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1. Introduction  

Economic growth is neither socially inclusive nor ecologically sustainable. While in the rich 

countries the unequal distribution of wealth has reached the levels of the nineteenth century 

(Piketty, 2014), the Earth’s carrying capacity is being exceeded in relation to at least three 

planetary boundaries: climate change, the nitrogen cycle and biodiversity loss (Rockström et al., 

2009). The corollary is that economy and society and the associated production and consumption 

norms can no longer be considered as a system operating in a theoretical vacuum. Significant 

theoretical and empirical efforts have been made to demonstrate how socially inclusive 

development could evolve within ecological limits and beyond growth (Daly, 1991; D’Alisa et 

al., 2014; Koch and Mont, 2016). An increasing number of researchers and activists call for a 

transition to a global steady-state economy (Koch, 2015) that would function within ecological 

boundaries. Although degrowth scholars generally accept that economic development in some 

form is required in the global South, the conventional development path – as in the North – is not 

advocated.  

 

Less consensual, however, are estimations about how enjoyable or painful such a journey towards 

global environmental sustainability would be for the citizens of the rich countries. A particularly 

controversial topic is the issue of happiness or subjective well-being vis-à-vis objective welfare 
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indicators. While a majority of degrowth scholars (e.g. Sekulova, 2014) appears to be confident 

that the transition to a global SSE would be accompanied by increases in both objective and 

subjective well-being scores, others are more careful (O’Neill, 2015; Fritz and Koch, 2016) and 

open up for the possibility that subjective well-being scores in the rich countries may 

(temporarily) go down if production and consumption patterns were to be brought in line with 

ecological limits. Judging by the historical genesis of ‘degrowth’ definitions the former position 

appears to have prevailed: In the declaration of the 2008 degrowth conference in Paris, degrowth 

was defined as a ‘voluntary transition towards a just, participatory, and ecologically sustainable 

society’, while the ‘objectives’ were ‘to meet basic human needs and ensure a high quality of life 

…’ (Research and Degrowth, 2010: 523). While this original definition highlighted the centrality 

of human needs and did not presuppose a simultaneous rise in subjective well-being along the 

way, an often-cited passage by Schneider et al. (2010: 512) is much more straightforward. Here, 

‘degrowth’ is understood to be, among other things, ‘an equitable downscaling of production that 

increases human well-being and enhances ecological conditions at the local and global level, in 

the short and long term.’ The latter definition also seems to have been behind the invitation text 

to the 2016 degrowth conference in Budapest, where ‘degrowth’ was defined as a ‘downscaling 

of production and consumption that increases human well-being and enhances ecological 

conditions and equity on the planet’.  

 

The question arises whether the degrowth research community should endorse this downscaling 

of production and consumption only if it at the same time increases or at least maintains well-

being including in the short term. In this paper, we offer an argument for a return to the original 

Paris definition or, in other words, for a deprioritization of subjective well-being and, at the same 

time, a prioritization of human needs in degrowth research. It is structured as follows: The point 
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of departure of the paper is existing empirical evidence on subjective well-being relative to scale 

and GDP/capita. We consider here both analyses of countries over time and cross-country 

comparisons. This is followed by a discussion of some methodological issues and theoretical 

shortcomings concerning the use of subjective well-being scores. These are the background for 

our plea for the centrality of objective welfare measures and, particularly, human needs within 

degrowth research. The next section identifies basic and intermediate human needs using the 

terminology offered by Doyal and Gough (1991) and outlines how this can be applied within the 

degrowth research agenda. Finally, we illustrate our argument for the centrality of human needs 

at the example of nutrition and argue that a needs-oriented degrowth agenda would be oriented at 

issues such as the following: What are the environmental impacts of different kinds of food 

production (conventional versus organic farming methods)? How do the different forms of 

production compare in terms of scale and the agricultural land-use required to feed all people? Do 

such scenarios suggest particular diets (e.g. vegetarian) over others (e.g. omnivorous ones)?  

