a con-
traction of the economy and a decrease of material living standards in
rich Western countries. Some research has shown that while people do
not strongly respond emotionally to welfare gains, they do respond—
negatively—to welfare losses (Tversky and Kahneman 1991). In addi-
tion, there is also evidence at the collective (national) level that people’s
subjective (Fanning 2016: 100; Easterlin 2009) and objective wellbeing
(here mainly measured in terms of health outcomes) (Gavrilova et al.
2000; Notzon et al. 1998; Men et al. 2003) declines in phases of eco-
nomic contraction. Certain wellbeing outcomes such as health and
education are likely to be negatively affected by austerity measures intro-
duced during times of economic contraction. Postgrowth proponents
will argue that economic crises in the current system differ from vol-
untarily induced, planned phases of degrowth or new systems of SSEs
which would feature new institutions to prevent wellbeing losses. This is
an important objection which also points to one of the main difficulties
that this book is confronted with—the fact that the institutional set-up
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of future socio-economic systems—and their interaction with wellbe-
ing outcomes—cannot be foreseen. However, wellbeing implications of
declining or stagnating economic growth can be studied empirically, and
it remains important to discuss which insights this provides regarding the
generation of wellbeing in the context of postgrowth.

A first argument that we will advocate in the book is that further dis-
cussion is required about the conceptions of wellbeing that should be
applied in these debates. At present, the discussion of wellbeing in the
postgrowth literature remains incoherent as different scholars refer to
different concepts and measures, also depending on the type of argu-
ment they want to make. Some refer to narrow concepts of happiness
or life satisfaction, others to broader notions related to eudemonic well-
being. Others yet have focused more on alternative welfare indicators,
taking an objective perspective. We argue that notions of basic human
needs deserve greater emphasis in debates on postgrowth because they
are compatible with ideas about limits to growth. While public debates
have routinely made connections between the notions of human needs
and concern for the wellbeing of future generations (inspired by the
Brundtland report (WCED 1987)), we argue that the conceptual links
between these ideas still need to be worked out more systematically.
Moreover, we argue that the objective approach to wellbeing represented
by the basic human needs approach should acknowledge more explicitly
the relevance of subjective dimensions of wellbeing because these two
dimensions are interdependent.

Second, we argue that we do not yet understand very well, concep-
tually and empirically, the multiple ways in which rapid socio-economic
change, in particular degrowth/economic contraction as a specific case
of such change, affects subjective and objective wellbeing. Sociologically,
we can conceptualise the generation of wellbeing as an outcome of social
practices which mediate between agency and structure dimensions of
society and hence continuously reproduce, stabilise or change society.
From this perspective, socio-economic transitions will inevitably require
changing structures at both societal and actor levels (e.g. distribution
of resources, institutions, discourses at the social level; and worldviews,
values, competences and other dispositions at the actor level), as well as
technologies/infrastructures. It is likely that changes in these multiple
dimensions, which are all in some way or other tied up with the cur-
rent economic system, need to be well aligned with each other to enable
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the maintenance or improvement of wellbeing in phases of degrowth and
rapid societal transition more generally. Therefore, problems may occur
if these changes do not operate at similar time scales or if they are in
other ways out of sync. An example is the need for rapid cultural changes
alongside economic change: people’s values and conceptions of wellbe-
ing would need to transform in the move away from a growth-based
consumer society to avoid perceptions of deteriorating living standards,
sacrifice, reversal of social progress, etc., and the negative wellbeing
implications that such perceptions might promote.

The purpose of discussing these issues is not to argue against post-
growth. We wholly accept this position as our starting point but stress
that we need to better understand the ways in which wellbeing may cur-
rently be intertwined with economic growth and (welfare state) institu-
tions which support growth, all of which are closely coupled to market
capitalism. We hope this will provide insights into required social and
institutional changes to decouple wellbeing and growth. For instance,
there is some evidence that greater social equality contributes positively to
several dimensions of wellbeing, including health, social capital and trust
(Wilkinson and Pickett 2009), and it is plausible that it could minimise
possible negative effects of economic contraction on people’s wellbeing.
This is one of the reasons why several authors have emphasised that post-
growth would need to be framed by more redistributive institutions to
maintain or even improve wellbeing (e.g. Schneider et al. 2010).

One of the hotly debated questions in this context is whether the
institutional changes that are required to support the transition to a low-
carbon postgrowth economy can be achieved within current systems of
global market capitalism or whether all of the necessary changes taken
together would generate a qualitatively different system. This question
cannot be answered categorically, and to some extent, it will depend
on the definition of market capitalism that is applied. However, since
it is crucial to understand the various ways in which the generation of
wellbeing is embedded in existing socio-economic systems, Chap. 2
of this book traces the relationship between the emergence of the cur-
rent growth paradigm and the development of capitalism. It will show
that economic growth is a fairly recent phenomenon which is inherently
linked to the emergence of capitalism in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. The chapter also discusses some of the sources of the con-
temporary crisis of market capitalism and how these may undermine the
prospects for future growth.


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59903-8_2
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Chapter 3 turns to the discussion of the evolution of welfare states in
Western capitalism—one of the (bundles of) institutions that have become
so relevant for supporting many aspects of people’s wellbeing. This chap-
ter demonstrates the close links between market capitalism, economic
growth and welfare state development which has important repercussions
for debates about postgrowth. It also asks whether there is a relationship
between welfare state development and environmental protection—which
will be fundamental for wellbeing in the long term. However, it concludes
that environmental destruction remains primarily driven by GDP growth
and that welfare institutions have done little to change this relationship.

Chapter 4 provides a brief summary of arguments against growth.
It shows that these debates go far beyond a criticism of GDP as a meas-
ure of welfare by highlighting the problematic ecological and social
consequences of growth. It also argues that the more recent discus-
sion about limits to growth has moved away from a focus on resource,
especially fossil fuel, limitations. Instead, concerns about overshoot-
ing a range of “planetary boundaries” (Rockstrom et al. 2009), espe-
cially potentially catastrophic and irreversible effects of climate change,
have become more important for thinking about limits to growth, as it
is already affecting people’s wellbeing and will fundamentally undermine
it in the long run if left unchecked. In the final part of this chapter, we
introduce ideas of postgrowth which have emerged from growth-critical
debates. Here, we provide an overview of different positions within this
field by distinguishing system-reform, anti-capitalist and alternative-open
approaches which differ in relation to the ways in which they criticise
growth and consider the relationship between capitalism and growth,
and the visions they put forward for postgrowth societies.

Chapter 5 reviews in more depth the discussion about the relationship
between postgrowth and wellbeing. After providing a brief overview of
different wellbeing concepts and measurements, it presents and critically
discusses the main arguments that have been made in the postgrowth
literature regarding the capacity of postgrowth economies to maintain
or even improve present levels of wellbeing. This involves a discussion
about the concepts of wellbeing that have been applied in the debate
so far, as well as a review of the evidence on the relationships between
economic growth and contraction on the one hand and subjective and
objective wellbeing outcomes on the other. The chapter argues that the
concept of basic human needs deserves more attention in this debate as it
is compatible with postgrowth frameworks.


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59903-8_3
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Chapter 6 proposes that social practices theory is a useful lens
for conceptualising possible wellbeing implications of postgrowth.
Highlighting the interdependency of structure and agency in the gen-
eration of wellbeing, this chapter reflects on the ways in which different
social dimensions—e.g. resources, institutions and discourses—interact
in generating wellbeing at individual and social levels and the roles that
stability and change play within these processes. This is relevant because
at a more general level, the transition to sustainable postgrowth will
need to involve very profound and rapid social changes, often of various
social structures in parallel. An important question emerging from this is
whether the various social structures that are currently organised around
market capitalism and its inherent power structures can change rapidly
enough and at similar speeds to avoid deteriorations of wellbeing, includ-
ing the important role of cultural change.

Chapter 7 takes the debate back to a more concrete level and asks
which kinds of institutions could support wellbeing in the context
of sustainable postgrowth, especially in periods of far-reaching social
change. We start with a discussion of core principles for the achieve-
ment of an SEE that are being discussed in ecological economics—
including a sustainable scale of material throughput and social equality,
followed by considerations of the role of spatial scales—the require-
ment to share and coordinate responsibility for transitions towards post-
growth across global, national, regional and local levels, as well as of
a range of more fine-grained policy proposals that have been made to
support wellbeing under postgrowth, focusing on macroeconomic steer-
ing, inequality /redistribution, minimum and maximum incomes, carbon
rationing, consumption, working time reduction, work-life balance as
well as population,/migration.
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CHAPTER 2

Capitalist Development and the Growth
Paradigm

Abstract This chapter traces the relationship between the emergence
of the current growth paradigm and the development of capitalism. It
argues that economic growth is a fairly recent phenomenon which is
inherently linked to the emergence of capitalism in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. It argues that economic growth in capitalism is
inevitable, since this economic system is oriented towards unlimited and
short-term valorisation, quantitative and geographic expansion, circu-
larity and reversibility. This monetary or “exchange value” aspect of the
capitalist economy is in later chapters contrasted with the principles that
guide the ecological system (the “use-value” aspect), involving stable and
sustainable matter and energy transformations and throughputs as well as
irreversibility.

Keywords Capitalism - Growth - Profit motive - Stagnation

According to environmental historian McNeill (2000: 236), the “over-
arching priority of economic growth was easily the most important idea
of the twentieth century”. And today, in the early twenty-first century,
what Herman Daly (1972) first called the “growth paradigm” is almost
universally accepted. This paradigm presupposes that economic growth
is “good, imperative, essentially limitless, and the principal remedy for
a litany of social problems” (Dale 2012a). The predominant approach
in economics, the neoclassical perspective, tends to identify prosperity
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with not merely wealth but growing wealth (Soper and Emmelin 2016).
It views economics as a repetitive cycle linking money and commodi-
ties as well as households and companies. A “return to capital” basically
means that the original capital spent, augmented by a surplus, returns
to its owner, and the process of capital valorisation starts over again on
a greater scale. The production of goods and services is analysed from
the standpoint of growth of monetary value, which is seen as indefinite,
while the roles played by energy and natural resources in this produc-
tion are sidelined. Hence, the economy is conceptualised as if it were a
closed system, within which flows of services and goods are compensated
by financial flows in the opposite direction and whose coherence is guar-
anteed by the link of exchange alone, while use values, matter, energy
and nature in general are treated as if they were infinite. However, eco-
nomics has not always been regarded as synonymous with a science of
prices, exchange value and monetary growth. In this chapter, we trace
the development of the “growth paradigm” by focusing on its parallel
development with capitalism. How did the notion of economic growth
emerge and under what socio-economic conditions did it become
hegemonic? What are the prospects for future growth?

EcoNnoMic GROWTH IN THE PRE-CAPITALIST WORLD

Angus Maddison (2007) empirically demonstrates that before the 1820s,
when economic growth started to accelerate in the context of the indus-
trial revolution, global economic activity had been characterised by peri-
odic swings, but expanded by an average of 0.05% annually only, and this
was largely due to a slow increase in populations. Ancient civilisations
knew commitments to the accumulation of wealth, especially the expan-
sion of territory and riches earmarked for particular purposes such as the
building of palaces or pyramids. The “impulse to acquisition, pursuit of
gain, of money, of the greatest possible amount of money” has, as Max
Weber (1958: xxxi—xxxii) famously pointed out, “in itself nothing to do
with capitalism” and “exists and has existed among waiters, physicians,
coachmen, artists, prostitutes, dishonest officials, soldiers, nobles, crusad-
ers, gamblers and beggars”. While, hence, unlimited greed for gain is “not
in the least identical with capitalism”, the “pursuit of profit”, and particu-
larly that of “forever renewed profit, by means of continuous, rational,
capitalist enterprise” (ibid.) indeed is. In feudal societies, by contrast, the
pursuit of profit for its own sake tended to be seen as deviating from the
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norm. In medieval Europe, for example, economic interests tended to be
subordinate to what Weber (1958) referred to as “salvation” (Fig. 2.1).

In the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England, the societal
respectability for the pursuit of “forever renewed profit” (Weber) grew,
and this was reflected in increasingly liberal trade regulations. However,
the concern of mercantilists was “not growth in production for use but
the increase in products for sale” (Dale 2012a) with the expansion of
exports becoming a “state-supported imperative”. Not growth per se
was the goal but the “enrichment of the state. ... Acquisition was what
mattered, not production or consumption” (Dale 2012a). In the pre-
capitalist world, most economic activity—agrarian labour—and time fol-
lowed daily and seasonal solar cycles. Mark Elchardus (2011: 15) recalls
that before the introductions of the Gregorian calendar by Pope Gregory
XIII, which corrected some deficiencies of the Julian calendar and stand-
ardised time in the Christian world, and, specifically, the Greenwich
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Mean Time, most localitiecs had a local time or a mean local time, based
on the sun. This meant “that in general every difference of 20 km in the
east-west direction corresponded to a time difference of about 3 min-
utes”. The standardisation of time went hand in hand with the spatial
unification of capitalist markets and, specifically, the development of
transport, particularly railroads and shipping. In 1875 representatives of
the railroads and shipping interests proposed to unify the world in one
time reckoning system: “using one reference point and creating zones
that differed in full hours from that reference point” (Elchardus 2011:
15). Once the Greenwich Mean Time had been adopted as the interna-
tional standard in 1885, time could “appear as an abstract continuum,
uniform, linear and measurable” (Dale 2012a).

Political economists of the pre-industrial period did not conceive
growth in abstract, quantifiable terms, or as a principle policy goal for
governments. The economy was instead presented as processes that fol-
low a natural rhythm. In the Physiocratic system, the wealth of nations
was derived solely from the value of land and the entire economic pro-
cess was understood through focusing on the productivity of agri-
culture that was seen as the only kind of work that created value and
surplus (Cleveland 1999: 127). In his Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith
(1993) was the first political economist to suggest a direct link between
a nation’s welfare and the amounts of goods and services produced. To
support this, he encouraged free trade that would advance the division of
labour which, in turn, would lead to further specialisation. While, hence,
“Smith did more than anyone to elaborate a conception of economic
growth as natural, self-reinforcing, and an unqualified good” (Dale
2012a), this advocacy of self-sustaining growth was somewhat tempered
due to his consideration of countervailing tendencies such as height-
ened competition amongst large companies that would result in declin-
ing profit rates. David Ricardo was first to conceptualise the economy
as a separate sphere with respect to politics. Like Smith, he assumed a
long-term tendency of diminishing returns and growth rates due to an
increasingly competitive context, but, unlike Smith, Ricardo argued that
this could be postponed to “the ‘almost indefinite future’” (cited in Dale
2015) by technical progress, forcign trade and the exploitation of over-
seas’ resources.

In his Principles of Political Economy, and particularly with the notion
of a “stationary state”, John Stuart Mill likewise grapples with the
issue of diminishing returns. As growth rates decrease, a “stationary
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economy”—one that does not grow further in monetary terms—would
be the inevitable result: “It must always have been seen, more or less dis-
tinctly, by political economists, that the increase of wealth is not bound-
less: that at the end of what they term the progressive state lies the
stationary state” (Mill 1848: 514). Mill was bold in predicting, in the
mid-nineteenth century, that the “richest and most prosperous countries
would very soon attain the stationary state, if no further improvements
were made in the productive arts, and if there was a suspension of the
overflow of capital into the uncultivated or ill-cultivated regions of the
carth ...” (1848: 514). In contrast to Smith, who considered a stationary
state a “dull” affair (cited in Dale 2012b: 865), Mill thought that falling
profit rates would have a positive effect. Distinguishing between a sta-
tionary state of the economy and a “stationary state of human improve-
ment”, he argued that there would be “as much scope as ever for all
kinds of mental culture, and moral and social progress; as much room
for improving the Art of Living, and much more likelihood of its being
improved, when minds ceased to be engrossed by the art of getting on”
(Mill 1848: 515).

Gareth Dale’s recent reconstruction of classical political economists
and their respective contributions towards understanding environmen-
tal issues in the context of capitalist development and economic growth
is of great merit given that Mill’s “stationary state” became a common
point of reference in present ecological economics, particularly in Daly
(1972; 2011), Jackson (2009) and a range of degrowth texts (Chap. 4).
Though Mill goes some way in explaining the growth imperative in capi-
talist society, Dale (2012b: 437) demonstrates that Mill gives “unquali-
fied support to its basic institutions—wage labour, market exchange, and
private property in the means of production—as well as to /laissez fuire
and free trade”. There is indeed a tension between Mill’s support of a
stationary state, on the one hand, and of an unfettered capitalism, on
the other. The failure to link the two largely contributes to the “deter-
minism” (Dale) from which Mill’s projected falling rate of profits suffers.
He therefore ends up not systematically considering what Marx called
“countervailing tendencies” for the profit rate to fall, chiefly the inter-
mediating and growth-promoting effects of technical and spatial fixes
as well as the expansion of foreign trade. And instead of exploring “the
participatory-democratic possibilities that a stationary state might afford”
(Dale 2012b: 438), Mill promoted a number of authoritarian meas-
ures to enforce population control including the separation of spouses
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in work houses and the support for legislation forbidding marriage unless
the parties could provide the means for supporting a household.

GrROWTH AS CAPITAL ACCUMULATION: KARL MARX

By contrast to his classical political economy predecessors, Karl Marx
witnessed a more developed capitalism, where the industrial revolu-
tion had dramatically raised labour productivity and most labour prod-
ucts had taken the form of commodities, that is, they were produced
for exchange on markets. Marx develops the notion of the structural
imperative of capitalist economies to expand in scale and grow in mon-
etary terms from the logic of exchange relations and, specifically, the
money form (Marx 1961: 94-142). He compares two kinds of exchange
or “metamorphoses” of commodity and money. In the first one—
commodity—-money—commodity—the purpose of the exchange is quali-
tative. A holder of a commodity exchanges it for its money equivalent;
then, he or she buys another commodity for his or her own use: “selling
in order to buy” (Marx 1961: 147). In this exchange, the role of money
is that of a measure and store of value as well as that of a legal tender.
Then, Marx (1961: 130) argues that with the “very earliest development
of the circulation of commodities, there is also developed the necessity,
and the passionate desire, to hold fast the product of the first meta-
morphosis”: money serves here as the general and ultimate expression
of the wealth available in a society or as capital that potentially leads to
profit and bears interest. The purpose of the second metamorphosis—
money—commodity-money—can only be a quantitative one, since there
is no qualitative difference between its origin and result: the production
of more money compared to the original amount.

According to Marx, profits can be made due to the fact that a com-
modity is available for sale that has the use value of creating exchange
value and can be used longer than the time period that represents the
cost of its own reproduction: labour power. In the capitalist mode of
production, producers—as wage-earners—are largely separated from
their means of subsistence and production and have no alternative but
to offer the only commodity at their disposal on “labour markets”.
Likewise, the other “factors of production”—land, raw materials, fuels,
auxiliaries, etc.—can be purchased on separate markets as “fictitious
commodities” (Polanyi 1944), and it is only through the intermediation
of employers, who hold the necessary capital, that the various elements
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of the production process come together. For capitalist production, all
that matters is that these factors and the ingredients of material produc-
tion are separately available for purchase and in forms that can be com-
bined in the production process of capital.!

Marx (1961: 312-321) discusses the tendency of capitalist economies
to expand in scale—and thereby the “growth imperative”—when analys-
ing the production of “relative surplus value”. The profitability of a com-
pany can not only be improved by increasing the working hours of the
wage-earners (“absolute surplus value”) but also by shortening the part
of their working day that is necessary for the workers’ physical and social
reproduction. Marx explains a reduction in the price of labour power
through increases in productivity in those branches of production that
are part of the consumption patterns of the wage-earners. However, he
also stresses that the realisation of such a relative surplus value will face
an immanent contradiction: individual owners of capital are permanently
motivated to optimise the technological and organisational basis of the
work process in order to be one step ahead of their competitors. This is
normally carried out by a substitution of workers by machinery or by an
improved organisation of the internal division of labour. The employers
whose productivity level is above average can thus achieve extra profit
since they are able to sell their commodities at prices below the normal
level.

Yet such an improvement of production methods tends towards
generalisation, and the extra profit moves towards zero, since compet-
ing companies have no choice but to copy the new methods or even to
improve upon them. As the new productivity level gradually becomes the
new social standard, a given quantity of commodities is now produced
with less labour effort than previously—and the price of a single com-
modity decreases as a result. Marx concludes that, on the one hand, the
rate of surplus of the employed workers increases (because of higher
volumes of sales per worker); on the other hand, however, the absolute
volume or mass of surplus value (and, other conditions being equal, the
mass of profit) decreases since fewer workers are needed to produce a
given amount of commodities than before. In order to keep the vol-
ume of profit stable, despite this dilemma, there is no alternative but to
expand the overall scale of production through the reinvestment of pre-
vious profit, in other words “accumulation” of capital.

Marx was aware of the structural tensions that exist in an economy
geared towards growth of money as a homogenous material entity
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and the general principles of the work process based on heterogeneity of
its natural and material ingredients the combination of which is bound up
with rearrangements of energy and matter (Burkett 1999; Koch 2012).
Using the historical example of England, he discussed the advancement
of the division of labour and how the work process became successively
independent from the individual skills of workers through the system-
atic application of natural forces and the natural sciences. The Industrial
Revolution introduced tools and machinery that reduced the role of
many individual workers to that of an “appendage”. Once the work pro-
cess had an industrial foundation, the subjugation of nature under capital
became more complete. Expanding scales of production and economic
growth coincided with greater amounts of throughput of raw materials
and auxiliary substances, especially in the form of fossil fuels as well as
of available energy. Rising demand for raw materials and available energy
normally leads to rising prices, for example, for crude oil, creating incen-
tives for individual companies to recycle and to use a given quantity of
materials or fuels in more efficient ways (Marx 2006, Chap. 5).

Yet progress in the efficiency of raw and auxiliary materials does not
fundamentally alter the link between the expansion of the scale of pro-
duction and the increase in the material and energy throughput, a phe-
nomenon that had been observed by William Stanley Jevons (1865).
According to the “Jevons paradox”, greater efficiency in the use of a fos-
sil energy source such as coal or oil leads to an increase in demand—
not to a decrease—and in fact constitutes a necessary precondition for
further capital expansion and economic growth (see also Chap. 4). The
second and third volumes of Capital reflect the fact that capital does
exist not only in its productive, that is, value-producing, form but also in
unproductive forms, as money and commodity capital. While alternating
between these three forms, competition forces individual companies to
reduce the two unproductive functions of the capital cycle and, hence, to
speed up the overall turnover process as much as possible. Hence, while
the matter and energy transformation processes associated with all work
processes have an irreversible and linear character, the structural impera-
tive towards increasingly rapid turnover cycles is characterised by “time-
space compression” (Harvey 1990) and a tendency towards temporal
and geographic “simultaneity”.

Marx’s Critique of Political Economy not only provides a theory of the
structural imperative of capitalist economies to expand in scale and grow
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in monetary terms, it also demonstrates how the economic categories
and social relations are reflected in actors’ minds. The historically spe-
cific mode of transfer of surplus labour and its social genesis—specifically
the fact that the appropriation of past unpaid labour is the prerequisite
for the appropriation of further unpaid labour on an increasing scale—
is hidden by a range of mystifications as a result of which the capitalist
mode of production appears as the natural and eternal way of organising
“the” economy. Due to the wage form, all labour seems to be paid so
that profit in its various forms seems to result from other sources than
surplus labour. The “topsy-turvy world” of the “trinitary form” (Marx
2006), where wage labour contributes to societal wealth on the same
footing and in functional harmony with profits and rent is the structural
context for the widespread idea that economic growth is beneficial to
all—including to those who contribute to it through work. The cor-
ollary is the meritocratic illusion that the more one works, the greater
one’s share in societal wealth will be. In fact, from the common per-
spective of commodity—money transactions, own work seems to be the
only possibility of becoming a commodity owner in the first place. Core
societal values and orientations such as “achievement”, “upward mobil-
ity” and “social position as result of own work and merits”, which are of
crucial significance for the maintenance of the growth paradigm, have
their structural basis in the specifically historical features of the capitalist
production and accumulation process that present themselves as natural
features of economic activity.

