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transformation–A
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review of notions of social
change in di�erent concepts of
su�ciency
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Norbert Elias Center for Transformation Design and Research, Europa-Universität Flensburg,

Flensburg, Germany

Su�ciency is an indispensable strategy for sustainable development that is

gaining growing attention in both the scientific and the political sphere.

Nevertheless, the question of how su�ciency-oriented social change can

be shaped by di�erent actors remains unclear. There are many di�erent

concepts of su�ciency and all of them entail certain notions of social

change. However, these notions of social change remain mostly implicit.

By conducting a semi-systematic literature review on su�ciency and

transformation, this article makes explicit notions of social change in various

concepts of su�ciency. Additionally, these notions are structured and

discussed concerning their possible contribution to a broader socio-ecological

transformation to advance the debate about su�ciency-oriented strategies.

The literature was sampled by a systematic search in the databases of Web

of Science and the ENOUGH-Network, a European network of su�ciency

researchers, and complemented by texts known to the author. In total 133

articles, books and book chapters were reviewed. The su�ciency concepts

were analyzed regarding two dimensions: the goal of and the approach

toward social change. Various ecological and sometimes social goals that

di�erent concepts of su�ciency pursue were identified. Some scholars

operationalize the social and ecological goals in a su�ciency-specific way

as consumption corridors or a pathway toward a post-growth economy.

Furthermore, three di�erent approaches to su�ciency-oriented social change

were identified: a bottom-up-approach, a policy-making-approach and a

social-movement-approach. Specific contributions and limitations of these

approaches were identified. The three approaches di�er regarding the role

of conflicts and the conceptualization of behavior and social practices. By

interpreting the results utilizing the Multi-Level-Perspective of Sustainability

Transition Research and Erik O. Wright’s transformation theory, synergies

for su�ciency-oriented social change were identified. The review founds a
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theoretical basis for further empirical and theoretical research on shaping

su�ciency-oriented social change.

KEYWORDS

su�ciency, transformation, social change, politics of su�ciency, semi-systematic

review

Introduction

In sustainability discourse, the necessity for socio-technical

innovations, i.e., the increase of efficiency, the recycling

of resources and the switch to renewable energies, can

be considered to be undisputed. Nevertheless, evidence is

increasing that socio-technical solutions alone will not be

sufficient to achieve the climate targets of the Paris Agreement

and other sustainability goals. Therefore, sufficiency measures

are widely regarded as being necessary (Steinberger and Roberts,

2010; O’Neill et al., 2018; Vita et al., 2019; Wachsmuth and

Duscha, 2019; Haberl et al., 2020; Kuhnhenn et al., 2020;

Koide et al., 2021; Wiese et al., 2022). Accordingly, sufficiency

has been gaining (renewed) attention from scholars in the

last decade (Jungell-Michelsson and Heikkurinen, 2022). In

2022, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)

mentioned sufficiency as an important strategy to mitigate

climate change for the first time in its summary for policymakers

(IPCC, 2022, p. 41). To a minor extent, sufficiency has recently

been gaining momentum in policy making (Hotta et al., 2021;

Zell-Ziegler et al., 2021).

There are many different and sometimes contradictory

conceptualizations of the sufficiency strategy, but they share two

common dimensions. Firstly, sufficiency is conceptualized as

a quantitative limitation of consumption and production on a

generalizable level, often referred to as “consumption corridors,”

which address overconsumption and deprivation at the same

time (Di Giulio and Fuchs, 2014; Jaeger-Erben et al., 2020; Fuchs

et al., 2021). Secondly, the strategy of sufficiency describes social

innovations1 that are used to change social practices (Lorek and

Spangenberg, 2019).

1 Social innovations are defined by Zapf (1994) as “new ways of

achieving goals, especially new forms of organization, new regulations,

new lifestyles that change the direction of social change, (that) solve

problems better than previous practices, and (that) are therefore worth

imitating and institutionalizing” (p. 33). Similarly, but with a focus on social

practices Domanski et al. (2020) describe social innovation as “a new

combination and/or new configuration of social practices in certain areas

of action or social contexts prompted by certain actors or constellations

of actors in an intentional targeted manner with the goal of better

satisfying or answering needs and problems than is possible on the basis

of established practices” (p. 459).

By these two dimensions, sufficiency can be distinguished

from the sustainability strategies of efficiency and consistency2.

Efficiency and consistency strategies are used to reduce

the environmental damage per unit of products or services

consumed and produced, but, unlike sufficiency, do not describe

absolute limits to consumption and production. In addition,

efficiency and consistency strategies rely on (socio-)technical

innovations. If, for example, the sustainability goal were to

reduce CO2-emissions for space heating in the residential sector,

a possible sufficiency measure would not be to install better

insulation in buildings (efficiency), or supply renewable energy

(consistency), but to reduce living space.

All sustainability strategies encompass certain normative

notions of social change since they are used to attain

sustainability targets in a certain manner. The implementation

of the strategies has effects on different socio-economic

structures, such as the modes of production and consumption,

norms and values or the distribution of wealth and power.

For the cases of socio-technical innovations (efficiency and

consistency strategies) significant research has been conducted

on how these innovations can be implemented, and how they

diffuse into the mainstream and change societal structures (e.g.,

Geels and Schot, 2007; Grin et al., 2010; Geels, 2019). This

cannot be said to the same extent for the sufficiency strategy. The

notions of social change mostly remain implicit in the different

conceptualizations of sufficiency (Fuchs et al., 2016), and a

systematic reflection on the underlying concepts of social change

in the sufficiency discourse has rarely taken place. Existing

systematic literature reviews on sufficiency provide valuable

insights into sufficiency-related rebound effects (Sorrell et al.,

2020), sufficiency for businesses (Niessen and Bocken, 2021),

specific consumption changes (Sandberg, 2021) or the different

theoretical roots of sufficiency concepts and implications of

sufficiency on different economic scales (Jungell-Michelsson

2 The term “consistency” stems from the German discourse (German:

Konsistenz) and describes “green” technologies that aim on aligning

material and energy flows with natural processes in a less harmful way

(e.g., switch to renewable energies) (Huber, 2000). It is also used in

English literature, often as an analytical perspective together with the

sustainability strategies of e�ciency and su�ciency (among others: Allievi

et al., 2015; Gunarathne and Lee, 2021; Loy et al., 2021; Tröger and Reese,

2021; Jungell-Michelsson and Heikkurinen, 2022).
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and Heikkurinen, 2022). However, none of them have analyzed

the notions of social change in different conceptualisations of

sufficiency. Given the urgency of socio-ecological crisis, the

growing recognition of the necessity of the sufficiency strategy

and the difficulties to implement it, a reflection on the different

notions of how to create and shape social change within the

different concepts of sufficiency could help to advance the debate

about sufficiency-oriented strategies.

Accordingly, explicating and discussing the notions of social

change in sufficiency concepts is relevant for at least four

reasons. Firstly, sufficiency, like all sustainability strategies,

aims to achieve sustainability goals and therefore seeks to

shape social change in a normative way although the goals

sought may differ. In contrast to the sustainability strategies

of efficiency and consistency, the sufficiency strategy describes

social innovations rather than socio-technical innovations to

achieve sustainability goals and thus directly addresses social

change (Zapf, 1994). Secondly, in contrast to the sustainability

strategies of efficiency and consistency, sufficiency strategies are

often at odds with current structures of societal organization,

such as the orientation of policymaking toward economic

growth (Princen, 2005). Thus, sufficiency-oriented social change

is confronted with specific difficulties and requires separate

consideration. Thirdly, a reflection on the implicit concepts of

social change enables the identification of specific potentials and

limits of the respective concepts of sufficiency. Fourthly, such a

reflection enables the discussion of contradictions and synergies

between the different concepts of sufficiency. Such a reflection

on the concepts of social change present within concepts of

sufficiency provides a basis for an elaborate discussion on the

question of how and by whom social change toward sufficiency

can be shaped. As a basis for such a debate, the notions of social

change that are often implicit in the concepts of sufficiency need

to be explicated and structured. Thus, this paper addresses the

following research questions:

A Which sustainability goals and notions of social change do

concepts of sufficiency imply?

B What are the specific limitations and contributions of the

different concepts of sufficiency concerning their notion of

social change?

C What are the contradictions and possible synergies among the

different concepts of sufficiency?

With research question C, the different sufficiency concepts

are discussed in relation to each other in order to identify

fruitful combinations of the different concepts of sufficiency

and to put them in the context of a broader socio-ecological

transformation. To do this, the findings are discussed in relation

to the so-called Multi Level Perpective (MLP) of Sustainability

Transition Research (Grin et al., 2010; Geels, 2019) as well as

Wright’s (2010) transformation theory. While the MLP is the

dominant paradigm of social change in sustainability research,

Wright’s transformation theory can be regarded as one of the

most elaborate sociological theories of societal transformation

in recent years. His work expands on the role of real utopias

in the transformation of capitalism. By “real utopias,” Wright

(2010, p. 6) describes emancipatory institutions and practices

that already exist now but encompass elements of a utopian

– in Wright’s perspective egalitarian and radical democratic

– societal organization, beyond current dominant modes

of production and consumption3. Following this heuristic,

sufficiency policies and practices can be regarded a real utopia

in a growth oriented economy and society. Thus,Wright’s theory

seems to be very applicable for reflecting on the different notions

of social change in different sufficiency concepts.

