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Abstract


D egrowth – the planned and democratic 
reduction of production and consumption 

as a solution to the social-ecological crises – is 
slowly making its way to the sphere of policy-
making. But there is a problem: proposals are 
scattered through a voluminous literature, making it 
difficult for decision-makers to pinpoint the 
concrete changes associated with the idea of 
degrowth. To address this issue, we conducted a 
systematic mapping of the degrowth literature from 
2005 to 2020 using the RepOrting standards for 
Systematic Evidence Syntheses (ROSES) 
methodology. Out of a total of 1166 texts (articles, 
books, book chapters, and student theses) referring 
to degrowth, we identified 446 that include specific 
policy proposals. This systematic counting of 
policies led to a grand total of 530 proposals (50 
goals, 100 objectives, 380 instruments), which 
makes it the most exhaustive degrowth policy 
agenda ever presented. To render this toolbox more 
accessible, we divided it into in 13 policy themes – food, culture and education, energy and environment, governance 
and geopolitics, indicators, inequality, finance, production and consumption, science and technology, tourism, trade, 
urban planning, and work – systematically making the difference between goals, objectives, and instruments. Following 
this, we assess the precision, frequency, quality, and diversity of this agenda, reflecting on how the degrowth policy 
toolbox has been evolving until today.
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Introduction

Degrowth speaks to the primary contradictions of our time: ecological overshoot, social shortfall, capital accumulation. 

Currently, proposed solutions to addressing these issues 
are diverse, but often remain packaged within the 
dominant narrative of correcting market failures as 
opposed to dismantling systemic failures (Spash, 2020, 
2021). This comes despite the latest evidence suggesting 

that a rapid, global, and absolute decoupling of environmental impact from economic growth is highly unlikely, if not 
biophysically impossible (Haberl et al., 2020; Wiedenhofer et al., 2020). Undoubtedly, it is the paralysing fear of 
disrupting the status quo, through reparations, redistribution and reduction, that has turned economic growth into the 
undisputed high-level goal of policy-making. A goal that has been challenged by a myriad of alternative theories, 
practices, and worldviews (Burkhart et al., 2020). One such perspective is the concept of degrowth, which has been on 
the rise since the early 2000s (for a review of the literature, see Kallis et al., 2018).


Building upon growth criticisms dating back to the 1970s (for a history of the economic growth paradigm, see 
Schmelzer, 2016), degrowth has grown increasingly 
complex, adding novel denotations to its original 
environmental core. The more multi-faceted degrowth 
became, so too did its policy proposals, often making it 
difficult to understand the ‘how’ of degrowth. So, whilst 
there are many policy proposals scattered throughout the 
literature, this makes it difficult to assess what degrowth 
looks like in a single, coherent agenda. This article 
proposes such an agenda by reviewing the degrowth 

literature in its entirety.


Degrowth is a multi-layered concept (D'Alisa et al., 2014). It combines critiques of capitalism (Feola, 2019), colonialism 

(Hickel, 2021), patriarchy (Hanaček et al., 2020), productivism (Kallis, 2019), and utilitarianism (Romano, 2019), whilst 
envisioning more caring (Dengler and Lang, 2022), just (Muraca, 2012), convivial (Vetter, 2018), happy (Fanning et al., 
2021), and democratic societies (Brand et al., 2021). Capturing the essence of degrowth is difficult because it carries at 
least three denotations (Parrique, 2019: 171–234): (1) degrowth as decline of environmental pressures; (2) degrowth as 
emancipation from certain ideologies deemed undesirable, like extractivism, neoliberalism, and consumerism; and (3) 
degrowth as a utopian destination, a society grounded in autonomy, sufficiency, and care.


Complex problems require complex solutions, as evidenced by the growing diversity of policies one finds in the 
degrowth literature. Until today, that pile of proposals has 
only been analysed twice. The first inventory was 
conducted by Cosme et al. (2017) who critically reviewed 
128 academic articles in English published between 2007 
and 2014. The study outlined three broad policy goals for 
degrowth: (1) reduce the environmental impact of human 
activities; (2) redistribute income and wealth within and 

between countries; and (3) promote the transition from a materialistic to a convivial, participatory society. Findings 
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Proposed solutions to addressing these issues are 
diverse, but often remain packaged within the 

dominant narrative of correcting market failures as 
opposed to dismantling systemic failures.

Capturing the essence of degrowth is difficult because 
it carries at least three denotations: (1) degrowth as 
decline of environmental pressures; (2) degrowth as 

emancipation from certain ideologies deemed 
undesirable, like extractivism, neoliberalism, and 

consumerism; and (3) degrowth as a utopian 
destination, a society grounded in autonomy, 

sufficiency, and care.

[In a first inventory,] degrowth proposals paid more 
attention to social equity than ecological 

sustainability, often lacked detail, and neglected 
certain issues like the implications of degrowth for 

the Global South, questions concerning demography, 
and the role of the state in sustainability transitions.



revealed that three-quarters of proposals were top-down public policies with a national focus. Additionally, the authors 
showed that degrowth proposals paid more attention to social equity than ecological sustainability, often lacked detail, 
and neglected certain issues like the implications of degrowth for the Global South, questions concerning demography, 
and the role of the state in sustainability transitions.


The second inventory was conducted by Parrique (2019: 844–850) in his PhD dissertation, The political economy of 
degrowth. In Chapter 8: Strategies for change, he expanded the list of policies from Cosme et al. (2017) by adding 
proposals from the French degrowth party (2007–2019), the Finnish kohtuusliike manifesto, as well as 27 policy agendas 
from individual authors (the full list is available in Supplementary 6). This led to a grand total of 232 policy proposals 
(further subdivided into 60 goals, 32 objectives, and 140 instruments), which the author split into nineteen themes.


