Limits of Sufficiency Strategies in Business Practices
Overcoming Business-Related Boundaries for a Transition
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Abstract This chapter discusses the limited effectiveness of sufficiency-promoting communica-
tions as a result of larger structural causes that prevent companies from implementing effective
sufficiency approaches in their communications as well as in their overarching business strate-
gies —namely, pro-consumption advertising and the growth-oriented economy.

1. Introduction

A socio-ecological transformation towards sustainability requires structural
changes in all areas of the society and economy; changes that simultaneously
enable the pursuit of social justice and promote long-term individual and soci-
etal well-being within planetary boundaries. This implies an overall reduction in
consumption and production in line with the concept of sufficiency.

Recent research indicates that interventions targeting individuals by provid-
ing information, increasing awareness and fostering personal responsibility have
shown limited effectiveness in altering overall consumption patterns (Hirth et al.
2023). These approaches are often not successful enough to reach beyond a small
sustainability-oriented niche segment of consumers. Apart from limited pro-envi-
ronmental motivation, one reason is that individuals have limited capacity to absorb
and process an overwhelming volume of information (Oehler/Wendt 2017). Itis clear
that in order to achieve real change towards sufficiency, we need to broaden the
scope and look beyond individual decision-making to collective decision-making
processes and the role of governments and businesses (e.g., Whitmarsh et al. 2021).

Moving beyond individuals, one approach that businesses could pursue to
address the impacts of overconsumption is to advocate for sufficiency. Due to their
strategic position in the supply chain, their decisions, orientations or activities
influence both upstream production and downstream consumption towards a
slower, local and socially just economy (Heikkurinen et al. 2019; Jungell-Michels-
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son/Heikkurinen 2022). So far, research has identified two main approaches on
how exactly this transformation might occur: the adoption of business models that
prioritize the reduction of overall consumption (Niessen/Bocken 2021) and the use
of marketing strategies that promote sufficiency-oriented consumption (Gossen et
al. 2019) and elicit social action aimed at preventing and addressing the root causes
of the unsustainable economy. Perhaps unsurprisingly, research also suggests that
most of the strategies implemented to enable sufficiency-oriented consumption can
be categorized as “shallow”, as they focus primarily on knowledge and support, such
as communication campaigns (e.g., Gossen/Kropfeld 2022; Svenfelt et al. 2022).
These strategies have been shown to be inadequate in influencing intentions and
decisions towards sufficiency-oriented behaviors, for example in online environ-
ments, where they are overshadowed by frequent pro-consumption advertisements
(e.g., Frick et al. 2021a; Troger et al. 2021).

The reasons why current approaches often fail to effectively realize their poten-
tial to drive behavior change toward sufficiency are, we argue, both structural and
self-inflicted: First, businesses are embedded in a growth-based economic system.
The logic of capitalism means that profit-seeking firms and unsustainable demand
from households are institutionalized through private ownership and capital accu-
mulation (Gunderson et al. 2018). As a result of this path dependency, companies
have limited capacity to change the underlying “structural forces” of exponential
growth and excessive consumption (Beyeler/Jaeger-Erben 2022). This conflict of in-
terest can create tensions within companies and discourage them from adopting
sufficiency strategies (Gossen/Heinrich 2021). Second, despite their limited effec-
tiveness in guiding consumer choices in the long term (Frick et al. 2021a; Troger et
al. 2021; Gossen et al. 2023), one of the most common strategies used by companies
to promote sufficiency-oriented consumption are communication and information
campaigns.

In what follows, we discuss the limitations of consumer-centered communica-
tion approaches that focus on individual behavior change and absolve other actors
of their responsibilities. We then explain the challenges and limitations of suffi-
ciency-promoting messaging, followed by an analysis of the main barriers that pre-
vent companies from implementing effective sufficiency approaches in their com-
munications as well as in their overarching business strategies. In analyzing the
causes and interdependencies, it becomes clear that they are mutually reinforcing.
We conclude by pointing to opportunities for political support that are essential for
a profound transformation of the economy and society.
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2. Limitations of consumer-centered approaches

