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Sufficiency, Liberal Societies and Environmental
Policy in the Face of Planetary Boundaries
Sufficiency is not a goal of environmental policy-making as is efficiency. In view of the planetary boundaries,
this paper instead proposes that sufficiency should amend the notion of liberal society.
The classic vision of liberal societies has been based on the
core values of individual freedom, the no-harm principle and
social justice together with the related virtues of courage, prudence
Adrian Muller, Markus Huppenbauer
and justice. By adding sufficiency, we introduce a fourth core value,
one which is necessary for dealing with planetary boundaries. Temperance,
the virtue linked to sufficiency, becomes an important part of this.
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reenhouse gas concentrations are rising, and meeting the
two-degree target becomes increasingly improbable (IPCC
2014). But not only climate change challenges humanity. At least
four out of ten environmental planetary boundaries have been
transgressed or will likely be so soon, and many regional and local environmental problems persist with substantial impact on
the life of individuals (Steffen et al. 2015). Technical and economic efficiency and innovation are promoted to address those challenges, internalizing the societal costs of production and consumption and increasing resource use efficiency. Policy instruments
such as emission standards or environmental taxes support these
efforts.
However, increased efficiency and innovation may not suffice
to keep societies’ environmental impacts within identified boundaries. “Sufficiency” is thus increasingly being promoted as a complementary approach when it comes to dealing with these challenges of sustainability (Alcott 2008, Mont and Plepys 2008, IPCC
2014, Allcott and Mullainathan 2010).1 In general terms, sufficiency aims at reducing consumption levels of individuals, linked to
an attitude of temperance and to particular conceptions of a “good
life” emphasizing non-material aspects and consciousness for the
environment.
However, there are many different conceptions of sufficiency.
Often, they are not clearly defined, and suggestions for putting
them into action run into difficulties. In particular, suggestions
for making sufficiency a topic for climate change mitigation and
a subject of general environmental policy discussions face opposition from liberal people, as such suggestions are often consid-

1 See also www.unep.org/resourceefficiency/Consumption/
EducationLifestylesandYouth/SustainableLifestyles/tabid/101304/Default.aspx.
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ered as bearing a threat to individual freedom. Our goal here is
to clarify why difficulties arise with the current conceptions of sufficiency. We then suggest how sufficiency should be framed in
societies built on liberal core values, such as modern Western
societies, and how our conception helps to avoid the identified
difficulties.

Sufficiency: The Current Discussion
The discussion of environmental problems in modern Western
societies strongly relates to what we regard as the three core values of liberal societies: “individual freedom”, the “no-harm principle” and “social justice”. There is a wide range of notions of a liberal society. To name just a few, there is a more “libertarian” notion as promoted by Nozick (1974), where individual freedom is
most important, a more “social” one, where rather equality is key
(Rawls 1971), or a “constitutional” one (Locke 2016), where the relation between citizens and the state with respect to the defense
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of their life, liberty and property is central. For our discussion, we
do not adopt one specific notion; we refer to all societies that are
organized around the three core values named above, be some
of them more or less central in its concrete implementation, but
where all of them play a crucial role. Our considerations thus apply to a variety of such notions of liberal societies that have been
suggested.
Within such notions of liberal societies, governmental restrictions of individual freedom are regarded as acceptable if the freedom of others or justice are at stake, for instance, in the case of
damage to the livelihoods of others as a result of some citizens’
actions (e. g., by polluting water). In contrast, sufficiency targets
actions of individuals in relation to certain attitudes and values
that they should adopt without direct reference to actual individual damage or issues of social justice. It aims at influencing individuals’ lifestyle and beliefs on what a “good life” is towards “environmentally friendly” behavior and towards supporting sustain-
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sponsible” citizens, voluntarily changing behavioral patterns towards temperance and reduced environmental impacts.
Thus, sufficiency could complement the classical approaches
to deal with environmental problems, but no existing conception
of sufficiency seems to provide guidance on how to implement it
while being compatible with the core values of liberal societies.