Method

A semi-systematic review methodology was used to develop

narratives and synthesize a broad inter-disciplinary strand

of literature (Wong et al., 2013; Snyder, 2019). As Snyder

(2019) points out, a semi-systematic review can be useful

for detecting themes and theoretical perspectives and thus

aids the development of a theoretical model. Furthermore,

Snyder indicates that a semi-systematic approach can combine

different methods of sampling (systematic or non-systematic)

and analysis and evaluation (qualitative or quantitative).

Sampling

Three different sets of literature were sampled (Figure 1).

The first and foundational set stems from a systematic search

for literature in the Web of Science database using the keyword

“sufficiency” in the categories of “environmental science,”

“environmental studies” and “environmental engineering,”

excluding the keywords “self-,” “taxonomic” and “marine.” The

search was performed in December 2021 and provided 382

articles. The use of ‘sufficiency’ as the only positive search item

ensured a very broad and comprehensive sample of sufficiency

literature. This search strategy is similar to that used by Jungell-

Michelsson and Heikkurinen (2022) since it includes sufficiency

on both the consumption and the production side unlike the

work of Sandberg (2021), which limited the search to the

consumption side. If only literature that included “sufficiency”

and “consumption” had been sampled, the results would have

been reduced by ∼75 percent. However, in contrast to Jungell-

Michelsson and Heikkurinen (2022) and following their own

3 In his study, Wright (2010, p. 2–5) gives the examples of participatory

city budgeting, Wikipedia, the Basque Mondragon cooperatives, and

unconditional basic income (UBI). Wright (2010, p. 20–25) argues that

the existence (and the analysis) of real utopias do not only enlarge the

imaginable but increase the achievable as well, since real utopias render

an alternative world possible.

Frontiers in Sustainability 03 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsus.2022.954660
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability
https://www.frontiersin.org


Lage 10.3389/frsus.2022.954660

FIGURE 1

Sampling process. Own depiction.

reflections, not only peer-reviewed papers were included but also

books and book chapters, which ensures a broader perspective

on the sufficiency debate. The abstracts of the selected literature

were screened for relevance to the research topic, which left a

sample of 78 research articles.

The second set of literature derives from the International

Network for Sufficiency Research and Policy (ENOUGH)

database. This database is nurtured by dozens of researchers

working on sufficiency (see Toulouse et al., 2019). This database

is structured by different keywords, so that all texts with the

keyword ‘definition’ were screened (n = 60). This screening

added 34 articles to the sample. By combining the keyword-

based search in Web of Science with a screening of the

ENOUGH-Database, it could be ensured that articles, which are

relevant to scholars in the field of sufficiency but that are not

part of the Web of Science database or do not include the used

key-words are still considered in the analysis.

The third set of literature contains publications which were

already known to the author (n= 21). Whereas, the first two sets

encompassed only English literature, this third step added some

German publications as well. This sample was supplemented

with publications on adjacent topics, increasing the total number

of publications in this article to 184.

Data analysis

The data analysis was guided by research question A

and aimed at identifying the pursued sustainability goals

and a development of a typology of sufficiency concepts

concerning their notions of social change. The three sets of

literature were analyzed in an iterative process of induction

and deduction. First insights obtained from the material were

theorized in the form of a typology, which was then tested

and further developed by analyzing more literature. During

this process, several feedback loops with different groups of

sufficiency experts were conducted to strengthen the robustness

of the results.

In order to operationalize the main research question and

to differentiate notions of social change within the sufficiency

concepts, the analysis was guided by three sub-questions. Since

sufficiency is a strategy to achieve sustainability goals, an analysis

of the goals of the intended social change and their specific

operationalisation is one dimension to differentiate sufficiency

concepts. Thus, the first question for the analysis asks:

A What are the sustainability goals that the sufficiency concept

is aiming to achieve?
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This question is answered in the first subsection of the

results. In order to analyse the process of implementing

sufficiency measures and shaping social change toward

sufficiency, two questions focus on the leverage points and the

actors of social change:

B What is the object of social change, i.e., what has to

be changed?

C Who are the subjects of social change, i.e., who are seen as the

central actors of change?

These two questions are answered in the second subsection

of the results by developing a typology of different concepts

of sufficiency concerning their notions of social change. Based

on the results of this analysis the research question B (specific

limitations and contributions of the different concepts) is

addressed at the end of each identified type of sufficiency

concept. The research question C (contradictions and possible

synergies among the different concepts) is tackled separately in

the discussion section of this paper.

Results

Sustainability goals of su�ciency
concepts

Since sufficiency concepts in this review derive from an

ecological perspective, it is not surprising that all concepts of

sufficiency aim to reduce environmental damage. The sufficiency

strategy is used to meet climate targets (Moser et al., 2015, p.

2; Wachsmuth and Duscha, 2019; Kuhnhenn et al., 2020), to

reduce the demand for energy and materials (O’Neill et al.,

2018), and to reduce land-use change, water use or toxicity (Vita

et al., 2019).

Even if in some concepts, social implications of sufficiency

measures are excluded from the definition of sufficiency

(Fischer and Grießhammer, 2013), other authors highlight

that sufficiency may solve ecological and social problems

(for housing, see Bohnenberger, 2021; for agriculture/food see

Brunori and Di Iacovo, 2014). Often described as social or

economic co-benefits, sufficiency is associated with an increase

in the quality of life (Parks, 2012; Zannakis et al., 2019), with

health benefits (Allievi et al., 2015; Creutzig et al., 2021), lower

costs (Lenz, 2015, p. 63–64), higher resilience against economic

crisis (Alexander and Yacoumis, 2018) and positive effects on

social and environmental justice (Hayden, 2019; Kalt and Lage,

2019).

To pursue social and ecological goals is not specific for

sufficiency but applies for all sustainability strategies. However,

there exist sufficiency-specific operationalisations of these goals:

sufficiency as consumption corridors and sufficiency as a way

into a post-growth economy.

Su�ciency as consumption corridors

To operationalise the social and ecological goals, sufficiency

is interpreted in some concepts in the sense of having the

minimum necessary to live well and as limits to social practices

that cause ecological damage, especially to consumption. From

an ecological perspective, these limits are upper ones aiming

to reduce overconsumption (Lorek and Fuchs, 2013; Schroeter

et al., 2017). Inspired by a discourse in the field of social

politics, sufficiency describes minimum limits (of consumption)

as well, which is especially, but not exclusively, important

when applied to the Global South (Kanschik, 2016; Spengler,

2016; Gladkykh et al., 2021). These minimum limits describe a

minimum amount of consumption that is needed for a decent

life. This puts sufficiency in the context of debates on social

justice (Salleh, 2009, 2010). They usually originate from concepts

of basic human needs. Overall, the upper and lower limits

define consumption corridors that are socio-ecologically just

and sustainable (Di Giulio and Fuchs, 2014; Jaeger-Erben et al.,

2020). Most likely it requires more equity in consumption to stay

within the corridor (Jaccard et al., 2021, p. 8–9).

For the definition of sufficiency-specific aims, attention

needs to be paid to the indicators of these consumption

corridors. In some cases, the setting of maximum CO2 budgets

and planetary boundaries (Rockström et al., 2009) or a “safe

and just operating space for humanity” (Raworth, 2012, p. 4),

which consists of ecological upper and social lower limits, are

interpreted as sufficiency-specific limits, because they describe

absolute limits (see Darby, 2007, p. 112–113; van Loy et al.,

2021, p. 2). However, it is important to note that compliance

with social foundations or ecological limits is the goal of

any sustainability strategy, such as efficiency or consistency.

Sufficiency-specific goals are limits to the consumption and

production of services or products, such as limits to the living

space per person or the speed limit for cars.

