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Abstract

This article addresses two inter-related questions. First, are degrowth claims supported by empirical evidence? And sec-
ond, how do we go about reviewing the literature to answer this question? We analyze five recent reviews on the state of
degrowth research focusing on the more critical, outlier of the five studies, and compare it with the four others in terms
of their findings and in terms of their approach to reviewing the literature. In terms of evidence, our main finding is that
the core claim of degrowth research, that green growth is unlikely if not impossible, is well supported by now; tenta-
tive findings also support the feasibility of degrowth-oriented pathways. In terms of review practice, we find that a good
review of an interdisciplinary sustainability field like degrowth should avoid disciplinary biases, be transparent about its

own assumptions, and use methods that are fit for the purposes it sets for itself.

Keywords Degrowth - Post-growth - Methodology - Literature reviews

Introduction

Recent years have seen growing academic and policy atten-
tion to prevailing models of economic growth and their
compatibility with planetary boundaries and human wellbe-
ing. International assessments on climate change and bio-
diversity have raised questions about the sustainability of
limitless growth and have highlighted the need for systemic
transformations towards sustainability (IPCC 2023; IPBES
2024). Within this broader sustainability debate, degrowth
has emerged as one of several research programs examin-
ing how societies might secure human wellbeing at low
levels of resource use. Degrowth poses the hypothesis that
further economic growth, especially in high-income coun-
tries is ecologically unsustainable, socially undesirable, and
‘uneconomic’, in the sense that beyond a point growth does
not have a positive effect on social wellbeing and may even
start having negative effect (Asara et al. 2015; Escobar 2015;
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Levelt et al. 2025). In turn degrowth research asks ques-
tions about how societies may prosper without growth, and
support wellbeing while radically reducing their throughput
and output (Asara et al. 2015).

Five recent' reviews have attempted to evaluate the state
of post-growth and degrowth research (Edwards et al. 2025;
Engler et al. 2024; Kallis et al. 2025; Lauer et al. 2025;
Savin and van den Bergh 2024) (see Table 1).? Five litera-
ture reviews in such a short period are evidence of increas-
ing interest in degrowth. The high-profile coverage by the
Financial Times of the most critical of these reviews, that of
Savin and van den Bergh, pays testament to public interest
around this debate and on whether degrowth claims are in
fact supported by credible evidence or not (Soumaya 2024).

! This article was written in the Fall of 2025, and includes degrowth
reviews published in 2024 and 2025, up until the time of authoring
this article.

2 The terms degrowth and post-growth are used here as synonyms, as
used also in the five reviews themselves. Post-growth can be seen as
an umbrella term that includes various approaches such as steady-state
economics, wellbeing economics, doughnut economics and degrowth
(Kallis et al. 2025). Where all these fields converge is on the need to
study how economies can prosper without growth and achieve well-
being without growth and within planetary boundaries. Degrowth is
the more radical subset of post-growth studies, concerned with plan-
ning drastic reductions of resource use and moving beyond capital-
ist organization of economies. In terms of research questions, models
and policy proposals, however, degrowth and other post-growth fields
largely overlap.
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Verdict for the
degrowth agenda

Main findings

reviewed

Not

Number
of studies

Selection criteria

Methodology

Table 1 (continued)

Title of
paper and
authors
Post-

1%
w
a=}
=,
=
oQ
)

Modeling studies: Degrowth modeling literature shows that absolute decoupling of "Bringing disciplines

Not constrained by a strict key-

Expert review by

together, developing

explicitly GDP from resource use has not occurred to a significant extent, and future absolute

leading scholars in  word search. The authors did not

growth:

new trans-disciplinary

decoupling is considered highly unlikely under realistic assumptions. Modelling

enumer-
ated (201

refer-

limit coverage to papers using the
term “post-growth” in title or text;

the science the field. Integra-

of wellbe-

studies indicate that post-growth policy packages (e.g., basic income, reduced work- concepts, and integrat-

ing hours, universal public services) can yield significant environmental benefits
(lower emissions) and improved social outcomes (reduced inequality, enhanced

wellbeing).

tive overview of

ing empirical stud-

instead they “identified what they
deem to be the most important

ing within advances inpost-

ies with theoretical

ences
cited)

growth research,
boundaries drawing on the

Kalliset al.

planetary
(2025)

frameworks and models
could provide valu-

recent contributions” relevant to

Meeting needs at lower resource use: The Literature shows conclusive evidence

post-growth claims and debates
for and against.

authors’ expertise
in each branch of

post-growth to

that human needs can be met at much lower levels of resource and energy consump- able insights into how

tion compared to current high-income country practices, aligning with stringent

climate targets.

societies can achieve

high well being without
economic growth,

highlight key find-

Key advances in recent years: New more sophisticated models can better explore

ings and debates of
the past ~5 years,

how economies can function without growth and test policies for managing stability and within planetary
in a no-growth scenario. Similarly, recent research has shown ways to uncouple

social welfare systems from the need for GDP growth.

boundaries."

in the content of a

longer debate start-
ing with the Limits

to Growth report.

Ongoing debates and gaps: The field is still grappling with major open questions.
Notably, the politics of transitioning to post-growth, the geopolitical relations, and

the need to transform the relationship between the Global North andSouth under a

degrowth paradigm.

The present article compares and assesses these five
review studies, with a special focus on that of Savin and
van den Bergh, in comparison and contraposition to the
four other studies. Beyond meta-evaluating the status of
degrowth research, and asking whether evidence supports
claims, the second objective of this study is a broader
reflection on how to review inter-disciplinary subfields like
degrowth within sustainability science.

The coverage of the five reviews will be somewhat asym-
metric. The focus is principally on Savin and van den Bergh
(2024), given that this is the outlier among the five in terms
of its negative evaluation of degrowth research, and the one
that received most publicity. Their review will serve as the
limit case for exploring problems with applying narrowly
disciplinary lenses (in that case, of economics) in the evalu-
ation of sustainability research, which is by its constitution,
inter-disciplinary. Whereas Savin and van den Bergh’s study
will serve as the main interlocutor for this analysis, the other
four cases will provide contrast cases that highlight method-
ological and evidential differences.

This is not a PRISMA-style meta-analysis of the five lit-
erature reviews (i.e. Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses—see Page et al 2021). The
objective of this paper is not to estimate an average effect
size, identify publication trends, or exhaustively catalogue
the degrowth literature. Instead, it seeks to compare and
interpret competing reviews examining how methodologi-
cal choices shape their conclusions. This places the current
analysis closer to the tradition of critical or integrative lit-
erature reviews (Torraco 2005).

This paper is structured as follows. "What is degrowth
research?" defines the domain of degrowth research, and
explains the challenges involved in assessing it. Based
on the existing methodological scholarship on literature
reviews, five criteria are proposed to guide good practice
in evaluating this, and other, interdisciplinary fields within
and beyond sustainability science. "The outlier: Savin and
van den Bergh’s negative evaluation of degrowth research"
shows how the methodological choices of Savin and van
den Bergh’s study shape its conclusions, and their nega-
tive evaluation of degrowth research. “Four more system-
atic reviews of degrowth” compares Savin and van Bergh
to the four other reviews and explains why the latter come
to different conclusions. “Conclusions: nine core findings”
concludes comparing the five reviews according to the five
criteria and it reflects, first, on the state of degrowth research
given the findings of the reviews, and second, on good prac-
tices when evaluating an interdisciplinary sustainability
research field like degrowth.