 

2. Subjective well-being as a measure of welfare and degrowth 

The development and optimization of objective and subjective measurements of well-being in the 

social sciences has proceeded in concurrent and occasionally conflictive ways. Both have, of 

course, their respective merits and justifications. The improvement of the objective quality of life 

such as the supply of clean water, sufficient housing or the access to medical care is widely 

accepted as foremost goals in research and public policy-making. However, precisely which 

objective living conditions are relevant and to what degree they should be improved are far from 

being self-evident. This is why happiness researchers (Layard, 2011) suggest paying more 

attention to individual satisfaction with objective conditions. The debate around the Easterlin 

paradox (Easterlin, 1974; Easterlin et al., 2010) indeed demonstrates that the consideration of 
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objective factors only is not sufficient when evaluating the quality of life of social groups. A 

problem with this view is that subjective satisfaction and well-being is in part the result of 

psychological and social adaptation processes that interfere with the happiness or subjective well-

being gains that may be achieved through economic development measured in GDP per capita. 

Yet such complex processes are difficult to measure in large-scale and quantitative studies and 

would require long-term panel studies which are very expensive and accordingly rare. The 

alternative is qualitative in-depth research of small groups. Such research designs are, however, 

not statistically representative for larger populations. 

 

Since degrowth research intends to provide knowledge in relation to global and local levels it 

depends to some extent on quantitative data on both objective and subjective well-being. In 

relation to the latter it is important to distinguish between two perspectives and measurements: 

individual-level data on subjective well-being of single countries over time and comparative 

country-level data on subjective well-being across countries. It seems that the majority of 

degrowth researchers have referred to and/or used data of the former kind (Alexander, 2012). 

Such data have repeatedly indicated that happiness and subjective well-being scores do not 

increase in parallel to GDP and income after rather modest levels. Indeed, in countries such as the 

USA happiness scores have remained at similar levels since the 1950s despite significant 

increases in GDP (Layard, 2011).
1
 Moreover, when interpreting these data, it is sometimes 

forgotten that while GDP can in principle increase infinitely, some of the rich countries (e.g. 

Denmark, where the cultural norm to present oneself as ‘happy’ is particularly pronounced) have 

                                                
1
 Kahneman and Deaton (2010) distinguish between emotional wellbeing (also: affective wellbeing or hedonic 

wellbeing) and evaluative wellbeing (also: life satisfaction). While the former refers to the everyday feelings and 

emotions people experience, e.g. joy, sadness, stress etc., the latter is concerned with peoples’ thoughts about their 

lives in general. The authors claim that this distinction may become increasingly important in relation to which 

subjective wellbeing measures may guide policy priorities. 
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already reached comparatively high subjective well-being scores on a scale of 1 to 10 so that 

even higher scores are difficult to achieve. When taking the latter perspective and comparing 

subjective well-being levels across countries, however, one arrives at a somewhat different 

picture. Taking a global perspective, O’Neill (2015: 1223), for example, observes a ‘correlation 

between biophysical scale and human well-being. Countries with a large per capita footprint tend 

to score highly on life satisfaction …, while countries with a small per capita footprint tend to 

score poorly.’ And in a recent comparison of 138 countries, Fritz and Koch (2016: 44) 

demonstrate that subjective well-being scores correlate with GDP per capita. The richest 

countries, which are at the same time the most unsustainable ones, score the highest in terms of 

subjective well-being. Hence, two things appear to apply at the same time: while happiness and 

subjective well-being scores in the rich countries do not increase further with GDP over time, 

cross-country comparisons demonstrate that poorer countries score much lower in subjective 

well-being than richer ones. While this may, in relation to the poorer countries, be in line with 

Easterlin’s original finding that happiness depends more on how one fares compared with others 

than on the absolute level of affluence (Easterlin, 1974), it is unclear how subjective well-being 

scores would develop in the rich countries during an economic contraction. 

 

Taking a global perspective is plausible because major environmental issues such as climate 

change have a global dimension in that it does not matter from what locality on the planet 

greenhouse gases, for example, are emitted. Fritz and Koch (2016), who divided 138 countries in 

five groups according to GDP per capita (‘poor’, ‘developing’, ‘emerging’, ‘rich’ and 

‘overdeveloped’ countries), further found that only the poorest countries can currently be seen as 
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existing within environmental limits.
2
 The others would need to ‘degrow’ in terms of their matter 

and energy throughput (most of them significantly), if these limits are to be respected. Embarking 

on the degrowth trajectories needed to bring about a ‘global steady state economy’ – a world 

economy that functions within environmental limits thereby avoiding catastrophic climate change 

and other environmental threats – is in itself an enormous challenge (Buch-Hansen, 2014). It is 

aggravated by the fact that both objective and subjective quality of life indicators but also CO2 

emissions and ecological footprints have hitherto increased with GDP per capita. Given that the 

currently richest countries would need to make the biggest contribution en route to a global 

steady-state economy in a rather short period of time, we would not exclude by definition that 

subjective well-being scores in the rich countries may (temporarily) go down. From an ethical 

research perspective we consider it important to be as honest and ‘objective’ as possible about the 

prospect that such a transition cannot be done without serious changes in – and limitations of – 

the comfortable aspects of the Western ‘way of life’. Many of these – related for example to meat 

consumption and the use of airplanes and electronic gadgets with a short life-span – have the 

potential of leading to decreases in subjective well-being scores, at least in the short-term. 