A New Approach to Sufficiency and Liberal
Societies
We resolve this incompatibility by framing sufficiency as an amendment to the core values determining liberal societies rather than
by framing it as a concept to guide environmental policy and behavior within established notions of liberal societies.
We take as our starting point an illustrative narrative on the basis of liberal societies: historically, natural boundaries to societies

Sufficiency is not about how to implement a specific consumption level with each
individual, but how much of a specific individual consumption level is possible
in relation to the consumption of all other citizens and the corresponding aggregate.
ability as a societal goal. Exercising influence on personal lifestyles
and beliefs is difficult in liberal societies, because values, lifestyle
and conceptions of “good life” are core aspects of individual freedom and are conceived as private.
Different conceptions of sufficiency have been proposed. We
differentiate between three of them, without attempting an indepth review. First, sufficiency is often framed in accordance with
accepted incentive schemes in liberal societies, for example, economic incentives. It basically reproduces economic efficiency, albeit often in a long-term and encompassing manner (e. g., Princen 2005, Linz 2012). Sufficiency as an approach for addressing
the challenges mentioned above is then no longer additional to
efficiency. Second, some authors frame sufficiency as a policy goal
on par with other well-established policy goals such as increased
energy efficiency. As a policy goal, it would have to be complemented with policy instruments to set incentives for adopting the corresponding “sufficient” lifestyles, just as policy instruments exist to support increased energy efficiency.When implemented as
direct governmental regulation of individual lifestyles, such instruments lead to conflicts with individual freedom as a core value of
liberal societies (Schramme 2011). Consequently, it has been suggested to weaken this core value, which however can lead to paternalism or even eco-dictatorship (Wurster 2013). Third, sufficiency is sometimes framed as a guiding principle for individual
action in face of environmental problems (e. g., Stengel 2011). Its
operationalization would be also difficult in liberal societies. It
again either resorts to efficiency measures or to illiberal paternalism, or it relies on the mere hope that people become “more re-

were basically given by lack of knowledge and power. They often
hindered the societies’ development. Transgressing the boundaries was essential to secure new livelihoods and to assure survival; the presence of courageous and free individuals was important to meet the challenge. A livable human society, to continue
this narrative, emerged by complementing individual freedom
with both the no-harm principle to curb individual actions that
interfered with the freedom of others, and with social justice to
moderate inequalities.
Since then, the role of boundaries has changed fundamentally.
Today, limits to societies are rather derived from planetary boundaries for key environmental indicators that have to be respected
to assure safe living conditions for societies and the individuals
living in them (Steffen et al. 2015). These new boundaries seem
to exist independently of knowledge or power deficits of societies.
They rather seem to originate from the unprecedented power of
societies to alter and negatively affect the environment.With these
new boundaries, survival is tightly linked to respecting rather than
transgressing them.
Respecting planetary boundaries proves to be challenging.
To address the challenge, we suggest that sufficiency should be
framed as an additional aspect determining what a liberal society may mean today, accounting for the boundaries that have to be
respected for allowing safe living conditions for human societies.
Respecting these boundaries and not impeding with safe living
conditions on a planetary scale thus becomes a forth core value in
an amended notion of liberal societies. We therefore suggest framing sufficiency as this fourth core value. By doing so, our discus-
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sion on sufficiency develops the discussion on planetary boundaries as an urgently needed new paradigm to “(integrate) the continued development of human societies and the maintenance of
the earth system in a resilient and accommodating state”(Steffen
et al. 2015, p. 736).
However, sufficiency relates to both societal goals and individual behavior. Hence, we propose combining the narrative of liberal societies presented above with the well-known philosophical
concept of (cardinal)virtues to illustrate how sufficiency as framed
above may relate to individuals in liberal societies. In the past, where
boundaries had to be transgressed for survival and flourishing,
three of the four cardinal virtues were decisive, namely courage,
prudence and justice. They relate to the core values of the notions
of liberal societies mentioned above: The virtue of courage relates
to the core value of individual freedom, prudence relates to the noharm principle and justice relates to social justice. The fourth cardinal virtue “temperance” plays no role in this liberal narrative.
But temperance becomes decisive in the amended notion of liberal society proposed here, where absolute levels of actions and
impacts and respecting rather than transgressing boundaries
form a fourth core value “sufficiency”. Temperance is the virtue
that corresponds to sufficiency. Temperance can also be seen as