THE TWENTIETH AND EARLY TWENTY-FIRST CENTURIES

The OECD proclaims that for “a good portion of the twentieth century
there was an implicit assumption that economic growth was synonymous
with progress: an assumption that a growing Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) meant life must be getting better” (OECD 2008, cover text). In
the course of the nineteenth century, the reduction of concrete use val-
ues, matter and energy to abstract numbers and monetary magnitudes
had begun to become a salient feature of economic life. In the early
twentieth century, this development reached a new level, when, in 1932,
the US Congress commissioned the economist Simon Kuznets to devise
a means by which to measure the nation’s output. This resulted in Gross
National Product (GNP), a measure that estimated the market value of
all final goods and services produced within a country per year, including
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the costs of government services. After the Second World War, GNP was
turned into an official measure of economic policy in the USA. In 1953,
the United Nations issued its international standards for a system of
national accounts. In 1991, after the collapse of the Soviet Union which
had used “net material product”, which included physical goods but
excluded services, as measure of economic progress, GNP was replaced
by GDP. “With GNP, the earnings of a multinational company are attrib-
uted to the country where the company is owned, and where the profits
end up. With GDP, on the other hand, the profits are attributed to the
country where the factory is located and resource extraction occurs, even
if the profits leave the country” (O’Neill 2013: 104).

Focusing on monetary flows, GDP does not distinguish between
“good” and “bad” economic activities. While the purchases of beer,
bicycles and cars as well as government investments in education contrib-
ute to GDP, it excludes various social practices relevant to human well-
being including voluntary work and unpaid housework but also illegal
transactions or environmental damages (see, for more details, Chap. 4).
Despite these anomalies, GDP came to be seen as a proxy for the profit-
ability of national economies and a sort of magic potion to cure all kinds
of social problems during the so-called golden age of capitalism (1950-
1975). For the USA, Dale (2012a) reports that in 1958 Henry Kissinger
chaired a panel of economists representing large corporations and major
universities. It produced a book called The Key Importance of Growth to
Achieve National Goals, which identified “growth as the solution to the
continual pressure of competing claims on national income (the arms
race, public infrastructure, education, etc.)”. Not only would economic
growth bring “‘dignity, freedom, and purpose’” (cited in Dale 2012a),
but also expand the opportunities in combating poverty, economic hard-
ship and poor health and in improving the educational system.

The regulation approach refers to the predominant growth strategy
of this “golden” period as “Fordism” (Boyer and Saillard 2002; Koch
2006, 2012), a label that alludes to the division of labour in Henry
Ford’s automobile factory first used by Antonio Gramsci (1971). This
growth model was characterised by a parallel restructuring of both the
technological and organisational basis of the production process and the
lifestyles and consumption patterns of wage-earners. It took the form of
a compromise or exchange between management and organised labour:
Wage-earners could benefit from productivity gains via wage increases,
shortening of labour hours and the establishment and expansion
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of welfare services (Chap. 3). In return, trade unions accepted “scien-
tific”, that is Taylorist, management methods involving a clear distinction
between conception and execution, production and sales, marketing and
finance, where manual workers’ function was largely reduced to simple
and repetitive tasks within the work process, while skills, control assets
and qualifications were increasingly concentrated within the planning
department.

Originating in the USA, where the wartime experience of ending
the depression seemed to justify the continuation of the “grand coali-
tion” of government and business to prevent the recurrence of crises and
to maintain economic growth (Agnew 1987), the new growth strategy
began to be applied in Western Europe with the help of special economic
recovery programmes such as the Marshall Plan launched in 1949. One
favourable condition of the post-war period for economic growth to pick
up was the fact that producers could count on a quasi-“infinite” demand
for mass-produced goods such as automobiles and household appliances
such as televisions and washing machines. Unlike the 1930s, when sol-
vent consumers were scarce, during the era of post-war reconstruction,
there was stable and expanding demand for both consumer goods and
the means of production to build them. Since most Western European
households did not yet own durable goods such as household appliances,
mass production could become the technological basis for their speedy
generalisation. The turnover of fixed capital was accelerated by the con-
tinuing increase in the number of products, which reduced the costs of
one single product. Profits were supported by consumer demand, based
on increasing real wages, which were usually determined by collective
agreements and tied to expected growth in productivity. The result was
unprecedentedly fast growth rates of GDP and productivity during the
1950-1973 period (Koch 2013: 33).

In the course of the 1970s, the Fordist growth strategy went into
crisis.> Compared to the 1950s and 1960s, labour productivity and
GDP growth fell in all countries on both sides of the Atlantic from lev-
cls of between 4 and 5% to around 1% in the 2000s (Koch 2013: 33).
To understand how the crisis of Fordism was overcome and how a new
period of capitalist growth was initiated, a number of scholars focus on
the notion and process of the “financialisation” of socio-economic rela-
tions (Boyer 2000; Stockhammer 2008; Krugman 2009, Stiglitz 2010;
Koch 2012). The term covers a range of phenomena including the
deregulation of the financial sector and the liberalisation of international
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capital flows, with a corresponding increased instability in currency
markets. It further reflects significant increases in financial transactions
and the proliferation and profitability of new financial instruments such
as hedge funds. The priority within companies’ competitive strategies
moves from investments in the real economy towards greater impor-
tance of financial profits, financial markets and foreign investment. In
relation to consumption, wages and salaries continue to be essential for
the demand generated by wage-earners, but they are increasingly com-
plemented by loans (Boyer 2000), especially via mortgage-based borrow-
ing. The decrease in real wages and the corresponding fall in spending
power of wage-earners are partly compensated by the increase in the
access of the wage-earning class to consumer loans. Money is issued pri-
marily as debt, and it is now commonly held that, even more so than
under Fordism, the economy as a whole needs to continue to grow so
that debtors can service the growing volume of interest on the debt.
Productive investment expenditures tend to be slow due to share-
holder-value orientation and the general focus on financial profit. Such
investment becomes more risky and is carried out under the impera-
tive of sustaining higher profit rates than those achievable by financial
investment. Generally, the hierarchy of institutional forms changes from
a “management—labour balance” to a “management-shareholder bal-
ance” (Stockhammer 2008: 191). Last but not least, the cancellation of
the Fordist compromise and its replacement by a finance-driven regime
is not viewed as an exogenous shock to economies by most politi-
cal economists but as the “outcome of particular policy arrangements”
(Stockhammer 2008: 187). The overwhelming majority of countries
introduced reforms that facilitated rather than complicated foreign and
particularly financial investment since 1992 (UNCTAD 2009; Koch
2012:97).

Under these new regulatory and institutional conditions, the con-
tinued search for growth is confronted with a range of “headwinds”
(Gordon 2012) that include the interplay of globalisation and modern
technology, which “accelerates the process of catching up of the emerg-
ing markets and the downward pressures on wages and real incomes in
the advanced nations” (ibid.: 20), energy and environmental issues, par-
tially as results of the emerging markets, problems deriving from the ris-
ing cost and declining quality of education, environmental regulation,
demographic trends such as the ageing of the population in Western
societies, rising tax burdens as well as massive consumer and government
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debt, which have been used to justify and impose austerity measures
on whole countries such as Greece. Fuelled by consumption and gov-
ernment debt, consumption grew faster than real GDP over the last
40 years. However, Gordon (2012: 20) reckons that over a “substantial
number of years in the future consumption must grow more slowly than
production”. Gordon predicts that “future growth in real GDP per cap-
ita will be slower than in any extended period since the late nineteenth
century, and growth in real consumption per capita for the bottom 99%
of the income distribution will be even slower than that” (Gordon 2012:
2). If, conversely, just 1% benefit from recent economic development, it
is difficult to see which societal strata are supposed to carry the next eco-
nomic upswing required for new growth.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has reviewed the socio-economic processes during which
economic growth and the “growth paradigm” have become universal.
While economic growth did not play any major role prior to the indus-
trial revolution, the imperative for the economy to expand is inherent to
more developed capitalism and anchored in its social relations and cor-
responding mindsets. In the most recent decades, economic growth was
accompanied by an unbalancing between “real” and financial economy,
unprecedented private and public debt, massively rising inequalities as
well as an exacerbating ecological crisis (Chap. 4), which together have
the potential of severely undermining the structural prospects for further
growth. While the growth period that began in 1820 may be coming
to a close, the growth period of the post-war decades took the form of
a parallel advancement of profits and wages, and this was the structural
precondition for the introduction and expansion of various welfare sys-
tems to which we turn next.

NOTES

1. Moore (2015) refers to the structural preconditions necessary for long-
term capital accumulation in terms of “four cheaps”: labour power, food,
energy and raw materials.

2. Cirisis factors included the exhaustion of the productivity growth potentials
of “scientific” management strategies, limits to product standardisation,
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changes in product demand structures and in the international regulation
of Fordism as well as an increased questioning of Fordism’s male-bread-
winner-based mode of societalisation and its fossil energy regime (Koch
2012; Biceling et al. 2016).
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CHAPTER 3

Growth and the Welfare State
as We Know It

Abstract This chapter turns to the discussion of the evolution of welfare
states in Western capitalism—one of the (bundles of) institutions that
have become so relevant for supporting many aspects of people’s well-
being. It demonstrates the close interdependencies between growth and
the welfare state. Economic growth, especially after World War 11, freed
up resources to finance welfare states and facilitate greater “social peace”.
Welfare state finances depend on a growth-generating economy to be
sustained since taxes and social security contributions rise and fall with
economic up- and downturns. The chapter also reviews the relationship
between welfare regimes and environmental protection but finds that
growth remains to be the main driver of environmental impacts.

Keywords Welfare state - Welfare regimes - Growth - Environmental
policies

Chapter 2 demonstrated that in the post-war period, growth in pro-
ductivity and GDP was associated with the achievement of economies
of scale. This was a prerequisite for the simultaneous and proportion-
ate development of production and consumption. Higher productivity
decreased the percentage of wages of total employers’ costs, while the
real wages of workers increased at the same time because of falling prices.
Employment was able to grow since the total volume of capital rose by
a greater proportion than the increase in the number of workers made
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redundant due to productivity gains in the work process. The cheapen-
ing of industrial products raised the purchasing power of wage labour-
ers, so that both employers’ profits and employees’ real wages increased.
The state benefited from this favourable situation and used its grow-
ing income from taxation for the expansion of welfare systems, which,
amongst other things, guaranteed a minimum standard of living for
those who did not participate in the labour market. This chapter first
discusses the role of the state in producing economic growth in capital-
ist societies. It then focuses on the welfare state and welfare “regimes”
and raises the issues of how these are linked to the pursuit of economic
growth as well as how they typically perform in terms of inequality and
the environment. Finally, we refer to current rescaling and recalibra-
tion trends within real-existing welfare states and ask, in anticipation of
Chap. 7, what it would take to make welfare (systems) sustainable.

THE STATE AND THE PURSUIT OF GROWTH IN CAPITALIST
SOCIETIES

In order to exchange goods as commodities, individuals must “recog-
nize one another reciprocally as proprietors” (Marx 1973: 243). This
includes a “juridicial moment” since exchange relations are only possi-
ble if the acting individuals are not prevented from entering them, for
example, by feudal rule. Since the use of force is equally not a legal or
legitimate course of action, the respect of the principle of equivalence in
exchange relations depends on a formally independent institution that
guarantees the legal and economic independence of the owners of com-
modities: their equality, legal security and protection. In the case of an
advanced division of labour, this guarantee cannot be ensured in accord-
ance with common law but must be institutionalised through an inde-
pendent third party that, above all, monopolises the legitimate use of
physical force (Weber 1991): the modern state. Hence, under the rule of
law, an important role of the state in capitalist development is to guaran-
tee private property, the principle of equivalence and the legal security of
economic subjects.

Exchange relations, however, are not reduced to the swapping of use
values. They also reproduce social relationships, which involve power
asymmetries and social inequalities. The latter originate in different
societal domains and take the form of class, race, religion, linguistic or
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gender characteristics. In a social structure based on a dynamic plurality
of exploitative and exclusionary relationships (Koch 2006: 13-16), the
state is the main location for the political regulation of conflicts and for
the maintenance of social order (Offe 1984). Since, without state regula-
tion, such a society would disintegrate, a further general role of the state
is that of an arbiter to maintain a minimum of social cohesion and, at the
same time, to legitimise remaining inequalities. In doing so, the state has
an indispensable capability of temporarily harmonising conflicting group
interests and creating consensus. A key issue here is the degree and the
kind of commodification of socio-economic relations. It is far from being
taken for granted and indeed a controversial matter what kind of private
and social services and use values should take commodity form and be
traded on markets which states often have to regulate. Child- and old-
age care, education, the regulation of prostitution as well as of carbon
emissions are prominent examples for this conflict. The state appears
here as an autonomous political sphere, where social classes and groups
represent their interests in indirect and mediated ways. As political par-
ties and interest groups raise variable issues such as religion, age and
the environment, these interests and issues are sometimes in the focus
of government action, only to be superseded by others at later points
in time. Hence, state policies cannot be reduced to the strategic inter-
ests of single actors, but rather develop as a result of the heterogene-
ity and changing dynamic of social forces that influence state institutions
(Poulantzas 1978).

The historical development of markets and capital tends to dissolve
previously isolated communities and to regroup their inhabitants accord-
ing to new spatial-temporal structures. In most parts of Europe in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, these largely followed the borders
of the developing nation-states. Towards the end of the twentieth cen-
tury, however, this particular state territoriality began to be faced with
Europeanisation and internationalisation but also with localisation pro-
cesses that undermined this spatial arrangement. As a consequence,
scholars ceased to presuppose a static concurrence of nation and state and
began to view state spatiality in more dynamic ways. The spatial dimen-
sion of state regulation is subject to rescaling processes in the course of
which new, multi-scalar structures of state organisation, political author-
ity and socio-economic regulation emerge (Koch 2008; Kazepov 2010).
State institutions are central in what Brenner (2004: 453) describes
as attempts of “spatial targeting”: to “enhance territorially specific
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locational assets, to accelerate the circulation of capital, to reproduce the
labour force, to address place-specific socio-economic problems and/or
to maintain territorial cohesion”. Similarly, the notion of “spatial-tem-
poral fixes” (Harvey 2003) has been developed to reflect the fact that
particular growth regimes correspond with particular scales of regulation
or spatial boundaries (national, transnational, local) in which structural
coherence is sought. Spatial-temporal fixes are associated with policy
frameworks that target specific jurisdictions, places and scales as focal
points for state regulation in particular periods of time.

WELFARE STATES AND WELFARE REGIMES

Chapter 2 demonstrated that the working class was actively integrated
into the growth project of Fordism via the “management-labour bal-
ance” (Stockhammer 2008). The huge profit rates and real income
increases, which fuelled the enormous economic growth rates in the
period 1950-1975 in most Western countries, were the structural back-
ground for the development of modern welfare states and their vari-
ous departments. Those who for different reasons did not work—for
example the unemployed, sick, pensioners and students—received inde-
pendent incomes, which the state raised via taxation from the primary
incomes of employers and employees and subsequently redistributed to
these groups. Welfare institutions provided not only safety nets against
poverty but also protection against the loss of income in cases of unem-
ployment, illness, disability or old age. Significant progress was achieved
in population health and life expectancy as well as in material living
standards.

If Marx succeeded in demonstrating that in capitalism labour prod-
ucts tend to take the form of commodities—and this includes the labour
power which the majority of people need to sell on labour markets—
Esping-Andersen’s attempt to comparatively analyse real-existing wel-
fare states focused on the kind and extent to which the (welfare) state
“decommodifies” socio-economic relations by providing institutional
protection of workers from total dependence for survival on employ-
ers (Esping-Andersen 1990). Welfare “regimes” take different forms
and vary, above all, in terms of the particular division of labour of pri-
vate and public provision to which different forms and extents of taxa-
tion correspond. In an elaboration of Korpi’s (1983) power resources
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approach, Esping-Andersen argued that the extent and further particu-
lars of decommodification processes depend on the structural strength of
the Left vis-a-vis other political and economic forces. While a weak Left
led to the development of liberal welfare states, especially in the Anglo-
Saxon countries, strong conservative parties led to conservative welfare
states in continental Europe. Finally, relatively strong Left parties sup-
ported the establishment of social-democratic welfare state, especially in
Scandinavia.

These three welfare state types were associated with different patterns
of stratification and the public—private mix of welfare. The “social-dem-
ocratic” countries (for example Sweden and Norway) were characterised
as having the highest degree of universalism in welfare programmes and
offered the greatest redistribution and decommodification potential,
including a weak role of the market in care for children and the elderly
and, consequently, through the lowest degree of stratification; “lib-
eral countries” such as the US, the UK or Ireland represent the lowest
decommodification and the highest stratification potential and a corre-
sponding emphasis on individual responsibility in combination with a
greater welfare role of private agencies, charities, churches, employers
and unions. Here, the primary goal of public welfare is not redistribu-
tion but the restoration of individuals’ and families’ self-sufficiency; in
conservative countries with a Bismarckian welfare tradition (for example
Germany or Switzerland) with medium decommodification and stratifi-
cation state welfare policies, unemployment and pension policies, in par-
ticular, were not designed to redistribute market inequalities but tended
to confirm and reinforce class differences in unemployment and pension
benefits. The conservative welfare regime also tended to reproduce the
traditional “male-breadwinner” model the most.

While different welfare regimes are associated with different results in
terms of stratification and redistribution, there is no clear-cut answer as
to whether certain welfare regimes are more dependent on the provision
of economic growth than others. The further distinction between con-
tribution-based and tax-based funding of welfare programmes appears
to give ground to the argument that while contribution-based systems
may react more directly than tax-based ones to market swings, the lat-
ter are more susceptible to state retrenchment than the former as legisla-
tors can reduce welfare expenditure when tax revenues become scarce.
While an empirical test of such proposals is beyond the scope of the
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present volume, we suggest for the time being that state welfare expendi-
ture in all welfare regimes remains dependent on the capability of taxing
and redistributing the primary incomes of employers and employees—
and hence on economic growth.! State taxing and spending was rela-
tively easy in the post-war era where capital was normally spatially fixed
in specific locations for long time periods and where the outsourcing
of production tasks or entire production sites was much more difficult
than today. As a proxy, (welfare) state revenues could grow with GDPD.
Conversely, welfare states played a significant part in stabilising and pro-
moting growth, for example, through the provision of health insurance
and health care, as well as training and education and most importantly
perhaps through the introduction and expansion of unemployment
insurance and minimum income schemes that contributed to keep up
consumer demand during periods of unemployment.

The overall echo of the Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism was
very positive and long-lasting as a recent review of its reception his-
tory confirms (Emmenegger ctal. 2015). The book has also stimu-
lated “regime” and “typology debates” in various areas including care
(Antonnen and Sipili 1996; Simonazzi 2008), social assistance and
minimum income (Gough et al. 1997), where similarities to and dif-
ficulties of welfare regime typologies have been highlighted. The overall
positive reception is reflected in the fact that later welfare regime typol-
ogies that included greater numbers of countries confirmed rather than
falsified Esping-Andersen’s approach, insofar as they proposed four or
five “worlds of welfare” rather than three, yet with significant over-
lap in the allocation of countries (Arts and Gelissen 2002; Ferragina
and Seeleib-Kaiser 2011). In their influential overview of welfare
regime typologies, Arts and Gelissen point out that the remarkable
degree of theoretical consistency that characterises Esping-Andersen’s
approach would decrease through the adaptation of alternative theo-
retical arguments. However, beyond Esping-Andersen’s classical types
and in relation to Europe, two complementary welfare clusters are
often distinguished to broaden the empirical reach of the comparative
analysis: A “Mediterranean” cluster (e.g. Spain, Portugal and Greece)
that, according to Ferrara (1996), also includes Italy, and a cluster of
“Eastern European” countries, whereby the jury regarding the wel-
fare affiliation of single Eastern European countries is still out (Fenger
2007). Similar debates are ongoing on other parts of the world includ-
ing East Asia (Sung and Pascall 2014).
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WELFARE STATES AND “GREEN” STATES

Most recently, Esping-Andersen’s welfare regime approach has inspired
debates on the so-called green or eco-social state (Gough et al. 2008;
Koch and Fritz 2014) and, in response to the environmental crisis,
between green growth and “no-growth” approaches (Khan and Clark
2016). According to researchers such as Dryzek et al. (2003) and Gough
et al. (2008), social-democratic welfare states are better placed to man-
age the intersection of social and environmental policies than more
liberal market economies and welfare regimes. One reason Dryzek men-
tions is the discourse on “ecological modernisation”, which he regards
as especially widespread in the Nordic countries: the idea that environ-
mental policies can be good for business and that “green growth” pre-
supposes the governance capacities of coordinated markets. Rather than
trusting the invisible hand of the market, social-democratic welfare
regimes would generally make a “conscious and coordinated effort and
regard economic and ecological values as mutually reinforcing” (Gough
ctal. 2008: 334-335). The “contemporary result” would be the “main-
streaming of both environmental and equality concerns” (Gough et al.
2008: 330). Similarly, Meadowcroft (2005) and Gough et al. (2008)
argue that there are a range of linkages between social and environmen-
tal policies which together have the potential of bringing about sustain-
able development.

While there seem to be good theoretical reasons to assume that social-
democratic welfare regimes provide a better institutional basis for the
introduction and development of the “green” dimension of the state
than conservative and, especially, liberal welfare regimes, all mentioned
authors are in agreement that this institutional basis is no guarantee that
green states de facto develop in synergy with the welfare state. In fact, all
mention the possibility of competition, clashes and conflicts between the
two. This possibility is even more emphasised by ecological economists
such as Victor (2008); Jackson (2009) and Daly and Farley (2011), who
question both the synergy hypothesis of the welfare and green dimen-
sion of the state and the “green growth” policy option that follows
from it (Koch 2013). Instead, these authors regard both welfare and
environmental performance of a country primarily as a reflection of its
development in economic terms, that is, of GDP growth. Hence, while
“green growth” and “ecological modernisation” discourses claim that
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the pursuit of economic growth can be made compatible with sustainable
development targets by building on existing (welfare) institutions, post-
growth theories and the mentioned ecological economists would regard
economic growth itself as the problem (see also Chap. 4). Accordingly,
GDP growth would need to be deprioritised in policy making across the
advanced capitalist world—that is, irrespective of welfare affiliation—in
order to allow for efficient environmental policy making and achieve eco-
logical sustainability.

The claim that social-democratic welfare regimes, which are least une-
qual in socio-economic terms, would also perform best in ecological and
climate terms (Gough etal. 2008) and gradually turn into “eco-social
states” could not be verified in comparative empirical research. Instead,
representatives of all welfare regimes—social-democratic, conservative and
liberal—are to be found amongst relatively well, medium and poor per-
forming “green” states (Koch and Fritz 2014). Contradicting the “syn-
ergy hypothesis”, the paradox of the Western welfare state seems to lie in
the fact that the same mechanisms that defuse socio-economic inequalities
ensure the inclusion of an increasing amount of people in environmen-
tally problematic production and consumption practices. While existing
welfare states contribute to the generation of wellbeing, partly due to its
decommodification effect on market mechanisms, this is coupled to the
growth paradigm, thereby complicating the promotion of alternative
wellbeing conceptions and practices. Indeed, rather than welfare regimes,
the level of economic development measured in GDP per capita turned
out to be most responsible for countries’ ecological (under-) perfor-
mance. Such recent comparative empirical results largely confirm previous
studies that fundamentally question “green growth” policy options—the
idea that economic growth can be organised in both socially equitable
and ecologically sustainable ways (Victor 2008; Jackson 2009). In fact, if
welfare goals are to be combined with ecological sustainability, let alone
generalised to all inhabitants of the globe, it is difficult to see how the top
priority of economic growth in policy making can continue.

RECALIBRATION AND RESCALING: TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE
WELFARE STATES?
Recent welfare literature has highlighted recalibration and rescaling

trends of national welfare states as they developed in the postgrowth
circumstances. Both trends should be seen against the background of a
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much changed global political economy where capital is more geographi-
cally mobile than in Fordism and where it has, mainly due to develop-
ments in information and communication technologies, become much
easier to outsource parts of the production process so that planning, pro-
duction and sales of commodities often take place in different parts of the
world. State tax and spend strategies have become accordingly more diffi-
cult, since world locations increasingly compete with each other to attract
Foreign Direct Investment, especially financial capital. Welfare state recal-
tbration trends suggest a transfer or responsibilities from the state to indi-
viduals, markets and the non-profit sector (as well as reorganising welfare
spending priorities within the state). Many Western states have pushed
through welfare reforms that place stronger emphasis on citizens’ duties
and responsibilities. This includes changes in income protection systems
in terms of access, decreasing benefit levels and increasing reliance on
means-tested benefits (Angelin et al. 2014). Individuals are meant to be
financially self-sufficient, and this includes that they rely on other income
sources than the welfare state, including loans from families and finan-
cial markets. The welfare state has largely withdrawn from areas such as
subsidised rental housing and comprehensive education, promoting home
ownership and loan-financed education in the semi-private or private sec-
tor instead. In addition, governments have ceased to fund longer periods
of unemployment and encourage individuals to set up small businesses or
become self-employed. These trends have gone furthest in Anglo-Saxon
countries but are also evident in other welfare systems including the
social-democratic ones (for the Swedish experience, see Koch 2016). The
result is a revised social contract between the individual citizen and the
state, where the post-war balance of entitlements and duties in the provi-
sion of welfare has been transferred so that it is now individual citizens
who are expected to take responsibilities for these welfare concerns—and
to pay for them (Crouch 2009).

