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Summary 

The latest IPCC reports are clear. We know 

what is needed to tackle global climate change 

and we know that it would come with 

considerable benefits for most of the global 

population. But achieving effective climate 

action and realising its benefits requires a 

redesign of our economy that tackles current 

concentrations of wealth and power and ends 

our dependency on economic growth. This is 

because climate action needs to scale down 

dirty industries, regulate powerful corporations, 

and provide large-scale public investment in 

public services and income security. Post-

growth research has started to sketch a path of 

how to achieve such a transformation without 

leaving anyone behind. In contrast, green 

growth and ecomodernist perspectives often 

effectively delay climate action by pretending 

that it can be done without tackling politically 

uncomfortable questions of power and 

redistribution.   

 

Green growth and post-growth  

The latest IPCC reports present a ‘code red for 

humanity’ in the words of the UN Secretary 

General (Guterres, 2021). To prevent 

catastrophic impacts, the world needs to 

achieve net zero greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions by 2050 (IPCC, 2021). Given its 

historical responsibilities, a fair net zero date for 

the UK would be much earlier, around 2030, 

requiring rates of annual reductions in GHG 

emissions of more than 15%, which are 

unprecedented even in comparison to existing 

ambitions (Jackson, 2021). Such considerations 

of fairness have led the Welsh Government to 

consider bringing forward its net zero target to 

2035 (Welsh Government, 2021). 

 

Continuing GDP growth is 

environmentally 

unsustainable but stopping 

GDP growth has unwanted 

social repercussions. Solving 

the dilemma requires a 

redesign of the economy 

that makes wellbeing less 

dependent on GDP growth 
 

A key driver of rising GHG emissions has been 

the relentless growth in economic production 

and consumption as measured by GDP. While 

the GHG intensity of the global economy has 

fallen and we can produce the same amount of 

GDP with fewer GHG emissions, global GDP 

growth has been outpacing these intensity 

improvements leading to continuously rising 

GHG emissions. Achieving global climate 

targets while continuing to grow global GDP 

would therefore require unprecedented intensity 

improvements (Hickel and Kallis, 2019; Haberl 

et al., 2020). For example, Jackson (2018) 

estimates that achieving the goals of the Paris 

agreement with GDP growth continuing at 

historical rates would require the global carbon 

intensity of the economy to fall by about 8% 

each year. This compares to an average annual 
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fall of less than 1% since 1990. Some high-

income countries like the UK, have managed to 

achieve absolute reductions in GHG emissions 

despite a growth in GDP. But even here the 

rates of emissions reductions are nowhere near 

the rates required for a fair contribution to global 

climate targets. For example, carbon emissions 

in the UK have been falling at about 3.6% per 

year between 2009 and 2019, which is still far 

below the rates of more than 15% required to 

stay within its fair share of the remaining carbon 

budget (Jackson, 2021). The tension between 

GDP growth and environmental impacts has 

produced two divergent positions on the 

economic implications of achieving 

environmental sustainability.  

The first position has been adopted by most 

governments and is referred to as green growth 

(OECD, 2011) or ecomodernism (Asafu-Adjaye 

et al., 2015), if labelled at all. It maintains that 

GDP growth is necessary for human flourishing 

and that climate action is only feasible if it does 

not threaten GDP growth. It assumes that 

sufficient climate action can be made compatible 

with continuing GDP growth through 

technological improvements which are expected 

to speed up rates of improvement in the GHG 

intensity of GDP well above historical rates.  

The second position has been adopted by a 

small but growing community of researchers and 

activists and has been referred to as post-

growth (Jackson, 2017), degrowth (Schneider et 

al., 2010), doughnut (Raworth, 2017) or 

wellbeing economics (Hough-Stewart et al., 

2019). For reasons of convenience and personal 

preference, I will use the term post-growth to 

refer to this position. It concludes from the 

historical trends that emission reductions at the 

required pace are incompatible with continuing 

GDP growth in high income countries. Economic 

policy should therefore prioritise the goal of 

meeting the fundamental needs of every person 

within planetary boundaries, even if it requires 

reductions in the growth rate or level of GDP. 