Defining limits to consumption without being paternalistic

is a difficult task. In qualitative approaches (e.g., Di Giulio and

Fuchs, 2014; Gough, 2015; Fuchs et al., 2021), the conditions

of decent human life and wellbeing are defined with regard to

the capabilities approach of Nussbaum (1992) and Sen (1993) or

the needs and satisfier approach of Max-Neef (1991). In these

approaches, needs are more or less generalizable across time

and space, whereas satisfiers are flexible and depend on cultural

and political contexts. For example, the generalizable need of

protection in the case of mobility can be satisfied by driving a big,

powerful car or by living in a car-free city. Furthermore, needs

are indispensable, irreducible, non-substitutable and limited in

number and must be distinguished from endless, untrammeled

and subjective desires (Fuchs et al., 2021, p. 13–15). Thus,

the distinction between satisfiers and needs in these sufficiency

approaches highlights the difference between the means and

ends of consumption (Haapanen and Tapio, 2016; Darby and

Fawcett, 2018; Gough, 2020).
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In contrast to this perspective on human needs as more

or less generalizable, other scholars describe necessities as

“constituted by routinized and embodied types of thought and

action” (Aro, 2017, p. 6) and thus consumption corridors must

differ among different political, cultural and social contexts

(Cherrier et al., 2012; Lavelle and Fahy, 2021). This approach

to define lower limits by investigating what kind and amount

of consumption is needed to feel part of society (e.g., minimum

income standard), is used in social policy (Davis et al., 2015;

Gough, 2020, p. 213). From a perspective of consumption

corridors and needs-theory, this approach faces the problem

that it merely looks on how people can be part of the current

(unsustainable) society and does not approach a bigger societal

shift, which would enable a completely different satisfaction

of needs. By this, the difference between needs and satisfiers

remains unclear. Even though these approaches indicate that

a reduction of consumption in high income countries to the

minimum income standard would lead to significant reductions

in greenhouse gas emissions (Druckman and Jackson, 2010),

the remaining consumption would most likely stay above global

ecological limits (Gough, 2020, p. 216).

Since the exact definition of such consumption corridors is

a political question and needs to be constantly under debate

(Darby, 2007; Di Giulio and Fuchs, 2014; Schroeter et al., 2017),

quantitative approaches are rare and the results differ widely

in terms of methodology and results (for housing sector, see

Cohen, 2021; for electricity and natural gas demand see Fournier

et al., 2020; for final energy demand see Lallana et al., 2021; for

different sectors see Millward-Hopkins et al., 2020).

Su�ciency as a pathway toward a post-growth
economy

The consumption corridors defined in the literature above

suggest that, at least in most countries of the Global North

the current development is way above the limits, which does

not necessarily imply that the social foundation is ensured.

A study of low-income households in Finland shows that the

material basis for a decent life, which was defined by a consumer

panel, was not met by most of the households and at the

same time, the material footprint was higher than long-term

ecological sustainability would require (Lettenmeier et al., 2014).

In other words, the results suggest that a decent life within

the consumption corridors is hardly possible in Finland today

and requires a deep reconstruction of society and the way

different needs are satisfied. Similarly, but on a higher scale,

O’Neill et al. (2018) showed that out of 150 countries none met

basic social needs without exceeding the planetary boundaries

conceptualized in the doughnut concept by Raworth (2012)4.

4 The doughnut economy conceptualizes sustainability as “a safe and

just space for humanity,” which lies in between a social foundation and

an environmental ceiling (Raworth, 2012). The social foundations ensures

The authors conclude by describing sufficiency as a strategy that

should not only meet social and ecological targets but move

beyond GDP growth as measure of progress. Coscieme et al.

(2019) describe a “wellbeing economy” as an alternative to guide

policy making. Steinberger and Roberts (2010) argue in the same

direction and emphasize the importance of growing equity by

showing that the energy demand worldwide is sufficient to meet

a high standard of living for everyone.

Following such insights, the environmental and social goals

are in some sufficiency concepts not only operationalised by

limiting consumption to corridors, but by developing an a-

growth or degrowth society or a steady-state economy, where

societal prosperity is independent of economic growth (Princen,

2005; Salleh, 2009; Lorek and Fuchs, 2013; Hayden, 2014b, 2015;

Lorek and Spangenberg, 2014; Alexander and Yacoumis, 2018;

Cibulka and Giljum, 2020). These concepts describe sufficiency

as a strategy to (re-)embed economy into the ecological sphere.

Accordingly, these sufficiency concepts build on sustainability

concepts that emphasizes the connection of sustainability and

a critique of endless economic growth such as the work on

the limits to growth (Meadows et al., 1972) or the doughnut

economy (Raworth, 2017). Especially influential early works on

sufficiency in German (Sachs, 1993, 1995) and English (Princen,

2003, 2005) builds on work of the ecological economists Daly

(1974, 1991, 2015), who views the economy as a subsystem of

the ecological sphere and argues for a steady-state economy as a

prerequisite for avoiding ecological collapse.

Furthermore, the sufficiency concepts that emphasize a

critique of economic growth are linked to concepts of degrowth,

which have been deriving from social movements since the

early 2000’s and have been consolidating into concepts in

academic literature since then (Jackson, 2009; Demaria et al.,

2013; Schmelzer andVetter, 2019). The exact conceptual relation

of sufficiency concepts to degrowth concepts often remains

unclear. Sometimes a cultural change toward sufficiency is

described as precondition for a degrowth-society (Alexander,

2013), sometimes a degrowth society is seen as the inevitable

result of consequent sufficiency practices and sometimes

sufficiency is described as an organizing principle (Spangenberg,

2018) or logic (Princen, 2005) for society, which reveals many

direct overlaps with concepts of degrowth. One of these

overlaps that is present in many sufficiency concepts is the

(re-)politisation of debates among the good live for all beyond

economic growth (O’Neill et al., 2018).

Su�ciency as a means or as an end?

Since sufficiency is a strategy used to attain sustainability

goals, some authors argue that sufficiency is not an end in

that no one is falling short of life’s essentials. The ecological limits ensure

that humanity is not exceeding the planetary boundaries (Rockström et

al., 2009).
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itself, but an indispensable element of effective sustainable

development (Spangenberg, 2018). In this interpretation, limits

to consumption and the creation of a post-growth economy

are strategies to pursue broader sustainability goals and no end

in itself.

However, in some concepts the sufficiency-specific

(quantitative) limits to consumption (and production) are

interpreted not (only) as a means to pursue sustainability goals

but as a “direction” (Sachs, 1995, p. 6) or as “goals” (Sorrell

et al., 2020, p. 3). These goals could mark a sufficiency-oriented

state of consumption (Darby and Fawcett, 2018). Furthermore,

Jungell-Michelsson and Heikkurinen (2022) interpret concepts

that describe sufficiency as an idea, worldview, vision or a way

of life also as descriptions of ends in themselves.

If these limits and visions are interpreted as means or ends

depends on the point of view. From a broader perspective, they

can be interpreted as means to achieve sustainability goals, from

a narrow perspective they can illustrate a desirable state and

function as ends to guide individual or political decisions to

achieve quantitative reductions in consumption and production.

Despite the question of whether these quantitative limits

to consumption and production are described as means

or ends, it is important to note that the sufficiency-

specific operationalisation of social and ecological goals in

the form of quantitative limits is unique, compared to the

other sustainability strategies. Because of these quantitative

limits, some scholars conceptualize sufficiency as the first or

overarching of all sustainability strategies (Schroeter et al., 2017;

Lorek and Spangenberg, 2019; Böcker et al., 2021; Gladkykh

et al., 2021; Newell et al., 2021). By this, rebound effects of

efficiencymeasuresmay be reduced and renewable energies need

only provide the amount of energy, services and resources that

are necessary for a decent, sufficient life.

Notions of social change

Type 1: Bottom-up approach

The following three types of concepts of sufficiency are

analytically differentiated due to their (implicit) approaches to

social change. The first type describes a bottom-up approach,

focusing on changes in individual lifestyles, consumption

patterns and cultural change.

Object of transformation

In order to achieve ecological and, in part, social and

economic goals, the sufficiency concepts summarized here rely

on reductions of individual consumption. The aim of sufficiency

strategies is to develop an ecologically responsible lifestyle

(Alcott, 2008, p. 771; Heindl and Kanschik, 2016, p. 43; Koide

et al., 2021). This lifestyle may be described as low-tech and

is thought to encompass a high level of small-scale production

and do-it-yourself practices within self-sufficient communities

(Alexander and Yacoumis, 2018; Bauwens et al., 2020). In some

conceptions, ecological motivation becomes constitutive for

sufficiency practices (Alcott, 2008, p. 771; Heindl and Kanschik,

2016). Thus, this conception of sufficiency is closely linked

to approaches of voluntary simplicity (Alexander and Ussher,

2012; Rebouças and Soares, 2021), conscious consumption

(Freudenreich and Schaltegger, 2020; Kelleci and Yildiz, 2021)

or sometimes even eco-anarchism (Trainer, 2019). Research and

suggested measures often focus at individual or household level

(Parks, 2012; Sahakian et al., 2021; van Loy et al., 2021).

According to Heindl and Kanschik (2016, p. 43), sufficiency

strategies that focus on individual consumption reduction fit

well into existing liberal economic and policy frameworks and

do not have to go hand in hand with more radical degrowth

approaches. However, if individual sufficiency practices are

implemented in isolation, there is an increased risk of sufficiency

rebound effects (Alcott, 2010; Sorrell et al., 2020). This is

because, for example, income is in many cases a more influential

parameter for consumption than individual values (Moser and

Kleinhückelkotten, 2018; Kleinhueckelkotten and Neitzke, 2019;

Korphaibool et al., 2021).