Welfare state recalibration trends are accompanied by rescaling pro-
cesses. Core responsibilities of the originally national welfare state have
been delegated upwards to the European level and downwards to local
levels. Many welfare targets such as unemployment or poverty rates for
different social groups are now set at the European level. To meet them,
the European Union (EU) applies the Open Method of Coordination,
an iterative procedure, involving a rolling programme of annual plan-
ning, monitoring, examining and readjusting whereby national wel-
fare policies are put to the test of cross-country comparison, including
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peer-review (Biichs 2007). A range of quantitative benchmarks are being
specified that EU member states are supposed to achieve in National
Reform Programmes. At the same time, many EU member states have
shifted welfare responsibilities downwards to local levels. This is espe-
cially evident in the area of minimum income protection and social assis-
tance (Johansson and Panican 2016).

In a situation where the welfare state “as we know it” is undergo-
ing recalibration and rescaling processes anyway, some researchers have
started to also address environmental issues in this context and ask how
the meaning of welfare changes if we take environmental sustainabil-
ity seriously and how this could be provided at multiple scales (Koch
and Mont 2016). What Langhelle (1999) calls the “sustainability pro-
viso” means a widened scope and changed pattern of welfare provision
and, particularly, of any distributive principle applied. First, one would
need to take into account not only a given (welfare) state constituency
but also non-citizens, even if the governance of a given nation-state
does not formally include temporally and geographically distant people
(Brandstedt and Emmelin 2016). Second, any sustainable welfare provi-
sion would also need to consider that the satisfaction of present needs
and wants must not compromise or undermine the ability of future
generations’ needs satisfaction. This presupposes the recognition of limi-
tations. Third, central to a concept of sustainable welfare is the emphasis
on human needs and universalisability. The main welfare concern is not
the unlimited provision with material riches of the happy few in Western
societies but the satisfaction of basic needs for all humans now and in the
future. We will return to the concept of human need and sustainable wel-
fare in Chaps. 5 and 7.

CONCLUSION

The state plays indispensable roles in capitalist development as well as
in the provision of economic growth and social cohesion. Welfare states
counteract the capitalist dynamic in “decommodifying” social relation-
ships, especially the obligation to sell one’s labour power for a living.
Extent and ways in which this process proceeds, vary from country to
country and according to welfare regimes. However, hopes that social-
democratic welfare regimes would not only be most redistributive but
also best-performing in terms of ecological sustainability could not be
verified in comparative research. Environmental damages such as carbon
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emissions and too large ecological footprints are instead largely associ-
ated with the level of economic development measured as GDP per cap-
ita. Since an embedding of economy and society in environmental limits
is unlikely to happen if the top priority of economic growth in policy
making is upheld, the next chapters will discuss the alternative of provid-
ing welfare and wellbeing in non-growing economies.

NOTE

1. Bailey (2015) discusses the considerable fiscal difficulties that existng wel-
fare state systems would face in the absence of growth.
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CHAPTER 4

Critiques of Growth

Abstract This chapter reviews the debates that highlight the problem-
atic ecological and social consequences of growth. It argues that more
recent limits to growth positions have moved away from a focus on
resource limitations. Instead, concerns about the surpassing of a range
of “planetary boundaries”, especially potentially catastrophic and irre-
versible effects of climate change, have become more important for this
debate, as it is already affecting people’s wellbeing. The final part of this
chapter introduces ideas of postgrowth. It provides an overview of dif-
ferent positions within this field, distinguishing system-reform, anti-cap-
italist and alternative-open approaches which differ in the ways in which
they criticise growth and consider its relationship to growth.

Keywords Limits to growth - Climate change - Planetary boundaries
Resources - Postgrowth

As the previous chapters have shown, economic growth is regarded as a
prime policy aim by policy makers and economists because it is thought
to be essential for reducing poverty and generating rising living standards
and stable levels of employment (Ben-Ami 2010: 19-20). More gener-
ally, support for economic growth is usually intertwined with advocating
social progress based on scientific rationality and reason and hence with
an optimistic view of humans’ ingenuity to solve problems (ibid.: 17, 20,
Chap. 5). Growth criticism thus tends to be portrayed as anti-progress
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and inherently conservative (ibid.: Chap. 8). While it is important
to acknowledge and discuss this view, it needs to be emphasised that
growth criticism is formulated with long-term human welfare in mind
which advocates alternative types of social progress (Barry 1998). This
chapter first outlines ecological and social strands of growth critiques and
then introduces relevant concepts of and positions within the postgrowth
debate.

Ecoroagicar CRITIQUES OF GROWTH

Generally speaking, two types of growth criticism can be distinguished:
the first focuses on limitations of GDP as a measure of economic perfor-
mance; the second goes beyond this by highlighting the inappropriate-
ness of growth as the ultimate goal of economic activity and its negative
implications for environment and society.

Since GDP measures the monetary value of all final goods and ser-
vices in an economy, it excludes the environmental costs generated by
production. For instance, as long as there is no cost associated with emit-
ting greenhouse gases , the cost for the environmental and social damage
following from this is not reflected in GDP figures. Worse even, GDP
increases as a consequence of some types of environmental damage: if
deforestation and timber trade increase or if natural disasters or industrial
accidents require expenditures for clean-up and reconstruction, GDP
figures will rise (Douthwaite 1999: 18; Leipert 1986). Several critics of
GDP as a measure of progress have proposed alternative indicators of
welfare such as the Genuine Progress Indicator, Green GDDPs or other
approaches which factor in environmental costs (see Chap. 5 for more
details), but they do not necessarily object to economic growth being the
primary goal of economic activity (van den Bergh 2011).

In contrast, the idea of ecological limits to growth goes beyond the
critique of GDP as a measure of economic performance. Instead, it
maintains that economic growth should not, and probably cannot, be
the main goal of economic activity because it requires increasing resource
inputs, some of which are non-renewable, and generates wastes, includ-
ing greenhouse gases, that disturb various ecosystems, severely threaten-
ing human and planetary functioning in the short and long term.
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Resources are regarded as non-renewable if they cannot be naturally
replaced at the rate of consumption (Daly and Farley 2011: 75-76).
Examples include fossil fuels, earth minerals and metals, and some
nuclear materials like uranium (Daly and Farley 2011: 77; Meadows
etal. 2004: 87-107). Based on work by Georgescu-Roegen (1971),
many ecological economists also assume that non-renewable resources
cannot be fully recycled because they become degraded in the process
of economic activity. Historically speaking, economic growth is a fairly
recent phenomenon (Fig. 2.1). Since its onset in the late seventeenth
century in Europe and mid-eighteenth century in the US (Gordon
2012), it has gone hand in hand with an exponentially increasing use of
non-renewable resources such as fossil fuels (Fig. 4.1).

While we are not yet close to running out of non-renewable
resources, over time they will become more difficult and hence more
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Fig. 4.1 DProduction of fossil energy in the world from 1800 to 2009. Source
© 2011 Hook M. Fuelling future emissions—Examining fossil fuel produc-
tion outlooks used in climate models. In: Blanco, J. and Kheradmand, H. eds.
Climate change—Research and technology for adaptation and mitigation. In
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expensive to recover. This idea is captured by the concept of “energy
returned on energy invested” (EROEI). In relation to oil for instance,
it has been shown that the easily recoverable fields have been targeted
first and that therefore greater energy (and hence financial) inputs will be
required to produce more oil. Over time, the ratio of energy returned on
energy invested will decrease, reducing the financial incentive to invest
further in the recovery of these non-renewable resources (Dale etal.
2011; Brandt et al. 2015: 2). Relevant to this is also the debate about
peak oil—a concept coined by Shell Oil geologist Marion King Hubbert
in the 1950s—the point at which the rate of global conventional oil pro-
duction reaches its maximum which is expected to take place roughly
once half of global oil reserves have been produced. There is still con-
troversy about whether global peak oil will occur, and if so when, as it is
difficult to predict, or get reliable data on, the rate at which alternative
types of energy will replace oil (if this was to happen fast enough, peak
oil might not be reached, if it has not yet occurred), the size of remain-
ing oil reserves and the future efficiency of oil extraction technologies
(Chapman 2014). However, it is plausible to assume that oil prices will
rise in the long term if conventional oil availability diminishes, while
global demand for oil increases with continuing economic and popula-
tion growth. Since economic growth in the second half of the twentieth
century required increasing inputs of conventional oil, higher oil prices
would have a negative impact on growth unless alternative technologies
are developed that can generate equivalent liquid fuels at lower prices
(Murphy and Hall 2011).

Some scholars have criticised the focus on physical /energy resource
limitations as initially highlighted in the “limits to growth” debate
(Meadows etal. 1972) and state that instead catastrophic climate
change is likely to be a more serious and immanent threat to human-
ity (Schwartzman 2012). The main arguments here are first that much
uncertainty remains about the potential and timing of peak oil, future
availability of other fossil fuels and development of alternative low energy
resources, while the impacts of climate change are already immanent and
may accelerate within the very near future. Second, even if peaks in fossil
fuel production occurred in the near future, remaining resources could
still be exploited to their maximum. However, this would be devastat-
ing from a climate change perspective as, according to the latest IPCC
scenarios, greenhouse gas emissions need to turn net-zero by the sec-
ond half of this century for there to be a good chance to limit global
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warming to 2° Celsius (and ideally, below that) (Anderson and Peters
2016). It is telling that some of the more recent debates about ecological
limits to growth put much more emphasis on environmental impacts of
growth, rather than on peak oil or other resource limitations (Dietz and
O’Neill 2013). Difterently put, limits of sinks, especially to absorb green-
house gases, and to the regeneration of vital ecosystems are now attract-
ing greater concern, compared to limits of resources.

Growing economic production generates increasing pressures on
the environment due to pollution of air, water and soil, the destruc-
tion of natural habitats and landscapes, for instance, through deforest-
ation and the extraction of natural resources. Therefore, growth often
also threatens the regeneration of renewable resources such as healthy
soil, freshwater and forests, as well as the functioning of vital ecosys-
tems and ecosystems services such as the purification of air and water,
water absorption and storage and the related mitigation of droughts
and floods, decomposition and detoxification and absorption of wastes,
pollination and pest control (Meadows etal. 2004: 83-84). Recent
research on planetary boundaries has started to identify thresholds of
environmental pollution or disturbance of a range of ecosystems ser-
vices beyond which the functioning of human life on earth will be
put at risk. Rockstrom and colleagues have identified nine such “plan-
etary boundaries”—“climate change; rate of biodiversity loss (terres-
trial and marine); interference with the nitrogen and phosphorus cycles;
stratospheric ozone depletion; ocean acidification; global freshwa-
ter use; change in land use; chemical pollution; and atmospheric aero-
sol loading” (Rockstrom et al. 2009: 472). They also present evidence
according to which three of these boundaries—climate change, rate of
biodiversity loss and the nitrogen cycle—have already reached their limits
(Rockstrom et al. 2009).

Of those three thresholds, climate change has received most atten-
tion. The 5th Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC 2014) concluded that global temperatures have
risen by an average of 0.85° since the 1880s (while local temperature
increases can be much higher than that) and that the concentration of
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere has reached unprecedented levels
over the last 800,000 years—that of CO, has now reached 405.6 parts
per million (NASA, January 2017, Fig. 4.2), far surpassing the level
of 350 ppm which is considered safe by many scientists (Rockstrom
et al. 2009). The IPCC report also maintained that humans very likely
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Fig. 4.2 Concentration of CO, in the atmosphere. Source NASA, available
from https://climate.nasa.gov/vital-signs /carbon-dioxide /. The CO, levels
have been reconstructed from measures of trapped air in polar cap ice cores

contributed to at least 50% of global warming that occurred since the
1950s (IPCC 2014: 5). A range of climate change impacts can already
be observed, including a 26% increase of ocean acidification since indus-
trialisation; shrinking of glaciers, Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets, as
well as arctic sea ice; and the rise of sea levels of 19 ¢m since 1901. This
is projected to increase by an additional 82 cm by the end of this cen-
tury at current levels of greenhouse gas emissions (ibid.: 13). Climate
change impacts are already felt with increased occurrences of heat waves,
heavy rain fall, increased risk of flooding and impacts on food and water
security in a number of regions around the world. It is projected that
with a rise of 2° of global temperatures, 280 million people worldwide
(with greatest numbers in China, India and Bangladesh) would be
affected by sea level rise, escalating to a projected 627 million people
under a 4° scenario (Strauss et al. 2015: 10).

At the 21st Conference of Parties of the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change in Paris in 2015, representatives agreed
that action should be taken to limit rise of global temperatures to 2° and
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to “pursue efforts” to limit it to 1.5°. This has been adopted by 196
countries, but immense efforts and very radical reductions of greenhouse
gas emissions will be required to comply with the agreement. Even if net
greenhouse gas emissions were reduced to zero, surface temperatures
would remain constant at their increased levels for hundreds of years to
come and climate change impacts such as ocean acidification and rising
sea levels would continue for hundreds or even thousands of years once
global temperatures are stabilised; moreover, a range of climate change
impacts are deemed irreversible (IPCC 2014: 16).

One controversial question in the debate about economic growth
and environmental impacts has been whether growth can be decoupled
from the damage it causes. Important to this debate is the theory of the
Environmental Kuznets Curve which applies Simon Kuznets’ hypoth-
esised inverted u-shaped relationship between economic development
and income inequality to the relationship between economic develop-
ment and environmental degradation. According to this theory, environ-
mental degradation is low in the early phases of economic development,
then rises with increasing development up to a certain point, beyond
which it falls again with advancing development because more resources
can be invested to render production and consumption more efficient
and less polluting. Therefore, this theory suggests that it is possible to
decouple economic growth (measured in GDP) from its environmental
implications.

The counter-argument to this theory is that it does not take into
account the difference between relative and absolute decoupling.
Relative decoupling refers to the environmental impacts generated over
time per unit of economic output, for instance CO, emissions per mil-
lion of USS. In contrast, absolute decoupling would examine aggregate
environmental impact, compared to total economic output over time.
Here it has been argued that while relative decoupling may be possi-
ble as the environmental impact per unit of economic output decreases
over time due to efficiency gains, absolute decoupling is much harder to
achieve while growth continues. Indeed, there is no evidence for abso-
lute decoupling as total environmental impacts, for instance total global
CO, emissions, are still rising with rising global GDP (Jackson 2011:
67-86). This is partly due to rebound effects which we discussed in
Chap. 2: rising consumption because the increase in efficiency has made
it cheaper to produce/consume (Jackson 2011: 67-86; see also Czech
2013: Chap. 8 criticising “green growth”). Furthermore, if decoupling
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is examined at the country level, one would need to take consumption-
based resource use/emissions into account rather than production-
based impacts. Substantial environmental impacts related to everything
that is consumed in rich countries occur in developing countries from
which goods are imported. A focus on production-based environmen-
tal impacts would hence be misleading as it ignores the environmental
impacts that relate to a country’s living standards and that occur outside
of that country.

SociaL CRITIQUES OF GROWTH

Economic growth has not only been criticised from an ecological per-
spective, but also from an individual and social wellbeing point of view.
Here, we can again distinguish a critique of GDP as a measure of well-
being and a wider critique which highlights potential negative conse-
quences of economic growth for human wellbeing.

Several scholars have argued that GDP is an inadequate measure of
prosperity or wellbeing because it only includes market transactions and
ignores activities of the informal economy in households and the vol-
unteering sector which make an important contribution to individual
and social wellbeing (Stiglitz et al. 2011; van den Bergh 2009; Jackson
2011). It also excludes the contribution of certain government services
that are provided for free (Douthwaite 1999: 14; Stiglitz etal. 2011:
23), and the roles of capital stocks and of leisure in generating welfare
(Costanza et al. 2015: 137). Furthermore, all market transactions make
a positive contribution to GDP, regardless of whether expenditures
increase or decrease welfare. Similar to the way in which environmen-
tal costs of growth are either excluded from GDP or even increase it,
expenditures that arise from road accidents, divorces, crime, etc., con-
tribute positively to GDP (ibid.: 133). The focus on market transactions
also means that an increasing marketisation (or “commodification”) of
an economy will be reflected in a rise of GDP, which may or may not
be related to actual “welfare” outcomes (Stiglitz et al. 2011: 49). It also
implies that GDP is an insufficient cross-national comparator for the
quality of life, as it does not take into account the different sizes of the
informal economy across countries (ibid.: 15).

Furthermore, GDP does not indicate how income and consumption
are distributed in society (Stiglitz et al. 2011: 44). This implies that a rise
of GDP can be consistent with a rise of inequality of income and wealth.
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However, if greater inequality has negative impacts on social wellbeing
(Wilkinson and Pickett 2009), this would be masked by rising GDP fig-
ures (Douthwaite 1999: 17).

An even more fundamental criticism of GDP as a measure of wellbe-
ing is that it focuses on the accumulation of money or wealth and thus
on the material aspects of wellbeing. Such a narrow conception of the
goals of economic activity and wellbeing has been criticised early on in
the history of economic thought, e.g. by Aristotle’s distinction between
otkonomin and chrematistics. The latter refers to the accumulation of
wealth and was regarded by him as an “unnatural” activity which did
not contribute to the generation of use value and wellbeing (Cruz et al.
2009: 2021). The argument that wider conceptions of wellbeing and
prosperity are required has also become relevant for contemporary cri-
tiques of economic growth (Jackson 2011; Paech 2013; Schneider et al.
2010) as we will discuss this in more detail in Chap. 5.

ARGUMENTS ABOUT THE PSYCHOLOGICAL AND SocIAL COSTS
OF GROWTH

The broader social critique of economic growth highlights potential
“social limits” to or even negative consequences of economic growth for
individual and collective wellbeing. The term “social limits to growth”
was coined by Fred Hirsch (1976). He argued that the benefits of
growth are initially exclusive to small elites and that these benefits dis-
appear as soon as they spread more widely through mass consumption.
For instance, only few people can own a Rembrandt painting; holiday
destinations are more enjoyable when they are not overrun by hordes of
other tourists; there are only few leadership positions, etc. From this per-
spective, there are “social limits” to the extent to which the benefits of
growth can be socially expanded and equally shared.

Other scholars have expressed concern about individual and collec-
tive social costs of economic growth. First, there is the argument that the
need to keep up with ever-rising living standards and new consumer hab-
its, “keeping up with the Joneses”—a lot of which is seen to be driven
by advertisement and social pressure rather than real needs, for instance
fashionable clothing or gadgets—can generate stress and increase the
occurrence of mental disorders (James 2007; Offer 2006; Kasser 2002).
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Second, it has been argued that economic growth can imply wider
social costs. For instance, with its emphasis on individual gain, mar-
ket relations and competition, and the need that it generates for spatial
mobility (e.g. for successful participation in education and labour mar-
kets), it is feared to undermine moral and social capital and put a strain
on family and community relations, potentially even leading to increas-
ing divorce and crime rates (Douthwaite 1999; Daly and Cobb 1989:
50-51; Hirsch 1976). Social costs of technological development and
industrialisation also include industrial workplace and traffic accidents
and time lost in traffic jams and for commuting (Czech 2013: Chap. 2;
Stiglitz etal. 2011: 24). Technological innovation which arises from
growth can also act as a factor for job losses and increasing job insecurity
(Douthwaite 1999), especially if growth rates are not sufficiently high to
compensate gains in productivity.

It is often assumed that growth will benefit the many because of
assumed “trickle-down” effects which promise to improve the lot of the
poor simply because the “cake” of available wealth is growing. While
progress has been made in reducing extreme global poverty and inequal-
ity (Sala-i-Martin 2006; Rougoor and van Marrewijk 2015), the number
of people living in poverty across the globe remains high.! At the same
time, income inequality in a range of countries has been rising and the
situation of many of the people living in extreme poverty is not improv-
ing which means the fruits of economic growth remain to be unequally
distributed (Collier 2007; Piketty and Saez 2014).

The post-development debate goes even further than that in argu-
ing that not only may growth not have reached the global poor to the
extent that had been predicted by neoclassical economists, but that it
can also have negative impacts on indigenous communities in developing
countries, especially those who rely on local natural resources for their
livelihoods which often suffer exploitation, pollution or even destruc-
tion through the inclusion of local economies into global value chains
(Rahnema and Bawtree 1997).

While the distinction between critiques of growth that focus on its
problematic ecological and social consequences is useful for analytic
purposes, the two dimensions are of course closely linked. Ecological
consequences of growth have the potential to severely impact or even
undermine human wellbeing. Local livelihoods are already affected by
current climate change impacts such as ocean acidification and its impact
on marine organisms, draughts, floods and severe weather events, the
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frequency of which has been rising. Accordingly, it is estimated that crop
and fish yields are already diminishing in several regions (Stern 2015;
IPCC 2014) and that millions of people are already being displaced
and forced to migrate due to climate change and other environmental
impacts (Black et al. 2011). While the overall long-term impacts of cli-
mate change and the surpassing of other planetary boundaries are diffi-
cult to predict, they clearly have the potential to substantially undermine
human wellbeing. Since greenhouse gas emissions are driven by eco-
nomic growth, the development of alternative economic models that do
not depend on growth is urgent since continued growth “threatens to
alter the ability of the Earth to support life” (Daly and Farley 2011: 12).

PosTGROWTH: CONCEPTS AND POSITIONS

Based on growth-critical discourses, numerous scholars have developed
alternative concepts of the economy which aim for long-term environ-
mental and social sustainability. Two main proposals can be identified
here: the first is a steady-state economy (SEE) of constant (but internally
dynamic) stocks of physical capital (artefacts) and population with a con-
stant rate of throughput—the flow of raw materials from the environ-
ment through the economy and back to the environment as waste—that
is sustainable in the long term (Daly and Farley 2011: 55-56). The sec-
ond is degrowth which can be regarded as transitory phase of economic
contraction in wealthy countries whose ecological footprints currently far
exceed sustainable scales. In this book, we use the term “postgrowth” as
an overarching term to capture these two dimensions which are compat-
ible if degrowth is understood as a temporary process of reaching a sus-
tainable steady state (Kerschner 2010).

As mentioned in Chap. 2, the formulation of the idea of an SEE is
often (uncritically) attributed to John Stuart Mill, who referred to it as
“stationary state” (Mill and Laughlin 1884). It is important to stress
here that ecological economists do not regard a steady state as static.
Instead, an SEE is open to development which is defined as “qualitative
change (...) [and] evolution toward an improved but not larger structure
or system” (Daly and Farley 2011: 6).

Underlying the vision of an SEE is the idea that the economy is a sub-
system of the ecosystem, rather than the other way round or of them
being separate systems. This means that the economic system is seen as
dependent on the ecosystem and that economic activity needs to operate
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within certain limits that allow the ecosystem to function and to regen-
erate itself. This is where the definition of the “optimal scale” of the
economy becomes relevant. Daly and Farley (2011: 20-21) provide the
following abstract definition of optimal scale by applying the idea of mar-
ginal cost and utility from neoclassical micro-economics to macroeco-
nomics. Accordingly, the optimal scale for the economy as a whole is the
point where marginal utility from economic activity equals marginal disu-
tility (e.g. pollution)—the economy should not grow beyond this point
and this is the optimal scale at which the SEE should operate.

The invention of the term degrowth (in French—décroissance) in
the early 1970s is often accredited to André Gorz (Kallis et al. 2015:
1). Degrowth supporters argue that a phase of economic contraction is
required in wealthy countries to reach a sustainable scale of production
and consumption. They also emphasise that degrowth is not equivalent
to just shrinking GDP or to economic crisis. Instead, it is meant to be
“planned” and democratically agreed upon processes which create a fun-
damentally different economic systems, centred around sharing, simplic-
ity, care, conviviality and the commons (ibid.: 3).