However, we would still argue that such a transition is necessary because a business-as-usual 

scenario, where no measures towards the establishment of a global steady-state economy are 

taken, would most likely be accompanied by continuous decreases in subjective well-being 

everywhere in the longer term due to the massive deterioration of living conditions in a ‘broken 

world’ characterized by climate change and other dimensions of the environmental crisis. While 

we certainly would like to see as many inhabitants of the Earth as happy as possible, the enormity 

of the task that an adjustment of the global political economy to natural requirements would 

                                                
2
 This study was based on comparative aggregated country-level data that do not allow for the consideration of 

transnational inequality as emphasized in transnational class approaches.  
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entail may temporarily not allow more than the satisfaction of basic human needs to which we 

turn in the next section.  

 

In the remaining part of this section we would like to mention and briefly discuss some 

methodological issues with and theoretical shortcomings of the concept of happiness and 

subjective well-being that, in our view, likewise suggest their deprioritization in degrowth 

research. When measuring subjective well-being, people from very different cultures are usually 

asked how happy or satisfied they perceive themselves on a scale from 1 to 10. On top of the 

adaptation problem (see above) there is evidence of cultural bias. When national values of 

individualism are correlated with reported well-being, cultures representing a ‘modesty bias’ 

(Gough, 2015), as in some East-Asian countries, report lower well-being scores than some 

Western countries where the promotion of ‘happiness’ is much more part of the way of life. 

Though such problems may be to some extent controlled for when comparing well-being within 

societies, we agree with Gough (2015: 5) that ‘they fundamentally undermine the ability of 

“happiness” to provide a measure of well-being across cultures and times.’      

 

Critical management and industrial relations approaches likewise raise doubts in the functionality 

of ‘happiness’ as a universal measurement for human well-being. This may be illustrated by way 

of a comparison of the Fordist worker and the modern, entrepreneurial and self-reflective 

employee. Manual workers in Fordism were largely reduced to carrying out simple and repetitive 

tasks. The rhythm of the machinery dictated the working day which could drive one, in extreme 

cases such as in Charley Chaplin’s film Modern Times, crazy. However, the difference between 

the working day and ‘free time’ was obvious to everybody and not even Frederick Taylor would 

have expected his workers to feel ‘happy’ about their work situation. Organized labour accepted 



8 

 

his ‘scientific’ management methods because of increased real wages, holidays, sickness and old-

age insurance funds etc., and not because of a subjective identification with the company on part 

of the workers. In fact there was a clear consciousness about the authoritarian nature of the 

factory regime and the corresponding power relations between management and labour. When 

the limits of Taylorism to further raise productivity became obvious, management philosophies 

and the associated capital-labour relations began to explore new paths and patterns many of 

which included a much higher regard for the ‘subjective element’ of the production process. In 

modern ‘flat’ hierarchies workers are more often part of a ‘team’, where their voice is heard if it 

serves profitability. This may often lead to greater amounts of subjective identification with the 

company’s goals. A ‘good employee’ is one that makes the company’s fate his or her own, is 

happy when the company fares well and unhappy when not, and does not insist on a strict 

separation of work and free time. Consequently, authors such William Davies (2015) suggest that 

our happiness depends to a significant extent on the successfulness of our performance in the 

capitalist division of labour. Since in current ‘teamwork’ arrangements power relations are less 

visible than in the factory regimes of the post-war period, these make, in Foucauldian terms, for a 

much better ‘economy of power’ (Foucault, 1977) than the obviously authoritarian Fordist 

industrial relations.  

 

Hence, the emphasis on ‘subjectivity’ and ‘happiness’ is an important element of contemporary 

work life where workers are not only expected to sell their capability to work but, increasingly, 

their hearts and minds too. And indeed, according to Oswald et al. (2008) workers are more 

productive when they feel happy, apparently by as much an additional 12 percent of output. 

