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ABSTRACTDegrowth is presented as a radical yet increasingly relevant climate policy and advocates of the model defend itas addressing the structural drivers of the environmental crisis, particularly overconsumption and the dependencyon continuous economic growth. This article proposes a discussion on different climate policies and their politicalfeasibility compared to the degrowth model. Defenders of the degrowth model explore the finite nature of theplanet’s natural resources and evaluate degrowth as a potential pathway toward environmental sustainabilityand social equity. The degrowth model challenges the dominant neoliberal assumptions that equate well-beingand progress with GDP growth, proposing instead a shift toward circular economies and more localized, low-impact livelihoods.However, the paper also investigates critics of degrowth as a climate solution that would foster inequalities in theGlobal South, where economies are often dependent on export-oriented industries and vulnerable to fluctuationsin global demand. While degrowth could alleviate some of the harms caused by globalization and extractivecapitalism by promoting local economies, a just transition to degrowth requires strong governmental investmentin the welfare system and redistributive policies, especially to protect marginalized communities from job lossesand economic disruptions. Ultimately, degrowth prompts a broader reflection on society’s capacity to adapt toecological limits and redefine progress beyond economic accumulation.
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1. IntroductionThe recent escalation of natural disasters and therecord-breaking warmest year on Earth in 2024 under-scores the limitations of current climate mitigation effortsin addressing the environmental crisis (World Meteoro-logical Organization, 2025). Contemporary climate ac-tion focuses on reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissionsand transitioning to a more sustainable economic model.However, critics argue that these measures remain deeplyembedded in growth-driven capitalist systems, contribut-ing to environmental degradation (Fuentes & al., 2020,p. 8). Degrowth has emerged as a radical yet increas-ingly discussed alternative to traditional climate policies.Degrowth advocates challenge the notion that economicgrowth is compatible with environmental sustainability.They argue that degrowth could reduce overconsumptionand the extraction of finite natural resources (Kallis et al.,2024, p. 1). Rather than focusing solely on emission re-duction, degrowth proposes a broader societal shift towardmore sustainable, minimalistic modes of living (Schneideret al., 2010, p. 512). The model addresses environmentalharm by promoting reduced consumption and limited eco-nomic expansion to decrease GHG emissions (Kronenberget al., 2024, p. 235) (Khmara & Kronenberg, 2018, p. 722).

This article examines the theories of the degrowth modeland its potential effects on the climate crisis and socialjustice in the context of globalization and capitalism. Thepaper then uses research on the intersection of degrowthwith innovation and development to investigate the neolib-eral assumption that well-being, consumerism, and eco-nomic growth are inherently interconnected (Schneider etal., 2010, p. 512). Degrowth will undergo a critical exam-ination as a potential alternative to conventional climatepolicies. The feasibility of degrowth in terms of politi-cal viability will be assessed in comparison to alterna-tive market-based climate solutions. Moreover, this articlehighlights the possible societal consequences of degrowth,particularly for vulnerable populations in the Global South(Savin & Berg, 2022, p. 8). While researchers argue thatdegrowth may result in socio-economic disruptions, oth-ers defend that it could reduce the exploitation of naturalresources in these regions (Lang, 2024, p. 928). To pre-vent the exacerbation of social disparities, a successfultransition to degrowth would necessitate substantial gov-ernmental intervention and investment in social welfareprograms (Büchs & Koch, 2019, p.160).
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2. Understanding degrowth
2.1 A societal model downscaling production and con-