a typical virtue of sustainability (Sandler 2007). The concept of virtues thus helps to illustrate which type of individual action may
relate to sufficiency as a fourth core value of liberal societies.
Sufficiency is usually formulated and exemplified as a reduction of actions and consumption of goods and services with high
environmental impacts, but in fact it doesn’t matter whether one
single person drives a heavy fossil-fuel based car or eats a lot of meat
(figure 1). Citizens in liberal societies may have such or other consumption patterns, and it is not necessary that everybody reduces
all of his or her specific consumption. However, it is necessary that
the current average total consumption level of goods and services
with high environmental impacts drops to much lower levels in
order to sustain appropriate living conditions for individuals in
the future. Therefore, sufficiency is not about how the state may
implement a specific consumption level of such goods and services with each individual. Rather, it is about how much of a specific individual consumption level is possible in relation to the consumption of all other citizens and the corresponding aggregate.
Implementing sufficiency thus faces a threefold challenge: it has
to take into account the heterogeneity of human beings and their
needs and aims, as well as considerations of justice, while the
whole society and its citizens develop in a certain direction of ag-

FIGURE 1: Sufficiency is a controversial topic in liberal societies. Usually, people link the concept of sufficiency with eating less meat or flying less, but that is far
© Michael Schmidt. Ohne Titel (#164) aus: Lebensmittel, 2006 – 2010/Prix Pictet Ltd.,
too simple as is demonstrated in this article.
Stiftung für Fotografie und Medienkunst mit Archiv Michael Schmidt, Courtesy Galerie Nordenhake Berlin/Stockholm
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gregate impact levels that are compatible with planetary boundaries. Sufficiency is compatible with different individuals showing high consumption levels in different goods (one may often
use the car, another may consume a lot of meat), but it is not compatible with all individuals having high consumption levels for
many goods. Due to justice, it is neither compatible with few individuals consuming most goods while the others have to follow
overall low consumption levels.

Sufficiency and Policy Making
Framing sufficiency via the amended notion of liberal societies
within the planetary boundaries explicitly makes the argument
that sufficiency is much more than another approach to environmental policy making. Increasing sufficiency cannot be achieved
by policy instruments in the spirit of payments for increased energy efficiency or an environmental tax, for example. Our conception of sufficiency aims at rethinking the notion of the liberal society as a frame for societal organization and policy making. It
addresses the frame for policy making rather than the policy
making itself.

Temperance, lived in moderation,
allows for excesses that are so needed
in human societies.
Sufficiency thus addresses core aspects of liberal societies and
how citizens live together. Some of the difficulties with the existing conceptions of sufficiency arise because the need to address
these core aspects is not made explicit. In particular, our new approach avoids the inconsistency of sufficiency with liberal core values. It does not aim at implementing sufficiency within the frame
of classical liberal societies; it aims at implementation via redefining the frame that determines how liberal societies should be conceived. The conflicts between the three core values of classical liberal societies and sufficiency are then no longer inconsistencies
between different political concepts. Rather, following the amended notion of liberal societies suggested here, they emerge as tradeoffs between four core values. That is, the conflicts are on the same
level and of the same quality as the trade-offs between individual
freedom and the no-harm principle or social justice, which already
exist between the core values of classical liberal societies. Tradeoffs between values can be addressed within the established culture of social discourse and policy making in liberal societies. Dealing with such trade-offs(between core values)has a long tradition
in liberal societies.
Adding a fourth value to the three established ones “individual freedom”, “no-harm principle” and “social justice” requires rethinking the relations between all values and the consequences
for policy making. The process of policy instrument design can
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only start once this has been clarified. The time-line for establishing sufficiency as fourth core value involves a few generations rather than a few years and it requires a deepened political and societal discourse and adapted educational systems (Dobson 2003).
The new idea of conceiving sufficiency as a core value explicitly aims at developing a new type of liberal society. Sufficiency is
understood as the currently missing additional core value guiding
liberal societies to respect planetary boundaries and have a good
prospect to survive within those. We emphasize again that sufficiency is thus explicitly not understood as a way of framing policy goals and policy making within established notions of liberal
societies, similar to goals and policies related to efficiency, for example. Admittedly, developing ideas for new societies is an old
issue, and such efforts in an environmental context in the 1960s
largely failed. But this is no reason against discussing fundamental societal changes and visions again, to explore the potential of
sufficiency.

