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Addicted to Growth: 
Societal Therapy for a Sustainable 

Wellbeing Future



Human influence on the earth system is now so large, that a new geologic epoch  
(the Anthropocene) has begun. We now live in a “Full World”

Business as usual is not an option

To create a sustainable and desirable Anthropocene, 
we need to think and act differently

The time is now to build economies and societies based on 
the goal of the sustainable wellbeing of humans and the rest 
of nature rather than the mindless pursuit of GDP growth 
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Net Primary Production Heartbeat of Planet Earth



Huber, Lenton, and Schellnhuber, in Richardson et al. 2011

The world 
is a 
complex, 
non-linear, 
adaptive 
system, 
with 
thresholds, 
tipping 
points, and 
surprises 



PLANETARY 
BOUNDARIES: 
THERE ARE 
FUNDAMENTAL 
ECOLOGICAL 
CONSTRAINTS



Earth System Trajectories

Steffen et al. 2018





We need a third movie…



We need a third movie and a new 
vision and narrative…
A sustainable and desirable
economy-in-society-in-the rest of 
nature

Economy

Society

Environment
(the rest of Nature)



Elements
of well-being
& Quality of 

Life

The Safe and 

Just “doughnut”
(after: K. Raworth. 2012. A safe 

and just space for humanity: can 

we live within the doughnut? 

Oxfam International)



Integrated Questions/Goals:

• Ecologically Sustainable Scale 

• Socially Fair Distribution 

• Economically Efficient Allocation 



Overlapping Ideas

Lagom Economy

Regenerative Economy

Doughnut Economy
Steady State Economy

Ecological Civilization

Ecological Economy
Circular BioEconomy

Wellbeing Economy
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(Built)

“Empty World” Vision of the Economy

Research

Goods 
and 

Services

GDP

Basic premises:  
• More is always better – GDP is a good proxy for welfare

• The economy can grow forever (scale is not an issue)

• Poverty can best be solved with more growth

• Nature is a side show

• Private property is always best
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research.

Building
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negative impacts on all forms of capital

Restoration,

Conservation
Natural Capital
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Complex property
rights regimes

Solar
Energy

SocialCapital

Waste heat

Institutional

rules, norms, etc.

Materially closed earth system

“Full World” Vision of the Whole System
From: Costanza, R., J. C. Cumberland, H. E. Daly, R. Goodland, R. Norgaard, I Kubiszewski, and C. Franco. 2014. An Introduction to

Ecological Economics, Second Edition. Taylor and Francis.



From: Costanza, R. B. Fisher, S. Ali, C. Beer, L. Bond, R. Boumans, N. L. Danigelis, J. Dickinson, C. Elliott, J. Farley, D. E. Gayer, L. 

MacDonald Glenn, T. Hudspeth, D. Mahoney, L. McCahill, B. McIntosh, B. Reed, S. A. T. Rizvi, D. M. Rizzo, T. Simpatico, and R. Snapp. 2007. 

Quality of Life: An Approach Integrating Opportunities, Human Needs, and Subjective Well-Being. Ecological Economics 61: 267-276



Near Synonyms:
Quality of life
Wellbeing
One Health/Ecosystem Health
Prosperity (Inclusive)
Flourishing



Ecosystem Services: the 

benefits humans derive from 

functioning ecosystems

Missing: Interaction with 
other forms of capital



Built
Capital

Human 
Capital

Sustainable 
Human 

Well-Being

Ecosystem
Services

Natural Capital

Social 
Capital

Inter-
action

X
From: Costanza, R., R. de Groot, P. Sutton, S. van der Ploeg, S. Anderson, I. 

Kubiszewski, S. Farber, and R. K. Turner. 2014. Changes in the global value of 

ecosystem services. Global Environmental Change 26:152-158. 





www.es-partnership.org



Total as of 5/5/2022 = 41,889  

Number of articles on “ecosystem services” in SCOPUS by year
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NATURE VOL 387 15 MAY 1997 

The value of the world’s 

ecosystem services and 

natural capital
Robert Costanza, Ralph d’Arge, Rudolf de Groot, 

Stephen Farber, Monica Grasso, Bruce Hannon, 

Karin Limburg, Shahid Naeem, Robert V. O’Neill, 

Jose Paruelo, Robert G. Raskin, Paul Sutton & 

Marjan van den Belt

For the entire biosphere, the value (most of which is 

outside the market) is estimated to be in the range of 

US$16–54 trillion per year, with an average of US$33 trillion 

per year. 

2nd most cited article in the Ecology/Environment area according 

to the ISI Web of Science with more than 10,000 citations – which 

puts it in the top 0.01% of all papers ever published.

Valuing



@Glo_pro | www.seriouslydifferent.org



…we estimated the loss of 
ecosystem services from 1997 to 
2011 due to land use change at 

$4.3–20.2 trillion/yr.
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World

Policy

Reform

Great

Transition

-100 -90 -80 -70 -60 -50 -40 -30 -20 -10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 110 120 130 140 150 160 170 180

Percent Change in 2050 from 2011 Ecosystem Service Values

From: Kubiszewski, Costanza, Anderson, and Sutton. (2017). The Future of Ecosystem Services: Global 

Scenarios and National Implications. Ecosystem Services. 26:289-301. 