A range of positions can be identified in the postgrowth debate. They
differ in relation to the ways in which they criticise growth and consider
its relationship to capitalism, and the visions they put forward for post-
growth societies. Broadly, we can distinguish the following positions:
system-reform, anti-capitalist and alternative-open (e.g. Schmelzer 2015;
Adler and Schachtschneider 2010).

System-reform approaches criticise GDP as a measure of economic wel-
fare and social progress and argue it should be replaced with alternative
goals that include social and environmental measures. According to this
position, one can be agnostic about GDP growth once alternative pol-
icy goals have been formulated as growth may or may not contribute to
their achievement. In other words, representatives of this position argue
the focus does not need to be the reduction of GDP growth as long as
a more holistic set of economic, social and environmental goals becomes
the centre of policy making. Furthermore, this position does not rec-
ognise any inherent conflict between capitalism and the achievement of
those alternative social and environmental goals as it does not assume
that capitalism is dependent on GDP growth (Seidl and Zahrnt 2010;
Schneidewind and Zahrnt 2013; van den Bergh 2011; van den Bergh
and Kallis 2012; Stiglitz et al. 2011).
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This position comprises social-democratic and conservative variants
which put different emphasis on the role of the state and social equal-
ity. For instance, while Seidl et al. (2010) and Schneidewind and Zahrnt
(2013) argue for a green-oriented reform of market capitalism through
eco-taxation, sustainable consumption, redistribution of work and green
infrastructure investments, Miegel (2011) takes issue with values of
greed and excess and advocates the deregulation of the welfare state, res-
toration of charitable welfare and self-responsibility as solutions.

The second, anti-capitalist, position sits at the other end of the spec-
trum in that it regards capitalism as inherently dependent upon growth.
It argues that abandoning growth as economic goal, which it views as
necessary to counter environmental destruction and social problems,
will inevitably involve a transition away from capitalism (Foster 2011;
Latouche 2010; Ritz etal. 2011; van Griethuysen 2010; Bennholdt-
Thomsen 2010; Blauwhof 2012). This does not mean an end to the role
of markets for the economy, but an abandonment of the profit motive
(which feeds, according to this position, the requirement for continu-
ous growth, see Chap. 2), and a greater emphasis on collectively, demo-
cratically organised forms of production and the decommodification of
labour.

The third position, alternative-open, can be seen as a middle way
between the other two. On the one hand, it explicitly identifies eco-
nomic growth as one of the core drivers of environmental and social cri-
sis and therefore advocates degrowth strategies (to reach a sustainable
SEE) more clearly than the system-reform position. It also advocates a
range of alternative economic and social institutions to establish a sus-
tainable economy, especially through localisation, sufficiency, coopera-
tives and commons, as well as non-market-based transactions. On the
other hand, and this is where it differs from the more radical anti-capi-
talist stance, this position does not categorically declare capitalism to be
the main driver of growth and is hence agnostic as to whether achiev-
ing a sustainable state requires a transition away from the current eco-
nomic system. What is clear, however, is that the alternative institutions
and practices that this position advocates would still significantly differ
from those under existing forms of capitalism (Paech 2013; Bennholdt-
Thomsen 2010; Schneider etal. 2010; Kallis etal. 2012; Dietz and
O’Neill 2013; Jackson 2011).

Arguably, a fourth position can be identified which does not argue
for postgrowth from a normative perspective but maintains that the
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combination of a range of conditions and processes will result in a long-
lasting, if not permanent phase of stagnant or declining growth rates
in Western capitalist countries. For instance, Larry Summers (2016)
interprets the phenomenon of “secular stagnation” as a demand-side
problem, resulting from an imbalance between excessive savings and
insufficient investment (which he thinks can be dealt with through
expansionary fiscal policies). In contrast, and as explained in more detail
in Chap. 2, Gordon (2012) argues that the capacity for further produc-
tivity and economic growth is now much diminished and up against six
supply-side “headwinds” of demography, education, inequality, globali-
sation, energy/environment, overhang of consumer and public debt.
While it is difficult to predict how long this phase of stagnant or declin-
ing growth rates will last and to what extent it can be counteracted with
policies, these diagnoses strongly indicate that Western democracies are
well advised to develop alternative institutions to deal with the economic
and social repercussions of long-lasting economic stagnation.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has summarised the main arguments that have featured in
debates critical of economic growth. The first that has become accepted
even amongst mainstream economists and some political circles is that
GDP is not an adequate measure of social and economic progress as
it disregards a range of positive contributions to welfare that are not
included in monetary terms and excludes many of the costs that emerge
from economic growth. More radical strands of growth criticism focus
on the detrimental ecological implications of growth and argue that
the two cannot be completely decoupled in absolute terms. A range of
social issues can also be traced back to growth and the types of socie-
ties that growth promotes. More fundamentally, however, it is important
to acknowledge that ecological and social implications of growth can-
not be separated from each other as ecological destruction is inevitably
going to undermine people’s wellbeing in the long term. Growth criti-
cism has generated ideas about alternative economic systems which we
introduce here under the label of postgrowth: the idea of an SEE and
proposals about degrowth. While the chapter demonstrates that this is
not a homogenous debate as various, partly conflicting approaches coex-
ist within it, all of these approaches have in common a vision of an alter-
native socio-economic system which does not prioritise economic growth
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over other goals and which thus achieves ecological and social sustain-
ability. The next chapter discusses in more detail which visions about the
future of wellbeing have been put forward in postgrowth debates and
critically examines some of these assumptions.

NOTE

1. See the latest figures from http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/pov-
erty/overview.
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CHAPTER 5

Postgrowth and Human Wellbeing

Abstract This chapter reviews the discussion about the relationship
between postgrowth and wellbeing. After providing a brief overview of
different wellbeing concepts and measurements, it presents and critically
discusses the main arguments that have been made in the postgrowth
literature regarding the capacity of postgrowth economies to maintain
or even improve present levels of wellbeing. This involves a discussion
about the concepts of wellbeing that have been applied in the debate
so far, as well as a review of the evidence on the relationships between
economic growth and contraction on the one hand and subjective and
objective wellbeing outcomes on the other. The chapter argues that the
concept of basic human needs deserves more attention in this debate as it
is compatible with postgrowth frameworks.

Keywords Subjective and objective wellbeing - Human needs
Capabilities - Adaptive preferences - Loss aversion

A core component of the postgrowth discourse, which we introduced in
the previous chapter, is its position on human wellbeing. In this chapter,
we provide an overview of the wellbeing concepts that the postgrowth
debate refers to, the arguments that it makes regarding the ways in which
wellbeing can be maintained or improved under conditions of post-
growth, especially degrowth, and how these claims compare to empirical
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evidence we have so far on the relationships between growth/economic
contraction and wellbeing.

A core postgrowth argument is that economic activity should mainly
aim at achieving long-term human wellbeing, not economic growth.
This is evident from the discussion of the ends of economic activity in
ecological economics. For instance, Daly and Farley state that welfare
(they use the term interchangeably with “wellbeing”) is “the basic pur-
pose of economic activity” (2011: 494), and ecological economist Daniel
O’Neill (2012, 2015) adopted Daly’s ends-means spectrum such that
wellbeing is defined as the ultimate end of the economy.

Before we examine in more detail the concepts of wellbeing that fea-
ture in the postgrowth debate and the arguments that are used to sup-
port the wellbeing claims mentioned above, we provide a brief overview
of some important conceptual distinctions and measurement issues
around wellbeing.

CONCEPTIONS AND MEASURES OF WELLBEING

In the debate on wellbeing, one often finds a distinction between sub-
jective and objective wellbeing. This can relate to either the content
of wellbeing (theory) or the assessment of wellbeing (methods), two
dimensions that are often confused in the debate (O’Neill 2008: 139—
140). Both content and assessment of wellbeing can be subjective or
objective, providing us with the following types of wellbeing: hedonic
(subjective and objective); evaluative, eudemonic (subjective and objec-
tive); and human needs and capabilities approaches (Table 5.1).

Hedonic wellbeing refers to the presence of positive emotions or
states of mind such as happiness and the absence of negative emotions
or experiences such as sadness, anxiety, anger or pain. This dimension
of wellbeing links back to utilitarian philosopher Bentham’s idea that
the ultimate benchmark for social and economic success should be the
“greatest happiness of the greatest number” (Bentham and Harrison
1988). It is usually assessed subjectively, based on people’s own assess-
ments of how they feel. Even though rarely used in wellbeing research,
emotional states could also be measured more objectively, e.g. based
on physical indicators such as heart rate, brainwaves or facial scanning
(Davies 2015: 25, 222).

Evaluative wellbeing refers to people’s own assessment of their life
or specific aspects of their life such as their income, health, relationship
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Table 5.1 Concepts and measures of wellbeing

Subjective wellbeing “content” Objective wellbeing “content”

Subjective assessment Subjective hedonic wellbeing  Evaluative wellbeing/subjec-

Self-assessment of subjective tive eudemonic wellbeing
states/feelings, e.g. happiness,  Satisfaction with objective
anxiety, etc. wellbeing dimension (general

life satisfaction or satisfaction
with specific dimensions, such
as health, finances)
Objective assessment  Objective hedonic wellbeing ~ Human needs approaches;

Physical measures of emotions  capabilities; objective eude-

(brainwaves, heartbeat, sweat, monic wellbeing

etc.) Measures of health, educa-
tion, community engagement,
political participation, freedom,
social capital, etc.

status and leisure time. The main difference to subjective hedonic
approaches is that this perspective puts greater emphasis on cognitive and
longer-term evaluations of life dimensions, less so on momentary emo-
tions.

Eudemonic wellbeing refers to the concept of flourishing and fulfil-
ment, of which both subjective and objective assessments are possible.
The idea of endaimonin relates back to Aristotle’s conception of leading
a good life which is centred around the realisation of one’s capabilities
and thoroughly considered life goals (Ryan et al. 2008: 142). It is from
this perspective of capabilities and flourishing that eudemonic wellbe-
ing is considered as an objective account of wellbeing as discussed, for
instance, by John O’Neill (2008). Some parallels can be drawn between
the universal human needs and capabilities approaches on the one hand
and eudemonic approaches to wellbeing on the other. Both perspec-
tives include a similar set of psychological needs which they regard as
universal, including for instance autonomy, the ability to relate to others
and the need to have some control over one’s environment (Doyal and
Gough 1991; Nussbaum 2003; Ryan et al. 2008).

However, fulfilment and purpose in life also have important subjective
dimensions as they depend on people’s perceptions of their life goals and
the extent to which they are achieved, which is why eudemonic wellbe-
ing is also sometimes discussed as a type of subjective wellbeing (Dolan
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and Metcalfe 2012). Ryan, Deci and colleagues have contributed to the
discussion about subjective assessments of eudemonic wellbeing with
their self-determination theory which assumes—and has shown empiri-
cally—that people whose actions are intrinsically motivated, i.e. because
they attache inherent value to them, tend to show higher levels of sub-
jective wellbeing compared to those who are extrinsically motivated, for
instance, by externally set rewards such as increases of income, status,
fame or power (Ryan et al. 2008).

Finally, human needs and capabilities approaches are usually regarded
as objective concepts and assessments of wellbeing. Both have criticised
subjective wellbeing approaches. The first, widely discussed criticism of
subjective assessments of wellbeing highlights that people’s preferences
and expectations often adapt to circumstances or social norms. For
instance, preferences can adapt downwards to limited sets of opportuni-
ties such that “objectively” disadvantageous situations are accepted (“to
make life bearable in adverse situations” (Sen 1999: 62)). Just think of
women who accept and remain in abusive relationships because they
think this is “part of women’s lot in life” (Nussbaum 2000: 112) or who
do not question their limited education opportunities because being
more educated does not match with the identities they have been social-
ised into (ibid.: 62-63, 126-127). Preferences can also adapt upwards in
that people may quickly regard raised living standards as the “new nor-
mal” and still desire things they do not need, influenced by advertising
or social pressures.

The latter point connects to another criticism of hedonic accounts
of wellbeing in that they focus on wants, not needs. This is problem-
atic from an environmental perspective because relative wants, in contrast
to neceds, are insatiable (Gough 2015: 1202; Koch and Buch-Hansen
2016: 31), encouraging an escalation of consumption and resource use/
waste.

The insight of adaptive preferences has been extended to a wider
critique of societies in which there is considerable pressure to be seen
to be “happy”, albeit in a superficial way where happiness is linked to
consumption, status and other external drivers, fed by a relentless media
industry, meanwhile distracting people’s attention from deplorable states
of injustice and alienation from their own deeper needs (Davies 2015).
What is regarded as problematic here, too, is that subjective accounts
emphasise individuals’ responsibility for their wellbeing as they assume
that happiness and satisfaction largely depend on individuals’ perceptions
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and responses to their situation, rather than on wider social contexts.
Hence, the state and other collective bodies’ responsibility in support-
ing wellbeing is underplayed (Davies 2015). Subjective assessments of
wellbeing can also be criticised from a methodological point of view.
They are usually collated through ordinal survey questions which ask
respondents to rank their happiness or life satisfaction on a scale (Dolan
and Metcalfe 2012). There are several issues with this approach to meas-
uring wellbeing. For instance, it is unclear how comparable subjective
responses to such scales are, as people might use different processes of
translating their subjective experiences into numbers on a scale and also
because norms are likely to differ across cultures regarding the expres-
sion of subjective wellbeing (Stearns 2012). Furthermore, using such
bounded scales for measurements over time can be limited as they do
not leave any “room for improvement” once an individual has already
located themselves at the upper end of the scale. This is relevant for dis-
cussing the relationship between economic growth and subjective happi-
ness over time below.

In contrast, objective approaches argue that at least certain basic
dimensions of wellbeing can be defined independently of individuals’
perceptions and cultural context, that people have equal rights to have
these basic requirements met, and thus for the state or other collective
bodies to share responsibility for generating the conditions for this to
happen. Two main lines of thinking can be identified here, the capabili-
ties approach developed by Amartya Sen (e.g. 1999), Martha Nussbaum
(2000, 2003) and others; and the universal human needs approach,
developed by Max-Neef (1991) and Doyal and Gough (1991).

The capabilities approach, which was initiated by Amartya Sen, explic-
itly criticises purely subjective approaches to human wellbeing. For
instance, it points out that people often adapt preferences to their sit-
uation, including those where freedoms and capabilities are limited. It
is therefore possible for someone to be subjectively satisfied with their
situation despite being poor, exploited or otherwise limited in their free-
dom. Moreover, certain types of preferences are not just the result of
adaptations to disadvantageous situations but of deeper lying processes
of internalisation and socialisation (e.g. when it comes to gender roles)
(Nussbaum 2011: 83-84).

Capabilities can be defined as the effective opportunities that are avail-
able to people to achieve a range of “functionings”. Scholars in this field
differ regarding their position to how “objective” or “subjective” they
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define capabilities and functionings to be. For instance, Sen has taken a
more liberal stance as he defines functionings as “the actions and activi-
ties that they [people] want to engage in, and be whom they want to
be” (Robeyns 2005: 95), leaving room for subjective determination.
Nussbaum criticised Sen’s approach, arguing “Sen’s ‘perspective of
freedom’ is too vague. Some freedoms limit others; some freedoms are
important, some trivial, some good, and some positively bad” (2003:
33). Rather, she argues, “commitments about substance” (ibid.) need to
be formulated, and hence endorses a list of basic capabilities that peo-
ple have a right to achieve (Nussbaum 2000, 2003). In her view, certain
capabilities are so fundamental that they need to be achieved for some-
one to be able to live a life of “dignity”, including the ability to live life
to its normal length; bodily health; bodily integrity; to use one’s senses,
imagination and thought in a “humanely” and educated way; to be able
to experience the full range of emotions; practical reason and the ability
to use it critically; the ability to affiliate oneself with other human beings;
the ability to live “with concern for and in relation with” other species;
the ability to play; and the ability to have control over one’s environ-
ment, both politically and in terms of property rights (Nussbaum 2003:
41-42).

The theory of universal human needs developed by Doyal and Gough
(1991) builds on Max-Neef’s et al. (1991) distinction between needs
and needs satisfiers—where the former are regarded as universal and the
latter as culturally and historically variable. Max-Neef had developed a
matrix of interrelated and non-hierarchical needs and needs satisfiers
consisting of nine dimensions of “axiological needs”—subsistence, pro-
tection, affection, understanding, participation, identity, idleness, crea-
tion and freedom—and four dimensions of “existential needs”—being,
having, doing and interacting. In contrast, Doyal and Gough (1991)
argued for a hierarchical set of needs, reaching from the universal goal
of “minimally impaired participation in society”, to basic needs includ-
ing physical health and “autonomy of agency”, to universal types of
needs satisfiers, including amongst others “adequate nutritional food
and water”, housing, physical security and education, through to univer-
sal social preconditions for the satisfaction of these needs (Doyal and
Gough 1991: 170). While this approach acknowledges that needs sat-
isfiers are culturally specific and therefore flexible, it regards this set of
needs as universal—valid across time and space. At its core is a criticism
of subjectivist and relativist approaches to needs, which they see as often
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being exploited by neoliberal strategists who argue that needs satisfac-
tion can be left to the market. Instead, they argue that the satisfaction of
universal needs is a human right for which the state should take at least
some responsibility (Doyal and Gough 1991). In a recent paper, Gough
(2015) has discussed the relationship between the universal human needs
approach and climate change. Here, he emphasises that human needs are
not only universal across different cultures, but also across generations
and that therefore current generations are morally obliged not only to
fairly distribute resources amongst the current generation, but also to
“hand down” conditions that enable the satisfaction of future genera-
tions’ needs. With reference to the context of climate change, he deduces
from this the obligation to set a planetary greenhouse gas emissions ceil-
ing and reduce emissions accordingly, to fairly allocate emission quotas
amongst countries and people, and to fund adaptation and compensation
measures for those already affected by climate change (Gough 2015).
This overview demonstrates that much internal debate remains about
the conceptualisation of objective wellbeing. In addition, the “objective”
measurement of objective wellbeing remains a dynamic field of discus-
sion and research. As already indicated above, there has been a lot of
work to develop indicators of objective wellbeing, even though some of
those indicators can only ever crudely capture some of the dimensions of
universal needs or capabilities discussed above. In ecological economics,
a lot of research has also been undertaken to develop indicators and indi-
ces that can function as alternatives to GDP to measure human wellbe-
ing at the national level. Very broadly, three different approaches can be
distinguished here (but note that some of them also include subjective
assessments of wellbeing as part of a larger set of indicators) (Fleurbaey
and Blanchet 2013). First, indices that combine different dimensions of
wellbeing but make them comparable by translating them into monetary
values—often subtracting value to account for costs such as environmen-
tal damage. Since they express human welfare in monetary terms, these
indices enable comparison to developments of GDP. A prominent exam-
ple is the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (Daly and Cobb 1989)
which was later revised and renamed as Genuine Progress Indicator
(GPI) (Talberth etal. 2007). The GPI is based on personal consump-
tion expenditure which is closely related to GDP but adjusted through
a range of other measures including the cost of environmental damage
and crime, the positive benefits from activities in the informal economy,
and income inequality. Second, indicators that combine several indicators
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into an index without converting them into monetary values or even har-
monising the different dimensions. Examples for this approach are the
Human Development Index which is based on the capabilities approach
and includes GDP per capita, life expectancy and education; or the Index
of Economic Well-Being which combines per capita consumption, meas-
ures of stocks of various types of capital, including environmental and
human capital, measures of income distribution and of economic inse-
curity from unemployment, family breakup or ill health (Osberg and
Sharpe 2002: 295). Third, there are indices that combine objective and
subjective measures of wellbeing such as the Happy Planet Index devel-
oped by the New Economics Foundation which mixes “happy life expec-
tancy” (life expectancy multiplied by a measure of happiness) and the
ecological footprint (NEF 2016); and the OECD’s Better Life Index
which is an interactive tool to assess wellbeing across OECD countries
using indicators for 11 wellbeing domains.!

As we will demonstrate in more detail below, the postgrowth literature
draws on a variety of wellbeing concepts. We argue here that the debate
would benefit from more coherent conceptual positioning, in particular,
by drawing more extensively on the basic human needs approach while
also considering interrelations between objective and subjective (assess-
ments of) wellbeing. As other scholars have started to highlight (Gough
2015; Koch et al. 2017; O’Neill 2011), the concept of basic human needs
is very relevant for postgrowth research on wellbeing as it fits with ideas of
non-substitutability and satiability which are part of a strong sustainability
framework. Non-substitutability means that needs satisfaction consists of
various dimensions which cannot be substituted (for instance, a lack of
supportive and fulfilling relationships cannot be replaced by rising income
or consumption). The concept of satiability states that needs satisfaction
can be achieved within certain limits of material throughput because from
certain points onwards, further increases in income or consumption do
not further improve needs satisfaction. In addition, the concept of sati-
ability can be connected to specifying limits of material throughput such
that the satisfaction of future generations’ needs is provided for.

We believe that this is a key component of human needs theory in
the context of postgrowth which can draw on work by several scholars
who have connected discussions on needs and capabilities with think-
ing about intergenerational justice and climate change impacts. For
instance, authors such as Page (2007) have extended Nussbaum’s list
of central capabilities to “include the capability to experience life in an
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environment devoid of dangerous environmental impacts such as those
associated with climate change” (ibid.: 464). If human needs are univer-
sal, they also apply to future generations. Therefore, this additional capa-
bility would act as a limitation on other central capabilities or needs as it
establishes the rule that the fulfilment of current generations’ needs to
preserve the capability of future generations to live in a life-sustaining
environment.

The idea that the fulfilment of needs in the present is constrained by
the requirement to preserve the conditions for wellbeing for future gen-
erations is also directly supported by the framework of universal human
needs. In his recent paper, Gough (2015) argues that this approach
implies a moral perspective which grants rights to the fulfilment of needs
not only to current but also to future generations. Doyal and Gough’s
Theory of Human Need (1991) expands this argument by explaining that
“a commitment to a contemporary moral vision of the good makes lit-
tle sense applied only to present generations. To so damage the envi-
ronment as to jeopardise the long-term survival of a form of life which
we believe embodies the good is to renounce our commitment to that
good—no more and no less” (ibid.: 145). In other words, they argue
here that the “vision of the good”—which is at the core of the idea of
avoidance of serious harm and hence of the ultimate wellbeing goal in
this framework—actually needs to embrace consideration of the wellbe-
ing of future generations (as well as of other cultures/countries in the
same time frame) to be a valid concept in the first place. As Koch and
Buch-Hansen (2016: 35) point out, Gough has also accepted the cri-
tique of the framework’s earlier endorsement of levels of needs satisfac-
tion based on the highest standards achieved in the Western world—here
Sweden—and conceded that needs satisfaction may need to be con-
strained to “less than optimal generalizable levels”. This is also supported
by thinkers such as Clark Wolf who states: “Where our present activities
are not necessary for satisfaction of present fundamental needs, and put
at risk the basic needs of future generations, then they are unjust” (2009:
373). Philosopher Baxter (1999) even goes as far as to argue that prin-
ciples of intergenerational justice imply a moral duty for current genera-
tions to reduce their material living standards to provide for basic needs
satisfaction of future generations.

An open question remains, however, where exactly the premise of
limiting the level of needs satisfaction to a level of material throughput
that enables needs satisfaction of future generations should be linked
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to the existing framework of basic human needs. We argue here that
the best place for this linkage is at the highest level of the framework
which defines the ultimate goal of wellbeing as the avoidance of serious
harm. More precisely, serious harm is defined as the “fundamental disa-
blement in the pursuit of one’s vision of the good, whatever that vision
is” (Gough 2015: 1196). Since in theory, that vision could be defined
such that it requires maximum levels of needs satisfaction with resource
throughputs at unsustainable levels, this is the level at which resource
limitations for the sake of future generations” wellbeing need to be con-
sidered. This re-framing of ultimate wellbeing goals will then also help to
determine the available level of material throughput for the satisfaction
of all other intermediary needs in concrete, democratic decision-making.

