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Abstract:  

The United Nations member states adopted and signed the Sustainable Development Goals in 2015, establishing 
a framework for global discussion on sustainable development. The inclusion of 'Economic Growth' in these 
goals begs the question of what constitutes sustainable economic growth in the eyes of the UN. This insight, in 
conjunction with the ongoing debate about the growth paradigm, growthism, and the limits to growth, is, to put 
it mildly, fascinating and worth examining. Numerous studies conducted on this issue reveal that conventional 
economic growth is unsustainable and that alternative strategies must be used to bring about a paradigm shift. 
The purpose of this research is to determine whether traits of a competing discourse known as 'Degrowth' may 
be detected in the United Nations' discourse of sustainable economic growth. 

Whilst sustainable development has been a prominent topic for decades, Degrowth can be perceived as a more 
recent, less mainstream, and even radical discourse. The discourse emphasizes the limits to growth and 
advocates for democratically-led shrinking in production and consumption with the goal of achieving equality, 
justice and ecological sustainability. In order to accomplish the research project’s objective, the discourse and 
key characteristics of Degrowth are explored.  

The study was conducted as a qualitative case study (design) using document analysis as the method. The 
analysis was guided by the theoretical lens combining Dryzek’s discourse analysis approach and Cosme et al.’s 
framework. By examining solely documents produced by the UN itself, this analysis concluded that while there 
are some parallels between the UN’s discourse of sustainable economic growth and Degrowth, there is a distinct 
difference between the two. The SDGs represent the traditional understanding of sustainable development, a 
discourse in which it is believed that economic growth can and will be decoupled from ecological degradation 
and that growth, in fact, is the key to poverty eradication, whereas Degrowth represents a school of thought in 
which the capitalistic system is viewed as the culprit to a majority of issues at hand and that decoupling 
economic growth from environmental degradation has been declared as debunked.   
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1. Introduction 

 

The concept of ‘sustainable development’ has been a permanent discourse in policy since the late 
20th century resulting from the increasing knowledge and concern of the ecological crisis. 
Nevertheless, this widespread concept is lacking a unified definition. The debate on the meaning of 
this concept has been ongoing since the late 1980s and has been a major obstacle to the success of 
sustainable development (Caradonna, 2014; Mitcham, 1995). 

In the decades following WWII, economic growth became the main goal of public policies, especially 
in the US, resulting in raising the standard of living to the point where increasing consumption no 
longer only met the needs but instead generated artificial wants (Haapanen & Tapio, 2016). Even 
though marginal, critique towards growth and growthism through publications such as Meadows et 
al.’s Limits to Growth (1978) along with other factors such as the 1970s oil crisis, brought 
international attention to resource scarcity and the concept of planetary boundaries. The seventies 
would also bring about Daly’s concept of a Steady State Economy (Daly, 1991) and the field of 
ecological economics, and finally, following the publication of Our Common Future (WCED, 1987), 
the concept of sustainable development was added to the international agenda. Sustainable 
development was thought to be realized in developing countries through economic growth, while in 
developed countries it would be realized through increased productivity in food and energy 
production, wealth reallocation, and long-term conservation of natural resources, according to this 
widely read text (WCED, 1987). In 2015, the UN published its 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Adopted by all member states, the 
SDGs provide an action plan to reach common global goals towards sustainability (The UN, 2015).  

Interpreting sustainable development as sustainable growth has turned to mainstream thinking and 
according to Haapanen and Tapio (2016), in the official environmental agenda, there is a clear 
tendency to highlight the potential of eco-efficiency while ignoring or even rejecting the possibility 
of reducing Western consumption. Green economy and green growth are recent buzzwords that 
follow this line of thought and can be considered synonyms for sustainable development (Haapanen 
& Tapio, 2016). 

Degrowth has emerged as a source of criticism of unchecked economic growth in recent decades. It 
can be thought of as both a grassroots movement and an academic phenomenon that interacts 
(Martínez et al., 2010). Degrowth, according to D’Alisa et al. (2014, i), is “a rejection of the illusion 
of growth as well as a call to repolitize the public debate colonized by the idiom of economism”. It’s 
a project that advocates for a democratically-led reduction in production and consumption in order 
to achieve social justice and ecological sustainability (D’Alisa et al., 2014). This relatively new 
discourse evolved in response to the need to articulate new responses that are not centered on the 
dual imperatives of growth and development. Growth, it could be argued, cannot be the answer since 
it has repeatedly been shown to trigger economic, social, and environmental crises (D’Alisa et. al., 
2014). 

During a global pandemic of COVID-19, we have witnessed the pace that was thought impossible to 
make political decisions and changes to turn out to be possible after all. The world has been forced 
to act fast and reprioritize. Multiple nations have had to enforce restrictions and lock-downs in order 
to slow down the spread of COVID-19. When something is seen as important enough, change will 
happen. Whilst COVID-19 has not hit everyone in an equal manner it could be argued that the rapidly 
spreading virus has been, in some ways, a more equal threat to people. The highly transmittable 
disease is unconcerned about social class or personal status, making it challenging for the elite to 
avert. Nevertheless, the virus goes disproportionately after the poor, especially in places with no 
guaranteed access to health care (Stiglitz, 2020). The pandemic has highlighted inequalities in our 
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society, and the post-pandemic world may see even greater inequalities unless solidarity is 
demonstrated on global and national levels. This situation has lifted the objective of this study, 
planned pre-COVID-19, to be even more relevant; having created a chance to rethink and to create 
change in the growth-oriented global economic culture.   

 

1.1. Research aim and questions 

This research aims to analyze primarily whether key characteristics of Degrowth can be detected in the 
UN’s understanding of sustainable economic growth as part of its SDGs. This examination of the inclusion 
of the relatively young, emerging discourse or even more so, a movement, is seen as appropriate considering 
the rapidly growing understanding of the limits and dangers of economic growth. Secondly, the research 
aims to unveil the understanding of sustainable economic growth by the United Nations and discuss the 
possible reasoning behind it.   
 
In order to achieve the aim of the research and to clarify the idea of the research project, the following 
research questions are formulated:   

  
1)  To what extent does the UN SDG ‘Economic Growth and fair work for all’ advocate 

the economic model of Degrowth?   
  

The first research question is then supported by sub-questions: 
  

2)  Can key characteristics of Degrowth be detected in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development?  

 
3)  What kind of economic growth is considered sustainable by the UN? 

 
 
 

1.2. Thesis outline 

In order to answer the research question(s) and to achieve the aim of this study, the following is the structure 
of the research project: chapter 2 conducts a literature review of the key concepts and establishes the study’s 
theoretical framework. This encases the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, the concepts of 
growth, as well as degrowth, and finally, the concept of discourse. The methodology used in this study is 
specified in chapter 3. This chapter establishes an analytical framework that will serve as a foundation for 
the analysis presented in chapter 4. The analysis incorporates the findings of this study. In addition, chapter 
4 entails the discussion of the results presented and chapter 5 in turn concludes the findings of the study 
briefly.  
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2. Background and theoretical framework  

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the subject and present the theoretical framework of this study. 
First, the UN Sustainable Development Goals are introduced following a background of the growth 
paradigm. The concept of degrowth is then introduced, followed by the discourse approach. Finally, 
based on the previous parts of this chapter, the theoretical framework is constructed.  
 

2.1. United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 

The 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were published on the 25th of September 2015 as a 
part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The Agenda is a ‘plan of action for people, planet 
and prosperity’ that aims to eradicate poverty, protect the environment, and ensure peace and prosperity for 
all people by 2030 (UN 2015b). The plan was adopted by all member states and stakeholders, advocating a 
common direction towards resiliency and sustainability. The 17 SDGs with their 169 sub-targets, a 
continuation of the earlier Millennium Development Goals, aim to realize human rights, as well as gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. The goals are integrated and inseparable, and they seek to strike a 
balance between the three dimensions of sustainable development: economic, social, and environmental 
(UN, 2015b).  
 
The SDGs were designed to spur action in areas of vital importance to humanity and the planet over the 
next 15 years from their publication. As mentioned above, the goals are explained to be integrated, referring 
to the recognition that actions taken in one area will have an impact on outcomes in other areas (UN, 2015a). 
The reduced descriptions for the 17 goals are as follows: No poverty (1), Zero hunger (2), Good health and 
well-being (3), Quality education (4), Gender equality (5), Clean water and sanitation (6), Affordable and 
clean energy (7), Decent work and economic growth (8), Industry, innovation and infrastructure (9), 
Reduced inequalities (10), Sustainable cities and communities (11), Responsible consumption and 
production (12), Climate action (13), Life below water (14), Life on land (15), Peace, justice and strong 
institutions (16), and finally, Partnerships for the goals (17) (UN, 2015b).  
 