In a word, businesses profit by calculating 

and paying only a fraction of the costs 

involved. Yet only when “the economic and 

social costs of using up shared environmental 

resources are recognized with transparency 

and fully borne by those who incur them, not 

by other peoples or future generations”, can 

those actions be considered ethical.

Pope Francis, ENCYCLICAL LETTER

LAUDATO SI’ - ON CARE FOR OUR COMMON HOME



Fair distribution is essential to quality of life



Source: Deaton, 2008. 



“The welfare of a nation can scarcely 

be inferred from a measurement of 

national income as defined by 

GDP…Goals for ‘more’ growth 

should specify of what and for 

what.”

Simon Kuznets



Bretton Woods conference in 1944







Indicator Units
Indic

ators
Explanation

Area 

coverage
Time

Genuine Progress 

Indicator (GPI)
$ 26

Personal Consumption Expenditures weighted by income distribution, with volunteer and 

household work added and environmental and social costs subtracted.  

17 countries 

+ regions

1950-

present

Genuine Savings $ 5
Level of saving after depreciation of produced capital; investments in human capital; depletion 

of minerals/energy/forests; and damages from air pollutants are accounted for

140 

countries
1970-2008

Inclusive Wealth $ 8 Asset wealth including, built, human, and natural resources 20 countries 1990-2008

Australian Unity Well-

Being Index
Index # 14 Annual survey of various aspects of well-being and quality of life Australia

2001-

present

World Values Survey Index # 100's Periodic (5 so far) survey of a broad range of social, environmental, and economic variables 73 countries 1981-2008

Gallup-Healthways 

Well-Being Index
Index # 39

Annual survey in six domains: live evaluation, physical health, emotional health, healthy 

behavior, work environment, and basic assets

50 states in 

US

2008-

present

Gross National 

Happiness
Index # 33

In-person survey in nine domains: psychological well-being, standard of living, governance, 

health, education, community vitality, cultural diversity, time use, ecological diversity 
Bhutan 2010

Human Development 

Index (HDI)
Index # 4 Index of GDP/person, spending on health and education, and life expectancy

177 

countries

1980-

present

Happy Planet Index Index # 3 HPI = subjective well being * life expectancy / ecological footprint
153 

countries
3 yrs

Canadian Index of 

Well-Being
Index # 80

Includes community vitality, democratic engagement, education, environment, population, 

leisure, living standards, and time use
Canada

1994-

present

National Well-Being 

Index
Index # 5

proxies for built, human, natural and social capital with weights based on regression with 

subjective well-being
56 countries 1 yr

OECD Better Life 

Index
Index # 25

Includes housing, income, jobs community education, environment, civic engagement, health, 

life satisfaction, saftey, and work-life balance

36 OECD 

countries
1 yr

Well-Being of Nations Index # 63 63 indicators in 20 domains weighted and ranked
180 

countries
1990-2000

Sustainable Society 150 





	

From: Kubiszewski, Costanza et al. 2013. Beyond 

GDP: Measuring and Achieving Global Genuine 
Progress. Ecological Economics 93:57-68 

Economic growth Un-Economic growth



To create sustainable wellbeing 

economies and societies requires:

▪ Breaking our addiction to the "growth at all costs" 

economic paradigm, to fossil fuels, and to over-

consumption in high income countries

▪ A key step in the therapy is building a shared vision of 

a more sustainable and desirable future that focuses 

on the shared wellbeing all humans and the rest of 

nature
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Motivational Interviewing 

(MI) is one of the most 

effective therapies for 

treatment of substance 

addictions

Based on engaging addicts in 

a positive discussion of their 

goals, motives, and futures. 



The Grand Hotel in Saltsjöbaden, Sweden, where the labor accords were debated and signed in 1938.                                             



UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

TRANSFORMING OUR WORLD: 

THE 2030 AGENDA FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
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The relationship of the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to the framework of ecological economics and the 

overarching goal of a sustainable, equitable and prosperous system. (Costanza et al. 2016. Modelling and measuring 

sustainable wellbeing in connection with the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Ecological Economics. 130:350–355.

Overarching Goal:
A prosperous, high quality of life that is 

equitably shared and sustainable

Natural 

Capital/Ecosystem 

Services

Sustainable Scale: 

Staying within planetary 

boundaries

Social 

Capital/Community

(Surveys)

Fair Distribution: 

Protecting capabilities for 

flourishing

Net Economic 

Contribution 

(GPI  2.0) 

Efficient Allocation: 