In promoting sufficiency, companies often rely on marketing campaigns or commu-
nication efforts to encourage behavior change at the consumer level. However, such
campaigns often fall short of their intended outcomes. One potential reason for this
ineffectiveness is the intention-behavior gap. Prior research has extensively studied
this gap, which suggests that even when individuals have strong intentions or a high
willingness to change, these intentions do not always translate into actual behavior
(Bamberg/M®éser 2007). Everyone knows from their own experience how difficult it
istochange a certain habit from one day to the next, such as giving up sweets or exer-
cising for 10 minutes in the morning. This is of particular relevance in the context of
environmental behavior, as many people have a high awareness of the problem and
express the intention to behave in an environmentally friendly way but often do not
succeed due to adverse circumstances (Bamberg/Mdser 2007; ElHaffar et al. 2020).
In the behavioral sciences and psychology, there are countless studies on bridging
the gap between intention and behavior, often focusing on motivational processes
(Sheeran/Webb 2016). Structural barriers are integrated in the form of social norms.

However, the focus on individuals leads to an individualization of societal prob-
lems and absolves other critical and influential actors, such as companies and gov-
ernments, from their share of responsibility in driving large-scale change towards
sufficiency and sustainability (Chater/Loewenstein 2022). Grunwald (2010) called
this allocation of responsibility the privatization of sustainability, Akenji (2014) de-
scribed it as consumer scapegoats. Both authors agree that focusing solely on con-
sumers as agents of change can have detrimental effects: If sufficiency depends on
consumer choice, then companies and legislators do not share this responsibility
and may fail to take the necessary action. In other words, the focus on the individual
legitimizes companies to follow the rules of the free market and pursue the goal of
corporate growth and accumulation rather than sufficiency. This coincides with ne-
oliberal thinking and the prevailing “dictatorship of consumption” (Lepenies 202.2:
225), in which personal purchasing decisions are misunderstood as the exercise of
subjective freedoms.

In summary, the embeddedness of human behavior or thinking in social sys-
tems is often underestimated and the responsibility of actors beyond individual con-
sumers is not adequately addressed. The focus on the consumer has promoted the
trend towards individualization and privatization of sustainability and sufficiency
— a narrative that many companies have been happy to support — but which, as de-
scribed in the next chapter, has led to limited results.
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3. Limitations and obstacles of sufficiency-promoting communication

Current business strategies to promote sufficiency focus on product design and in-
clude, for example, developing durable, high-quality and repairable alternatives to
conventional products, as well as extending the usual warranty period and offering
repair services (Bocken et al. 2014; Bocken/Short 2016; Kropfeld/Reichel 2021). These
strategies are often complemented by communication measures such as the use of
anti-consumerist messages that aim to raise awareness of the impact of consump-
tion on the environment and human well-being and to challenge the materialistic
norms of consumer society. It seems that companies find it easier to implement
sufficiency strategies at the level of marketing and customer communications than
at the level of other business practices because these measures create less tension
and require fewer changes in the design of business practices and models. However,
their effectiveness has not yet been proven because it is not clear whether commu-
nications promoting sufficiency actually reduce consumption. The much-discussed
case of Patagonia’s 2011 Black Friday campaign “Don't buy this jacket” serves as a
vivid example of this ambiguity. Although the provocative campaign aimed to criti-
cally reflect on consumption (Patagonia Inc. 2021), it ultimately led to an increase in
sales for the outdoor brand.

Consequently, studies that use methods to directly measure the impact of
sufficiency messaging on behavior yield less conclusive results. For example, Frick
et al. (2021) conducted two experiments with sufficiency-promoting social media
communications from companies aimed at reducing consumption and extending
the lifetime of clothing. In their real-world social media intervention, both the
experimental and control groups showed reduced clothing consumption over time.
Thus, the intervention itself did not reduce clothing consumption. However, in their
laboratory experiment, sufficiency-promoting social media communication led to
stronger sufficiency behavior, as measured by choosing a coupon for a second-hand
store or making a donation, compared to neutral and consumption-promoting
communication. In a similar study, Gossen et al. (2023) examined the potentially
positive effects of sufficiency messages based on dynamic norms on mobile phone
usage intentions and purchasing decisions. Dynamic norms communicate a con-
tinuous shift in behavioral tendencies relevant to the target behavior — in this case,
the growing interest of people in repairing and prolonging the life of mobile phones.
The results showed that a sufficiency message emphasizing a dynamic norm had no
particularly significant effects compared to the two other conditions. Furthermore,
in a diary intervention study that aimed at increasing sufficiency orientation and
consumption, it was shown that simply being part of the experiment increased
participants’ pro-sufficiency attitudes after a one-week diary intervention and
remained at that level for four weeks thereafter (Troger et al. 2021). These studies
indicate that businesses, which decide to promote sufficiency to their customers
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through advertising and communication efforts, might have only a limited impact
on customer behavior.