2.1.1. SDG 8: Fair work and economic growth  

This study centers its analysis on SDG 8, promoting ‘sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, 
full and productive employment and decent work for all’. SDG 8 has 12 targets, including a minimum of 
7% annual GDP growth in the least developed countries (LDCs); diversification, technology upgrade, and 
innovations; growth of micro, small and medium-sized businesses; and decoupling economic growth from 
environmental degradation (UN, 2015a). It also sets a target for achieving ‘full and productive work for all 
by 2030’, as well as ‘equal work for equal value’; eliminating forced labor, modern slavery, and human 
trafficking; promoting sustainable tourism, and increasing Aid for Trade support of developing countries. 
Finally, it proposes a global strategy for youth jobs and the implementation of the International Labor 
Organization’s Global Jobs Pact. (UN, 2015a) These aforementioned targets of SDG 8 include indicators, 
many of them measured by GDP.  
 
Even though the SDGs are designed and communicated to be integrated, it has been argued that SDG 8 
contradicts SDG 5: ‘Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. Whilst SDG 5 drives states 
to “recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of public services, 
infrastructure, and social protection policies and the promotion of shared responsibility within the 
household”, SDG 8 measures its goals using GDP, a measure that does not include activities outside the 
formal market economy (Rai et al., 2019). Despite the fact that gender mainstreaming has been a part of UN 
policies and programs, the targets in SDG 5 are ignored in SDG 8, indicating that ‘empowerment of women 
and girls’ is merely an instrument for economic growth, hence reducing their ability to deliver 
transformative social change (Rai et al., 2019; Cornwell & Rivas, 2015; Lombardo et al., 2017; Rai, 2003). 
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Rai et al. (2019) argue that the SDG 5’s focus on gender equity, which appears to be overlooked in SDG 8, 
pressures the UN development policy framework to reconsider its economic and social assumptions.  
 

2.2. Growth – a paradigm  

Economic growth is commonly referred to as the increase in Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which 
measures the total of all economic exchanges in a given country. This growth is measured in monetary terms 
as an increase in the volume of transactions in markets - goods, labor, and capital (Purdey, 2010). The sum 
of individual states’ GDP is used to measure the world economic product. It should be noted that GDP 
counts any cost as a benefit, including costs such as rebuilding after an environmental hazard or cleaning 
up a contaminated river. This causes the GDP to increase, but not necessarily the well-being to increase. It 
has been argued that beyond a certain level of national income, equality rather than growth enhances social 
well-being (Wilkinson et al., 2009). Economic growth has been widely perceived as the common goal in 
public policymaking for decades. Perceiving growth as a single, costless and win-win solution for many 
problems such as poverty, unemployment, environmental crises, climate change, financial stability, and so 
on, is called growthism (Daly, 2019). Growth still dominates today as a form of governance based on the 
idea that growth improves social welfare, increases standards of living, and ensures a safe and prosperous 
future for all (Purdey, 2010). 
 
Critique towards the goal of infinite economic growth in a finite planet started to emerge after the 1972 
publication, commissioned by the Club of Rome, The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al., 1972) was 
published. A wave of supporting critique followed and played a role in the birth of new branches of science, 
such as ecological economics, as well as new theories, such as the Steady-State Economy by Daly (1991). 
Nevertheless, a decade after Meadows et al.’s publication, in the 1980s policies of rigorous economic growth 
were enforced, the US and the UK paving the way (Purdey, 2010).  
 
In 2009, Rockström et al. developed a framework of Planetary Boundaries, identifying 9 planetary life 
support systems critical for human survival on Earth and estimated that three of these boundaries had already 
been crossed - climate change, biodiversity loss, and the biogeochemical flow boundary (Rockström et al., 
2009). The framework criticizes the business-as-usual approach to economic growth, implying it being a 
major root cause of the current issues the society is facing.  In 2012, Kate Raworth created a framework 
adding complementary social boundaries alongside the existing planetary ones. This was later developed 
into Doughnut Economics (Raworth, 2017), a visual framework shaped like a doughnut: the model’s central 
whole depicts the share of people without access to life’s basic necessities such as healthcare, education, 
equity, etc., whereas the crust symbolizes the ecological limits i.e. planetary boundaries upon which life 
depends and should not be surpassed. The framework of doughnut economics is predicated on the notion 
that between social and ecological limits exists an environmentally sustainable and socially just space 
wherein humanity can flourish (Raworth, 2012; Raworth, 2017). Even though these new branches of 
science, theories, and frameworks have been emerging, mainstream neoclassical economic theory, and 
therefore the orientation towards economic growth, still has a ‘close-to-monopoly’ position in university 
economic departments (Söderbaum, 2016). Söderbaum stresses that these kinds of new conceptual 
frameworks and language are vital in creating change.  
 
In his book Economic Growth, the Environment and International Relations, Purdey (2010) notes that 
international organizations, such as the UN, understand the importance of robust economic growth for 
development goals, and interstate alliances, such as NATO, whose goals are to improve military security, 
are at least implicitly limited to promote growth by the strong relationship between wealth and power. In 
addition, major organizations like the World Bank, IMF, and WTO alongside the OECD, the G8, and a 
variety of organizations, all optimize, endorse and encourage economic growth (Purdey, 2010). Purdey 
(2010) describes governance as ‘order with intentionality’, arguing that the above-mentioned organizations’ 
structure, common orientation, and collective influence provide order within the growth paradigm, and the 
shared effort to seek economic growth indicates the intentionality of this pursuit. Since the political 
commitment to economic growth is open-ended i.e., it does not contain a clause to ultimately stop growth, 
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and the biosphere in which growth occurs is limited in size, there is an apparent incompatibility in the 
relationship between economic activity and the planetary boundaries (Purdey, 2010).  
 
The emphasis on GDP in the growth-based capitalistic economic paradigm arguably has issues; it does not 
recognize the unpaid care labor, also known as invisible reproductive work in the household. This work has 
been proven to be gendered i.e., being mostly done by women (Waring, 1988; Dengler & Strunk, 2018). 
Jochimsen and Knobloch (1997) add to this criticism by stating that contemporary economic processes 
assign value exclusively to what can be priced, and thus can only react to what has exchange value. Rather 
than disregarding and separating care work from economic production, Pietilä (1997) argues that it should 
be referred to as the “primary economy” because it explicitly addresses basic human needs that cannot be 
fulfilled in the market. Dengler and Strunk (2018) developed a framework based on various feminist 
scholars’ conceptual dualities that establishes a distinction between the “monetized economy” and the 
“maintaining economy” i.e., the ecological processes and the caring activities, and how the monetized 
economy does not recognize, value or count the maintaining economy. Even though women’s roles in the 
monetized economy have evolved over the decades, the career model appears to benefit men, who are 
perceived to be far freer of household duties. Women, on the other hand, continue to perform the majority 
of unpaid care work and are therefore often considered unfit for core or male-dominated occupations 
(Dengler & Strunk, 2018; Sirianni & Negrey, 2000).  
 
Economic growth, according to the growth paradigm, leads to increased female labor participation, and as 
a result, greater gender equality. This claim should be viewed critically.  Greater labor participation does 
not necessarily mean greater gender equality: while it can boost women’s status in some respects, it also 
poses new problems in others. Someone must ultimately take on care responsibilities and domestic care 
work is still considered to be the responsibility of women due to persistent gender roles. Women are 
subjected to a double burden of paid and unpaid work as a result of this (Dengler & Strunk, 2018). 
 

2.3. Degrowth  

The term degrowth, “décroissance”, was first coined by the French intellectual André Corz in 1972 
followed by other French authors using the term. The initial stage of the degrowth debate in the 1970s was 
focused on resource scarcity. The criticism of sustainable development’s hegemonic idea was the driving 
force in the second phase, which began in 2001. The conference ‘Défaire le développement, refaire le 
monde’, held in Paris in 2002, brought together activists with economic anthropologist Serge Latouche’s 
post-development academic community. This resulted in the spreading of the idea of degrowth from France 
to Switzerland and Italy. It wasn’t until the Paris 2008 international conference on degrowth that the English 
term was officially coined, marking the birth of an international research community. Since then, degrowth 
has spread all over and is being taught at universities around the world (D’Alisa et al., 2014).  
 