sumptionDegrowth is a climate policy that challenges the tradi-tional reliance on economic growth as an indicator of pros-perity and social progress. Advocates of degrowth defineit as “an equitable downscaling of production and con-sumption that increases human well-being” while aimingto “enhance ecological conditions at the local and globallevel” (Schneider et al., 2010, p. 512). This perspectivesuggests that social development and human progress canoccur independently of economic growth. Supporters ofdegrowth argue that it could address the “triple environ-mental, social, and economic crisis” by promoting a shiftaway from a growth-driven model (Schneider et al., 2010, p.511). Degrowth advocates for a paradigm shift in societalstructures, proposing a transition from excessive resourceextraction and perpetual economic expansion towards amore sustainable and equitable model (Whitehead, 2013,p. 142). This approach involves restricting and reduc-ing production as an incentive to restrain consumerismand material consumption (Schneider et al., 2010, p. 512).Some researchers argue that addressing the climate cri-sis requires a substantial reduction in overall consumption,accompanied by a corresponding decrease in economic ac-tivity (Khmara & Kronenberg, 2018, p. 722). They supporttheir argument by asserting that the continuous rise inproduction and consumption is incompatible with environ-mental sustainability and social justice (Lux et al., 2023, p.2). However, critics of the degrowth model argue that areduction in economic activity could diminish individuals’well-being (Savin & Berg, 2022, p. 6). They advocate foralternative climate solutions that do not jeopardize eco-nomic growth. Alternative climate policies, such as greengrowth, are perceived as more politically feasible than thedegrowth model (Savin & Berg, 2022, p. 6).
2.2 Degrowth and finite natural resourcesDegrowth theorists argue that the current economic tra-jectory, characterized by rapid expansion and increasingresource consumption, is unsustainable due to the finitenature of natural resources. Scientific reports demon-strate the “Planetary Boundaries” that human beings havebreached with the “acceleration of the human enterprisesince the 1950s” (Rockström & al., 2009, p. 21). The “expo-nential growth” of consumption, innovation, and extractionof natural resources threatens the biophysical systems.Potentially triggering “abrupt or irreversible environmen-tal changes” with severe consequences for human societies(Rockström & al., 2009, p. 3). In Western societies, eco-

nomic prosperity and rising income levels are often associ-ated with improved well-being and quality of life. Scholarsargue that the “expansion of the economy is the sine quanon of a happy and affluent society” (Whitehead, 2013, p.141). However, others debate whether economic growth isinherently linked to subjective well-being (Büchs & Koch,2019, p.162). Some research found that beyond a certainthreshold, GDP growth does not necessarily correlate withincreased happiness or life satisfaction (Sacks et al., 2010,p. 1). Nevertheless, critics of degrowth argue that reduc-ing economic activity could lead to social and economicinstability because it would sacrifice considerable welfare,particularly in regions depending on growth for povertyalleviation and public welfare (Savin & Berg, 2022, p. 6)(Whitehead, 2013, p. 141).Therefore, degrowth advocates for a fundamental shift insocietal consumerism to address the challenges of preserv-ing finite natural resources and mitigating environmentaldegradation. This paradigm deviates from the capitalistmodel, which prioritizes human well-being through thepursuit of consumerism. However, some research advo-cates that degrowth would decrease social welfare and,therefore, lead to an increase in social instability.
2.3 Degrowth and innovationThe current economic system, rooted in capitalism, cen-ters around maximizing growth. In this consumer-drivensociety, the “ideology of neoliberalism and infinite growth”plays a major role, with neoliberalists arguing that de-growth impedes progress (Brown & Vergragt, 2016, p.1). From a neoliberal perspective, implementing degrowthmight result in a reduction of the national Gross Domes-tic Product (GDP) (Khmara & Kronenberg, 2018, p. 722).Economic progress is often associated with Gross Domes-tic Product (GDP) growth, which is closely linked to con-sumerism and technological advancement (Kotz, 2002, p.1). Consequently, a question arises for degrowth theorists:How can society thrive and modernize while adopting amore restrained and simplistic way of life? Supporters ofdegrowth, such as Schneider, argue that innovation neednot be hindered but rather redirected toward more sus-tainable and meaningful outcomes (Schneider et al., 2010,p. 513). Concepts like the circular economy exemplifythis shift, as they necessitate rethinking current produc-tion and consumption systems. In their article “Crisis orOpportunity? Economic Degrowth for Social Equity andEcological Sustainability,” Schneider et al. (2010) assertthat degrowth does not hinder progress but challenges itto be “redirected from more to better” (p. 512). The circulareconomy promotes innovation by making waste recoveryeconomically viable (Savini, 2023, p. 3).