Whilst both studies have been crucial to advancing the how of degrowth, they are limited in a few ways. Cosme et al. 
(2017) suffers from three major drawbacks. The first is the narrow selection of the literature: peer-reviewed articles in 
English published before 2014. This deliberately excludes sources like book chapters, student theses, and books where 
writers are afforded more space to outline policy proposals. It also means the list has become outdated as degrowth 
literature has grown over five-fold, from ∼220 texts in 2014 to 1166 by the end of 2020. The second is the narrow 

definition of policy-making. The authors conflate policy-making with statecraft, which led them to categorise certain 
proposals as top-down. The problem is that, in reality, these processes involve a diversity of actors. For example, 
resource sanctuaries often stem from the direct action of local communities before being shrined in national law (Thiri et 
al., 2022). Finally, the list skips from three overarching goals to instruments without identifying objectives in between.


In Appendix 5 of his PhD thesis, Parrique (2019: 844-50) provides an extensive inventory of degrowth policies, but they 
are not linked to the specific articles where they are 
mentioned. This makes it difficult for readers to find 
further information about specific proposals. For 
example, within the “environment” theme of the list, it 
is impossible to tell which authors advocate for a 
“declining cap on resource use” and what exactly do 
they mean by that. As precious as they are, these two 

studies leave us here: degrowth has many ingredients, but it is difficult to see them all at once and to understand them in 
detail. Hence, the objective of this paper is to build a clear and detailed inventory of degrowth proposals that answers 
the following two research questions: (1) what is the current status of degrowth policy proposals? and (2) how do their 
key features fit the context of public policy design and transition strategies?


Methodology

This study conducts a systematic map and thematic synthesis of the degrowth literature for policy proposals. It employs 

the RepOrting standards for Systematic Evidence Syntheses (ROSES) methodology  to analyse policy proposals brought 1

forward by the degrowth community. Originally designed for the fields of conservation and environmental management 
(Haddaway et al., 2018; Haddaway and Macura, 2018), this method was chosen because it allows for contextual 
adaptation to transdisciplinary contexts. However, its use remained in accordance with Collaboration for Environmental 

 ↩ Adjustments were communicated and discussed with one of the main authors of the framework, Neal Haddaway. For more information check: https://www.roses-1

reporting.com/.
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Evidence (CEE) guidelines for systematic reviews (CEE, 2018) and best practice for thematic synthesis (Thomas and 
Harden, 2008). The systematic map and thematic synthesis unfolded in five steps.


Searching

First, we searched four database collections (Scopus, Web of Science, Directory of Open Access Journals, Open Access 
Theses and Dissertations) for sixteen translations  of the word “degrowth” between a period ranging from 2005 to 2020 2

(see Table 1). Whilst grey literature is often excluded from systematic reviews (Haddaway et al., 2020), we chose to 
include sources from books, book chapters, and student theses to ensure all policy proposals were reflected in the list.


Table 1. Bibliographic databases searched within the systematic review.


Retrieving

The lead author attempted to retrieve full text versions of all articles using institutional subscriptions from NOVA 
University Lisbon, Portugal. Additionally, email requests were sent to book authors requesting digital copies. A list of 
unavailable texts is provided in Supplementary 3.


Screening

Screening was carried out in two steps. First, the title, abstract, and keywords were screened alongside a guiding 
question: Does this study focus on degrowth in the context of ecological sustainability and social equity? We asked this 
question to ensure that we did not include papers using the term “degrowth” in another meaning that the one we study 
here. Texts without abstracts (i.e., books, book chapters, and theses) were scanned for specific proposals before being 
read in full. To ensure consistent screening, two reviewers (NF, IC) conducted, in parallel, a preliminary review of a 
subset of 20% of the studies. Once the screening method was set, the lead author reviewed all retrieved texts.


Secondly, a full-text screening was completed by the lead author. The process was directed by the original guiding 
question, plus asking whether the study had outlined any specific degrowth policy proposals, which we understood as “a 
course or principle of action adopted or proposed by an organisation or individual aiming to achieve the objectives of 
degrowth” (Parrique, 2019: 485). At each stage of screening, non-English texts were translated with online document 
translators. The full list of exclusions and inclusions can be found in Supplementary 3 and Supplementary 4.


Bibliographic 
database

Search 
date

Search string Results

Scopus 6/11/2020 “degrowth” OR “de-growth” OR “decroissance” OR “decrecimiento” OR “decrescimento” 
OR “decrescita” OR “avväxt” OR “nerväxt” OR “modvækst” OR “postwzrost” OR “nerůst” 
OR “nedvekst” OR “αποανάπτυξη” OR “postwachstum” OR “ontgroei” OR “退增⻓” OR 
“去增⻓”

n = 825

n = 672

n = 314Web of Science 6/11/2020

Directory of Open 
Access Journals

6/11/2020

Open Access 
Theses and 
Dissertations

6/11/2020 “degrowth” OR “de-growth” OR “decroissance” 

Note: OATD database only allows searches with 3 variables.

n = 81

 ↩ Translations included degrowth (English), de-growth (English), décroissance (French), decrecimiento (Spanish), decrescimento (Portuguese), decrescita (Italian), 2

avväxt (Swedish), nerväxt (Swedish), modvækst (Danish), postwzrost (Polish), nerůst (Czech), αποανάπτυξη (Greek), postwachstum (German), ontgroei (Dutch), 退增⻓ 
(Chinese) and 去增⻓ (Chinese).
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Coding

Once the list of texts containing degrowth policy proposals was compiled, coding was done using QSR International's 
NVivo 12 qualitative data analysis software (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2021). This involved highlighting blocks of text 
that contained policy proposals (e.g., work time reduction or maximum wage). The selected texts from the second screen 
were re-read during the coding phase by the lead author. Additional consistency guidance was provided by a list of 
policy keywords (Supplementary 2) and themes (Parrique, 2019: 844–850). It must be noted that the richness of coding 
varied greatly depending on article articulation of policy proposals, ranging from simply naming a policy without any 
further details (i.e., policy dropping) to detailed policy design.