Degrowth, according to D’Alisa et al. (2014), is primarily a critique of growth. It advocates for decolonizing 
public dialogue from the economist idiom and for the abolition of economic growth as a social goal (D’Alisa 
et al., 2014). They continue to describe degrowth as a desired outcome wherein societies consume natural 
resources efficiently and coordinate and live differently than they do presently (D’Alisa et. al., 2014). As 
mentioned in the introduction and based on the brief background on the concept, degrowth can be viewed 
as both a grassroots movement and an academic phenomenon that interacts (Martínez et al., 2010). 
Supporting this way of thinking, Demaria et al. (2013) describe degrowth as ‘activist-led science’. Schneider 
et al. (2010) define sustainable degrowth as a reasonable downscaling of consumption and production that 
improves human welfare and the state of the environment on a local and global scale, both in the short and 
long term. They also differentiate between sustainable and unsustainable degrowth, i.e., recession and 
depression (Schneider et al., 2010).  
 
Degrowth provides a framework for connecting diverse ideas, concepts, and proposals. Within this frame, 
however, there are some central themes that recur in degrowth literature (Demaria et al., 2013). As 
mentioned above, the first and foremost central subject of degrowth is the critique of growth following the 
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critique of the social structure that requires and perpetuates growth - capitalism. Other central themes 
include the critique of GDP together with the critique of commodification, which refers to the process by 
which social products and services are converted into commodities with monetary value (D’Alisa et al. 
2014).  
 
Degrowth is not only based on criticism but also provides a transition towards a reproductive economy of 
care and the commons. This newly imagined way of living and producing could be achieved through for 
example eco-communities and cooperatives and through new government institutions such as basic 
maximum income and work-sharing, freeing time for communal and caring activities (D’Alisa et al., 2014). 
D’Alisa et al. (2014) continue to describe a degrowth society using terms such as ‘sharing’, ‘conviviality’, 
and ‘simplicity’ claiming that everything would be different in a degrowth society, from activities, energy 
sources and uses, relationships, gender roles, time allocations between paid and unpaid work, and 
interactions with the non-human world.  
 
It is important to note that the concept of degrowth has been developed in the Global North, addressing the 
issues that the overdeveloped economies in the North are facing. Although the degrowth proposal applies 
to these aforementioned economies, it also acknowledges that the Global South’s poorer economies require 
growth to meet basic needs. According to the degrowth discourse, degrowth in the North would, in fact, free 
up ecological space in the South for growth since poverty in the South is the product of the North’s low-
cost exploitation of its natural and human capital (Kallis et al., 2012; D’Alisa et al., 2014). D’Alisa et al 
(2014) argue that degrowth in the North would lower demand for natural resources and consumer products, 
lowering prices causing them to be more affordable to the developing South and emphasize that degrowth 
in the North should not be sought in order to compel the South to follow in its footsteps, but rather to create 
intellectual space for countries to map their own pathways to what they envision. Some examples of these 
sorts of movements or cosmovisions in the South are Buen Vivir in Latin America, Ubuntu in South Africa, 
and the Economy of Permanence by Gandhi in India (D’Alisa et al., 2014).  
 

2.3.1. Degrowth practices and institutions  

According to the degrowth literature, there are many ideas of practicality and institutions that could facilitate 
a degrowth transition, a transition to convivial societies who live in a simple manner, together and with less. 
These include grassroots economic practices, welfare institutions without growth, money and credit 
institutions, and the political activities towards this transition (D’Alisa et al., 2014). The grassroots 
economic practices refer to the shift away from exchange-based production toward use-based production as 
well as replacing the wage labor with voluntary activity i.e., the decommodification and 
deprofessionalization of work. They also refer to the circulation of goods and how commoning processes 
create intrinsically valuable connections between participants. These aforementioned practices are anti-
capitalist in nature, minimizing the importance of private property and wage labor - manifesting a new way 
of commons (D’Alisa et al., 2014). 
 
In a society without growth, unemployment will increase, and new welfare institutions are needed in order 
to decouple employment from growth. Proposals that come up in degrowth literature as these new welfare 
institutions are the job guarantee scheme, basic income, and maximum income, and worksharing. Job 
guarantee refers to having the State as an employer of last resort, financing autonomous activities such as 
cooperatives and education services. Basic income would be financed by progressive taxation on wages and 
profits, and possibly setting a maximum income. Worksharing is realized through redistributing work 
between employed and unemployed individuals through the reduction of working hours. If this reduction 
happens without loss of income, this could lead to reducing unemployment as well as redistributing wealth 
(Kallis et al., 2012; D’Alisa et al., 2014). 
 
In degrowth literature, it is argued that community currencies, time banks, and local exchange trading 
systems all have the potential to contribute to the downscaling and relocalization of economic activity by 
urging increased circulation within a community (Kallis et al., 2012; D’Alisa et al., 2014). In the heart of 
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the degrowth transition lies the intervention of State money; taxes are paid in it and because the criteria for 
intercommunal and international trade, which is unavoidable in complex economies like ours, cannot be 
met by community currencies. Community currencies act as complementary institutions, providing access 
to vital services to those in the need. These degrowth proposals stress for the State to reclaim control over 
new money creation from private banks and issue money to finance basic income or other key instruments 
of degrowth transformation (D’Alisa et al., 2014). Kallis et al. (2009) argue that since money issued as debt 
creates a growth dynamic, economic growth cannot be expected to continue at the pace required to settle a 
debt that was acquired in the past in order to maintain a fictitious growth. D’Alisa et al., (2014) continue on 
that thought, arguing that history has shown many examples of societies excusing debts and that citizen-run 
debt audits are essential in order to determine which debts are legitimate and which are not.  
 
In degrowth literature, there is no consensus on the way the currently dominating capitalist system would 
be dismantled in the political arena. Non-wage labor “nowtopians”, who could be described as actors who 
share a class experience of self-sufficiency and production and bring creativity to tasks overlooked by the 
market society, to established social movements, political parties, and unions, are all examples of common 
strategies (D’Alisa et al., 2014, p.14, 182). According to Demaria et al. (2013), if there is a broad consensus 
within the degrowth community, it would be that the transition can only happen through multiple strategies 
and actors, creating change in both state institutions as well as everyday practices. Degrowth actors and 
strategies can be categorized into ‘civil’ and ‘uncivil’, the latter referring to those who refuse to be governed 
(Demaria et al., 2013). In the degrowth activism arena, organized disobedience has been a common strategy. 
Actions such as sit-ins, occupations of abandoned houses, land occupations, and financial disobedience are 
a representation of these strategies. Latouche (2009), a prominent author in the degrowth field, argues that 
systemic change happens primarily through parliamentary politics and grassroots activism, and places 
degrowth as a policy objective for Left-wing parties. There is an assuredness that social movements have a 
great role to play in transforming the system of government towards a more direct type of democracy 
(D’Alisa et al.,2014). Within the degrowth field, there is a hypothesis that systemic change towards 
degrowth would follow a similar pattern to previous systemic changes; capitalism arose from feudalism, 
forging connections between economic activities and institutional structures (D’Alisa et al., 2014). These 
aforementioned actions and institutions of degrowth can be perceived as a potential transformation emerging 
from the system as the period of growth is being forecasted to come to its end.  
 
In their extensive analysis and review of academic degrowth policy proposals, Cosme et al. (2017) 
categorized the goals of degrowth into three broad categories: (I) ‘reduce the environmental impact of 
human activities’; (II) ‘Redistribute income and wealth both within and between countries’; and finally, 
(III) ‘Promote the transition from a materialistic to a convivial and participatory society’. Their results show 
that the majority of degrowth policies are national top-down strategies, with a strong emphasis on 
government as a main driver of transition, instead of local bottom-up strategies, as many degrowth advocates 
propose (Cosme et al., 2017). This could be explained to some extent with the notion that many degrowth 
proposals require government control (e.g., taxes and regulations) and that some proposals, even though 
considered top-down, might have the actual intent of implicitly empowering bottom-up action, emphasizing 
the role of civil society as an active agent of change (Cosme et al., 2017). Another notable finding in the 
study was that the degrowth discourse steers more to the social and economic approaches of sustainability 
than the environmental. In addition, the researchers raised the message that especially population growth 
and implications of degrowth for the Global South should be further addressed in degrowth 
literature (Cosme et al., 2017). 
 
In view of the fact that degrowth is a relatively young field of study and is, in the big picture, only well-
established within the degrowth community, more research to support its foundations is necessary. There 
are many claims in the degrowth discourse that are not accepted by academia nor society. As a movement 
and a concept that is alive, degrowth is expected to develop and change in time with emerging ideas and 
imaginaries.  
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2.4. Discourse approach  

The term ‘discourse’ is derived from the Latin word discursus, which literally translates as “running to and 
from”. Discourse has commonly meant a specific mode of discussing and comprehending the world or an 
aspect of the world, within science and philosophy (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, p.1). Dryzek (2013) 
defines discourse in a broader manner as a ‘common way of understanding the world’. Discourses formulate 
meaning and relationships, assisting to define legitimate knowledge and common sense (Dryzek, 2013). 
Discourse has an effect on how people perceive and communicate about the world, and discourse analysis 
is concerned with the structures that people’s statements implement as they engage in various aspects of 
society (Lindgren, 2007).  Discourses have also been defined as representations and systems of meaning 
that give context and sense to any particular use of words (Howarth, 2009; Fairclough, 2003). As Dryzek 
(2013) puts it, each discourse is based on assumptions, judgments, and arguments that allow the basis for 
terms used in analysis, debates, agreements, and disagreements.  
 