The description of these needs varies somewhat 

between different authors but tends to include 

elements of material and income security, such 

as access to an adequate home, nutritious food 

and health care, but also elements of equality, 

justice and social and political participation. It is 

recognised that these needs, while considered 

universal, can be satisfied in different ways 

depending on the cultural context and need to 

be defined through democratic and participatory 

processes (Gough, 2015). Given that GDP is not 

a measure of wellbeing (Stiglitz et al., 2010; 

Costanza et al., 2014), post-growth economists 

assume that there is no fundamental problem 

with meeting everyone’s needs without further 

GDP growth. For post-growth economists, the 

answer to global poverty is not more material 

production but distributing existing production 

more fairly.  

 

But they recognise that environmental policies 

limiting GDP growth in our current economic 

system can have widespread negative social 

impacts, especially on the poorest, defined as 

the “dilemma of growth” (Jackson, 2017: 66). 

Continuing GDP growth is environmentally 

unsustainable but stopping GDP growth has 

unwanted social repercussions. Solving the 

dilemma requires a redesign of the economy 

that makes wellbeing less dependent on GDP 

growth: for example, by providing generous 

welfare systems and reducing inequality and 

poverty through increased economic democracy 

and taxation (Stratford and O’Neill, 2020). 

While ecomodernists therefore focus on the 

technological shifts required to make GDP 

growth environmentally sustainable, post-growth 

economists focus on the economic shifts 

required to make non-growing economies 

socially sustainable.  

Debates between the two positions have usually 

focused on the question of whether it is feasible 

to decouple GHG emissions from GDP growth 
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fast enough (Hickel and Kallis, 2019; Hepburn 

and Bowen, 2012). But I believe that this 

question is not helpful for achieving climate 

action. It can only ever be settled after such 

climate action has happened. And, more 

importantly, it masks the degree to which both 

positions actually agree on the policies required 

to tackle climate change, whether it is carbon 

taxes and trading schemes, home insulation 

programs, or support for active travel and 

carbon-saving technologies (Stratford, 2020). In 

addition to preventing major catastrophes, such 

policies can create jobs and may come with co-

benefits for wellbeing, from warmer and more 

energy-efficient homes to cleaner air and more 

liveable neighbourhoods. 

 

New policies for a new measure of 

progress 

Rather than debating whether it is feasible to 

decouple GDP growth from GHG emissions, it 

would be more useful to ask: Why are climate 

policies not implemented at the pace and scale 

required?  

 

There are ways that the 

Welsh Government and 

other devolved 

governments can start 

prioritising human needs 

and equity within planetary 

boundaries if they are willing 

to think creatively about 

using their powers 
 

This question exposes the limitations of the 

ecomodernist narrative. Ambitious climate 

policies are not implemented because politicians 

are worried about the impacts of such policies 

on profits, employment, and economic growth. 

These worries are not unfounded. Without 

mitigating action, effective limits on GHG 

emissions implemented at speed would have 

financial impacts on many households and 

organisations, whether small social enterprises 

or large multinational corporations. Such limits 

would make many organisations financially 

unsustainable, leave trillions of pounds in 

stranded assets (Semieniuk et al., 2022), and 

push many households over the edge into 

poverty. They would shine a spotlight on the 

obscene levels of inequality that governments 

are leaving unchecked, potentially leading to a 

public backlash such as the yellow vest protests 

in France.  