Considering that one’s individual well-being owes so much to one’s identification with the 

position one has in the division of labour – which allows one to be a legitimate consumer as well 
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– it is surprising that happiness theorists write so little about the many who lack this kind of 

success. Linked to the chance to succeed individually is the risk to fail. Judging by the massive 

spread of mental health disorders in Western countries
3
, the flip side of the ‘happiness industry’ 

(Davies), which puts an immense pressure on individuals to prosper while mystifying structural 

power relations that decrease the likelihood of doing so, appears to be the rise of a ‘depression 

industry’, which generates sustained profits from the fact that people think of themselves as 

‘failures’ – in many cases just because the benchmarks the company set for them could not be 

met. If ‘degrowth’ involves a fundamental shift away from contemporary industrial relations, 

growth-critical researchers should not uncritically accept the subjective welfare indicators that 

partly originate in the management approaches from which these relations evolved. In contrast to 

subjective measures of welfare, objective measures have the advantage of being more 

transparent, thereby facilitating the recognition and – ultimately – overcoming of structural power 

relations.    

 

3. An ‘objective’ measure of welfare: Human needs 

Subjective conceptions of well-being have produced interesting results but share a range of 

problems that undermine their ability to serve as universal measures of welfare. Especially since 

adaptation – the adjustment of expectations to reality including the upgrading of one’s 

expectations in terms of material consumption – appears to be pervasive, ‘happiness’ and 

subjective well-being are ill-positioned to serve as yardstick for a degrowth transition that 

involves the downscaling of objective indicators such as the global matter and energy throughput. 

In this section, we assess a methodological alternative: the human needs approach exemplifying 

                                                
3
 According to Davies (2015: 107), ‘over a third of European and American adults are suffering from some form of 

mental health problem’.  
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an ‘objective’ welfare measure. Whilst growth-critical scholars have not studied the issue of 

human needs in depth (see, for an exception to this rule, Koch and Buch-Hansen, 2016), it has 

been noted that degrowth ‘is about reducing the energy and material flows while still fulfilling 

basic and growing human needs such as food, health, education and housing’ (Boillat et al., 2012: 

600). In contrast to the concepts of preference satisfaction, ‘wants’ – regarded as ‘insatiable’ in 

neoclassical theorising – and subjective well-being, ‘needs’ are by definition few and limited. 

Hence, while preference satisfaction, wants and subjective well-being correspond with an 

economy geared at unlimited monetary growth and exchange value, the latter is in principle 

compatible with an economy based on stable matter and energy throughput and the provision of 

use values serving as basic needs satisfiers. Human needs further differ from wants, preferences 

and happiness in that they are non-negotiable (Gasper, 1996: 6) and applicable universally to all 

humans now and in the future (Max-Neef, 1991). They do not vary over time and across cultures 

but according to the ways in which a specific culture at a particular point in time attempts to 

satisfy them.  

 

The origins of the ‘basic needs development strategy’ go back to the 1970s and the World 

Employment Program of the International Labour Organization. This was reflected in the ‘eco-

development’ movement which emphasized the satisfaction of basic needs (rather than GDP 

growth) as the main focus of public policies in the South. While human needs theories can be 

traced back to Aristotle, the two most systematic approaches have been tabled by Max-Neef 

(1991) and Doyal and Gough (1991). The former understands needs as interrelated, interactive 

and non-hierarchical system and proposes a two-dimensional typology with nine ‘axiological 

needs’ (subsistence, protection, affection, understanding, participation, identity, idleness, creation 

and freedom). Doyal and Gough’s approach is hierarchical, moving from universal goals, through 
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basic needs to intermediate needs. We consider the latter approach particularly relevant for 

degrowth and steady-state research due to the centrality of the notion of environmental limits that 

define different levels, especially at the lowest level, at which human needs – understood as a 

‘minimally decent life’ – can be satisfied (Gough, 2015).  

 

Doyal and Gough accept and start from Kant’s classical argument that individuals must have both 

the physical and mental capacity to act and be responsible. ‘Serious harm’ of some objective kind 

will result if the ‘pursuit of one’s vision of the good, whatever that vision is’ (Doyal and Gough, 

1991: 50) is severely undermined. Basic needs are then ‘universalisable preconditions for non-

impaired participation in any form of life’ (Gough, 2015: 7). The two authors go on to identify 

health and personal autonomy as the most basic human needs. Physical and mental health are 

absolute preconditions for pursuing goals, whatever these goals are, and completing a range of 

practical tasks in any society. As Assiter and Noonan (2007: 180) argue, a ‘combination of 

traditional and biomedical models’ can provide a trans-cultural baseline measure of physical and 

mental health – beyond the non-generalizable healthcare and welfare systems that developed in 

OECD countries in the post-war context. ‘Autonomy’ is defined as ‘the ability to make informed 

choices about what should be done and how to go about doing it’ (Doyal and Gough, 1991: 53). 