Discourse is highly connected to language, permitting those who recognize it to construct coherent entities 
from bits of information (Dryzek, 2013). A discursive perspective is derived from structuralist and 
poststructuralist linguistic theory that place an emphasis on the use of language. Language provides humans 
with access to reality, and it is through language that people build images of reality which are not just merely 
images of a preexistent reality but actively participate in its construction (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, 
p.9).  Language is a form of influence; it determines what is included and what is excluded. A discourse can 
shape how people see the world, how they determine what is true, and how they learn about it (Friman, 
2002). This is where the influence of language and discourses comes into play, because language, in a way, 
creates reality. That is not to suggest, however, that reality would not exist. Meanings and representations 
are real, as are physical objects, though they acquire meaning only via discourse (Jørgensen and Phillips 
2002).  
 
As noted above, discourses can be powerful. They are capable of conditioning the values and perspectives 
of those subject to them. For instance, the way governments in capitalistic economies function, ensuring 
continued economic growth above all, is a representation of the potential power of discourse and the link 
between discourse and political realities. Discourses enable coordinating the actions of groups of people or 
organizations, making these actions difficult to understand and accept by the ones subscribing to other 
discourses (Dryzek, 2013, p. 10).  
 
When decision systems face environmental issues, it is important to understand that there is a double dose 
of complexity present; environmental issues lay in the intersection of ecosystems and human social systems, 
both being independently complex systems (Dryzek, 2013, p. 9). When discussing a complex system, there 
are a large number of arguable perspectives upon it, making it difficult to prove one another wrong. This is 
crucial to understand when investigating a discourse that an international organization, the UN, in this case, 
is advocating. The number of different perspectives on environmental issues is ever-growing, making it 
seemingly impossible to reach a consensus on the decision and direction that should be taken to respond to 
these problems. Nevertheless, through these commonly shared terms, discourses offer relief in problem-
solving, both enabling and constraining communication (Dryzek, 2013, p.10). 
 

2.4.1. Sustainable Development Discourse by Dryzek 

Dryzek (2013) argues that global politics in the area of environmental affairs have been coordinated by the 
discourse of sustainable development. In his book on the discourses dominating environmental politics, 
Dryzek (2013) defines the discourse of sustainable development as the ‘green growth discourse’; whilst the 
discourse recognizes ecological limits, it believes that they can be stretched with correct policies enabling 
economic growth. Perceiving economic growth as a prerequisite for lifting people out of poverty is an 
underlying central entity in this discourse. This is significant not only from a social standpoint, but also 
from an environmental standpoint; disadvantaged people are compelled to exploit their local environment, 
but if lifted out of poverty, the environment is spared from this abuse (Dryzek, 2013, p. 147-164). 
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Natural systems are seen as one with humanity in the discourse of sustainable development, and nature is 
treated with a certain reverence. Nevertheless, nature is primarily seen as something valuable to humans, 
and humans are seen as superior to the natural world. As communities are capable of social change toward 
the ultimate objective, growth, the discourse of sustainable development heavily relies on technological 
developments and emphasizes the importance of education and increasing knowledge. The reassurance of 
the claim ‘we can have it all’ is a key rhetorical device of the discourse and success stories are often 
highlighted instead of drawing attention to negative aspects or events. This refers to economic growth, 
environmental conservation, and social justice (Dryzek, 2013, p. 147-164). 
 
 

2.4.2. Discourse Analysis Framework  

The theoretical framework of this thesis is based on parts of the discourse analysis framework developed by 
John Dryzek. Dryzek established an analytical framework based on four distinct elements that provide the 
basis for the analysis of discourses, drawing inspiration from Michel Foucault, who is widely regarded as 
the father of discourse theory. These elements are as follows: 1) Basic entities whose existence is recognized 
and constructed; 2) Assumptions about natural relationships; 3) Agents and their motives; and finally, 4) 
Key metaphors and other rhetorical devices (Dryzek, 2013). 
 
According to the framework, basic entities belong to a discourse’s ontology. Various points will be 
highlighted depending on the discourse, meaning that different discourses perceive different things in the 
world. Some discourses, for example, structure their analyses around rational, egoistic human beings; 
others, on the other hand, address a wide range of human motivations; and still, others consider human 
beings in aggregates such as states and populations. Humans are often dealt with as a category, oftentimes 
leaving gender out of this categorization (Dryzek, 2013, p. 17-18). 
 
Assumptions about natural relationships are predicated on the premise that all discourses encompass 
definitions of what constitutes natural in the connection between different entities. Some discourses may 
regard rivalry as natural, for example between humans in markets. Other discourses believe that cooperation 
is at the heart of both human social systems and natural systems. Some, for instance, may believe there is a 
natural link between economic growth and environmental protection, that economic growth results in 
greater environmental protection. In different discourses, hierarchies focused on gender, race, wealth, 
expertise, political power, species, ecological sensibility, and legal status are presumed (Dryzek, 2013, p. 
18). 
 
Agents and their motives examine how various actors, both individuals as well as groups, are presented in a 
discourse. Although the agents are mainly human, they also may be nonhuman. The way these agents are 
described in different discourses varies: one discourse may portray administrators as benevolent and public-
spirited, while another discourse may portray the same individuals as greedy bureaucrats. Yet, some 
discourses may completely disregard the presence of government officials (Dryzek, 2013, p. 18).  
 
Key metaphors and other rhetorical devices explore how metaphors, that are considered rhetorical devices, 
are used to convince audiences by casting a situation in a specific light. Another commonly used rhetorical 
device is appealing to widely accepted practices, institutions, or e.g., better times in the past. While some 
discourses may collect and emphasize horror stories about government mistakes, others may collect and 
emphasize success stories (Dryzek, 2013, p. 18-19). 
 
Among other discourse theorists, such as Foucault, Dryzek recognizes the real impact that discourses can 
have. This impact is frequently sensed in government policies or inter-governmental organizations, as well 
as in organizational structure. Dryzek continues to argue that discourses may become embodied in 
organizations in addition to affecting them. As this occurs, discourses, on par with formal institutional rules, 
form the informal understandings that provide the basis for social interaction. Where Dryzek’s views differ 
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from Foucault and other foucauldians is that the individuals are subject to the discourses within which they 
are moving, unable to make comparative assessments and choices between various discourses. Dryzek 
believes that whilst discourses are powerful, they are not impenetrable: a discourse is not a group one 
belongs in, instead, individuals may partly inhabit opposing discourses that make claims concerning them 
(Dryzek, 2013).   
 

2.5. Theoretical Framework  

Based on Dryzek’s framework and the literature review conducted in this chapter, a theoretical framework 
is constructed (see table 1). The framework used in this research project connects two parts of Dryzek’s 
discourse analysis framework, basic entities recognized and agents and their motives, together with main 
goals of degrowth that have been identified as well as key proposals of degrowth. These aspects are 
considered comprehensive when aiming to gain an understanding of whether there are similarities between 
the UN’s discourse on sustainable economic growth and the degrowth discourse.  
 
These aforementioned four aspects are pictured in table 1 as categories, under each of them identified topics 
that are referenced in the analysis. Basic entities of degrowth were constructed from the literature review of 
degrowth using Dryzek’s framework. The identified entities are (1) critique of growth; (2) viewing human 
activities as a threat to natural resources; (3) critique of GDP as an indicator of well-being; (4) criticism of 
sustainable development; (5) new way of living and organizing (using fewer natural resources); and (6) 
recognition of the Global North’s exploitation of the South’s natural and human capital being the cause of 
poverty in the South. In the second aspect, agents and their motives, three main actors were identified: (I) 
activists, as degrowth has been described as activist-led science; (II) active citizens taking part in creating a 
participatory community; and finally, (III) governments and other types of administration, as most of the 
degrowth proposals require state interference and top-down approach to achieve what they aim for.  
 
Compared to the other aspects of the framework, the main goals of degrowth are focused on a broader 
picture rather than detailed parts. These three goals, identified by Cosme et al. (2017), are: (1) Reduce 
environmental impact of human activities; (2) Redistribute income and wealth (within and between 
countries); and (3) Promote the transition from materialistic to a convivial participatory society.   
 