A disclaimer: the author of the present study is a contrib-
utor to research on degrowth and is co-author in one of the
five reviews reviewed here. Biases have been hopefully kept
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to a minimum, but this assessment should be read with this
positionality in mind. Readers should read the five reviews
summarized in Table 1 for themselves and make up their
own opinions for or against the claims presented here.

What is degrowth research?

Degrowth research has so far developed four main lines of
investigation.

The first research line (RL1) includes studies—theoreti-
cal and empirical—that reject the prevalent hypothesis that
high-income countries can achieve “green growth”. This
research does not prove as such the feasibility of degrowth
but shows the infeasibility and undesirability of continuing
to pursue growth while also trying to achieve ecological
objectives (SlamersSak et al. 2023; Vogel and Hickel 2023).
Given that there are only two possible outcomes, either
GDP growth is sustainable, or it is not, and if it is not, then
it cannot and should not continue, which is the degrowth
claim, then a disproof of the green growth hypothesis is an
indirect support in favour of degrowth.’

The second line of research (RL2) focuses on so-called
growth dependencies and imperatives (Corlet Walker et al.
2021; Driouich and Kallis 2025; KeyBer et al. 2025), or
the ways GDP growth has become hegemonic within state
and interstate institutions (Schmelzer 2016). This research
attempts to explain how specific institutions or sectors have
come to be dependent upon growth for their stability, with
an eye towards developing interventions that may break
such dependencies and enable institutions—and economies
more broadly—to function and meet human needs without
continuous growth. An important stream of research here
concerns welfare states and institutions, and the possibil-
ity of building eco-welfare states sustained without growth
(Koch 2022; Biichs and Koch 2017).

The third research line (RL3) explores the feasibility
or desirability of degrowth itself: by modelling degrowth
pathways and policies (D’Alessandro et al. 2020; Kemp-
Benedict 2025); by showing that good living standards can
be provisioned with low levels of energy and resource use
(Millward-Hopkins et al. 2020; Vogel et al. 2021); or by
looking, ethnographically and sociologically, at specific,
localized experiences that can provide insights for arrange-
ments that might secure human wellbeing with limited

3 A-growth, i.e. ignoring growth, is a third, normative option—i.e. a
nation may opt for pursuing desirable environmental and social poli-
cies independent of their effect on GDP growth (Van den Bergh and
Kallis 2012). No matter, however, whether GDP growth is ignored or
not, there can only be two outcomes—either the social and environ-
mental goals are met and GDP grows, in which case we have green
growth, or GDP doesn’t grow, and then we have something akin to
degrowth.

resource use [see various contributions in Paulson (2017)
and Demaria et al. (2019)].

Finally, there is an emerging, fourth, literature on alter-
native forms of degrowth organizing (RL4). This includes
for example studies on organizational forms suitable for
degrowth transitions (Banerjee et al 2021; Nesterova 2024),
studies of degrowth-oriented technologies or innovation
systems (Kerschner et al 2018; Pansera and Lloveras 2025,
Kostakis et al 2018), and studies of degrowth-akin territo-
ries that voluntary or involuntary have come to experience
forms of degrowth (Kallis et al 2022; Gilbert et al 2026).

Degrowth has strong normative claims about the desir-
ability of downscaling economic activity and moving
beyond capitalist organization, but the veracity of these
claims rests on empirically-testable propositions about the
feasibility and desirability of, first, alternative pathways
such as green growth, and second of degrowth pathways
themselves. Degrowth contains also ethical claims about the
a priori desirability of simpler forms of organizing, and of
living within limits (see Kallis 2019), a sort of limitarianism
that like notions of say liberty or equality, cannot be settled
empirically alone.

There are three related challenges for assessing a com-
plex field like degrowth:

First, degrowth research, like sustainability science at
large, is inter-disciplinary. Related research spans a vari-
ety of approaches—from environmental studies and human
geography with their use of mixed methods, to ecological,
feminist or post-Keynesian economics with the use of mod-
els and statistics, political economy and political science
with the use of case studies, all the way to anthropology and
ethnography (see Paulson 2017; Kallis et al. 2018; Demaria
et al. 2019). Assessing the state of such a diverse field
requires that the researcher doing the assessment is familiar
with the different questions, approaches, conventions and
standards these different disciplines have so that the studies
are assessed in their own terms, and not in the terms of the
reviewer’s own discipline.

Different disciplines value different formats, so reviewers
of an interdisciplinary literature like degrowth, if they seek
to evaluate the whole field and not just a subset of it (say
models), must be capable also of valuing different types of
outputs. One might distinguish here between empirical and
non-empirical studies. Empirical studies might be quanti-
tative (regressions, input—output, dynamic system or other
simulations, etc.) or qualitative (case-studies, ethnographies,
etc.). Case-studies might be single, multiple or comparative;
ethnographies might be single or multi-sited. Non-empirical
studies can also take a variety of forms: theoretical models
(expressed verbally, mathematically or with other symbols);
conceptual frameworks, literature surveys or a combina-
tion of the two ; research or policy agenda-setting pieces;
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opinions/viewpoints (categorized in this journal as ‘com-
mentary’), and, editorials, which synthesize other empirical
or non-empirical works.

Specialized disciplines tend to value only a limited set
of these formats. Mainstream economics for example val-
ues mostly theoretical mathematical models and regressions
(and the occasional literature survey) and privilege quanti-
tatively-backed results rather than qualitative insights alone.
Anthropologists work with ethnography and would find
the mathematical models or regressions economists use as
highly limited representations of complex reality, as ignor-
ing local particularity, or even as imposing rigid epistemolo-
gies and heuristics. Again, the challenge when evaluating a
field like degrowth is how to evaluate each of these formats
in its own terms, and with its own standards.

Second, research relevant to degrowth cannot be confined
only to research done in the name of degrowth, or even to
that done by scholars who see themselves part of a broader
degrowth community. Degrowth arguments build in large
part on empirical research from a variety of fields, which
may not use the word degrowth or may not even directly
engage with the degrowth literature. If one wants to under-
stand the unsustainability of green growth, the dependency
of certain institutions upon growth, and plausible alterna-
tives to capitalist growth, then one must assess this broader
literature. This is why an earlier review on degrowth (Kal-
lis et al. 2018) covered broadly relevant works from eco-
logical economics, history of economic thought, economics,
anthropology and political theory.