Irrespective of societal contexts, the three key variables for individual autonomy are cognitive 

and emotional capacity, cultural understanding (the acquisition of language and other social 

skills) and autonomy of agency (a range of opportunities to actually undertake socially significant 

activities). This opens up for the issue of what sort of institutional arrangement does foster the 

two basic needs and what sort prevents it. A similar discussion can already be found in Fromm 

(1956).   
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Doyal and Gough’s conceptual bridge between needs and needs satisfiers is the introduction of 

‘universal satisfier characteristics’. Accordingly, there are general features of need satisfiers 

applicable to all cultures at all times. These are referred to as ‘intermediate needs’ and grouped in 

eleven categories, whereby the first five contribute to physical and mental health and the last six 

to autonomy (Figure 1): adequate nutritional food and water, protective housing, non-hazardous 

work environment, non-hazardous physical environment, appropriate healthcare; and security in 

childhood, significant primary relationships, physical security, economic security, safe birth 

control and child-bearing, as well as basic and adequate education. Though there are general 

characteristics of needs satisfiers, their kind and amounts are nevertheless relative and to a huge 

extent dependent on a range of cultural factors. These include the available and applicable 

scientific knowledge, but also comparative anthropological cultures, sub-cultures and political 

systems. 
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Figure 1: Basic and universal intermediate needs (Doyal and Gough, 1991; Gough, 2015) 
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Ecological limits and planetary boundaries are seriously considered in Doyal and Gough’s 

approach. This is obvious in their application of the ‘minimum optimorum’ or ‘minopt’ concept 

to define critical thresholds of intermediate needs, whereby the relationship between the 

minimum quantity of any given intermediate need-satisfaction and the optimum level of basic 

need satisfaction is seen as asymptotic: ‘Additional increments of a satisfier characteristic 

generating decreasing increments of basic need satisfaction until at the minopt point no additional 

benefit is derived’ (Gough, 2014: 378). Critical thresholds 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 knowledge. For this ‘auditing process’ the natural sciences but also 

heterodox economics and other branches of the social sciences could play important parts. These 
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disciplines would however need to be integrated in relation to the satisfaction of human needs 

within a global steady-state economy.  

 

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 will apply: ‘Future people will have needs for affiliation, cognitive and 

emotional 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 may be largely ignorant about the ‘detailed 

nature and quantum need satisfiers that future peoples in future contexts will require’ (Gough, 

2015: 14), Doyal and Gough (1991: 230-236) nevertheless stress that all economic systems 

would need to be assessed according to their ability to produce enough appropriate need 

satisfiers. However, due to climate change and ecological overshoot, one should not rule out the 

possibility that less than the ‘optimal generalizable satisfaction of basic needs’ can actually be 

achieved (Gough, 2014: 378). Society would then need to find ways to debate possible offsets 

between the satisfaction of the needs of current and future generations. 

 

Whether it is possible to provide satisfaction of basic and intermediate 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 empirical and 

comparative research. Such research would address Doyal and Gough’s eleven intermediary 

needs and produce knowledge on how to best satisfy them in a world characterized by constraint 
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and ecological crisis and without compromizing the needs of future generations. It could 

conclude with suggesting principles of ‘policy auditing’ in relation to the eleven intermediary 

needs. The limitations and fallibility of (social) scientific knowledge should always be kept in 

mind, but in principle academic research can assist activists by sketching out the extents to which 

the eleven intermediary human needs can be met universally and intergenerationally. In the next 

section, we present research findings on food production to tentatively illustrate the lines along 

which existing knowledge can inform considerations regarding the possibility of satisfying the 

global population’s need for nutrition in an environmentally sustainable manner.  