Key proposals of degrowth are considered as a central aspect in the analysis since the proposals reveal how 
a goal is to be reached. Eleven key degrowth proposals were identified: (1) Job guarantee scheme; (2) 
Reduce material and energy consumption; (3) Access to goods and services; (4) Basic and maximum 
income; (5) Worksharing; (6) Local exchange trading (production and consumption); (7) Redistributive 
taxation schemes; (8) Organized disobedience; (9) Grassroots action; (10) Voluntary simplicity and 
downshifting; and (11) Reducing working hours and valuing unpaid and informal activity.  
 
The above-described theoretical framework is seen as a suitable theoretical lens to look through in order to 
achieve the research goal: to identify key characteristics of degrowth within the UN’s understanding of 
sustainable economic growth. These aforementioned aspects provide a thorough lens through which the 
analysis has been conducted.  
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Table 1. Theoretical Framework, forming the key characteristics of Degrowth (Dryzek, 2013; Cosme et al., 
2017)   

Basic entities of degrowth Agents and their 
motives 

Main goals of 
degrowth 

Key proposals of 
degrowth 

Critique of growth, not accepting 
current model as status quo → 
abolition of growth as a social goal 

Seeing human activities as a threat to 
natural resources (+ recognition of 
resource scarcity) 

Critique of GDP as a measure of 
well-being 

Problem-solving discourse  

Criticism of sustainable development  

A new way of living and organizing 
using fewer natural resources  

Recognition of the Global North’s 
exploitation of the South’s natural 
and human capital is the cause of 
poverty in the South  

Activists (activist-led 
science)  

Communities, active 
citizens → community 
effort, communality  

Main responsibility on 
governments and 
administration (top-
down)  

Reduce the environmental 
impact of human activities 

Redistribute income and 
wealth (within and between 
countries)  

Promote the transition from 
materialistic to a convivial 
participatory society 

Job guarantee scheme 
(redistribution of work) 

Reduce material energy 
consumption 

Access to goods and 
services  

Basic and maximum 
income 

Worksharing 

Local exchange trading 
(production and 
consumption) 

Redistributive taxation 
schemes 

Organized disobedience  

Grassroots action  

Voluntary simplicity and 
downshifting  

Reducing working hours 
and valuing unpaid and 
informal activity 

 

Table one combines theoretical frameworks in order to define the key characteristics of Degrowth in 
this research project. As mentioned above, the aspects included in the framework form a 
comprehensive view of the characteristics that are differentiating Degrowth from other economic 
models.  
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3. Methodology  

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the chosen research design and method as well as to discuss the 
themes of reliability, validity and reflexivity. In addition, this chapter will describe the data selection 
process, present the documents that were chosen for the analysis, and lastly, describe the operationalization 
of the analysis.  
 

3.1. Qualitative Case Study  

Qualitative case study refers to conducting an empirical exploration of a phenomenon in its natural setting 
utilizing a plethora of sources (Yin, 2003). As defined by Stake (1995, p. xi), “case study is the study of the 
particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within important 
circumstances”. The complexity of a single case is expected to be unveiled in a case study, looking for the 
detail of interaction with its contexts. In this research project the case study is instrumental, implying that 
the particular case is studied in order to gain insight into the question and deepen the general understanding 
relating to the research question (Stake, 1995).  Case study research design has gained a central position in 
qualitative research in the social sciences (Gerning, 2016). According to Gerning (2016), sometimes it can 
be more helpful to gain knowledge of an individual example than gathering knowledge from a large number 
of examples, meaning that a better understanding can be gained of the whole by focusing on a key part. 
Case studies are commonly viewed as holistic in nature, striving to comprehend the entirety and depth of a 
case (Punch, 2013). The purpose of this study is to develop a deep understanding of the UN’s views on 
sustainable economic growth; hence case study is selected as the research design.  
 

3.2. Reliability and Validity  

Although reliability and validity as research principles originated in the natural sciences, they are equally 
applicable to qualitative studies (Ritchie & Lewis, 2014).    
 
Reliability of a study is connected to the replicability of the study; could the findings be replicated if another 
study using similar methods was carried out? This type of replicability in qualitative research has been 
disputed, for example arguing that replication is a naive goal to pursue since there is no single reality to be 
captured or since the phenomena studied are usually complex and there is an unavoidable impact of context. 
Therefore, pursuing reliability is often avoided in qualitative research, turning the discussion towards 
conformability or trustworthiness of findings. All in all, some measures can be taken to ensure the reliability 
of qualitative research (Ritchie & Lewis, 2014). As this research project is a qualitative case study carried 
out by document analysis, in order to achieve reliability the analysis needs to be conducted systematically 
and comprehensively, interpretation needs to be supported by evidence, and opportunity for different 
perspectives to be included in the study needs to be allowed. Since the scope of this analysis is focusing 
solely on SDG 8, it is important to note that the results might be different if the study included all the SDGs 
in its scope. Since the SDGs are interconnected, a more holistic view of the UN’s discourse could be 
achieved through an analysis with a wider scope including all of them.  
 
Contrastingly, Validity refers to the correctness and precision of a research (Ritchie & Lewis, 2014). Has 
the research been conducted in a way that it actually investigates what it claims to investigate and are the 
chosen research design and methods in line with the aim of the study? Extensive considerations concerning 
the research method have been made in order to ensure the validity of this research and whether it is fitting 
to answer the research question posed. More detailed rationale on the choice of the method used in this 
study will be given in the following subchapters, covering the document analysis method.  
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To increase the reliability and validity of the research, theory triangulation has been implemented. This 
refers to combining more than one theoretical framework in order to enable better interpretation of the 
phenomenon (Denzin, 2017).  
 
 
 

3.3. Document Analysis  

Document analysis implies a methodical process for studying and analyzing documents, printed and digital, 
in a systematic manner, including data examination and interpretation to gain understanding and develop 
empirical knowledge. The type of documents which can be applied for systematic evaluation within the 
context of a research project are documents of written text or images which have been documented without 
the intervention of a researcher. The aim of this analytic procedure is to find, select, make sense of and 
synthesize data enclosed in the documents. The method combines methods from content and thematic 
analysis (Bowen, 2009).  
 
When studying existing documents and seeking to find deeper understanding and the substantive content 
that may be revealed through their style and coverage, document analysis is a suitable method to be used 
(Ritchie & Lewis, 2014, p. 35). Document analysis is often used when the written communication is central 
to the research and is very well suited for organizational research (Bowen, 2009). This fits well with the aim 
of this study, to gain understanding of the UN’s view of sustainable economic growth and to identify key 
characteristics of degrowth within it through analyzing documents produced by the UN, it is possible to 
produce an answer to the research question and even perhaps a more holistic understanding of the current 
scope and nature of the UNs view of sustainability.  
 

3.3.1. Advantages and Limitation of Document Analysis 

The document analysis method can be considered to have a multitude of advantages. It is regarded as an 
efficient and cost-effective method. Requiring data selection instead of data collection the method has 
become popular within the qualitative research realm. Documents are available and easily accessible; 
documents can often be found in the public domain and used freely without the authors’ permission. In 
addition, document analysis is regarded as an exact and fairly stable method. Exactness stems from the fact 
that documents frequently include details about events as well as names and dates. Document analysis is 
regarded as a stable method since documents are non-reactive and stable - the research process does not 
affect the documents and the researcher does not alter the subject of the study. This allows the documents 
to be studied repeatedly (Bowen, 2009, p.31). 
 
Contrastingly, since the documents are not produced for the purpose of the study, they may be limited in 
detail and might not provide sufficient data to answer the research question (Bowen, 2009, p.31-32). 
Additionally, the document analysis method poses a risk to biased selectivity (Bowen, 2009; Yin, 
1994).  Within an institutional context, the accessible documents are prone to be in accordance with 
institutional policies and procedures (Bowen 2009, p.32). This emphasizes the importance of well-thought-
out data selection when conducting a study solely based on data from documents.  
  
Document analysis is frequently used alongside other qualitative research methods, like interviews, to 
minimize the possibility of bias and to produce a coherent and valid answer to the research question (Bowen, 
2009). However, document analysis can be used independently, basing the research solely on the analysis 
of documents. The use of document analysis as a stand-alone method in this study is considered appropriate 
since it is competent to answer the raised research question. Since the selected documents represent solely 
official documents published by the UN, an undeniable bias exists in this study. However, it is crucial to 
note that since this study aims to unveil the UN’s understanding of sustainable economic growth and 
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whether it includes key characteristics of degrowth, the analysis of official UN documents was chosen as 
an adequate and fitting method to reach an answer to the research question.  
 