Synthesising

In the last step, texts were summarised using a qualitative thematic synthesis employed by Thomas and Harden (2008). 
This involved identifying key messages and themes within individual studies and connecting them to explain the topic as 
a whole (Haddaway et al., 2018). In this study, we used Howlett's (2019) differentiation between the policy ends – what 
the policy is supposed to achieve (goals, objectives, targets) and policy means – how to achieve them (method, 
instruments, calibration) as a guideline to construct the inventory.


Following coding, the list of policy proposals was transferred to a spreadsheet for thematic synthesis. This involved 
identifying policy themes in an iterative way by grouping policy proposals based on their policy ends (goals, objectives, 
targets) and policy means (method, instruments, calibration). Policy proposals were rearranged alongside their 
accompanying references to increase transparency and promote dialogue for those interested in degrowth. The iteration 
process was instrumental in allowing us to provide an accessible overview of the entire degrowth agenda that still 
acknowledged the diversity and plurality of values and visions. A list of the final tables of key attributes, themes, and a 
summary of the full list of the degrowth policy proposals can be found in Supplementary 5 and Appendix A.


Findings

This section presents the main findings of the systematic map and thematic synthesis before a subsequent discussion on 

their implications for degrowth strategies.


Review process

A total of 1892 results were identified across the 4 databases searched, returning 1166 texts. The search for grey 
literature returned 40 book chapters, 26 books (18 from beyond the bibliographic databases), and 79 student theses (Fig. 
1). The first screening excluded 353 texts (30% of the sample) because they did not engage with degrowth in their title, 
abstract, or keywords. The second full-text screening narrowed the inclusion list to 446, excluding a further 370 entries 
due to articles either not being accessible (7% of the sample), not discussing degrowth (8% of the sample), or being 
devoid of policy proposals (34% of the sample) - these lists are available in Supplementary 3.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/engineering/iteration-process
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/engineering/iteration-process


The oldest publication is from 2005, with the number of texts outlining policy proposals more or less following the 
growing trends of the overall degrowth literature, peaking at 80 texts in 2019 (∼60% of all degrowth articles published 

that year). Not only is degrowth becoming increasingly popular in academic research, but policy proposals are also 
becoming increasingly popular within the degrowth literature (Fig. 2). Despite the search containing 16 translations, only 
10 languages were included in the final selection with English accounting for 90% of all texts (4% Spanish, 2% French 
and 2% Portuguese; with the final 2% including Czech, Finnish, German, Italian, Polish and Slovenian). This appeared to 
be a result of authors writing introductory articles about degrowth in various languages as opposed to focusing on 
degrowth policy proposals as such.
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Fig. 1 Flow diagram showing procedures and results at each stage of the review.



Globally speaking, 77% of the articles originate from Europe (62% from the EU-27), 13% North America, 5% Oceania, 
2% South America, 2% Asia, and 0.4% Africa. The top five countries producing research on degrowth policy proposals, 
reflected by the affiliation of the lead author,  are Spain (74 articles), United Kingdom (52), Germany (45), United States 3

of America (41), and France (28). Degrowth texts can be found in 173 different outlets, with the top five being Journal of 
Cleaner Production (14%), Ecological Economics (10%), Sustainability (8%), Journal of Political Ecology (4%), and 
Futures (4%). Overall, 56% (251) of texts were published by single authors.


Thematic coding

We grouped policy proposals into a number of themes, before further dividing them into policy ends (goal, objective, 
target) and policy means (methods, instruments, calibration). After coding the articles, we added themes (e.g. urban 
planning) and merged others (e.g. energy and environment) to simplify the inventory. The final mapping contains 13 
themes – food, education and culture, energy and environment, geopolitics and governance, indicators, inequality, 
finance, production and consumption, science and technology, trade, tourism, urban planning, and work (see Fig. 3 and 
Supplementary 5).


 ↩ If the lead author had two different countries of affiliation (e.g. USA and Colombia) or if the article explicitly states that co-authors equally contributed to the 3

article, one would be counted to each (e.g. 1 = USA +1 = Colombia).
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Fig. 2. Number of publications per year on degrowth and policy proposals.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/science-and-technology


The overall degrowth agenda can be decomposed into 50 goals, 100 objectives, and 340 instruments (Appendix A). The 
policy objectives under each goal are displayed in descending order by citations in the literature. Overall, the ten most 
frequently mentioned objectives are: 1) reduce time in paid waged labour; 2) redistribute income, wealth, labour, land, 
knowledge, care work, infrastructure, resources and time within and between countries; 3) guarantee the 
decommodified and universal provision of fundamental human needs; 4) decentralising decision-making; 5) promote 
shared housing; 6) support non-speculative exchange systems like local currencies and credit networks; 7) prioritise 
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Fig. 3. Iceberg model of degrowth policy proposals - core instruments on top (in descending order of 
citation frequency), themed goals below (random position). See the full list with sources in Appendix A.



small, highly self-sufficient communities; 8) create a culture of sufficiency and self-limitation; 9) relocalise activities; and 
10) defend and reclaim the commons.


Thematic synthesis

Whilst identifying policy themes, goals and objectives is a useful first step, it is crucial to make the degrowth agenda 
concrete. Therefore, this subsection describes each theme with illustrated examples in alphabetical order.


