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Necessity: Sufficiency is required to overcome 
the socio-ecological crises of the 21st century

Humanity is facing global ecological crises and enormous social 
inequalities. Six out of nine planetary boundaries have been ex­
ceeded, some substantially; and the impacts are becoming in­
creasingly felt (Richardson et al. 2023). The Great Acceleration 
continues in many areas: CO2 emissions are still rising (IPCC 
2021, Friedlingstein et al. 2022), around one million animal and 
plant species (out of an estimated eight million) are threatened 
with extinction, and the stability of entire ecosystems is at risk 
(IPBES 2019). Corresponding trends can be observed at the na­
tional level: for example, 17 out of 25 environmental targets set 
by Germany’s Sustainable Development Strategy  are not on track 
for 2030 (see SRU 2024, figure 3, p. 13). 

The ecological crises are associated with glaring inequalities 
and injustices – between and within countries. These inequali­
ties relate to access to environmental resources as well as to caus­
ing, being affected by and being able to adapt to environmental 
crises. The resource­intensive consumption patterns and life­
styles of the global middle and upper classes are the main drivers 
of the environmental crises (WBGU 2014, p. 7 f.). The richest 

10 % of the world’s population own around three quarters (76 %) 
of global wealth (Chancel et al. 2021) and emit almost half of all 
CO2 emissions (Khalfan et al. 2023). Financial wealth remains 
highly concentrated in the industrialised countries, while a sig­
nificant proportion of humanity lives in precarious conditions. 
Nearly 700 million people live in extreme poverty (World Bank 
2022), unable to meet their basic needs. Immense injustices are 
also projected between generations. It is mainly the younger and 
future generations who will suffer from the negative consequenc­
es of environmental crises, even though they have done little or 
nothing to cause them (IPCC 2023). 

Taken together, these trends indicate an increasing risk of 
dangerous ecological changes on the planet, while the time to act 
is running out. This leads to a societal emergency. So far, appro­
priate solutions have not been applied to the extent required. The 
UN reports that only “17 per cent of the SDG targets are on track, 
nearly half are showing minimal or moderate progress, and pro­
gress on over one third has stalled or even regressed” (UN DESA 
2024, p. 2). Environmental strategies pursued by governments, 
industries and the public have largely focussed on “efficiency” 
(less input per output) and “consistency” (more environmentally 
friendly inputs). In addition, the circular economy is seen as an 
important means of reducing dependence on critical raw mate­
rials. While these strategies are indispensable to mitigate ecolog­
ical damage, it is becoming increasingly clear that they are not 

Sufficiency as a “Strategy of the Enough”:  
Curbing ecological crises and injustices. 
A summary of the German Advisory Council on the Environment’s  
discussion paper
A recent discussion paper Sufficiency as a “Strategy of the Enough”: A Necessary Debate by the German Advisory Council on the 
Environment (SRU) aims to intensify the debate on sufficiency, a central but neglected element of future-oriented policy. It defines 
sufficiency as the need to limit the consumption and production of ecologically critical goods and services, mainly by the economically 
rich, as a basis for reducing distributional injustices and environmental impacts. Rather than proposing specific measures, the paper 
deliberately aims to explain the need for sufficiency from various scientific disciplines, and invite discussion. Here, the authors of the 
discussion paper provide a short overview of the analyses and arguments in English.

Julia Michaelis, Bendix Vogel, Sebastian Strunz, Wolfgang Lucht     , Henriette Dahms, Christina Dornack     , Anne Geissler,  
Julia Hertin, Franziska Hoffart     , Claudia Kemfert     , Manuel Klein, Wolfgang Köck, Jonas Lage     , Elisabeth Marquard     ,  
Sophie Schmalz, Josef Settele     , Bernd Sommer     , Sebastian Weiss, Sophie Wiegand

Dr. Julia Michaelis (corresponding author) | German Advisory Council on the 
Environ ment | Berlin | DE | julia.michaelis@umweltrat.de

© 2024 by the authors; licensee oekom. This Open Access article is licensed under a  
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY). 
https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.33.3.3
Received September 16, 2024; revised version accepted September 25, 2024 (editorial-board peer review).