 

4. Satisfying the global need for food 

Food (and clean water) belongs in Doyal and Gough’s terminology to the ‘universal satisfier 

characteristics’ or intermediary needs: ‘those “inputs” which, according to the best available 

knowledge, contribute positively to the “output” of individual health and autonomy in all 

cultures’ (Doyal and Gough, 1991: 191). To avoid becoming physically ill, people must live in a 

‘healthy environment and must have access to a range of goods and services of sufficient quantity 

and quality.’ (Doyal and Gough, 1991: 191) Hence, any intermediate need in relation to the basic 

need of physical health such as adequate nutrition will have a ‘material base which will be 

identifiable within the terms of biomedical understanding.’ (Doyal and Gough, 1991: 191) The 

current food production system is to a large extent part of the growth-based economic system and 

is overall extremely productive. However, although enough is being produced to satisfy the 

global population’s basic need for food, 795 million people suffer from hunger (FAO, 2015: 4). 

Aside from the problem of an inequitable distribution of food, there is the equally fundamental 

problem that the industrialized form of agriculture, which has become conventional throughout 

the rich part of the world, is inherently unsustainable, causing profound damage to the 
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environment. Heavily reliant on external inputs in the form of oil, electricity, machinery, 

chemical fertilizers, pesticides and other non-organic inputs, it for instance results in ‘increased 

soil erosion, surface and groundwater contamination, release of greenhouse gasses, increased pest 

resistance, and loss of biodiversity’ (Badgley et al., 2007).  

 

A key feature of a steady-state economy is that the economy is characterized by a minimum level 

of throughput. ‘Throughput’ refers to the ‘flows of matter and energy from the first stage of 

production’ to the ‘last stage of consumption’ (Daly, 1991: 17). Conventional agriculture is not 

compatible with a steady-state economy as it entails a comparatively high throughput level. 

Calculating the energy consumption of the Spanish agri-food system in 2000, Amate and de 

Molina (2013: 30) find that ‘for each unit of energy available in the form of food, 6 units of 

energy have been consumed in its production, distribution, transportation and preparation’. 

Agrarian production accounts for one third of this massive energy waste, owing mainly to the 

consumption of nitrogen and the import of grains from overseas, whereas transportation is found 

to be the second largest source of the system’s energy consumption.  

 

Unlike those who see further investments in biotechnology and other green innovations as the 

solution to the unsustainability of conventional agriculture, growth-critical scholars argue in 

favour of altogether different forms of agriculture. More concretely, such scholars have 

frequently suggested that organic/agro-ecological food production is desirable and necessary 

(e.g., Boonstra and Joosee, 2013; Kallis, 2011). This type of agriculture integrates ecological 

processes into farming practices instead of relying on fertilizers, pesticides or genetic 

modifications of organisms (see Gomiero et al., 2011 and Wezel et al., 2014: 3 for research 

reviews on the performance of organic agriculture). Organic agriculture does not use synthetic 
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nitrogen fertilizer, which is responsible for 75% of all CO2 emissions in conventional farming 

(Haas et al., 1995), uses up to 75% less fossil fuels (LaSalle and Hepperly, 2008: 4) and produces 

higher rates of soil carbon (instead of emitting it to the atmosphere as in conventional farming). 

Hence, it emits considerably less CO2/greenhouse gases than conventional agriculture (Figure 2). 

In terms of labour input organic farming is far less efficient than conventional agriculture. While 

this is usually considered an invalidating argument against organic farming, the possibility that 

more people may become involved in small-scale and sustainable food production may actually 

be welcomed from a degrowth perspective. Indeed, instead of huge farms growing single crops 

on a massive scale (monoculture) and in environmentally unsustainable ways, growth-critics 

envision a system where smaller and slower organic farms produce food in a sustainable manner. 

Gomiero et al. (2011: 114) add that an organic agriculture would offer ‘great potential to generate 

green jobs and revitalize rural areas’ via a promotion of a ‘green economy and paying farmers for 

environmental services’.  
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Figure 2: Organic versus conventional agriculture (in percent) 

 

 
Sources: [a] Soil Association (2009); [b] Pimentel et al. (2005); [c] FAO (2002); [d] Matulla et 

al. (2003) 
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had a highly industrialized agricultural sector. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the US 

embargo resulted in reduced imports of for instance agrochemicals and industrial equipment. The 

situation forced the government to initiate a shift towards a system where more goods were 

produced within the country and where agriculture required fewer external inputs. The result was 

the emergence of a very large number of small and middle-sized organic/agroecological farms, 

worker-owned cooperatives and farmer’s market. The scale of the shift was unprecedented in that 

it occurred throughout the entire island. Boillat et al. interpret this shift in terms of ‘degrowth’ 

because high standards of education and health were preserved while the environmental impact of 

the agricultural sector was drastically reduced (2012: 603). Yet they also note that there are still 

major problems. For instance, Cuba is still forced to import food because not enough food is 

being produced within the country, while the amount of agricultural production stagnated since 

2004 (2012: 604). 

