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Abstract
The degrowth project proposes a fundamental reorganisation of contemporary society. The existing literature focuses on 
explaining why degrowth is needed to tackle the multiple socioecological crises of our time and what needs to change in 
contemporary society. Recently, there have been explicit calls to moving on to thinking about the question of how a degrowth 
transition could be achieved. In this task, we identify the ‘end’ of the vision, that is, the cornerstones of a degrowth society, 
and focus on the suggested changes leading there. Therefore, we conceptualise a degrowth society as a regime that can 
be studied with the help of institutional theory and the change leading to a degrowth regime as a degrowth transition. To 
understand the constituents of such a regime, we conducted a systematic mapping of the degrowth literature by focusing 
on specific change proposals from 2000 to 2020. We analysed these change proposals in the framework of institutional 
theory and identified three overarching themes forming the backbone of a degrowth society: reduction, reorganisation and 
localisation. These themes represent the cultural–cognitive dimension of institutionalisation processes and entail varying 
degrees of normative and regulative dimensions. According to the degrowth change proposals in the literature, reduction 
is to be achieved mainly through top-down regulation, while reorganisation and localisation require a bottom-up approach 
to mobilising collective agency and changes in the normative orientation of society. Our analysis regarding the founding 
pillars of the institutional order of a degrowth society unveils essential signposts that could be considered when formulating 
policies and narratives compatible with a degrowth transition.

Keywords  Degrowth · Post-growth · Proposals · Sustainability transition · Regime · Institutional theory

Introduction

Degrowth can be seen as an assemblage of diverse ideas con-
cerning society that does not aim at growth (Parrique 2019). 
The degrowth approach challenges the traditional narrative 
embraced by various governmental and institutional actors 
based on decoupling environmental impacts from economic 
growth through efficiency improvements, clean technol-
ogy and sustainable substitutes (Hickel and Kallis 2020; 
Buch-Hansen and Carstensen 2021). Instead, it calls for a 
democratically led shrinking of production and consump-
tion with the aim of achieving social justice and ecological 

sustainability (D’Alisa et al. 2015). The main argument of 
the degrowth approach is built on the necessity of achiev-
ing declining output to tackle the grand sustainability chal-
lenges, such as climate change and biodiversity loss, which 
have not been decoupled from economic growth, contrary 
to claims by advocates of the green growth paradigm (Ward 
et al. 2016; Parrique et al. 2019; Feola 2020; Hickel and 
Kallis 2020; Vadén et al. 2020). As a whole, however, the 
degrowth project goes beyond the idea of declining output 
and pursues change in the underlying rules, structures and 
culture of society. Despite still being a movement at the mar-
gins, there has been growing interest in degrowth because of 
recurring economic crises and the global COVID-19 pan-
demic. These crises have shed light on the drawbacks of 
today’s highly connected and globalised societies. In addi-
tion, the inclusion of degrowth as an alternative sustain-
ability concept in the latest report by the Intergovernmen-
tal Panel on Climate Change (2022) means that it has been 
introduced to wider audiences.
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The degrowth literature has traditionally focused on why 
degrowth is needed to tackle the multiple socioecological 
crises of our time (see, e.g., D’Alisa et al. 2015; Kallis 
2011; Hickel and Kallis 2020). Furthermore, there has 
been considerable attention on what needs to change in 
contemporary society (see, e.g. Cosme et al. 2017; Parrique 
2019; Hickel et al. 2022). However, many authors have 
been calling for greater emphasis on the question of how a 
degrowth transition could be achieved (Joutsenvirta 2016; 
Vandeventer et al. 2019; Kallis et al. 2020; Khmara and 
Kronenberg 2020; Fitzpatrick et al. 2022; Guerrero Lara 
et al. 2023). A promising approach to addressing the ‘how’ 
question of degrowth lies in the intersection of sustainability 
transition research and the degrowth literature, which have 
until recently remained largely isolated from each other 
(Loorbach et  al. 2017; Khmara and Kronenberg 2020; 
Guerrero Lara et al. 2023). A sustainability transition is 
defined as ‘a radical, structural change of a societal (sub)
system that is the result of a co-evolution of economic, 
cultural, technological, ecological and institutional 
developments at different scale-levels’ (Rotmans and 
Loorbach 2009, p. 2). Research on sustainability transitions 
has generally aimed to uncover how these radical changes 
take place within a social system (Köhler et  al. 2019). 
Sustainability transition research has been characterised as 
a ‘meso-level approach’ that does not always sufficiently 
address large-scale societal developments (Genus and Coles 
2008; Svensson and Nikoleris 2018; Feola 2020). Indeed, 
even though transition research, by definition, advocates a 
radical societal transformation, the research stream is largely 
silent on the nature of the sustainable society being pursued 
(Meadowcroft 2011; Patterson et  al. 2017; Muiderman 
2022)—the ‘sustainability of sustainability transitions’ 
(Feola 2020, p. 242).

The degrowth project offers a promising frame or vision 
of the kind of development that could be sought in the 
course of sustainability transitions. However, the integra-
tion of degrowth and transition theory needs to be accom-
panied by further signposts in order to formulate pathways 
towards a post-growth society (Schmid 2019). In this task, 
the concept of regime can prove helpful. A regime can be 
seen as an institutionalised structure built around a semi-
coherent rule set that coordinates the activities taking place 
within societies; they are conceptualised as socio-technical 
systems in transition theory (Geels and Schot 2010; Fuenf-
schilling and Binz 2018). Sustainability transitions can then 
be seen as regime shifts in which the dominant institutional 
logics of the system undergo profound change (Fuenfschil-
ling and Truffer 2014; Kuhmonen and Kuhmonen 2023). 
Degrowth represents an alternative regime to the contempo-
rary growth-oriented regime. In this vein, we argue that to 
explicitly answer the question of how degrowth is to change 

regimes as the dominant patterns of social organisation, it is 
useful to understand the (proposed) institutional foundations.

Institutional theory, which has its roots in the study of 
organisations, stresses the importance of social context in 
understanding economic processes (Scott 2008). It seeks to 
understand how the institutional context drives similarities 
between organisational forms and practices (Lewin and 
Volberda 2003) through coercive, mimetic and normative 
mechanisms (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Scott (2008) 
expanded the framework to account for three main pillars 
accounting for institutional isomorphism—the process in 
which organisations develop increasing similarity—namely, 
regulative, cultural–cognitive and normative. In the context 
of degrowth, institutional approaches have been employed, 
among others, to understand the institutional dimensions of 
enforcing limits on economies (Klitgaard and Krall 2012), 
the influence of capitalist diversity on institutional change 
towards degrowth (Buch-Hansen 2014), the divergence of 
the institutional features of degrowth societies from current 
institutional settings (Joutsenvirta 2016) and the meaning-
making related to institutional change (Krueger et  al. 
2018). However, accounts describing the three pillars of 
the institutionalisation process in the context of degrowth 
remain wanting. Such accounts could provide a stronger 
narrative for a prospective degrowth transition, the lack of 
which has been identified as a major shortcoming in attempts 
at formulating alternatives to the current growth-focused 
economic model (Berg and Hukkinen 2011; Vandeventer 
and Lloveras 2021).