Sufficiency as a “Strategy of the Enough”: Curbing ecological crises and injustices. A summary of the German Advisory Council 
on the Environment’s discussion paper  |  GAIA 33/3 (2024): 275 – 281 

Keywords: circular economy, low-carbon technology, planetary boundaries, resource limitation, sufficiency, sustainability

>

1 www.bundesregierung.de/breg-en/issues/sustainability/germany-s-sustain-
able-development-strategy-354566

mailto:julia.michaelis@umweltrat.de
https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.33.3.3
http://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-en/issues/sustainability/germany-s-sustainable-development-strategy-354566
http://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-en/issues/sustainability/germany-s-sustainable-development-strategy-354566
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3398-8575
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5081-2558
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3418-9396
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4719-9147
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8990-6057
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6742-0478
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8624-4983
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6057-1567


276 German Advisory Council on the Environment (SRU)

GAIA 33/3 (2024): 275 – 281

FORUM

sufficient to address the ecological crises. In many areas, an ade­
quate decoupling of energy and raw material consumption from 
harmful environmental damage has not been achieved. There is 
no indication that this will change in the near future (see SRU 
2024, box 2, p. 38). 

To return to “a safe operating space for humanity” as a basis 
for the sustainable development of societies around the world 
(Rockström et al. 2009), proper reflection and honest debate 
about the change needed is essential. The volume and quality of 
today’s material and energy flows between societies and their en­
vironment (social metabolism) are causing considerable damage 
to the planet’s environment. For an ecologically sustainable de­
velopment, these flows must be regulated (see SRU 2024, Thesis 
1, p. 19) (figure 1). Governance of the social metabolism must 
maximise efficiency and consistency but it must also include 
mea sures aimed at sufficiency, especially in ecologically critical 
dimensions. In this context, we understand (the ecological part 
of ) sufficiency as an absolute reduction in the production and 
consumption of certain goods and services to mitigate harmful 
environmental impacts.

Institutions, infrastructures and cultural 
patterns: Establishing practices of sufficiency 
also requires structural change

Sufficiency is often reduced to changes in individual behaviour. 
However, this narrow view ignores fundamental factors that in­
fluence lifestyles and consumer behaviour. Individual consump­
tion and production patterns are interrelated with social, econom­
ic and political contexts. They are shaped by various types of in­
frastructures. These are given by the legal framework and the 
economic system and are expressed, for example, in the develop­
ment of institutions, but also in administrative processes. But 
infrastructures are also physical, for example in the built environ­
ment, means of transport and energy supply (UBA 2023, Kühl 
2019). Internalised values that affect individual decisions are part 
of the so­called mental infrastructures (Welzer 2011) and have a 
socio­psychological and cultural dimension.

As the current structural conditions favour environmentally 
damaging behaviour or impede more ecological alternatives, even 
environmentally conscious consumers often do not live sustain­
ably. Sufficiency­oriented forms of production and consumption 
can only be widely established if the individual, the political­
structural and the cultural level co­evolve towards sufficiency. 
With regard to the structural level, policy­making has a special 
responsibility as it shapes the framework conditions that influ­
ence people’s social practices and the associated consumption 
patterns as well as the modes of production in the economy. 
These conditions should enable and foster energy­ and resource­
light practices and lifestyles, while preventing undersupply (see, 
e. g., UBA 2023). Although these conditions alone do not auto­
matically lead to sufficiency­oriented behaviour, they are an im­
portant prerequisite for initiating social change in this direction.

But sufficiency goes beyond the political­structural level: it 
al so develops through a fundamental cultural and value shift 
within the economy and society. Social practices are deeply in­
tegrated into and (co­)shaped by social structures. However, they 
also have the capacity to shape the structures in which they are 
embedded. Sufficiency is therefore also a cultural practice and 
societal guiding principle. 