 

In 1975, Georgescu-Roegen (1975: 378) wrote that ‘mankind should gradually lower its 

population to a level that could be adequately fed only by organic agriculture’. Since then, the 

world population has increased from 4 billion to 7.2 billion people – and is currently projected to 

reach 9.6 billion in 2050 (Gerland, 2014). According to some estimates, it will only be possible to 

feed this number of people, if global food production grows by a staggering 70% between 2005-

2007 and 2050 (FAO, 2011: 42). Given developments thus far – and given future projections – it 

is not surprising that a major theme in research on food production is whether it is at all possible 

to feed the global population with organically produced food without expanding the agricultural 

land base significantly. Such an expansion would involve a further conversion of ecosystems to 

agricultural land and is thus by no means desirable from an environmental sustainability 

perspective.  
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The findings of such research vary. Badgley et al. (2007) suggest that organic yields were on par 

with, and in some cases exceeded, yields from conventional farming. They estimate that it will be 

possible to produce enough food by means of organic methods to sustain the current global 

population – and possibly a larger population – without expanding the existing agricultural land 

base. Other studies have contested these findings, questioning the data on which they were based. 

Seufert et al. (2012) examine the yield performance of conventional and organic farms globally 

and find that overall organic yields are 25% lower than conventional ones. For some crop types 

the gap was lower, for others it was higher. A subsequent study by Poniso et al. (2014), which 

applied a larger meta-dataset than that of Seufert et al., concludes that organic yields are overall 

merely 19.2% lower than conventional ones (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 3: Yields in organic versus conventional agriculture (in percent) 
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Given such findings it does not seem possible to satisfy the need for food on a global level if all 

food was produced organically. Yet this conclusion presupposes that the content of food 

production stays the same. The kind of food that is being produced is crucial inasmuch as the 

ecological footprints of different food types vary enormously.  Currently food production for a 

meat-based diet takes up a sizeable amount of land. For instance, The World Watch Institute 

(2004) has noted that while 56 million acres of U.S. land produce hay for livestock, only 4 

million acres produce vegetables for human consumption. Wirsenius et al. (2010) find that with a 

25% decrease in meat consumption in the world’s rich countries, combined with a 15-20% 

decrease in the retail and household food wastage rate, land use in these countries would decrease 

by around 15%. That global meat-production has severe environmental downsides is also 

documented in a meta-study by Tilman and Clark (2014). Among other things it shows that 

greenhouse gas emissions resulting from a vegetarian diet (white and light grey bars in Figure 4) 

are much lower than those resulting from diets containing fish or meat (dark grey and black bars). 
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Figure 4: Food types and CO2 emissions 

Source: Calculated from supplementary data provided by Tilman and Clark (2014).
4
 

 

 

In this context, it is also worth noting that the aforementioned study of the Spanish agri-food 

system finds that the types of food that require the most energy for production and transport are at 

the same time the products that require the most energy (electricity or gas) for their preparation. 

Cooking meat products can result in the consumption of up to 70 times more energy than cooking 

vegetables. Against this background Amate and de Molina (2013: 32) reach the following 

conclusion, which resonates with the other findings presented above: 

 

                                                
4
 ‘Recirculating aquaculture’ uses different treatments such as filtration and oxygenation to keep the water clean and 

healthy for fish in situations where water exchange is limited. Material and energy costs of this type of fish 

production are much higher than in the case of aquaculture where no such additional treatments are needed (‘non-

recirculating’). 
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‘We think that only a shift towards organic farming and corresponding changes in 

consumption patterns can contribute to substantial reductions of resource use in the food 

system and to sustainable de-growth. The way in which it can be achieved, even 

improving the quality of what we eat and without reducing agrarian income and 

employment, is to switch to organic farming, and to change over to a more vegetarian 

diet, with the emphasis on seasonal products produced locally.’  

 

To our knowledge, existing research on food production does not provide clear answers to the 

question of whether the entire global population’s need for food (now and in the future) could be 

satisfied with organic-vegetarian food. It is evident, though, that a vegetarian diet is not only 

more sustainable than diets that include meat, it can also feed a far larger population. In our view, 

the example of food production serves to illustrate why the satisfaction of basic needs is a more 

realistic degrowth objective than aspirations to increase well-being. People eat meat and fish to 

satisfy their preferences or wants, while cultural and social factors contribute to sustain this 

behavioural pattern. Depriving people who currently eat meat and fish as they please from that 

ability is very likely to affect their subjective well-being negatively, at least for a period of time. 