Other scholars describe individual changes in consumption

patterns as a way of obtaining deeper structural change

(Alexander, 2013; Lenz, 2015; Kleinhueckelkotten and

Neitzke, 2019). The diffusion and spread of changes in

individual consumption patterns may lead to a broader

cultural change. A cultural change that follows a notion of

sufficiency as the antidote to “excessive greed” (O’Sullivan and

Kraisornsuthasinee, 2020, p. 443) does not only question growth

in consumption but may lead to reductions in payed work as

well, since less money is required for a good life (O’Sullivan

and Kraisornsuthasinee, 2020). Cultural change can modify

structures of recognition so that a reduction in consumption

leads to positive feedback from the social environment (Heindl

and Kanschik, 2016, p. 44–45).

Subjects of transformation–a	uent consumers,

grassroots initiatives and businesses

Based on an individualistic understanding of consumption,

one central target group for consumption reductions are the

“most affluent consumers” (Schmidt and Matthies, 2018, p. 3),

the “global consumer class” (Spangenberg and Lorek, 2002,

p. 128) or the wealthy upper and middle classes (Alcott,

2008, p. 771; Moser et al., 2015; Heindl and Kanschik,

2016, p. 44; O’Sullivan and Kraisornsuthasinee, 2020). This

is because, according to common argumentation, the high

resource consumption of these groups goes hand in hand

with a high responsibility for reducing consumption (Baatz,

2014), on the one hand, and suggests a high effectiveness of

reduction on the other hand (Spangenberg and Lorek, 2002, p.

128). Consumption reduction can be described as ‘individual’,

when political, social or economic conditions are seen as

external to the consumption decision. Accordingly, sufficiency
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is conceptualized as an “intentional and informed decision”

(Schmidt and Weigt, 2015, p. 209) and a “voluntary reduction

of affluence” (Alcott, 2010) and thus builds on the ecological

reflection of one’s own consumption behavior.

Different reasons are given for the individualization of

reductions in consumption. Firstly, some authors argue for

the voluntariness and individualization of sufficiency with

freedom of choice (Alcott, 2008, 2010; Heindl and Kanschik,

2016). In order not to restrict individual consumption liberties,

each individual should be able to decide whether they want

to choose a sufficiency-oriented or non-sufficiency-oriented

lifestyle. By emphasizing individual responsibility, the decision

between sufficiency-oriented and a non-sufficiency-oriented

consumption is left to the individuals. If one assumes

that non-sufficiency decisions contribute to environmental

degradation to a greater extent and thus limit the life

chances of future generations, it can be argued that those

individualistic sufficiency conceptions (unintentionally)

place individual (consumption) freedom above questions of

intergenerational justice.

Secondly, Schmidt and Matthies (2018) emphasize that

restrictive individual consumption is a moral imperative

due to ecological damage. In this context, the role of

religion, especially Buddhism, is sometimes mentioned as a

motivation and legitimation of individual sufficiency oriented

behavior (Ketprapakorn and Kantabutra, 2019; O’Sullivan and

Kraisornsuthasinee, 2020; Song, 2020) or as guiding principle

for decision makers (Lamberton, 2005). Although Baatz (2014)

follows the polluter pays principle and the idea that the

individual share of global emissions should not be exceeded, he

recognizes that there are structural obstacles to such individual

responsibility. That is why he limits the individual’s moral

obligation to reducing consumption to a responsible level

appropriate to the circumstances and considers lobbying for

political measures as the primary task of individuals rather than

reducing consumption.

Thirdly, some scholars follow a radical bottom-up approach

to transformation by stating that political and economic change

will only arise by mainstreaming micro-economic practices of

sufficiency (Alexander, 2013; Schanes et al., 2019; Bauwens

et al., 2020). This notion of sufficiency was dominant in a

survey conducted at the degrowth conference in Leipzig in 2014

(Eversberg and Schmelzer, 2018). The underlying assumption

is that individual behavioral changes spread through processes

of social diffusion and thus contribute to a broader cultural

change from the consumption and growth orientation in society

(Alexander, 2013; Lenz, 2015, p. 63; Kleinhueckelkotten and

Neitzke, 2019; O’Sullivan and Kraisornsuthasinee, 2020). This

approach emphasizes the relevance of grassroots initiatives and

niche projects in which practices of voluntary simplicity, do-

it-yourself and low-tech-lifestyles can be learned and further

developed (Alexander, 2013, 2015; Sahakian and Dobigny, 2019;

Bauwens et al., 2020). The role of the state in this conception is

to “facilitate” the changing values and virtues (Soetebeer, 2015,

p. 185). This approach to transformation has many similarities

to the “parallel-society” type described by Adler (2016), where

alternatives are created aside and, more or less, independent of

current institutions.

As well as consumers–either as individuals or as

part of grassroots initiatives–businesses are key actors

in mainstreaming sufficiency-oriented practices, since

consumption describes the relation among consumers and

businesses. Sufficiency-oriented businesses respond to changing

consumer behavior and influence consumers by shifts in

promotion and sales strategies and development of business

models beyond fast fashion trends and increasing product

sales (Bocken and Short, 2016; Tunn et al., 2019; Bocken et al.,

2020; Kantabutra and Punnakitikashem, 2020; Ralph, 2021).

Instead of mass consumption sufficiency-oriented marketing

emphasizes wellbeing (Kelleci and Yildiz, 2021). For some

businesses, especially in the premium sector, such new business

models may be beneficial (Bocken and Short, 2016; Bocken

et al., 2016, p. 43; Yip and Bocken, 2018; Freudenreich and

Schaltegger, 2020). However, empirical studies show that an

orientation toward sufficiency among businesses is very rare

(Freudenreich and Schaltegger, 2020) as it hinders the growth

of firms (Bocken et al., 2014), and that the main focus is on a

shift to “greener” products and processes instead of reductions

in consumption (Gunarathne and Lee, 2021; Niessen and

Bocken, 2021). Thus, the individualization of responsibility

for sufficiency-oriented behavior is complemented here by the

(individual) responsibility of companies to create sufficiency-

oriented offers and to influence consumer decisions in a

sufficiency-oriented way (Wieser, 2016). Sufficiency concepts

for businesses follow as well a radical bottom-up approach,

which includes changes in individual consumer behavior,

development of alternatives in societal niches and the diffusion

of such practices.

Contributions and limitations

In summary, it can be stated that the concepts of

sufficiency presented here are aimed at voluntarily reducing

the consumption of a (global) upper and middle class with

a bottom-up approach, which relies on individual realization

of the problem, diffusion of individual behavior and cultural

change. A link to social theories of behavior that emphasize

the autonomy of individuals and the ability of independent

choices and changes (Ajzen, 1985) is evident in this approach

and further elaborated by Spangenberg and Lorek (2019).

Accordingly, transformation is conceptualized as an incremental

change that results primarily from a tendency to voluntarily

change consumption practices. This makes transformation seem

relatively free of conflicts.

However, it remains unclear whether the necessary

reduction of consumption levels and the accompanying de-

privileging of members of upper and middle classes can actually
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be achieved through individual realization of the problem

and voluntary action. Consumer research and sociologists

have indicated that consumption practices are always supra-

individual and shaped by political, economic and socio-cultural

(Bourdieu, 1982; Røpke, 1999; Schor, 1999, 2007; Veblen, 2003

[1899]) as well as infrastructural (Shove et al., 2015; Yang

et al., 2021) conditions. This means that individual changes

in consumption are limited, because of the constitution of

social institutions such as social norms, legal regulations or

the organization of wage- and care work. Numerous studies

show that environmental consumption depends primarily

on income and to a lesser extent on values and attitudes,

which makes voluntary consumption reduction by the upper

and middle classes less likely (Jappelli and Pistaferri, 2010;

Notter et al., 2013; Dauvergne, 2016; Kleinhueckelkotten and

Neitzke, 2019; Verfuerth et al., 2019). Moreover, the potential of

sufficiency practices of individuals or companies is diminished

by free-riding incentives, for example the possibility that lower

consumption by some is offset by increased consumption by

others, for example due to falling prices (Cornes and Sandler,

2003, p. 157). The contribution to sustainability of sufficiency

approaches based on individual decisions therefore remains

limited. According to Linz (2013, p. 47), sufficiency research

has for a long time underestimated the inertial forces of routine

behavior and the scope of the social embedding of social

practices, and has overestimated individuals’ willingness to

change behavior and the chances for a sufficiency-oriented

cultural change.

Type 2: Policy-making approach

Taking up the arguments that emphasize the social

embeddedness of consumption practices, a second cluster

of sufficiency conceptions interprets sufficiency as a political

sustainability strategy and emphasizes the need for political

frameworks (Lorek and Fuchs, 2013; Pettersen, 2016; Spengler,

2018; Verfuerth et al., 2019). Modes of consumption are thought

to be social practices that cannot be directly controlled but can be

shaped by framework conditions (Pettersen, 2016; Spangenberg

and Lorek, 2019).