In this study, we ask what a society built on degrowth 
would look like in light of proposals addressing the question 
of how a degrowth society could function. We conceptualise 
such a society as a regime, a temporally stable organisation 
mode of a socio(-technical) system.1 Specifically, we address 
the institutional foundations of a regime built on ideas 
around degrowth—as a counterpart to the current regime 
built around growth and capital accumulation. To do this, 
we ask, what could a degrowth regime look like? What are 
the constituents of such a model of social organising? While 
such an endeavour is necessarily hypothetical in nature, 
as there are currently no regimes built around degrowth, 
we argue that this line of inquiry can provide important 

1  The ‘system’, which is institutionalised as a temporally stable 
regime, has been variously conceptualised depending on the field of 
study: as a socio-technical system in the field of socio-technical sus-
tainability transition studies; as a social-ecological system in resil-
ience theory, which explores transformations in social-ecological sys-
tems, or as a society or specific institution, as in the field of political 
economy. We use the term ‘society’ as referring to the social order 
that is currently organised around a growth-oriented capitalist regime 
and understand the ‘degrowth transition’ as a profound transformation 
process that will result in a reformed social order, organised around 
the principles of degrowth.
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signposts for navigating society beyond capitalism. To do 
this, we perform a literature review of degrowth proposals, 
specifically those addressing the question of how a degrowth 
society could function.

Previously conducted reviews on degrowth proposals have 
contributed to developing a more coherent degrowth agenda. 
Cosme et al. (2017) reviewed degrowth policy proposals in 
relation to the policy objectives of ecological economics, 
type of approach and geographical focus. Parrique (2019) 
conducted a wider recompilation of degrowth policies and 
took a few policy examples to the next level by considering 
their practical implications. Fitzpatrick et  al. (2022) 
identified 13 themes within degrowth policy proposals and 
analysed their fit with those of the design of public policies 
and transition strategies. Chiengkul (2018) broadened the 
scope by reviewing policy proposals to existing grassroots 
initiatives within the current capitalist system. Similarly, 
Kousis and Paschou (2017) reviewed alternative forms of 
economic and non-economic activities and ways of living, 
such as citizen initiatives and grassroots groups. Khmara 
and Kronenberg (2020) reviewed the key literature on 
degrowth and sustainability transitions to identify common 
ground between the fields and applied the findings in an 
analysis of transition experiment cases. Gibbs and O’Neill 
(2017) reviewed degrowth as a transition discourse, while 
Vandeventer et al. (2019) conceptualised degrowth as a 
radical niche innovation that challenges the capitalist growth 
regime.

While the above studies have been crucial to advancing 
the degrowth agenda, we complement the existing body 
of literature by conceptualising the ‘how’ of degrowth as 
reflecting the essence of a potential new regime as a new kind 
of institutional order. We recognise the plurality of degrowth 
approaches and, therefore, are mindful that degrowth 
regimes can manifest in diverse forms in different locations. 
Therefore, we analyse the constituents of a prospective 
degrowth society in terms of the three institutional pillars: 
cultural–cognitive, normative and regulative (Scott 2008; 
Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014; Kanger and Sillak 2020). 
Analyses of the founding pillars of the institutional order of 
a degrowth society can unveil essential signposts that need 
to be considered when formulating policies and narratives 
deemed compatible with a degrowth transition. These 
signposts can also reveal possible contradictions within the 
degrowth proposals.

Theoretical background

The convergence between the degrowth and sustainability 
transition literature is compatible with the recent turn 
in degrowth research addressing the question of how a 
degrowth transformation could be fostered (Joutsenvirta 

2016; Schmid 2019; Vandeventer et al. 2019; Kallis et al. 
2020; Khmara and Kronenberg 2020; Koch 2020; Mocca 
2020; Smith et al. 2021; Savini et al. 2022; Barlow et al. 
2022; Fitzpatrick et al. 2022; Guerrero Lara et al. 2023). 
The value of this convergence, we argue, can be captured 
via the concept of regime. The concept of regime is part of 
the central vocabulary in research concerning sociotechnical 
systems and their (sustainability) transitions as well as 
socioecological transformations and political ecology. 
Regimes are temporally stable, path-dependent and semi-
coherent forms of social organisation. They can encompass 
both certain subsystems, such as the food system or energy 
system, or they can operate on a larger scale, encompassing 
various systems and their interlinkages (Geels and Schot 
2007; Geels 2011; Kanger and Sillak 2020). A regime can 
be conceptualised as the dominant institutional logic of 
a specific system that coordinates the activities of social 
groups inhabiting the regime, delineating the “rules of the 
game” for actors operating within the system (Geels 2011; 
Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014).

Institutional theory offers a prominent framework for 
understanding the logics and rules of regimes (Geels 2004; 
Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014). Institutional theory 
approaches institutions as socially constructed patterns or 
social orders that instigate routine-like behaviour, relying 
on specific rule systems and norms (Jepersson et al. 1991; 
Pacheco et al. 2010). In this framework, institutions can be 
seen to comprise three elements: regulative, normative and 
cultural–cognitive (Scott 2008). These elements, ‘together 
with associated activities and resources, provide stability 
and meaning to social life’ (Scott 2008, p. 48). Regimes 
also feature specific material conditions, infrastructures, 
technologies and artefacts as well as the power relations 
that keep the social arrangements effective (Buch-Hansen 
2014; Svensson and Nikoleris 2018). Thus, understanding 
the institutionalisation of regimes requires keen attention 
on the social processes building on these three dimensions.

The cultural–cognitive dimension forms the “bedrock” 
upon which the other two dimensions build. It concerns the 
often unconscious, “taken-for-granted” assumptions and 
understandings about social reality as well as the frames 
through which this reality is interpreted (DiMaggio and 
Powell 1983; Scott 2008). An example of such taken-
for-granted assumptions about social reality is the need 
for continuous growth, which guarantees the functioning 
of society. Once such ideas become “common sense”, 
overcoming them is difficult (Buch-Hansen 2014). 
Constitutive rules are important for the cultural–cognitive 
dimension. As Scott (2008, p. 65) puts it, the ‘constitutive 
rules construct the game of “football” as consisting of 
things such as “goal posts” and the “gridiron” and events 
such as “first downs” and off-sides.’ In a similar vein, the 
pursuit of economic growth labels much of the policies of 
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contemporary societies—if the overarching goal delineating 
the social organisation was something other than growth, 
the constitutive rules and assumptions about social life and 
its meanings would need to change profoundly (Barlow 
et al. 2022). An example of this could be the changing of 
key organizing principles of our lives from markets and 
commercial exchanges (Schneider et  al. 2010) to care 
and well-being of humans while living within planetary 
boundaries. It can be assumed that if the key principles of 
social organization were changed, our societies would look 
very different.

