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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Empirical evidence increasingly indicates that to achieve sufficiently Received 13 July 2023
rapid decarbonisation, high-income economies may need to adopt
degrowth poli.cies, sc.a.ling down' less-necessary forms of production Integrated Assessment

and demand, in addition to rapid deployment of renewables. Calls Models; Utility function;
have been made for degrowth climate mitigation scenarios. How- Degrowth; energy-economy
ever, so far these have not been modelled within the established  decoupling; post-growth
Integrated Assessment Models (IAMs) for future scenario analysis of

the energy-economy-emission nexus, partly because the architec-

ture of these IAMs has growth ‘baked in’. In this work, we modify

one of the common IAMs - MESSAGEix - to make it compatible

with degrowth scenarios. We simulate scenarios featuring low and

negative growth in a high-income economy (Australia). We achieve

this by detaching MESSAGEix from its monotonically growing util-

ity function, and by formulating an alternative utility function based

on non-monotonic preferences. The outcomes from such modified

scenarios reflect some characteristics of degrowth futures, including

reduced aggregate production and declining energy and emissions.

However, further work is needed to explore other key degrowth fea-

tures such as sectoral differentiation, redistribution, and provisioning

system transformation.

KEYWORDS

1. Introduction

This paper addresses a critical challenge that faces climate mitigation scenario mod-
elling. The established Integrated Assessment Models (IAMs) assume continued economic
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growth, but then have difficulty reconciling this with the rapid emissions reductions
required to meet the Paris Agreement targets. In Section 1.1, we show that the domi-
nant approaches to dealing with this problem within IAMs, namely, to rely on dramatic
rates of technological change, suffer from several key limitations. In Section 1.2, we argue
that to solve this problem, climate mitigation modelling needs to incorporate alternative
post-growth and degrowth policies alongside feasible technological change. Such poli-
cies are designed to focus directly on equity, sufficiency and ecological stability; secure
social wellbeing independently from economic growth; and scale down less-necessary
forms of production. However, this cannot presently be done within the architecture of
the established IAMs, as they are commonly constructed. Degrowth policies were only
recently integrated into an established IAM, REMIND-MagPIE, but only for the food sec-
tor (Bodirsky et al., 2022). To make it possible for the energy-economy nexus, we modify
MESSAGEix by replacing its monotonically growing utility function with an alternative
utility function based on non-monotonic preferences (Section 2). We then model results
for the Australian economy (Section 3) and discuss the implications (Section 4). Impor-
tantly, due to various limitations such as the lack of sectoral detail (see Section 4 and
Kikstra et al. (2023) for more information), our modelling only captures some dimensions
of degrowth and hence cannot be said to fully implement a degrowth scenario.

1.1. Established IAM scenarios and their limits

Climate mitigation scenario modelling faces a difficult challenge. Most of the mitigation
scenarios reviewed by the IPCC - and all of the global scenarios included in the 2018 IPCC
Special Report on 1.5 degrees and the IPCC Sixth Assessment Report — assume continued
global economic growth for the rest of the century (Byers et al., 2022; IPCC, 2018, 2022¢). In
most cases, further economic growth also applies to current high-income countries (Byers
et al., 2022; Huppmann et al., 2019; Rogelj et al., 2018), where we know that additional
growth is not necessary to achieve strong social outcomes (see Section 1.2). The recent
literature on climate mitigation scenarios from IAMs is dominated by scenarios that follow
one of the Shared Socioeconomic Pathways (SSPs), most of which use an SSP2 ‘Middle of
the Road’ pathway (Fricko et al., 2017; IPCC, 2022a). Economic growth is derived from a
narrative without integrated climate impacts or adaptation in this set of pathways. The
only scenario with low challenges to adaptation and mitigation, SSP1, is interpreted to
have high economic growth (Dellink et al., 2017). The pathways with moderately slower
rates of economic growth (SSP3 and SSP4 at 1% and 1.7% average global GDP growth p.a.
between 2010 and 2100, respectively, compared to between 2 and 2.8% of the other SSPs;
see Leimbach et al. (2017)) are assumed to face social, political, and economic instability
(O’Neill et al., 2017). This is particularly evident in SSP3, where declining output in high-
income nations is linked to negative future outcomes, such as national rivalry and low
priorities for environmental concerns, and hence to higher challenges for mitigation, e.g.
through less technological innovation (Leimbach et al., 2017; O’Neill et al., 2017). As a
result, IAMs could not achieve the 1.5°C target when implementing SSP3 and only barely
when following SSP4 (Rogel;j et al., 2018).

However, continued economic growth can create difficulties for mitigation, and ambi-
tious mitigation scenarios based on the SSP framework face feasibility concerns across
multiple dimensions, including geophysical and technological constraints (Brutschin et al.,
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2021; Riahi et al., 2022). For instance, the plausibility of strong energy demand reductions
from efficiency gains under continued economic growth has been questioned, noting that
efficiency-induced rebound effects have been observed in the past, could limit projected
energy savings in the future and are not well-represented in established IAMs (Lange &
Berner, 2022; Nieto et al., 2020). Increasing economic production and consumption is
projected to come paired with a significant increase in energy demand over the coming
decades, making sufficiently rapid decarbonisation more challenging (Haberl et al., 2020;
Hubacek et al., 2021; Jackson et al., 2022; Lamb et al., 2022; Le Quéré et al., 2019; Wang
et al., 2021). Given the pressures that continued growth creates, most mitigation scenar-
ios from established IAMs achieve their mitigation targets mainly by leaning heavily on a
combination of three major, technology-focused levers, in descending order (high-to-low)
of, from our perspective, associated uncertainty and feasibility concerns: 1) applying car-
bon capture and storage to coal and gas as well as removing large quantities of CO; from
the atmosphere via negative emission technologies (NETs), 2) increasing energy efficiency
to decouple GDP from energy use and 3) expanding low-emission energy sources such as
nuclear and renewable energy (Huppmann et al., 2019; IPCC, 2018; Rogelj et al., 2018). We
illustrate a more common modelling approach to climate change mitigation than a scenario
with less growth in Figure 1.