Object of transformation

Sufficiency policy aims to “make the good life easier” by

changes in framework conditions and on the production

side (Schneidewind and Zahrnt, 2014). Accordingly,

sufficiency policy aims to create political, economic, social

and infrastructural framework conditions that promote,

encourage or enable resource-conserving social practices and

avoid or prevent resource-intensive social practices (Lorek and

Fuchs, 2013; Tröger and Reese, 2021). By changing framework

conditions, the social practices and consumption levels of

consumers with a high level of consumption in a global context

are to be changed in particular (Fischer and Grießhammer, 2013;

Linz, 2013; Lorek and Fuchs, 2013). Changes in framework

conditions do not only influence the social practices of

consumers but also the decisions of companies, since they

are subject to structural constraints in a similar way and are

dependent on political framework conditions that enable and

foster sufficiency-oriented corporate strategies (Pettersen, 2016;

Heikkurinen et al., 2019).

Proposed sufficiency policy measures range from ones

with a low level of intervention such as the support of local

sufficiency-oriented initiatives (Brunori and Di Iacovo, 2014)

to structural measures with a high depth of intervention such

as an orientation of policy making toward new wellbeing

indicators (Hayden, 2015; Jitsuchon, 2019) or the reconstruction

of infrastructures (Schneidewind and Zahrnt, 2014; Burke, 2020,

p. 9; Brunner, 2021; Cohen, 2021). The scope of sufficiency

measures varies. While sufficiency policy is often related to

consumption-intensive sectors such as mobility (Waygood et al.,

2019) or housing (Bohnenberger, 2021; Cohen, 2021), some

concepts go much further and also relate sufficiency to the entire

provision of public services, including education and the health

sector, or the transformation of wage labor (Schneidewind and

Zahrnt, 2014; Haberl et al., 2020). In some of these concepts it

is argued that a sufficient decoupling of economic growth from

ecological depletion is unlikely and that growth dependency is

enshrined in societal structures (Parrique et al., 2019; Haberl

et al., 2020). This implies that a substantial sufficiency policy–

which is admitted to be necessary–would require a society that

is independent from growth and may lead into a degrowth

or steady-state-economy (Parrique et al., 2019; Haberl et al.,

2020). The concepts of major restructuring overlap with the

third type of sufficiency concepts, outlined below (e.g., Lorek

and Spangenberg, 2019). Regardless of the scale of intervention,

the orientation toward public policy measures aiming to achieve

sufficiency plays a central role in the concepts summarized here.

The political definition and enforcement of upper limits

to consumption raises questions on the encroachment on

(individual) liberties. A major critique to sufficiency policy is

that it may tend to paternalism since it aims to influence

the individual notions of what a good life is (Muller and

Huppenbauer, 2016). In contrast, Linz (2013, p. 47) argues that

the space within which freedom can prevail must be politically

defined. In the context of consumption corridors Fuchs et al.

(2021, p. 68) emphasize that freedom can only be guaranteed

by setting and exercising limits. Likewise, Spengler (2018)

argues with regard to consumption-oriented sufficiency policies

that corresponding encroachments on individual liberties can

be justified with the help of the harm principle in liberal

democracies. In contrast to scholars, who focus individual

sufficiency concepts and emphasize the freedom to choose

between sufficiency and non-sufficiency consumption behavior

(Heindl and Kanschik, 2016), Spengler emphasizes that such

restrictions can also be necessary, because by exceeding

ecological limits, i.e., by having non-sufficiency lifestyles, the
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freedom of other people can be restricted. An argumentation

that can also be found in a landmark ruling by the Federal

Constitutional Court of Germany that called for an immediate

substantial climate protection policy, as the postponement of

climate protection would restrict the freedom rights of the young

today as well as future generations (BVerfG, 2021). The debate

about a general speed limit on German motorways, among

other things, illustrates how contested sufficiency policies can

be. Sufficiency policy, as conceived here, thus raises questions

of intergenerational justice above or at least to the same level

as questions of individual (consumption) liberties, which clearly

distinguishes these sufficiency conceptions from conceptions of

the first type.

Subject of transformation

The sufficiency concepts of this type are characterized

by an orientation toward state institutions and decision-

makers to develop sufficiency policy measures and instruments

and to examine the process of their implementation (Lorek

and Fuchs, 2013; Brunori and Di Iacovo, 2014; Lorek and

Spangenberg, 2019; Sandberg, 2021). Accordingly, (sufficiency-

oriented) policy makers are central actors of change. Policy

recommendations (Thomas et al., 2019; Haberl et al., 2020;

Lorek et al., 2021; Zell-Ziegler et al., 2021), best practice

examples (Böcker et al., 2021), the development of sufficiency-

related scenarios and models (Wachsmuth and Duscha, 2019;

Fishman et al., 2021; Poncin, 2021) as well as questions of

communication and framing of sufficiency policy (Toulouse

et al., 2019) play a role in this context. In the spirit of policy

advice, research aims to provide knowledge for decision-makers

and thus influence discourses. This relies primarily on the

realization of the problem by decision-makers.

Contributions and limitations

In contrast to the first type of sufficiency concepts, those of

the second type do not allocate the responsibility for change

to individuals or businesses but emphasize the necessity for

political change. This perspective builds on insights from

social practice theory that emphasizes the embeddedness of

social practices in framework conditions such as infrastructures

or other institutions. From this point of view, unsustainable

infrastructures or institutions are politicized rather than

unsustainable behavior.

However, until now far-reaching policies of sufficiency are

seldom found in practice. An analysis of national energy and

climate plans and the long term strategies of the EU member

states shows that there are few regulatory sufficiency measures

in place (Zell-Ziegler et al., 2021). Schmitt et al. (2015) studied

the climate protection plans of German municipalities and

mainly found measures that increase the variety of options for

consumers, which put the onus on consumers to decide to

act sustainably. Likewise Hayden (2014a) argues that especially

those, narrowly defined, sufficiency policy measures with a high

symbolic value (such as a ban on plastic bags) or with a potential

to generate economic growth (such as the support of local food

production) are likely to be implemented, but not those leading

to a broader reduction in consumption. This suggests that in a

growth-oriented world it might be easier to add more options to

choose from than to limit choices. So, a remaining question is

how this political change could come into practice.

Most of the concepts of this second type emphasize the

necessity for changes in political framework conditions, but pay

comparatively little attention to the question of how this change

should come into place. Policy-makers are key actors in the

second type of concepts, as they need to decide on the sufficiency

policies. This means that a sufficiency-oriented change relies,

more or less, on the realization of the necessity of sufficiency

policies by policy makers. Similar to the first type, social change

is conceptualized quite free of conflicts. This focus on the ability

of the state to solve ecological and social problems is criticized

as being insufficient to overcome the manifest structures of

unsustainability since it tends to underestimate how deep the

causes of unsustainability are encoded in the political and

economic structures (Brand, 2021). This criticism emphasizes

that the necessary downshift of consumption in the Global

North will be a very conflictual process and that the political

decisions will not happen automatically or easily, but will need

pressure, for example, from social movements (Steinberger and

Roberts, 2010; Newell et al., 2021). Thus, the big question of how

sufficiency policies can be implemented and which role different

actors play remains for further research.

Type 3: Social-movement approach

Taking up the argument that it seems to be difficult to reduce

consumption in a growth-oriented and capitalist society, the

focus of the third type of sufficiency concepts is on the structural

constitution of current capitalist consumer societies. In these

concepts, sufficiency is conceived as a critique of capitalism

and domination and as an emancipatory strategy against a

society focused on acceleration, externalization and growth.

Many arguments in this type of sufficiency concepts are derived

from eco-feminist and postcolonial perspectives.

Object of transformation

The object of transformation of these concepts of sufficiency

is not only a reduction of consumption and production–may

it be voluntarily or incited by adjusted political framework

conditions–but a fundamental shift in the mode of production.

Sufficiency describes something that cannot be implemented

within the current economic and social system without

fundamentally changing it. Thereby, sufficiency becomes a lens

to criticize and question the present and is therefore described

as a “political sting” (Winterfeld, 2007, p. 54; Winterfeld, 2017)

or a “critical category” (Winterfeld, 2011).
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One major point of criticism of the current modes of

production and consumption is the link between economic

growth and ecological depletion, which has already been

mentioned above and is sometimes part of sufficiency concepts

of the first two types. This is a central point in concepts of

the third type (Princen, 2005; Wiedmann et al., 2020). In the

third type, sufficiency is seen as less about changing social

or consumption practices than the first two types. Instead,

sufficiency, when applied to the Global North, aims to achieve

a stationary or even shrinking economy in order to obtain

ecological goals and thus raises, as Sachs (1993, p. 71) writes,

“the big question of our time [...]: how is social security, how

is a decent life possible without a growing economy?”. Thus,

sufficiency describes the principle of a different economy and

societal organization, which is orientated toward sufficiency

rather than efficiency (Princen, 2005; Newell et al., 2021). This

could include the establishment of new time regimes (Princen,

2005; Darby, 2007, p. 116), a restriction of private property, an

expansion of the commons (Sachs, 1993; Princen, 2005; Lage

and Leuser, 2019) or the foundation of sufficiency as one of the

core principles of liberal societies (Muller and Huppenbauer,

2016)5. In addition to ecological goals, the restructuring of the

mode of production is focused on shaping a fairer, and more

equal society.