3.4. Data Selection Criteria  

The following criteria have been constructed for data selection:  

• Type of document: official document produced by the UN i.e. public document 

• Scope and purpose: The document is under the subject of Sustainable Development Goal 8: Decent 
Work and Economic Growth  

 
As seen above, the data selection criteria is based on official documents produced by the UN meaning that 
the data is naturally occurring and not altered by the researcher. The criteria for data selection were 
constructed based on the objective of this study. It should be noted that the time and space constraints of 
this study pose a limitation for the amount of units analyzed i.e. the number of units analyzed needed to be 
narrowed down. Document, in this study, is recognized by its broadest sense, which encompasses more than 
documents with text. Nevertheless, since this study is examining the topic from a discourse perspective, the 
documents included in the analysis of this study represent conventional documents, such as reports and 
information kits. Therefore, documents such as photos, illustrations and videos are not included in the 
selected documents. This decision was made since it was considered critical to focus solely on language in 
order to achieve a deep understanding of the UN’s discourse on sustainable economic growth. 
 
 

3.4.1. Data Selection  

The analyzed unit has been selected on the basis of the comprehensive literature review of the UN 
sustainable development goals and in particular, goal number eight: economic growth. Since the aim of this 
study is to gain insight into the UN’s understanding of sustainable economic growth and whether key 
characteristics of degrowth can be detected in that understanding, it is considered appropriate to investigate 
communication from the organization itself. The literature review together with the background research 
provide support for the selection of the document analyzed. Based on the aforementioned data selection 
criteria, the following unit was selected for the analysis:   
 

• United Nations, (2015) Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
 
The unit selected, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable development, is a declaration and a roadmap towards a 
sustainable world. The 17 Sustainable Development Goals, built from the Millennium Development Goals, 
seek to stimulate action during 2015-2030 in critically important areas: people, planet, prosperity, peace and 
finally, partnership. Being the first publication of the 17 SDGs, this unit entails the official definition for 
the goal investigated: Goal 8 ‘promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work for all’ as well as a holistic view of the discourse it represents 
(United Nations, 2012b). Taking into account the scope and purpose of this study together with the time and 
space constraints, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is viewed as the appropriate document for 
the analysis to provide understanding on the UN’s views on sustainable economic growth and whether traces 
of degrowth can be detected in it.  
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3.5. Operationalization  

Operationalization refers to how the study in question is conducted. In this study, the document analysis is 
carried out by examining the document selected through the theoretical lens constructed for this research 
project. The framework combines Dryzek’s discourse approach (2013) and Cosme et al.’s framework (2017) 
(see subchapter 2.5.).  
 
The literature review for chapter 2 (Background) was conducted between spring 2020 – spring 2021. 
Databases used for the research were EBSCOhost, JSTOR, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Keywords 
searched were degrowth, sustainable development, economic growth, growthism, UN SDGs, SDG 8, GDP 
as a measure, Degrowht proposals, discourse and discourse analysis.  
 
The document analysis has been conducted by reviewing the selected document identifying key 
characteristics of degrowth, presented in subchapter 2.5. Coding the analyzed material is an important part 
of the process. This refers to the part of qualitative analysis where the data studied is being organized and 
made sense of (Basit, 2003). In this study, the coding has been done electronically, categorizing the data 
into subdivisions, utilizing Google Docs. Creating these categories for the data enables the researcher to 
“create a conceptual scheme that suits the data” (Basit, 2003, p.2).    
 
The results of the document analysis are presented in chapter 4, including a table, portraying the analyzed 
document in the x-axis, and the key characteristics, categorized into aspects, in the y-axis.  
 
 

3.6. Reflexivity  

The discussion of epistemology in qualitative research can be categorized in two schools of thought, the 
first arguing that the research is value-free, meaning that the phenomena studied is independent and 
unaffected by the researcher’s behavior. The other argues that the relationship between the researcher and 
the subject is interactive, especially when the subjects are humans. It is crucial that the researcher takes this 
into consideration and designs their study in a way that minimizes affecting the subjects as well as making 
their personal assumptions transparent to the reader. Reflexivity refers to this examination of the researcher's 
own bias and the pursuit for objectivity and neutrality. Reflecting on the ways one’s own backgrounds and 
beliefs i.e., bias can affect the study in a significant way. It is therefore of importance to provide as much 
information on the researcher’s potential bias as well as technical information on the conduct of the study 
so that readers can review the objectivity of the study (Ritchie & Lewis, 2014).  
 
In view of the fact that qualitative research is interpretive in its form as well as considering the above-
mentioned factors, there is a range of issues such as strategic, ethical, and personal issues that need to be 
considered in the research process (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In this study, the risk for affecting the 
research subject is non-existent since the documents analyzed are non-reactive vs. for instance in interviews 
with subjects. Since the researcher has her own values, attitudes, and beliefs that could easily affect the 
outcome of the study, the investigation has been designed to leave as little as possible room for that. The 
researcher has no connection to the subject organization, the United Nations, and the method has been 
carefully chosen to maximize the objectivity in this study. Theory triangulation, e.g., combining more than 
one theoretical framework in order to increase credibility and validity of the research, has been 
implemented. The scope of the study has been thoughtfully narrowed down and the analysis is carried out 
in a way that subjectivity is minimized. That all being said, one cannot conduct a social science study 
without being partly subjective; the choice of the subject of the study, the theory, and the methodology used 
are all guided by my personal values.   
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4. Analysis of the results  

The purpose of this chapter is primarily to present the results of the study. Complementing the analysis, the 
results are presented in a table followed by a discussion of the results.  
 
The in-depth analysis is centered on four aspects described in the theoretical framework (chapter 2.5.): Basic 
entities of degrowth; Agents and their motives; Main goals of degrowth; and finally, Key proposals of 
degrowth. The document has been analyzed to determine whether any topics under these aspects can be 
identified and parallels between the UN’s discourse on sustainable economic growth and degrowth can be 
noted.  
 

4.1. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development  

The framework for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable development has a wide scope. Based on the 
Millennium Development goals, there is a continuation of the earlier development priorities: poverty 
eradication, health, education, food security, and nutrition. In addition to these, the 2030 Agenda establishes 
a broad range of economic, social, and environmental goals (UN, 2015b). 
 

4.1.1. Basic entities of Degrowth detected  

In the analysis of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, a couple of similarities with basic entities 
of degrowth were detected. The first one being ‘seeing human activities as a threat to natural resources and 
recognition of resource scarcity’. This notion is largely incorporated in the UN’s declaration and underlined 
as a major issue to be solved.  
 

“We recognize that social and economic development depends on the sustainable management of our planet’s 
natural resources. We are therefore determined to conserve and sustainably use oceans and seas, freshwater 
resources, as well as forests, mountains, and dryland and to protect biodiversity, ecosystems, and wildlife “ 
(UN, 2015b, p. 13). 

 
Another basic entity of degrowth detected in this document was ‘a new way of living and organizing using 
fewer natural resources’. Whilst the discourse in the document does not refer to using fewer natural 
resources in an in-depth manner, some traces of this type of idea can be detected. This issue is referred to 
especially within goal 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns (UN, 2015b, p. 26).  
“We are determined to protect the planet from degradation, including through sustainable consumption and 
production, sustainably managing its natural resources and taking urgent action on climate change, so that 
it can support the needs of the present and future generations” (UN, 2015b, p. 1). 
 
The 2030 Agenda is, after all, a call of action to change the behavioral patterns that have led the world in 
this situation that it is currently facing. This leads to a third similarity; both discourses can be described as 
‘problem-solving discourses’. Whilst degrowth could be categorized as a discourse that sheds light on the 
downsides of the current situation (economic model), it is still at its core about offering solutions to these 
issues. The same goes for the UN’s discourse; the whole strategy to create change is based on staying 
positive and trying to figure out solutions, together, to solve the severe problems being faced.   
 
 
When describing sustainable economic growth that the UN envisages for each country in the world, climate-
sensitive development and application of technology are mentioned. In addition to this, what seems to be 
another part of the definition of sustainable economic growth is “humanity living in harmony with nature 
and in where wildlife and other living species are protected” (UN, 2015b, p. 7). ‘Critique of growth’, 
however, is not present in the discourse this document represents. Quite the opposite, economic growth is 
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described numerous times as the solution to these issues. The most severe issue that is apparent in the 2030 
Agenda is to eradicate poverty and the means to do this, according to this document, is through economic 
growth. It is mentioned multiple times that especially the least developed countries need economic growth 
in order to reach the Sustainable Development Goals, and this notion is agreed by both discourses, but in 
the 2030 Agenda it has been stated that all countries, depending on their level of development, should have 
a steady growth rate (UN, 2015b, p.10). As mentioned in subchapter 2.1.1, SDG 8 measures many of its 
targets by GDP, the very first target proving this point: “sustain per capita economic growth in accordance 
with national circumstances and, in particular, at least 7 per cent gross domestic product growth per annum in 
the least developed countries“ (UN, 2015b, p. 23). There is no sign of ‘critique of GDP as a measure of well-
being’ in this document.  
 