The normative dimension emphasises the prescriptive, 
evaluative and obligatory dimensions of societies, which 
are based on values and norms—what is the preferred order 
of affairs and what are the ‘legitimate means to pursue 
valued ends’ (Scott 2008, p. 55). When actors internalise 
certain normative frameworks, they are considered 
“institutionalised” (Zucker 1977). The normative dimension 
of institutions becomes real in roles and identities and the 
social expectations related to the positions individuals 
face when occupying them (Jepperson et al. 1991; Scott 
2008). It is also manifested in the attempts of organisations 
to legitimise their existence by aligning with the 
institutionalised normative framework (Scott et al. 1991). 
As such, the institutional structure both empowers and limits 
the individuals operating within it (Jepperson et al. 1991). 
In contemporary societies it is acceptable for an individual 
and/or organisation to pursue economic gains while causing 
environmental and social suffering often, in the Global 
South. This economic activity reflects the values and norms 
of our times.

The regulative dimension builds on the capacity of 
regulatory processes ‘to establish rules, inspect others’ 
conformity to them, and, as necessary, manipulate 
sanctions—rewards or punishments—in an attempt to 
influence future behavior’ (Scott 2008, p. 52). While the 
constitutive rules construct the game to be played, the 
regulative rules prescribe the specific ways in which this 
game is to be played: how exactly the players are allowed 
to take the ball to the goal and what kinds of penalties are 
associated with breaking the rules (Scott 2008). The vehicles 
for the regulative dimension involve rules, laws, governance 
systems, protocols, and standards (Scott 2008). Joutsenvirta 
(2016) illustrated how the regulative framework impedes the 
development of alternative community currencies in the case 
of applying tax laws to timebanking to its detriment.

An increasing number of scholars are applying 
institutional theory to their research projects; however, 
the approach has not been without criticism. There have 
been concerns about the vagueness of the theory that has 
led to a situation where everything can be considered as an 
institution (Alvesson and Spicer 2019). In addition, Kostova 
et al. (2008) highlight the narrow subset of institutional 

ideas primarily coming from neoinstitutionalism, therefore, 
raising questions about the applicability of this theory to 
a study object of pluralism and change. At the same time, 
degrowth scholars have been explicitly voicing out concerns 
about degrowth proposals targeting narrowly defined areas 
solely within the domain of the civil society or within the 
domain of state, arguing that such strategies are “bound to 
fail” due to the deep and various interconnections between 
the distinct facets of the society (Koch 2022, p. 178). Despite 
the criticism, we argue that institutional theory enables an 
analysis of the various, intertwined facets of the society. 
While the theory has been originally applied to understand 
stability, the counterpart for stability is change. In this case, 
the source of isomorphism lies ahead of us—in the future—
but at the same time, the seeds that could give rise to an 
alternative future are already taking shape.

Change from a growth-oriented regime towards a 
degrowth regime can be captured as a transition. The 
vocabulary concerning large-scale societal transitions 
varies depending on the research tradition; researchers in the 
socio-technical field refer to transitions, whereas researchers 
engaged in understanding change from a social–ecological 
perspective tend to refer to transformations (Hölscher et al. 
2018). In this study, we rely on the term transition. This 
is because our research is theoretically positioned along 
the contributions developed within the socio-technical 
transition field in relation to institutionalisation of socio-
technical regimes (Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014; 
Kanger et al. 2022; Wesseling et al. 2022)—even though, 
we argue, these ideas are applicable also beyond socio-
technical systems. The dimensions of institutionalisation 
process offer a promising framework for understanding the 
“how” of degrowth and, at the same time, for delineating 
the cornerstones of the kind of social processes that could 
make up a degrowth regime. Our paper seeks to offer an 
integrative perspective on degrowth change proposals to 
help understand how a degrowth society could function. 
Such an understanding can prove to be critical for fostering a 
degrowth transition. In sum, this research strategy facilitates 
the positioning of divergent change proposals as founding 
pillars of a prospective degrowth regime. In the rest of this 
paper, we will analyse how these dimensions are visible in 
the change proposals for degrowth.

Methods

Data collection

The overarching aim of this study is to identify the 
constituents of degrowth society within the framework of 
institutional theory by analysing degrowth change proposals. 
Therefore, we draw our attention to proposals specifically 
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addressing the question of how could a degrowth society 
function. To gain insights into degrowth change proposals, 
we conducted a systematic literature review with strict 
inclusion criteria. A systematic approach that follows 
explicit procedures (Bell et  al. 2022) was found to be 
essential when collecting data in a highly multidisciplinary 
research field (see Kallis et al. 2018 for research disciplines), 
generating different types of change proposals, varying from 
policies to changes in value systems. The chosen systematic 
review method enabled the production of a manageable 
number of academic papers that we could analyse in detail 
(Bell et al. 2022) and, ultimately, define the boundaries of 
the subject. From this point forward, the research questions 
and the chosen theory guided the work further.

Searches were conducted in ProQuest Central, Scopus 
and Web of Science databases. Databases were searched 
for papers using the term “degrowth” combined with 
“transition”, “path” or “policy”. We chose transition 
keyword over transformation because we observed that the 
former as a search term resulted in more concrete change 
proposals than the term transformation, which was mostly 
used to depict large-scale, systemic changes. This search 
strategy facilitated understanding the nature of the practical 
changes that degrowth scholars promote. While there 
has been some debate concerning whether transition or 
transformation as concepts can reveal something about how 
radical the pursued change is. We argue that the choice of 
terms may not inherently say much about how radical the 
intended societal change is in relation to existing system 
structures. Rather, we suggest that it can be interpreted 
from the nature of the change proposals. This database 
search covered the title, abstract and keywords of the 
papers. Overall, the search resulted in 649 hits. This initial 
sample was narrowed down based on several exclusion 
criteria. The review was limited to include peer-reviewed 
articles published between 2000 and 2020 and written 
in English—both original papers and literature reviews, 
but not conference papers or book chapters. The scope 
was extended beyond the original articles because of the 
broad range of disciplines that generated proposals for the 
transition in degrowth. Many of the review articles were also 
fundamental pieces of the development of the research field.2 
From this list, papers that met the three further inclusion 
criteria were selected. First, as the aim of the study was to 
understand the kinds of changes needed for transitioning to 
degrowth society, the selected publications had to include 
a concrete proposal for prompting the change, such as 
presenting a novel proposal, advancing an already existing 

one or developing a specific criterion, such as choosing 
suitable technology in line with degrowth ideas. The guiding 
question to decide on the inclusion of the paper was “does 
this study provide specific information on how the change 
to degrowth society could occur?” This phase resulted in the 
greatest reduction of the sample, as the majority of papers 
in the initial sample of 649 papers—also some of the most 
influential pieces in the field—addressed more the “what” 
or “why” of degrowth rather than “how” (e.g., Hickel and 
Kallis 2020; Lange et al. 2018; Bovari et al. 2018; Schindler 
2016; Gezon 2017; Pichler et al. 2020; Eugenio-Gozalbo 
et al. 2020; Eckersley 2018; Panzer-Krause 2019). Second, 
and in a similar vein, papers that interpreted degrowth 
literally, solely as a reduction activity, were excluded from 
the selection because degrowth goes far beyond reduction. 
These proposals also enabled comprehension of what needs 
to be transformed within the current society. Third, the aim 
was to discover whether this kind of transition had already 
occurred elsewhere. For this reason, research from specific 
sectors and/or locations was included.