This leads to a second crucial point of criticism, which is

highlighted by these sufficiency concepts, namely the connection

between economic growth, externalization, exploitation and

discrimination (Salleh, 2009). From this point of view, economic

growth and the living standard in the Global North is based

on the externalization of cost via the exploitation of natural

resources and people in other parts of the world. Power

and domination relationships, which manifest in patterns of

discrimination and a dualistic world-view, create hierarchies

between “here” and “elsewhere,” “developed” and “developing,”

“men” and “women” or “humans” and “nature,” and thus

enable externalization from the first to the second. In this

context, sufficiency is thought to establish relationships among

people and between humans and nature without exploitation

and externalization (Salleh, 2010) and to reduce discrimination

(Newell et al., 2021). In the reviewed literature, there is a focus

on reducing discrimination along the dimensions of race, class

and gender (Salleh, 2010; Winterfeld, 2017; Newell et al., 2021).

When understood in this way, sufficiency in relation to the

upper limit does not ask “what is enough?” but “what is too

much” or, put differently, “at whose expense is the current

growth taking place?” (Winterfeld, 2011). Reflecting on the

5 The question whether the implementation of su�ciency as a core

principle of society is possiblewithin a liberal society or is contradictive to

it because of its criticism of capitalist consumer society depends on the

exact notion of “liberal society.” Muller and Huppenbauer (2016) argue

that implementing su�ciency as a core principle would “redefine the

frame that determines how liberal societies should be conceived” (p. 108).

impacts of sufficiency-oriented interventions on dimensions of

discrimination and externalization can be seen as a contribution

to decolonizing the sustainable living debate (Newell et al.,

2021). For policymaking, this would mean putting practices of

care and community at the center of sufficiency measures to

meet human needs in a less materialistic way (Newell et al., 2021)

and to focus on redistribution instead of growth (Steinberger

and Roberts, 2010). Practices, knowledge and experiences from

the Global South, and peasant farmers or care-givers are

mentioned as being inspirational and helpful to the organization

of a society in line with the logic of sufficiency (Salleh, 2010).

Spitzner (2020, 2021) exemplifies the interpretation of

sufficiency from a care perspective with the simple case of

mobility. She argues that the car system is often more oriented

toward themobility patterns of wageworkers, rather than toward

the mobility patterns of still mostly female caregivers and people

in need of care, such as children or the elderly. Accordingly,

Spitzner (2020, 2021) argues that the dismantling of the car

infrastructure and the expansion of a low-cost public transport

system oriented toward the routes of caregivers could be

part of an emancipative sufficiency policy. Other examples of

connecting sufficiency measures directly with aspects of care

or redistribution are the reallocation of revenues from frequent

flyer levies on flights of wealthier consumers to subsidized forms

of public transport (Newell et al., 2021, p. 8), or an unconditional

basic income to enable the development of new time regimes

(Sachs, 1993, p. 71). However, concepts of the third type of

sufficiency are less focused on concrete bundles of measures

and instruments as concepts of the second type, but describe a

different logic of societal organization (Princen, 2005). In this

sense, Muller and Huppenbauer (2016) understand sufficiency

as a new, additional core principle of liberal societies that

“addresses the frame for policy making rather than the policy

making itself ” (p. 107).

The emphasis on the growth-critical and domination-

critical dimension of sufficiency in combination with a focus

on social movements shows numerous overlaps with the

work on “imperial mode of living” (Brand and Wissen, 2011,

2021) and concepts of degrowth (Demaria et al., 2013).

Brand and Wissen (2021) analyse how the mode of living

(in the Global North) on the expanses of others (human and

nature) is interrelated with modes of production and based

on structural discrimination. Degrowth concepts, similar

to these concepts of sufficiency, can be understood both as

critiques of the growth model, which are formulated from

different perspectives (Schmelzer and Vetter, 2019), and as

fundamental political and economic reorganization (Kallis

et al., 2018). Part of this restructuring is the overcoming

of growth dependency of current social institutions and

the creation of just, more egalitarian, democratic and

environmentally sustainable institutions (Demaria et al.,

2013). Some scholars emphasize the link between degrowth

and post-development studies and other perspectives and
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TABLE 1 In a nutshell: Di�erent approaches to social change in su�ciency concepts.

Bottom-up approach Policy-making approach Social-movement approach

Object of

transformation

Individual consumption and cultural

change

Mode of consumption including

framework conditions (infrastructures,

institutions etc.)

Structures that suggest economic growth,

externalization, exploitation and

discrimination

Subject of

transformation

Individuals, businesses, grassroots

movements

Political decision makers Social movements

Sufficiency definition Sufficiency describes conscious and

intended reductions in individual

consumption and a corresponding

cultural change.

Sufficiency policy describes changes in

framework conditions that enable,

facilitate and shape social practices of

reduced consumption.

Sufficiency is a critical perspective on the

nexus of unsustainability,

growth-dependency, externalization,

exploitation, and discrimination and

describes a logic of societal organizations

(in contrast to efficiency) that is oriented

toward socio-ecological justice and

“enoughness.”

Approaches to

transformation

The diffusion of changes in individual

behavior shapes a cultural change toward

sufficiency, which forms the basis for

possible further political measures.

Changed framework conditions shape a

broad and sometimes unconscious change

of social practices and a reduction of

consumption levels.

Social movements politicize structures of

injustice and unsustainability, and open

up windows of opportunity for structural

change.

movements from the Global South (Escobar, 2015; Perkins,

2019).

Subject of transformation

Unlike the first two types, the sufficiency concepts of

the third type do not rely on individual realization of the

problem to reduce consumption levels, will and knowledge, of

either individuals and companies or politicians. Instead, the

implementation of sufficiency is described as a question of power

and interests (Fuchs et al., 2016; Spangenberg, 2018, p. 7). This

highlights the role of conflicts as a driver of social change.

However, the final implementation of sufficiency policies still

depends on political decisions (Lorek and Fuchs, 2013). A

sufficiency-oriented transformation, therefore, needs counter-

hegemonic movements and conflictual confrontations to shift

power structures and increase political pressure (Winterfeld,

2011, p. 63). Thus, social movements (Princen, 2005; Wiedmann

et al., 2020; Newell et al., 2021) and NGOs (Lorek and

Spangenberg, 2014) become central subjects of transformation

in sufficiency concepts of the third type. Since grassroots

movements are social movements as well, some sufficiency

concepts of the bottom-up approach and the social-movement

approach overlap regarding the subject of transformation.

Nevertheless, social movements mentioned by concepts of the

third type are characterized by a stronger focus on social

struggles, influencing discourses, changing power structures and

creating windows of opportunities (Wiedmann et al., 2020;

Feola et al., 2021). In this context, social movements from the

Global South are highlighted as potential allies and a profound

source of knowledge and experience in resisting and overcoming

exploitive conditions and reorganization of the Global North

toward sufficiency (Salleh, 2010; Kalt and Lage, 2019; Feola et al.,

2021).

Contributions and limitations

In contrast to the first two types of sufficiency concepts,

concepts of the social-movement approach emphasize

the interconnection of ecological and social problems by

highlighting mechanisms of exploitation, externalization and

discrimination as being fundamental for ecological damage.

Thereby, connections to struggles for social justice come much

more into focus. This connection may be beneficial for the

implementations of sufficiency policies since findings from

political ecology highlight that issues of social justice are

usually much better starting points for the politicization of

non-sustainable conditions than abstract ecological boundaries

(Robbins, 2012). Consequently, struggles and conflicts are

described as a central driver of social change, and social

movements are named as central actors. Since social movements

not only resist or demand but sometimes work directly on the

development of alternative practices, a link to the grassroots

initiatives of type one can be observed. Nevertheless, the role

of social movements in processes of implementing sufficiency

policies has been seldom examined so far.

One major point of critique of sufficiency concepts of

the social-movement approach is that the implementation of

sufficiency in this conceptualization seems quite unlikely und

unclear. This is because, firstly, sufficiency approaches of any

kind are still far away from being a part of mainstream

political discourse on sustainability, and the overcoming of
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capitalist power and domination relationships and a growth

logic seems even further away. Secondly, it is more difficult

to translate the sufficiency concepts of the social-movement

approach into concrete measures and instruments, which makes

direct applicability in the form of concrete political demands and

decisionsmore difficult. This means that the scope of application

for policy practice is reduced compared to concepts of the

policy-making approach. One major contribution may be to

offer a perspective for critical reflection on current patterns of

unsustainability and planned measures.