Science for Sustainability Journal, Vol. 8, 2025 3Consequently, theorists of degrowth present it as analternative economic paradigm that encourages techno-logical progress and innovation, such as through circularor locally based economies, which require substantial in-vestment and creative solutions. However, perceived it asa threat to modernization and prosperity, fundamentallychallenging our neoliberal societal framework (Brown &Vergragt, 2016, p. 1). The question remains: Can peo-ple and the economy adapt to such a shift? It is crucialto consider the broader context of wealth and develop-ment. To adapt to the constantly evolving world, societymust progress accordingly and address pressing issues.Are modernization and development creating a frameworkfor coexistence between nature, humans, and the climate?Are current climate policies addressing the root causesof the climate emergency, or are they merely providingtemporary solutions? Climate change remains a signifi-cant challenge, and it is essential to adjust approachesto mitigate its devastating consequences on both humanwell-being and nature. The second part of the article willcompare the effectiveness of several climate policies, in-cluding degrowth, in addressing the underlying causes ofclimate change.
3. Discussion on climate policies
3.1 Market-driven climate policiesAlternative climate policies, such as trade sanctions, arealso discussed as solutions to address the climate crisis.Trade sanctions, also referred to as trade penalties, areimplemented in various forms, such as through uniform tar-iffs on imports and exports aimed at stabilizing a climatecoalition (Hagen & Scheider, 2021, p. 2). By imposingpenalties on nonparticipants, trade sanctions incentivizecountries to reduce their GHG emissions (Nordhaus, 2020,p. 17). They can be organized by climate clubs, whichare groups of countries with “similar climate policies” thatwork together to implement “harmonized emissions reduc-tions” and “set an international carbon price.” States thatchoose not to join the “climate clubs” may face trade re-strictions (Hufbauer et al., 2022, p. 18). An alternativeto trade sanctions involves different carbon pricing mech-anisms, such as the European Commission’s proposal forthe Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM). Thisprocedure imposes a price on imports based on the “veri-fied emissions of the imported goods” (Grubb et al., 2022,p. 770). Consequently, the different solutions on tradesanctions and carbon pricing compel states to reconsidertheir energy source technologies towards greener and re-newable energies to reduce emissions and avoid poten-tial sanctions (Lin, 2019, p. 538) (Grubb et al., 2022, p.762). While these policies aim to reduce environmental

impact while still prioritizing economic growth, degrowthadvocates argue that true sustainability necessitates tran-sitioning away from growth-oriented strategies (Schneideret al., 2010, p. 512). Therefore, the degrowth model chal-lenges the underlying framework of capitalism, which iscentral to policies such as trade sanctions and carbon pric-ing. However, trade penalties, being embedded within acapitalist framework, are perceived as less disruptive thanthe degrowth model (Fuentes & al., 2020, p. 8). Fromthis viewpoint, market-driven policies may be consideredmore feasible, as they do not challenge consumerism oreconomic growth but rather seek to enhance the sustain-ability of existing systems.
3.2 Green-tech innovationsWhile market-driven policies, such as trade sanctionsand carbon pricing compel states to adopt innovativestrategies for reducing their emissions, they do not directlyaddress consumption patterns. These strategies uphold thebelief that “an alliance between nature and technology willsave us” (Sandrin, 2024, p. 177). Although industries maybe required to emit fewer greenhouse gases, these mea-sures do not necessarily promote reduced resource use orbehavioral changes among consumers. Instead, they rein-force the narrative that economic growth can be pursued“without facing catastrophic consequences” (Sandrin, 2024,p. 177).

Green transportationTechnological advancements such as electric vehiclesand green shipping are often celebrated as climate so-lutions. However, these innovations will continue to “con-sume energy” and “transport more goods further” (Schnei-der et al., 2010, p. 516). Green innovations do not neces-sarily reduce consumerism. Research suggests that “eco-efficient technologies” may even stimulate higher con-sumption, as they offer more profitable alternatives ratherthan fundamentally reducing demand (Schneider et al.,2010, p. 516). Researchers argue that a shift to “non-energy-intensive sustainable products” could be used as a“justification for increased consumption” (Seebeauer & al.,2019, p. 7). Consequently, the environmental benefits aredebatable because of the risk of a rebound effect, whereincreased efficiency results in more total consumption, thusundermining sustainability goals (Seebeauer & al., 2019,p. 2).
Hydrogen productionHydrogen fuel is frequently promoted as a green so-lution, but some researchers state that the disparity be-tween policy rhetoric and actual emissions contributes to“greenwashing” (Greiss, 2023, p. 9). Several methods exist