We can tackle climate change and improve 

wellbeing for everyone. But it can only be done 

together with tackling inequalities in wealth and 

power. It requires policies to mitigate the impact 

of the transition on the poorest households, 

including generous social safety nets, 

comprehensive public services, progressive 

taxation, strong unions, and democratic 

business structures (Dietz and O’Neill, 2013). It 

requires the regulation of markets to enable 

businesses to become part of the solution rather 

than the problem, effectively dismantling the 

business models of powerful corporations 

(Meagher, 2020). It requires curbs on the 

extravagant lifestyles of the richest 1% of 

consumers who are responsible for twice the 

emissions of the poorest half of the global 

population (Stoddard et al. 2021). It requires 

innovative participatory processes to develop 

new and risky policy ideas and to ensure they 

are fair and legitimate (Abram et al., 2020). And 

it requires doing all this against fierce resistance 

from powerful vested interests (Mattioli et al., 

2020; Franta, 2020). These are the real 

challenges facing politicians who are serious 

about tackling climate change.  

The ecomodernist narrative has, at best, little to 

offer to solve that challenge. At worst, it is used 

to argue against the necessary regulation and 

redistribution. By focusing on technological 

change, it dodges the uncomfortable question of 

how to manage the economic impacts of climate 

policies, allowing the pretence that we can 

tackle the climate emergency without getting 

serious about reducing inequalities in wealth 

and power. Reaffirming the primacy of GDP 
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growth restricts the range of policy solutions to 

those that can be shown not to harm such 

growth and makes it harder to win the political 

argument for climate action. Given the real 

impacts on some sectors that such action would 

have, it is easy for detractors to argue that 

climate policies will harm overall GDP growth, 

whether ecomodernists agree or not.  

 

In contrast, the need to think beyond GDP 

growth has put issues of inequality and power at 

the heart of post-growth thinking, enabling 

researchers to ask the questions that are 

politically uncomfortable but important for 

designing an economy that is capable of 

delivering a just climate transition. How much 

resources and energy are needed for everyone 

to have a good life (Millward-Hopkins et al., 

2020)? How can we design provisioning 

systems that provide them (Vogel et al., 2021; 

Fanning et al., 2020)? How can we provide 

sufficient and high-quality jobs if many existing 

industries must be scaled down in their current 

form (Jackson and Victor, 2020; D’Alessandro et 

al., 2020)? How can we make sure that the 

transition does not exacerbate existing 

inequalities (Stratford and O’Neill, 2020)? How 

can we future-proof care systems to make them 

independent of GDP growth (Walker and 

Jackson, 2021)?  

The post-growth literature does not have all the 

answers to these questions. But letting go of the 

primacy of GDP growth has allowed it to sketch 

out solutions that are outside the blinkered 

vision of conventional economic strategies. For 

example, valuing and supporting care work is a 

key priority for post-growth economists, because 

it is essential for wellbeing, it is relatively low 

carbon, and can provide lots of employment 

(Hardt et al., 2020). But the labour-intensive 

nature of care work does not lend itself to 

productivity growth, making it a problem rather 

than a solution in economic strategies that 

prioritise growth, such as the recently published 

economic strategy for Scotland (Scottish 

Government, 2022). Other labour-intensive 

sectors that are key to the climate transition, 

such as repair and retrofitting, suffer the same 

fate.  

Arguably, many of the policy levers required to 

create an economy that is capable of effective 

climate action lie outwith the power of the Welsh 

Government, such as (significant) borrowing for 

public investment, financial regulation, social 

security reform, and stronger labour laws. 

Nevertheless, there are ways that the Welsh 

Government and other devolved governments 

can start prioritising human needs and equity 

within planetary boundaries if they are willing to 

think creatively about using their powers. For 

example, local tax powers can be used to 

reduce GHG emissions, incentivise fair work 

practices and reduce inequality (Fawcett and 

Gunson, 2019). Approaches such as 

Community Wealth Building help reshape 

planning regulations, procurement spending, 

and business support agencies to build 

economic infrastructures that can keep wealth 

within local communities (CLES, 2022). But, 

while progress in the devolved nations 

sometimes outpaces progress in the UK, they 

are still falling short of what is possible and 

necessary to tackle climate change even within 

devolved powers. That is because governments 

at every level are not willing to tackle the 

uncomfortable questions of redistributing wealth 

and power necessary for enabling effective 

climate action; from trade rules stacked in favour 

of high-income countries at the international 

level to concentrated land ownership in the 

Scottish Highlands at the local level.  