Culture & education

This theme can be split into six categories. (1) Transform education systems advocate for an emancipatory understanding 
of education, whereby increased spaces for critical pedagogy lead to pluralistic perspectives and curricula (e.g. eco-
spirituality, indigenous knowledge, pluralist economics). (2) Cultures of sufficiency and self-limitation refers to the 
conscious choice of simplifying unsustainable lifestyles by minimising material possessions and biophysical footprints. 
The agenda also calls for (3) more relational goods in the form of friendship, local culture, love, and trust and for (4) 
restoring indigenous and local knowledge systems, by which we mean giving equal status to a diversity of worldviews. 
(5) Developing an ecological class consciousness means framing environmental violence as a form of class, gender, and 
racial domination, while shifting towards (6) ecocentric worldviews that promote a shift in our value systems, 
abandoning the idea that humans are a separate and superior entity from nonhumans and nature.


Energy & environment

Degrowth aspires to ecological sustainability in at least six different ways. The most important is (1) reducing 
environmental pressures, which could be done by the means of declining caps on resource use, emissions and pollution; 
ecological tax reforms (e.g. extraction and carbon tax); moratoria on resource extraction and big infrastructure such as 
energy plants, dams, incinerators, roads, highways, high-speed trains or airports; and banning certain chemicals. A 
crucial pressure to reduce is (2) energy consumption, which demands both eco-sufficiency and eco-efficiency changes 
like taxing industrial energy consumption and retrofitting buildings. Degrowth texts call for (3) eliminating fossil fuels 
and (4) stopping nuclear energy, starting with abolishing the subsidies they receive from governments. Instead, the goal 
is an (5) energy democracy made of convivial, community-owned and operated renewable energy systems. In order to 
(6) restore and preserve biodiversity, degrowth wants to create resource sanctuaries and give constitutional rights to 
nature. Further considerations to have a (7) stable demography are outlined with proposals like the empowerment of 
women to control their reproductive rights and the opposition of pro-natalist policies. These goals must all work towards 
(8) decolonizing environmental justice, acknowledging that ecological sustainability is often framed within a class-, 
gender-, and culturally-specific lens that silences many other visions of justice.


Finance

Finance can be split into two goals: one focusing on neutralising predatory, profit-seeking activities and the other 
promoting alternative financial institutions and practices that fit the broader narrative of cooperative, not-for-profit, post-
growth economies. The first is (1) financial democracy which aims at a more horizontal governance of the banking and 
monetary system. This requires shifting decision-making power from corporate managers and shareholders to workers 
and local communities. Examples include separating traditional banks from investment banks (full reserve banking), 
nationalising monetary creation (sovereign money), taxing financial transactions, closing tax havens, and dismantling 
banking/financial institutions into smaller, local, and more democratic entities. The second promotes (2) ethical and non-
speculative finance, activities like local and regional currencies, time banks, reciprocity networks and trading systems, 
self-managed credit unions, cooperative banks, public debt-free money, divestment, and corresponding ethical 
investments.
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Food

We have organised policy discussions on food around three overarching goals. (1) Sustainable farming involves reducing 
the environmental impacts associated with food, and more fundamentally (re)connecting to the land. This can take the 
form of promoting non-mechanised, subsistence organic farming, peasant agroecology, small farms and permaculture. 
Examples include turning sidewalks, backyards, unused land and roads into gardens and food forests, composting to 
rebuild soil fertility, giving up fertilisers, herbicides, and pesticides, and promoting small local food shops and coops. (2) 
Food sovereignty posits that food is political and communities should be able to shape their own food systems. This 
includes preventing the private appropriation of seeds by protecting seed commons, redistributing land to small farmers, 
and developing networks and cooperatives to guarantee the equitable distribution of food. (3) Sustainable diets concern 
the kind of food we eat and the culture that surrounds it. Embracing ideas close to the Slow Food movement, degrowth 
advocates propose to reduce meat and dairy consumption; eat local, seasonal food; transition to plant-based diets; end 
food waste and provide consumer education in the form of farm visits, literature, and practical courses.


Governance & geopolitics

The degrowth agenda seeks to deepen democracy through six key goals. The most fundamental is the emergence of (1) 
radical ecological democracy where everyone has the right and opportunity to participate in decision-making, and 
where these decisions are grounded in ecological reality. For example, through deliberative forums where citizens gather 
to discuss acceptable levels of inequality or maximum thresholds of need satisfaction, self-managed workplaces, 
participatory budgeting (e.g. local communities like Brazil's Porto Alegre who collectively decide how to allocate their 
yearly budget), local direct democracy (i.e. citizens are directly responsible for making policy decisions), and voluntary 
committees to organise activities. Such methods need to be coupled with the (2) defence and reclaiming of the 
commons via the local, democratic ownership of essential infrastructure such as banking, energy, education, healthcare, 
local government, telecommunications, transport, waste, and water. Other proposals stress the need to simultaneously 
(3) dismantle hierarchies, (4) regulate lobbying, and (5) reform international organisations that undermine democracy. 
Examples include cap/banning political donations, banning fossil fuel lobbyists from climate negotiations, closing the 
revolving door between politics and business, balancing the power of Finance ministries, and democratising 
international organisations like the World Trade Organisation, International Monetary Fund, and World Bank. Finally, (6) 
end the military-industrial complex focuses on significant reductions of military activities, which are often framed as a 
hindrance to global justice.


Indicators

This theme is short and simple: (1) abandon GDP as a measure of social progress and replace it with a dashboard of 
indicators of social ecological health. If GDP is dominant in governance today, degrowth seeks to balance the 
importance given to economic indicators (e.g. GDP, profits, income, purchasing power) in comparison to social (e.g., 
happiness, health, inequality, political participation, leisure time) and ecological indicators (e.g. ecological and material 
footprint, biodiversity loss, global warming, deforestation, pollution). Examples of alternative indicators include the 
Genuine Progress Indicator (5 indicators), Gross National Happiness from Bhutan (33 indicators) or the Wellbeing 
Budgets adopted by Iceland (39 indicators), New Zealand (65 indicators) or Scotland (81 indicators).