In an actionable and operationalizable sense, sufficiency should 
be understood primarily as a sustainability strategy. It becomes 
effective through framework conditions that promote and favour 
sufficiency­oriented practices. As a “Strategy of the Enough”, it 
seeks to achieve “enough” in two ways: First, “not too much” means 
reducing excessive resource consumption to keep it within crit­
ical ecological impact limits and adhere to basic principles of dis­
tributive justice. Second, “not too little” means ensuring that every­
one has sufficient access to energy and natural resources to meet 
basic needs. For people in precarious circumstances, “enough” 
often means “more”.

Legitimacy: Sufficiency policy is morally and 
legally legitimate and can be considered a moral 
or possibly legal obligation

Although sufficiency is essential to address the key challenges of 
today’s crises, particularly from a socio­ecological perspective, 
some view sufficiency­oriented policies as an unacceptable re­
striction of freedom (cf. Amlinger and Nachtwey 2022, Lepenies 
2022, SRU 2023 text number 36 f.). This view implicitly asserts 
that personal rights of freedom can be exercised without any sig­
nificant consideration of the ecological (and hence social) impacts 
of one’s lifestyle on others. But herein lies a fallacy: if everyone 
acts without considering the consequences for others, individ­
ual freedom may well be restricted as a result. In fact, the dem­
ocratic state was founded, inter alia, precisely for the purpose 
of regulating those areas of public life where the common good 
does not emerge naturally from the sum of individual decisions. 
Here, the idea of sufficiency makes a crucial contribution to safe­
guarding freedoms: it aims to ensure that an ecologically sustain­
able lifestyle respects the present and future rights and freedoms 
of others, rather than unjustifiably restricting them. 

An analysis of the three central intellectual schools of thought 
of normative moral philosophy (deontological and eudaimonis­
tic ethics, and consequentialism) supports this view. They pro­
vide no basis for arguments that morally justify passing on the 
harmful consequences of one’s lifestyle to others (see SRU 2024, 
Thesis 6, p. 32) (figure 1). This does not imply a moral obligation 
for the individual to act in a certain way, particularly given the 
difficulty of assessing the full impact (including long­term and 
long­distance effects) of one’s own individual actions. But there 
is a collective moral obligation at the level of democratically or­
ganised societies. In cases where it is clear that resource­inten­
sive lifestyles are harming others, a discussion of sufficiency is 
a moral obligation at the systemic level.
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An active policy pursuing sufficiency is also permissible, in 
principle, under German constitutional law and, under certain 
circumstances, can even be understood to be mandated by this 
law. The German Basic Law 2 obligates the state to safeguard the 
natural foundations of life, both for present and future genera­
tions (Art. 20 a Basic Law). The state is further obligated to pro­
tect other fundamental rights such as the right to life and physi­
cal integrity (including those of future generations) from the ad­
verse effects of environmental degradation. At the same time, 
the state is committed to other objectives, such as an economic 
objective, which has been interpreted as a provision to promote 
prosperity. However, the juxtaposition of economic and environ­
mental imperatives is no longer an adequate description of the 
problem today, as the destruction of the natural foundations of 
life jeopardises prosperity and economic development in the long 
term.

In principle, the legislator is free to rely solely on technical 
innovations to achieve environmental protection goals. Howev­
er, the obligation to protect the environment enshrined in Arti­

ly stages. Thus, there is a considerable need for legal research 
and discussion (Reese 2023, p. 11 and 62 f.). This is of particular 
importance as existing law often does not enable or incentivise 
sufficient behaviour (Markus 2023, SRU 2023 text number 41 f.).