This makes it harder, however, to define precisely the
domain of degrowth research proper. The reader may want
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Fig. 1 The full spectrum of degrowth-relevant research
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to think of degrowth research in terms of three concentric
circles (Fig. 1): at the center is research directly linked to
degrowth by researchers who identify themselves as work-
ing on degrowth, participating in the conferences of the
community, etc. A larger circle is that of research in related
concepts and themes that speak to the three degrowth
research lines—research on say decoupling, safe and just
operating space, demand-side mitigation, sufficiency cor-
ridors, decent living standards, wellbeing within planetary
boundaries, history of GDP, eco-welfare states, post-growth
innovation systems, etc. This research, sometimes con-
ducted by people involved in the smaller circle too, and
other times not, speaks to broader debates and contributes
to other disciplines and communities/debates, and cannot
be fully reduced, or subsumed, under degrowth research.
Finally, there is a larger circle, such as that reviewed in Kal-
lis et al. (2018), of contributions in economics, political sci-
ence or anthropology, that are not motivated by or framed
around degrowth but bear much relevance. Mitchell’s work
for example on how between 1930 and 1950 the concept of
economic growth was constructed is not linked to degrowth
(Mitchell 2014), but it is crucial if one wants to understand
how growth has become a hegemonic idea and why political
systems are trapped within its pursuit.

In fact, one may speculate that this openness to bring in
arguments from other fields and studies is why many contri-
butions to degrowth, especially early ones, took the form of
conceptual papers or reviews, contributing to one or more
of the three core research questions, by synthesizing pre-
existing knowledge in the outer circles to yield insights for
the core, or vice versa to argue the relevance of degrowth
for outer circle fields (one will find hence conceptual/review
papers on geographies of degrowth, anthropologies of
degrowth, degrowth and cities, degrowth and planning, etc.
see Paulson 2017; Demaria et al. 2019; Xue 2022; Kaika et
al. 2023)). Drawing insights from the second and third con-
centric circles may not be about degrowth research ‘colo-
nizing’ other fields as Savin and van den Bergh (2024) see
it, but about core arguments for degrowth drawing on and
building upon insights from other fields.

The challenge when doing a review today, where a lot
more has been written on degrowth proper, remains: where
do you draw the line? For example, if a paper on decou-
pling written by authors known for working on degrowth
(e.g. Hickel and Kallis 2020) is included under degrowth
research, why would a similar study by Haberl et al. (2020)
also on decoupling but not explicitly linked to degrowth
studies, be left out?

There are no firm answers here—what to include and
what not depends on the questions a review sets to answer,
and on the judgement of the reviewer regarding which stud-
ies are relevant for the purpose at stake and which not. If the
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question for example is whether degrowth-related claims
are backed by data, then any important decoupling study
like that of Haberl et al. would be relevant, independently of
whether degrowth arguments are made in the study itself. If
the question concerns recent trends in the topics studied by
the degrowth community, then no.

Third, an additional problem with degrowth is that it does
not exist in a pure form in the empirical world. Degrowth has
not been attempted and therefore it is not possible to study
it directly. It is not like biology or physics where the subject
matter is sitting in front of the researcher. The only ways to
empirically study degrowth are either to use case studies of
partially relevant experiences, or to do scenario modelling.
Each approach has limitations. Case studies are not always
representative of larger systems. Given that degrowth has
not been attempted, these cases are not tests of degrowth, but
of degrowth-akin experiences through which one can probe
certain aspects or processes that might be interesting from a
degrowth perspective. In comparison to qualitative studies,
models might give a sense of completeness, but they are
by necessity extreme simplifications of a complex reality,
a reality that most likely will work very differently than the
model, if something akin to degrowth was ever to be tried.
Models can help probe whether a degrowth strategy is in
principle possible or plausible, but they can’t really predict
or assess how a degrowth-oriented strategy would fare in
the real world (especially since we cannot really know the
social and political circumstances of its implementation).
When dealing with degrowth policies the problem is that
unlike say carbon taxes, there are no empirical implementa-
tions of policies in pursuit of degrowth from which to learn.
What degrowth researchers often attempt is to learn from
related policies that could form part of a degrowth strategy
(such as job guarantees, universal services, working-time
reduction, etc.), and then speculate or model how they could
operate under a more integrated degrowth scenario.

Review methodology scholarship emphasizes that the
quality of a review depends not only on comprehensiveness
but on the alignment between review purpose and review
design, transparency of evaluative criteria and reflexiv-
ity regarding the assumptions guiding synthesis (Booth et
al 2021; Snyder 2019). Building on these principles, and
adapting them to interdisciplinary sustainability research,
we propose here five criteria suitable for judging the quality
of a review of the degrowth literature.

1. suitable breadth of coverage, meaning that the material
covered should correspond to the questions the review
sets for itself.

2. inter-disciplinary openness, meaning that to the extent
that the literature reviewed is inter-disciplinary, as is the
case with degrowth and sustainability more generally,

then the review should use criteria applying to differ-
ent disciplines, and the reviewers should be capable to
review different contributions from different epistemo-
logical and methodological traditions.

3. reflexivity, in that reviewers should be open about their
own biases and how these guide or limit their approach.

4. analytical contribution, the criterion here being whether
the review advances understandings of the literature and
points to disputed questions, exciting debates, questions
that by now are mute, new research directions, etc.

5. fitness for purpose, a more general criterion, meant to
capture an overall assessment of whether the review’s
approach, methods and coverage is in par with the pur-
poses the review sets for itself.

The outlier

This section focuses on the outlier of the five recent reviews,
the study by Savin and van den Bergh (thereinafter SV).
SV, it is important to note, are not only interested on cur-
rent trends in degrowth research (i.e. the central concentric
circle), but they want to evaluate whether the overall claims
made in the name of degrowth pass the test of proof. This is
their purpose as indicated in the title of their article.

To design the coverage of the sample of studies to be
reviewed, they adopt a simple criterion, which however
constrains their sample to a subset of the inner circle only:
whether the word degrowth (or post-growth) appears in the
title of an article. Using a software that they used also on a
previous occasion (Savin and van den Bergh 2021) they sort
out the main themes within the subset of degrowth-titled
works, and identify associations between themes, authors,
journals and places of research.

SV do not stop with this straightforward bibliometric
analysis, which is what they did in their previous review
of transition studies. They proceed instead to their core
purpose, which is to assess whether degrowth claims are
backed by data. To operationalise this they calculate the per-
centage of articles in the sample that include the presence of
formal (mathematical) models or data analysis; articles that
don’t include models or data are classified as ‘opinion’. The
premise here is that opinion is not proof, and that the claims
of degrowth can only be assessed with models and data: a
low percentage of empirical studies therefore is indirect evi-
dence of lack of support for degrowth claims. They then
perform a qualitative, opinion-based assessment focusing
on a couple of degrowth models and empirical case studies,
criticizing their methods and findings. Their conclusion is,
first, that “the large majority (almost 90%) of studies are
opinions”; and second, that among the few studies that use
quantitative or qualitative data, the majority tend to include
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small samples or focus on non-representative cases. There-
fore their validity is rejected and the conclusion is that there
is no empirical evidence to confirm degrowth claims.

Six limitations emerge from this approach.

Limitation 1: Not covering all relevant research

Assessing only papers that have degrowth or post-
growth in the title excludes by design important empirical
research—i.e. research from the second and third concen-
tric cycles of Fig. 1. If the goal is to assess the veracity of
degrowth claims and not simply patterns in strictly defined
core degrowth research, this is a serious omission.

As argued above, the case for degrowth is built up from
empirical work that does not necessarily have "degrowth"
in the title—papers that quite often point to degrowth as a
key implication of the findings, or that are used by others to
point to such implications. The kind of work that does have
degrowth in the title is much more likely to be theory, argu-
mentation, conceptual discussion and review, which often
draws upon, and synthesizes published empirical work.