Inequality

Degrowth seeks to (1) reduce inequality by focusing on redistribution within and between countries. To eradicate 
extreme wealth, the agenda discusses maximum wages, highly progressive income taxes, reparations for ecological debt, 
as well as taxes on inheritance, wealth, and luxury consumption. To (2) eradicate poverty degrowth seeks to guarantee 
the universal provisioning of fundamental human needs, calling for various forms of basic incomes, minimum living 
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wages, and free access to a selection of public services like healthcare, housing, electricity, education, public transport 
and water. Addressing inequality also requires (3) transformative justice, often in the form of new principles of non-
discrimination and equality in human rights law (e.g. redefine the obligations of international assistance and 
cooperation), alternatives to incarceration (e.g. rehabilitation programs following the principle of restorative justice), and 
guaranteed access to free legal services.


Production & consumption

Degrowth wants to change production and consumption in six main ways. It starts with (1) reducing overproduction, that 
is goods and services that are resource-intensive while contributing little to collective well-being (often cited examples 
include pesticides, advertising, arms, beef, flying, and SUVs). To achieve this, the agenda calls for a transition to (2) 
democratic, not-for-profit business models such as cooperatives, self-production, smaller businesses, and commons-
based peer production that emphasise the importance of (3) relocalising activities in order to cut greenhouse gas 
emissions while fostering local resilience. Other proposals focus on consumption: (4) limit advertisement, for example 
by banning ads in public spaces and for products with high environmental impacts; and promote (5) lifestyles of 
sufficiency by discouraging luxury consumption (for example through boycotts, flying quotas, progressive taxes on 
consumption, taxes on secondary houses, excise tax on sports cars, yacht, and private jets) and encouraging voluntary 
simplicity (bike infrastructures, co-housing, shared utilities, repair cafés, decommodified hobbies). The last segment of 
this theme aims to (6) reduce waste by criminalising planned obsolescence, mandating environmental impact 
assessments, introducing durability labels, and guaranteeing the right to repair.


Science & technology

In regards to science and technology, the degrowth agenda can be divided into two main strategies. Against industrial, 
high-tech production, degrowth defends (1) technological sovereignty. This involves placing a moratoria on potentially 
dangerous geo-engineering practises and biogenetics; regular citizen audits to decide whether or not to introduce a new 
technology; restructuring social media from private to a common or public good; repurposing military facilities to 
produce sustainable and socially useful products; and to dismantle patent monopolies, for example concerning seeds. 
The second goal, (2) convivial tools, aims to ensure that everyone has the opportunity to learn how to use and repair the 
tools they use. For example, repairing bikes and clothes in cooperative spaces, joining a local currency association, or 
learning how to farm in a community garden.


Tourism

Discussions on tourism centre around two goals. The first is to (1) limit tourism. This targets fossil fuel-based travel, 
especially long-distance, which should be regulated (e.g. moratoria on tourism developments, quotas to visit sensitive 
areas like World Heritage Sites; restrictions on mega-cruise ships) and taxed to include its full environmental cost. It also 
involves (2) reconceptualising tourism based on the principles of slow and local tourism. Fundamentally, this means 
prioritising the ‘right to live’ over the ‘right to travel.’ Two examples include redefining the legal definition of tourism and 
revising or scrapping both the Office for International Migration and the World Tourism Organisation, thus favouring 
residents' rights and the environment over wealthy tourists' short-term wants. Additionally, it discusses low-impact 
modes of transport (e.g. trains, bus, cycling, walking), the promotion of local ownership, and the respect of the 
ecological carrying capacity of each region.


Trade

Trade is the least elaborated theme by proposals - it goes in two broad directions. First, (1) limit long-distance trade, 
which necessitates reducing unnecessary intra-industry trade between nations of similar affluence, applying export 

    TJSGA/Essay/SD (E126) November 2022/ N. Fitzpatrick et al                     11



quotas, and limiting the use of international aviation and shipping. The second direction calls to (2) reconceptualise 
trade by renegotiating agreements on trade and intellectual property rights, for example the TRIPS Agreement at the 
World Trade Organisation.


Urban planning

Urban planning is split into four goals. (1) Land for all aspires to guarantee decent, affordable homes for everyone by 
protecting the housing sector from commodification and speculation. Examples of policy instruments here include 
progressive property taxes (floor space and number of), rent caps and controls, expropriation or occupation of vacant 
buildings and extending social housing. (2) Housing sufficiency promotes alternative housing arrangements such as 
ecovillages, eco-cohousing, housing cooperatives, or squatting. It also promotes common facilities (e.g. cars, gardens, 
kitchens) and retrofitting programs to significantly lower the ecological footprint of dwellings. (3) Just mobility focuses on 
reducing fossil fuel-based transport in a way that is socially fair, which involves reducing high-speed transport (e.g. cars, 
planes, high-speed trains, cruises) and large infrastructure (e.g. roads, motorways, airports, ports) through a range of 
disincentives such as lower speed limits, car free zones, and moratorias. Simultaneously, it encourages investment and 
use of active modes of transport such as walking and cycling, as well as public transport. Finally, (4) socially useful and 
ecologically sensitive planning aims at making cities smaller and greener, in a similar spirit to Transition Towns. 
Proposals range from capping the number and size of dwellings, controlling the development of holiday homes, limiting 
urban sprawl and preventing gentrification to promoting urban consolidation, banning construction of single detached 
houses, and prohibiting developments on agricultural land.