All of those levers have substantial limitations and risks (see generally (Hickel et al.,
2021; Keyfler & Lenzen, 2021). While many IAM scenarios reduce final energy demand as
ameans to reduce the share of renewables and energy system investments, only few use it to
reduce reliance on NETs (Scott et al., 2022). Yet, there are real concerns about the feasibil-
ity and ecological impact of deploying NETs at the large scales assumed in many scenarios
(Brutschin et al.,, 2021; Creutzig et al., 2021; Warszawski et al., 2021). Recognising these
concerns, some scenarios explore low-NETs pathways, including the Low Energy Demand
scenario by Grubler et al. (2018). Instead, these scenarios commonly rely on unprecedented
energy efliciency gains, to an extent that allows high GDP growth alongside dramati-
cally reduced energy consumption (Keyfler & Lenzen, 2021). This may reduce concerns
about the feasibility of NETs (Brutschin et al., 2021), but it raises other questions about
the feasibility of such dramatic GDP/energy decoupling. The existing low energy demand
scenarios do not assess interactions between energy and GDP, and the rate of GDP/energy
decoupling assumed in these scenarios is not supported by empirical evidence (Brock-
way et al., 2021). We now discuss each of the above mentioned mitigation levers in more
detail.

1.1.1. Negative emissions technologies

Often, 1.5°C scenarios rely heavily on negative emissions technologies. In the scenarios
modelled on the established IAMs with no or low overshoot, NETs are assumed at large
scales, with median values of 6 GtCO, / yr in 2050 and 13 GtCO; / yr in 2100 (median
cumulative amount of 659 GtCO; until 2100) (IPCC, 2022c). To put these figures in per-
spective, the current direct air capture capacity is around 0.1 MtCO; / yr (IEA, 2022).
Although some degree of carbon removal is likely necessary to achieve net-zero CO, emis-
sions (Calverley & Anderson, 2022), large-scale deployment faces significant concerns
about feasibility, sustainability and justice. This applies to biomass-based NETs such as
bioenergy to carbon capture and storage (BECCS) and re - and afforestation, and direct air
capture technologies (Calverley & Anderson, 2022; Creutzig et al., 2021; Fuhrman et al.,
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2020; IPCC, 2018). Hence, the argument against relying on large-scale NETs has received
significant support in the scientific literature (Anderson & Peters, 2016; Vaughan & Gough,
2016).

1.1.2. Energy efficiency

All 1.5°C scenarios in the scenario database of the IPCC Special Report on 1.5°C assume
rapid, large-scale improvements in energy efficiency, leading to an absolute decoupling
between GDP growth and energy use (Brockway et al., 2021; Huppmann et al., 2019; IPCC,
2018). Efficiency improvements are represented as dramatic changes to energy intensity
rates (energy/GDP) of —3% to —8% /year. These figures are far above historical trends
(—1.0% to —2.0%/year since 1971) and, depending on the scenario, are unprecedented even
for single-year observations in the empirical record (Brockway et al., 2021). Such endur-
ing, global absolute decoupling is unprecedented, and there is no empirical evidence that
it can be achieved (Haberl et al., 2020). Furthermore, these scenarios do not account for
many of the known economy-wide rebound effects that are likely to reduce the impact of

Figure 1. An illustrative representation of a possible global mitigation strategy towards net zero emis-
sions that is more commonly modelled (‘Common mitigation modelling’), versus an illustrative scenario
that limits activity growth (‘Degrowth logic’), with similar levels of emissions reduction ambition. This
is a global aggregate picture, which does not reflect the regional differentiation that is articulated in the
degrowth literature, which talks about futures with stronger emissions reductions in the Global North and
increases in service provisioning for countries with widespread poverty. Note also that ‘Demand: aggregate
services’ (in blue) refers to the aggregated demand for various services, e.g. amount of kilometres trav-
elled, calories eaten or inhabited flat size. This category is most directly affected by avoid-measures in the
avoid-shift-improve framework (see Creutzig et al. (2018)).
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efficiency improvements (Berner et al., 2022; Brockway et al., 2021). Finally, the empiri-
cal literature has questioned claims that GDP/energy decoupling can be achieved through
digitalisation (Lange & Berner, 2022; Parrique et al., 2019) and by shifting to services (Fix,
2019; Greenford et al., 2020).

1.1.3. Renewable energy
Rapid mitigation requires rapid rates of renewable energy deployment. So far, the median
of maximum national growth rates for renewable energy has been estimated at 0.8% of the
total electricity supply p.a. for onshore wind and 0.6% p.a. for solar (Cherp et al., 2021).
However, 1.5°C mitigation scenarios from the IPCC SR15 report have a median global rate
0f 1.2% p.a. for onshore wind and 1.1% for solar. This disparity is dramatic, even before tak-
ing into account equity principles (Anderson et al., 2020; Calverley & Anderson, 2022) and
the limitations of negative emissions and energy efficiency, as described above (Diesendorf,
2022; Keyf3er & Lenzen, 2021; Sers, 2022). Accounting for equity means that higher-income
countries must achieve faster mitigation rates, and hence faster expansion rates for renew-
ables, while the limits of NETs deployment and energy efficiency gains mean needing to
rely more heavily on this lever. Further obstacles to a fast and large-scale renewable energy
transition abound: the energy return on energy invested in the energy system may decline
during a transition from fossil-fueled energy systems to renewable ones (Capellan-Pérez
etal., 2019; de Castro & Capellan-Pérez, 2020; Slamersak et al., 2022), while the associated
material use (Capellan-Pérez et al., 2019; Deetman et al., 2021; Watari et al., 2021) as well
as land use is significant (Luderer et al., 2019; van de Ven et al., 2021) and entails negative
social and ecological impacts (Luckeneder et al., 2021; Scheidel et al., 2020; Sonter et al.,
2020; Temper et al., 2020). Similar limitations apply to nuclear energy (Muellner et al.,
2021).

In sum, it is clear that 1.5°C scenarios from established IAMs lack representation of
certain important dynamics and face clearly identifiable feasibility concerns on each of
their major mitigation levers: NETs, energy efficiency and low-carbon energy transition.

1.2. Alternative post- and degrowth mitigation scenarios

IAMs thus far have yet to devote much attention to potential synergies between reduced
production/consumption and climate mitigation. Still, ecological economics and industrial
ecology research has explored this approach in depth. Post-growth and degrowth scholar-
ship questions the normativity of growth, and calls for economic policy to focus instead on
human well-being and ecological stability. We use both terms here: post-growth to describe
a general shift away from growth as a core economic objective to focus instead on human
well-being and ecological stability, and degrowth to describe a planned reduction in less-
necessary forms of production to bring the economy back within planetary boundaries in a
just and equitable way (for further details see e.g. Schmelzer et al. (2022)). Research in this
field demonstrates that high-income economies do not need more aggregate production
and consumption; instead, they can support strong social outcomes without growth, by
reducing inequality, ensuring living wages, shortening the working week to prevent unem-
ployment, and guaranteeing universal access to public services (Jackson, 2016; Knight et al.,
2013; Victor, 2008; Vogel et al., 2021). Degrowth scholarship proposes that ecologically
destructive and socially less-necessary forms of production and consumption should be
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scaled down (Hickel, 2020; Kallis et al., 2012; Kallis et al., 2018). Modelling post-growth and
degrowth elements in climate mitigation scenarios would directly reduce projected aggre-
gate energy demand and make it easier to achieve the Paris climate target without relying so
heavily on speculative technological change (Keyfler & Lenzen, 2021; Millward-Hopkins
et al., 2020).