Even though we fully endorse a focus on the framework of basic
human needs in this debate—which is understood primarily as an “objec-
tive” account of wellbeing—we think the postgrowth and wellbeing
debate would also benefit from greater clarity about the relationships
between objective and subjective wellbeing. As the discussion above
has shown, the distinction between objective and subjective wellbe-
ing is often not as clear-cut as commonly presented. First of all, subjec-
tive and objective wellbeing are likely to be closely and bi-directionally
interlinked. For instance, a large body of research is concerned with the
determinants of subjective wellbeing. It shows that several objective
dimensions of wellbeing, especially health and supportive relationships
(Deeming 2013; Helliwell etal. 2015), positively contribute to peo-
ple’s happiness and life satisfaction. However, the relationship can also
work the other way round, for instance, Argyle (1997) found that high
subjective wellbeing supports people’s health (Argyle 1997), and it is
plausible to assume that it also affects other dimensions of objective well-
being, including people’s relationships, employment status, education
and income because “happier” people might be more motivated, easier
to interact with, etc.

A second point relates to the ways in which wellbeing is generated
through social practices (on which more in Chap. 6) and the acknowl-
edgement that it is both individuals with their subjective perceptions,
as well as wider social contexts which co-produce individual and collec-
tive wellbeing. From this follows that responsibility for wellbeing can-
not be wholly individualised or collectivised, but remains to be shared.
Furthermore, a social practice-based understanding of the generation
of wellbeing also highlights that the transition to a postgrowth society
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inevitably needs to involve a collective redefinition of the main aims of
wellbeing—for instance along the lines of the fulfilment of basic human
needs and eudemonic wellbeing. Without such a collective redefinition
and acceptance of wellbeing aims, people are likely to respond negatively
to restrictions to GDP growth and related contraction of consumption
opportunities.?

WELLBEING IN THE POSTGROWTH DISCOURSE

The predominant view put forward by the postgrowth literature is that
human wellbeing can be maintained, or even improved, in the context
of an SEE and even the phase of degrowth. One example for this view
is Schneider’s (2010: 511) often-cited definition of degrowth as an
“equitable downscaling of production and consumption that increases
human well-being and enhances ecological conditions at the local and
global level, in the short and long term”. This definition draws on early
accounts of the idea of degrowth, for instance by André Gorz who
stated that it is now a sign of “realism” to “advocat[e] greater wellbeing
through the inversion of growth and the subversion of the prevailing way
of life” (Gorz 1980: 14).

This section first reviews the arguments that have been put forward
to support the assumption that wellbeing can be maintained or even
improved under zero- or degrowth. For a radical social movement, it is
strategically important to emphasise expected benefits from advocated
changes and to formulate a utopian vision of the future to gain popular
support and political traction. However, and this is what we will argue
here, it is equally important to be realistic about potential wellbeing
implications of postgrowth, so that we can develop alternative institu-
tions that can tackle possible negative implications and establish a trans-
formed social system. We will therefore also review alternative evidence,
especially on wellbeing implications of economic contraction, to further
examine these arguments. Other degrowth proponents may argue that
this is not a legitimate way of examining these issues because degrowth
is meant to be a voluntary and democratically designed process, under-
pinned by new institutions, rather than an involuntary economic crisis
within the existing setting. This is a valid point, however, since we can-
not anticipate future institutional structures, functioning of the economy
and social responses, looking at historical data on relationships between
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change of GDP and wellbeing outcomes is the best available source of
information that currently exists to alert us of potential problems.

Most fundamentally, the argument that postgrowth will benefit well-
being is based on a different time perspective compared to that usually
applied in public debates and economic reasoning. Essentially, post-
growth proponents adopt a long-term perspective which maintains that if
our economies keep growing, this will eventually undermine the ecologi-
cal and physical basis of our existence as climate change impacts increase,
resources become exhausted and vital ecosystems become dysfunctional.
This is evident from the first degrowth conference declaration: “There
is an eventual limit to the scale of global production and consumption
and to the scale national economies can attain without imposing environ-
mental and social costs on others elsewhere or future generations. (...) If
we do not respond to this situation [of exceeding ecological limits] by
bringing global economic activity into line with the capacity of our eco-
systems (...), the result will be a process of involuntary and uncontrolled
cconomic decline or collapse” (Research and Degrowth 2010: 523). It
is implied in this statement that “uncontrolled economic decline or col-
lapse” would result in considerable deterioration of human wellbeing.

The second core argument in the debate is that—beyond a certain
level of living standards—wellbeing often stagnates or even decreases
with GDP growth. Many authors in the postgrowth debate (Schneider
ctal. 2010: 512; Alexander 2012: 354) refer here to notions of sub-
jective wellbeing and what has become known as the Easterlin paradox
(Easterlin 1974). The Easterlin paradox showed, initially for the US, that
while higher income was related to higher levels of happiness in cross-
sectional analysis, aggregate happiness scores for the US did not increase
over time despite rising levels of GDP. This paradox has since been con-
firmed in numerous studies for other countries (Easterlin et al. 2010;
Blanchflower and Oswald 2004; Diener and Seligman 2004: 5-6; Layard
2005: 30) and, according to a study by Lanc (2000), subjective well-
being in the US even declined over time despite rising levels of GDPD.
However, some issues need to be considered here as cross-sectional anal-
ysis still confirms a relationship between GDP and wellbeing (Fritz and
Koch 2016; O’Neill 2015), especially if GDP is measured on a log, not
a linear scale (Deaton 2008), which may be more appropriate since GDP
often increases exponentially, while wellbeing is measured on a bounded
scale. The fact that subjective wellbeing is measured with bounded scales
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could even be an important reason for its seemingly widening distance
from GDP over time.

These concerns have found little attention by growth critics who
explain the apparent phenomenon of widening gaps between subjec-
tive wellbeing and GDP over time in various ways. The first explana-
tion refers to “hedonic adaptation” or the “hedonic treadmill”: the idea
that people quickly adjust their expectations to raised standards of liv-
ing—gains are quickly taken for granted (Brickman and Campbell 1971).
For instance, research on people winning the lottery has shown that
any changes in subjective wellbeing following the event are short-lived
(Brickman et al. 1978). Another reason given for findings that support
the Easterlin paradox is that, once basic needs have been satisfied, con-
sumption is more about status competition rather than the satisfaction of
needs. Therefore, in richer societies, relative income—how much more
or less one earns than other people in society—and what one is there-
fore able to consume compared to them—becomes more important than
absolute levels of income (Layard et al. 2010). And if everyone’s incomes
increase by a similar proportion, relative income does not change.

The third type of explanation for stagnating or falling subjective well-
being in rich countries despite rising levels of GDP relates to the role
of values. On the one hand, research by Inglehart (1981) suggests that
post-materialistic values become more important in rich societies: if peo-
ple do not prioritise income and living standards in their conceptions of
life goals, rising levels of income will not contribute to increasing subjec-
tive wellbeing. However, if people have adopted post-materialistic values,
stagnating or even falling subjective wellbeing in rich countries over the
last few decades would then also indicate that these alternative values are
not being fulfilled either. On the other hand, scholars such as Alexander
(2012: 350) assume that materialistic values still prevail in Western soci-
eties and argue that materialism is related to lower levels of subjective
wellbeing as also highlighted by various other studies (Kasser and Ryan
1993, 2002).

The fourth explanation for stagnating or declining subjective wellbe-
ing in rich countries puts greater emphasis on certain social processes or
characteristics that growth-based societies seem to nurture. This includes
an acceleration of the pace of life, increasing levels of competition and
hence stress and potentially even burnout, which some authors see as a
postmodern form of alienation (Rosa and Trejo-Mathys 2013). Other
authors see the main reason for declining levels of subjective wellbeing
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in the deterioration of personal relationships or “companionship” (Lane
2000). This can partly be explained through an increasing individualisa-
tion and marketisation of society which reduce the importance of close
family, friendship, neighbourhood or community relationships as many
services can now be purchased on the market, with the result that people
spend more time in marketised interactions.

Part of the postgrowth debate about stagnating or declining living
standards despite GDP growth also focuses on objective measures of
welfare, such as the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) and
the updated Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI). For instance, during the
late 1980s Max-Neef (1995) developed his “threshold hypothesis”—
that wellbeing in rich countries declines once a certain income thresh-
old is reached. His analysis showed that while the ISEW developed by
Daly and Cobb (1989) first rises with increasing GDP, it declined from
a certain point onwards despite continuing GDP growth in the US, UK,
Germany, Austria and the Netherlands. A multitude of studies followed,
using ecither the ISEW or the GPI, showing the same patterns for a vari-
ety of countries or regions, including Europe (Jackson and McBride
2005): 17 countries across the world (Kubiszewski et al. 2013), France
(Fleurbaey and Blanchet 2013: 10), the growth-latecomer Asia-Pacific
region where the threshold occurred at lower levels of GDP (Lawn and
Clarke 2010) and other previous studies in 21 different countries or
regions and two US states (Posner and Costanza 2011). These findings
are explained with the rising social and environmental costs that GDP
growth generates, as the ISEW and GPI subtract these costs from GDP.

These results are very relevant in this context, but arguably still focus
too much on an economic notion of wellbeing. An alternative sim-
ple, “objective” measure of wellbeing that is also of interest here is life
expectancy—an easily measurable indicator of population health. While
research on the relationship between economic growth and life expec-
tancy has generated conflicting results, there is some evidence that sug-
gests that, beyond a certain level of development, growth contributes
little to increases in life expectancy. Generally speaking, when it comes
to the relationship between the level of income and life expectancy,
cross-sectional studies show a very similar pattern to that for subjective
wellbeing discussed above: while life expectancy and GDP are gener-
ally positively correlated (Preston 1975; Easterly 1999; Fritz and Koch
2014, 2016; Pritchett and Viarengo 2010), this relationship tends
to be weaker amongst countries with high levels of GDP if income is
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measured on a linear (rather than log) scale (Wilkinson and Pickett
2009; Kangas 2010). This suggests that life expectancy gains flatten out
beyond a certain level of development, and some research has even dem-
onstrated that relatively high levels of life expectancy can be achieved at
“moderate” levels of energy use and emissions (Steinberger and Roberts
2010; Lamb et al. 2014). However, it is unclear whether this “levelling
off” phenomenon occurs because of decreasing marginal impact of GDP
on improving life expectancy or because there are “natural” limits to
the expansion of the human life span as some scholars have suggested
(Dong et al. 2016).

Findings are more inconsistent when it comes to the impact of GDP
growth on life expectancy in early phases of economic development, but
they suggest that social and institutional context matters for this relation-
ship. For instance, one hypothesis is that in early phases of development,
economic growth enables countries to invest more in infrastructures that
improve hygiene, in health services and education, all of which contrib-
ute positively to improving life expectancy. This hypothesis is empiri-
cally supported by various studies (Jamison et al. 2013; Hertzman and
Siddiqi 2000; Granados 2012). However, other historical research has
shown that there have also been periods of rapid GDP growth in earlier
phases of development which had negative impacts on life expectancy, for
instance in Sweden (Granados and Ionides 2008) and England/Wales
(Granados 2012) in the first half of the twentieth century. Another study
on England argued that rapid growth led to negative health impacts dur-
ing industrialisation due to a breakdown of urban administration and
health services, evident from rising deaths from diseases related to insuf-
ficient sanitation and overcrowding, and that the breakdown of services
could be explained by a disruption of “established social relations, ideol-
ogies and structures of authority” (Szreter 1999: 148). This would sup-
port the assumption that economic growth only improves life expectancy
it the context enables investments into infrastructures and institutions
that improve population health.

The third core argument put forward in the postgrowth debate to
support the vision that human wellbeing can be maintained or improved
under degrowth focuses on the redefinition of wellbeing. This perspec-
tive criticises economic measures of wellbeing, as well as those that are
based on happiness as too narrow and inappropriate in the face of cli-
mate change and limits to economic growth. Instead, this perspective
advocates broader understandings of wellbeing which largely relate to
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concepts of eudemonic wellbeing (Ryan et al. 2008), human flourishing
and capabilities (Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2003). For instance, references
are made in the postgrowth and growth-critical literature to ideas of “joy
of living” (Schneider et al. 2010: 513), the “good life” (Muraca 2012),
“voluntary simplicity” (Elgin 1982) or “alternative hedonism” (Soper
2008) as well as alternative conceptions of prosperity which do not
depend on economic growth and consumption (Cassiers 2015; Jackson
2011). They all have in common the idea that a fulfilling and prosperous
life does not depend on high income and consumption or other external
markers of success but on meaning and purpose in life, the opportunity
to become the kind of person one aspires to be, on supportive relation-
ships, etc.

Connected to this perspective is an emerging debate (e.g. Koch and
Buch-Hansen 2016) in the growth-critical literature that the ultimate
goal of economic activity should be the fulfilment of basic human needs,
possibly below the level of “optimum” needs satisfaction as initially sug-
gested by Doyal and Gough (1991). In fact, this idea connects back to
the original definition of the aims of degrowth as formulated by the first
degrowth conference in Paris in 2008 which stated: “The objectives of
degrowth are to meet basic human needs and ensure a high quality of
lifte” (Research and Degrowth 2010: 524). In the theories developed
by Doyal and Gough and Nussbaum, basic human needs include some
of the dimensions that connect to ideas of human flourishing, the good
life and capabilities, for instance the ultimate goal of autonomy and full
participation in society (Doyal and Gough 1991), or Nussbaum’s (2003:

”

41-42) central capabilities of “senses, imagination and thought”, “emo-
tions”, “practical reason” and “affiliation”.

The postgrowth discourse not only applies these ideas of alterna-
tive concepts of wellbeing to wealthy Western societies, but also to
developing countries. The argument here is that defining development
as economic growth equates to a Western “colonisation” of the idea
of development. While of course hunger, malnutrition, poverty, etc.,
need to be overcome, proponents of post-development (Rahnema and
Bawtree 1997) or “reflexive development” (Pieterse 1998) argue that
postgrowth is also about creating new conceptual spaces for people in
developing countries to define development from their own perspective.

In a nutshell, therefore, those who advocate a redefinition of well-
being argue that the context of postgrowth will provide much better
conditions for achieving the aims defined by alternative conceptions of
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wellbeing—flourishing, the good life, etc.—because it will create socie-
ties that are less commodified and marketised, enabling people to pursue
more meaningful activities and have more time to interact in supportive
relationships, engage in the community and public life, etc., and societies
that are less competitive and more equal, thus reducing stress and sta-
tus anxiety which can positively contribute to mental and physical health
(Jackson 2011: 16; Paech 2013; Schneider et al. 2010).

CRITICAL REVIEW OF POSTGROWTH ARGUMENTS ON WELLBEING

All of these arguments that support the vision that wellbeing can be
maintained or improved under postgrowth are valid as, essentially, they
point to the ways in which environmental and social costs of growth-
based societies already affect human wellbeing in current societies and
might undermine it more fundamentally in the long term. However, it is
also important to scrutinise them critically—with the aim to strengthen
them and further ideas about the kinds of institutions and social condi-
tions that can support wellbeing under postgrowth.

One way of doing this is to evaluate available evidence on the impacts
of economic crises on people’s subjective and objective wellbeing.
Of course no direct conclusions can be drawn from this regarding the
ways in which postgrowth might impact on wellbeing because, by defi-
nition, postgrowth is not equivalent to economic crisis but a voluntary
and democratically negotiated transition of society and economy—the
“prosperous way down” (Odum and Odum 2006). However, we argue
that comparing outcomes across different contexts in the past can pro-
vide useful insights into ways in which institutions can mediate wellbeing
implications of contracting economies.

The first argument that needs to be considered here relates to one of
the explanations for the phenomenon that people’s subjective wellbeing
does not increase over time despite continuing economic growth. The
idea of hedonic adaptation assumes that people’s expectations quickly
adjust upwards to take higher living standards for granted. The question
is whether the same adaptation occurs when living standards decrease.
This is an implicit assumption in the postgrowth literature, supported
by writings on adaptive preferences which highlight the adjustment of
expectations to adverse circumstances (Sen 1999: 62; Nussbaum 2000:
112). Recent empirical research found that values of subsistence and
security increased (interpreted as a downgrading of life goals), especially
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amongst economically deprived groups, following the recession in the
late 2000s (Austin 2016).

These are important findings and assumptions. However, the ques-
tion is how much they can tell us about people’s wellbeing responses
to situations of (relatively rapid) decreases of material living standards.
The theory of adaptive preferences tends to focus on groups who find
themselves in long-term situations of limited opportunities, not on situ-
ations in which opportunities (rapidly) deteriorate, and it is unclear from
Austin’s research whether these values shifts had any consequences for
people’s wellbeing.

In this context, it is important to take the concept of “loss aversion”
(Tversky and Kahneman 1991) into consideration—the idea, developed
based on empirical research, that people respond more strongly, and
negatively, to losses than to gains. One early example was research on
hedonic adaptation which found that lottery winners were not happier
than people in a control group. In contrast, people who had become
paralysed in an accident were significantly less happy compared to a con-
trol group (Brickman et al. 1978). The authors explain this finding with
hedonic adaptation to a new normal amongst lottery winners, compared
to a “nostalgically” positive view of the past amongst accident victims. If
the theory of loss aversion is right, processes which imply losses of (con-
sumption) opportunities are likely to have negative impacts on people’s
wellbeing compared to processes that offer gains.

A lot of research on the impact of economic crises on people’s subjec-
tive and objective wellbeing confirms loss aversion theory. For instance,
recent research demonstrates that recessions can affect subjective wellbe-
ing negatively, at least in the short term. For instance, subjective wellbe-
ing decreased in Greece, Syria and Egypt (Diener and Tay 2015: 139), in
the UK and Germany (Mertens and Beblo 2016) and in transition coun-
tries of Eastern Europe, Caucasus and Central Asia (Habibov and Afandi
2015) following the 2008 cconomic crisis. Similarly, Fanning (2016:
100) who correlated change of growth and change of life satisfaction
scores for 116 countries between 2005 and 2015 found that while there
was no association between the two measures in countries with positive
growth rates (consistent with hedonic adaptation), there was a signifi-
cantly negative association for countries with negative growth (reces-
sions), which is consistent with loss aversion theory.

Similar results emerge if one focuses on objective measures of wellbe-
ing as there is evidence that recessions tend to have negative impacts
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Fig. 5.1 Life expectancy (at birth, whole population) in the Russian
Federation. Source OECD Health Statistics

on people’s health and life expectancy. Research has shown that peo-
ple who suffer job loss and a related decrease in income are generally
in poorer health compared to their counterparts (McKee-Ryan et al.
2005; Catalano and Bellows 2005). Moreover, their life expectancy
can be affected for a long time following a recession (Sullivan and von
Wachter 2009). Health-harming behaviours, and certain illnesses and
causes of death seem to increase during recessions. For instance, studies
found that often during recessions mental health deteriorates (Bacigalupe
et al. 2016; Zivin et al. 2011) while smoking and drinking as well as sui-
cides increase (Suhrcke and Stuckler 2012; Chang et al. 2013, Haw et al.
2015). This can translate into decreasing life expectancy, for instance in
Russia (Gavrilova et al. 2000) and Central and Eastern Europe following
the economic recessions that these regions experienced triggered by the
collapse of communist regimes in the early 1990s (Hertzman and Siddiqi
2000). The example of Russia is particularly extreme as it experienced
a drop in life expectancy of more than 5 years in the early 1990s (see
Fig. 5.1) (Parsons 2014: 2). This was unprecedented for a country not
at war and is only comparable to one other example in modern times:
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sub-Saharan Africa which suffered a similar decrease of life expectancy
due to the HIV/AIDS epidemic (ibid.).

The impact of a contraction of national income on health could also
be related to how rapidly this is happening, e.g. some scholars have sug-
gested that health effects of recessions are more negative if they are more
rapid (Karanikolos et al. 2013: 1326; Bohk and Rau 2015).

However, it needs to be stressed that evidence is not clear-cut as in
some cases life expectancy improved following a recession (Gerdtham
and Ruhm 2006; Ruhm 2000; Stevens et al. 2015) or was not affected
to nearly the same extent than seen in Russia or other Eastern European
countries in the early 1990s. For instance, in Cuba, which experienced
a severe economic crisis following the collapse of the Soviet Union, life
expectancy remained relatively stable (Borowy 2013). How can these
contrasting findings be explained? One possibility is that the increase of
health-harming behaviours during or after a recession primarily occurs in
smaller groups of people who are worse off financially, unemployed or at
risk of job loss. In contrast, the majority of the population who remains
in employment may take up healthier behaviours as they find more time
for sleep and exercise due to reduced working hours or cut down smok-
ing and alcohol intake if governments increase taxes on these substances
during a recession. Reduced working time also limits exposure to hazard-
ous work environments, and a decline of traffic decreases the risk of road
accidents (Karanikolos et al. 2013: 1325; Stevens et al. 2015; Suhrcke
and Stuckler 2012). Another explanation is that spending on health
services is often counter-cyclical which could link to higher death rates
during times of growth, especially amongst the elderly and residents in
nursing homes (Stevens et al. 2015 for 1972-2006 in the US). A well-
resourced health system and cooperative social institutions as well as low
social inequality have been identified as important factors to explain the
situation in Cuba discussed above (Borowy 2013). Generally, the level
of welfare spending has been found to increase life expectancy at given
levels of GDP (Kangas 2010; McGuire 2001; Beckfield et al. 2015) and
to reduce negative impacts on life expectancy during economic crisis
(Bacigalupe et al. 2016; Karanikolos et al. 2013; De Vogli and Owusu
2015).

This overview of conflicting evidence on the relationship between
health outcomes and economic contraction suggests that it will be
important to identify the contextual factors that mediate those out-
comes, including levels of employment, inequality and social spending.
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When it comes to unemployment, the usual pattern is that it increases
during times of recession because firms reduce production and hence
lay oft workers to save costs. However, some economic models predict
it might be possible to keep relatively high employment levels during
economic stagnation by cutting working time and redistributing work
(Victor 2012; Victor and Rosenbluth 2007).

Another concern relates to the second core argument made in the
postgrowth literature: that postgrowth societies will open up new oppor-
tunities to improve people’s wellbeing if alternative concepts of wellbe-
ing are adopted. The concern here is that this will only work if people
collectively develop and adopt such alternative conceptions of wellbeing
and adjust their expectations accordingly—so that effects of loss aver-
sion are avoided. This also relates to the observation that people who
currently live slower and more sufficient lives, e.g. without cars, no or
fewer flights, reduced mobile phone and computer use, etc., are exposed
to exclusionary dynamics in high-speed, growth- and acceleration-ori-
ented societies (Muraca and von Egan-Krieger 2011: 51). The pressure
for academics to regularly fly to attend international conferences can
serve as a concrete example. International conference attendance helps
academics to build international networks which are crucial for being in
the position to develop multinational collaborations and grant applica-
tions. Being “internationally recognised” as a scholar—measured by
exactly these types of activities—is often a criterion for promotions or
job applications. Therefore, academics, especially more junior ones, put
themselves at a considerable disadvantage if they refrain from flying to
international conferences in an effort to reduce their carbon footprint.3
And being socially disadvantaged is likely to have negative impacts on
people’s wellbeing. It therefore seems essential that deceleration and
degrowth-related lifestyle changes are distributed evenly in society to
avoid such exclusionary processes. Possibly, living a more fulfilled, slower
life will only contribute to collectively stable or even rising wellbeing if
people perceive everyone else to “sit in the same boat”.

This concern links to the final point that needs to be discussed in rela-
tion to the prospect for maintaining or improving wellbeing under post-
growth: an important assumption in postgrowth debates is that greater
levels of equality will support wellbeing outcomes in phases of economic
contraction (see Chap. 7 for further details). Several scholars have shown
that levels of inequality in organisations or society have a detrimen-
tal effect on people’s health and life expectancy (Wilkinson and Pickett
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Fig. 5.2 Income inequality in the OECD since the 2007,/2008 financial crisis.
Source OECD Inequality update 2016 http://www.oecd.org/social /inequality-
and-poverty.htm

2009; Marmot et al. 1991; Rosero-Bixby and Dow 2016). A common
explanation for this phenomenon is that inequality increases the levels of
stress that people experience, in both lower and higher social positions,
as it increases competitive pressure and anxiety about status mainte-
nance. Reducing levels of inequality is therefore likely to be an impor-
tant precondition for achieving more favourable wellbeing outcomes
during postgrowth. This is especially so since inequality has risen in
various countries over the last decades. For instance, the share of wages
in GDP has gradually fallen since the early 1960s in the UK (Heatley
2014: 20), and inequality measured by the Gini coefficient* has gradually
increased or at least remained level (ibid 21-22)—and risen again since
the 2007,/2008 financial crisis (Fig. 5.2). Recent historical research has
also shown that income and wealth inequality in Europe and especially
in the US have now reverted back to high levels of the early twentieth
century, after it had decreased during the first half of the century and
especially since the Second World War (Piketty and Saez 2014). ).