Building a living economy

6.
Water & 

sanitation 

for all 13.  
Urgent 

action on 

climate 

change

15.
Conserve  

terrestrial 

ecosystems

1.
End 

poverty 

for all
2.
End 

hunger 

for all

3.
Ensure 

healthy 

lives for 

all 4.
Ensure 

equitable 

quality 

education 

for all

5.
Achieve 

gender 

equality

10.   
Reduce 

inequality 

within and 

among 

countries

14.  
Conserve  

marine 

ecosystems

16.
Promote 

justice and 

accountable 

institutions 17.   
Strengthen 

global 

partnerships

7.
Ensure 

access to 

sustainable 

energy 8.
Promote 

inclusive 

economic 

prosperity

9.
Build resilient 

infrastructure

11.
Build 

resilient 

and 

sustainable 

cities

12.
Ensure 

sustainable 

consumption 

patterns

167 Targets 232+ Indicators





Focus on GDP growth

Focus on Well-being

Market Forces
The market knows best

Inequality not addressed

Fortress World
Everyone for themselves

Limited Governance

Policy Reform
Need planning and government
Equity maintained

Great Transition
We’re all in this together
Governance at many levels
Stewardship and sharing

CommunityIndividualism

From: Kubiszewski, Costanza, Anderson, and Sutton. (2017). The Future of Ecosystem Services: Global Scenarios and National 

Implications. Ecosystem Services. 26:289-301. 
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Focus on GDP growth

Focus on Well-being

Fortress World Great Transition

Policy Reform



Costanza, R., I. Kubiszewski, S. Cork, P.W.B. Atkins, A. Bean, A. Diamond, N. Grigg, E. Korb, J. Logg-Scarvell, R. Navis, and K. Patrick. 
2015. Scenarios for Australia in 2050: A synthesis and proposed survey. Journal of Future Studies. 19:49-76.

Focus on GDP growth

Focus on Well-being

Free Enterprise
The market knows best

Inequality not addressed

Strong Individualism
Everyone for themselves

Limited Governance

Coordinated Action
Need planning and government
Equity maintained

Community Wellbeing
We’re all in this together
Governance at many levels
Stewardship and sharing

CommunityIndividuals

Chambers, I., R. Costanza, L. Zingus, S. Cork, M. Hernandez, A. Sofiullah, T. Z. Htwe, D. Kenny, P. Atkins, T. Kasser, I. Kubiszewski, Y. Liao, A. C. 
Maung, K. Yuan, D. Finnigan, and S. Harte. 2019. A public opinion survey of four future scenarios for Australia in 2050. Futures. 107:119-132

http://www.robertcostanza.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/2015_J_Costanza_AustraliaScenarios.pdf
http://www.robertcostanza.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2019_J_Liu-et-al.-China-storm-protection-EcoServ.pdf


Preferences for the four scenarios among Australians (n= 2,083) 

72% ranked Community 

Well Being #1 or #2

From: Chambers, I., R. Costanza, L. Zingus, S. Cork, M. Hernandez, A. Sofiullah, T. Z. Htwe, D. Kenny, P. Atkins, T. Kasser, I. Kubiszewski, Y. Liao, A. C.

Maung, K. Yuan, D. Finnigan, and S. Harte. 2019. A public opinion survey of four future scenarios for Australia in 2050. Futures. 107:119-132

http://www.robertcostanza.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2019_J_Liu-et-al.-China-storm-protection-EcoServ.pdf






Claim the Sky!
www.claimthesky.org

By asserting that we all own the atmosphere as a 

common asset, we can begin to use the Public Trust 

Doctrine and the legal institutions surrounding property 

rights to protect the climate, charge for damages, and 

provide rewards to those that improve this shared 

resource, by creating an Earth Atmospheric Trust.

Costanza, R. 2015. Claim the sky! Solutions 6(1):18-21.

https://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/article/claim-the-sky/


Wellbeing

Economy

Alliance

(WE All)
At a meeting in Glasgow, Scotland, in Oct. 

2017, a group of five governments 

(Scotland, Sweden, Costa Rica, Slovenia, 

and New Zealand) committed to creating 

the Wellbeing Economy Alliance.







wellbeingeconomy.org



https://www.earth4all.life/





A no-growth
disaster

Source: Victor, P.  2008. Managing Without Growth, Edward Elgar. 

A no-growth disaster
A better low/no-growth
positive economy



A no-growth

disaster12 things we need to change

to create a better world

New meanings 
and measures
of success



A no-growth

disaster

Limits on materials,
energy, wastes, 
and land use

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

More meaningful 
prices

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

More durable, 
repairable 
products

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

Fewer 
status goods

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

More informative 
advertising

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

Better screening 
of technology

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

More efficient 
capital stock

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

More local, 
less global

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

Reduced 
inequality

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

Less work, 
more leisure

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



A no-growth

disaster

Education 
for life, 
not just work

12 things we need to change

to create a better world



Thank You
Papers mentioned in this presentation can be downloaded from: 

www.robertcostanza.com
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New MSc in
Prosperity, People, and Planet

(11 month degree - starting Sept, 2023)

Four core courses

• Prosperity, People and Planet: Conceptual Frameworks

• Research Methods for Natural and Planetary Prosperity

• Prosperous and Inclusive Planetary Futures

• Atelier: Prototyping Natural Prosperity

Dissertation

• Transdisciplinary thesis



2020 2023 2023

Toward an Integrated 

Science of Wellbeing

Edited by: Elizabeth Rieger

Robert Costanza

Ida Kubiszewski

Paul Dugdale
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