These criteria produced a list of 49 articles. All the 
reviewed articles and journals are listed in the References 
section. More than half of these articles (64%) were pub-
lished between 2017 and 2020 (see Fig. 1 for the distribu-
tion of publication years). Meanwhile, the years 2018 and 
2019 accounted for the largest number of papers published. 
Twenty-two articles were published during these 2 years, 
representing 44% of the total. While the topic has attracted 
growing attention generally, the emphasis of the sample 
towards the end of the period also reflects the growing rec-
ognition of the “how” of degrowth in the recent years.

Data analysis

The analysis proceeded through three main stages. First, each 
of the 49 articles included in the review was individually 
analysed to identify its understanding of degrowth and its 
perspectives on transitioning to a degrowth society (i.e., it 
identified the specific change proposal). Often, individual 
papers included several change proposals, and they were 
categorised accordingly. Intensive reading of the articles 
resulted with the identification of 170 change proposals. The 
proposals were coded into a customized table created for this 
exercise. Second, the proposals were analysed in terms of 
conventional content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). In 
conventional content analysis, categories are allowed to ‘flow 
from the data’ (Hsieh and Shannon 2005, p. 1279). This phase 
resulted with the identification of three main categories of 
reduction, reorganisation and localisation, which could be used 
to label each of the degrowth proposals. In addition, several 
subcategories were identified for each parent category.

Third, to understand how the identified proposals could 
contribute to a formation of ‘degrowth regime’, we analysed 

2  While discussing the change proposals, the reference is made to the 
review paper not to the original paper where the proposal originates. 
This applies to the review papers of the sample.
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the proposals within the framework of institutional theory 
by means of directed content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 
2005). In directed content analysis, the interpretation of the 
data is guided by the theoretical framework, in this case, the 
dimensions of the institutional theory. Directed content analy-
sis was built on the three dimensions of institutionalisation: 
cultural–cognitive, normative and regulative. This research 
strategy facilitated the exploration of how could a degrowth 
society organise by analysing divergent change proposals. 
The three overarching themes identified in the first step of 
the analysis, the conventional content analysis (reduction, 
reorganisation and localisation) was interpreted as being the 
main frames that reflect the underpinning logic for the emerg-
ing degrowth regime. Thus, we placed them under the cul-
tural–cognitive dimension of the institutionalisation process. 
Each of the proposals within these parent categories were then 
coded as representing either the regulative or normative pillar 
of institutionalisation. The codes were discussed, reviewed, 
and re-reviewed several times during the coding process. To 
validate the coding process, detailed instructions for catego-
risations were written down. The categorisation strategy and 
the distribution of change proposals within the categories is 
presented in Table 1.

Results

In this section, the main findings of the analysis of degrowth 
proposals in the light of institutional pillars are presented, 
followed by a discussion of the implications of these findings 
for a degrowth transition.

The cultural–cognitive pillar represents the underlying 
currents of the society—the basic ideas upon which the 
society is built. In the degrowth project, these currents can 
be characterised in terms of reorganisation, reduction and 

localisation. Thus, the project not only aims to decrease the 
throughput within the society (reduction) but especially to 
change the way this throughput is managed (reorganisa-
tion) towards more localised forms (localisation). Measures 
targeting reorganisation represented 44% of the proposals, 
whereas reduction and localisation represented 37% and 
19%, respectively. The measures were further divided in the 
normative and regulatory pillars, depending on their nature. 
In the rest of this section, we will discuss these themes of 
reorganisation, reduction, and localisation as the founding 
institutional pillars of the degrowth movement in more detail 
(Table 2).

Reorganisation

Reorganisation was the largest category in the analysis 
(44%). The frame of reorganisation encompassed ideas 
of doing things differently in comparison with the current 
capitalist system. Based on the institutional pillars identified 

Fig. 1   Distribution of the study 
sample

Table 1   Categorisation strategy and distribution of degrowth change 
proposals in the reviewed literature

Category Number of change proposals %

Reorganisation 75 44
Normative 41 24
Regulative 34 20
Reduction 63 37
Normative 10 6
Regulative 53 31
Localisation 32 19
Normative 20 12
Regulative 12 7
Total 170 100
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from the literature, societal reorganisation is to be achieved 
both through changing norm orientations and regulatory 
changes; the normative elements were prevalent in 55% of 
the proposals, and regulative elements in 45%, respectively. 
Proposals aiming at reorganisation included a wide variety 
of topics, such as alternative organising practices and 
organisation models, changing value orientations, new or 
reformed welfare institutions that lead to redistribution of 
power and resources, redirected government spending and 
changes in how sustainability is measured. The proposals 
aiming at reorganisation covered all main sectors of the 
society (e.g., finance and banking, food, water, housing, 
and energy).

Within the normative domain, reorganisation implies 
adopting alternative forms of organising and organisations 
as well as changing stakeholder values. Alternative forms 
of organisations can take various forms, including non-
profit organisations, community-based organisations or 
social enterprises. Examples of such alternative forms of 
organising include food cooperatives, alternative forms 
of water supply, new forms of housing and co-habitation 
schemes, as well as  collective ownership of the energy 
system. These initiatives aim at directly changing the rules 
and principles of economic exchange, and thus providing 
alternatives to the profit-driven organisational models and 
management styles. For example, three papers recognised 
ethical banks as a step in the right direction (D’Alisa 
and Kallis 2020; Chiengkul 2018; Kousis and Paschou 
2017). One example comes from Italy (Chiengkul 2018), 
where Banco Popolare Etica finances solely third-sector 
organisations, such as volunteer groups, community 
organisations, self-help groups, cooperatives, associations, 
and social institutions (Banca 2018).

The alternative forms of organisation are linked to the 
social and solidarity economy (SSE), which “refers to 
the production of goods and services by a broad range of 
organisations and enterprises that have explicit social and 
often environmental objectives. SSE organisations are 
guided by principles of cooperation, solidarity, ethics, and 
democratic self-management” (UNTFSSE 2014, p. 4). 
However, there is no clear consensus on the definition of 
alternative organisations, and scholars tend to debate the 
criteria of what is recognised as an alternative organisation 
(Barin Cruz et al. 2017). Depending on the paper, these 
alternative forms of organisations were labelled as 
cooperatives in the fields of energy, food, recycling, and 
reuse.

Degrowth authors recognised the importance of 
stakeholder values in transitioning towards a degrowth 
society. There are many theories and approaches within 
stakeholder scholarship, the following being one accepted 
definition: “A stakeholder in an organization is (by 
definition) any group or individual who can affect or is 

affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives” 
(Freeman 1984, p. 46). We found several degrowth proposals 
bringing forth and enforcing various stakeholder views, e.g. 
when choosing suitable technology. Milano et al. (2019) 
suggested fostering a debate between different critics, actors, 
and stakeholders within the tourism sector. This approach of 
adding stakeholder cooperation was seen as promoting the 
degrowth of the local tourism sector. Speth (2012) supported 
a new design for twenty-first century corporations—one that 
embraces reuse, new ownership patterns and prioritisation of 
stakeholders rather than shareholders. As a whole, proposals 
that aim at increasing citizen involvement (D’Alisa and 
Kallis 2020) and establishing public platforms targeted at 
citizens affected by tourism (Milano et al. 2019) can also be 
seen as means to increase stakeholder participation.