Work

Policy discussions on work are central to degrowth and organised around four goals. The most frequently discussed one 
is (1) reconceptualising work, moving in the direction of deprioritising wage labour in society. The concrete application 
of this goal is work-time reductions, which need to be complemented with policies that reallocate productivity gains into 
working less, ensuring rights to part-time, and a gender-sensitive redistribution of paid work. The introduction of job 
guarantees with living wages is proposed to (2) reduce unemployment while creating more secure and fulfilling jobs. The 
third goal - (3) redistribute (re)productive activities - calls for a valuation of care and volunteer work, as well as a fairer 
sharing of chores between genders, classes, and ethnicities. The agenda also (4) promotes social ecological jobs through 
investing in publicly funded and community-run (re)training programs for workers, for example from jobs in the fossil 
fuel industry and towards socially useful and ecologically sensitive activities such as ecosystem restoration or the 
building of community-owned renewables.


Discussion

In this section, we discuss five key features of degrowth policy proposals: precision, frequency, visibility, diversity, and 

interactions. First, we draw attention to the lack of precision in most proposals. Second, we comment on their relative 
popularity, distinguishing between core and periphery proposals. Third, we demonstrate how one explicit policy goal 
can involve many additional policy changes. Fourth, we highlight the width and diversity of the degrowth agenda. And 
finally, we reflect upon how to assess the interactions between existing proposals.


The precision of degrowth policy proposals

Simply counting policy proposals can give the false impression that these policies are rigorously analysed by those who 
mention them. However, this is not always the case. The findings of this review suggest that some policies are only 
mentioned in passing without much analytical effort made to connect them with the issues at hand. These cases of policy 
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dropping are commonplace. Take “ecological reparations'' for example. The proposal is often present in degrowth texts, 
but without any detail about what it would concretely entail and how it would occur. Other similar examples include 
closing tax havens, retrofitting buildings, financial transaction taxes, or transitioning businesses to not-for-profit 
cooperatives.


Few studies provide details or compare which type of, for example, work-time reduction policies are compatible with 
degrowth. It follows that a policy package supporting the gig economy,  employer-sponsored health insurance, and zero-4

hour contracts are not compatible with degrowth ideals of work. So, which type of work-time reduction policies should 
be supported? Our findings suggest that it is ones that leverage productivity gains for working less, job guarantees, and 
job sharing. But how should we collectively negotiate how many days and hours to reduce paid work to? And would this 
be a temporary means of transition or a permanent institution for the future? So whilst it becomes evident that abstract 
policy goals and objectives are important for building momentum for social movements, vague policy proposals are not 
operational for decision-makers whose role is to design and implement precise policies.


Through our analysis, it is clear that the agenda is not static and certain proposals are becoming more detailed. Take 
basic income, for example. It could be considered the oldest degrowth proposal since it appeared in the 2002 issue of 

the French magazine, Silence, where the concept of 
“décroissance soutenable” [sustainable degrowth] was 
coined. Twenty years later, there are at least nine 
different basic income proposals, each with its own 
purpose and design (Fouksman and Klein, 2019; 
Bohnenberger, 2020). Some proposals have integrated 
complementary currencies, whilst others have 
extended to the guaranteed provision of public 

services. In contrast, other proposals have remained largely the same over the past two decades; this is the case for the 
regulation of lobbying and the reform of international organisations such as the World Trade Organisation, International 
Monetary Fund, World Bank, North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, and the European Union.


The frequency of policy instruments

Our findings illustrate that certain policy instruments are given more attention in degrowth transition strategies than 
others. We differentiate these core proposals: the ones that are most frequently cited and outlined in (relative) detail, 
from periphery proposals: the ones that are rarely mentioned and lack sufficient explanation. It follows that the ten core 
policy instruments, in descending order, are: universal basic incomes, work-time reductions, job guarantees with a living 
wage, maximum income caps, declining caps on resource use and emissions, not-for-profit cooperatives, holding 
deliberative forums, reclaiming the commons, establishing ecovillages, and housing cooperatives.


But why are these the most popular? Even though the present analysis cannot answer this question, it is relevant to pose 
the question: Is universal basic income the most important leverage point to achieve degrowth, or has it simply become 
a sort of tradition to refer to it when talking about degrowth? Our reading of the literature suggests that the choice is 
more sociological than analytical. One such hypothesis concerns the issue of policy dropping. This comes as many 
authors appear to mention proposals like universal basic income only because it has been outlined in early foundational 

 ↩ A gig economy refers to a labour market that is characterised by the prevalence of short-term contracts or freelance work as opposed to permanent jobs. For 4

example, independent contractors, online platform workers, contract firm workers, on-call workers and temporary workers.
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The ten core policy instruments (more mentioned), in 
descending order, are: universal basic incomes, work-
time reductions, job guarantees with a living wage, 

maximum income caps, declining caps on resource use 
and emissions, not-for-profit cooperatives, holding 

deliberative forums, reclaiming the commons, 
establishing ecovillages, and housing cooperatives.



papers (Schneider et al., 2010; Kallis, 2011; Demaria et al., 2013). As such, this warrants further exploration of the 
strategic choices and reasoning behind degrowth policy proposals.


These core demands are surrounded by peripheral proposals that are mentioned less often. Examples include: reducing 
military spending, ensuring media independence, 
redistributing undesirable jobs, and limiting trade. Again, 
we posit that this is mostly a sociological phenomena, 
with authors not mentioning proposals simply because 
others before them did not do so. This fashion-like trend 
in picking policy proposals may lead to biases where 
high-impact changes find themselves pushed to the 

periphery of the agenda. Reducing military spending is one such example. If the US military were a country, its 
emissions would be bigger than 140 countries, with more than half of that stemming from the air force alone (Belcher et 
al., 2019). Therefore, if degrowth authors are serious about reducing emissions, why are we not seeing more proposals 
concerning this in the literature?