Challenges: Sufficiency faces systemic 
resistance and structural barriers

In order to achieve the ecologically necessary reductions in de­
mand, modern industrialised societies need to fundamentally 
reposition themselves towards the principles of sufficiency. 
However, numerous structural barriers and systemic resistanc­
es challenge the very idea of sufficiency and impede the trans­
formations it entails. Barriers that emerge as challenges in the 
cultural, political and economic spheres are interconnected, >

2 www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_gg
3 www.bverfg.de/e/rs20210324_1bvr265618en.html

FIGURE 1: Overview of the 16 theses on sufficiency, set out in the discussion paper Sufficiency as a 
“Strategy of the Enough”: A Necessary Debate by the German Advisory Council on the Environment 
(SRU 2024). 

cle 20 a of the Basic Law may make suffi­
ciency strategies necessary in order to avert 
serious and irreversible damage to the 
ecological foundations of life and thus to 
society as a whole. This is the case if mea­
sures in certain areas are demonstrably 
inappropriate or inadequate. Given the se­
rious environmental changes already un­
derway, it is increasingly likely that there 
are areas where the legal system not only 
enables, but even requires a policy of suf­
ficiency. This requirement is evident in 
the climate decision of the German Fed­
eral Constitutional Court (BVerfG, Order 
of the First Senate of 24 March 2021 – 1 BvR 
2656/18 –, paras. 1­270),3 particularly with 
regard to the state’s obligation to provide 
adequate climate protection. The Court’s 
basic argument is also worth exploring in 
relation to other serious environmental 
problems (see case studies on land use, 
phosphorus and energy in SRU 2024).

The European legislation also does not 
impose fundamental constitutional hur­
dles that would prohibit legislators from 
implementing well­justified measures that 
promote greater sufficiency (see Reimer 
2023 on EU law in particular). In other 
words, the pursuit of strategies to increase 
sufficiency­oriented lifestyles and practic­
es is a legitimate form of democratic pol­
icy­making. However, there are a number 
of unresolved issues, and the legal debate 
on which legal instruments can be used 
to implement sufficiency is still in its ear­

http://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_gg
http://www.bverfg.de/e/rs20210324_1bvr265618en.html
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creating a complex web of interrelated systemic obstacles to suf­
ficiency.

Among the greatest obstacles to sufficiency are the growth 
orientation and dependencies of modern capitalist societies, their 
economies and the companies operating within them. This ori­
entation is deeply engrained in the culture, politics and econom­
ic systems of modern societies and manifests itself in multiple 
ways, including cognitive skills such as problem­solving strate­
gies (Adams et al. 2021, Juvrud et al. 2024). The growth orienta­
tion is accompanied by a strong materialistic focus in the con­
ceptualisation of wealth – illustrated by the fixation on GDP as 
the indicator of wealth and development – and a predominant 
idea of progress as technological improvement and innovation. 
The perception of nature as controllable and manageable by hu­
mans is intertwined with a pervasive optimism about technolo­
gy. New and improved technologies are expected to make it pos­
sible to adequately decouple economic activities from environ­
mental damage. 

To date, basic institutions of the welfare state, such as social 
insurance systems and the labor market, depend on economic 
growth. Economic growth is not in itself problematic, but it fre­
quently has material implications in the physical world that cause 
environmental damage. In the current economic framework, the 
principles of sufficiency are often in conflict with established 
business models, practices and interests, leading to resistance 
from economic actors such as corporations, associations and lob­
by groups (Lage et al. 2024). The transnational character of mar­
kets further complicates efforts to shift business logic towards 
sufficiency.

The notorious drive for “more”, “bigger”, “better”, “newer”, 
“faster” remains culturally dominant and is continuously fuelled 
by advertising and other forms of marketing. Such notions are 
embedded in pervasive narratives about (material) growth, accel­
eration, progress, personal success or individual freedom. For 
instance, the fashion industry – particularly fast fashion (not on­
ly in clothing) – contradicts the principles of sufficiency. In mod­
ern societies, consumption often serves as a means of belonging 
or distinction, and as a way of defining and expressing identity 
(Veblen 1991).