Reorganisation through regulation entailed proposals 
that aim at redistributing power and resources, redirecting 
government spending and making better use of various 
sustainability indicators. Schemes aiming at redistributing 
power and resources were frequently mentioned, and 
they would take place through reforms of the welfare 
institutions or creation of new ones, citizens’ basic income, 
job guarantee systems and taxation. These initiatives 
directly target institutions that are committed to the growth 
imperative (Kallis 2011), addressing topics, such as money-
issuing and financing systems. Regulative aspects are 
important in proposals that confront poverty and increase the 
well-being within societies and distribute it more equally, 
such as citizen’s basic income, job guarantees, redistribution 
of wealth and redistributive taxation schemes. Many of these 
proposals share the same idea of guaranteeing a dignified 
standard of economic security for permanent residents 
(Alexander 2012).

Reorganisation through government spending implies on 
the one hand shifting investments away from projects that are 
considered detrimental to the environment and human health 
(e.g., extraction activities, mega transportation projects and 
investments in dirty sectors) while strengthening investment 
in clean sectors and public spending. Cosme et al. (2017) 
suggested that an increase in this kind of public spending 
guarantees equal access for citizens to goods and services 
and thereby protects people from poverty and exclusion. At 
the same time, sustainability indicators can be integrated 
more clearly in the regulative frameworks to redirect for 
example investments in more sustainable society.

Reduction

Reduction is a key to achieving the degrowth vision, and 
37% of the degrowth proposals represented the theme of 
reduction. Turning the current paradigm of valuing eco-
nomic growth as an end itself requires a paradigmatic shift 
extending beyond the normative orientation to the very 
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Table 2   Institutional pillars of degrowth change proposals

Reorganisation 75 proposals 44%

Normative Alternative forms of organising and organisations
Timebanks (Chiengkul 2018; Dittmer 2013)
Collective ownership of energy systems (Chiengkul 2018; Gunderson et al. 2018; Kunze and Becker 2015)
Alternative models of water supply (Domènech et al. 2013; Douthwaite 2012)
Health and school systems based on cooperative forms (Chiengkul 2018; Kousis and Paschou 2017)
Decentralised energy cooperatives (Demaria et al. 2013)
Post-growth organisational models (Schmid 2018)
Citizen self-organisation and grassroots innovation (Sanna 2018)
Ecovillages (Demaria et al. 2013; Lockyer 2017)
Urban gardening projects (Lloveras et al. 2017; Kousis and Paschou 2017)
Agroecology, eco- and agritourism (Chassagnea and Everinghamb 2019; Chiengkul 2018)
Alternative community activities and/or cooperatives (food production, recycling and reuse initiatives) (Nyblom 

et al. 2019; Demaria et al. 2013)
Community library (Lloveras et al. 2017)
Solidarity bartering (Kousis and Paschou 2017)
Degrowth incorporated into education (Videira et al. 2014)
Stakeholder values
Increased citizen involvement and citizen forums (Büchs and Koch 2019; D’Alisa and Kallis 2020; Milano et al. 

2019)
Stakeholder cooperation in tourism (Milano et al. 2019)
Prioritising stakeholder value over shareholder value (Speth 2012)
Criteria for choosing suitable technology based on conviviality, appropriateness, feasibility and viability 

(Kerschner et al. 2018)
Maintain and advance critical and reflective dialogue between perspectives on digitalisation and advancements of 

technology (Pansera et al. 2019)
Regulative Redistribution of power and resources

Create new welfare institutions and/or reform of the existing ones (Cosme et al. 2017; Chiengkul 2018; Speth 
2012; Kallis 2011, 2013; Douthwaite 2012)

Citizen’s basic income (Videira et al. 2014; Đula et al. 2019; Cosme et al. 2017; Alexander 2012; Kallis 2011; 
Demaria et al. 2013)

Redistribution of wealth (within society or to improve the welfare of developing countries) (Videira et al. 2014; 
Cosme et al. 2017; Nieto et al. 2020; Kallis et al. 2018)

Job guarantee (Đula et al. 2019; Cosme et al. 2017; Buch-Hansen and Koch 2019)
Redistributive taxation schemes (Cosme et al. 2017)
Withdrawal of tax relief to the tourism industry’s private sector (Milano et al. 2019)
Tourist tax to address the negative impacts of tourism (Milano et al. 2019)
Government spending
Remove harmful subsidies for resource extraction (Videira et al. 2014; Cosme et al. 2017; Milano et al. 2019)
Redirect investments away from infrastructure in fast and car-based models of transport to slow-mode ones, 

moratoria on large infrastructures (Videira et al. 2014; Cosme et al. 2017; Sekulova et al. 2013)
Invest in clean sectors while divesting away from dirty sectors (Cosme et al. 2017; Kallis et al. 2018)
Invest in public goods (to guarantee equal access to goods and services) (Cosme et al. 2017; Speth 2012)
Sustainability indicators
Integration of ecological and social impact indicators and agreements (Videira et al. 2014)
Use of OECD Better Life Initiative and Index of Sustainable Economics Welfare—ISEW (Krueger et al. 2018)

Reduction 63 proposals 37%
Normative Changes in consumption

Critical consumption/voluntary cuts in consumption (Kousis and Paschou 2017a; Kallis 2013)
Sufficiency-oriented lifestyles (Krueger et al. 2018)
Active resistance campaigns (anti-advertising, cyclist and pedestrian rights campaigns, boycotts, demonstrations 

against expansions of highways and airports) (Chiengkul 2018; Demaria et al. 2013)
Changes in production
Using less energy via a transition to renewable and more efficient energy systems (Alexander 2012)
Leaving natural resources untouched; resource sanctuaries (Videira et al. 2014; Sekulova et al. 2013)
Extending product lifecycles through establishing sharing and leasing schemes and integrated product service 

systems (Krueger et al. 2018)
Growth-averse enterprises (Gabriel et al. 2019)
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Table 2   (continued)

Reorganisation 75 proposals 44%

Regulatory Changes to labour market
Working hour reduction (Cosme et al. 2017; Mikkelson 2020; Chiengkul 2018; Alexander 2012; Kallis 2011; 

Nieto et al. 2020; Kallis et al. 2018)
Work-sharing (Videira et al. 2014; Đula et al. 2019; Cosme et al. 2017; Buch-Hansen and Koch 2019; Chiengkul 

2018; Kallis 2017; Sekulova et al. 2013)
Limiting production and infrastructure development
Caps for natural extraction (Kallis and Martinez-Alier 2010; Đula et al. 2019; Cosme et al. 2017; Chiengkul 

2018; Sekulova et al. 2013)
Caps for resource use (Cosme et al. 2017; D’Alisa and Kallis 2020; Chiengkul 2018)
Emission caps (Kallis and Martinez-Alier 2010; Cosme et al. 2017; Chiengkul 2018)
Moratorium and/or limitations on resource extraction and resource use (Đula et al. 2019; Cosme et al. 2017)
Tax on resource use and resource extraction (Videira et al. 2014; Cosme et al. 2017)
Strict urban planning legislation; revise the working conditions of tourism workers (Milano et al. 2019)
Limitation of urban development (Blázquez-Salom et al. 2019)
Limitation of the capacity of infrastructures (Blázquez-Salom et al. 2019)
Renewing land-use planning practices (Lehtinen 2018)
Limiting and redistributing consumption possibilities
Restrictions on commercial advertising (Videira et al. 2014; Cosme et al. 2017; Chiengkul 2018; Sekulova et al. 