The most important lesson from post-growth 

research is that effective climate action cannot 

be achieved as a technocratic exercise 

(Pirgmaier and Steinberger, 2019). Research 

needs to go hand in hand with building coalitions 
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that can change entrenched narratives and 

challenge vested interests. It gives me hope that 

this work is starting to show signs of success. 

More and more people are making the 

connection between climate action, social justice 

and the need for economic redesign; and 

popular support is rising. For example, 

Scotland’s first two citizens’ assemblies have 

shown large majorities in support for strong 

government action on climate change, more 

progressive taxation, and replacing GDP as a 

measure of progress.  

It is time for politicians to follow their lead. If we 

want to tackle the climate emergency, we can’t 

avoid the challenges posed by post-growth 

economics. Governments need to embrace 

these challenges, ditch the outdated obsession 

with GDP growth and focus on the economic 

transformation needed to make rapid climate 

action possible.  

Author: Lukas Bunse

References 

Abram S., Atkins E., Dietzel A., et al. (2020). 

Just Transition: Pathways to socially 

inclusive decarbonisation. COP26 Univ Netw 

Brief. Retrieved from https://cusp.ac.uk/wp-

content/uploads/cop26network_just_transition_p 
olicy_paper_Oct2020.pdf  

Asafu-Adjaye J., Blomqvist L., Brand S., et al. 

(2015). An Ecomodernist Manifesto.. 

Retrieved from https://www.ecomodernism.org  

CLES. (2022). Community Wealth Building: 

Guide for New Council Members. Retrieved 

from https://cles.org.uk/publications/community-

wealth-building-guide-for-new-council-members/ 

Costanza R., Kubiszewski I., Giovannini E., et 

al. (2014). Time to leave GDP behind. Nature. 

505,283-285. 

D’Alessandro S., Cieplinski A., Distefano T. and 

Dittmer K. (2020). Feasible alternatives to 

green growth. Nature Sustainability. 3:329–

335.  

Dietz R. and O’Neill D. (2013). Enough Is 

Enough: Building a Sustainable Economy in 

a World of Finite Resources. Routledge. 

Fanning A.L., O’Neill D.W. and Büchs M. (2020). 

Provisioning systems for a good life within 

planetary boundaries. Global Environmental 

Change. 64:July,102-135.  

Fawcett J. and Gunson R. (2019). Thinking 

Bigger on Tax in Scotland: Using Scotland’s 

Local Tax Powers to Their Full Potential. 

Retrieved from https://www.ippr.org/files/2019-

09/1568730565_local-tax-in-scotland-sept19.pdf 

Franta B. (2021). Early oil industry 

disinformation on global warming. 

Environmental Politics. 30:4,663-668. 

Gough I. (2015). Climate change and 

sustainable welfare: The centrality of human 

needs. Cambridge Journal of Economics. 

39:5,1191-1214.  

Guterres A. (2021). Secretary-General’s 

statement on the IPCC Working Group 1 

Report on the Physical Science Basis of the 

Sixth Assessment. Retrieved from 

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/secretary-

generals-statement-the-ipcc-working-group-1-

report-the-physical-science-basis-of-the-sixth-

assessment 

Haberl H., Wiedenhofer D., Virág D., et al. 

(2020). A systematic review of the evidence 

on decoupling of GDP, resource use and 

GHG emissions, part II: synthesizing the 

insights. Environ Res Lett.15(065003).  

Hardt L., Barrett J., Taylor P.G. and Foxon T.J. 

(2020). Structural Change for a Post-Growth 

Economy: Investigating the Relationship 

between Embodied Energy Intensity and 

Labour Productivity. Sustainability. 12:3,1-25. 