These economic and cultural barriers to sufficiency are reflect­
ed and partly amplified in the political discourse. For example, 
political decisions tend to be biased towards the preferences of 
wealthier socio­economic groups (Elsässer et al. 2017) whose life­
styles and consumption patterns would be the primary focus of 

sufficiency (policies). In a political and societal climate shifting 
to the right, the resistance and reluctance to consider sufficien­
cy and sustainability are likely to increase further. 

In addition to the systemic barriers mentioned above, both 
physical and institutional infrastructures constitute potentially 
persistent obstacles to sufficiency­oriented policies and practic­
es. Combined with mental infrastructures (i. e., norms, values, 
beliefs, etc. that both shape and are shaped by physical and insti­
tutional infrastructures), these factors can create lock­in effects.

Societal learning processes: Modern societies 
must re-orientate towards sufficiency to become 
truly sustainable

Given these barriers to systemic change, profound changes at 
the cultural level are indispensable. In this respect, sufficiency 
can be viewed as a comprehensive societal learning process: It 
requires of us to adapt our collective ways of thinking, living and 
doing business to planetary and ecological limits. Sufficiency is 
much more than an additional instrument in the policy­mak­
ers’ toolbox. It challenges narrow conceptions of sustainability 
limited to technological solutions. Moreover, it questions the self­
image of Western modernity. Since the Enlightenment, Western 
modernity has been characterised by values and norms aimed 
at putting in practice individual freedom, democracy, the rule of 
law, the separation of powers, political pluralism and social soli­
darity (Winkler 2016). Ideally, Western modernity claims to bring 
about universal and continuous progress towards these goals 

(Wagner 2018). However, accelerating ecological crises and so­
cial inequalities (amongst other trends) contradict this self­im­
age, as also highly critical evaluations by non­Western voices point 
out; they also refute naïve narratives of progress presuming that 
modernity will inevitably achieve its goals in the long run. 

The sufficiency discourse encourages critical reflections on 
these issues: it highlights the consequences of resource­inten­
sive lifestyles and business models, and points to the possible 
successes of other forms of society beyond growth­dependent 
consumer societies. The sufficiency discourse draws on a rich 
foundation in the history of ideas from diverse cultural back­
grounds (e. g., Buen Vivir in South America, Ubuntu in South­
ern Africa or the principles of modesty and solidarity central to 
all three major monotheistic religions). It can also build on and 
connect with various contemporaneous social movements (e. g., 

Sufficiency strives for a democratic, more ecological civilisation, still rooted  
in the goals and values of the Enlightenment. It seeks to secure and extend freedom of 
action for the future, and is part of a historical project aimed at the democratic  
ecologisation of the socially responsible constitutional state.
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the Slow Food, Voluntary Simplicity or Community­Supported 
Agriculture movements). Overall, cultural change is both a pre­
requisite and a result of altered social practice and sufficiency 
politics.

It is crucial to understand that sufficiency is explicitly not a 
backwards­looking concept opposed to modernity. Rather, the suf­
ficiency discourse should be understood as an update to West­
ern modernity: It implies a societal learning process aimed at 
purposeful material self­limitation in areas of critical importance 
to sustaining freedoms and human dignity. In other words, suf­
ficiency strives for a democratic, more ecological civilisation, still 
rooted in the goals and values of the Enlightenment. It seeks to 
secure and extend freedom of action for the future, and is part 
of a historical project aimed at the democratic ecologisation of 
the socially responsible constitutional state (SRU 2019). 