The division between core and periphery changes over time and space. Following publications in French in the early 
2000s, degrowth spread to many new countries (even though most publications are in English). Since then, new 
researchers have joined the community, each adding their proposals to the agenda. In the future, certain proposals 
currently in the periphery may enter the core, or vice versa, and other proposals that today are non-existent in the 
agenda may start to appear on its periphery. By studying these movements, sociologists of knowledge can pay close 
attention to whose proposals make it to the core and whose remain at the periphery, creating space for critical reflection 
on whose knowledge is valued within degrowth literature and whether such hierarchies reproduce existing cultural, 
gender, and class divides.


Unpacking proposals

Imagine the degrowth agenda like a layered cake. Some proposals are the topping, visible to all. This is the case for 
work-time reductions, universal basic incomes, and wealth taxes - three policies that people quickly associate with 
degrowth. We regard these as conscious proposals. However, there are many other policies that remain unconscious. 
These are all the changes needed to realise the conscious proposal, but that are not dealt with in an intentional and 
explicit way by the one proposing the policy.


Let's illustrate with the example of wealth taxes. Tackling inequality through progressive taxation of income and wealth 
involves multiple considerations. First, taxing wealth remains arguably quite ineffective if most of that wealth sits 
untaxed in tax havens. Second, a number of such taxes were scrapped with the rise of neoliberalism, so re-introducing 
them, as opposed to simply adjusting existing tax structures, might be politically challenging. Third, to tax wealth, one 
must decide what wealth is and how it shall be measured. For example, how to account for debt, monetary, personal, 
and capital assets. Fourth, existing constitutional rights, in certain countries, may prevent governments from taxing 
citizens above a certain threshold, thus, requiring amendments to the constitution or other policy interventions. The list 
of challenges could go on and on. The point is that in order to be able to tax wealth, or any other policy objective, an 
array of further actions might be necessary, and people advocating for change might want to pay more attention to these 
multi-layered considerations.
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How wide and diverse is the degrowth agenda?

Degrowth is a diverse movement that includes academics, activists, grassroot movements, NGOs, and unions (Burkhart 
et al., 2020). Such diversity explains the diversity of the agenda, often leading to an expansion of its policy boundary 
with new objectives and instruments being added to the agenda.


Take tourism, for example. One theme that was recently added into the degrowth domain when scholars in the field of 
tourism studies started to use degrowth as a concept in their work. In 2019, the Journal of Sustainable Tourism published 
a special issue on “Tourism and Degrowth” (Fletcher et al., 2019), subsequently adding several proposals to the general 
agenda, including: moratoriums on tourism accommodation developments, community-owned and managed tourism, 
prioritising the right to live over the right to travel through opposing the United Nations World Tourism Organisation 
proposal to turn tourism into a human right, as well as tourism education for (trans)forming people's consumption 
behaviours. In this specific case, the policy agenda broadens because more academics outside of the degrowth bubble, 
in this case tourism studies, have begun researching and writing about degrowth.


Another example is technology. In 2018, the Journal of Cleaner Production published a special issue on “Degrowth and 
Technology” (Kerschner et al., 2018), which included a variety of proposals ranging from encouraging technological 
(re)appropriation (e.g. repurposing military facilities to produce socially useful and sustainable products; creating digital 
commons; restructuring social media from private to a common or public good); a matrix for assessing technologies 
compatibility with degrowth; design global, manufacture local strategies; plus a host of low-tech solutions at the 
household and community level. In contrast to the expansion into tourism, such additions are rather the result of 
scholars who were already writing about degrowth investing time and effort to explore the topic of technology in more 
detail.


Another process that explains the widening of the agenda is the appropriation of proposals emerging outside of the 
degrowth bubble. A good example would be Thomas Piketty's tax on capital (Piketty, 2013), which started to appear in 
the degrowth literature in Kirby (2013). Since then, Piketty's work has been cited in over 50 degrowth articles. Such 
imports suggest that the field is not hermetic to what is happening outside of it. This also poses an interesting question: Is 
the same process happening in reverse, meaning that people outside of degrowth start importing ideas from it? As such, 
future researchers might consider studying whether degrowth scholars have had any concrete influence on policy-
making, and if so, concerning which specific objectives and instruments.


Transition strategies

Ingredients do not make delicious meals, recipes do. This begs a question: How do all of these degrowth policies fit 

together? Throughout the review process, it became 
apparent that most policy instruments are studied 
independently (e.g. basic income), in parallel (e.g. basic 
income and wealth caps), or in competition (e.g. basic 

income vs. job guarantee). This being said, there are not many interactions, and never for more than a handful of 

proposals considered at one time (notable exceptions include Videira et al., 2014; Parrique, 2019: Chapter 12; Đula et 

al., 2021; Keyβer and Lenzen, 2021). As a result, it is hardly controversial to say that the current degrowth agenda is 
closer to a disparate list of ingredients than a neatly organised recipe.
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It is hardly controversial to say that the current 
degrowth agenda is closer to a disparate list of 

ingredients than a neatly organised recipe.



As policies are never implemented in isolation, it would be näive for anyone aspiring for systemic change to focus 
policy-making efforts on one silver bullet policy. Instead, change-makers should carefully study the (positive and 
negative) synergies between their different proposals. The more proposals, the more synergies, which makes the study of 
a degrowth transition extremely complicated, especially since every policy has its own scale, timing, and cultural 
feasibility. Certain changes are bottom-up, slow, popular, and bear little risks. Whereas others are top-down, fast, 
unpopular, and relatively riskier. In the end, any individual proposal might be a combination of the above. For example, 
some policies heavily rely on the state (e.g. banning advertisement) while others depend on many actors (e.g. developing 
cooperatives). Some policies take longer to implement (e.g. establishing a local currency) than others (e.g. changing tax 
rates). Depending on the context and the design, a policy can quickly gather popular support (e.g. carbon tax in Sweden) 
while others do not (e.g. fuel taxes in France that led to the Yellow Vests uprising). Finally, certain policies can unfold 
gradually without much risk (e.g. reducing working hours from 35 to 28 or 21), while others are done at once with 
uncertain consequences (e.g. a sovereign money reform).