Table 1 summarizes the three different notions of social

change within sufficiency concepts in an idealized and

simplified way.

Discussion

Nexus between su�ciency goals and
di�erent notions of social change

The literature of this study was reviewed concerning two

dimensions of social change, namely the goal of and the

approach to social change (Figure 2). As part of the goals

of sufficiency-oriented social change, some scholars describe

sufficiency itself as an end, which was also described by

Jungell-Michelsson and Heikkurinen (2022). Furthermore, the

sustainability goals and the notions of social change were

differentiated by the development of different narratives.

Building on this differentiation, the nexus of these two

dimensions can be discussed as one part of the relationship of

different sufficiency concepts to each other (research question

C). The underlying question is whether certain notions of

social change are linked in the sufficiency concepts to certain

sustainability goals.

One can recognize that all types of notions of social change

are conceptualized to attain different sustainability goals. In

other words, it is not possible to link directly one notion of social

change to a special characteristic of sustainability goals, e.g., the

sufficiency concepts that emphasize a growth-critique are not

allocated to one type of notions of social change.

Nevertheless, some differentiations can be made that

highlight some dominant narratives in an idealized way

(Table 2). In all types some sufficiency concepts can be found

that follow social sustainability goals, but these goals are

most dominant in sufficiency concepts of the social-movement

approach. Accordingly, in both the first and the second type,

concepts exist that describe sufficiency as a strategy to attain

ecological goals only. In concepts of the third type, social aspects

are crucial, since sufficiency is conceptualized as a strategy

to reduce externalization and discrimination. In sufficiency

concepts of the bottom-up approach social aspects and a critique

of an ever-growing consumption are merely addressed in the

context of individual wellbeing. In concepts of the policy-

making approach social limits to consumption are discussed as

a (political) question of distribution.

The upper and lower limits to consumption as a sufficiency-

specific operationalisation of social and ecological goals are

mostly present in the second and the third type. Especially in

the second type the goal of sufficiency policies is described as to

create framework conditions that enable a descent life within the

consumption corridors. In the third type, questions of sufficient

consumption are linked with questions of externalization and

discrimination. In some concepts of the bottom-up approach,

the development of generalizable individual lifestyles is pursued

by an orientation of individual lifestyles toward ecological

upper limits.

Concerning the question of economic growth, in both the

first and the second type some concepts exist that describe

no conflict of sufficiency measures with economic growth and

some that emphasize the necessity of an independence of

societal development from economic growth. Concepts of the

third type describe sufficiency as a new logic of societal and

economic organization.

Contradictions and synergies between
di�erent notions of social change

Focusing on the relationship between the three different

approaches to social change, one can recognize that they are

not equally present in the sufficiency discourse. Most of the

literature focuses on the first two types, such as the reviews on

sufficiency by Sorrell et al. (2020) and Sandberg (2021), which

distinguish an “individual” and a “political” thread that are more

or less linkable with the bottom-up approach and the policy-

making approach. Both reviews missed the third type, which is

not as prominent in the literature as the first two. The question

as to which of the first two types is most dominant remains

unclear. Sorrell et al. (2020) describe the bottom-up approach to

sufficiency as dominant, whereas Sandberg (2021) sees a focus

on policy-making approaches. Creutzig et al. (2021) describe

even sector-specific differences. In their review on demand-side

mitigation, which has significant overlaps to sufficiency, they

found the call for overall governance as being dominant in the

literature on the housing sector whereas behavioral change was

emphasized in the literature on food and consumption (p. 7–8).

The question whether the concepts of the bottom-up approach

or the policy-making approach dominate cannot be answered

here, but the hypothesis is formulated that the discourse is

moving from the first type to the second. The third type might

gain attention since global social movements, such as Fridays for

Future, put climate justice in the center of their actions and are

able to influence the sustainability and sufficiency discourse on

the local and the global level.
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FIGURE 2

The two dimensions of su�ciency. Own depiction.

TABLE 2 Sustainability goals and notions of social change of su�ciency concepts.

Notions of social change in sufficiency concepts

Bottom-up Policy-making Social movements

Sustainability goals Ecological goals Present Present Present

Social goals Partly present (mainly in context

of individual wellbeing)

Partly present [mainly in context

of (re)distribution]

Present (reducing externalization

and discrimination)

Sufficiency-specific

operationalisation of

sustainability goals

Upper and lower limits to

consumption

Partly present (orientation of

lifestyles toward upper ecological

limits)

Present (reconfiguration of

framework conditions)

Present (linked to externalization

and discrimination)

Create a post-growth

economy

Partly present (voluntary

simplicity)

Partly present (independence

from growth)

Present (sufficiency as a “logic” of

societal/economic organization)

Contradictions

The separation into three different types of approaches

to social change is an analytical one, which implies that the

different types overlap and are to some extent heterogeneous

and contradictive in themselves. Nevertheless, this analytical

separation enables the identification of contradictions and

possible synergies among the different concepts of sufficiency.

Two contradictions are highlighted below: (1) different

approaches to behavioral change and changes of social practices

and (2) the role of conflicts in social change.

First, in sufficiency concepts of the first type social theories

of behavior dominate, whereas concepts of the second and the

third type are linked to theories of practice. As Shove (2010)

points out, these two types of social theories are based on

contrasting paradigms. Whereas, theories of behavior, such as

the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1985, 1991), describe

people as autonomous agents of choice and change, the theory

of practice emphasizes the embeddedness of individuals and

their decisions in social contexts. In the theory of planned

behavior, the focus lies on understanding and influencing

attitudes that shape individual behavior. Institutional or

infrastructural framework conditions that enable or hinder

behavioral change are conceptualized as external to behavior.

The aim of policymaking is to adjust these external factors. From
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the perspective of practice theory, individuals are carriers of

practices and institutions and infrastructures are not external

factors but configure and structure the practices. Thus, political

interventions are one part of creating new social practices.

They are not limited to influencing individual behavior but

may question and redesign all institutions and infrastructures.

This social practices approach is dominant in the second and

the third type of sufficiency concepts, which indicates that they

are contradictory to the first type, concerning the approach to

social change.

Second, the role of conflicts differs among the different

sufficiency concepts. In sufficiency concepts of the first and

second type, conflicts play a minor role. When conflicts are

mentioned, they are a result of and a barrier to social change

that should be avoided (Heindl and Kanschik, 2016, p. 44).

Accordingly, higher-level authorities, such as policy makers

should “avoid the development of conflicts among local actors”

(Bauwens et al., 2020, p. 9). In sufficiency concepts of the third

type, conflicts play an important role. Social struggles, as one

dimension of conflicts, are described as a driver of social change,

since they may politicize injustice and demand for political

actions (Salleh, 2009).

The examples of different approaches to changes in

behavior/practices and the role of conflicts in social change

indicate that the different types of sufficiency concepts are not

just different but to some extent contradictive. This implies

that the choice of sufficiency concept is highly significant for

the analytical perspective on social change and the practical

implications for political actions.

Possible synergies

Even though the different types of sufficiency concepts

are contradictive in some aspects, it is possible to develop

synergies from a broader perspective and draw connections to

transformation theory. Sufficiency with bottom up approach

can help to develop new, sufficiency-oriented social practices

and shift cultural norms, especially if grassroots initiatives

and businesses are focused as subjects of transformation.

Transformation processes that start in societal niches play a

major role in different concepts of socio-ecological change,

such as the Multi-Level-Perspective (MLP) (Geels and Schot,

2007), which focuses on socio-technical innovations, or in

the sociological transformation theory by Wright (2010).

Societal niches are characterized by a quite strong autonomy

from dominant power relations and principles of social

organizations and thus enable the development of new

practices. Thus, interstitial strategies–as Wright (2010) calls

transformation processes that start in societal niches–may

help to envision alternatives and help to “strengthen popular

understandings that another world is possible” (p. 365). If

approached in such a way, sufficiency concepts of the first

type encompass a political dimension and do not merely

individualize the responsibility of social change by focusing on

individual lifestyles.

The development of new sufficiency-oriented practices

by grassroots initiatives in societal niches could empower

policymakers to change institutional frameworks and

infrastructures, which is part of the second type of sufficiency

concepts. The other way around, such political changes could

support niche-practices to thrive and occasionally break

through into the mainstream (Ziesemer et al., 2019). In the

MLP such a link between developments in societal niches and

the development of supportive framework conditions is crucial

for the breakthrough of innovations into the mainstream (Grin

et al., 2010; Geels, 2019). As pointed out above, sufficiency

concepts of the second type address policymakers in a

merely collaborative way, which tries to avoid conflicts and

confrontation. Wright describes this method of addressing

policymakers as a “symbiotic strategy” that aims to change

institutions and to develop new ones by using current state

institutions. In an idealized way, these strategies aim to solve

problems collaboratively and generate win-win solutions

(Wright, 2010, p. 361). Wright (2010) suggests that symbiotic

strategies are more likely to become deeply institutionalized

and durable if they effectively solve social problems and serve

the interests of elites and dominant groups. He describes

the combination of interstitial (bottom-up) and symbiotic

(policy making) transformation as a “sustained metamorphosis”

(p. 303).