From a methodological perspective, it is challenging to operationalize the con-
cept of sufficiency and accurately measure sufficiency-oriented behavior change in
real-world settings. These limitations affect the reliability and validity of the studies’
results and contribute to their mixed results, which are still few in number. Further-
more, the design and practical implementation of interventions to promote suffi-
ciency-oriented consumption play a crucial role. Habit formation requires repeated
performance of desired actions in stable contexts, followed by a desirable reward.
Therefore, sustained communication over time — as opposed to shallow, one-time
information-based interventions - is required to have a meaningful impact (Nielsen
etal. 2020).

4. Key barriers for business approaches promoting
sufficiency-oriented lifestyles

Even if we know about the limitations of consumer-centered approaches and the ef-
fectiveness of sufficiency-promoting communication from businesses is uncertain,
there is a need for more businesses to take up sufficiency strategies. This, however,
is obstructed by the dominance of pro-consumption advertising and the growth
paradigm in the current economic system that works against an overall sufficiency
orientation in businesses.

4.1 Dominance of pro-consumption advertising as a barrier
to sufficiency-promoting communication

Sufficiency-oriented communication is still a niche activity compared to con-
ventional advertising that is disseminated online as well as in print media, on
billboards, radio or TV. Accordingly, expenditure on advertising has steadily in-
creased — while in 2000 more than $300 billion was spent on advertising worldwide,
by 2020 it was more than $600 billion (Statista 2023a). In recent decades, online
advertising in search engines, social media or on displays has become by far the
most attractive form of advertising and the main driver of growth in advertising
spending, with an annual growth rate of around 10 per cent worldwide (Statista
2023b). As a result, a German survey, for example, found that internet users see
significantly more consumption-promoting advertising than sufficiency-oriented
content (Frick et al. 2021b). This predominance of the traditional, consumption-
promoting form of advertising has several adverse effects on sufficiency:
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- Environmental impact of the advertising sector: Online advertising and the pro-
duction of advertising and media campaigns have a significant impact on the
environment, e.g., through resource and energy consumption or CO, emissions
(Parssinen et al. 2018; Hartmann et al. 2022).

« Misleading information for sufficiency-oriented consumption choices: Adver-
tising can spread misinformation and greenwashing. Greenwashing can occur
when the environmental benefits of products are overstated. It is widely used
in online retail (Gossen et al. 2022a) and leads consumers to choose less sustain-
able products than intended. When greenwashing is exposed, it also reduces the
trustworthiness of sustainable products (Hartmann et al. 2022). Further, online
services based on advertising revenue disseminate misinformation on environ-
mental topics such as climate change more intensively and quickly than scien-
tifically-based information (Kingaby 2021; Vosoughi et al. 2018); this may coun-
teract environmental concerns that motivate sufficiency-oriented behavior.

« Increased consumption levels: Advertising can increase the amount of goods
and services consumed and, thus, the environmental impact in other sectors.

Especially this last aspect of increasing consumption levels poses a serious threat
to sufficiency-oriented lifestyles and business practices. It remains a challenge for
empirical studies to definitively prove whether advertising actually increases con-
sumption and the mediated effect of advertising is still under investigation (Gossen
et al. 2022b, Frick et al. 2021b). From a broader economic perspective, it is unclear
whether advertising solely redistributes a fixed amount of consumption from one
company or provider to another, or if it genuinely enhances overall consumption
levels based on the success of advertising (Gossen et al. 2022b). Yet, studies from
diverse disciplinary and methodological backgrounds suggest that advertising does
contribute to increased consumption. On a macro-level, there is evidence of a corre-
lation between advertising expenditure and economic growth or increased spend-
ing (e.g., Brulle/Young 2007; Molinari/Turino 2018). From a household perspective,
regular exposure to media content is associated with higher product sales (e.g., Ru-
binson 2009) and increased material aspirations (e.g., Shrum et al. 2005). In the field
of marketing research, numerous authors criticize the primary use of marketing to
generate additional consumer demands, leading to unsustainable production and
consumption escalation (e.g., Key et al. 2020). The advent of online marketing exac-
erbates the risks of overconsumption. For instance, Dinner et al. (2013) found that
online advertising is even more effective than traditional advertising in increasing
sales. Recent digital developments such as personalization, instant shopping or in-
fluencer marketing further contribute to this detrimental trend. Correspondingly,
Kasser and Kanner (2004) explored how advertising stimulates consumption, fos-
ters consumerist attitudes and influences overall well-being. Advertising often cul-
tivates a desire for novelty, which has been shown to contribute to the shortened
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lifespan of smartphones (Jaeger-Erben et al. 2021). Furthermore, advertising can
lead to a rise in materialistic values, escalating levels of consumption and ecolog-
ical burdens (Kasser 2020).