Post-growth and degrowth scholarship has been represented in several IPCC reports,
but corresponding climate mitigation scenarios still need to be formally reviewed by the
IPCC (IPCC, 2022b, pp. 3-116). One reason is that post- and degrowth scenarios can-
not easily be modelled on established IAMs, as they are commonly constructed (Hardt &
O’Neill, 2017; Kuhnhenn, 2018). Nevertheless, some modelling of post- and degrowth sce-
narios exists. The most extensive and complex modelling to date uses the MEDEAS IAM
to model global degrowth pathways (Capellan-Pérez et al., 2020; Nieto et al., 2020), but it
is not as widely established in the modelling community compared to other, older IAMs,
which e.g. were used for implementing the SSPs (Riahi et al., 2017). MEDEAS can model
global degrowth pathways because it is based on post-Keynesian economics and system
dynamics as opposed to mainstream economics and optimisation approaches, allowing for
economic disequilibrium, demand-led growth, and a feedback-rich integration between
economic and biophysical systems. By incorporating biophysical constraints, the model
shows that further economic growth in high-income nations may be incompatible with
rapid climate mitigation and shows that better outcomes can be achieved in a degrowth sce-
nario with a coordinated decline in production and consumption. Other IAM-based work
(Bertram et al., 2018; Van Vuuren et al., 2019) highlights the co-benefits of lifestyle and
demand changes for non-climate social and environmental goals, such as improved health
outcomes derived from dietary shifts and reduced air pollution resulting from reduced
fuel use and changed fuel mix. Pursuing a number of Sustainable Development Goals in
parallel has been shown to lead to synergies, for example when climate objectives have a
better chance of implementation when equity and poverty concerns are addresses at the
same time (Soergel et al., 2021). Other post- and degrowth modelling include scenarios
for France using the EUROGREEN model (D’Alessandro et al., 2020), global scenarios
using the SFCIO-IAM (Sers, 2022), scenarios for the food sector using REMIND-MagPIE
(Bodirsky et al., 2022), scenarios for Canada using LowGrow SFC (Jackson & Victor, 2020)
as well as more simplified modelling approaches, e.g. by Keyf3er and Lenzen (2021) and
Kuhnhenn et al. (2020). However, none of these papers uses an established IAM to model
degrowth and post-growth for the energy-economy nexus. In this paper, we seek to address
the apparent lack of IAM degrowth modelling by modifying one of the widely used IAMs
- MESSAGEix - to make it compatible with post-growth and degrowth scenarios. In what
follows, we describe the rationale behind one of these necessary modifications: changing
the utility function from a monotonic formulation to a non-monotonic one.

The continuation of economic growth in the established IAMs is largely a result of
external green growth scenario assumptions (i.e. GDP up, emissions down driven by
policy-makers, as in SSP1). Still, it is also reinforced by the monotonic formulation of the
utility function standard in models, where more income and consumption and hence GDP
is always preferred over less, as this is assumed to provide higher utility (IPCC, 2022a;
Kuhnhenn et al,, 2020). But, several arguments rooted in the empirical literature contra-
dict the assumption of monotonic preferences and instead suggest a non-monotonic utility
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function: after a certain point of income and consumption, utility peaks and subsequently
declines.

First, empirical data shows that the correlation of GDP with social indicators exhibits
significant diminishing returns (Fanning & O’Neill, 2019; O’Neill et al., 2018, p. 91). This is
the case for life expectancy (Fanning & O’Neill, 2019), health (Bishai et al., 2016), education
(Gidwitz et al., 2010; UNDP, 2015), sanitation, access to energy, nutrition (O’Neill et al.,
2018) and subjective wellbeing (Chen et al., 2019; Fanning & O’Neill, 2019). A sufficient
level of productive capacity is clearly necessary in order to meet human needs at a good
standard. Nevertheless, the relationship between GDP and social outcomes is not direct
and causal; it is mediated by provisioning systems and distributional dynamics (Brand-
Correa et al.,, 2020; Fanning et al., 2020; Vogel et al., 2021). Hence, social performance, e.g.
regarding life expectancy and life satisfaction, can differ significantly between countries
for the same GDP level and vice versa. For instance, between 2013 and 2015, Costa Rica,
among other countries, achieved high life satisfaction (average of 7.1 out of 10) and life
expectancy (average of 79 years) with an average of less than 15,000 US$ (PPP 2011) per
capita, aligning with the USA’s performance at an average of over 51,000 US$ (PPP 2011)
per capita (Fanning & O’Neill, 2019). The key drivers of improvements in social outcomes
are access to high quality universal public services, e.g. health care, education, transport
infrastructure and electricity, an egalitarian distribution of income and high democratic
quality (Baltruszewicz et al., 2021a; Baltruszewicz et al., 2021b; Bengtsson et al., 2018;
Cereseto & Waitzkin, 1986; Okulicz-Kozaryn et al., 2014; Sen, 1981; Steinberger et al,,
2020; Vogel et al., 2021; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). Furthermore, evidence also shows that
reducing consumption in high-income countries is associated with maintaining or even
increasing wellbeing (Hiittel et al., 2020), while advertising, which increases consumption
levels (Brulle & Young, 2007), is associated with reduced life satisfaction (Michel et al.,
2019). More directly, a recent study by Bain and Bongiorno (2022) shows that only an
average of approximately 18-24% (see Box 1 in their paper) of people across 33 countries
exhibit unlimited wants in terms of monetary wealth, while an average of approximately
37-42% are satisfied with one million US$ (MER) or less (i.e. 25,000 US$ per year or less
over the average remaining lifetime in a Western country).

Second, notwithstanding limited efficiency gains, GDP growth at the global scale
remains strongly coupled to negative ecological impacts (Haberl et al., 2020; Otero et al.,
2020; Parrique et al., 2019; Wang et al.,, 2021) and the associated negative impacts on
humans (IPBES, 2019; IPCC, 2018; Scheidel et al., 2020; Steinmann et al., 2017). Research
on the ‘social limits to growth’ posits that a point exists beyond which more economic
growth becomes ‘uneconomic’, as the costs exceed the benefits (Daly, 2015; Daly & Farley,
2011). This is corroborated by research on holistic metrics of progress, such as the Genuine
Progress Indicator, which modifies GDP to account for non-market goods and the social
and ecological impacts of growth. By this definition, globally, progress peaked in the 1970s
at a GDP value of around 7,000 US$ (PPP 2005) per capita and has stagnated since then,
while in many high-income countries, it has declined, despite rising GDP (Bega & Santos,
2010; Kubiszewski et al., 2013).