The third type of sufficiency concepts emphasizes the role

of conflicts, confrontation and deep structural change and

thus does not fit well with the image of a metamorphosis.

Nevertheless, sufficiency strategies of the first two types could

render a deep shift toward a logic of sufficiency possible. For

example, if sufficiency gained center stage in climate-related

policymaking and public discourses, it could benefit deeper

structural changes such as politics beyond economic growth.

At the same time, the concepts of the first and the second

type could benefit from the focus on confrontation and social

movements, which is associated with the third type. Sufficiency

concepts of the third type emphasize that the process of

implementing sufficiency will not be a smooth, non-conflictual

process, but the result of power struggles and competing

interests. In this sense, social movements could become key

actors in putting pressure on policymakers and changing and

influencing public discourse. The MLP is often criticized for

underestimating the role of conflicts and confrontation for

driving social change (Geels, 2019). In contrast, Wright (2010,

p. 308) describes “ruptural strategies” as a third approach

to transformation. He states that ruptural strategies “envision

creating new institutions of social empowerment through a

sharp break within existing institutions and social structures”

(p. 303). Wright frequently emphasizes, that “rupture” does

not merely describes a systemic rupture, but a conception

of struggles as challenge and confrontation in contrast to
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the collaborative problem-solving of the other two strategies

(Wright, 2010, p. 370–71).

In conclusion, it is possible to develop synergies among

the different concepts of sufficiency and it seems plausible

that no notion of social change alone is sufficient; a

combination of (elements of) all three notions is necessary

for sufficiency-oriented social change. To put it in an

idealized and simplified way, a virtuous cycle may emerge,

if new sufficiency-oriented social practices are developed in

societal niches by grassroots movements, infrastructures and

institutions are changed by using state institutions, and social

movements fight for shifting public discourse and other

power relations and thereby render a deep shift toward

sufficiency possible. Nevertheless, to date, a profound theory

of how to develop a sufficiency-oriented societal change does

not exist.

Reflection, limitations and further
research

This article contributes to the field of sufficiency research

by providing the first semi-systematic literature review of the

sustainability goals and the notions of social change implied

in concepts of sufficiency. Until now only a few systematic

literature reviews on the conceptualization of sufficiency exist

(Niessen and Bocken, 2021; Sandberg, 2021; Jungell-Michelsson

and Heikkurinen, 2022). These provide valuable insights, but

do not focus on the different approaches to shape sufficiency-

oriented social change. By structuring the sufficiency debate

concerning the different approaches to social change and

discussing them in the context of transformation theory, the

review helps to advance the debate about sufficiency-oriented

strategies. The search strategy, used for the literature sampling,

was comparably broad and not limited to a specific sector

(like in Niessen and Bocken, 2021), to consumption (like in

Sandberg, 2021) or to peer-reviewed articles (like in Jungell-

Michelsson and Heikkurinen, 2022). Among other things, the

identification of the third type of notions of social change

underlines the importance of such a broad search strategy, since

this perspective is mostly, but not exclusively present in books or

book chapters.

The use of the semi-systematic literature review method has

its limitations. The search strategy limited the selected articles

to those in English and some in German. Articles in other

languages and those without the word “sufficiency” in their title,

abstract or keywords were excluded from the search in the Web

of Science Database. By screening the ENOUGH-database, the

potential of excluding relevant articles because of missing key

words, was minimized. Additionally, a search in other literature

databases could have enlarged the reviews sample. Furthermore,

research on concepts such as Buen Vivir from South America

or Ecological Sawaraj from India6, which might have significant

overlaps to concepts of sufficiency but do not or only seldom use

the term “sufficiency,” might contribute valuable insights into

this topic. Further research could explicitly focus on links from

adjacent concepts to sufficiency–especially those from countries

of the Global South–and thereby enrich the sufficiency debate.

Several concepts of sufficiency problematize the role

of endless economic growth. The necessary macroeconomic

preconditions for and consequences of comprehensive and deep

sufficiency policies have been not sufficiently investigated.

As part of this review, different notions of social change

within concepts of sufficiency were identified. In the discussion

some contradictions and possible synergies were provided.

Nevertheless, the question of how to develop a sufficiency-

oriented social change could benefit from a further in-depth

analysis from the perspectives of transformation and social

theories. Thereby, a theory for sufficiency oriented social change

could be developed. As well as this theoretical investigation,

more empirical studies on the implementation of sufficiency

policies and the way in which they enable deeper sufficiency-

oriented social change is needed. More attention could be

paid to the role of conflicts, since sufficiency is at odds with

dominant structures of the economic system (e.g., economic

growth) and conflicts have so far played a minor role in many

sufficiency concepts.

Conclusion

In this article, sufficiency literature was reviewed concerning

notions of social change, which are inherent in concepts of

sufficiency. Since sufficiency is a strategy to influence social

change toward sustainability, two dimensions were investigated,

namely the goal of and the approach toward social change within

sufficiency concepts. Sufficiency is thought to pursue ecological

and sometimes social goals. Sufficiency as consumption

corridors or sufficiency as a way to post growth economy can

be described as sufficiency-specific operationalisations of social

and ecological goals and are part of some of the concepts.

Furthermore, three different types of approaches to social

change were identified: the bottom-up approach, the policy-

making approach, and the social-movements approach. In

sufficiency concepts of the bottom-up approach a reduction

in consumption by changing consumer behavior, new business

6 BuenVivir (Sumak Kawsay inQuechua), is an indigenous concept from

South America and is often discussed by post-development scholars.

Ecological Sawaraj is a concept that emerged from communities in

India. Despite several di�erences both concepts focus on a non-

anthropocentric and harmonious relationship between human beings

and nature, social justice and organizing a non-capitalistic economy

(Kothari et al., 2014). Acosta and Abarca (2018) mention a link between

concepts of Buen Vivir and su�ciency explicitly.

Frontiers in Sustainability 16 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsus.2022.954660
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability
https://www.frontiersin.org


Lage 10.3389/frsus.2022.954660

models and grassroots-movements is central. One major

limitation to this approach lies in the individualization

of responsibility for sufficiency-oriented behavior because

infrastructures and institutions do not support or even hinder

such behavioral change. In concepts of the policy-making

approach, the social embeddedness of social practices is

emphasized and reductions in consumption are pursued by

changes in political framework conditions. One remaining

question in concepts of this approach is how these changes in

political framework conditions come into place. It seems that

in many concepts the decision for sufficiency policy relies more

or less on the realization of the necessity to act by decision

makers. This limits the potential of this approach and points

to the necessity of further research. In sufficiency concepts of

the social-movement approach sufficiency is conceptualized as

a critical perspective on the nexus of unsustainability, growth-

dependency, externalization, exploitation, and discrimination

and is described as a new organizing principle for society.

These concepts shed light on structures of power and

domination and describe social movements as relevant subjects

for transformation, as their role might be to increase counter-

hegemonic power. The conceptualization of sufficiency in

the social-movement approach is very broad and comparably

radical. That is why an operationalization in the form of policies

seems to be difficult.

The three approaches differ regarding the role of conflicts

and the conceptualization of behavior and social practices.

Nevertheless, some possible synergies among these different

approaches were identified utilizing the Multi-Level-Perspective

of Sustainability Transition Research and Erik O. Wright’s

transformation theory. In an idealized and simplified way,

grassroots movements may develop new sufficiency-oriented

social practices, which might be supported, mainstreamed

and further developed by political decisions on changing

infrastructures and institutions, and social movements may fight

for shifting public discourse and other power relations and

thereby render a deep shift toward sufficiency possible.

Reflecting on possible synergies indicates how important

a fruitful combination of these different approaches might be

for shaping sufficiency-oriented social change. By this analysis,

the article hopefully contributes to an elaborated debate on

how sufficiency-oriented social change can be implemented.

Building on the possible synergies identified above, further

theoretical and empirical research on the implementation of

far-reaching sufficiency policies and the role of different actors

is needed. For investigating this question, the analysis of the

role of conflicts and the combination with related concepts

from the Global South could be explored in further detail. A

major obstacle to the implementation of far-reaching sufficiency

policies might be that sufficiency is a rather radical concept,

thought to aim for a major restructuring of the modes of

production and consumption. However, such a radical approach

might be necessary considering the urgency of current socio-

ecological crises, and an investigation of transformation paths

toward sufficiency is indispensable.
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