It is recognized in this document that there are nations with differing states of development and that others 
must develop more than others, but the basic entity of degrowth of ‘recognizing that the Global North 
exploitation of the South’s natural and human capital is the cause of poverty in the South’ cannot be detected 
in the discourse it represents. This is an underlying factor that has emerged during the analysis; there seems 
to be a lot of discussion on the current issues, but no mention of the causes that have led to these issues. 
Since the UN is a major driver of sustainable development, it is no surprise that in the 2030 Agenda, there 
is no trace of ‘criticism of sustainable development’, which is the last basic entity of degrowth mentioned 
in the analysis of the 2030 Agenda.  
 

4.1.2. Agents and their motives  

 
When analyzing the agents and their motives in this document, some similarities can be detected. The most 
apparent is seeing that the main responsibility lies on Governments and other administration, i.e., change is 
perceived to be created top-down.  As described before, most of degrowth literature suggest a bottom-up 
perspective as part of the solution, but according to Cosme et al. (2017) most of the degrowth policy 
proposals are, in fact, top-down. The UN SDGs have been decided by “Heads of State and Government and 
high representatives” on behalf of the people they serve. These goals have been then handed on to member 
states for each nation to figure out its own plans and goals as well as how to implement them.  
 

“We acknowledge also the essential role of national parliaments through their enactment of legislation and 
adoption of budgets and their role in ensuring accountability for the effective implementation of our 
commitments. Governments and public institutions will also work closely on implementation with regional 
and local authorities, subregional institutions, academia, philanthropic organizations, volunteer groups and 
others” (UN, 2015b, p.15).  

 
Although this document emphasizes the role of authoritative bodies in change making, it also stresses the 
role of the individual; “all people, active citizens, global citizenship, a shared responsibility” (UN, 2015b, 
p.1,13,) are a few examples of this. In some sense, this could be perceived as a similarity with degrowth’s 
‘communities and active citizens’ working together towards a common goal. The role of children and young 
people is emphasized in the document, referring to them as “critical agents of change” who will use the 
SDGs as a “platform to channel their infinite capacities for activism into the creation of a better world” (UN, 
2015b, p.16).  
 
Partnership is a term used various times in the 2030 Agenda, making it clear for all that these goals are not 
just for nations and their governments, but a wide array of partnership with the private sector, NGOs, 
volunteers and active individuals etc. is needed in order to make progress.   
 
The roles referred to as ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries are recurring in the 2030 Agenda document. 
The SDGs are communicated to be universal goals, involving all countries yet differences between the 
situations, abilities and approaches are recognized. “There are rising inequalities within and among 
countries, there are enormous disparities of opportunity, wealth and power” (UN, 2015b, p. 8). According 
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to the 2030 Agenda, ‘developed’ countries should be giving aid to ‘developing’ countries yet the agenda 
reaffirms that “every State has, and shall freely exercise, full permanent sovereignty over all its wealth, 
natural resources and economic activity“ (UN, 2015b, p. 9) .This can be interpreted as a claim that countries 
rich with natural resources, such as many countries that have been exploited and are struggling as an effect 
from this, should have full ownership of their assets and this boundary needs  to be respected. On the other 
hand, the sentence could be interpreted as a claim that nations that have acquired their wealth in questionable 
ways are not going to be held accountable and business-as-usual can proceed.  
 

4.1.3. Main goals of Degrowth detected  

Analyzing the 2030 Agenda, corresponding main goals with degrowth were detected. ‘Reduce 
environmental impacts of human activities’ is a goal that seems to be at the core of the discourse the 2030 
Agenda represents. The SDGs are a product based on earlier research, summits, and development goals that 
have emerged from the realization that the environment cannot bear the load human activities are placing 
on it, hence posing a threat to humanity.  
 

“Natural resource depletion and adverse impacts of environmental degradation, including desertification, 
drought, land degradation, freshwater scarcity and loss of biodiversity, add to and exacerbate the list of 
challenges which humanity faces. Climate change is one of the greatest challenges of our time and its adverse 
impacts undermine the ability of all countries to achieve sustainable development. Increases in global 
temperature, sea level rise, ocean acidification and other climate change impacts are seriously affecting 
coastal areas and low lying coastal countries, including many least developed countries and small island 
developing States. The survival of many societies, and of the biological support systems of the planet, is at 
risk” (UN, 2015b, p.15).   

 
The discourse can be described as anthropocentric, a discourse that places humans in the center and views 
the world through the lens of human experiences and values. Degrowth could, as well be described as an 
anthropocentric discourse: it focuses on new imaginaries and proposals for an alternative economic model, 
hence viewing the world from the human perspective, seeing human systems as both the culprit as well as 
the answer to the issues we are currently facing.  
 
Another corresponding main goal, ‘redistribute income and wealth within and between countries’, could be 
detected to some degree. In the 2030 Agenda, it is noted that there are “rising inequalities within and among 
countries...and enormous disparities of opportunity, wealth and power” (UN, 2015b, p.8). In the document 
it is stated that “sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth is essential for prosperity” and this 
can only happen through sharing wealth and addressing income inequality (UN, 2015b, p.11). In the 
document, it is emphasized that international public finance plays a major role in reaching the SDGs but 
also resources from other sources are needed: some ‘developed countries’ have agreed on a target of “0,7 
percent of gross national income for official development assistance (ODA/GNI) to developing countries 
and 0.15 percent to 0.2 percent of ODA/GNI to least developed countries” (UN, 2015b, p.15).  
 
The final main goal of degrowth, ‘promote the transition from materialistic to a convivial participatory 
society’, could not be detected in this document. While the recognition of resource scarcity and inventing 
and implementing better ways to use them is present in the 2030 Agenda, indications of transitioning from 
the materialistic society that we currently live in towards something far simpler, elementary, could not be 
found. 
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4.1.4. Key proposals of Degrowth detected  

 
Through the analysis of the 2030 Agenda some parallels between the two discourse’s key proposals were 
found. The first one being ‘access to goods and services’:  
 

“We envision a world with equitable and universal access to quality education at all levels, to healthcare and 
social protection, where physical, mental and social well being are assured. A world where we reaffirm our 
commitments regarding the human right to safe drinking water and sanitation and where there is improved 
hygiene; and where food is sufficient, safe, affordable and nutritious. A world where human habitats are safe, 
resilient and sustainable and where there is universal access to affordable, reliable and sustainable energy” 
(UN, 2015b, p.7).  

 
The message of the quote above could be manifested by either discourse. When it comes to an equal right 
of access to goods and services, both discourses agree. Another parallel in the same subject is the role of 
public finance in the implication towards this equal access: “Public finance, both domestic and international, 
will play a vital role in providing essential services and public goods and in catalyzing other sources of 
finance” (UN, 2015b, p.14). In the discourse of degrowth, the role of public finance is underlined, differing 
from the UN’s discourse though; degrowth literature states that new money printing should be reclaimed 
from private banks and be done by Governments.  
 
‘Grassroots action’ could be considered as a unifying proposal of the two discourses, yet it is emphasized 
substantially more within the degrowth discourse. As noted in subchapter 4.1.2, The 2030 Agenda is mainly 
focused on governments and other authoritative bodies but acknowledges the importance of individuals and 
groups, such as grassroots organizations.  
 
SDG 12: ‘Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns’, could be interpreted as a paralleling 
proposal to degrowth’s ‘reduce material energy consumption’. In the document, minimizing waste is 
underlined, whether it be food or any other type of material. In addition to this, proper ways of preventing 
waste and reusing and recycling material is mentioned. Encouraging companies to adopt sustainable 
practices and to raise awareness and educate consumers on how to live in harmony with nature are also a 
part of SDG 12 (UN, 2015b, p.27). 
 
Most of the degrowth proposals could not be detected in the 2030 Agenda. There is no mention of a job 
guarantee scheme or other types of schemes for the redistribution of work such as worksharing. A proposal 
that recurs in the degrowth literature, ‘reducing working hours and valuing unpaid and informal activity’, 
could not be detected in the UN document. Likewise, proposals of ‘basic and maximum income’, 
‘redistributive taxation schemes’, ‘voluntary simplicity and downshifting’, and ‘organized disobedience’ 
are not included in the 2030 Agenda.   
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Table 2. Results of the document analysis. 