The scale of each policy matters, but so does the sequence in which they are implemented. Most degrowth theory rests 
on the assumption that the local level is the optimal scale for societal transformation because it is there that direct 
democracy is more easily exercised. On the other hand, we recall Cosme et al. (2017) finding that three-quarters of 
degrowth policy proposals were top-down with a national focus. What the findings of the present review suggest is that 

the degrowth agenda spans across multiple scales (local, regional, 
national, international) and actors (households, communities, 
government, workers, firms), even though the complexities of such 
harmony are rarely explored in detail. This is not to say that we should 

seek policy perfectionism. In reality, policy-making is always messier than on paper, especially when broadening one's 
view of policies beyond statecraft. Nonetheless, it remains that the degrowth agenda would become more convincing if 
it were to account for the interactions between its proposals.


Stressing the importance of sequence also helps us to identify potential contradictions between transitional changes and 
others that are meant to be permanent. For example, one 
imagines that policies to ban or restrict advertisement for 
ecologically destructive products are necessary until the point 
where there are no more ecologically destructive products. 
Similarly, a shrinking yearly cap on resource extraction might 
cease to be useful the day a society stabilises its material 

footprint to a sustainable level. Precisions about the ‘for how long’ of a policy could help differentiate between the 
practises and institutions that characterise degrowth as a transition phase and the more long-lasting ones that define 
degrowth as a destination.


Conclusion

The purpose of this article was to build a comprehensive inventory of degrowth proposals. To do so, we conducted a 

systematic mapping and thematic synthesis of the degrowth literature published between 2005 and 2020, making it the 
largest systematic review of its kind to date. The article continues the review by Cosme et al. (2017), updating the period 
of analysis and expanding it to multiple languages and publication types. Furthermore, it complements and improves 
Parrique's (2019) repertoire of policies as it allows the tracing of policies back to the texts where they have been 
mentioned (Supplementary 4 and 5).
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a transition phase and the more long-lasting 
ones that define degrowth as a destination.

https://jussemper.org/Resources/Economic%20Data/Resources/NFitzpatrickEtal-ThematicSynthesisOfExploringPpolicyProposals.pdf


The systematic review component of this paper identified 1166 articles, books, book chapters, and student theses 
referring to degrowth across 4 bibliographic databases, of which 446 refer to policy proposals The subsequent thematic 
synthesis identified 13 policy themes behind the degrowth agenda: culture and education, energy and environment, 
food, governance and geopolitics, indicators, inequality, finance, production and consumption, science and technology, 
tourism, trade, urban planning, and work. It also identified the most frequently cited policy instruments within the 
degrowth literature: universal basic incomes, work-time reductions, job guarantees with a living wage, maximum 
income caps, declining caps on resource use and emissions, not-for-profit cooperatives, holding deliberative forums, 
reclaiming the commons, establishing ecovillages, and housing cooperatives.


This paper has presented a number of findings. Without a doubt, the popularity of degrowth within academia is growing, 
which is exemplified by the number of publications rising from ∼220 in 2014 to 1166 by the end of 2020. This growth of 

the literature has occurred in parallel to an expansion of the 
degrowth agenda, which has gone from 17 proposals in 2005 
to 530 at the end of 2021. We organised this list of proposals 
into 50 goals, 100 objectives, and 380 instruments. While the 
number of proposals has expanded quickly, we then critically 
reflected on the agenda based on its quality. This led to five 
reflections regarding the precision, frequency, visibility, 

diversity of policies, as well as their interactions. First, there is a great disparity in details from some proposals which 
have been studied in detail, and others that are only mentioned in passing. This connects to our second finding, which is 
that certain proposals are more popular than others. Thirdly, most proposals focus more on what a policy is supposed to 
achieve (objectives) rather than how it is supposed to achieve it (instruments), often ignoring a diversity of transitional 
changes. Our fourth finding is that degrowth is increasingly diverse, with proposals being added every time a new 
community of thinkers and practitioners (not exclusive categories, of course) starts using the concept. And finally, we 
noticed that most policies are studied in isolation, and that not many authors have so far focused on the interactions 
between the elements within the degrowth agenda.


A final thought about the relation between policies and politics. This article has organised a toolbox of proposals but has 
remained silent about the various mechanisms that explain whether or not people choose to use these tools. This is a 

conscious, but controversial choice. Discussing obstacles to a 
societal transition is a herculean task that others have started 
investigating, for example Stoddard et al. (2021). Whilst some 
may say that it is useless to refine policy proposals in an abstract 
form if nobody is interested in them; they may also add that real 
social change only happens in the unpredictable fire of politics, 

and so there is little point polishing agendas before they are put into practice. While we hear these points, we still 
believe that these kinds of abstract, policy design exercises are useful. Primarily because these inventories give us a 
precious overview of the degrowth field and the kind of discussions that it hosts, which give us opportunities to reflect 
critically on the coherence of the degrowth discourse.


We opened this paper by arguing that degrowth as a concept has evolved in complexity since its appearance in the early 
2000s. We close by arguing that tracking degrowth policy proposals is a good way of studying whether the how of 
degrowth has kept pace with the what of degrowth. Indeed, realising the revolutionary potential of degrowth requires a 
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opportunities to reflect critically on the 

coherence of the degrowth discourse.
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deep understanding of economic institutions, power relationships, and social provisioning systems that are proactively 
experimented with and embodied by new ideas, practices, and common senses.
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