A further complication is that as the field grows (which
is the case for degrowth, and a stated motivation behind
SV’s study) then it is much less likely that degrowth-ori-
ented studies will use the word degrowth in their title, and
more likely instead that they take their field of reference
as a given and use the title to report on their findings (see
for example, D’Alessandro et al. 2020; Vogel and Hickel
2023). One would not expect all articles published in this
journal to have the word ‘sustainability’ in their title, nor
would one review the state of research on economics by
looking at articles with the word ‘economics’ in their title
(indeed a cursory search of articles with the word econom-
ics in their title, shows, unsurprisingly, that most of them
are not empirical studies; a search of articles with the word
‘economy’ in their title will find mostly conceptual essays or
non-empirical polemics).

One could counter-argue that for a small, even if grow-
ing, field of study like degrowth, articles with the word
degrowth in the title are somehow representative of the
whole body of literature. This issue of representativeness is
further analyzed below. However, even if articles with the
word degrowth in the title were somehow representative of
those doing research on degrowth (inner circle), this is irrel-
evant if the goal is to assess the validity of degrowth claims.
Then one needs to assess the studies that are used to sup-
port such claims (from any of the three concentric circles),
rather than unduly limit the review to articles with the word
degrowth in the title.

Practical considerations are no excuse for following a
limited selection process. With a little bit of extra work, one
could start with a broader search term (e.g. include asso-
ciated search terms from the second circle, search for the
word degrowth in abstract and main text as some of the
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other reviews do—see Table 1) and then remove articles
that are weak or less relevant. This is quite straightforward
and indeed standard practice in literature reviews. Alter-
natively, one could simply speak to key researchers in the
field to double-check whether the search design captured
what these researchers consider to be the most important
works regarding the core claims of their field (for an earlier
approach like that, see Weiss and Cattaneo 2017).

Limitation 2: the blindspots of automated computation

In line with SV’s privileging of ‘models’ and ‘data’ over
supposed ‘opinion’, the first half of their review is devoted
to a quantitative analysis of patterns among degrowth-titled
articles. One may ask what the added value is really of such
quantification, apart from the fact that quantifying is a seal
of rigorousness among economists. One could imagine that
SV, or anyone else, could use the same software, or now
AL tools, such as ChatGPT and literature review side-apps,
put in a few hours of work and run a literature survey on
any field of study they wish, letting the software produce
thematic clusters and associations like those SV produced
for degrowth or for transition studies before. The question,
however, remains: what is really the point of learning what
themes appear most often in papers with degrowth in their
title or what countries are authors from? Given how easy it
is to produce such statistics and reviews with A.I. nowadays,
why does a bibliometric analysis like that merit publication
and is not simply performed at ChatGPT for one’s own use?

There is arguably diminishing value in scientists spend-
ing time to perform tasks that a machine can already per-
form within seconds and for thousands of fields, if asked
to. Where scientists may—for the time being—add value is
by applying their own judgement to sort out what is useful
and relevant information, and what is not. Many reviews, in
the most reputable journals of science (such as the Annual
Reviews for example), follow the long-established approach
where knowledgeable authors select the strongest and most
relevant studies in the field they review and critically engage
with these studies. Systematic search and quantification can
be distracting and unnecessary limiting here, other than for
debatable bibliometric purposes.

Limitation 3: dismissing conceptual contributions or
reviews as opinion

SV lump everything that is not a model and does not
include qualitative or quantitative data into the category
‘opinion’. But as "What is degrowth research?" argued,
not all non-empirical theoretical and conceptual articles
are ‘opinions’. Strictly speaking, opinions are only articles
published in the opinion or sometimes commentary sections
of journals, given that these undergo lighter processes of
peer-review (although it is worth noting that many articles
published as commentaries do include an original empirical
basis). Writing off all non-empirical work as opinion unless
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it involves a model or original empirical basis is unjustifi-
able, as this would mean writing off most of philosophy,
most of critical theory, most of the humanities, a good
chunk of social science—and, notably, quite a lot of the SSP
narrative work that is done by the IPCC. Even great works
in economics by e.g., Adam Smith or John Maynard Keynes
could be called ‘opinion’ by this criterion, as they were not
using mathematical theory or running regressions and their
recourse to empirical evidence was anecdotal.

If the format in which research is reported is not what
makes it an ‘opinion’, then a scientifically rigorous labelling
of a contribution as ‘opinion’ requires a different standard.
Indeed, SV’s own bibliometric assessment of the transitions
literature for the EIST journal (Savin and van den Bergh
2021), was classified in that journal as a ‘commentary’,
which pointed to an opinion piece. One can only assume by
extension that the more recent review of degrowth is also an
‘opinion’, which in SV’s own terms, but not the one of the
author here, would be a reason to discard its validity.

In this author’s view only what researchers and journals
themselves classify as opinion should count as opinion
and with this standard, it is doubtful that 90% of articles
with the word degrowth in the title are opinions. Granted,
many articles with the word degrowth in the title might
be conceptual or programmatic agenda articles backed by
partial literature reviews (and this is especially so the case
as degrowth makes inroads in new fields such as tourism
studies, urban planning, food studies, etc., researchers who
discover the term there introducing it to their audiences with
a conceptual literature review). Whether such articles make
an important contribution to knowledge or not is of a dif-
ferent question and needs to be assessed on a case-by-case
basis; but it can’t be a priori determined in terms of their
presumed ‘opinion’ nature.

Limitation 4: the quality of a literature cannot be assessed
with percentages

The software used by SV can perform a bibliometric
analysis but not an assessment of the quality of the field. To
accomplish this, SV added an implicit step in their analysis,
judging a particular type of article, in this case non-empir-
ical/non-formal theory articles, as inferior (‘opinions’).
A conventionally harmless tool for bibliometric analysis,
which was how it was used by SV in the past for the transi-
tion studies commentary (Savin and van den Bergh 2021),
was then transformed into an evaluative one, and used to
claim that 90% of the articles on degrowth are opinions, and
hence of inferior quality and credibility.

This number, however, is meaningless, because—as
argued above—non-empirical articles are not necessarily
opinions, and they are not necessarily inferior. But even if
we were to imagine that we could come up with a more
accurate and more objective criterion of quality, it would

still be meaningless to judge the state of a field by measur-
ing the percentage of articles meeting this quality criterion,
since most articles published, in any field, are likely to be of
questionable quality (anyone who has used a google scholar
email notification for a term of their interest, knows this
well).

Much of the research published on degrowth may not
be of the desirable quality—but this will be most likely the
case for any topic or field. Run a search with the word eco-
nomics in the title and see what percentage of the resulting
articles seem worthwhile—is this a basis for claiming that
economics is a science of inferior quality?

Furthermore, when judging whether data backs particular
claims, the percentage of ‘good articles’ is irrelevant—even
one good article would be enough if it proves the hypothesis
at stake. Per proper review methodology, low-quality work
should be ignored because what matters is to assess the
robustness of the high-quality empirical work that is used to
support (degrowth) claims.