Third, survey data indicates strong popular preferences for ecological sustainability and
wellbeing over economic growth, or even at the expense of economic growth (Drews et al.,
2018; Hovermann et al., 2021; Marlon et al.,, 2018; Odoxa, 2019; Rice-Oxley & Rankin,
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2019). Paulson and Biichs (2022, p. 1) conclude that ‘On average among 34 European coun-
tries, 60.5% of people are in favour of post-growth.” Growth-critical attitudes and preferences
are especially pronounced within groups of environmental experts (Lehmann et al., 2022).
Moreover, polls show substantial approval of degrowth policies, such as reduced working
hours (TUC, 2018; YouGov, 2019, 2020). Reducing working hours is associated with higher
wellbeing (Barck-Holst et al., 2017; Hayden, 2006; Knight et al., 2013; TUC, 2018; YouGov,
2019, 2020). The additional leisure time may allow for healthy social relations and activities
that are crucial for human wellbeing (see studies cited in Bilancini and D’Alessandro
(2012)).

This evidence implies that lower-GDP futures are plausible and defensible as part of
a modelling exercise. Certainly, if growth does impede climate mitigation and exacerbate
climate damages on the scale predicted by recent IPCC reports, we can expect such altered
consumer preferences to become much more prevalent in the future.

1.3. Aim and structure of this paper

In this paper, we modify one of the established IAMs - MESSAGEix - to make it compatible
with degrowth and post-growth scenarios for the energy-economy nexus. We describe the
IAM and the implemented modifications, including the non-monotonic utility function,
in Section 2 on Methods and Data below. We then simulate scenarios featuring low and
negative growth in a high-income economy (Australia) and detail the impacts on energy
consumption and carbon emissions up to 2100 (see Section 3 on Results). We then put these
results in perspective through critical discussion in Section 4, and conclude in Section 5.

2. Methods and data

To enhance transparency and applicability, we develop the degrowth modelling capacity
based on one of the common IAMs, MESSAGEix, a well-documented and open-source
framework for modelling mitigation scenarios (Huppmann et al., 2019). We specifically
model the degrowth modelling capacity of MESSAGEix using data on the energy com-
modities traded and consumed in Australia. Data on the consumption, production and
trade of energy commodities in Australia are taken from the Australian Energy Statistics
(Department of Industry Science Energy and Resources, 2020). The underlying technolo-
gies cost data and performance parameters were sourced from GIS-based energy supply-
demand studies (Li et al. 2020) and MESSAGEix-GLOBIOM SSP2 baseline scenario (Krey
et al., 2020).

2.1. Modifying the MESSAGE IAM to enable degrowth scenarios

The MESSAGE IAM is composed of an energy model MESSAGEix and an aggregated
macro-economic model MACRO, where the former aims to obtain the lowest-cost energy
system configurations and the latter incorporates their economic feedback, including opti-
mal savings, investment, and consumption decisions through maximising the intertempo-
ral utility (Messner & Schrattenholzer, 2000). Growth is embedded through assumptions
about future growth in GDP, demand, and consumption expenditure. Specifically, GDP and
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demand are one-time exogenously calibrated inputs converted to growth rates of poten-
tial GDP and end-user services in MESSAGE’s production function. Once the one-time
inputs are specified, the MESSAGE module outputs commodity shadow prices and total
system costs to MACRO to compute the optimal mix of production factors in the econ-
omy. Iteratively, GDP, consumption, investments, and energy system costs are calculated
in MACRO by maximising the utility of consumption. The calculated GDP and demand
are calibrated/scaled against the exogenous GDP and demand by a ‘growth correction fac-
tor’ and an ‘autonomous energy efficiency improvement factor’, respectively, to maintain
a high degree of consistency between the calculated and exogenous values (Messner &
Schrattenholzer, 2000).

To enable degrowth modelling in MESSAGEix, we introduce user-defined peak final
consumption levels for each period, and discard the existing user-defined exogenous GDP
trajectory as in the default global MESSAGEix IAM setup (Krey et al., 2020). More specifi-
cally, we first delete MESSAGE’s scaling-to-exogenous-GDP equality. This means we turn
the previously exogenous GDP into an endogenous decision variable subjected to macro-
economic optimisation (Figure 2). We then modify the utility function from a monotonic
formulation of maximising consumption as log(x), to a non-monotonic one (as detailed in
section 2.2) where utility peaks at a certain consumption level.

In this modified set-up, the location of the peak in the non-monotonic utility func-
tion determines consumption (MACRO), which (amongst other factors) determines
GDP (MACRO), which in turn affects end-use services demanded by consumers (MES-
SAGE; Useful Energy in Figure 2), which in turn determines total production (and total
energy supply; MESSAGE). Within MACRO and MESSAGE, all constraints are solved
simultaneously. Between MESSAGE and MACRO, the model iterates until the difference
between exogenous and endogenous useful energy demand is below 0.01 (Figure 2).

Modelling consumer utility endogenously rather than GDP exogenously has advan-
tages, because it allows us to observe the behaviour of GDP, investment, energy systems
cost, energy use and emissions as a response to user-controlled changes in consumption,
rather than user-controlled GDP. This is because post-growth thinking starts by imag-
ining altered consumption levels, patterns and distributions, whether through changed
preferences and/or changed provisioning systems.

2.2. Non-monotonic preferences and utility

Existing IAMs feature utility descriptions with monotonic preferences, in which more con-
sumption provides higher utility. One way of describing monotonic utility is through the
CES function.

U(a,x,0) = |:Z a,-x;‘;li|o , (1)

where x is a vector of consumption of goods, & holds the shares of these goods in the con-

sumption basket (subject to Y «; = 1), and o is the elasticity of substitution. CES utility
i

for a two-good economy is shown in Figure 3 (top row) for three settings of o. For o = 0,

goods 1 and 2 are always exchanged in fixed proportions, represented by the Leontief func-
tion, where most utility is derived by consuming either good 1 or good 2, but not a mix
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Figure 2. Model interaction flowchart of the MESSAGE-MACRO module tandem.
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blue: modified version only. Slanted boxes contain input and output variables; variables

passed on between steps are placed between arrows. Our termination criterion is Termcrit =
|useful energy demand - exogenous useful energy demand| <001
exogenous useful energy demand S

of both. For o = 1, we obtain the Cobb-Douglas function. For & — o0, goods 1 and 2
become perfect substitutes, and utility is independent of the shares «; and «. In all three
cases, U(0, x1, x2) is monotonic, that is, more of goods 1 and 2 is always preferred.