Key characteristics of degrowth  The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development 

Basic entities of degrowth detected  
 

Critique of growth   ----- 

Seeing human activities as a threat to natural resources  X  

Critique of GDP  ----- 

Problem-solving discourse  X 

Criticism of sustainable development  ----- 

A new way of living and organizing using fewer natural resources  X  

Recognition of the Global North’s exploitation of the Global South’s natural and human capital 
is the cause of poverty in the South   

----- 

Agents and their motives of degrowth detected 
 

Activists  ----- 

Communities, active citizens  X 

Governments and other administration (top-down)  X  

Main goals of degrowth detected 
 

Reduce the environmental impact of human activities  X 

Redistribute income and wealth within and between countries  X 

Promote the transition from materialistic to a convivial participatory society ----- 

Key proposals of degrowth detected    
 

Job guarantee scheme  ----- 

Reduce material energy consumption  X 

Access to goods and services  X 

Basic and maximum income  ----- 

Worksharing ----- 

Local exchange trading ----- 

Redistributive taxation schemes  ----- 

Organized disobedience  ----- 

Grassroots action  X 

Voluntary simplicity and downshifting  ----- 

Reducing working hours & valuing unpaid and informal activity  ----- 
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The results of the document analysis described in this chapter can be viewed in the above table (table 
2), listing key characteristics of degrowth on the y-axis, and marking the detected characteristics with 
an “X”. The characteristics that were not detected in the document are marked with “-----“.  
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5. Discussion  

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss and interpret the results of the study. 

 

As seen in the results, some key characteristics of degrowth could be detected in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, therefore indicating that there are some similarities between these two 
discourses.  

Both discourses are trying to solve the issues at hand so they can both be classified as ‘problem 
solving discourses’ (Dryzek, 2013).  Nevertheless, what seems to differentiate the two in this matter 
is what is being perceived as the root cause of these issues and what needs to change. While there are 
similarities in views such as recognizing human activities as a threat to natural resources (Dryzek, 
2013), degrowth seems to underline that the root cause of this is the capitalistic economic system 
while the discourse of the 2030 Agenda does not establish capitalism as a cause for these issues. 
Quite the opposite, the 2030 Agenda promotes sustainable economic growth as a solution to the issues 
at hand. Sure, there are notions that some nations require more growth than others to be lifted out of 
poverty and so that their citizens could have their basic needs met, but there is no trace of criticism 
on the wealthier nation’s economic development nor notions on the Global North’s exploitation of 
the natural and human resources of the Global South (D’Alisa et al., 2014). This notion is a dividing 
view of the two discourses: one recognizes this as a causal effect on the unequal situation that poorer 
nations are living in whilst the other does not seem to regard this as a cause at all.  

This all poses the question on why does the UN promote economic growth (in all nations) so loyally 
to the neo-classic economic model when there are plenty of research indicating that economic growth 
cannot be decoupled from environmental degradation (Meadows et al.,1972; Daly, 1991; Purdey, 
2010; Rockström et al., 2009)? There is no doubt that the UN employs experts from all around the 
globe and that the institution is well aware of the research as well as new alternative 
models/proposals. Since money equals power, can it be that the individuals in decision-making roles 
have personal power that they are not willing to give up? The system seems to benefit the few, even 
though it has been communicated to benefit everyone. Individuals as actors and changemakers are 
mentioned in both discourses (D’Alisa et al., 2014; UN, 2015b). Solidarity is a concept mentioned 
multiple times in the 2030 Agenda, yet is seems to be a mere imaginary, hoping that those in power 
would stop exploiting others, be it within nations or between nations. The discussion on these power 
structures has been left out of the 2030 Agenda.  

In the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the 17 SDGs are laid out as an action plan that all 
nation states have signed and committed to implement. Yet, it is noted that these goals are merely 
“aspirational”, and each nation’s government should decide how to incorporate these into national 
strategies and policies, taking into consideration that there are different national circumstances. (UN, 
2015b, p. 16) Noting that nations in different states of development require different approach is a 
view that both discourses share, yet in the 2030 Agenda (UN, 2015b) the ‘developed’ countries are 
perceived as the trailblazers who will guide the ‘developing’ countries whilst in degrowth it is viewed 
as elementary that the historically exploitative wealthy nations stop interfering and pushing these 
countries into the same model of consumeristic growthism that has lead us to these issues in the first 
place (D’Alisa et al, 2014). It also interesting to note the use of such terms as ‘developing’ and 
‘developed’ in the UNs discourse. These terms could be perceived as polarizing as well as misleading: 
‘developing’ creates the impression that there is a specific destination, along with ‘developed’ 
creating the impression that the set goal has been reached and this goal is universal for all nations. 
These impressions seem to be far from reality; the so called ‘developed’ nations have set targets for 
infinite growth (D’Alisa et al., 2014).  

Since the UN has been the promoter of the concept of sustainable development for decades, it was 
expected that signs of critique towards the discourse of sustainable development in the 2030 Agenda 
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document would not be detected. In continuation, since economic growth has been included as one 
of the 17 goals and many of SDG 8’s targets are measured by GDP, it was expected that the discourse 
does not include critique of growth nor using GDP is a measure of wellbeing (D’Alisa et al., 2014).   

All in all, whilst some characteristics of these two discourses are corresponding, it is evident that the 
aspects being agreed upon are quite vague and that there are major differences on the views of these 
two discourses. Degrowth and especially the key proposals of degrowth seem to be quite radical for 
the UN to endorse. The purpose of this research project was not to study why the UN does not endorse 
degrowth, but to see whether there are similarities between degrowth and the UN’s discourse on 
sustainable economic growth, whether the UN’s views on sustainable economic growth entails these 
types of new ideas.  

The SDGs have without a doubt brought the three pillars of sustainable development into the global 
discussion: environmental, social and economic aspects are viewed more as intertwined entities and 
the limits of the planet are being underlined. Time will tell how the implementation of the SDGs 
succeeds and whether enough change has been able to be made by the deadline of year 2030. Who is 
to say what is enough and what are the right actions and strategies to get to the desired circumstance?   
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6. Concluding remarks 

 
The purpose of this research project was to shed light whether key characteristics of degrowth could be 
detected in the UN’s document ‘the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ and simultaneously 
provide understating on the UN’s discourse on sustainable economic growth. The research question 
formulated as “To what extent does the UN SDG ‘Economic Growth and fair work for all’ advocate the 
economic model of Degrowth?”, continued with two supporting RQs: “Can key characteristics of Degrowth 
be detected in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development?” and “What kind of economic growth is 
considered sustainable by the UN?”. The theoretical framework used in reach to answer these questions 
combined Dryzek’s (2013) discourse analysis framework and Cosme et al.’s (2017) framework.  
 
Utilizing case study as the research design and document analysis as the research method was seen suitable 
and relevant taking into consideration the scope and purpose of the study as well as the time and space 
constraints. In accordance with the aforementioned factors, the data selection i.e., the document chosen for 
the analysis was the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, published by the UN in 2015. The purpose 
of the publication in itself was perceived as a sufficient rationale to provide a holistic view on the discourse 
the UN represents.   
 
The analysis showed that some similarities between the two discourses could be detected. Three 
corresponding basic entities out of seven could be detected: ‘seeing human activities as a threat to natural 
resources’; ‘problem solving discourse’; and ‘a new way of living and organizing using fewer natural 
resources’. Two corresponding topics out of three were detected in the agents and their motives aspect: 
‘communities and active citizens’ as well as ‘governments and other administration (top-down)’. Three 
out of eleven proposals could be classified as corresponding: ‘reduce material energy consumption’; 
‘access to goods and services’; and ‘grassroots action’.  
 
These correspondences show that the two discourses are not completely opposing, but it must be noted that 
the similarities are in the aspects that unite many discourses as well: seeing that the current state of the 
world is problematic and that solutions need to be invented and tested, new ways of doing, making and 
consuming are needed and these changes are made by individuals and communities but first and foremost, 
the change needs top-down regulation i.e., government interference. The proposals that distinguish 
degrowth from other discourses, such as its proposals on valuing unpaid work and cutting down on work 
hours as well as putting to affect the basic income and maximum income along with redistributive taxation 
schemes and the redistribution of work could not be detected in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development document. As a continuum to this, traces of basic entities of degrowth such as critique of 
economic growth and DGP as a measure of wellbeing together with the critique of sustainable development 
were not observed.  
 
It is no surprise that the UN advocates sustainable development, but the reason for this study was to see 
whether it truly and solely advocates for economic growth and has not incorporated any alternative 
economic model into its discourse on sustainable economic growth. Since according to the discourse 
economic growth is the answer to many issues at hand, it is interesting to see whether this view will change 
in the future. As this study has been conducted using document analysis as the sole method and gains 
insight from communication that the organization wants to reveal, it would be interesting for future 
research to interview experts from different entities of the UN to gain a more in-depth view on the 
organization and its views on sustainable economic growth.  
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