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Prosperity without Growth

Growth isn’t working:
• 20% of the population earn 

2% of global income
• the global economy has 

doubled but 60% of 
ecosystems are degraded

Prosperity
without 
growth?

25/05/2009

ecosystems are degraded
• OECD nations are more 

unequal than they were 20 
years ago

• Resource consumption and 
emissions are increasing

growth?



Visions of 
prosperity

Confronting 
structure

The dilemma 
of growth

Macro -

Limits to 
Decoupling

25/05/2009

Governance 
for 

prosperity

Flourishing -
within limits

Macro -
economics 

for SD

Steps a 
sustainable 

economyProsperity without Growth
- The transition to a sustainable economy



Visions of Prosperity

• Material opulence 
• Utility (exchange value, happiness)
• Capabilities for flourishing 
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‘Prosperity can only 
be conceived as a 
condition that 
includes obligations 
and responsibilities 
to others.’  

• ‘Bounded capabilities’ for flourishing  



The Dilemma of Growth
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• Growth is unsustainable (at least 
in its current form)

• De-growth is unstable (at least 
under current conditions)
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The Myth of Decoupling
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• reducing material throughput essential with or with out 
growth

• evidence of absolute decoupling virtually absent   
• prospects for decoupling fast enough ambitious at b est
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The Myth of Decoupling
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Scenario 1: 9 billion people; trend income growth
Scenario 2: 11 billion people; trend income growth
Scenario 3: 9 billion people; incomes at equitable 2007 EU level 
Scenario 4: 9 billion people; incomes at equitable 2007 EU plus 2% pa 
growth 
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• reducing material throughput essential with or with out 
growth

• evidence of absolute decoupling virtually absent   
• prospects for decoupling fast enough ambitious at b est
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Confronting Structure

• Capital mobility
• Creative destruction

Firms

25/05/2009 • Positional consumption 
• A life without shame

Households

Income Y
Investment I

Novelty
Price 
reduction

Consumer
Expenditure C

Increasing
productivity

Credit



Macro-Economics for Sustainability
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• consumption v. investment
• ecological investment
• investment structure and profitability
• private affluence v public goods
• ecological literacy



Flourishing - within limits
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• the ‘discontents’ of consumerism 
• lessons from ‘intentional’ communities
• need for structural change:

– redressing unproductive status competition
– building capabilities for social flourishing



Governance for Prosperity
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• Less state v. more state
• The role of the state:

– protecting economic stability
– ensuring capabilities to flourish
– ‘commitment device’

• The ‘conflicted’ state



Steps to a Sustainable Economy

25/05/2009

• Fix the economic model
• Address the social logic
• Establish Limits



Building a Sustainable Macro-Economy
1. Developing macro-economic capability 
2. Investing in public assets and infrastructures 
3. Increasing financial and fiscal prudence 
4. Improving macro-economic accounting 

Protecting Capabilities for Flourishing
5. Sharing the work and improving the work-life bala nce 
6. Tackling systemic inequality 
7. Measuring capabilities and flourishing 

25/05/2009Steps to a Sustainable Economy

7. Measuring capabilities and flourishing 
8. Strengthening human and social capital 
9. Reversing the culture of consumerism

Respecting Ecological Limits
10.Establishing clearly defined resource/emissions caps 
11.Fiscal Reform for Sustainability 
12.Promoting Technology Transfer and Ecosystem Prot ection 



Some Key Messages

• There is no credible, socially just, ecologically-s ustainable 
vision for a world of 9 billion people all aspiring  to Western 
European lifestyles

• Meeting environmental targets in such a world would require 
reductions in material intensity two orders of magnitude higher than 
anything achieved historically

• It’s fanciful to suppose that this can be achieved without 
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• It’s fanciful to suppose that this can be achieved without 
confronting the macro-economic structure and social  logic of 
consumerism

• Society is locked into an ‘iron cage’ through two mutually reinforcing 
dynamics: 1) economic structure and 2) social logic: economic 
growth is served by these dynamics, but wellbeing is not

• Government itself is conflicted: its role in protec ting macro-
economic stability contrasts with its role in defen ding other 
social goods.



Some Key Messages

In response to these findings, the report: 

• Questions whether ever-increasing incomes for the 
already-rich are a legitimate goal for policy

• Offers an alternative vision of prosperity based on the notion 
of shared (and bounded) capabilities for flourishing

• Sets out a 12 -step policy programme for the transition to 
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• Sets out a 12 -step policy programme for the transition to 
a sustainable economy, based on three broad themes:  

1. Building an ecologically-literate macro-economy n o 
longer structurally reliant on increasing 
consumption growth

2. Reversing perverse incentives for unproductive status 
competition and providing capabilities for people to 
participate in the life of society in less materialistic ways

3. Establishing clear biophysical limits to economic  
activity
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