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Summary

Despite massive national and international 
efforts on different platforms, we are still 
far away from our targets in the fight with 
the climate change. Degrowth, reducing of 
energy and resource use in high-income 
economies to enable decarbonization 
and reverse other forms of ecological 
breakdown while reducing inequality and 
improving social outcomes, has emerged as 
an alternative method suggested by some 
scholars and international institutions. It is 
a powerful mitigation strategy that reduced 
the effects of climate change while focusing 
on sufficiency, democracy and human well-
being.

Degrowth: strategies and challenges for a just transition

By Prof. Giorgos Kallis and Dr. Jason Hickel

Degrowth scholarship argues for a managed reduction of energy and re-
source use in high-income economies to enable rapid decarbonization and 
reverse other forms of ecological breakdown, while reducing inequality and 
improving social outcomes. It promotes feasible and appropriate techno-
logical change along with transformative policy focused on sufficiency, de-
mocracy and human well-being. 

The concept has been explored at length in the scientific literature over 
the past several years,1 and in reports by major international institutions, 
including the Intergovernmental Science Policy Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) and the European Environment Agency. 

What is degrowth, why is it necessary and how can it be accomplished?  
Here we summarize the main principles that have emerged from degrowth 
research, and specify key policy tools toward a just transition.

Degrowth scholarship argues for a managed 

reduction of energy and resource use in high-

income economies to enable rapid decarbonization 

and reverse other forms of ecological breakdown, 

while reducing inequality and improving social 

outcomes.

The crisis we face 
The climate crisis is now widely understood as an emergency, and peo-

ple are increasingly eager for governments to act.  But despite decades of 
high-level summits, political leaders have failed to deliver meaningful pro-
gress.  According to the IPCC, current policies have us on track for 3.2 
degrees of temperature rise by the end of this century, which represents a 
future of serious instability and suffering. The global economy is also over-
shooting several other planetary boundaries, destabilizing key Earth-sys-
tem processes.  The rate of biodiversity loss is particularly alarming. The 
Executive Secretary of the IPBES summarized its latest report by saying: 
“We are currently, in a systematic manner, exterminating all non-human 
living beings.”  
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These impacts are being driven in large part by 
economic growth: ever-increasing levels of extraction 
and production, measured in terms of Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP). Economic growth is a process of ma-
terial transformation, and GDP is closely linked to en-
ergy and resource use. Rising energy use means rising 
emissions (as long as states and firms rely on fossil fu-
els), while rising resource use drives biodiversity loss 
and other forms of ecosystem damage.  

High-income economies – and the corporations that 
dominate them – are overwhelmingly responsible for this 
crisis. Their energy and resource use is well in excess 
of sustainable levels and many times more than what is 
required for decent living.2,3  Lower-income countries, 
by contrast, remain well within sustainable levels, and 
may need to increase energy and resource use in order 
to achieve human development goals. The same dynamic 
holds at the level of class: affluent individuals are re-
sponsible – in terms of consumption, but more impor-
tantly because of their control over the production sys-
tem – for the majority of the excess emissions that are 
driving climate breakdown.

Several wealthy nations have managed to reduce 
their emissions over the past couple of decades, but not 
even the “best” performers are in line with what is re-
quired to stay within 1.5 or 2 degrees.4,5  This failure is 
not for lack of trying – there have been major strides 
in renewable energy deployment. Rather, it is because 
governments and firms continue to prioritize growth 
as a primary objective. More growth means more en-
ergy demand than would otherwise be the case under 
any given energy regime, which erodes renewable gains 
and makes rapid decarbonization more difficult.6  Try-
ing to decarbonize an economy that is growing at a com-
pound rate is like trying to run down an escalator that is 
accelerating upwards against you.  The same is true for 
resource use: growth makes ecological objectives more 
difficult to achieve.

Trying to decarbonize an economy 

that is growing at a compound rate 

is like trying to run down an escalator 

that is accelerating upwards against 

you.  The same is true for resource 

use: growth makes ecological 

objectives more difficult to achieve.

Efficiency improvements can help loosen the link be-
tween GDP and resources – and indeed technology is vi-
tal for this purpose – but in a growth-oriented economy 
the gains from efficiency tend to be leveraged for addi-
tional production.  The result is that while “relative de-
coupling” of GDP from material and energy use is quite 
common, there is little evidence of sustained or suffi-
cient absolute decoupling, and modelled projections of 
future trends indicate it is unlikely to be achieved even 
in high-efficiency scenarios.7 This trend holds despite 
a dramatic shift to services over the past decades, and 
despite widespread digitization. 