Hepburn C. and Bowen A. (2012). Prosperity 

with growth: Economic growth, climate 

change and environmental limits. Centre for 

Climate Change Economics and Policy Working 

Paper No 109/ Grantham Research Institute for 

Climate Change and Environment Working 

Paper No 93. 

https://cusp.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/cop26network_just_transition_policy_paper_Oct2020.pdf
https://cusp.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/cop26network_just_transition_policy_paper_Oct2020.pdf
https://cusp.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/cop26network_just_transition_policy_paper_Oct2020.pdf
https://www.ecomodernism.org/
https://cles.org.uk/publications/community-wealth-building-guide-for-new-council-members/
https://cles.org.uk/publications/community-wealth-building-guide-for-new-council-members/
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/secretary-generals-statement-the-ipcc-working-group-1-report-the-physical-science-basis-of-the-sixth-assessment
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/secretary-generals-statement-the-ipcc-working-group-1-report-the-physical-science-basis-of-the-sixth-assessment
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/secretary-generals-statement-the-ipcc-working-group-1-report-the-physical-science-basis-of-the-sixth-assessment
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/secretary-generals-statement-the-ipcc-working-group-1-report-the-physical-science-basis-of-the-sixth-assessment


 

6 

Hickel J. and Kallis G. (2019). Is Green Growth 

Possible? New Political Economy. 25:4,469-

486.  

Hough-Stewart L., Trebeck K., Sommer C. and 

Wallis S. (2019). What Is a Wellbeing 

Economy. Wellbeing Economy Alliance. 

Retrieved from https://weall.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/12/A-WE-Is-WEAll-Ideas-

Little-Summaries-of-Big-Issues-4-Dec-2019.pdf 

IPCC. (2012). Summary for Policymakers. In: 

Masson-Delmotte V, Zhai P, Pirani A, et al., eds. 

Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science 

Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the 

Sixth Assessment Report of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 

Cambridge University Press. 

Jackson T. and Victor P.A. (2020). The 

Transition to a Sustainable Prosperity-A 

Stock-Flow-Consistent Ecological 

Macroeconomic Model for Canada. Ecological 

Economics. 177:106787.  

Jackson T. (2017). Prosperity without Growth. 

2nd ed. Routledge. 

Jackson T. (2021). Zero Carbon Sooner - 

Revised Case for an Early Zero Carbon 

Target for the UK. Centre for the 

Understanding of Sustainable Prosperity. 

Retrieved from https://cusp.ac.uk/wp-

content/uploads/WP-29-Zero-Carbon-Sooner-

update.pdf 

Mattioli G., Roberts C., Steinberger J.K. and 

Brown A. (2020). The political economy of car 

dependence: A systems of provision 

approach. Energy Research and Social 

Science. 66:March,101486.  

Meagher M. (2020). Competition Is Killing Us: 

How Big Business Is Harming Our Society 

and Planet - and What to Do About It. 

Penguin Random House UK. 

Millward-Hopkins J., Steinberger J.K., Rao N.D. 

and Oswald Y. (2020). Providing decent living 

with minimum energy: A global scenario. 

Global Environmental Change. 65,102168.  

OECD. (2011). Towards Green Growth. OECD 

Publishing.  

Pirgmaier E and Steinberger J. (2019). Roots, 

Riots, and Radical Change—A Road Less 

Travelled for Ecological Economics. 

Sustainability.11(7):2001.  

Raworth K. (2017). Doughnut Economics: 

Seven Ways to Think like a 21st Century 

Economist. Random House Business Books. 

Schneider F., Kallis G. and Martinez-Alier J. 

(2010). Crisis or opportunity? Economic 

degrowth for social equity and ecological 

sustainability. Introduction to this special 

issue. Journal of Cleaner Production. 18:6,511-

518.  

Semieniuk G., Holden P.B. and Mercure J-F. 