2013; Speth 2012)
Caps on maximum wealth and/or income (Cosme et al. 2017; Buch-Hansen and Koch 2019; Chiengkul 2018)
Maximum income (Videira et al. 2014; Đula et al. 2019; Chiengkul 2018)
Tax on income and property (Videira et al. 2014; Alexander 2012)
Tax on environmental externalities and consumption (Kallis 2011)
Regulation on housing and mobility (Xue et al. 2017)
Personal carbon trading or personal carbon budget (Seyfang 2009; Heikkinen 2020)
Limiting the distances and volumes of trade (Videira et al. 2014)
Tax on international capital movement (Cosme et al. 2017)
Caps/limits on political and electoral spending (Cosme et al. 2017)

Localisation 32 proposals 19%
Normative Relocalisation of production

Relocalisation of production (Chiengkul 2018; Sekulova et al. 2013)
Regional sourcing in manufacturing firms; establishing local/regional value chains (Krueger et al. 2018)
Establish “local living” economies and/or solidarity economies and transition towns (Krueger et al. 2018; D’Alisa 

and Kallis 2020; Speth 2012)
Local market cooperatives (Krueger et al. 2018; Kousis and Paschou 2017)
100% reserve banks, cooperative banks managed by local communities and municipalities (Videira et al. 2014)
Strengthen local purchasing power
Local trust-based networks (Krueger et al. 2018)
Solidarity-based purchase groups and local exchange trading systems (LETS) (Chiengkul 2018)
Locally oriented technologies
Technology designed globally and manufactured locally (Kallis et al. 2018)
Small-scale technology (Kunze and Becker 2015)
Environmental sustainability
Community governance of resource use (Fuente-Carrascoa et al. 2019)
Utilising local water sources (Cosme et al. 2017)
Finance conservation of biodiversity (Cosme et al. 2017)
Restoration of ecosystems (Cosme et al. 2017)
Alternative business performance indicators prioritising locally relevant measures of success and performance 

(Gabriel et al. 2019)
Cultural aspects
Promotion of cultural and knowledge exchange, production and promotion of traditional handicrafts and 

arts (Chassagnea and Everinghamb 2019)
Reproduction of cultural knowledge via oral and artistic expression (Kousis and Paschou 2017)

Regulative Alternative currencies
Community, complementary and/or local currencies, HOURS and convertible local currencies (CLCs), modern 

regional and community money, and LETS (Cosme et al. 2017; Buch-Hansen and Koch 2019; Chiengkul 2018; 
Dittmer 2013; Douthwaite 2012; Seyfang 2009)

Protection of local economic activities and natural spaces
Incentives for local production and consumption (Cosme et al. 2017; Speth 2012)
Investments to restore and strengthen local communities (Cosme et al. 2017)
Protection of natural spaces (Blázquez-Salom et al. 2019)

a Refer to papers reviewed. This is not an exhaustive list of the change proposals presented in each paper
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conceptions of what it is to sustain human well-being. The 
proposals that were most commonly put forward to enforce 
reduction of material throughput centred around production 
and consumption, at the beginning (producers) and the end 
of value chains (consumers). However, degrowth does not 
centre only around reducing the production and consump-
tion but also reducing material wealth and the speed of life 
through. For example, by reducing working hours or reduc-
ing international trade or capital movement. The analysis of 
the proposals indicated that reduction would, for the most 
part, take place through changes in regulations, as 82% of 
the proposals aiming at reduction were regulative nature and 
a clear minority (18%) had a normative character.

Regulatory pillar would imply either entirely new 
policies or changes to existing ones through various forms 
of regulation, policies and taxation schemes. Degrowth 
change proposals in the regulative dimension enforce 
top-down changes in the form of policies, regulation and 
taxation, which could be put in place at various scales, 
from federal to national, regional and local levels—with 
federal, such as European Union, or national-level policies, 
likely playing focal roles. Regulatory changes concerned 
labour markets, limiting the development of production and 
infrastructure, and limiting and redistributing consumption 
possibilities. Proposals concerning labour markets are well-
known degrowth proposals, and they aim to increase the 
well-being of humans and distribute it more equally through 
work sharing and reduction of working hours. The widely 
supported policy to reduce working hours is seen as a means 
to free up time from paid employment while allowing people 
to have more leisure time and participate more in communal, 
caretaking and other non-capitalist activities (D’Alisa et al. 
2015). Speth (2012) explained that we need government 
policies that will temper growth while simultaneously 
improving social and environmental well-being. The most 
recurring degrowth policies aim to fulfil this aim.

Limiting urban sprawl and urban development was a 
prominent theme in the literature, and it was addressed 
through various forms of regulation and legislation (e.g., 
incorporating strict urban planning legislation, restricting 
the building of new infrastructure, and extending the 
current one, limiting housing and mobility development 
and renewing land-use practices). Similarly, a number 
of proposals suggest implementing collective limits on 
environmentally harmful activities (e.g., caps, moratoriums 
and limitations for natural resource extraction, resource 
use and emissions). At the other end of the spectrum were 
personal carbon budgets or personal carbon trading schemes 
aimed at limiting activities with environmental impacts—
thus, the calls for reduction concern both the production 
and consumption. Important means to realise especially cuts 
on consumption would take place through taxation—such 
as taxing income, property, consumption and international 

capital movement—but taxing schemes would also be 
extended to resource use and extraction. Taxation could 
also have distributive impacts in terms of spreading welfare 
more equally.

Reduction of consumption was based on both changing 
norms and regulations. Changes in lifestyles and value 
systems lead to endorsing critical consumption, and, 
for example, taxation, maximum income schemes and 
mechanisms that bind the level of consumption to the 
personal carbon footprint would enforce such changes. 
Ultimately, these can lead to substituting the unlimited 
desire to acquire more material wealth with more free time 
and other activities, for instance, space for conviviality, 
social relations, culture and political engagement (Latouche 
2010; Schneider et al. 2010; Demaria et al. 2013; D’Alisa 
et al. 2015; Kothari et al. 2014; Paulson 2017). Through 
these mechanisms, degrowth could increase human well-
being by slowing down the pace of life. Considering the 
critical importance of such normative shifts, it is somewhat 
surprising that norms were relatively rarely the likely 
mechanism for a degrowth transition. The mechanisms 
through which the normative proposals aim at reduction are 
not coercive but rather build on changing norm orientations 
and voluntary action.

In addition to individuals, the degrowth agenda calls 
for voluntary changes at the organisational level. These 
kinds of changes involve decisions on business models 
for organisations, for instance, how to organise the supply 
of raw materials and what kinds of product and service 
models are offered to the customer. These new business 
models reduce society’s throughput by revoking changes 
in production and consumption. For instance, establishing 
sharing and leasing schemes and integrated product service 
systems would ultimately reduce material use as a whole 
and take advantage of already extracted materials and final 
products. Overall, these activities can be seen to enforce the 
reduction of purchasing new products (reduce production) 
and transforming consumption patterns (reuse/recycle), and 
in this way also aligning with the principles of a circular 
economy.