A CES utility function with non-monotonic preferences can be formulated using as
variable-elasticity form

ot ('70+§ > xi)

U (a,x,0,1,6) = U, x,0)"™ = Zaixi% , (2)

1

U

wheren = (]37 ~ is the consumption-elasticity of utility. For (x) = no + § > xiwithé <0,

1
utility will first increase with increasing consumption, then plateau, and finally decline
(bottom row in Figure 3).
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Figure 3. CES function for monotonic (U, top) and non-monotonic (U*, bottom) preferences, in a two-
good economy, with a1 = 0.55, ap = 0.45, and o = 0.05 (Leontief), o = 1 (Cobb-Douglas) and o =
10 (substitutes), and for U* with g = 0.15 and & = —1.5 x 1073, Utility increases from blue to yellow.
Contours are asymmetric because of unequal consumption shares.
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2.3. Scenario definitions

We call the default monotonic-preference scenario ‘baseline’, following the ‘middle-of-the-
road’ storyline of the Shared Socioeconomic Pathways SSP2, where the Australian total
GDP increases from 53 US$k in 2020-116 US$k (05 PPP) by 2100 (Dellink et al., 2017;
Fricko et al., 2017).

Consumption peaking: To test scenarios that reflect characteristics of limited- or de-
growth futures, we investigate seven pathways with individual consumption peaking
between 70 and 10 US$k/capita (2005 PPP) (Table 1). To put these consumer prefer-
ences into context: Compared to the actual final consumption of around 40 US$k/capita
(2005 PPP) in 2020 (The World Bank, 2021), consumption peaking between 50 and
70 US$k/capita (2005 PPP) represent low-to-medium-growth futures. Non-monotonic
preferences peaking between 10 and 30 US$k/capita (2005 PPP) bring Australian per-
capita consumption back to the 1980-2010 average (Trading Economics, 2023). Inter-
estingly, Australia’s Genuine Progress Indicator peaked in the mid-1970s, after which it
slightly declined and then stabilised. At the peak, individual consumption was about 10
USS$k/capita, providing a rationale for the range chosen here and an indication for higher
GDP levels not necessarily resulting in a higher subjective wellbeing (Kubiszewski et al.,
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Table 1. Summary of scenario definitions.

Carbon tax
Scenarios Technology cost assumptions GHG budget US$/tCo2
Fossil fuel-dominated Fixing technology costs at historical levels N/A 0
energy system without any future cost variations
Renewable-dominated Cost reductions of up to 55-90% for wind/solar N/A 0
energy system technologies and 10% for fossil fuels
1.5°C-compliant Cost reductions of up to 55-90% for wind/solar 4 Gt CO2-e from 30 (between
energy system technologies and 10% for fossil fuels 2020 to 2100 2020-2100)

Note that in this study, we focus on trade-offs/interactions between technology-focused levers and degrowth; we, therefore,
account for land use, land-use change, and forestry (LULUCF) emissions as a static emission component fixing at 2020 levels
(i.e. —39 Mt CO,-e (Department of Climate Change, 2022)) for all scenarios in all future years:

2013). In order to avoid abrupt trend breaks and model instability, we model the degrowth
scenarios by gradually adjusting consumption peaks in a linear way, so that, starting with
the current consumption peak at AU$40k/cap, the final utility peaks are reached by 2040.

Technology development: We consider three technology development patterns to exam-
ine the potential impact of non-monotonic preferences on emissions (Table 1):

i) A fossil fuel-dominated energy system is modelled by fixing technology costs at

historical levels without any future cost variations (Table 1, first row);

ii) A renewable-dominated energy system considering cost reductions of up to 55-90%
for wind/solar technologies and 10% for fossil fuels (Table 1, second row); and

iii) A renewable-dominated energy system further complemented by CCS and NETs. On
top of the assumptions in ii), the utilisation of CCS and NETs are considered in large-
scale power plants or industrial processes such as electricity generation, hydrogen and
ethanol production, and as end-of-pipe additions for plants combusting biomass, coal
and natural gas. The underlying technologies’ cost data and performance parameters
were sourced from the MESSAGEix-GLOBIOM SSP2 baseline scenario (Krey et al.,
2020). A carbon price of US$ 30 per tonne of CO, emissions between 2020 to 2100
is considered to model strong greenhouse gas abatement scenarios. A carbon budget
constraint of 4 Gt CO;-e from 2020 to 2100 for Australia (Nicholls & Meinshausen,
2022) is applied to obtain 1.5°C compatible pathways (Table 1, third row).

3. Results
3.1. Scenario results

We present GDP, energy and emissions trends obtained from the MESSAGE IAM, using the
default monotonic and various non-monotonic utility functions (Figure 4). In the unmodi-
fied MESSAGE IAM, growth is embedded through an exogenously calibrated GDP and the
monotonic utility function, resulting in a more than doubling of individual consumption
expenditure between 2020-2100 (Figures 4a and b, red SSP2 baseline curves).

Using the degrowth MESSAGE IAM, we run a wide range of medium-to-low-growth
and degrowth scenarios (Figure 4, coloured curves). Specifically, compared to the SSP2
baseline scenario featuring a 58% and 125% increase of per-capita GDP by 2050 and 2100,
non-monotonic utility slows down the growth to 8%-55% by 2050, and 14%-62% by 2100,
assuming consumption peaks between 50 and 70 US$k/capita (2005 PPP). Further lower-
ing the individual consumption peak toward 10 US$k/capita results in no- or degrowth