Science for Sustainability Journal, Vol. 8, 2025 4for producing hydrogen, with electrolysis being the onlymethod that does not emit greenhouse gas emissions (Car-bon Brief, 2020). Produced via electrolysis, green hydrogenis a low-emissions alternative, but it currently only repre-sents 2% of global hydrogen production (IEA, 2019, p. 37)(Sandrin, 2024, p. 178). The other types of hydrogen, greyhydrogen, and blue hydrogen are derived from fossil fuels:76% originating from natural gas and 23% from coal. San-drin argue that even though green hydrogen is a potentialclean energy solution, it is far from representing most ofthe overall hydrogen production (Sandrin, 2024, p. 180).Researchers debate whether technological solutions aloneare insufficient to address the climate crisis (Schneider etal., 2010, p. 516). In contrast, advocates of degrowth po-sition climate action as a matter of moral responsibility.They argue that the implementation of technologies oftenassumes that humans are incapable of adapting to lowerlevels of consumption. By doing so, they challenge theassumption that capitalism can transition seamlessly intoa carbon-free economy (Tornel, 2019, p. 71).
3.3 Degrowth compared to green growthThe degrowth model is defended as offering an alter-native solution to rapidly decrease greenhouse gas emis-sions by targeting the systemic drivers of environmentaldegradation. The degrowth model posits that “the pro-cess of reducing production and consumption” is the mosteffective strategy for mitigating emissions (Khmara & Kro-nenberg, 2018, p. 722). A research scenario estimates thatdegrowth could lead to an 88% reduction in emissions by2035 compared to the “business as usual” scenario (Victor,2012, p. 212). Furthermore, it argues that the imple-mentation of smaller and circular economies promotes thereuse of materials, decreasing both pollution and relianceon non-renewable resources (Charonis, 2012, p. 3). How-ever, trade sanctions and carbon pricing are defended asmore politically feasible because they are market-basedand, therefore, align with existing capitalist frameworks(Fuentes & al., 2020, p. 8). These approaches encourageemissions reductions without challenging prevailing eco-nomic paradigms (Fuentes & al., 2020, p. 8).Consequently, states are incentivized to invest in re-newable technologies to avoid economic penalties andenhance energy efficiency. However, these mechanismsdon’t explicitly promote reduced consumption or behav-ioral changes. Degrowth, in contrast, aims to address theroot cause of climate change by redefining societal val-ues and reducing reliance on consumption-driven growth(Schneider et al., 2010, p. 512). The COVID-19 pandemicshowed that rapid behavioral and production changes arepossible under the right conditions (Ray & al., 2022, p.

13). However, a long-term shift towards degrowth wouldrequire deliberate planning, societal support, and institu-tional frameworks (Büchs & Koch, 2019, p.160).
4. COVID-19 and climate adaptationResearch on “the impact of COVID-19 pandemic onglobal carbon emissions” discusses GHG emissions re-duction following the implementation of strong regulatorymeasures (Ray et al., 2022, p. 13). The study furthershows that it is politically feasible to encourage behav-ioral changes at “city, nation, continent, and global levels”to reduce consumerist habits in response to a collectivethreat to human health (Ray et al., 2022, p. 13). Althoughthere was initial resistance to public health policies, a so-cietal consensus gradually emerged in favor of these mea-sures for the collective good. In several countries, lock-downs emerged as the sole viable solution to safeguardthe population and curb the virus’s rapid spread. Despitethe inconveniences and disruptions they caused, popula-tions demonstrated remarkable adaptability by wearingmasks and adhering to the imposed restrictions (Fuenteset al., 2020, p. 10). This experience raises the questionof whether similar collective responsibility and behavioraladaptations can be mobilized to address the climate crisis.However, the reduction in greenhouse gas emissions dur-ing the COVID-19 pandemic alone would not have beensufficient to meet the Paris Agreement goals. Therefore,researchers propose a more profound social transformation,complemented by green innovations, for achieving long-term sustainability (Fuentes et al., 2020, p. 9).Consequently, market-based solutions appear more po-litically feasible to mitigate climate change compared todegrowth, as it represent an economic threat. Despite thepandemic’s revelation that global collaboration can lead totransformative changes in response to existential threats,addressing climate change necessitates the integrationof both social and innovative green solutions (Fuentes& al., 2020, p. 8). The next section will examine re-searchers’s statements that degrowth can decrease socialjustice through support for smaller, localized economies.
5. Societal impact of degrowth
5.1 Global South and Global North dependencyDegrowth theorists conceptualize the degrowth modelas a series of alternatives that transcend the principlesof development and growth (Krähmer, 2025, p. 3). Inthis concluding section, degrowth is discussed as a po-tential strategy to address the social injustices that glob-alization imposes on marginalized communities with “un-fair exploitation” of the Global South by the Global North