Localisation

The call to relocalise the economy is a recurring theme 
within the degrowth literature. In our sample, it represented 
19% of the degrowth initiatives. As a whole, these change 
proposals strengthen the agency of local actors, but also call 
for authorities to enable and enforce the emergence of local 
practices and forms of organisation. Localisation was to be 
achieved via both normative and regulative changes, with 
the normative pillar accounting to 61% of the initiatives, and 
39% accounting for regulative changes.



Sustainability Science	

Within the normative domain, relocalisation of 
production, strengthening of the local purchasing power, 
locally oriented technologies, questions of environmental 
sustainability and cultural aspects were recurring themes. 
Relocalisation of production (Chiengkul 2018; Sekulova 
et al. 2013) would lead to a reduction in the number of 
intermediaries in supply chains (Krueger et  al. 2018; 
Chiengkul 2018; Sekulova et al. 2013; Nieto et al. 2020). 
These types of changes transfer the production of goods 
closer to where they are sold and consumed. Globalisation 
has enabled long supply chains where the demand 
typically originates from the Global North (purchasing) 
and the supply is offered by the Global South (producing). 
Therefore, production activities take place in countries 
where environmental and social regulations are weak, 
thus offering a competitive advantage at the expense of 
externalities imposed on communities and ecosystems 
in the Global South (Dorninger et al. 2021). The agenda 
also calls for regional sourcing in manufacturing firms that 
would lead to establishing local and regional value chains 
(Krueger et al. 2018) and local living economies—also 
called solidarity economies and transition towns (Krueger 
et al. 2018; D’Alisa and Kallis 2020; Speth 2012).

While moving production closer to consumption is 
considered crucial, some proposals have focused on 
establishing and/or enforcing local level purchasing power. 
For instance, solidarity-based purchase groups and local 
exchange trading systems (LETS) have been studied and 
promoted within the degrowth community (Chiengkul 
2018). As an example of solidarity economy networks, 
Chiengkul (2018) introduced the Italian Gruppi di Acquisto 
Solidale, which collectively organises direct purchases of 
basic household items, such as food, toiletries and clothes 
(Grasseni et al. 2013). In relation to local level purchasing, 
local currencies were a recurring theme driving localisation, 
having a regulative character. Degrowth authors recognised 
the importance of alternative, often local, currencies to 
prompt changes towards a degrowth society (e.g. HOURS, 
convertible local currencies and LETS). Among these, 
HOURS is a local currency that is printed on a piece of 
paper and allowed to circulate freely in a locality with no 
backing from legal tenders (Dittmer 2013, p. 7). In general, 
local currencies are seen as an alternative to official 
national currencies (Nyblom et al. 2019). They have also 
been described as complementary attempts to relocalise the 
economy (D’Alisa et al. 2015, p. 13).

Localisation is an endeavour that is strongly bound to the 
resources and materials available at the local level. Locally 
oriented technologies were present in this category, too, but 
the discussion on technological innovations in the degrowth 
literature is generally limited. It may be that the conception 
of technology has been seen as representing a business-as-
usual approach because technology is often linked to the 

idea of green growth. The degrowth agenda advocates small-
scale technology (which is often constructed and managed 
locally) and a new design of technological processes that 
employ global digital commons but employ resources that 
are shared and managed by a local community. Similarly, 
questions about environmental sustainability and resource 
use are relevant from the local viewpoint. The proposals 
related to these themes call for enhanced management and 
increased protection of natural resources and natural spaces 
(e.g. community governance of water use and use of local 
sources of water). Many environmental-related proposals 
originate from already existing models, indicators and/
or communities that operate within the current neoliberal 
economic system. However, while the whole degrowth 
movement originates from the idea of infinite growth driving 
ecosystem collapse by overstepping planetary boundaries, 
the degrowth proposals rarely directly addressed ecosystems, 
nature protection or biodiversity loss (e.g., by promoting the 
restoration of ecosystems and financing the conservation of 
biodiversity).

Conclusions and discussion

In this study, we set out to explore the institutional 
dimensions of a (proposed) degrowth regime by means 
of a literature review of the change proposals advanced 
by degrowth scholars. We argue that degrowth should be 
understood as an end result or a vision for the process of 
sustainability transition, acknowledging that the lack of 
such visions has been identified as a major shortcoming in 
the sustainability transition literature (e.g. Jørgensen 2012; 
Kern and Rogge 2018). Here, the concept of a regime in 
describing the dominant and temporally and relatively stable 
way of organising social activities is central. Despite their 
seeming synergies, the literature streams on sustainability 
transitions and degrowth have until recently remained 
largely isolated from each other (Khamara and Kronenberg 
2020). However, the literature on degrowth has increasingly 
addressed the question of how to move towards a society 
organised around degrowth (Joutsenvirta 2016; Schmid 
2019; Vandeventer et al. 2019; Kallis et al. 2020; Khmara 
and Kronenberg 2020; Koch 2020; Mocca 2020; Smith et al. 
2021; Savini et al. 2022; Barlow et al. 2022; Fitzpatrick 
et al. 2022; Guerrero Lara et al. 2023). We engage with 
this stream by analysing the institutional dimensions 
of a prospective degrowth regime, pointing to various 
dimensions of institutionalisation—cultural–cognitive, 
normative and regulative—as suggested in institutional 
theory. We identified three types of cultural–cognitive 
frames underpinning the various proposals in the 
literature: reduction, reorganisation and localisation. The 
cultural–cognitive dimension of institutionalisation was 
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the backbone upon which both normative and regulative 
changes could be built. Reduction was to be achieved mainly 
via changes in the regulatory system, whereas localisation 
was mostly a normative endeavour. Proposals enhancing 
reorganisation were evenly split between the regulative and 
normative dimensions.

The various degrowth proposals analysed herein promote 
either the reduction, reorganisation or localisation of a 
range of social practices. These themes operate in the 
cultural–cognitive domain of the institutionalisation process 
of the prospective degrowth regime; they give meaning to 
social organising in terms of providing a heuristic model of 
the pathways and visions associated with degrowth. They 
provide deeper narratives for the degrowth project and 
contribute to the internal stability of the movement (see 
also Berg and Hukkinen 2011). In terms of sustainability 
transitions, these themes configure a prospective ‘degrowth 
regime’—an alternative way of organising social life that 
entails the ways in which societies work, from production 
and consumption to infrastructure and metabolism 
and culture and values. Reduction, reorganisation and 
localisation can be thought of as the alternative attractors 
that configure social life in a society based on degrowth 
rules, contrast with the rules of fossil-fuelled capitalism, 
whose aims are continuous growth, the production of 
globalised homogenisation and place-independence.