What can be gained: Sufficiency helps to 
overcome socio-ecological crises and can foster 
freer, fairer and happier societies 

For societies, sufficiency is both: very demanding and very con­
sequential. The goal is a collective reduction in consumption and 
production, which must be thought through with all effects on 
the economy, prosperity and society. How can such a far­reaching 
transformation succeed? This challenge requires a broad social 
exchange of arguments, positions and ideas. The discussions will 
be difficult, sometimes confrontational, and on many issues, a 
quick agreement cannot be expected. However, even if sufficien­
cy is an uncomfortable topic and may be perceived as politically 
risky in view of growing polarisation, such a discourse is neces­
sary. It should include the following questions: In which areas 
and to what extent do we need sufficiency in order to solve the 
ecological crises? How can environmental resources be distrib­
uted more fairly (within and across nations and generations)? 
How changeable is the current economic system? What are vi­
able, sustainable lifestyles and how can they be established? How 
can sufficiency policy be legally implemented?

While acknowledging that sufficiency comes with substantial 
challenges, the discourse should also elucidate what there is to 
gain. Unlike most efficiency and consistency measures, sufficien­
cy has the potential to be a multi­solving strategy. This means 
that sufficiency can address multiple dimensions of the socio­
ecological crises while limiting negative side­effects. For exam­
ple, in the decarbonisation of the energy system, consistency 
(i. e., replacing fossil energy source with renewables) is essential. 
As energy demand increases, conflicts with other ecological and 
social objectives are exacerbated by the higher demand for land 
(and sea) area and for resources. Sufficiency aims to reduce en­
ergy demand, thereby mitigating negative side­effects associat­
ed with renewable energy production. It is important to note that 
the potential negative side­effects associated with high and in­
creasing energy and resource demand in the Global North go 
beyond local acceptance problems (“not in my backyard”) and 

competing land (and sea) uses (e. g., with nature protection/res­
toration, agriculture). In fact, high energy and resource demands 
in the North are likely to contribute to “green colonialism” (Lang 
et al. 2024). This involves a (re­)intensification of colonial patterns 
of power and exploitation as well as unequal gains and losses re­
sulting from (alleged) sustainability efforts in the Global North.

In theory, demand reductions could be relatively easily achieved 
with strong price signals for environmentally harmful products 
and services (e. g., a high CO2 tax). However, such approaches tend 
to have regressive distributional effects, exacerbating existing in­
equalities. Rather than accepting negative social side­effects, suf­
ficiency has the potential to address ecological and social issues 
in an integrated manner. It seeks to ensure that both ecological 
(upper) and social (lower) limits are respected in access to and 
consumption of goods and services.

Sufficiency policies can bring further co­benefits, both through 
locally focused measures and through broader society­wide chang­
es. For example, a more sufficiency­oriented organisation of mo­
bility would likely have positive effects on health, for example, 
through more active mobility, less noise exposure, less air pollu­
tion or fewer serious accidents. At the local level, quality of life 
can be improved through more liveable public spaces and cities. 
A more sufficiency­oriented diet, with less meat and dairy prod­
ucts, protects natural resources and tends to be healthier. Suffi­
ciency­oriented housing policies can potentially reduce costs of 
living and social isolation as well as alleviate housing shortages.

Seen as a key principle for modern sustainable societies, suf­
ficiency also harbours emancipatory potential. It has the capac­
ity to counter some of the dynamics of modernity that are dis­
cussed as major contributors to widespread mental and physical 
health issues. These include dynamics of acceleration and alien­
ation, which are at least partly intertwined with the economic 
growth paradigm (e. g., Rosa 2016) discussed above as a barrier 
to sufficiency. In a society organised around the principles of suf­
ficiency, achieving a healthier and more satisfying balance be­
tween material, temporal and relational wealth might be more 
feasible than in current Western economies (Linz 2013). Com­
petition and rivalry could be reduced, while cooperation and 
solidarity could be strengthened.

While we argue that sufficiency must be widely practiced to 
meet critical ecological and social sustainability goals, we wish to 
reiterate that this does not make sufficiency a “necessary evil”. 
Instead, we are convinced that a sufficiency­oriented transfor­
mation can and should be envisioned and narrated as one that 
reduces ecological and social damage, increases overall life sat­
isfaction, and can bring us closer to the ideal of the “good life 
for all”. 
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