Our world also faces a crisis of inequality, where 
overproduction and extreme wealth exist alongside 
widespread poverty.  This problem is often regarded as 
separate from the ecological crisis, but the two are re-
lated – symptoms of the same underlying system.  Un-
der capitalism, growth is not merely about any increase 
in production. For the owners of capital, the purpose of 
increasing production is to accumulate profit. Toward 
this end large firms, and the states that support them, 
often seek to “cheapen” inputs – labour and resources. 
Technology plays a role here, by improving labour pro-
ductivity and resource availability.   But the need for 
cheap labour and resources often also leads to attacks 
on workers’ rights, or the use of structural adjustment 
programmes to squeeze the wages and prices of suppli-
ers in the global South.  The costs of growth are often 
“externalized” onto weaker, more marginal communi-
ties and environments. 
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Our world also faces a crisis of 

inequality, where overproduction 

and extreme wealth exist alongside 

widespread poverty.  This problem 

is often regarded as separate from 

the ecological crisis, but the two 

are related – symptoms of the same 

underlying system.

These dynamics produce inequality and uneven de-
velopment, both within countries and between them.  
Many struggle to make ends meet even in the rich-
est regions in the world.  At the same time, research 
shows that growth in high-income countries relies on a 
large net appropriation of goods from the global South 
through unequal exchange, which drains poorer coun-
tries of the resources needed for development.8 These 
dynamics leave us with a world economy that simulta-
neously overuses resources and fails to meet the basic 
needs of much of humanity.9  

Strategies for degrowth 
There is an alternative path. Degrowth scholarship 

calls for a strategy of contraction and convergence, both 
within countries and between them.  Resource use in 
high-income countries – and among the rich – needs to 
decline to sustainable levels, while lower-income coun-
tries need to reclaim resources and build productive ca-
pacity to meet their citizens’ needs.  Throughput should 
converge toward a level that is compatible with plane-
tary boundaries and sufficient to ensure strong social 
outcomes for all. 

Efficiency improvements and technological change 
are necessary to achieve this, but will not be sufficient.  
It will also require transformative policy for better pro-
visioning systems.  And high-income countries will need 

to abandon GDP growth as an objective and scale down 
less-necessary forms of production, to directly reduce 
their resource and energy use.  

The good news is that high-income countries do 
not need more growth.  Past a certain point, which these 
countries have long exceeded, more GDP is not neces-
sary to improve social outcomes, and growth becomes 
“uneconomic”, with costs outweighing benefits.10 There 
is no deterministic relationship between aggregate pro-
duction and human welfare.  What matters is what we 
are producing, whether people have access to essential 
goods and services, and how income is distributed.  It 
is possible to improve social outcomes with fewer re-
sources and less energy than high-income nations pres-
ently use – and with much less commodity production 
– by organizing the economy around human needs and 
well-being rather than around growth and accumulation.2

It is possible to improve social 

outcomes with fewer resources 

and less energy than high-income 

nations presently use – and with 

much less commodity production – 

by organizing the economy around 

human needs and well-being 

rather than around growth and 

accumulation.

How can this be achieved?  Researchers have iden-
tified five key strategies.

The first step is to shift economic policy away from 
the objectives of GDP growth and corporate profitabil-
ity, to focus instead on social and ecological objectives, 
such as improving housing and healthcare access, ex-
panding renewable energy, and protecting biodiversity. 
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Progress should be measured with indicators of well-be-
ing (to be increased) and indicators of resource use (to 
be reduced). 

Second, governments should introduce policies to 
scale down ecologically destructive and socially less-nec-
essary forms of production. This might include cutting 
food waste, reducing industrial production of meat and 
dairy, shifting from private cars to public transit, taxing 
SUVs and luxury goods, rationing air travel, reducing 
house sizes, legislating extended product warranties and 
rights to repair, limiting advertising, and so on.  Fossil 
fuels should be reduced on a binding schedule, and caps 
should be placed on resource use and pollution in line 
with scientific evidence. 

Third, as societies require less labour, working time 
should be reduced and necessary work shared more 
evenly. Productivity improvements should be used to 
increase free time, rather than to increase total produc-
tion. This policy is crucial to prevent unemployment, 
but it also improves human well-being, reduces carbon 
emissions, and frees people to focus on care and other 
welfare improving activities.11,12 For further security, a 
green job guarantee can be introduced to provide train-
ing for workers transitioning out of fossil fuels and other 
sunset sectors, and to empower people to participate in 
collective projects such as renewable energy and eco-
logical regeneration.  

