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A Critique of the Circular Economy from
the Perspective of Sufficiency: Decoupling and
Inequality

Heta Leinonen and Roni Lappalainen

Summary: Current growth-oriented efforts to build economies are
not on a sustainable and inclusive path: the well-being of the en-
tire population of the planet remains unattainable while planetary
boundaries are exceeded. Thus, instead of focusing on economic
growth, a more holistic approach to building economies needs to
be taken. Here, the concept of sufficiency as an organizing principle
that recognizes enoughness and excess is challenging the growth
paradigm. This article begins by discussing the circular economy
as part of the green growth approach but outside the post-growth
agenda. Next, two key criticisms of the circular economy raised by
the sufficiency-focused degrowth approach are reviewed: the limits
to decoupling and inequality. This article ends with an outlook
on how the sufficiency-focused approach has been embedded into
policy proposals and organizational activities, and how the circular
economy could foster sufficiency-focused economies.
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Eine Kritik an der Kreislaufwirtschaft aus der Suffizienzperspektive:
Entkopplung und Ungleichheit

Zusammenfassung: Derzeitige wachstumsorientierte Bemithungen zum Aufbau von Volks-
wirtschaften befinden sich weder auf einem nachhaltigen noch inklusiven Pfad: Das Wohl-
ergehen der gesamten Weltbevolkerung bleibt unerreichbar, wahrend planetare Grenzen
iiberschritten werden. Daher braucht es, anstelle eines Fokus auf Wirtschaftswachstum,
einen ganzheitlicheren Ansatz fiir den Aufbau von Volkswirtschaften. In diesem Zusam-
menhang stellt das Konzept der Suffizienz als Ordnungsprinzip, welches ein ,,Genug“
sowie Ubermass anerkennt, das Wachstumsparadigma infrage. Dieser Artikel beginnt mit
einer Diskussion uber die Kreislaufwirtschaft als Teil des Green-Growth-Ansatzes, jedoch
auflerhalb der Postwachstumsagenda. Anschlieffend werden zwei zentrale Kritikpunkte
an der Kreislaufwirtschaft beleuchtet, welche aus der suffizienzorientierten Degrowth-Be-
wegung hervorgehen: die Grenzen der Entkopplung und die Ungleichheit. Der Artikel
schliefSt mit einem Ausblick darauf, wie der suffizienzorientierte Ansatz in politische
Vorschlige und organisatorische Aktivititen eingebettet wurde und wie die Kreislaufwirt-
schaft suffizienzorientierte Wirtschaftssysteme fordern konnte.

Stichworter: Suffizienz, Kreislaufwirtschaft, Postwachstumsagenda
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1. Introduction

Currently, not all of humanity's social goals are being achieved and the well-being of the
entire population of the planet remains unattainable (Raworth, 2017). At the same time,
planetary boundaries are being exceeded (Richardson et al., 2023). Thus, socio-economic
systems are not on a sustainable and inclusive path. Instead, the systems are more focused
on achieving economic growth — and wealth for the privileged — while a large part of
the world's population is still unable to meet their basic needs (Parrique, 2019). In sum,
“GDP growth (monetary value creation) somewhere occurs at the expense of exploitation
elsewhere in the global economy” (Parrique, 2019, p. 374).

Since the concept of economic growth is ambiguous, we define it here as the inflation-
adjusted increase in GDP resulting from an increase in production and consumption
(Cassiers & Maréchal, 2018; see also Stoknes & Rockstrom, 2018; Vadén et al., 2020b).
According to some literature, such economic growth is, among other things, a necessity
and a primary goal of policymaking (Ekins, 2000; Vadén et al., 2020b), as it is believed
that economic growth can be used to reduce social inequalities, such as poverty, and
combat climate change (Vadén et al., 2019) through, for instance, technological inno-
vations (Ekins, 2000; Lehmann et al., 2022). However, excessive focus on economic
growth causes problems, as it forgets that our economies are embedded in holistic Earth
systems: by some measures, for example, inequality increases while community cohesion
decreases, environmental impacts accumulate, and climate change progresses as a result
(Wright et al., 2018; Laurent, 2024; Costanza, 2025). As for policymaking, it has even
been argued that maintaining and improving economic growth provides the boundary
conditions for solutions proposed to combat environmental crises rather than trying to
avoid the negative ecological and social impacts of economic growth (Banerjee, 2012).
This is the case even though “globally, climate change has led to a population-weighted
GDP loss of 6.3 % in 2022” (Rising, 2023, p. 4). Thus, to prevent the transgression of
planetary boundaries and realign economic activities with the Earth's ecological limits,
it is necessary to move beyond a narrow focus on economic growth and adopt a more
holistic approach.

In this article, the concept of sufficiency challenges the focus on economic growth and
is seen as an organizing principle that recognizes enoughness and excess, and, thus, leads
to more sustainable and inclusive economies (Jungell-Michelsson & Heikkurinen, 2022;
Heikkurinen, 2024) guided by the principles of justice, safety, and diversity (see, e.g.,
Raworth, 2017; Scheidel & Schaffartzik, 2019). This article proceeds as follows: First,
it discusses the circular economy as part of the green growth approach but outside the
post-growth agenda. Then, two key criticisms of the circular economy raised by the suffi-
ciency-focused degrowth approach are reviewed: the limits to decoupling and inequality.