Limitation 5: interdisciplinary research reviews require
interdisciplinary reviewers

SV may have published in different fields, but they are
trained as economists. The challenge for an economist when
reviewing the degrowth literature is how to review studies
that do not form part of the canon they are trained in. This
relates to the second criterion of the quality of a review, that
of interdisciplinary openness.

Case studies, for example, are widely used in ethnogra-
phy, sociology or business research, but not in economics.
One rationale for studying a single case study is that it is
‘typical’ (what SV mean by ‘representative’) of a certain
situation. But that is not the only rationale. One may study a
single case because it is a critical case, an extreme or unique
case, arevelatory one, or a longitudinal one that changes over
time (Yin 2009). A case study does not attempt to generalize
about a phenomenon by controlling factors that influence it,
which is what economists are used to take as the standard
of proof with regression analyses—a case study general-
izes by linking case specific observations to theory, always
in relation to the specific questions the case sets to answer
(Yin 2009). The problem here is that SV apply their own cri-
teria of validity for several degrowth case studies (namely
whether the particular study is representative of—and can
be generalized to—a degrowth economy, or whether it sheds
light on the feasibility of implementing degrowth), which is
not, however, the goals the studies set up for themselves.
This may, at least partly, explain why some of the studies
that SV reject as non-representative or small-sampled were
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published in reputable journals, approved by peer reviewers
who understand better the case study method.*

To use an example of a study criticized by SV. In the
degrowth-oriented study of two remote Greek islands (Kal-
lis et al. 2022), the two islands are presented as #ypical of
a particular feature that interested the researchers: remote-
ness/isolation, or what cultural geographers call ‘island-
ness’ (Foley et al. 2023). They are not meant as a general
proof or not of the feasibility of degrowth or as micro-cases
of degrowth that can be scaled up to the national level —
whether GDP in the two island economies declines is there-
fore not crucial. The goal, as the authors set it, was one of
understanding how, and under what conditions the isolation
of the two islands (typical also of other remote rural areas)
may be a fertile ground for the persistence of frugal ways of
living, akin to those advocated by degrowth. The study asks
how and why people in some places end up valorizing a way
of living that is generally in retreat elsewhere, discarded as
poverty or backwardness? The empirical claim here is that
isolation provides fertile ground for alterity, a potential that
is materialized (or not) through historical contingency. In
this sense the two cases functioned also as ‘revelatory’ of
a broader dynamic that may make degrowth-akin lifestyles
desirable elsewhere, one where a certain degree of spatial
separation combines with cultural-historical processes of
valorizing frugal ways of living—though one must draw
such general conclusions with great care and awareness of
their limitations, which one can assume the peer-reviewers
of the reputable journal World Development did.

According to the authors of the study, the two different
islands are not presented as comparable and generalizable,
but as a springboard from which to draw ampler empirical
material on the questions at stake (two studies instead of
one, with complementary insights each). What SV there-
fore see as weaknesses of this, and of other degrowth,

4 The article-by-article review of a few selected degrowth studies at
the annex of SV’s paper is particularly striking. SV make comments
in the annexed table as if they are editors of a journal desc-rejecting a
paper, commenting on what they think is the weakness of one or the
other already published and peer-reviewed study. A literature review
must surely engage critically with the claims and evidence of the pub-
lished studies it reviews. But that is not what this annex does: SV give
short opinions about the methods or language or mistakes they per-
ceive of already published papers (criticizing for example questions
included in surveys, titles of papers, or sentences and terms used).
This is one of the first literature reviews that we have come across
that indirectly questions the validity of the peer review process of the
journals it reviews, and of the anonymous reviewers that conducted
these reviews. No doubt the studies at stake may have imperfections
or debatable methodological choices. But if they were published after
a peer-review process, the assumption is that on balance the papers
and their authors did a good enough job in defending their points and
choices. That the journal Ecological Economics published a review
criticizing the quality of papers the journal itself published is some-
what perplexing.
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case-studies—limited comparability between the cases,
impossibility to generalize to other contexts or scales, lack
of information on whether the GDP declines—is unre-
lated to the research objectives the island study set out to
accomplish. Exploring conditions under which frugality
has become (or remained) prevalent in certain places, peo-
ple taking pride in it, is a relevant question if one wants
to contemplate the prospects for degrowth. Likewise, when
other researchers study degrowth through urban squats,
popular science museums, or cooperatives (studies SV take
issue with in the Annex of their review), the point is not to
test and assess degrowth in practice, or to generalize out
of these experiences for the society as a whole and say all
housing should be squatted or all producing firms should be
cooperatives: the goal is to shed light on certain conditional
and contextual dynamics that might be important when one
comes to think about degrowth.

SV repeat this pattern of evaluating studies with standards
of their own, and not those of the studies themselves. This
extends even to survey research where, unlike case studies,
SV are experts. So, in the case of Eversberg and Schmel-
zer (2018) who surveyed 685 German and 129 non-German
participants in a degrowth conference in Leipzig about their
opinions, clustering degrowth participants into five ideal
types, SV complain that the authors of that study did not
survey people who were against degrowth. But the objective
of the article was to understand and cluster opinions within
the degrowth community, why would they survey people
who were against degrowth? SV themselves might be inter-
ested on general population opinions about degrowth, but
Eversberg and Schmeltzer were not, they wanted to study
the opinions of degrowth scientists and activists only.
SV criticize the study also for mostly surveying German
degrowthers. But when van den Bergh and colleagues stud-
ied green growth vs. degrowth opinions, they also surveyed
only Spaniards (Drews and van den Bergh 2016). Meth-
odologically, this is fine, to the extent that the reader can
understand that the results are context-specific (in the Span-
ish study applying to the general population in Spain, or in
the German study, applying to German degrowthers mostly)
and that they are generalizable or representative only to the
extent that Spain is similar with regards to such opinions to
other countries (or for the German study, to the extent that
German degrowthers are similar to other degrowthers).

The limitations of a narrow economic expertise in
reviewing an inter-disciplinary literature extend beyond
method, and into theory and concepts. SV find “island-
ness”, a term used by cultural geographers (Foley et al.
2023), as strange, and they think the term “necropolitics”
is invented by degrowth researchers, unaware that this is a
signature concept, with a whole literature around it, of one
of the most prominent political philosophers of our time,
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Achille Mbembe (Mbembe 2006). SV ignore basic concepts
established in fields outside economics, like ‘prefigurative
politics’ (Swain 2019; Jeffrey and Dyson 2021), and have
no reservation in admitting so and proceeding to criticize
the degrowth scholars who use them. In a literature review,
however, it is the reviewers who should do their home-
work and understand the language of the literature they
review, not the other way round, researchers working with
concepts that the future would-be reviewers from a differ-
ent discipline would understand. Imagine for a moment a
reverse scenario: two anthropologists doing a review of the
degrowth literature and bemoaning the quality of studies for
using fancy terms that are common in economics, such as
‘decoupling’, ‘secular stagnation’ or ‘Baumol disease’.