(2022). Stranded fossil-fuel assets translate 

to major losses for investors in advanced 

economies. Nature Climate Change.   

Stiglitz J., Sen A. and Fitoussie J. (2010). 

Mismeasuring Our Lives: Why GDP Doesn’t 

Add Up. The New Press. 

Stoddard et al. (2021) Three Decades of 

Climate Mitigation: Why Haven't We Bent the 

Global Emissions Curve? Annual Review of 

Environment and Resources; 46:653-689.  

Stratford B. and O’Neill D. (2020). The UK’s 

Path to a Doughnut-Shaped Recovery. 

Retrieved from https://goodlife.leeds.ac.uk/wp-

content/uploads/sites/20/2020/11/doughnut-

shaped-recovery-report.pdf  

Stratford B. (2020). Green growth vs 

degrowth: are we missing the point? 

openDemocracy. Retrieved from 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy

/green-growth-vs-degrowth-are-we-missing-

point/.  

The Scottish Government. (2022). Delivering 

Economic Prosperity. Retrieved from 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-

national-strategy-economic-

transformation/documents/  

The Welsh Government. (2021). The Co-

operation Agreement. Retrieved from 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2

021-11/cooperation-agreement-2021.pdf  

https://cusp/
https://goodlife.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2020/11/doughnut-shaped-recovery-report.pdf
https://goodlife.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2020/11/doughnut-shaped-recovery-report.pdf
https://goodlife.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2020/11/doughnut-shaped-recovery-report.pdf
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/green-growth-vs-degrowth-are-we-missing-point/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/green-growth-vs-degrowth-are-we-missing-point/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/green-growth-vs-degrowth-are-we-missing-point/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation/documents/
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-11/cooperation-agreement-2021.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-11/cooperation-agreement-2021.pdf


 

7 

Vogel J., Steinberger J.K., O’Neill D.W., Lamb 

W.F. and Krishnakumar J. (2021). Socio-

economic conditions for satisfying human 

needs at low energy use: An international 

analysis of social provisioning. Global 

Environmental Change.  

Walker C.C. and Jackson T. (2021). Tackling 

Growth Dependency: The Case of Adult 

Social Care. Centre for the Understanding of 

Sustainable Prosperity. Retrieved from 

https://cusp.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/WP-28-

Tackling-Growth-Dependency-final.pdf 

 

 

Find out more 

For more on the policies of economic transformation needed to tackle climate change and growth 

dependency see Stratford and O’Neill (2020), The UK’s Path to a Doughnut-Shaped Recovery. 

University of Leeds, Leeds, UK. https://goodlife.leeds.ac.uk/doughnut-shaped-recovery 

For more on post-growth economics see Jackson (2017), Prosperity Without Growth. Second Edition. 

Routledge, London & New York.  

For more on the overlap between green growth and degrowth policies see Stratford (2020), Green 

growth vs degrowth: are we missing the point? openDemocracy. 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/green-growth-vs-degrowth-are-we-missing-point/ 

For more on the structural change needed for a post-growth economy see Hardt et al. (2021) What 

structural change is needed for a post-growth economy: A framework of analysis and empirical 

evidence. Ecological Economics. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106845 

 

About the Wales Centre for Public Policy 

 

Here at the Centre, we collaborate with leading 

policy experts to provide ministers, the civil 

service and Welsh public services with high 

quality evidence and independent advice that 

helps them to improve policy decisions and 

outcomes. 

Funded by the Economic and Social Research 

Council and Welsh Government, the Centre is 

based at Cardiff University and a member of the 

UK’s What Works Network.  

For further information contact: 

Jack Price 

+44 (0)29 2087 5345  

jack.price@wcpp.org.uk

  

 

 

           

                  

 

https://goodlife.leeds.ac.uk/doughnut-shaped-recovery
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/green-growth-vs-degrowth-are-we-missing-point/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106845