2. The circular economy as part of the green growth approach

Some different ways of approaching growth are evident in the post-growth agenda and
its periphery. Here, the word “approach” has been chosen to refer to a combination of
scholarly literature, political stances, and social activism. At one end of the spectrum is the
green growth approach, whose proponents argue that through efficiency and absolute de-
coupling, it is possible to achieve a sustainable and inclusive path while maintaining con-
tinuous economic growth (Stoknes & Rockstrom, 2018; Lehmann et al., 2022). On the

Swiss Journal of Business, year 79, 3/2025 295



https://doi.org/10.5771/0042-059X-2025-3-294
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Perspective Article

opposite end is the degrowth approach, meaning “an equitable downscaling of production
and consumption that increases human well-being and enhances ecological conditions”
(Schneider et al., 2010, p. 511). Degrowth literature states that to achieve sustainability
and inclusivity, the goal of economic growth should be abandoned (Lehmann et al., 2022).
Furthermore, degrowth proponents argue that economies might even need to shrink in
rich countries of the Global North (Hickel, 2021) and bring further attention to inequality
by asking who benefits from the current growth-focused system.

In all, green growth and degrowth approaches represent the extremes of the efficiency-
sufficiency spectrum. The green growth approach relies on efficiency, that is, reducing
resource consumption in relative terms, or in other words, doing more with less (Princen,
2003; Young & Tilley, 2006). Conversely, to align economic activity within ecological
and social limits, degrowth calls for sufficiency — meaning producing and consuming
less in absolute terms (Jungell-Michelsson & Heikkurinen, 2022; Laurent, 2024). Accord-
ing to some researchers, the link between degrowth and sufficiency is so obvious that,
for example, degrowth is dependent on embracing sufficiency (Nesterova, 2020; Jungell-
Michelsson & Heikkurinen, 2022). Between the efficiency desires of green growth and the
sufficiency idea of degrowth lies the growth agnostic approach, which argues that econo-
mic growth should not be an issue that needs to be considered at all, that is, economic
growth is indifferent (van den Bergh, 2011; van den Bergh & Kallis, 2012; Lehmann et
al., 2022). Haapanen and Tapio (2016) view degrowth and growth agnostic approaches
as a continuum: achieving the growth agnostic approach initially requires an intentional
degrowth approach.

Despite the fact that scholarly circular economy literature examines the sufficiency
aspects of the circular economy, such as refusing and reducing consumption and the use
of natural resources, these aspects often receive less attention in mainstream discussions
(Kirchherr et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2017; Bocken et al., 2022). Instead, the circular
economy is rooted in the assumption of (resource) efficiency rather than sufficiency
(Schneider et al., 2010; see, e.g., Finnish Government, 2021; European Commission,
2023) and the goal of economic growth (Bocken et al., 2022; Leinonen & Lappalainen,
2023). Thus, the majority of the scholarly circular economy discourses and mainstream
discussions currently align with the technology-, efficiency-, and growth-oriented green
growth approach (Lehmann et al., 2022; Kongshej, 2023). Moreover, although some
scholars consider the green growth approach to be part of the post-growth agenda — albeit
on its margins (Laurent, 2024) — here, post-growth is defined as “an era in which the
societal project is refined beyond the pursuit of economic growth” (Cassiers & Maréchal,
2018, p. 2) and thus, only growth agnostic and degrowth approaches can be grouped
under the growth-critical and sufficiency-focused post-growth agenda (Lehmann et al.,
2022), leaving the green growth approach out of the agenda.

3. Criticism of the circular economy from the perspective of sufficiency

“Achieving sustainability within planetary boundaries requires radical changes to produc-
tion and consumption beyond technology- and efficiency-oriented solutions” (Kongshgj,
2023, p. 1). Therefore, a comprehensive approach to sufficiency is needed to complement
and challenge current green growth — thus, circular economy - efforts to build (sustain-
able) economies (Bocken et al., 2022).
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Since green growth and degrowth are extremes of the efficiency-sufficiency spectrum,
and the connection between degrowth and sufficiency is obvious, next, the circular econ-
omy is examined through the critical lenses of degrowth. In the socio-economic sphere,
two criticisms are central: the limits to decoupling and inequality.