Limitation 6: a literature is not something static

Finally, a literature review, if it is to make an analyti-
cal contribution, should not only assess what a field has
been doing but also where it is going. As the next section
shows, there is no doubt that there is much more to be done
in degrowth research, and that policy modeling or assess-
ments are still in their infancy- all five reviews evaluated
here agree on this point. There are, however, incipient
modelling efforts that show that degrowth policy packages
could be beneficial (D’Alessandro et al. 2020),> and there
are, importantly, under way EU research projects on post-
growth to a total of 40 MEuros, which will be producing
important results within the next five years (European Com-
mission 2023, 2022; Universidad de Vigo 2023; Universi-
tat Autonoma de Barcelona 2023). That degrowth research
needs to advance the third and fourth lines of research (RL3,
RL4) and develop much more empirical work to back up
claims about the feasibility and applicability of degrowth
and degrowth-oriented policies is something that peo-
ple within the (small) degrowth research community are
aware of (Kallis et al. 2025) and have started addressing

5 SV discuss the D’ Alessandro et al. study, the only actually included
in their sample that does not have the word degrowth in the title (a
question pends on why not include more important studies like that
where degrowth does not feature in the title). Their critique, more a
matter of opinion than fact, is that they don’t trust dynamic system
models because of too many hidden assumptions (a valid critique, but
of course valid for most types of models, including the agent-based
models SV prefer to use). SV claim also that the degrowth policy strat-
egy modelled leads to high public debt, therefore it is unfeasible. What
they omit is that the degrowth strategy performs better than the other
strategies, including green growth, and that public debt in the model
plateaus at levels comparable if not lower than those of countries like
Japan or Italy today. Modern Monetary Theory also suggests that the
supply of public money is not a limiting factor if sufficient labour and
resources are directed to the goal at stake (Olk et al. 2023). Finally,
even if public debt in a degrowth scenario is very high and this is
a problem, this applies pretty much to any other policy or strategy
to combat climate change and social problems—a policy must have
some negative aspect or undesirable side effect, otherwise one should
suspect the model itself.

by successfully convincing other researchers and the EU
that such resource-intensive research merits funding. Just
indicatively, since 2025 and during the time the present arti-
cle was under review, three more degrowth modeling stud-
ies were published (Mihci and Attar 2026; Kemp-benedict
2025; Zhao et al. 2026), while new frameworks are cur-
rently being constructed that will produce more studies in
the future (Slamersak et al. 2026; Van Eynde, et al. 2026).

Taken together, the six limitations discussed above sug-
gest that the review by Savin and van den Bergh performs
unevenly when assessed against the five criteria proposed
in "What is degrowth research?". Its principal strength
lies in the transparent application of a clearly defined bib-
liometric search strategy, making it reasonably fit for the
narrower purpose of mapping publication patterns within
the core degrowth literature, a question remaining how-
ever about the usefulness of this task in the age of Al tools.
This same methodological choice constrains the breadth of
evidence considered, limiting its suitability for the broader
question it ultimately seeks to answer—whether degrowth
claims are supported by evidence. Furthermore, the review
displays limited openness to the diverse epistemological
traditions and methodological approaches that constitute
interdisciplinary sustainability research, insufficient reflex-
ivity regarding the disciplinary assumptions underlying its
evaluative standards, and a predominantly verdict-oriented
engagement with the literature, which limits its analytical
contribution.

Four more systematic reviews of degrowth

This section contrasts SV’s study with four other reviews.
For each review, methodological similarities and differ-
ences to SV are discussed, and then substantive differences
in terms of evaluation of the degrowth literature identified
(see Tables 1, 2). This allows the reader to arrive at a more
informed and complete view of the current state of degrowth
research.

Three of the four reviews examined here are systematic
reviews, following a similar search approach to that of SV
(Engler et al. 2024; Edwards et al. 2025; Lauer et al. 2025).
The fourth, in which the author of this study was involved,
is instead an authoritative review of post-growth, written by
a team of the most cited scholars in the field (Kallis et al.
2025)—this review did not follow a systematic selection of
the literature, nor did it attempt to quantify the trends in it.

None of these two approaches (systematic and expert-
based) is a priori superior to the other: while a systematic
search is justified for more narrow questions, such as trends
in a field or its thematic coverage, and is apt when performed
by people new to a field, who need a defensible criterion for
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what they decided to include and what not, an authoritative
review may be more suitable when one addresses broader
questions, such as whether post-growth/degrowth claims
are backed up sufficiently by evidence or not. In that case
expertise in the field serves as a certain guarantee that the
review engages with the most authoritative and relevant
studies in the field.

Granted, as participants in the field, the authors of the
Lancet study had obvious biases and were more likely to
evaluate favorably the evolution of a scholarship to which
they are contributing. One could argue that such bias is
transparent and clear to the readers, though like SV, that
study too could be criticized for not being sufficiently reflec-
tive on its positionality and the influence this may have had
on its conclusions. Note, however, that using a more sys-
tematic search, and quantifying results does not resolve the
risk of bias—if something it hides it. Quantification and sys-
tematization may give a false impression of ‘objectivity’; as
the case of the SV article demonstrates, such automation/
quantification does not necessarily take away reviewers’
pre-formed disciplinary opinions and biases, especially if
they are not aware of them, or do not want to accept them.
At its worst, it may reduce transparency, disguising findings
with an aura of numbers-based impartiality.

Moving to the studies: Engler et al. follow a similar
search approach to SV (Table 1). Despite their more open
search that included abstracts and keywords, they end up
with fewer articles than SV (475 compared to 561 by SV
who searched only titles), suggesting that they applied a
stricter judgement on what counted as a degrowth-relevant
contribution. Now, whereas Engler et al. used an automated
software approach that at least in principle should produce
comparable results to those of SV, in fact the thematic clus-
ters each study comes up with are completely different. So,
for example, Engler et al. identify as prominent themes in
the literature “culture and power”, “flavors of degrowth”,
“transition management”, and “perception and communica-
tion”, whereas SV had come up with completely different
themes, such as “local/urban practices”, “democracy and
civil society” and “circular economy”. Indeed, while in total
the two studies come up with 18 thematic clusters (7 and
11 respectively), there is not a single theme shared between
the two reviews. This points to the ad hoc nature of sys-
tematization and automated analysis despite the appearance
of objectivity: quantified codifications of literature may
impress (or at least, they used to impress before the advent
of A.L), but their replicability in this case is null, suggesting
that their results are contingent upon the ‘black box’ algo-
rithm each software uses to cluster themes.

Notwithstanding this, Engler et al.’s research design
is sufficiently suited for the narrower, compared to SV,
goal they set to accomplish, namely, to find trends and

understudied topics in the degrowth literature. Engler et al.
do not purport to judge whether the degrowth literature sup-
ports its claims. In terms of substantive findings, Engler et
al. take a balanced, but critical stance on the overall state
of degrowth research. They acknowledge that the field is
consolidating its own conceptual landscape, but they also
identify gaps, most notably on monetary/financial and dis-
tributional policy, and in contradictory theorizations of the
role of the state. Finance, and the question of how to pay for
social services in the context of degrowth are indeed very
important questions, and there is still a lack of empirical
or modeling research, other than some incipient conceptual
contributions (Olk et al. 2023). The question of (in)equal-
ity without growth has only been recently started to be
addressed with models (Jackson and Victor 2016; Hartley
et al. 2020), and the question of the role of the state in rela-
tion to degrowth is indeed an open, and important question,
where again, only conceptual contributions are currently
available (Akbulut 2019; D’Alisa and Kallis 2020). These
gaps are most likely not death blows to the prospects of
degrowth studies or to the veracity of their claims, but sore
points, and frontiers of related research.