ECONOMIC SYSTEMS RESEARCH 13

Figure 4. GDP, physical energy use and GHG emissions under three technology development patterns:
a&b, GDP and per-capita GDP for 2020-2100. c&d, total and per-capita physical energy use for 2020-2100.
Technology development pattern ranges are indicated by pale-coloured fans. e-j, total and per-capita Aus-
tralia annual GHG emissions excluding LULUCF for 2020-2100 under three technology development patterns:
1) fossil fuel-dominated energy system (e&f); 2) renewable energy transformation without (g&h) and 3) with
(i&j) a large-scale adoption of CCS and NETs. Historial LULUCF emissions are only shown in panels g&h for
illustrative purposes; Future LULUCF emissions are assumed to be fixed at 2020 levels (i.e. —39 Mt COy-e
(Department of Climate Change, 2022)) for all scenarios. Only scenarios i&j are 1.5°C-compliant: emissions
budgets are constrained to 4Gt (see Technology development iii in Section 2.3 for scenario definitions). Red
lines indicate the SSP2 baseline scenario simulated by the unmodified ‘growth-embedded’ MESSAGE IAM. Col-
ored lines represent ‘growth-decoupled’ scenarios from the modified MESSAGE IAM, assuming consumption
utility peaks between 10- 70 USSk/capita (US$2005). Utility peaks are reached in the year 2100 for SSP2 base-
line scenario, and in 2030-2060 for various limited-and de-growth scenarios. UNITS: t USS = trillion USS$; Mt
C0O5-e = million tonnes CO,-¢;
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Figure 5. Technology generation mix under three technology development patterns: fossil fuel-
dominated energy system (a, corresponding to Figure 4 e&f); renewable energy transformation without (b,
corresponding to Figure 4 g&h) and with a large-scale adoption of CCS and NETs (c, corresponding to Figure
4 i&j; 1.5°-compatible); The eight stacked bars in every year set represent the SSP2 baseline scenario (1° bar;
unmodified monotonic MESSAGE) and ‘growth-decoupled’ scenarios assuming consumption utility peaks
between 70 - 10 US $Sk/capita (the 2nd-to-8™" bar), respectively.
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scenarios, leading to a reduction in GDP per capita by up to 75% by 2100 (Figure 4b, green
curve).

In line with economic trends, useful energy use shows analogous slow-growing or
declining trajectories (Figure 4c-d), reflecting economic feedback on end-use service
demands. Degrowth results in a demand reduction by up to 74% by 2100, in compar-
ison to an almost doubling of 2100 energy consumption in the SSP2 baseline scenario
(Figure 4c-d).

We further investigated GHG (CO,, CH4 and N,O) emission trends, this time without
(Figure 4e and f) and with large-scale renewable energy transformation (Figure 4g and h)
or further complemented by CCS and NETs (Figure 4i and j). Fixing renewable energy
technology costs at the current level limits the scale of renewable deployment in Australia,
and energy demand is primarily met by fossil fuels (91% collectively; Figure 5a), resulting
in almost doubling GHG emissions by 2100 in the baseline scenario (Figure 4e and f, red
curve). In contrast, degrowth without a low-carbon energy transition leads to substantial
emissions reductions by up to 79% by 2050 and 83% by 2100 relative to 2020 levels (Figure
4e and f, coloured lines). Notably, the non-monotonic utility with a peak consumption of
US$60-70k/capita tends to would stabilise emissions at 2020 levels (Figure 4e, pink-red
lines).
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Additionally, lowering renewable costs results in MESSAGEix decarbonising Australia’s
energy systems through increasing penetration of renewables in the electricity generation
mix (compare Figure 5a and b), contributing to a further reduction of up to 57% in cumula-
tive emissions relative to the scenario of degrowth without a low-carbon energy transition
(Figure 4g and h). More specifically, the non-monotonic utility with a peak consumption
of 10-30 US$k/capita reduces national GHG emissions by up to 92% by 2100, leading to
cumulative emissions of 9-14 Gt between 2020 and 2100 (Figure 4g and h, green curves).
These are almost three times lower than the 25.6 Gt in the baseline Scenario (Figure 4g and
h, red curves).

The trajectories in Figure 4e-h are associated with different total carbon budgets, none
of which are 1.5°C-compatible. Therefore, we present another set of scenarios (Figure
4i&j) that meet Australia’s emissions budget of 4 Gt CO;-eq (Nicholls & Meinshausen,
2022) associated with a 50% chance of staying below 1.5°C. In the SSP2 baseline sce-
nario (Figure 4i&j, red curves), substantial negative emissions are needed between 2080
and 2100. Degrowth scenarios (green) reduce the reliance on unrealistically high levels of
negative emission technologies and rapid rates of renewable energy deployment, thereby
increasing the overall chances of staying below 1.5°C. Figure 6 illustrates this and other
trade-offs: In degrowth-scenarios (right-hand bar in each group), reductions are demand-
driven (red segment), start early in 2030 and reach 600 MtCO;-e in 2100, whereas in the
baseline scenario (left-hand bars) reductions are technology-driven (mainly grey, blue,
orange and green segments), and more than 1000 MtCO;-eq are needed by 2100. Note,
especially the much-reduced reliance on technologies in the degrowth-driven scenarios.

A noteworthy feature of the $20k- and $10k-utility peak scenarios is that the net invest-
ment in MACRO’s optimisation becomes negative with the economy facing drastically
reduced demand, reflecting the obsolescence and stranding of capital infrastructure that
had been invested in prior years on the expectation of a growth trajectory. In 2030, stranded
assets amount to around US$ 150-200 bn (Figure 7), representing about a quarter of the
total 2022 gross fixed capital formation (ABS, 2022).

Finally, in a different article in this Special Issue (Kikstra et al., 2023) we report on the
carbon prices associated with the various scenarios. These generally increase over time,
with decreasing carbon budget (i.e. tighter budgets require higher carbon prices), and with
increasing utility peak (i.e. higher consumption levels require higher carbon prices to keep
emissions low).

3.2. Contrast with existing IAM mitigation pathways

This article presented new sets of degrowth scenarios for Australia. This set can be used to
further research the interplay between a simple set of technology options and a wide range
of GDP outcomes due to varying assumptions for the utility function. Figure 8 juxtaposes
these scenarios with the scenarios available in the AR6 Scenario Database (Byers et al.,
2022) for future emissions, energy use, and GDP (PPP) characteristics for the region, which
combines Australia, Japan, and New Zealand (IPCC, 2022b, p. 1824).

The degrowth scenarios with rapid renewable deployment but no negative emissions
see GHG reductions from 8% (SSP2-baseline (renewables)-ren) to about 58% (SSP2-10k
(-renewables)) in 2030 and 47-90% in 2050. This puts near-term action roughly in line with
the regional emissions reductions in C1-C3 IPCC pathways that limit warming to 2C with
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Figure 6. GHG emission reduction levers in the 1.5°-compatible pathways (corresponding to Figure
4 i&j). The eight stacked bars from left to right represent the SSP2 baseline scenario (1st bar; unmodified
monotonic MESSAGE) and ‘growth-decoupled’ scenarios with consumption utility peaks between 70 - 10 US
Sk/capita, respectively. Net GHG reductions: changes in GHG emissions (Figure 5¢) w.r.t. the baseline scenario;
Demand: GHG emissions level attributable to changes in useful energy; BECCS: Reductions attributable to
bioenergy with carbon capture and storage; Bioenergy: Reductions attributable to bioenergy without carbon
capture and storage (e.g. biofuels for vehicles).
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at least a 66% likelihood, with the exception of the highest-growth pathways. However,
these renewables expansion pathways for Australia are not enough to be in line with a
longer-term global temperature stabilisation because of long-lived residual emissions that
are not abated. The energy use (final energy demand) in these pathways covers a range
much wider than the 231 global scenarios investigated in the AR6 Scenario Database in
C1-C3 with the Australia, Japan, and New Zealand regions. The main novelty here is the
increased range of GDP per capita, especially on the lower end. While the scenarios in the
IPCC all increase steadily with a 31-99% growth range in 2050, our scenarios range much
wider from a 74% decline to a 58% increase.