3.1. The limits to decoupling

The first suspicion from the degrowth approach towards the circular economy is based
on the notion of decoupling. Essentially, decoupling refers to the idea that it is possible
to separate “environmental bads” from the “economic goods” with the help of, for exam-
ple, new technologies, innovations, industrial development, and market-based solutions
(Wright et al., 2018). Decoupling can be global or local, and relative (“GDP grows faster
than domestic material consumption” (Hickel & Kallis, 2020, p. 471)) or absolute (GDP
grows or remains the same while environmental load, resource use, and/or emissions
decrease (Stoknes & Rockstrom, 2018; Vadén et al., 2019)). It can happen over a short
or long period, and for one environmental indicator (e.g., carbon emissions) or multiple
(e.g., all planetary boundaries) (Parrique et al., 2019). Thus, when decoupling is discussed
within degrowth and green growth approaches, it is important to clarify what kind of de-
coupling is needed. Degrowth scholars argue that to halt environmental crises, decoupling
needs to be global, absolute, occur over a long period, and happen for all environmental
indicators. This can be characterized as “sufficient enough decoupling”. (Vadén et al.,
2020a.) The green growth approach is on the same page but vaguer when setting the
target level for decoupling. For instance, the Circular Economy Action Plan, which is one
of the main building blocks of the European Green Deal — the new growth strategy for
Europe - states:

Indicators on resource use, including consumption and material footprints to account
for material consumption and environmental impacts associated to our production and
consumption patterns will also be further developed and will be linked to monitoring
and assessing the progress towards decoupling economic growth from resource use and
its impacts in the EU and beyond (European Commission, 2020, p. 19).

However, sufficient enough decoupling is notably difficult or impossible to achieve (Hickel
& Kallis, 2020). Indeed, decoupling environmental load, resource use, and/or emissions
from economic growth has proven to be unrealistic (Hagens, 2020; Hickel & Kallis,
2020), and the empirical evidence for a decoupling that takes into account all ecologi-
cal boundary conditions is lacking (Parrique et al., 2019; Vadén et al., 2020b). While
some (absolute) decoupling between CO, emissions and economic growth (Stoknes &
Rockstrom, 2018) and resource use and GDP has been observed or theoretically estimat-
ed within some rich countries, no credible empirical model of sufficiently broad and
long-term decoupling that works in all policy settings exists (Hickel & Kallis, 2020). Fur-
thermore, global resource use is projected to grow 60 percent from 2020 levels by 2060,
which means an increase in material resource extraction from 100 to 160 billion tons.
For instance, energy transition is driving a high increase in metal demand, while the build-
up of infrastructure drives the growth of non-metallic mineral extraction. (International
Resource Panel, 2024.) In sum, there is a lack of empirical support for the decoupling on
which the green growth approach relies (Hickel & Kallis, 2020).
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3.2. Inequality

The second main criticism of the degrowth approach to the circular economy’s focus on
growth is based on inequality. Although the degrowth approach also highlights other
forms of inequality that the circular economy does not sufficiently address, like gender
issues (see, e.g., Pla-Julian & Guevara, 2019; Dengler & Lang, 2022; Houtbeckers, 2022)
and inter- and intra-generational equity (Murray et al., 2017), here inequality refers to
economic inequality, which, according to Buch-Hansen and Koch (2019, p. 264), has
serious consequences: “extreme and growing economic inequality threaten[s] human civi-
lization as we know it”.

Economic inequality can be examined at the global and national levels. First, the current
growth-oriented efforts to build economies have benefited the rich countries of the global
North, often at the expense of the countries of the global South (Hickel, 2021). Second,
income disparities within countries have increased, and wealth has accumulated in the
hands of an increasingly smaller number of people, who seek to isolate their own interests
from the collective well-being (Piketty, 2014; Heikkurinen et al., 2019). At the same time,
as noted earlier, a part of humanity is unable to satisfy their basic needs (Parrique, 2019).
In response to inequality challenges at these two levels, sufficiency-focused degrowth
argues for redistribution between and within countries: “There is a level of human well-
being compatible with the Biosphere’s viability, but it entails that some have too little
while others have too much” (Laurent, 2024, p. 13).

Overall, the circular economy aims to provide conflict-free win-win solutions mainly
related to economic and environmental sustainability. At the same time, it overlooks the
social problems of the current growth-oriented efforts to build economies and fails to
consider who benefits from economic growth and who does not. (Corvellec et al., 2022.)

To conclude, a wide range of policy proposals that include the sufficiency-focused
approach already exist: work time reduction, universal basic income, universal basic
services, and a maximum income cap, to name a few (Kallis et al., 2025). Moreover,
studies have proposed how a sufficiency-focused approach can be included in organiza-
tional activities by adding democratic governance (Khmara & Kronenberg, 2018), being
local and community-based (Hankammer et al., 2021), and considering non-human life
(Nesterova, 2020). Some sufficiency-focused proposals (e.g., making products that last
(Khmara & Kronenberg, 2018)) fit the growth-oriented green growth approach and the
circular economy in it. As an illustration, sufficiency-focused policy proposals have recent-
ly been examined specifically from the perspective of advancing the circular economy (see,
e.g., Leinonen & Lappalainen, 2023). However, some sufficiency-focused proposals (e.g.,
deviation from profit maximization (Nesterova, 2020)) challenge the circular economy.

In all, while a wide range of proposals exists, less focus has been placed on transfor-
mative enough proposals that would enable sustainable and inclusive sufficiency-focused
economies to come to fruition (Kallis et al., 2025). To foster the change, the hegemony
of economic growth needs to be further questioned. The circular economy can start the
questioning and the flourishing of sufficiency-focused economies by letting the already
existing sufficiency aspects of the circular economy concept bloom (Bocken et al., 2022)
and by challenging decoupling and inequality.
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