Previous literature on degrowth proposals has yielded 
similar insights on the role of reduction, reorganisation 
and localisation as important constituents of the degrowth 
movement. These frames echo an understanding of degrowth 
as extending beyond mere reduction and highlight the 
importance of (collective) agency and new forms of 
organising for degrowth. Reduction, reorganisation and 
localisation can be seen as the cornerstones of the degrowth 
project; they serve as the new potential ‘rule set’ that could 
configure an emerging degrowth regime. However, their 
identification only partially answers our initial research 
problem—that of engaging with ‘the how’ of degrowth. 
On this end, the regulative and normative dimensions of 
institutionalisation can provide important insights. These 
dimensions assign agency of the necessary changes to 
achieving a degrowth vision to different actor groups. The 
regulative dimension assigns agency for driving a degrowth 
transition to public actors with coercive power, for instance, 
the state.

The regulative dimension is regarded as especially 
important in initiatives aimed at reducing the throughput 
of materials and energy within society. In terms of 
reorganisation, the regulative and normative dimensions 
are somewhat equally weighted, while localisation is a 
mainly normative endeavour. Cosme et al. (2017) noted 
that a majority of degrowth proposals follow a top-down 
approach, which corresponds with the regulative pillar 

of the institutionalisation process. In our analysis, the 
regulative dimension covered a slight majority of the 
proposals (58%), but more bottom-up types of organising 
also featured in the literature. The degrowth literature indeed 
entails an interesting tension between bottom-up and top-
down approaches. Many degrowth initiatives are locally 
organised, small-scale activities—with a greater focus 
on empowering change agents and addressing the social 
aspects of the movement (Schmid 2019)—arising from 
people’s changing norm orientations. At the same time, 
degrowth seems to be in need of a strong policy orientation 
to make, in particular, the dimension of reduction effective. 
In this vein, Xue (2014, p. 134) stated that ‘a multi-scalar 
strategy of combining centralised planning power and local 
participation is arguably quite necessary, however at the 
cost of democracy’, thereby making the political economy 
of degrowth a contested topic.

At the same time, organisations and businesses play 
an important role in the transition towards a degrowth 
regime (Reichel and Seeberg 2011; Hankammer and Kleer 
2018; Khmara and Kronenberg 2018). Alternative forms 
of organising could also alleviate the observed tension 
between coercive forms of regulative power and ‘softer’ 
normative changes. A central feature of the degrowth 
literature reviewed herein is replacing capitalist economic 
structures and profit-oriented organisations with, for 
example, more democratic ownership structures and 
cooperative forms of operations taking place at the local 
level, including social enterprises with explicit social and 
environmental objectives, instead of organisational models 
simply aimed at maximising financial returns. These kinds 
of alternative business models could also have an impact in 
the consumption patterns they prompt. Alternative business 
models place more emphasis on stakeholder values instead 
of focusing on shareholder returns. Such models could also 
adopt the principles of a circular economy to the fullest 
extent and generally reduce the level of production. In 
addition, such models could return the power and resources 
to the hands of the many instead of accumulating them into 
the hands of a few large operators.

Similarly, the tenet of the degrowth movement of 
favouring local forms of organisation has been identified, 
such as the ‘call to relocalize the economy’ (Khmara and 
Kronenberg 2020, p. 4; Mocca 2020; Fitzpatrick et al. 
2022; Ramcilovic-Suominen et al. 2022). The overarching 
argument for relocalisation derives from reducing the 
distance between production and consumption, thus 
making the environmental externalities of economic action 
visible while simultaneously revitalising local economies 
(Mocca 2020). This way also  offering opportunities 
for challenging the unequal neo-colonial relationships 
between industrialised countries and the Global South 
(see, e.g. Zografos and Robbins 2020). However, as 
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Krähmer (2022) noted, the tendency of the degrowth 
movement to favour local forms of organisation can 
lead to unnecessary oversimplifications and dualisms in 
the sense of ‘good local and bad global’. Furthermore, 
Mocca (2020) referred to the many obstacles between the 
local utopias present in degrowth visions and the current 
practical reality.

Localisation as a recipe for a sustainability transition 
can be difficult to achieve if the logic with which societal 
transformation is pursued follows the conventional model of 
transition pathways: upscaling new sustainable alternatives 
while downscaling old, unsustainable practices (Geels 
and Schot 2007; Hebinck et al. 2022). If the overarching 
vision of degrowth is based on downscaling instead of 
upscaling, and if sustainable solutions are to be defined 
based on each and every unique local context, what kinds of 
transition pathways can then be promoted? A solution from 
sustainability transition research, which focuses on upscaling 
sustainable innovations and has been applied to degrowth 
transitions, is strategic niche management (Vandeventer 
et  al. 2019). According to strategic niche management, 
sustainable alternatives with a weak competitive edge—
in the context of mainstream technologies, practices or 
cultures—emerge from protected spaces (niches). These 
spaces allow for experimenting with new technologies or 
practices without having to face competition from the side 
of the regime characterised by established ways of doing. 
However, as Bouzarovski and Haarstad (2019, p. 258) 
argued, ‘experimentation has become a dominant mode 
of thinking about low‐carbon activities’. Approaches that 
promote experimentation and the eventual scaling-up of the 
best experiments can be seen to align with the rules of the 
game of the dominant regime, thus reproducing the capitalist 
logic instead of challenging it. Therefore, there might be 
a need to rethink the traditional approach of promoting 
sustainable alternatives so that they can be applied to 
degrowth transitions.

Vandeventer et  al. (2019) presented a ‘pluriversal’ 
approach towards degrowth transitions and argued that ‘the 
Pluriversal pathway for change transcends the competitive 
evolutionary theory of change within the MLP and the 
capitalist-growth regime more broadly’ (p. 284). Indeed, 
for a degrowth transition to take place through reduction, 
reorganisation and localisation, transition research might 
need to analyse more broadly the ways in which sustainable 
alternatives are ‘replicated’ in various locations and contexts 
instead of providing a winning one-size-fits-all recipe. As 
Otchere-Darko (2023, p. 1317) noted, the ‘methodology of 
how to scale them up remains elusive’: scaling up localised 
degrowth initiatives is indeed difficult, as the essence of 
these initiatives can be argued to be non-scalable.

The promise and lure of degrowth relate to the tenet 
of empowering citizen agency, distributing welfare more 

equally, dismantling contemporary hegemonic power and 
making local communities matter. However, degrowth 
proposals feature strict policies that extend to the level 
of individuals in terms of placing, for example, limits 
on consumption or income. These contradictions reflect 
the nature of the degrowth project as a heterogeneous, 
versatile movement that is not committed to a particularistic 
imperative but, rather, seeks to explore various alternatives 
in and around the common theme. While identifying 
the institutional constituents of a prospective degrowth 
regime can help strengthen the degrowth narrative as well 
as uncover signposts for navigating pathways towards a 
degrowth society, it is possible that this process can work to 
diminish the plural, open nature of the degrowth project—
which has been embraced by many degrowth scholars as 
the cornerstones of the movement. However, the time is 
becoming more ripe for the degrowth proposals to enter the 
policymaking arena. On this end, crafting alternatives that 
extend all the way to the constituents of a society based on 
the rules of degrowth instead of a capitalist growth regime 
will be important in terms of strengthening the foundations 
and vision of a degrowth society.
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