The degrowth scenarios that also model negative emissions technologies have approx-
imately the same energy and GDP pathways. However, as described above, they see lower
emissions as they are restricted to a GHG-based emissions budget (4GtCO2eq) until net-
zero GHGs. The emissions reductions in these pathways are faster than the AR6 Scenario
Database category C1 pathways.

This paper has described the development of degrowth scenarios for Australia. Here, we
discuss some key characteristics to show where the scenarios explore different assumptions
beyond what is available in the AR6 Scenarios Database. It is beyond the scope of this
paper to explore the details and implications of the specific scenario combinations and
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Figure 7. Trajectories of net investment for the eight scenarios in Figures 4-6. We calculate net invest-
ment as investment minus stranding of assets. The $10k-utility peak scenario experiences asset stranding
worth more than USS$ 200bn.
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interpret the modelling in more detail, which we leave for future work (including in Kikstra
et al. (2023)). This includes comparing decoupling rates, understanding the relationship
between GDP, final energy, and changes in aggregate service, sectoral characteristics, and
feasibility, and comparing renewables to GDP change rates.

4. Discussion

Our modelling finds significant declines to GDP/capita and associated energy use and
CO; emissions from amending the core utility function to non-monotonic preferences
with tightening consumer utility levels (see Figure 4). The CO; emission reductions are
especially pronounced at the lower peak consumption levels ($10-$30k/capita) and in
the short-term until 2030. In these scenarios, renewable energy deployment only leads
to small additional CO; reductions in the short-term (see Figures 4 and 5). In contrast,
the need for negative emission technologies and energy efficiency gains is significantly
reduced in the short-, medium- and long-term (see Figure 6). Hence, the challenges to
feasibility in these dimensions are lower, while the scenarios arguably are more in line with
equity concerns (Anderson et al., 2020) when compared to established scenarios in sev-
eral dimensions. More specifically, the advantages in terms of equity here are rooted in a
faster short-term reduction of carbon emissions in rich countries such as Australia, in line
with common but differentiated responsibilities as emphasised in the Paris Agreement, as
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Figure 8. Australian degrowth scenarios compared to the IPCC AR6 mitigation scenarios. Upper row fea-
tures IPCC climate category C1, C2, and C3 (total: 232 scenarios of 7 model families) in comparison with the
renewables only scenarios, and the bottom row features only category C1 (35 scenarios of 6 model families) in
comparison with 1.5C compatible scenarios. The AR6 database scenarios are for the IPCC region Pacific OECD
(Australia, Japan, and New Zealand - and also South Korea for a minority of scenarios), excluding REMIND
scenarios which do not include Australia in this region, and excluding scenarios that did not report popula-
tion. All values are per capita, normalised in 2020. Values below zero indicate negative values, being negative
GHG emissions. GHG emissions here include only CO,, CHa, and N, O for the Australia degrowth scenarios,
while it includes a wider set of GHGs in the IPCC scenarios.
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well as significantly lower demands on resource and land use and negative emission tech-
nologies, which strongly impact the global South (see Anderson & Peters, 2016; Keyf3er
& Lenzen, 2021; Scheidel et al., 2020). International dimensions of redistribution and
climate finance, while certainly crucial (Soergel et al., 2021), are beyond the scope of
this paper.

This paper faces several limitations, which need to be kept in mind when interpreting
our results and which give rise to further research opportunities. First, implementing a
degrowth scenario into MESSAGEix, as put forward in this paper, with a low consump-
tion utility peak leading to low demand for end-use services and low GDP and energy
consumption, is a an oversimplication of degrowth as theorised in the literature. Since
MACRO includes a mono-sectoral utility function, our degrowth scenarios do not assume
any distribution of consumption among various segments of the population. Distributional
issues can be addressed in future studies by coupling IAMs with sectorally and regionally
detailed Social Accounting Matrices (SAMs) and Input-Output Tables (I0Ts), where the
income distributions are handled by the SAM and IOT features. Furthermore, degrowth
is usually conceptualised as an equitable and democratic social transformation, leading
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to stringent reductions in energy and material consumption and carbon emissions, with
GDP declining only as a consequence (Kallis et al., 2018). How our modelling relates to
this literature and what differentiates our degrowth scenario from a recession is discussed
in more detail in subsequent paragraphs. Still, to complement our simplified implemen-
tation of degrowth in an established IAM, additional modelling with modified and new
models which can integrate insights from research in, e.g. social metabolism, industrial
ecology and ecological economics is necessary (see D’Alessandro et al. (2020), Hardt and
O’Neill (2017), and Nieto et al. (2020)). Secondly, our modelling of degrowth is only a
first exploration for one country, with one established IAM and without an assessment of
sectoral detail, as such detail is lacking in MESSAGEix. This lack of sectoral detail is a
significant limitation, since the degrowth literature emphasises a sectorally differentiated
downscaling depending on the social and ecological impacts of different sectors in order
to ensure wellbeing and sustainability (see Kikstra et al. (2023) for a more detailed discus-
sion). Additionally, differentiated downscaling could further reduce the energy intensity
of the economy, which is not captured here. In order to make our results more robust and
valuable, additional modelling at a global, yet regionally differentiated scale, with sectoral
detail and with other established IAMs to allow for comparisons, is needed. Such mod-
elling is also crucial for assessing differential dynamics between the global North and global
South, as theorised in the degrowth literature, including convergence pathways and their
implications for global poverty, redistribution, climate finance, technological transfers and
climate mitigation (see Hickel (2021) and Hickel and Slamersak (2022)). Lastly, as argued in
the introduction, while non-monotonic preferences certainly are plausible and defensible
as part of a modelling exercise, more research is necessary to substantiate their empirical
basis.

