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1. Living Well 
Within Limits: 
what does it 

mean?
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4 Based on “The Theory of Human Needs” by Doyal & Gough
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Nice theory! What about reality?
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How to study it: 
the Living Well Within Limits Framework

BIOPHYSICAL INPUTS

Planetary 
Processes

Hydrological 
cycle, 

Carbon cycle,
Solar 

radiation, 
Biodiversity,

Nitrogen 
cycle,
Etc. 

Natural 
Resources

Energy,
Materials, 

Land, 
Water,

Etc.

SOCIAL OUTCOMES

Need 
satisfiers

Food & water,
Housing,

Healthcare,
Education,

Relationships,
Economic 
security,
Physical 
safety, 

Childhood 
safety,

Safe birth 
control & 

childbearing.

Well-being

Physical & 
mental 
health, 

Autonomy of 
agency,

Cognitive 
understandin

g,
Social 

participation,
Life 

satisfaction,
Etc.

PROVISIONING 
SYSTEMS

Physical

Infrastructure, 
Technology, 

Land use,
Supply Chains.

Social

State,  
Markets, 

Communities,  
Institutions, 

Norms, 
Culture,  

Distribution. 

J. Steinberger, D. O’Neill & W. Lamb



2. Can we live well 
within planetary 
boundaries?

7 Kate Raworth « La Théorie du Donut »



Can we use this to imagine and 
model a different future?

• Yes, based on “Decent Living Energy” of Professor 
Narasimha Rao of Yale University.

• This theory links, in a pragmatic way, human 
need satisfaction and minimum levels of core 
energy services.

• Our global model takes into account 
– technological improvements (efficiency)
– equal human need satisfaction (sufficiency)
– degrowth of energy demand 

(overconsumption).

8 Millward-Hopkins, Steinberger, Rao & Oswald 
2020,  Global Environmental Change.
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Global Decent Living Energy Model

9 Millward-Hopkins, Steinberger, Rao & Oswald, 
2020, Global Environmental Change.



Results from our Global Decent Living 
Energy Model

10 Millward-Hopkins, Steinberger, Rao & Oswald, 
2020, Global Environmental Change.

Sufficient energy for universal human need
satisfaction in 2050 would be possible at 40% of 
our current consumption despite population growth.



3. Criticizing Consumption

11 Figure from Wiedmann et al 2020 
Nature Communications



Inter- and intra-national inequality in 
energy footprints

12 Oswald, Owen & Steinberger, 2020, Nature Energy
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Inter- & intra-national inequality 
across product groups

13Oswald , Owen & Steinberger,2020, Nature Energy



• Overconsumption is designed in by states, industries 
and markets (necessary as outlet for growth: lack of 
low-consumption alternatives, advertising etc).

• Positional consumption: the affluent drive 
consumption norms and aspirations.

• Existence & survival in unequal neoliberal economies
compels overconsumption (private vehicles, time 
saving appliances

14



15 Wiedmann et al 2020 
Nature Communications



Conclusions?

• Very important to engage not only with how to 
resolve climate change (equity, efficiency, 
sufficiency, economic democracy …) 

• But how to understand why so little is being done.
• Only by exposing production-consumption & lock-in 

mechanisms from political economy perspectives do 
we have a chance of success.

• Need far more economics of all stripes to become 
involved.

16


	Overconsumption, the climate emergency and the scientific community - why is it so hard to talk about?
	Contents
	1. Living Well Within Limits: what does it mean?
	Slide Number 4
	Nice theory! What about reality?
	How to study it: �the Living Well Within Limits Framework
	 2. Can we live well within planetary boundaries?
	Can we use this to imagine and model a different future?
	Global Decent Living Energy Model
	Results from our Global Decent Living Energy Model
	3. Criticizing Consumption
	Inter- and intra-national inequality in energy footprints
	Inter- & intra-national inequality across product groups
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Conclusions?