Fourth, inequality should be reduced and purchas-
ing power distributed more fairly, to ensure that every-
one can access the goods they need to live well. A shorter 
working week and job guarantee will help, by improving 
the bargaining power of labour, but additional supports 
are needed. At their most basic, these should include 
stronger labour rights, a living wage and progressive tax-
ation, but they might also include a minimum income 
floor and a maximum income ceiling. Reducing the pur-
chasing power of the rich is also an effective way to re-
duce emissions and environmental pressures.13  

Inequality should be reduced and 

purchasing power distributed more 

fairly, to ensure that everyone can 

access the goods they need to live 

well.

Fifth, a program of universal public services is nec-
essary to ensure everyone has access to high-quality 
healthcare, education, housing, transit and other essen-
tials.  Research has shown that public services are key 
to delivering strong social outcomes with lower levels 
of energy use.14  This approach organizes productive 
capacity around human needs, and enables people to 
live good lives without requiring high income to do so, 
thereby de-linking human well-being from growth.  All 
of these steps are critical to ensuring a just transition.

Our focus here is on what is required for high-in-
come nations.  For countries in the global South, such 
a scenario would create opportunities to end the drain 
through unequal exchange, and mobilize resources, la-
bour and productive capacity instead around provisioning 
for domestic human needs – housing, healthcare, food, 
education. This transition will require progressive in-
dustrial policy, fiscal policy, and regional integration to 
reduce reliance on international finance and maximize 
food and energy sovereignty – objectives that Southern 
economists increasingly emphasize.15

Degrowth is a powerful climate mitigation strategy. 
Some say that 1.5 degrees is dead: there’s no path to suf-
ficiently rapid decarbonization.  But this is only true if 
we assume continued growth in high-income countries.  
Recent modelling studies have demonstrated that de-
growth enables much faster decarbonization, fast enough 
to stay under 1.5 degrees, without the need to gamble 
on large-scale negative emissions schemes or speculative 
assumptions about technological change.16  Degrowth 
would also reduce resource use in general, thus reduc-
ing environmental pressures and helping to reverse bi-
odiversity loss. This is hopeful news. 

27 April 2022 
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Imagining A Common Horizon 
for Humanity and the Planet 

The world is passing through an extremely troubled period in 
its history, with a seemingly new challenge encountered at every 
turn. Serious economic, social, cultural, environmental and 
political crises at a global level are exacerbated by those being 
felt in individual countries. The challenges we are facing take 
a variety of forms, from financial collapses to climate change, 
from international terrorism to regional conflicts, and from the 
refugee problem to xenophobia.
All of these crises are being aggravated by the impact of 
the pandemic, revealing the inability of humanity to tackle 
them collectively, and invalidating the romantic discourse of 
globalization. As history continues its march, we are reminded 
that the answer to the common problems of humanity cannot be 
found by becoming more introverted, polarized or prejudiced. 
No matter how severe our problems, our destiny should not 
be seen as unchangeable. The problems we experience are 
primarily a result of human activity, and can be overcome only 
through human effort, but we should remain aware that there 
are many different hurdles to be passed if we are to rid ourselves 
of the crises being experienced in many parts of the world.
Only through conscious, patient and collective effort can 
we overcome the problems of humanity. Now is the time for 
dignified people from the different cultures and geographies of 
the world to come together in solidarity. It is time to speak with 
full respect of human dignity, setting aside the importance we 
place in our individual identities. An alliance of people who 
see truth and justice as the major pillars of our kind, will be 
able to open the door to a new era of solidarity for humanity. 
A dignified future is possible. We believe that Turkey holds a 
special, if not privileged, position, based on its geographical, 
historical and cultural characteristics, and can serve as a host to 
this joint effort of humanity.
Our goal within the scope of this project is to bring together 
the leading thinkers of the world, to create an international 
intellectual platform that draws its strength from human dignity, 
and that aims to build for the future of humanity and the planet 
with a holistic synergy with a view to offering humanity a 
common horizon. As Cappadocia University, our vision in this 
regard is to provide an academic platform from where esteemed 
intellectuals from around the world can share their visions for 
a common future of humanity and our planet, and to comment 
on the challenges and opportunities they envisage.
You can find detailed information about the Project at https://
commonhorizon.kapadokya.edu.tr/en/

Cappadocia University (https://kapadokya.
edu.tr/en/) is a young foundation (private) 
university in central Turkey, Cappadocia. 
The main goal of the university is to raise 
generations of opinion leaders who can read 
the 21st century realistically, and whose views 
therefore carry weight and significance – go-to 
men and women who are highly knowledgeable 
in their fields, who are happy to share their 
knowledge, and who will thus be respected 
and trusted by others. Cappadocia University 
is home to a highly successful dual-pronged 
system of academic and vocational programs 
that act in support of each other.
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