Piketty and Saez’ (ibid.) explanation for this phenomenon is that
economic growth rates have declined since the 1970s, while the rate
of return on capital (profits) has declined less so. If this interpretation
is correct, it means that economic growth can keep inequality in check
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and that economic contraction is bad news for inequality. Even support-
ers of the postgrowth debate have stated that “no growth or low growth
has a tendency to deepen social and economic inequalities” (Blewitt and
Cunningham 2014: x).

However, it is unclear to what extent growth is required to keep ine-
quality levels in check. Based on modelling work, Jackson and Victor
(2016) have recently argued that inequality can be limited even with-
out growth as the impact of growth on inequality also depends on the
elasticity of substitution of capital for labour (i.e. technological develop-
ment), as well as different savings rates of “capitalists” and “workers”
(and other types of inequalities like asset ownership). Since these dimen-
sions are also mediated by policies, the postgrowth literature generally
assumes that more redistributive policies can keep inequality in check.
However, there is disagreement how they are going to be financed with-
out growth.

Additional "softer" social factors are also likely to matter for wellbe-
ing outcomes during times of economic contraction. For instance, one
study found that higher levels of institutional and interpersonal trust
can reduce declines of life satisfaction during economic crisis (Habibov
and Afandi 2015). This is also supported by research which argues that
wellbeing is positively influenced by good social relations/social capital
(Diener and Seligman 2004 ).

CONCLUSION

Postgrowth visions promise that it will be possible to maintain or even
improve human wellbeing without growth. First and foremost, this is
based on the insight that, in the long term, the environmental and social
costs associated with growth will undermine the conditions for human
wellbeing. It is also based on evidence that shows that in rich countries,
subjective and objective wellbeing do not increase or even decrease with
growing GDP over time (while evidence from cross-sectional analysis is
less clear). Postgrowth discourses also propose radical redefinitions of
wellbeing. We have argued in this chapter that while these are impor-
tant insights, it remains unclear how economic contraction will impact
upon wellbeing as people might respond more negatively to decreasing
living standards due to loss aversion. What seems to be clear, however, is
that a transition to a postgrowth society will require far-reaching changes
of institutional frameworks, including more redistributive policies, and
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collective conceptions of wellbeing (which includes people’s aspirations,
values and identities) to counter-act possible negative wellbeing impli-
cations of contracting economies. From this perspective, we think it is
important to understand more generally the possible ways in which social
change can impact on people’s wellbeing. The next chapter discusses
which insights social practice theory can provide us with for this ques-
tion.

NOTES

1. These 11 domains are: housing, income, jobs, community, education,
environment, civic engagement, health, life satisfaction, safety and work—
life balance; see http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/, last accessed 17
January 2017.

2. While this is a more general point about the less than sharp boundaries
between subjective and objective wellbeing, it is important to recognise
that the conceptualisation of objective approaches to wellbeing more
generally, and the selection and definition of universal human needs or
capabilities more specifically, inevitably involves an element of normative
judgement which cannot be wholly detached from concrete cultural and
historical contexts. This has even been acknowledged by scholars working
on “objective” needs, for instance, Max-Neef states that universal human
needs do evolve very slowly over time, mentioning needs related to iden-
tity and freedom as examples of more recent developments (Guillen-Royo
2016: 45). Further complications arise if one is examining the ways in
which objective needs can be measured. Again, scholars in this tradition
have admitted that setting criteria, for instance to establish what “ade-
quate” nutrition or housing should be, or which mental and physical states
should be regarded as “healthy”, are dependent on cultural norms, the
state of science, etc. (Doyal and Gough 1991).

3. This not meant as a statement of resign (or even a pledge for flying, both
authors support the #flyingless initiative which urges universities and pro-
tessional associations to greatly reduce flying). We agree it is important
to develop and maintain transnational academic networks. However, this
should not require every participant to always be present in person as
meetings, and even seminars and talks can nowadays be facilitated through
remote video links (which also saves considerable costs).

4. The Gini coefficient is usually based on household income, not individual
wages, and after tax, not before tax unlike the wage measure.
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CHAPTER 6

The Generation of Human Wellbeing: Social
Practices Theory

Abstract This chapter proposes that social practices theory can provide
us with important insights for conceptualising possible wellbeing impli-
cations of postgrowth. Highlighting the interaction between “structure”
and “agency” in the generation of wellbeing, this chapter reflects on
the ways in which different social dimensions—e.g. resources, institu-
tions and discourses—interact in generating wellbeing at individual and
social levels, and the roles that stability and change play in this process.
An important question emerging from this is whether the various social
structures that are currently organised around market capitalism and
its inherent power structures can change rapidly enough, and at similar
speeds, to avoid deteriorations of wellbeing, including the important role
of cultural change.

Keywords Social practices - Structure and agency - Micro and macro
Power - Wellbeing

To advance our thinking about potential implications of postgrowth for
wellbeing, we need a theory of the ways in which wellbeing is generated
and how it is impacted by social change generally and economic contrac-
tion specifically. This chapter explores ways in which we can utilise social
practice theory to conceptualise the generation of wellbeing and the rela-
tionship between social change/economic contraction and wellbeing.
Social practice theory provides us with a more sociologically grounded
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understanding of the generation of wellbeing because it pulls both
macro- and micro-dimensions of the social into view and focuses on how
they constitute each other. This is important as it suggests that wellbeing
is co-generated by both dimensions: it does simultaneously emerge from
individuals’ perceptions and actions as well as from the contexts in which
social activity is embedded. This has several implications for understand-
ing wellbeing which we will discuss in this chapter. The social practices
lens is also useful for the purpose of thinking about possible impacts of
(rapid) socio-economic change on wellbeing because at its centre stand
questions about how stability and change emerge in society. The chapter
will start by providing a brief overview of social practice theory, before
connecting it to the discussion of wellbeing.

SociaL PrAcTICES THEORY: A BRIEF OVERVIEW

Social practice theory has a long history in sociology and draws on a vari-
ety of different approaches. It responds to a central problem in social
theory which concerns the relationships between “micro” (including
“subjective” perceptions, minds, identities, values, etc.) and “macro”
(“objective” structures or systems) dimensions of society. Numerous
sociologists have contributed to conceptualising the macro—micro or
subject—object relationship, including Marx’ thinking on the connections
between economic categories, corresponding social structures and rela-
tions, as well as modes of consciousness and agency (Marx 1961, 2006);
Parsons’ Structure of Social Action (1968), Bourdieu’s “praxeology”
(1977, 1990), Giddens’ theory of structuration (1984) and Habermas’
theory of communicative action (1984, 1987).

More recently, several scholars have sought to integrate various
strands of thinking about micro—macro relationships and declared a
“practice turn” in sociology (Schatzki et al. 2001). There are several ver-
sions of more recent social practices accounts, but all of them have in
common that they locate the intersection between micro- and macro-
dimensions of society in social practices which are understood as a con-
stant flow of performances of “doings and sayings” (Schatzki 1996).
Social practices are thus declared as the “smallest [and hence primary]
unit of social analysis” (Reckwitz 2002: 249).

For the purpose of this book, we draw on and combine ideas on social
practices developed by a variety of scholars, including Giddens (1984),
Bourdieu (1977, 1990), Shove (2012), Schatzki (1996) and Mouzelis
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(2008). Following Mouzelis (2008: 226-227), we do not regard micro-
and macro-dimensions of society as ontologically separate. Instead,
the distinction can be understood as a form of “methodological dual-
ism” which enables us to examine and understand social processes from
both of these perspectives and to conceptualise the ways in which they
are coupled to each other through social practices. While social practices
are the performances—sayings and doings—carried out by individual
and collective actors, they simultaneously draw on and reproduce “struc-
tured” contexts. Often, social structures are understood to be located at
the macro-level of society. We argue here that this conception of struc-
tures is misleading because “structured dimensions” of social practices
are relevant at both macro- and micro-levels of society. According to this
understanding, examples for structured dimensions at the macro-level
include social discourses, culture and institutions (formal laws, and infor-
mal rules and norms), and examples for structured dimensions at the
micro-level comprise people’s worldviews, identities, and competences.
All of these phenomena, both at the micro- and the macro-level, can be
regarded as structural because they have “ordering”, stabilising charac-
teristics. While, as argued above, they can be distinguished analytically,
they are closely interlinked in reality as individuals’ worldviews and values
simultaneously make up and are shaped by collective discourses and cul-
tures. These macro- and micro-structures form a range of social fields,
including the economic system—currently growth-based market capi-
talism—political and legal systems—, cultures, the welfare state, educa-
tion and academia, and so forth. These social fields are closely coupled
to each other in the sense that in any society, the organisation of any
one field shapes that of all of the other fields and vice versa. While struc-
tures exist at both macro- and micro-levels, it needs to be emphasised
that actors inherently possess agency—the capacity to act and to do so
creatively and in novel ways. Human agency is where social change and
hence a change of structural properties of social practices originates.
While older accounts of social practices tended to concentrate on
conceptualising the relationship between macro- and micro-dimensions
of society, more recent accounts of social practice theory have made an
important contribution by including (manufactured) “things” and “infra-
structures” into the conception of social practices, drawing on actor—net-
work theory (Latour 2005). For instance, for Shove (2012), things and
infrastructures are one of the elements that constitute social practices,
in addition to meanings and skills. Less clear in this debate is the status
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of “ecological contexts” in the conception of social practices, which can
be understood to include ecosystems, natural resources, environmen-
tal space at the macro- as well as human bodies and their functioning
at the micro-level. The more recent accounts of social practices which
regard things, technologies and infrastructures as elements of social prac-
tices (Shove etal. 2012), do not usually include “ecological contexts”
and instead regarded them as external to practices. We argue here that
while ecosystems are indeed partly independent from social practices,
they remain to be co-constituted or shaped by practices (e.g. resources
are extracted, used up, disposed of, natural habitats and our bodies
are impacted by social practices). Environmental dimensions of society
also provide important, and unequally distributed, resources and contexts
for practices—an example is the ways in which the extraction, production
and use of specific types of resources such as iron, bronze, steal, coal and
oil have shaped the organisation of societies in different phases of history,
and the ways in which our disposal of greenhouse gas emissions in the
atmosphere (and our responses to the consequences) is going to impact
on societies for a very long time to come. It is hence impossible to under-
stand social practices without considering the role of these environmen-
tal dimensions. Therefore, we argue here that these “ecological contexts”
should be included in social practice frameworks. For this, we can draw
on co-evolutionary approaches which conceptualise possible pathways
for low-carbon transitions and regard “ecosystems”, along with “tech-
nologies”; “institutions” and “practices” (by users and businesses) as
co-evolving systems (Foxon 2011). What our framework adds is that we
integrate the core idea from social practice theory about the co-constitu-
tive relationship between practices (by various types of actors and organi-
sations at different levels) on the one hand, and social, technological and
ecological systems on the other.

When we speak of “structured dimensions” of practices, “structured”
has two meanings, first, as briefly mentioned above, it refers to some-
thing that is relatively stable over time, in the sense that these dimen-
sions are repeatedly being drawn on and thus reproduced through the
performance of practices. Furthermore, social practices are stabilised
because the various dimensions involved in them—here conceptualised as
socio-eco-technological structures—become linked to each other (Shove
et al. 2012)—practices are made up of specific, closely tied, constellations
of discourses, institutions, technologies, identities, competences, ecosys-
tems, etc.
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In addition, we include here a second meaning of “structured” to
highlight that these various dimensions of practices manifest the unequal
distribution of resources over space, time and social networks and that
these patterns are reproduced through the performance of social prac-
tices. Resources is a broad term here to include material, financial and
cultural resources as well as power. What thus emerges are patterns of
dominant and more marginal practices, where dominant practices draw
on greater and more powerful material and immaterial resources and
form more dominant socio-eco-technological regimes.

All of this has implications for the postgrowth debate, and as we will
see in the next section, for thinking about the wellbeing implications of
transitioning beyond a growth-based society. One important implication
is that market capitalism—and economic growth that is driven by it—
has structural properties and is made up of and shapes a range of tightly
coupled structures, including institutions, norms, discourses, culture,
technologies, competences, identities and ecosystems. Every action that
contributes to the performance of a social practice, for instance the pur-
chase of a cup of coffee as part of wider food practices, draws on and
reproduces structural features of growth-dependent market capitalism,
including the environmental implications and global social interdepend-
encies and inequalities of coffee production and consumption. As numer-
ous sociologists have discussed, the reproduction of the social system
through practices often remains independent from people’s intentions—
the primary intention of the person purchasing the cup of coffee may
be to enjoy the taste of coffee and its energising effect, while the wider
structural dimensions that this action reproduces often stay out of view
(e.g. see Giddens’ (1984: 8-12) discussion of unintended consequences
of intentional action or Bourdieu’s (1977: 164) account of the repro-
duction of social structures through “taken for granted”, “undisputed”
understandings). From this perspective, economic growth is not just an
external premise that actors can decide to act upon or not, but it is a
principle with structural properties that is engrained in ways of thinking
and acting—for the most part habitually. Growth thus becomes some-
thing that is perceived as “natural” by the vast majority of actors in the
economy—something that we illustrated using examples from Marx in
Chap. 2 who demonstrated this process in relation to the profit motive
and workers” motivation to participate in the labour market. With Welzer
(2011), it can be argued that the growth paradigm currently is at the
core of our “mental infrastructures” in that people’s identities and life


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59903-8_2

94 M. BUCHS AND M. KOCH

Generation of
wellbeing

Fig. 6.1 Social practices, coupled social structures and the generation of well-
being outcomes

goals are closely aligned with it—shaped by ideas of social progress, per-
sonal status and success through careers, rising income and consumption.
Even seemingly alternative goals such as “personal fulfilment” can be
infused with ideas that remain tightly coupled to the growth paradigm,
for instance, if fulfilment is sought through high consumption and high
emissions practices such as extensive long haul travel or expensive hob-
bies and gadgets (Fig. 6.1).

WELLBEING THROUGH A SocCIAL PRACTICES LENS

How then can the social practices framework outlined above help us to
think about possible implications of postgrowth for wellbeing? First, this
lens offers the insight that wellbeing is generated through social prac-
tices. From this follows, second, the implication that to transition away
from the growth paradigm, a range of coupled social structures need
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to change simultaneously. Different speeds of change of different social
structures may have implications for the generation of wellbeing.

The first insight that wellbeing is generated through social practices
fits well with recent developments in the literature on health and well-
being. For instance, Maller (2015: 54) regards “health and wellbeing
[as] (...) outcomes of participation in a set of social practices”. In this
conception, the focus lies on the wellbeing of individuals (who “par-
ticipate” in specific social practices). We take a broader view here to
include wellbeing outcomes at the collective level. In this sense, wellbe-
ing outcomes at individual and collective levels depend on the character
of social practices and implicated social structures that are predominant
in society. One example is the relationship between culture and well-
being: the generation of wellbeing through social practices implies the
continuous negotiation and (re-)establishment of conceptions of wellbe-
ing goals—which are closely related to culturally dominant values and
life goals. Wellbeing conceptions are thus part of both macro-level dis-
courses and micro-level worldviews and meanings. It is also at these lev-
els that societal communication and negotiations take place about the
culturally specific ways in which wellbeing goals are going to be satisfied.
A second example is that the achievement of wellbeing goals through
the performance of social practices also depends on the character of
the institutions that are implied in social practices, including the ways
in which work, welfare, health and education are governed, as well as
on the structure of the distribution of a range of resources that support
health and wellbeing.

The social practices lens also contributes to thinking about possible
wellbeing implications of social change generally and a transition away
from a growth-based economy specifically. To be able to develop some of
these thoughts, it is instructive to review the ways in which social change
is conceptualised in social practice theory. Even though the micro- and
macro-contexts of social practices take on structured qualities which sta-
bilise practices, social practice theorists have been keen to emphasise that
the possibility of change is inherent in the concept of practices. First of
all, practices are performances which continuously need to be re-enacted.
This in itself is thought to open up possibilities for diversion from trod-
den paths. Actors’ ability to question, reflect and creatively search for
new ways of saying and doing things means that they can always change
the ways in which practices are performed by drawing on different or
new meanings, norms, worldviews, identities, competences, resources,
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etc. Reflection—the becoming aware of, questioning and criticising of
existing practices—is thus a precondition for change. Some sociologists
have suggested that the questioning of the “taken for granted” which
brings the “unformulated into formulation” (Bourdieu 1977: 168) and
then opens up the opportunity of change often occurs in moments of
crisis, in which subjective and objective structures no longer fit (ibid.:
168-169; see Giddens 1984: 61-64).

A change of social practices also involves a breaking up of the links
between the structural dimensions of practices. While some of the “old”
dimensions can continue to be involved in a new social practice, fresh
links need to be established between them and the other dimensions of
practices. An example is the way in which in the early phases of emerg-
ing practices of car driving, competences of steering and repairing a vehi-
cle needed to be adapted from horse riding and combined with existing
meanings of exhibiting wealth, enjoying adventure and nature (Shove
etal. 2012: 26-29).

While the possibility of change is thus inherent in the concept of social
practices, the stabilisation of some dimensions of practices over time, at
least relatively speaking, is equally part of the social practice concept. As
discussed above, the existence of practices implies the formation of close
links between their constituent structures. For example, the performance
of practices that involve certain technologies is also attached to certain
competences, norms and worldviews which become tightly coupled and
hence more difficult to shift away from, as has been demonstrated using
examples of car-based mobilities (Urry 2004) or the invention of show-
ering (Shove 2003). Stability of some dimensions of social practices
provides orientation and an extent of predictability of how oneself and
other people are going to act in the future, providing a framework within
which flexibility is possible. This orienting function of some dimension of
practices is likely to be an important condition for people to form identi-
ties and relationships—key ingredients for wellbeing.

The orienting role of social structures might explain why some
research has found that across 174 countries, several measures of wellbe-
ing and social performance, including life satisfaction, health, safety and
trust, voice and accountability, were highest in periods of economic sta-
bility, but lower in times of GDP growth or contraction (O’Neill 2015);
or that life expectancy can be negatively affected by both rapid economic
growth and contraction (Notzon et al. 1998; Szreter 1999). It also con-
nects with a thought expressed by Wolfgang Streeck who predicts that
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capitalism will come to an end as a result of three mutually reinforcing
trends—declining growth, rising inequality, and rising public and private
debt. His notes about possible implications of societies that find them-
selves in such a phase of fundamental transition ring many alarm bells for
considerations about future wellbeing:

“The breakdown of a social order in the absence of a successor may give
rise to (...) a society devoid of coherent institutions capable of normaliz-
ing the lives of its members and protecting them from accidents and mon-
strosities of all sorts. Life in an interregnum is characterized by a lack of
structural determinacy, making it unpredictable. Its society fails to pro-
vide its members with reliable templates around which they may organize
themselves: instead it demands constant improvisation, making individuals
substitute strategy for structure—offering rich opportunities to oligarchs
and warlords of all sorts while forcing the majority to live in insecurity,
uncertainty and anomy”. (Streeck et al. 2016: 169)

A further important issue that might explain the stabilisation of some
dimensions of social practices concerns the role of power. As mentioned
above, one of the meanings that relate to the idea that social practices
draw on and constitute social structures is that resources are unequally
distributed in the performance of practices—and often very stably so.
This includes the unequal distribution of wealth, income, knowledge,
worldviews, competences, as well as access to technologies, infrastruc-
tures and social networks. The unequal distribution of these resources
establishes unequal power positions in society where those who benefit
from the set-up of the current system tend to be more powerful and will
hence have an interest and likely greater capacity to prevent the system
from changing. The stabilisation of these layers of social practices can
sometimes make their change “from the bottom-up” challenging. One
example relates to the role of the corporate media in the 2016 US elec-
tion campaign, where the three American television network broadcasts
ABC World News, CBS Evening News and NBC Nightly News gave
Trump more than twice as much coverage (1144 stories) as Clinton (506
stories) and nearly ten times more than Bernie Sanders (115 stories)
(Tyndall Report 2016). Financial, political and discursive power merged
to create a context which lastingly shaped voter behaviour.

What then are implications of ideas that social practices draw on and
establish closely coupled structural dimensions and that the orientation
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that some dimensions of practices provide might support wellbeing?
The first idea of closely coupled structural dimensions of social practices
implies that for a smooth transition from one formation of social practices
to another to happen, the different structural dimensions of social prac-
tices would simultaneously need to change and reconnect to each other.
The question then becomes under which circumstances this is likely or
unlikely to happen. What is clear is that it cannot be taken for granted that
structural dimensions change with similar speeds in phases of rapid transi-
tion. For instance, we can imagine a situation in which the economy and
the goods and services it provides transform rapidly when growth halts
or contracts, supply shortages emerge, important infrastructures are inter-
rupted through extreme weather events or power failures, while social
norms, discourses, worldviews and other institutions respond more slowly.

The question then becomes how unequal speeds of change of con-
stituent social structures in phases of social transition might impact on
individual and collective wellbeing. Some examples from sociological and
psychological research suggest that different speeds of changing social
structures can establish misalignments and disruptions of social prac-
tices which can in turn negatively influence health and other wellbeing
outcomes. For instance, in a classical study, Durkheim presents suicide
at least partly as an outcome of a failure of cultural resources to pro-
vide meaning and orientation in the context of other, more rapid social
changes (Durkheim 2006; Vega and Rumbaut 1991: 375). Another
relevant idea for this discussion has been formulated by Bourdieu with
what he called the “hysteresis effect”. Here, Bourdieu emphasises that,
especially during phases of social transition, people’s habitus and “objec-
tive” social circumstances can become disjointed: as a result of hysteresis,
dispositions can be “out of line with the field and with the “collective
expectations” which are constitutive of its normality. This is the case, in
particular, when a field undergoes a major crisis and its regularities (even
its rules) are profoundly changed” (Bourdieu 2000: 160). This can con-
tribute to a deterioration of people’s wellbeing as it makes them feel “out
of place” or let them be perceived that way and “plunges them deeper
into failure” (Bourdieu 2000: 161) because they cannot make use of new
opportunities or are mistreated or socially excluded by others. Empirical
research which partly builds on the idea of hysteresis has shown that
wide-ranging organisational change can have a range of negative effects
on people’s health and mortality (Ferrie et al. 1998; McDonough and
Polzer 2012).
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All this suggests that for wellbeing outcomes to be maintained or
even improved in the context of postgrowth will rely on the emergence
of new practices—and simultaneous transformation and new coupling
of a variety of social structures implicated in practices. One example is
the required change of dominant cultures, worldviews and identities
which are currently rooted in the growth paradigm as discussed in the
previous section. This is important because these cultural structures
not only firmly establish the growth paradigm in economic theory and
practice (Davey 2015), but also encompass socially dominant concep-
tions and practices of wellbeing. With Welzer (2011), it can be argued
that the difficulties associated with the transformation of “mental infra-
structures” have so far been underestimated in the postgrowth litera-
ture. This transformation will require a fundamental reorientation of
culture and embedded wellbeing conceptions towards the fulfilment of
basic human needs, framed by concern and care for the wellbeing of
future generations. This seems like a utopian vision from the point of
view of current growth-oriented consumer culture, and the question is
whether such cultural change can develop fast enough to align with the
required changes of scales of resource use, pollution output and associ-
ated institutional changes. Daly and Farley (2011: 12) remind us that
social change has been extremely slow for most of human history—suf-
ficiently slow for culture to adjust to these changes. Worryingly, they
point out: “most likely we will have to change our cultural institutions
and values in response, particularly the economic institutions and values
that have led to this state of affairs. Since there is certainly some limit
to how fast we can adapt culturally, we need also to consider seriously
how to slow down the rate of change that is forcing the adaptations. It is
worth remembering that not all change is desirable and that even desir-
able change can be too fast” (Daly and Farley 2011: 12; also see Polayi
1944). If these concerns are valid, our capacity to achieve the necessary
societal transformations within required timescales without compromis-
ing current (and near future) generations’ wellbeing is likely to be chal-
lenged.

While the emphasis here on the need for cultural change that is in
alignment with a postgrowth society is just one example out of several
other structural dimensions of practices that would need to change, it is
likely to be an important one as it connects to a range of other structural
dimensions. For instance, cultural change is also required for institutions
(norms and policies) to be established that ensure a fairer distribution of
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wealth, resource use and emissions within and across countries, as well as
across generations.