The dominance of pro-consumption advertising also has a structural cause,
which is particularly visible in the digital markets. The internet is largely dependent
on advertising as its main source of revenue (Kingaby 2021) and the most visited
search engines, online news media and social media, are owned and designed by
profit-driven platform companies whose financing models are based on advertising
and the collection of personal data (Lewandowsky et al. 2020). They collect data
from users to personalize information, services and advertising to their individual
interests and sell advertising space to companies in real-time bidding.

All in all, not only the relationship between advertising and overconsumption,
the ubiquity of commercial and pro-consumption content in the consumer environ-
ment but also the design and funding models of companies pose major obstacles to
sufficiency strategies. As the next chapter shows, the obstacles described are symp-
toms of the current market system.

4.2 Growth-oriented economy and neoliberal market systems as barriers
for sufficiency-oriented strategies in businesses

The current economic thinking is dominated by growth orientation and the opti-
mization of economic indicators as the central goal rather than societal well-being
(Raworth 2017). The relentless pursuit of economic growth is seen as essential for
societal progress and prosperity. In this paradigm, with few exceptions, most busi-
nesses encourage individuals to continuously acquire and consume more goods and
services as a means of achieving these goals. In such growth-oriented institutional
settings, alternative businesses — businesses which are willing to operate at smaller
organizational scales and pursue sufficiency rather than growth - struggle to thrive
(Beyeler/Jaeger-Erben 2022; Lloveras et al. 2022) and may even refrain from pursu-
ing strategies that support sufficiency, both in their own organizational operations
and in their offerings to consumers as a result (Gossen/Heinrich 2021). Taken to-
gether, the dominant growth orientation of the current economic paradigm seems
to prevent most organizations from adopting sufficiency strategies. Below, we high-
light four aspects that we have identified as particularly important.

First, there is a lack of access to finance and investment for sufficiency-oriented
businesses, especially compared to conventional businesses that promise higher re-
turns to their investors. Organizations that need capital to start their sufficiency-
oriented business rely on conventional financial investment as well as own savings,
state subsidies or purpose-oriented financial investment strategies such as crowd-
funding, impact investors or private donations (Bocken et al. 2022). And although
control over financial investments and financial ownership seems to be essential for
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sufficiency-oriented companies (Beyeler/Jaeger-Erben 2022), the limited access to
funding capital at the same time is a disadvantage in the market. As long as most
investors seek profit maximization and high financial returns, companies that find
ways to create value that are independent of growth (Banerjee et al. 2021) or that turn
away from the principle of profit maximization altogether (Nesterova 2020) are not
attractive investments for them.

Second, the growth dependency inherent in the economic system de-incen-
tivizes businesses from reducing production or encouraging customers to consume
less. The current business environment — characterized by competitive conditions,
demand effects and business ownership — reinforces the benefits of growth and
scale (Gebauer et al. 2017). Furthermore, quantitative growth in business activity
is typically accompanied by increased complexity in terms of financial obligations,
competitive pressures and infrastructure. The result is a growth spiral in which
increasing complexity and growth dependency drive each other (Froese et al. 2023).
Existing companies are often caught in these dynamics, and it takes knowledge,
capacity and a willingness to experiment — often with unpredictable consequences
— to overcome these lock-ins and path dependencies. As an example, consider the
Swedish second-hand clothing market, which is dominated by for-profit organiza-
tions that prevent non-profits from operating more sustainably (Persson/Hinton
2023).