Science for Sustainability Journal, Vol. 8, 2025 5(Fields-Hirschler, 2023, p. 59). Globalization has created adependency in the Global North on the Global South dueto “appropriated resources with high-embodied material,labor” from low-income countries (Kreinin, H., & Aigner,E. 2022, p. 290). This exploitation exposes the extent towhich capitalist systems and Western consumerism relyon the labor and resources in the Global South (Fields-Hirschler, 2023, p. 59). It also underscores how economiesin the Global South depend on the Global North to “main-tain employment and service debts” (Kallis, 2024, p. 73).This mutual dependency presents a complex challenge forimplementing degrowth policies globally, particularly inthe Global South (Savin & Berg, 2022, p. 8). To addressthese structural imbalances and facilitate a just transi-tion to degrowth, substantial public investment and inter-national cooperation are argued to be indispensable bydegrowth theorists. Such investment must prioritize thedevelopment of local economies in the Global South, al-leviate debt burdens, and promote sustainable livelihoodsthat are not contingent upon extractive or export-orientedgrowth models (Büchs & Koch, 2019, p.160).
5.2 Degrowth and the Global South’s natural resourcesAdvocates of degrowth argue that this alternative modelcould limit the extractive practices of the Global North inthe Global South by promoting local economies (Kräh-mer, 2025, p. 11). Many communities and local mar-kets have collapsed under the pressure of globalization,while natural resource extraction has degraded ecosys-tems and threatened livelihoods (Fields-Hirschler, 2023, p.60). The “Rises in foreign direct investments have beenhistorically also tied to land grabbing” which participatedin the “destruction of local sustainable community liveli-hoods” (Kreinin, H., & Aigner, E. (2022, p. 290). In numer-ous instances, this has resulted in the theft of economicopportunities (Schneider et al., 2010, p. 516). Degrowthresearchers advocate for degrowth as a model that wouldtransition towards smaller-scale, more self-sufficient localeconomies (Schneider et al., 2010) (Khmara, & Kronenberg,2018, p. 723). And that would consequently limit inter-national trade (Krähmer, 2025, p. 2). A shift to amplifylocal economies may offer opportunities for impoverishedcommunities, particularly those impacted by foreign andlarge-scale production, to rebuild local forms of livelihood(Krähmer, 2025, p. 11). Consequently, degrowth defendersargue that it could contribute to mitigating some of theadverse social consequences of globalization by diminish-ing the “unfair appropriation of resources” (Kallis, 2024,p. 73). This approach may empower communities to re-gain control over local commerce and reduce dependencyon foreign markets. Climate change has intensified social

inequalities and worsened vulnerability in many GlobalSouth communities (Fields-Hirschler, 2023, p. 60). Thus,degrowth’s emphasis on local economies may represent apathway for community resilience and greater autonomyover local resources (Lang, 2024, p. 928). However, sucha transition would require coordinated policy efforts, sub-stantial government support, and long-term investment inequitable capacity-building.
5.3 Transition to degrowth requires governmental invest-