Yet considering the research findings presented in this section, seen from a degrowth perspective 

it is necessary that diets are changed.  

 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

The status of subjective welfare measures such as happiness or subjective well-being within 

degrowth research is controversial. Despite the fact that a majority of growth-critical scholars is 

confident that a downscaling of production and consumption patterns – on the necessity of which 

all degrowth researchers agree – would be accompanied by increases in subjective well-being 
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scores in the short- and long-term, we have here pleaded for a deprioritization of ‘happiness’ and 

‘subjective well-being’ within degrowth research. We have highlighted two main reasons for this. 

First and maybe most importantly, the empirical evidence for the link between GDP/capita and 

subjective well-being is far from being clear-cut. While data for one country over time suggest a 

flattening of the happiness curve relative to GDP growth, cross country comparisons reveal that 

the richest and most environmentally unsustainable countries are also the ‘happiest’. Second, 

there are methodological issues and theoretical shortcomings that question the ability of 

‘happiness’ to provide a measure of well-being across countries and times. Here, we have pointed 

to the issue of adaptability. A reduction and limitation in the use of ‘positional goods’ (Hirsch, 

1976) such as cellphones, flights, cars or meat, which would be necessary in the transition to a 

global steady-state economy, is unlikely to be accompanied by short-term increases in subjective 

well-being in the rich countries. In addition, ‘happiness’ as a general societal objective is 

questionable, where it helps promote profits – and in consequence: economic growth – and 

disguise structural relationships of inequality and domination, especially within the work sphere. 

This may in fact partially explain why neoclassic economists such as Richard Layard embrace the 

concept.  

 

At the example of food we have illustrated why, in our view, degrowth should rather aspire to the 

satisfaction of basic human needs than to increased subjective well-being. We reviewed recent 

research on the environmental impacts of different diets and different kinds of food production 

and on how these forms compare in terms of scale and land-use. The key findings are that (1) 

conventional agriculture is grossly unsustainable; (2) the yields of organic agriculture are lower 

than those of conventional agriculture and (3) a vegetarian diet has a far smaller ecological 

footprint than diets containing fish and meat. Taken together these findings indicate that if the 
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global population’s need for food is to be satisfied in an environmentally sustainable manner, a 

transition to a more vegetarian diet is required. Such a transition may well, however, come at the 

cost of decreased subjective well-being on part of those who have become accustomed to an 

omnivorous diet, at least in the short term. To be sure, food is only one of several intermediate 

human needs, and as such a counter to our argument could be that degrowth transitions might 

enable the satisfaction of other needs to an extent that the negative effects on subjective well-

being of dietary change are offset. However, considering that degrowth transitions would also 

involve profound changes in several other aspects of the convenient-yet-unsustainable Western 

lifestyle, it seems rather too optimistic to us to hope for an overall increase in subjective well-

being, at least in the short-term. An introduction of Cuban style food localism, for example, 

would, all other things being equal, be accompanied by millions of jobs lost in transport, packing, 

retail, advertising, manufacturing etc. More research is necessary into the complex issue how 

several current institutions could change at the same time – and its systemic impacts beyond 

incremental change.  

 

We accompany our conclusion to deprioritize ‘happiness’ in degrowth research with a plea to 

simultaneously prioritize the satisfaction of human needs for all human beings now and in future. 

In other words, we suggest going back to the original Paris declaration which identified the 

meeting of basic human needs as main objective of ‘degrowth’ (Research and Degrowth, 2010) 

and endorse a downscaling of production and consumption even if subjective well-being scores 

(temporarily) decrease in the rich countries. In fact, the extent to which more than basic needs 

can be provided in the ‘great transformation’ necessary to re-embed economy and society into the 

environment is an empirical question in itself. In theorizing and applying human needs for 

degrowth purposes we find Doyal and Gough’s concept especially attractive due to its systematic 
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account of environmental limits and the ‘policy-auditing’ approach that follows from it. Indeed, 

comparative in-depth research into Doyal and Gough’s eleven ‘intermediate needs’ and the extent 

to which these can be met globally and intergenerationally appears to be a promising degrowth 

research agenda for the years to come.  
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