Lauer et al. and Edwards et al. are more narrowly inter-
ested in post-growth models only (Table 1). Lauer et al. fol-
low a loose criterion to what they qualify as a post-growth
model, and they come up with 75 studies (including not
only peer-reviewed publications but also book chapters and
reports), a number second only to the 107 modeling stud-
ies found by Engler et al., but higher than the 17 models (9
empirical and 8 theoretical) counted by SV. A quick look at
the studies included by Lauer et al. in their sample reveals
that there are studies that are not modeling post-growth or
degrowth but are claiming in the body of their text relevance
to the broader post-growth/degrowth debates. In the terms
of Fig. 1, Lauer et al. do not look therefore only for mod-
els addressing the core circle, but also models positioned in
the outer circles but having something relevant to say about
degrowth.

Edwards et al. in comparison throw the smallest net of
all, and identify 15, strictly-defined post-growth model
studies, mapping that is inner circle models only. While
SV use the number of models as a proxy for the quality of
the field, Edwards et al. refrain from judging if the number
is low or high in the abstract—instead they investigate the
specifics of these models, what they cover, what they miss,
and what claims they support or not. An interesting addition
in Edwards et al.’s selection approach is that of backward
and forward citation searching—they used a software that
lets identify studies cited or citing the studies identified by
the keyword-search. This led them to identify 6 more poten-
tial candidate studies that had escaped their first search, out
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of which two were deemed relevant and included in the
analysis.

In terms of substantive conclusions, both Lauer et al.
and Edwards et al., seem to find the field of post-growth
modeling as emerging and growing. They find promise in
its diversity, but also underdeveloped in crucial aspects, as
one would expect it to be at this stage. Identified weaknesses
include a narrow policy coverage, limited national heteroge-
neity and limited coverage beyond the Global North, and a
simplistic reduction of degrowth to GDP assumptions with
lack of modeling of the structural changes or grassroots
shifts that degrowth calls for. These two review studies see
such underdevelopments not as weaknesses, but as areas for
future research. In both cases, the reviewers, who are mod-
elers themselves, seem to hold in high esteem the quality
and credibility of existing post-growth models.

Of these three reviews, only Edwards et al. attempted
to weigh on the big question SV staked, i.e. whether evi-
dence backs up degrowth claims or not. Their answer of
course was limited to only what models have to offer in this
question. Their review finds preliminary evidence that the
models available at the time did support degrowth claims
about the climate mitigation effectiveness of post-growth
scenarios and their positive social outcomes, albeit with
concerns about fiscal sustainability. This finding replicates
a core message of the Lancet review, which published at
around the same time as Edwards et al., came up to a simi-
lar conclusion, albeit following a qualitative reading of the
existing literature, and a focus on the few models that were
considered most important.

The Lancet review, as already stated, did not follow a
systematic selection of the literature and did not use a soft-
ware to identify themes or else. Its purpose was different: the
study was written on the 50th anniversary from the Limits to
Growth report, and it was meant to evaluate how this debate
evolved and matured over time into the current post-growth
research. In terms of method the approach the authors of the
study followed was to identify, from their own experience,
the core controversies that mark the evolution of the field
(resource limits to growth, planetary boundaries and decou-
pling, delinking and development, etc.), and then for each
controversy engage with the most important studies, for and
against certain claims.

The Lancet review points to breakthroughs and of accu-
mulating empirical evidence supporting degrowth claims.
To sum up here, the review found established evidence
that: efficiency improvements, technological substitutions
and other ‘decoupling’ strategies are insufficient to sustain
growth and keep humanity within planetary boundaries (for
reviews see Wiedmann et al. 2015; Haberl et al. 2020; Hickel
and Kallis 2020; Vadén et al. 2020, 2021); that sufficiently
rapid rates of decarbonization are out of reach (Vogel and

@ Springer

Hickel 2023); and that meeting climate goals would require
a dramatic decrease in energy use, which is next to impos-
sible under continued growth scenarios (Heun and Brock-
way 2019; Brockway et al. 2021; KeyBer and Lenzen 2021;
Berner et al. 2022; Kikstra et al. 2024). There are also sev-
eral studies showing how the growth of material consump-
tion in the Global North rests on the unequal appropriation
of labor, resources and ecological space from the Global
South, the implication being that global justice and human
development in the majority world are not compatible with
continued growth in Europe and North America (Bruckner
etal. 2012; Hickel et al. 2021, 2022, 2024; Pérez-Sanchez et
al. 2021; Dorninger et al. 2021; Infante-Amate et al. 2022).

The Lancet review therefore concluded that one core,
early claim of the degrowth literature (Kallis 2011) is
increasingly well backed up by evidence—that is the claim
about the unlikelihood if not impossibility of green growth.

That green growth is impossible, however, does not make
degrowth automatically possible or desirable. How feasible
is a post-growth/degrowth transition is an important ques-
tion (see what was identified as Research Lines 3 and 4).
The Lancet review engages with one set of developments
there which focuses on the minimum material and labour
requirements for decent living, showing that with a radical
re-organization of provisioning systems, high well-being
can be achieved with a degrown, fraction of the current lev-
els of energy and resource use prevalent in developed econ-
omies (Millward-Hopkins et al. 2020; Barrett et al. 2022;
Creutzig et al. 2022; Vélez-Henao and Pauliuk 2023; Hickel
and Sullivan 2024).

Further than that this review too identifies several gaps in
degrowth literature, not least the lack of modeling of more
realistic policy packages and economic dynamics, including
finance/monetary interventions; North—South relations and
the relationships between delinking and degrowth; and cru-
cially, the (geo)political obstacles to any degrowth-oriented
trajectory. The question of political and social possibility
looms large in the Lancet review which suggests that one
needs to distinguish between ongoing political develop-
ments, which make a voluntary degrowth path very difficult,
and more fundamental questions about popular or political
perceptions.

Of the five reviews, apart from the Lancet review, only
SV’s, to their credit, address, at least partially, this question
by focusing on the popular acceptability of degrowth. Their
reading of the data, however, can be debated. Drews and van
den Bergh’s survey of Spain for example shows that 15% of
those surveyed agree with a degrowth-oriented statement®
(not a small percentage, given that there was no further

6 “Public policy should stop pursuing economic growth. Production
and consumption need to be reduced in an equitable way to achieve
environmental sustainability.”
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information or explanation given), while a remaining 21%
agrees with a milder statement that is agnostic of growth and
reminiscent of post-growth, with which most people argu-
ing about degrowth would also agree with (Drews and van
den Bergh 2016).” 36% of the electorate having a growth
critical position does not appear a strong finding against
the social-political acceptability of degrowth. In another
study King et al. (2023) survey scientists, whom they ask
how much they agree with three statements about growth
and the environment. The authors interpret themselves the
extreme positions in the answers as “degrowth” and “green
growth”, and the intermediate ones as “a-growth”. Of the
764 respondents who answered all questions, 207 (27%)
were categorized as holding a green growth position, 342
(45%) an a-growth position and 215 (28%) a degrowth
position. What is not clear, however, is why those with an
inter-between position would side with what van den Bergh
has labelled ‘a-growth’ (Van Den Bergh and Kallis 2012).
The claim that these respondents support a-growth is not
convincing since in surveys there is a tendency for people
when confronted with two extremes to give an intermediate
response. This cannot be interpreted as a strong support for
a different option that was not given to them.