mentThe implementation of degrowth must be accompaniedby substantial government investment in social welfare ini-tiatives to facilitate a just and sustainable transition forthe most vulnerable communities (Büchs & Koch, 2019,p.160). Transitioning to degrowth “could have damagingeffects (. . . ) in the absence of policy interventions” on theGlobal South population (Kallis, 2024, p. 73). Indeed, de-growth, which prioritizes local economies, may pose sig-nificant risks to the Global South by limiting economicdevelopment, therefore, disrupting economies heavily re-liant on extractive and export-oriented industries such asmining and agriculture (Suzer, 2022, p. 5). Degrowth ad-vocates state that public services and social welfare willrequire redistributive mechanisms to address the popula-tion’s needs (Büchs & Koch, 2019, p.158). Marginalizedgroups would likely be the first affected, as their liveli-hoods often depend on global trade and wage labor inexport sectors (Savin & Berg, 2022, p. 8). Therefore, tar-geted investments are crucial to avoid deepening povertylevels and to ensure that vulnerable populations are pro-tected during this transition (Büchs & Koch, 2019, p.163).As Kallis (2024, p. 68) suggests, “good social outcomesare possible when the right policies are implemented.” Re-search has demonstrated that the implementation of de-growth does not compromise well-being when combinedwith “technology, policy-driven investment strategies, andredistribution” (Kallis, 2024, p. 68). Theorists argue thatdegrowth emerges as a potential climate policy that, ifpaired with strong welfare systems and equitable redistri-bution, could promote social justice for the Global South.
6. ConclusionThe degrowth model advocates for a reduction in con-sumerism, often described as one of the root causes of cli-mate change. This article explores convergent researchers’opinion on degrowth. Some are presenting it as a climatesolution that addresses resource scarcity by downscal-ing production and consumption. They argue that themodel challenges the capitalist notion that well-being,consumerism, and economic growth are inherently linked



Science for Sustainability Journal, Vol. 8, 2025 6(Schneider et al., 2010, p. 512). In response to neolib-eral criticism regarding the GDP decline and perceivedstagnation, degrowth theorists defend degrowth as an al-ternative economic model that can still foster transforma-tion within a circular economy framework (Schneider etal., 2010, 512). They hope to prompt the reader to reflecton definitions of progress and innovation. This raises acrucial question: Should modern societies adapt their con-sumption patterns to nature’s constraints and the growingecological backlash against globalization and capitalism?This article uses alternative climate policies, such as tradesanctions and carbon clubs to compare theories of climatemitigation efficiency. The paper characterized them asmore politically viable because of their integration intoexisting capitalist systems. However, green innovations,such as electric cars or the production of green hydrogen,must be adjusted to address the environmental crisis andits urgency. Their current design is insufficient. Althoughgreen hydrogen presents a promising solution to mitigategreenhouse gas emissions, its production capacity cur-rently falls short compared to other hydrogen productionmethods (IEA, 2019, p. 37). In the context of green trucks,research suggests that the rebound effect could poten-tially encourage consumption, potentially outweighing theadvantages associated with their environmentally friendlynature. In contrast, degrowth seeks to directly reduceconsumption levels, offering a more immediate pathway toaddress the urgency of the climate crisis. A comparisonwith the adaptation to the COVID-19 pandemic invites thereader to consider whether a similar level of collectivecommitment and behavioral change could be mobilized inthe face of ecological collapse. Lastly, the interdepen-dence of the Global South and the Global North with theextraction of natural resources in the Global South and theunequal economic prosperity in the Global North is dis-cussed as incompatible with the degrowth model. On theone hand, research demonstrates that degrowth would po-tentially have positive social impacts on the Global South.By fostering local economies, communities that have losttheir livelihoods due to globalized production may have theopportunity to rebuild the localized economy. Degrowthadvocates state that with reduced consumption, the al-ternative societal model could also alleviate the humanconsequences of globalization and resource extraction. Onthe other hand, critics of degrowth assert that the poten-tial implementation of such policies could adversely impactthe economic well-being of vulnerable communities in theGlobal South, particularly those heavily reliant on export-oriented industries. Consequently, degrowth researchers

assert that a welfare state is indispensable for the im-plementation of degrowth in order to mitigate negativeeconomic repercussions on impoverished communities.Debates on adequate climate solutions are highly con-troversial among various researchers. This paper aimsto invite the reader to critically discuss degrowth as apotential solution to mitigate climate change. The de-growth movement challenges current policy frameworks bysuggesting that they underestimate the capacity of hu-man societies to adapt in favor of environmental survival.Therefore, it raises critical concerns regarding the extentto which climate policies are prepared to embrace trulytransformative change.
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