CONCLUSION

This chapter started with the recognition that existing evidence on the
wellbeing implications of economic growth and contraction remains lim-
ited because they cannot factor in the institutional changes that a transi-
tion to sustainable postgrowth would involve. It argues that social theory
can still provide us with some more general insights into possible well-
being implications of far-reaching and rapid socio-economic change.
Social practice theory is especially promising in this regard as it can show
two things: first a recognition that wellbeing is generated through social
practices which imply a variety of “structured dimensions”, both at the
level of the actor and of society, currently organised around market capi-
talism; and second that there is a tendency for these various structured
dimensions to form links over time which provide orientation—a frame-
work within which flexibility is possible. Wider social change that goes
beyond incremental adjustments of our daily routines means that these
links become unhitched, questioning and disrupting social structures. If
alternative cultural repertoires, institutions, etc., cannot be established
quickly, this might result in a loss of identity, orientation and social coop-
eration with likely impacts on wellbeing. In the next chapter, we discuss
regulatory principles and levels, institutions and policy initiatives that
might support a smoother transition towards sustainable postgrowth.
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CHAPTER 7

Welfare in a Global Steady-State Economy

Abstract This chapter asks which kinds of institutions could support
wellbeing in the context of sustainable postgrowth, especially in periods
of far-reaching social change. It discusses core principles for the achieve-
ment of a steady-state economy—including a sustainable scale of material
throughput and social equality, followed by considerations of the role
of spatial scales—the requirement to share and coordinate responsibil-
ity for transitions towards postgrowth across global, national, regional
and local levels. It also considers a range of policy proposals that have
been made to support wellbeing under postgrowth, focusing on macro-
economic steering, inequality/redistribution, minimum and maximum
incomes, carbon rationing, consumption, working time reduction, work—
life balance as well as population/migration.

Keywords Steady-state economy - Sustainable scale - Multi-level
governance - Redistribution - Carbon caps

Previous chapters have demonstrated that any re-embedding of econ-
omy and society into the environmental limits of the planet is unlikely as
long as the top priority of economic growth in policy making is upheld.
Yet it is far from obvious how economy and society in a postgrowth
period could look like. Given the vast complexity involved in the transi-
tion to an economy that is not anymore primarily steered by monetary
growth—a range of social systems would need to change in tandem
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(Chap. 6)—it is difficult to foresee how these systems may interact.
Discussing and outlining some of the general features of a postgrowth
economy and society as well as of the associated welfare institutions is
accordingly difficult and to some extent speculative. We would neverthe-
less argue that such forward thinking is required to encourage debate
and eventually social change. In this last chapter, we sketch out what we
see as key principles of a “global steady-state economy” (SSE) and an
associated “sustainable welfare” system. Based on current debates in eco-
logical economics and related social sciences, we start with a discussion
of core principles of a global SSE, particularly a sustainable level of mate-
rial throughput and social equality. This is followed by considerations
of the role of spatial scales—the requirement to share and coordinate
responsibility for transitions towards postgrowth across global, national,
regional and local levels. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of
“eco-social” policies that may facilitate the transition to steady-state and
sustainable welfare principles in rich countries.

PRINCIPLES OF A GLOBAL STEADY-STATE EcoNOMY
AND SUSTAINABLE WELFARE

Within ecological economics, Herman Daly’s SSE (1972) is the most-
cited concept of a non-growing economic system that functions within
ecological boundaries (Chap. 5). We use its core principles as a point of
departure for this last chapter. Basically, in an SSE the economic process
is not primarily regarded from the standpoint of monetary growth but
seen as a bio-physical process. It is a model of an economy that does not
grow in the sense that it keeps the level of “throughput” within a sustain-
able scale, where throughput is defined as the “extraction of raw materi-
als from nature and their return to nature as waste” (Farley 2013: 49).
It is further assumed that in an SSE, continued technological advances
in combination with shorter working hours will facilitate the maintenance
of relatively high living standards with relative low resource consumption
and carbon emissions (Jackson and Victor 2011; Mont 2016).

The original concept of an SSE was not developed at the global
level. Yet environmental threats such as climate change are global
issues, because for the atmosphere it does not matter from which part
of the globe greenhouse gases are emitted. Accordingly, the ecologi-
cal footprint and the associated matter and energy throughput of the
whole planet would need to shrink if the world’s mode of production
and consumption were to respect ecological limits. However, due to


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59903-8_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59903-8_5

7 WELFARE IN A GLOBAL STEADY-STATE ECONOMY 105

massive differences in economic development and unprecedented socio-
cconomic global inequality (Milanovic 2005), such a re-embedding of
the world’s production and consumption patterns would imply differ-
ent challenges across regions and nations. Recent comparative research
(O’Neill 2015; Fritz and Koch 2016) demonstrates that not only
nations’ social inclusion, wellbeing and democracy scores largely increase
with GDP per capita but also their ecological footprints and carbon
emissions. According to Fritz and Koch (2016), who divided 138 coun-
tries into five clusters of economic development measured as GDP per
capita (“poor”, “developing”, “emerging”, “rich” and “overdeveloped”
countries), it is only the poorest group of countries that could currently
be seen as environmentally sustainable (Fig. 7.1).
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Fig. 7.1 The World’s CO, emissions by level of economic development. Source
Based on data in Fritz and Koch (2016). Detailed information on cluster compo-
sition and social, environmental and individual welfare and prosperity indicators
for each country are provided in appendix to the article. We would like to express
our thanks to Aron Strandberg for designing the figure and giving us permission
to publish it
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Such a global map of eco-social performances relative to GDP per
capita has repercussions for any model of a global SSE as countries at
different levels of economic development would need to undertake dif-
ferent measures to achieve maximum wellbeing within ecological limits
(Fritz and Koch 2016: 48). The policy challenge for “poor” countries
would be to enhance the quality of life and social inclusion while main-
taining low ecological footprints and carbon emissions; “developing” and
“emerging” countries face the double challenge of achieving individual
wellbeing and social inclusion while preserving relatively low amounts of
matter and energy throughput as well as carbon emissions!; “rich” and
especially the “overdeveloped” countries would need to make produc-
tion and consumption processes more environmentally sustainable to
reduce implied amounts of material resources and fossil energy while
maintaining welfare and wellbeing. The result that there would be differ-
ent national and regional trajectories ez route to a global SSE reflects ear-
lier research by the degrowth-research community (O’Neill 2012: 221;
Martinez-Alier et al. 2010).

We draw two preliminary conclusions from this. The first is that the
socio-ecological transitions required for setting up a global SSE and asso-
ciated sustainable welfare systems would involve issues of redistribution
of wealth, labour, time and natural resources both within and between
countries. Hence, any institutional welfare compromise related to an SSE
would need to go beyond the national scale, at which post-war welfare
arrangements were agreed (Chap. 3), and encompass the entire globe.
We will come back to this in the following two sections. The second con-
clusion follows from the fact that the “developing” countries assembled
in the second poorest cluster (Fritz and Koch 2016) already work and
live, so to speak, beyond their ecological means while action to mitigate
climate change would need to take place within an extremely short time
period (IPCC 2014). In this situation, it is for the time being difficult
to see how the provision of sustainable welfare for all present and future
inhabitants of the world could mean much more than the satisfaction of
basic human needs. Or, put differently, the amount of societal wants that
can be satisfied beyond needs is an empirical question in itself. This is
one of the reasons why we suggest to prioritise the provision of human
needs in postgrowth and sustainability research and to think about sub-
jective wellbeing within this framework (see the detailed discussions in
Chap. 5 and Koch et al. 2017).
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We regard Doyal and Gough’s theory of human need as especially rel-
evant for an academic understanding of global sustainable welfare due to
the centrality of the notion of thresholds and limits that define different
levels, and particularly the lowest level, at which human needs—under-
stood as a “minimally decent life”—can be satisfied. Critical thresh-
olds for the universal provision of human needs (and wants) or for a
minimally decent life” are to be constantly (re-)defined in light of the
advancement of scientific but also practical knowledge. For this auditing
process, climate expertise, sustainability science as well as heterodox eco-
nomics and social sciences could play important roles. These disciplines
would, however, need to be integrated into a common steady state and
sustainable welfare perspective. Whether it is possible to provide satisfac-
tion of basic human needs on a global scale, and the extent to which
more than basic needs (and wants) can be provided on a finite planet
without overshooting ecological limits, are timely issues and questions
for future research. Accordingly, we encourage projects that could start
from Doyal and Gough’s eleven intermediary needs and produce knowl-
edge on how to best satisfy them in a world characterised by constraint
and ecological crisis. A useful example is the ongoing debate on the eco-
logical and socio-economic feasibility of nurturing all human beings on
the basis of (local) organic farming (Badgley et al. 2007; Seufert et al.
2012; Tilman and Clark 2014; Koch et al. 2017). Though we can obvi-
ously not predict the outcome of such research and debate, we would
follow Gough (2014: 378) in not ruling out the possibility that, due to
climate change and ecological overshoot, less than the “optimal general-
izable satisfaction of basic needs” can actually be achieved. Society would
then need to find ways to democratically debate possible offsets between
the satisfaction of the needs of current and future generations.

It follows from Doyal and Gough’s parsimonious definition of basic
human needs that these will be the same for future people as those of
the present. And the same categories of universal satisfier characteristics
apply: “Future people will have needs for affiliation, cognitive and emo-
tional expression, understanding and critical thought” (Gough 2015:
13). This has repercussions for the structure of the present economy. In
O’Neill’s (2011: 33) words, “each generation needs to pass down the
conditions for livelihood and good health, for social affiliation, for the
development of capacities for practical reasoning, for engaging with the
wider natural world and so on”. Even though the present generation
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may be largely ignorant about the “detailed nature and quantum of need
satisfiers that future peoples in future contexts will require” (Gough
2015: 14), Doyal and Gough (1991: 230-236) nevertheless clarify that
all economic systems would need to be assessed according to their ability
to produce enough appropriate need satisfiers. In an attempt to apply the
protection-from-harm-of-future-generations principle to climate change
and the environmental crisis, we will now outline in the most general
terms what this may entail for the different regulatory scales of economy
and society.

Towarps A NEw D1visioN oF LABOUR BETWEEN GLOBAL,
NATIONAL AND LOCAL/INDIVIDUAL LEVELS

The planet’s ecological footprint and its associated matter and energy
throughput, particularly carbon emissions, would need to shrink sig-
nificantly it the world’s production and consumption patterns were to
respect ecological limits. The currently richest countries would need
to make the biggest contributions in a transition to a global SSE. One
of the greatest obstacles for an adequate global governance system,
highlighted in the literature on the international climate negotiations
(Roberts and Parks 2006; Koch 2012), is enormous social inequali-
ties (Piketty and Saez 2014) and the resulting absence of trust between
“developing” and “developed” countries that constantly led to “solu-
tions” based on the “law of the least ambitious program” (Gough 2013:
190). The outcome of the 2015 Conference of the Parties (COP21)
summit in Paris is no exception to this rule. Though the agreement
makes reference to an aspiration to keep global average temperature rises
“well below” 2C—and even to make “efforts” towards 1.5C—it fails
to specify what exactly is supposed to be done, “by whom, and to what
degree” (Morgan 2016: 2), particularly in relation to the rich countries.
We are aware of the enormous difficulties that activists have experi-
enced in establishing a more just global and multi-layered system of
climate change governance and of the fact that there is no world gov-
ernment that could decide to turn far-reaching proposals such as a
global SSE into reality. However, we believe it makes sense to use the
remaining autonomy of the academic field to raise the issue of whether
there are any indications that existing patterns of the global climate
and environmental governance system may be used and/or adjusted
in ways to help re-embed global production and consumption patterns



7 WELFARE IN A GLOBAL STEADY-STATE ECONOMY 109

into environmental limits in the future. First of all; and despite the fact
that little has been achieved, the existence of such a governance struc-
ture, including the COP summits and the adoption of Sustainable
Development Goals through the United Nations, can be interpreted as a
confirmation of our previous point that global answers need to be sought
for “wicked” environmental issues such as climate change. It is worth-
while remembering that the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) included the “precautionary principle”,
the “polluter pays” principle as well as the principle of “common but
differentiated responsibilities” between rich and poor countries (Gough
2013). Furthermore, the establishment of the International Panel of
Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988 to provide a clear, multidisciplinary and
common scientific perspective on climate change, which assembles all
reputable climate scientists and periodically produces consensus reports
on the state of the problem, may be seen as a further step to “govern-
ance by scientific assessment” (Biermann 2011). Though the IPCC is
limited to greenhouse gas emissions, its intentions go some way towards
globally achieving caps for energy and matter throughput. Political sci-
ence research could further analyse the prospects of this becoming real-
ity.

We welcome the suggestion by “Earth System Governance” research-
ers to upgrade the UN Environment Programme to a UN specialised
agency for environmental protection along the lines of the World Health
Organisation. Similar to the Bretton Woods organisations, a “strong
environmental organization with a sizable role in agenda-setting, norm-
development, compliance management, science assessment, and build-
ing” (Biermann etal. 2012: 1306) would emerge. Also the proposal
to replace the UN Commission on Sustainable Development by a new
mechanism that stands much higher in the international institutional
hierarchy—a “high-level UN Sustainable Development Council directly
under the UN General Assembly” (Biermann etal. 2012: 1306)—
appears to be a step in the right direction. However, whether, as these
authors suggest, the primary members of this council should be the G20
countries is debatable. In this case, many of the countries that are his-
torically responsible for the bulk of the problem would be given the larg-
est amount of power to deal with it—at the expense of those countries
that suffer the most and have the least possibilities to cope. It is worth-
while noting that it was the G77 group of countries, to which the “Earth
Governance” theorists do not want to give primary member status in a
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UN Sustainable Development Council, which has tabled, in relation to
climate change and the individual level, the farthest-reaching proposal
based on per capita pollution allowances.

Following a rather simple egalitarian logic, every global citizen would
be allocated an equal entitlement to pollute the atmosphere according
to specified individual emissions budgets in accordance with the global
greenhouse gas reduction benchmarks identified by climate scientists
(Grubb et al. 1999: 270; Davey and Douthwaite 2012). This would una-
voidably call Western consumption patterns into question—including
carbon-emission intensive practices such as individual flights and auto-
mobile use—since citizens of the developed countries have already used
a disproportionate amount of their share of carbon and would therefore
need to contract their carbon budget substantially. Citizens of devel-
oping nations, who have thus far emitted fewer greenhouse gases than
their proportional share, could in contrast increase fossil fuel consump-
tion for a certain period and eventually converge with the developed
countries (Roberts and Parks 2006: 145). Rather than excluding most
developing countries from environmental “management”, the rich coun-
tries would need to clearly “signal their commitment” to restore trust
though a “series of confidence-building measures” (Roberts and Parks
2006: 217). A further indispensable element for building trust at the
international level would be the “greater stake” of developing countries
in governance and decision-making of international financial institutions
(Roberts and Parks 2006: 24).

The bio-physical terms and limits for the global matter and energy
throughput defined at the global level would delineate the room for
manoeuvre within which national and local economies and societies
could evolve. In relation to the national level, Buch-Hansen (2014)
has argued for an institutional perspective within postgrowth research,
since the present institutional diversity of states is likely to affect national
degrowth trajectories and the concrete shapes of national SSEs. If an
introduction of SSEs were politically decided in the rich countries, these
would most likely not follow one unified ideal type, but rather a range
of different models, comprising a great diversity of institutional arrange-
ments, actors and practices, affected by different economic, cultural
and socio-technical contextual factors. Just as contemporary capitalist
societies are diverse, so would SSEs take many different forms in dif-
ferent places as would the sustainable welfare institutions by means of
which human needs would be satisfied. Theorists of institutional change
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(Mahoney and Thelen 2010) argue that change rarely takes the form of
an abrupt and clear-cut break with the past. More often change is grad-
ual so that the institutional principles and practices of existing welfare
arrangements would be preserved in some form and synthesised with
steady-state and sustainable welfare principles (Koch and Buch-Hansen
2016). As a corollary, the institutions of national SSEs and their corre-
sponding sustainable welfare systems would vary across space. This does
not exclude the possibility of institutional learning processes from “best-
practice” countries. Comparative research into wellbeing of existing
countries relative to GDP per capita (Fritz and Koch 2014) suggests that
there are better than average performing countries in each part of the
world (for example, Switzerland for Europe, Costa Rica and Uruguay for
Latin America) that could be singled out for future in-depth institutional
analysis.

Chapter 3 addressed ongoing rescaling trends in welfare provision and
social policy from national to local policy levels. This is of significance
for the present discussion as a transition of regulatory power from tra-
ditional national welfare institutions to local levels could facilitate the
satisfaction of human needs within globally determined ecological lim-
its. Although not everything can or should be produced locally, several
contributors to postgrowth debates have argued for the need to replace
today’s global capitalist system with economies based on principles of the
cooperatives and social enterprise movement and oriented towards local
production and consumption cycles (Dietz and O’Neill 2013). Yet it is
not only from such academic output but also from emerging practices
of new and different ways of locally producing and living (Howell 2012)
such as ecovillages, transition towns and social enterprises that sustaina-
ble welfare systems can draw inspiration. Indeed, some of such voluntary
grassroots initiatives have proven to be quite efficient in environmental
terms even though they often face difficulties in sustaining themselves
over time (Hildingsson and Koch 2016; Biichs et al. 2015).

More research into such local initiatives, their social composition and
institutional embedding is necessary to support and facilitate the long-
term achievement of environmental goals. We would expect the chances
of achieving long-term success to increase where (local) governments
and governance networks support voluntary and civic bottom-up ini-
tiatives (Soper 2016). Further theoretical examination and empirical
evidence should be produced on how elements of the “good life” are
conceived locally. We may already find embryonic forms of alternative
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visions and practices in craft and art movements, the service economy,
socio-ecological enterprises and collaborative consumption initiatives.
Corresponding research has the potential of contributing towards creat-
ing a common vision of a social order where individual lifestyles of per-
sonal fulfilment and enjoyment are complemented by environmentally
sound and socially just production and consumption methods, and asso-
ciated modes of governance at local, national, regional and global lev-
els (Mont and Koch 2016). “Slower” and local lifestyles with more free
time, for example, would then not be seen as the end of occidental cul-
ture but as sources of individual and collective wellbeing. At the same
time, this would be a mechanism to sever the link between resource-
intensive economic growth and societal progress—a severance that we
regard as a necessary precondition for overcoming the domination of the
shopping mall culture over alternative and sustainable definitions of well-
being and quality of life.

Eco-SociaL POLICIES FOR POSTGROWTH

Steady-state economics and sustainable welfare are oriented towards the
satisfaction of human needs within ecological limits, from intergenera-
tional and global (intra-generational) perspectives. This is reflected in
Gough’s “policy auditing” (2015) approach, according to which existing
economic, social and environmental policies as well as material welfare
standards would need to be reviewed according to the criterion of gen-
eralisability. Beyond basic human needs, material welfare and wellbeing
would be regarded as secondary to environmental sustainability (Koch
and Mont 2016). Production and consumption patterns would need to
be organised in ways that the global matter and energy throughput and
associated bio-physical flows do not exceed levels identified by sustain-
ability sciences. Accordingly, economic growth as a policy goal would
need to be deprioritised relative to the satisfaction of human needs
within ecological limits. Postgrowth policy approaches have remained
at fairly abstract levels to date, mostly failing to discuss concrete policy
proposals, let alone their synergy potentials in a coherent transition strat-
egy. Exceptions to this rule are Daly (2013), Dietz and O’Neill (2013),
and Davey and Douthwaite (2012) (amongst others) who propose poli-
cies ranging from cap-and-trade /share systems for basic resources, eco-
logical tax reforms, re-regulations of working hours and international
commerce, to maximum limits on income and wealth and minimum
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income guarantees to reduce social inequality which we can use as point
of departure. A quick look at this list already suggests its implementa-
tion would require a new mix of property forms including communal,
state and individual property and a new division of labour between mar-
ket, state and “commons”, where markets would play a much lesser role
than currently. Or, in Marxian terms, global capitalism would need to
be “overcome” in the sense that the dominance of monetary growth
or exchange value over bio-physical parameters or use value would be
reversed (Koch 2015). Hence, most of the following policy proposals
have the potential of becoming “real utopias” to transcend contempo-
rary capitalism in the sense of E.O. Wright (2013).

In rich countries, the state’s traditional and growth-oriented steer-
ing role in economic and socio-ecological policy making (Chap. 3)
would need to change substantially if economic growth were to be
deprioritised and bio-physical parameters as well as the satisfaction of
basic human needs prioritised. The provision of sufficient needs satisfi-
ers for all people now and in the future presupposes the redistribution
of economic resources and the definition and implementation of limits
for economic and social inequality which would need to be much nar-
rower than in the current capitalist growth economy. To this end, some
sort of “distributist institutions” (Koch and Buch-Hansen 2016) would
be necessary to steer a range of “eco-social policies” in the transition
towards ecological and social sustainability. Generally, these would need
to address the “double injustice” (Walker 2012) that the poorest house-
hold groups who are least responsible for environmental damages such as
climate change are in the worst position to cope and to afford mitigation
and adaption (Biichs et al. 2011). Ecological investment into retrofitting
houses, for example, has only a chance of being acceptable to the elector-
ate if it is accompanied by countervailing social policies (Gough 2011)
that assist homeowners in affording ecologically useful measures. More
generally, through targeted policies, states can help bring about a redis-
tribution of work, wealth and pollution rights and can stimulate alter-
native ways of consumption. Focusing on the rich countries, we review
postgrowth reform ideas concerning the policy areas of macroeconomic
steering, inequality /redistribution, minimum and maximum incomes,
carbon rationing, consumption, working time reduction and work-life
balance as well as population/migration. Other important proposals
and approaches which we cannot review due to space constraints include
the role of commons; the cooperative economy and communal forms
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of living; as well as alternative monetary systems and local currencies
(Bollier and Helfrich 2012; Chatterton 2016; Davey and Douthwaite
2012).

In an attempt to map out economies in which GDP growth is side-
lined and where bio-physical indicators, stability and resilience are in
focus, Daly and Farley (2011: 55) suggest two main principles of mac-
roeconomic reforms that respect ecological limits; firstly, the rate of
extraction of non-renewable resources should not exceed the rate of
creation of renewable substitutes, and secondly, waste emissions should
not exceed the environment’s capacity to absorb them. Daly and Farley
but also Jackson argue that achieving these goals cannot be left to the
market but requires an active state to set a collective limit on aggregate
throughput to keep it within the absorptive and regenerative capacities
of the ecosystem. They are also in favour of a re-regulation of the inter-
national political economy away from free trade, free capital mobility
and unregulated financial markets, and promote local economic circles
instead. Jackson (2009: 104) advocates an increase in public control of
the money supply to provide greater protection against consumer debt.
He also demands public sector jobs in building and maintaining public
assets, investments in renewable energy, public transport infrastructure
and public spaces, strengthening community-based sustainability initia-
tives and especially the retrofitting of the existing building stock with
energy- and carbon-saving measures. Finally, all postgrowth authors are
in favour of investment into ecological transitions in developing coun-
tries, renewable energy, resource efficiency, low-carbon infrastructures,
and the protection of habitats and biodiversity. At company level, both
Daly and Farley (2011) and Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) demand pub-
lic intervention in the existing property structure and, in particular, a
broadening of capital ownership to regulate workplace-based structures
of inequality and rank-ordered hierarchies.