Moving beyond the five existing reviews, and into more
recent studies, one limitation of the above-reported public
support surveys has been that they do not assess directly
the popularity of the content of post-growth/degrowth pro-
posals but instead attempt to infer it indirectly from one’s
agreement with general statements on growth and the envi-
ronment. More recent research probing direct support or not
for the content of post-growth/degrowth, finds a surprisingly
high rate of popularity of post-growth proposals, in the most
unlikely of contexts, that of the USA (O’Dell et al. 2025).
Likewise, a recent study led by psychologists in the London
School of Economics finds that when confronted with the
content of the degrowth proposal, most responders in UK
and US sampled populations agree with it, support that is
lower, but still very high and above 50%, when the proposal
is accompanied by the label ‘degrowth’ (Krpan et al. 2025).
A survey of elected politicians from the previous European
Parliament also found a non-negligible cluster of opinions
around post-growth and eco-socialism (Kallis et al. 2023).
Rather than degrowth lacking a base for support, therefore,
the interesting question seems to be why, given the potential
popularity of its proposals, no politician or political party
seems to be willing to openly defend them; and why the
electorates often do not seem to be supporting those parties
that come closer to such positions or proposals.

7 “Public policy should ignore economic growth as a policy aim, that
is, be completely neutral about growth. This will amplify the policy
spectrum to combine well-being and environmental sustainability
goals.”

There is a definite need for further research on under-
standing public perceptions of degrowth, framings that
work or do not work with different publics, and most impor-
tantly, the gap between attitudes and (political) action.
Notwithstanding, it is a far stretch to claim that existing
studies prove that degrowth is fundamentally and a priori
unpopular).

Conclusions: nine core findings

This paper weighed in on five recent reviews of the post-
growth/degrowth literature. The primary focus was on the
outlier of these reviews, which was also the one that received
the most attention given its negative evaluation of degrowth
studies. Table 2 provides a subjective assessment of the per-
formance of each review according to the five criteria of
quality proposed in "What is degrowth research?". The five
reviews differ less in their overall conclusions than in their
methodological orientation. SV adopt a narrow, bibliometric
approach and seek to evaluate the credibility of the degrowth
literature as a whole, whereas the remaining four reviews are
each designed around more specific objectives—mapping
thematic trends in the modeling literature (Engler et al.),
assessing post-growth models (Lauer et al.; Edwards et al.),
or synthesizing the state of knowledge on post-growth (Kal-
lis et al.). Despite these differences in scope and method, all
four reviews except SV’s display broader engagement with
the relevant literature, greater openness to interdisciplin-
ary forms of assessment, more explicit alignment between
review design and research question, and a stronger empha-
sis on identifying both established findings and remaining
research gaps. The studies converge on that green growth
pathways are unlikely, and that, under certain conditions at
least, degrowth pathways may be preferrable. All four iden-
tify significant limitations and areas where further empiri-
cal work is needed, agreeing for example on the need for
better policy assessment, better understanding of politics of
degrowth and the role of the state, questions of financing/
paying for welfare states without growth, or North—South
relations and how to undo unequal exchange. None of the
four studies concludes that the existing evidence is insuf-
ficient to warrant the central claims advanced by degrowth
scholarship. Their convergence, despite employing differ-
ent review strategies, therefore provides a more robust basis
for assessing the current state of degrowth research than the
isolated and methodologically more restrictive conclusions
reached by SV.

ine core findings of the present study are outlined here,
three regarding the substance of whether degrowth claims
are backed by evidence, and six on methodological practice
when reviewing a sustainability literature such as degrowth.
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Regarding substance:

1. The founding claim of degrowth studies, i.e. that green
growth is unlikely if not impossible, has been corrobo-
rated by credible evidence.

2. There are a small number of specialized degrowth mod-
els that show that degrowth-oriented policy packages can
fare well in terms of climate and social outcomes but are
raising questions of financing that call for further study.
A new generation of integrated assessment and ecologi-
cal macro-economic models are under development that
purport to simulate more complex post-growth socio-
economic interactions and policies and their effects on a
variety of environmental and wellbeing outcomes. These
remain however focused on Global North contexts, and
they need to extend to the Global South and to North—
South interactions.

3. Degrowth is a flourishing field that includes empirical
as well as conceptual or review contributions. Whereas
early emphasis was on conceptual contributions that
tried to define the field and build bridges to other fields
of study, recently there is a development of degrowth
research proper, including both quantitative studies and
models, and qualitative case studies. The reviews of the
literature agree that there are glaring gaps in current
degrowth scholarship, and these include, among others,
questions of distribution in a degrowth transition, North—
South relations and alternative development models for
the South, the politics of transformation and popular
support—or lack of—for it and resistance from vested
interests, the function and role of the state, and finally,
geopolitical questions.

Regarding, methodological practice on evaluating degrowth
studies, but also applying to sustainability science more
generally:

4. One needs to be very clear about the purposes and
boundaries of a review. If the goal is to assess the evolu-
tion of a scholar (sub)community and identify the themes
it is engaging with, then a narrower definition of the field
is justified. If one instead wants to evaluate the validity
of claims of this community, such as degrowth commu-
nity claims in this case, then it is necessary to extend
to a broader field of studies that are not always framed
in terms of the community itsel but have much to offer
regarding the validity of its claims.

5. If one wants to evaluate the degrowth literature as a
whole and not a specialized subfield of it like say mod-
els, then one needs to be attuned to the different disci-
plinary approaches represented in it and assess different
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types of study in their own terms, free from any disci-
plinary biases.

6. Systematic search criteria and quantification should be
used with caution and only when fit to purpose. If the
intent is bibliometric, then a systematic quantification
might be merited. If the intent is evaluative, then a quan-
tification is likely to be misleading, and a systematiza-
tion carries the risk of being restrictive.

7. Narrow disciplinary yardsticks should be avoided: inter-
disciplinary literatures cannot be evaluated from the
vantage point of the discipline where the reviewer hap-
pened to be trained. The fact that sustainability science,
especially social and policy studies within sustainability
studies, have had a strong economics focus, may make
economists feel entitled to review the field as a subset
of economics, and apply upon it the restricted quality
criteria of what counts as good science in mainstream
economics. Sustainability studies, however, are not
reducible to economics, nor do economists have a privi-
leged position in evaluating sustainability science.

8. Assessments should be transparent about their own
assumptions and criteria.

9. Interdisciplinary fields are heterogenous and in flux. The
analytical contribution of a literature review is not to
pronounce a field as good or bad, but to contribute to its
maturation by sorting out good from not so good studies,
and focusing on the good ones, identifying the debates,
controversies and research questions they open.
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