Third, powerful actors shape demands and desires, pushing sufficiency to the
periphery. The current economic system is stabilized by a variety of settings, includ-
ing power constellations. In the current asymmetric market, a powerful consumer
culture industry shapes desires and market-driven forces shape demand. As aresult,
sufficiency advocates are a minority in their institutions and sufficiency-oriented
businesses are a niche phenomenon. At the same time, political decision-making
continues to be constrained by the power of interest groups such as industrial lobby
groups or multinational corporations, which reinforces the power imbalance in the
current economic system. These power asymmetries need to be taken into account
in order to realize the shift towards sufficiency in the economy (Fuchs et al. 2016;
Avelino 2017).

Fourth, purpose-oriented businesses that value sufficiency and care over self-
interest are at odds in the current extractivist, capitalist system. Values shape
the behavior of actors in the economic system and influence decision-making in
companies. A redefinition of business values would be moving from the primacy
of shareholders to the primacy of purpose (Mayer 2020). So-called purpose-driven
companies create both wealth and social well-being, are a source of social change
and contribute to the common good (European Parliamentary Research Service
2023). An example could be companies which pursue a perspective of caring that
prioritizes the well-being of all living beings, including humans, nonhumans and
nature (Beyeler/Jaeger-Erben 2022; Jungell-Michelsson/Heikkurinen 2022; Lorek et
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al. 2023). A care-centred perspective challenges the current paradigm of constant
economic growth and competition and seeks a fair and equitable distribution of
resources, the elimination of systems of oppression and the reduction of carbon
emissions and resource consumption (Lorek et al. 2023). However, such alternative
businesses are disadvantaged in the existing economic system. Because the time
and financial costs of operating in a system that targets opposed values are often
high, imitators are discouraged. Therefore, the question arises how we can create
more favorable conditions for sufficiency-oriented businesses.

5. The time is ripe for systemic change in policy-making and business

Political institutions from the supranational (e.g., EU) to the local level must intro-
duce policies that help sufficiency-oriented business succeed and at the same time
abolish subsidies for unsustainable forms of production and consumption. Exam-
ples of policy support for sufficiency strategies can be found in legislation to facili-
tate repairs, such as in Sweden with a VAT reduction for repair services (Dalhammar
et al. 2020) or in France, where repair scores have been made mandatory for certain
electronic appliances (Ministére de la transition écologique 2021).

In order to introduce such policies, political actors often argue that broad pub-
lic acceptance is required. Current research shows that such acceptance can be as-
sumed at least to some degree. The majority of people want fair and equitable poli-
cies that secure the future of our planet and are willing to accept strong regula-
tory measures to this end (e.g., Fabre et al. 2023). Communicating the impact of
such measures plays a crucial role in acceptance. According to Diitschke et al. (2023),
people want to be informed about how policy measures affect themselves and so-
ciety, and they also want to know that potential savings for the state, for example,
are passed back to society. This is also true vice versa: if people are misinformed,
there can be a lack of political support, which can prevent systemic changes that are
urgently needed for the transition. So, when it comes to system change, including
change in businesses, social acceptance is needed, but it also needs to be fostered
through communication from key stakeholders.

We have shown that companies aiming to drive sustainability and sufficiency
prefer consumer-oriented communication interventions, probably because they
do not require a profound change in management or production processes, which
would often be considered costly and effortful. Garcia-Ortega et al. (2023) intro-
duced the term “anti-consumerist washing” to describe the phenomenon that
companies only symbolically engage in sufficiency-promoting communication to
give the appearance of social responsibility. Instead, they use misleading adver-
tising to create an overly positive image, gain legitimacy and maintain “business
as usual”. But for sufficiency to become a common practice, a deep transition of
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management is needed. Some companies have already started to experiment with
sufficiency-oriented business models (e.g., Niessen/Bocken 2021; Bocken et al.
2022). Changes at the business level may include, for example, changing the form
of organization to a cooperative. Due to their organizational form, cooperatives
are characterized by the commoditization of ownership and property as well as the
co-determination and self-determination of their members and can thus largely
escape the growth pressure of the economic market (e.g., Lautermann/Pfriem
2018). Moreover, equivalent to the consumption corridor that determines sufficient
consumption as a level at which planetary boundaries are respected and human
needs are met, a “production corridor” (Birnthaler/Gough 2023) needs to be defined
for businesses. It exists in a sphere between essential production to meet basic
needs within planetary boundaries and excess production that is detrimental to the
environment and does not contribute to need satisfaction.

Ultimately, sufficiency should not be regarded as a mystical standard to be at-
tained within the economy and society but a way of aligning resources to meet the
needs of both humans and non-humans alike.
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