There is agreement amongst postgrowthers that the distribution of
wealth and income both within and across countries and in an inter-
generational perspective is crucial for the reduction of carbon emissions
(Daly and Farley 2011: 441; Koch 2012: 178-193). Generally, Daly
and Farley (2011: 442) propose that government redistribution policies
should respect what people have earned through their own efforts, but
people should “not be able to capture for themselves values created by
nature, by society, or by the work of others. And they should pay a fair
price for what they receive from others, including the services provided
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by government, and for the costs they impose on others”. To achieve
redistribution and to enhance ecological sustainability, most postgrowth
authors also argue for an ecological tax reform. Jackson (2009: 106) out-
lines its general direction by shifting the burden of taxation from “eco-
nomic goods (e.g. incomes) to ecological bads (e.g. pollution)”. If the
tax base were linked to the throughput of finite resources, external costs,
which private enterprises enjoy as “free gifts” from nature to date, would
be internalised and considered in their cost calculations. However, Daly
(1977: 63) prefers the definition of depletion quotas to pollution taxes,
since the latter would increase competition within the recycling indus-
try. Furthermore, eco-taxes are often regressive in distributional terms,
so would have to be accompanied by redistributive policies financed
through their revenues or replaced by cap-and-share or traded pollu-
tion quotas which have progressive distributional effects (Biichs et al.
2014; Davey and Douthwaite 2012). Some approaches also suggest to
complement (regressive) depletion and/or pollution taxes with progres-
sive income and inheritance tax reforms. For instance, Daly and Farley
(2011: 444) advocate a “highly progressive income tax that asymptoti-
cally approaches 100%, more direct limits on how much someone can
earn, or relative limits that establish a legal ratio between the highest and
lowest income allowed” and “very high inheritance taxes” since much
of the accumulated wealth is inherited. Any ecological tax reform would
also need to be combined with a shift in the tax burden from taxes on
labour to taxes on activities causing environmental damage, high-carbon
luxuries, profits and rents and possibly land (Davey and Douthwaite
2012).

We agree with most postgrowthers that the definition of both mini-
mum and maximum limits on income and wealth is critical for any
steady-state transition. After reaching the maximum income, peo-
ple would be incentivised to “devote their further energies to noneco-
nomic pursuits” so that confiscatory revenues would be rather small. The
opportunities thus forgone by the wealthy would be made available to
the “not-so wealthy, who would still be paying taxes on their increased
earnings. The effect on incentive would be negative at the top but posi-
tive at lower levels, leading to a broader participation in running the
economy” (Daly 1977: 56). Varying across authors, a minimum or basic
income would be co-financed from general revenues, an increasingly
progressive income tax, eco-taxes and/or from depletion and emissions
certificate auctions. Andersson (2009: 3), who reviewed various attempts
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of linking postgrowth approaches and basic income schemes, suggests
equivalence between basic income financed by green taxes and the dis-
tribution of equal and transferable rights to use scarce environmental
resources and to emit a given quantity of greenhouse gases. In line with
the hypothesis that it will ultimately be necessary to limit transnational
and global inequalities in wealth and income in order to reach an Earth-
wide steady state, Andersson (2009: 6) proposes the successive generali-
sation of an unconditional basic income from the already rich countries
to a global scheme.

There is consensus amongst postgrowth authors on the necessity of
identifying clear resource and emission caps according to climate sci-
ence expertise and on the establishment of reduction targets under those
caps. There is further agreement on the application and generalisation
of “contraction and convergence” and “cap-and-share” models for cli-
mate-related emissions at equal per capita allowances (Jackson 2009:
106; Davey and Douthwaite 2012), leading to the eventual convergence
of equal per capita emissions across the planet. The British Sustainable
Development Commission (2007: 7), for example, advocated the intro-
duction of a measurement of individual carbon footprints as a central
element of the measurement of environmental wellbeing. This indicator
would need to reflect “not only the direct emissions associated with con-
sumption in the UK, but also the emissions “embedded” in imported
goods and services”. The consensus is that if policies to cut emissions
were to be seen as fair, richer persons and countries, which on aver-
age contribute much more to climate change than poorer persons and
countries, would be affected the most (Biichs etal. 2011; 2014). Daly
suggests the introduction of pollution allowances and tradable rights,
for example, for carbon emissions. However, empirical evidence on
the effectiveness of real-existing market-based instruments such as the
European Union Emissions Trading Scheme (Koch 2014) or Personal
Allowances and Trading schemes (Hildingsson and Koch 2016) does
not give much reason to cheer. These are severely hampered by the fact
that the reduction of carbon emissions is intended to be the by-product
of the profit/market logic in general and the search for new investment
opportunities for finance capital in particular.

The postgrowth view of Western consumption rates is that they would
need to decrease disproportionately so that citizens of other countries
could enjoy an improvement in their material standard of living. While
consumption is generally seen as critical to human development as long as
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it “enlarges the capabilities of people without adversely affecting the well-
being of others” (The Royal Society 2012: 47), there is agreement with
Daly and Farley’s (2011: 442) argument that on a finite planet the present
generation should develop a “sense of obligation toward future genera-
tions” that is seen as being entitled to having the same opportunities for
development as the present. Conspicuous consumption is then a “negative
externality”, and people should pay for the negative impacts this imposes
upon others. Policy proposals about the most effective ways of reducing
such consumption and the accompanying carbon emissions are not very
detailed as yet, but could consist of progressive consumption taxes (Daly
and Farley 2011: 444) or a global cap-and-share scheme which would
limit the fossil fuel input to the economy and hence fossil fuel-based pro-
duction and consumption (Davey and Douthwaite 2012). Kasser (2009:
178) suggests a threefold strategy involving the decrease of the extent to
which people are exposed to lifestyle models of conspicuous consump-
tion, for example, by banning advertisements aimed at children; the sup-
port of people’s resilience, for example, by teaching individuals how to
decode advertisement messages; and helping people to act in accordance
with “intrinsic” goals, for example, by encouraging ethical consumption.
Finally, on top of financial incentives, governments can encourage certain
ways of consumption (e.g. vegetarian diets, local holidays, use of public
transport and cycling) and make others less attractive (e.g. meat consump-
tion, holidaying in distant locations, car and plane use). The success of
such state engagement may be facilitated by a growing dissatisfaction of
the public with the consumerist lifestyle (Soper 2016).

If physical indicators of throughput and GDP as a whole are reduced
and labour productivity does not decline, growing unemployment would
be the result. Postgrowth theorists have therefore started to debate the
relations between postgrowth, remuneration, employment and work
(Martinez-Alier etal. 2010: 1746). Moving towards an SEE would
entail a significant cut in the percentage of time spent in paid work in
order to reduce unemployment and distribute working time more evenly
across the population, break the circle of working to earn to consume,
and to enable a better work-life balance as well as time for currently
unpaid activities such as childcare and personal care or engagement in
local voluntary activities (Koch and Fritz 2013). In most approaches,
the welfare state plays a crucial role in this redistribution (Gough and
Meadowcroft 2011: 500). Reducing the working week is, for example,
at the heart of Victor’s resilience scenario for the Canadian economy.
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Victor (2010: 371) suggests that employment can be spread more evenly
amongst the workforce allowing the “benefits of greater productivity”
to be “directed towards more leisure time, rather than increasing GDDP”,
thanks to shorter working hours as key ingredient. From a more gen-
eral theoretical perspective, such readjustment of employment, work
and other activities presupposes placing “both on a more equal footing,
rather than seeing ‘work’ as signifying a lack, or a less valuable human
activity than ‘employment’” (Barry 2012: 139). This, again, calls for a
“more expansive conceptualisation of the economy in which all work, all
economic activity, all resource and energy use is included” (Barry 2012:
139). In a recent comparative overview of working time reduction poli-
cies, which were frequent in OECD countries prior to the 1990s, Mont
(2016) concludes that these were especially successful in improving the
work/life balance, while their effect on generating employment was
weaker. However, she stresses that none of these policies were devised
to meet the triple goal of increased employment, wellbeing and a simul-
taneous reduction of environmental impacts. Models such as those pro-
vided by Victor (2008) and Malmaeus (2011) indicate that achieving
this triple goal would require a combination of measures, including an
environmental tax reform and/or cap-and-share schemes, basic income
as a measure to counter the adverse effects of growing productivity and
labour replacements.

Finally, many postgrowthers argue that a global SSE would ultimately
be predicated on relatively stable population levels, since—all other things
being equal—more people generate more greenhouse gas emissions and
use up more finite resources than fewer people. This goal raises the issue
of appropriate population sizes and of suitable ways of achieving this.
Originally, Daly (1977: 57) advocated a scheme of “transferable birth
licences”, according to which every woman would receive an amount of
reproduction licenses that corresponds to replacement fertility. However,
such a “population stabilisation institution” turned out not only to be
very controversial in the debate given its authoritarian undertones, but
is also of limited applicability to European and OECD countries where
birth rates have been shrinking considerably over the last decades. Tax
breaks for families with fewer children in combination with more gen-
erous immigration policies would, in our view, be the short-term way
forward. In the longer term, we would assume that an introduction of
minimum and maximum income levels across the globe and a corre-
sponding decrease in international inequality would serve as a policy
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nudge towards smaller family sizes as old-age pensioners, for example,
would become less dependent on informal exchanges within families.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has outlined what we regard as the most general possible
features of a global SSE and an according “sustainable welfare” system.
We argued for an extension of the steady-state concept to the global
level where critical thresholds for energy and matter throughput would
need to be defined. These would at the same time determine the bio-
physical limits within which national and local economies could evolve.
Indeed, if global thresholds were to be met, local levels would need to
play a much greater role in production and consumption than currently,
and it will belong to the crucial future tasks to further develop the links
between global and local regulatory levels. Given ecological overshoot
and short time frames for climate action, we regard it as unlikely that
“wellbeing” for all and for future generations can for the time being
mean much more than the satisfaction of basic human needs. We have
therefore highlighted the significance of the concept of human needs for
postgrowth research and any sustainable welfare system both here and
in Chap. 5. Our final review of existing “eco-social” policy proposals,
which may facilitate the transition towards an SEE and sustainable wel-
fare, has been, on the one hand, encouraging, since there actually already
exists a list of more or less developed policy suggestions to which activ-
ists may turn. On the other hand, this review has confirmed the previ-
ous observation that these partially far-reaching policy proposals are still
mainly studied “within separate silos” (Gough 2011: 59). This may not
be surprising given the fact that the theoretical approaches upon which
these proposals are built are likewise diverse and in need of integra-
tion. However, as in the case of the different postgrowth theories, there
appears to be sufficient common ground for combining, complementing
and unifying the as yet fragmented policy proposals and for formulating
a coherent strategy for the economic, political and ecological restructur-
ing of the advanced capitalist countries.

NOTE

1. Steinberger and Roberts (2010) suggest that this might be possible as
already achieved by countries with moderate resource use.
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CHAPTER 8

Conclusions

Abstract This book combines political economy and social practice per-
spectives to highlight the challenges of achieving wellbeing goals under
postgrowth. Our review of assumptions about wellbeing in postgrowth
debates first highlights potential problems with theories of adaptive
preferences. While preferences may easily adapt upwards when living
standards improve, the concept of loss aversion and evidence on wellbe-
ing in times of economic crisis suggest that they do not adapt equally
well downwards. Second, social practice theory helps us understand the
enormous challenges which will be involved in decoupling the genera-
tion of wellbeing from its current embeddedness in growth-based market
capitalism and a range of other closely linked structures. Conceptually,
the debate should focus on basic human needs as is it compatible with
postgrowth premises. Finally, institutional contexts, especially those that
promote greater social equality, will be crucial for supporting wellbeing
under postgrowth.

Keywords Postgrowth - Wellbeing - Social practices - Political economy
- Human needs

The postgrowth literature argues that economic growth is not sustain-
able from environmental and social perspectives. It calls for a shrinking
of material throughput of the economy in developed Western countries
to then enter a steady state at a sustainable scale. This book agrees with
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this analysis but seeks to advance the discussion about possible wellbe-
ing implications of postgrowth which has so far been too polarised and
uncritical. However, we have demonstrated in this book that the rela-
tionships between economic growth and decline on the one hand, and
wellbeing on the other, are more complex than often portrayed in this
debate and require further analysis and research. An important contri-
bution that this book makes is to draw on insights from social practice
theory and political economy to examine the ways in which wellbeing is
currently embedded in an institutionalised growth paradigm in society.
This analysis and future research that may follow from it are important to
enable policy makers, practitioners and researchers to identify the condi-
tions that are likely to support wellbeing in the context of postgrowth.

Postgrowth proponents support the idea that wellbeing can be main-
tained or even improved in this new context with three key arguments.
The first emphasises that we need to take a long-term perspective for
thinking about the relationship between growth and wellbeing. Climate
change is already affecting people’s wellbeing in many places across the
globe. If economic growth continues, its environmental impacts, espe-
cially from global warming, may be so extensive that human wellbeing
is going to be severely undermined. From this perspective, it becomes a
moral imperative to move away from growth-based societies now to pre-
serve the rights of future generations to be well. The second argument
refers to evidence that GDP growth is not clearly related to increases
of subjective and objective wellbeing, especially if this is examined over
longer time periods. The third argument critiques currently dominant
definitions of wellbeing which equate wellbeing with income and mate-
rial consumption, or utilitarian conceptions of happiness. Instead, post-
growth supporters tend to refer to eudemonic conceptions of wellbeing
and a fulfilled, “good life”, or notions of universal human needs. They
argue that achievement of purpose and fulfilment in life and meeting
human needs mainly rely on supportive human relationships and mean-
ingful activities, both of which are thought to be facilitated by slower,
more cooperative and less stressful lives beyond a growth economy
(Chap. 5).

These are all very valid points, but in this book, we highlight several
issues that require further attention. First, evidence that does not show a
correlation between rising GDP and subjective wellbeing over time may
be related to measurement issues. Unlike GDP, happiness and life satis-
faction a measured on bounded scales which remain static over time and
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are hence of limited value of reflecting changes of actual levels of well-
being. Furthermore, cross-sectional analysis within and across countries
still shows that subjective and objective measures of wellbeing tend to be
higher with higher levels of income. The flattening of subjective wellbe-
ing or life expectancy curves at higher levels of income might again be
related to issues of bounded scales and the fact that the distribution of
income often increases exponentially at the higher end of the scale. Once
logarithmic income measures are used, there is often a nearly linear rela-
tionship between income and measures of wellbeing (Deaton 2008).

Second, the relationship between income and wellbeing might dif-
fer if we compare phases of economic growth with phases of economic
contraction. The concept of loss aversion (Tversky and Kahneman 1991)
suggests that while people seem to adapt their expectations relatively fast
to increased levels of living standards, they respond more strongly—and
negatively—to welfare losses, especially if they occur rapidly. This idea
is supported by empirical evidence which shows that both subjective
and objective wellbeing (our focus here was on life expectancy) tend to
decline during phases of economic contraction. The argument that well-
being also recovers again with subsequent growth, as for instance shown
in a paper by Easterlin (2010), cannot be applied to postgrowth because
the economy would continue to shrink for an extended period of time
before entering a phase of zero growth. Third, postgrowth supporters
often highlight the importance of greater social equality to support well-
being in phases of economic contraction. This is an important point as
previous research has demonstrated the detrimental effects that social
inequality can have on various wellbeing outcomes at the aggregate level
(Wilkinson and Pickett 2009). While the argument has been made that,
under certain circumstances, it is possible to prevent inequality from
increasing during phases of economic contraction (Jackson and Victor
2016), other economists are more pessimistic on this question. Levels of
inequality are likely to depend on the level of redistributive policies and
market regulation which relies on political consensus. Generally, Chap.
5 has indicated that the evidence on the wellbeing impacts of economic
contraction remains contradictory and thus suggests that social and pol-
icy contexts are likely to play an important role in mediating outcomes.
Further research is required to identify the types of contexts that support
wellbeing in phases of economic contraction.

Our analysis has also demonstrated that the current postgrowth
debate has so far not been very coherent (and sometimes not even
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sufficiently explicit) regarding the concepts of wellbeing that are applied.
Notions of (narrow) conceptions of subjective wellbeing coexist in the
debate with those of eudemonic wellbeing as well as a variety of “alter-
native” objective concepts and measures of welfare or wellbeing. In this
book, we support recent attempts to connect concepts of basic human
needs with debates on postgrowth (Koch etal. 2017). These two
approaches are very complementary because human needs are satiable
(unlike wants) and non-substitutable (e.g. money cannot buy support-
ive personal relationships). The notion of basic human needs therefore
lends itself to the identification of levels of material living standards that
are both sufficient to satisfy human needs and remain within sustaina-
ble scales of material throughput to the economy. In Chap. 5, we have
argued that the ethical obligation to preserve conditions for the wellbe-
ing of future generations should be connected to the framework of basic
human needs at the highest level which defines ultimate goals of human
needs. In Doyal and Gough’s (1991) framework, the ultimate goal of
human needs is the avoidance of serious harm, which is defined as the
“fundamental disablement in the pursuit of one’s vision of the good,
whatever that vision is” (ibid.: 50). We argue here that collective deci-
sion-making processes which define and implement this “vision of the
good” need to take concern for the wellbeing of future generations into
account to be compatible with postgrowth frameworks.

Furthermore, we have argued that further work is required to con-
ceptualise the interrelationships between objective and subjective wellbe-
ing. We wholly agree with critiques of purely subjective approaches to
wellbeing and support the emerging greater emphasis on objective well-
being approaches in the postgrowth debate. However, it remains impor-
tant to consider the role that (necessarily subjective) understandings of
wellbeing in society play for the acceptance of a shrinking economy and
decreasing levels of material living standards—and the alternative visions
of wellbeing that might be related to it. An academic agreement on max-
imum levels of material living standards for the fulfillment of basic needs
and achievement of a satisfying life remains insufficient for the pursuit
of postgrowth if the majority of the population disagrees and remains
attached to material aspirations.

Finally, this book seeks to make a contribution to conceptualising
wellbeing by linking it more closely to insights from social practices the-
ory and political economy. Combining these approaches enables us to
argue that the generation of wellbeing is currently closely embedded in
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dominant socio-eco-technological formations that rely on and are driven
by economic growth through market capitalism. We also argue that the
extent of the challenge of transitioning away from this formation should
not be underestimated due to the close links that have become estab-
lished between the constituent fields in this formation. In Chap. 2, we
demonstrated how tightly coupled the growth paradigm and market cap-
italism are. The current form of capitalism inherently relies on growth.
Moving to postgrowth hence requires the establishment of a different
economic system which is not dependent on the generation of profit
and continuous accumulation of capital—how this system may be called
and to what extent it can build on existing institutions is a secondary
question, but that its core logic, and related mechanisms and practices
will qualitatively differ from the current form of market capitalism seems
obvious.

Chapter 3 discussed the links between the welfare state and wellbe-
ing—and the ways in which this may be affected by the contradictions
that characterise the welfare state in market capitalism (Offe 1984): on
the one hand, the welfare state limits market forces and the commodi-
fication of labour and thus contributes in manifold ways to people’s
wellbeing, including through the education, health, social care, old age,
social security and minimum income systems that it provides. On the
other hand, the welfare state cannot simply be regarded as a force that
opposes the market. Quite the opposite, it evolved in tandem with the
development of market capitalism and in many ways legitimised and sta-
bilised this regime by supporting education, health and regeneration of
the workforce. Therefore, current welfare state regimes also “lock” the
generation of wellbeing into the functioning of growth-based capitalism
and hence into a regime that is unsustainable and will undermine wellbe-
ing in the long run. Paradoxically, while the welfare state currently con-
tributes to the generation of wellbeing, partly because it limits market
mechanisms and possibly to some extent growth, it also couples these
processes to the unsustainable growth paradigm and supports growth in
the long term, thus crowing out alternative wellbeing conceptions and
practices.

In Chap. 6, we connected this discussion to social practice theory
which emphasises the co-constitutive role of macro- and micro-dimen-
sions of society—or what is often called structure and agency. We high-
lighted several implications that this perspective has for discussing
wellbeing in the context of postgrowth. First, this perspective helps to
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demonstrate the structural properties that the growth paradigm assumes
as it becomes embedded in various kinds of coupled socio-technical
structures. Not only that, but it also becomes something that is per-
ceived as “natural” by actors and thus unquestioningly reproduced on
a daily basis as workers and welfare benefit recipients (have to) “buy
into” the logic that labour market participation is to their own advan-
tage and internalise aspirations of career progression and increasing
incomes and consumption (also see Chap. 2). Second, social practice
theory has emphasised the ways in which practices simultaneously create
and are “held together” by close links between various social fields, and
them and technological and environmental structures. This also happens
because the constitution of these structural features of societies implies
a concentration of material and immaterial resources, including power,
in these socially dominant formations. While this distributional structure
of socio-eco-technological formations requires continuous reproduction
through practices that actors engage in, and is hence constantly recali-
brated in the process, it is not easily altered more radically and rapidly.
Radically different practices that do not fit into these established for-
mations do not have access to the resources and power required to be
“scaled up” and are marginalised in their encounters with dominant
practices. Third, these insights are directly relevant to our discussion of
wellbeing in the context of postgrowth. Essentially, wellbeing outcomes
are generated through social practices which, as we have discussed above,
are firmly embedded in and continually reproduce the currently domi-
nant system of growth-dependent market capitalism and its links to a
range of other socio-eco-technological systems.

An important question that emerges from this is in which ways the
rapid and radical social change that will be required to move to a post-
growth society might impact on wellbeing. While the concept of agency,
and with that the capacity for change, is fundamental to the social prac-
tices approach, it is also important to acknowledge the possibility that
some dimensions of social structures might play a positive role for peo-
ple’s wellbeing because they provide people with identities, meanings,
trust in relationships and institutions, security—all of which seem to be
vitally important for leading fulfilled lives and for meeting basic human
needs. Here we encounter again the difficulties that the links between
subjective and objective wellbeing present us with: the previous state-
ment may be true even though current social processes generate consid-
erably unequal wellbeing outcomes for different groups in society and
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are unlikely to be in the in the “objective” interest for people’s wellbeing
in the long term. In other words, existing and relatively stable socio-eco-
technological formations can provide people with identities, meanings
and perceived security and thus contribute to their sense of wellbeing,
even though not in a way that is “objectively” optimal. Does from this
follow that rapid and radical change might affect wellbeing negatively, at
least in the short term, because it destabilises identities, meanings, trust,
relationships, etc.? The examples that we discussed in Chap. 5 suggest
that this is indeed a risk, at least in the short term (e.g. a rapid collapse
of institutions as witnessed in the transformation of Eastern Europe and
the previous states of the Russian Federation in the early 1990s brought
about considerable reductions of wellbeing), but that it also depends on
societal contexts and the governance of transition.

This also links to a point we made in Chap. 7 which discusses which
principles, institutions and “eco-social” policies could support wellbe-
ing in the context of postgrowth. Here we argued that a range of policy
proposals which would fit well with principles of postgrowth econo-
mies already exist in current societal niches. If integrated into a cohesive
transition strategy, these may well have the potential of becoming “real
utopias” (Wright 2013) to overcome contemporary capitalism. Socio-
economic crises which may in the future occur in the context of “secu-
lar stagnation” might provide “windows of opportunity” to mobilise and
scale up these policies.

Future research in this field will need to identify, through systematic
comparative research, which kinds of contexts can support wellbeing
outcomes—the fulfilment of basic human needs—in times of economic
contraction and rapid change. Work has already commenced (Steinberger
and Roberts 2010; O’Neill 2015; Koch etal. 2017) and is currently
under way (e.g. Steinberger’s “Living Well within Limits” Leverhulme
Leadership project) to operationalise and identify levels of material
requirements for human needs fulfilment within planetary boundaries.

Many other questions remain open and will require more detailed
consideration in future research. One concerns the question of pos-
sible carriers of transition: which groups in society could be poten-
tial benefactors and advocates of postgrowth and associated alternative
visions of wellbeing and policies? It seems plausible that in rich coun-
tries, people who experience precarious labour market conditions (e.g.
in the growing “gig” economy, those on zero hours contracts) and
who have little prospect of fitting into mainstream patterns of lifecycle
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achievements—including career progression, home and car ownership,
etc.—could be receptive to alternative visions of life aspirations and
socio-economic models beyond growth. More generally, postgrowth
societies are likely to improve work-life balance and might, through the
redistribution of work and other resources, weaken the male-breadwin-
ner model and generally promote gender equality. Of course, schemes
such as global cap and share of emission allowances, and the redistribu-
tion of incomes through minimum and maximum incomes would bring
considerable benefits to people in developing countries and those liv-
ing in poverty in the developed world. Across the world, there is already
considerable support for various types of postgrowth and postgrowth-
compatible movements and initiatives, demonstrated by the consider-
able size of audiences that postgrowth conferences have attracted over
the past few years, and the various initiatives that support sustainable/
slow living, voluntary simplicity, low-carbon communities, coopera-
tives and social enterprises, local production and exchange networks, the
post-development movement, to name but a few. As argued earlier, these
actors, movements and the practices and institutions they establish, can
be seen as “real utopias” (Wright 2013)—societal niches which have the
potential for being scaled up, especially once currently dominant prac-
tices and institutions no longer function well in the context of “secular
stagnation”.
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