Taking Action for Sufficiency
Behind the existing support measures for the implementation
of the classical liberal core values and for dealing with resulting
trade-offs, there is a long political and societal process. A similar
process would have to begin now for the new core value represented by sufficiency. There is need for a discussion on how liberal
policy making is influenced by this additional core value, which
is linked to the virtue of temperance, and by acknowledging the
existence of environmental planetary boundaries and their relevance for societies’ living conditions.
A good starting point would be to broaden and deepen the
societal discourse. Society and citizens can contribute to this via
making sufficiency a topic in governmental discourse, the media,
arts, research, youth culture and in the educational system. Establishing such a process could draw inspiration from analyzing other recent large-scale societal transitions, for example, regarding
gender equality and role models, sexuality and life forms, the role
of religion, or the role of authority versus respect in child care and
education. The state may importantly contribute to the process
in some aspects, in others less so. State action foremost consists
in establishing structures, opportunities and contexts within which
this discourse can be led, without knowing concretely which guidance may lead citizens towards increased sufficiency, as identifying this guidance is indeed the goal of this discourse.
We close with some general thoughts on important aspects
for implementing sufficiency.
First, one needs to think about the institutions that come with the
additional core value. Existing institutions can serve as a good reference point: how were they established to implement important
aspects of the classical core values of liberal societies and to address emerging trade-offs. As examples could serve: property rights
for supporting individual freedom and wealth redistribution for
supporting social justice. Developing institutions for implement-
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ing the core value “justice” took generations in modern Western
societies and is still an ongoing process (cf., e. g., the debates on
“fair” wages or tax competition). Drawing this parallel emphasizes
that increasing sufficiency is a lengthy process and a long-term
issue.
Second, according to the notion of the classical liberal society, governmental action restricting individual freedom is legitimate when
dealing with situations where the no-harm principle is directly violated or when promoting social justice. In our amended notion,
such governmental action is also legitimate when the planetary
boundaries are in danger of being transgressed. Accordingly, there
is no need to argue for legitimation of governmental action via direct individual damage to others or justice. Such legitimation is
usually prohibitively difficult, if not impossible, as individual contributions to transgressing environmental planetary boundaries
are negligible, and the cause-effect chains between single individuals can never be reproduced (Lichtenberg 2010). We emphasize
that we do not address the shape such governmental action might
take. The aim here is to contribute to the discussion of sufficiency by providing a new basis for the understanding of sufficiency
that may help to overcome the difficulties this discussion faces
today. Concrete aspects of implementation need then to be identified in the societal discourse we try to give new momentum to.
Third, sufficiency as proposed here generally does not relate to individuals’ everyday intuitions. We suggest that this also contributes to particular challenges when implementing sufficiency, just
as absence of intuition may challenge solving complex problems
in complex environments (Bennet and Bennet 2008). Individuals
have a good intuition for individual freedom and what its restriction may mean. Intuition is less developed for social justice which
is more difficult to grasp as it does not only relate to single individuals, but to questions of distribution of assets between individuals. It thus necessitates a perspective that goes beyond the single
individual. Nevertheless, in the process of establishing the needed institutions for effectively living and enacting justice, a certain
level of intuition for social justice clearly has been developed in
liberal societies. Planetary boundaries, however, are entirely nonintuitive to individuals. Individuals do not have an intuitive understanding of what it means to live in a world which respects planetary boundaries. Developing such understanding is only starting
now. Discussing sufficiency as an amended notion of a liberal society is also a learning ground to develop the needed intuition and
institutions for societies to live and act in accordance with these
planetary boundaries.
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University Research Priority Program for Ethics at the University of Zurich.
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Finally, we emphasize that temperance is an utterly liberal virtue.
Calling for temperance avoids fanaticism and paternalism as virtues have to be implemented self-reflexively. This self-reflexivity
does not change the nature of courage, justice and prudence when
lived in courageous, just and prudent ways; it reinforces them. But
it makes temperance human. Temperance, lived in moderation,
allows for excesses that are so needed in human societies.
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