After considering the GDP reductions in Figure 4, one might reasonably ask whether
this represents what is typically understood as a recession or depression, which we know to
be disastrous regarding social consequences (see Tokic (2012)). While we have argued for
the plausibility of individual non-monotonic preferences, the current capitalist economy,
with its particular arrangements of provisioning, distribution and power, is dependent on
economic growth for macroeconomic ‘stability’ and social well-being (i.e. employment,
funding for public services, etc.) (see Blauwhof (2012), Kallis et al. (2018) and Richters
and Siemoneit (2019)). Within this context, declines in GDP are associated with social
problems. It follows that individuals, as well as other agents, such as firms and states,
are currently likely to pursue consumption and economic growth notwithstanding their
probable non-monotonic preferences in order to avoid negative social consequences, such
as unemployment, bankruptcies and economic instability (Kallis et al., 2018; Richters &
Siemoneit, 2019; Wiedmann et al., 2020).

Despite many questions still being open, actively researched and debated (see, e.g.
Richters and Siemoneit (2019)), several growth dependencies have been identified to exist
on various levels of society and can include:

1. Consumers: structural barriers to sufficiency (Alexander, 2012, 2013; Alexander &
Ussher, 2012), e.g. car-focused infrastructure (Mattioli et al., 2020), and people’s need
to maintain their social status via positional consumption (Exner, 2014; Wiedmann
et al., 2020);
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2. Employees: workers need to increase their time and cost efficiency via efficiency con-
sumption, e.g. via kitchen appliances and smartphones, in the face of competition for
jobs with other workers (Siemoneit, 2019);

3. Firms: the need for firms to reinvest profits into minimising costs, innovation and an
increase in the sales effort in order to defend or increase their market shares against
competition and insure themselves against economic uncertainty (Exner, 2014; Lange,
2018; Nelson, 2022; Stiitzle, 2015); and

4. States: the need for states to maintain social legitimacy, a stable currency, high tax rev-
enues and low unemployment in the face of competition with other states (Blauwhof,
2012; Carter, 2013; Richters & Siemoneit, 2019; Stiitzle, 2021).

Taken together, these dynamics result in a systemic growth imperative, which effectively
couples social wellbeing to continued economic growth (Blauwhof, 2012; Kallis et al., 2018)
and explains why the economic growth paradigm is currently hegemonic (see Schmelzer
(2015)), despite the possibility of non-monotonic preferences.

However, post-growth and degrowth scholarship details policy packages, as well as
transformational pathways driven by social movements to achieve them, that would make
wellbeing independent from economic growth (see generally Cosme et al. (2017), Fitz-
patrick et al. (2022), Parrique (2019), and Schmelzer et al. (2022)). Again, this is a sizable
field of active research and academic debate, so our treatment here needs to be completed.
However, following Kuhnhenn et al. (2020, p. 66), such a transformation clearly ‘is not pri-
marily about producing and consuming less; it is about organising society differently. [...]
Instead of focusing on material welfare - fostering economic growth, competition and profit-
making - we focus on fulfilling concrete human needs and serving common welfare - fostering
cooperation, care, solidarity and sustainability in order to achieve a good life for all.” In
other words, degrowth and post-growth transformations enable the practical realisation
of non-monotonic preferences.

Such changes are wide-ranging, affect all levels of society and combine sufficiency, effi-
ciency and consistency strategies (O’Neill et al., 2018; Wiedmann et al., 2020). They can
include:

1. On a household and community level, the adoption of values and practices of suf-
ficiency (Sandberg, 2021), the collective creation and expansion of alternative insti-
tutions for direct human needs satisfaction, e.g. commons (Alexander & Gleeson,
2020), as well as the widespread creation, cooperation and strengthening of progres-
sive social movements, such as the union, tenant, feminist and anti-racism movements
(Schmelzer et al., 2022);

2. On the firm level, the strengthening of worker self-management, not-for-profit and
needs-focused models, localisation as well as cooperation over competition (Lange,
2018; Nesterova, 2021) and finally;

3. On the state level, the introduction of reforms such as working time reductions,
ecological investment programmes, universal basic incomes, services and vouchers,
income, wealth and ecological caps, limits on advertising, alternative indicators of
progress and reparations (Fitzpatrick et al., 2022).
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Taken together, these changes aim at decoupling wellbeing from economic growth, by
focusing on meeting human needs directly, sufficiently and equitably via collective provi-
sioning, and hence substantially reduce the social importance of monetary market values
(Buichs & Koch, 2017; Hickel, 2020). Ultimately, the goal is to secure a good life for all
via more equitable, collective and democratic provisioning systems, which evidence shows
to be more efficient in meeting human needs at lower resource use (Baltruszewicz et al.,
2021a; Baltruszewicz et al., 2021b; Vogel et al., 2021). In further support, modelling studies,
as well as empirical evidence, substantiate the possibility of satisfying human needs for all
at substantially reduced energy use if sufficiency, equity, and reduced inequalities are taken
seriously (Hickel, 2018; Kikstra et al., 2021; Millward-Hopkins, 2022; Millward-Hopkins
etal., 2020; Rao et al., 2019). Other degrowth and post-growth scenario storylines, such as
the one tentatively described here, can also be found in the publications by D’Alessandro
etal. (2020), Hickel (2021), Kuhnhenn et al. (2020) and Otero et al. (2020). The question of
how a degrowth transition would impact technological innovation and efficiency gains is
still open and in need of further research, but we can point to 1) empirical data showing that
slower rates of economic growth between 1972-2002 in high-income countries have been
associated with higher reductions in CO?2 intensity and energy intensity of GDP (Victor,
2008) and 2) modelling studies such as ours which lend support for investment in techno-
logical innovation within a degrowth transition being a question of societal prioritisation
(D’Alessandro et al., 2020; Nieto et al., 2020).

Finally, it needs to be acknowledged that the changes implied by degrowth, as described
above, face substantial socio-political barriers, specifically in the lower peak consumption
cases such as the $10k/capita scenario (Blauwhof, 2012; Kallis et al., 2018). A degrowth
transformation challenges widely held values, habits and power structures (Schmelzer
et al, 2022; Wiedmann et al., 2020). Thus, its socio-political feasibility under current
circumstances can be regarded as relatively low. In an accompanying paper in this spe-
cial issue, Kikstra et al. (2023) analyse the feasibility of the energy demand reductions in
our pathways, while acknowledging such quantitative methods are still uncertain. This
however can change with strengthened social movements, improved knowledge about
degrowth as well as awareness of possible transition pathways (see Keyfler and Lenzen
(2021); Schmelzer et al. (2022)). Despite these points and the above discussion, the desir-
ability especially of the $10k/capita scenario can certainly be questioned as being poten-
tially problematic from a wellbeing perspective. For this scenario, Kikstra et al. (2023) show
that meeting decent living standards for all strongly depends on a high degree of equality
as well as on the widespread availability of current state-of-the art technology to enable a
high degree of energy efficiency.

5. Conclusions

Existing Integrated Assessment Models of climate change mitigation assume renewables
expansion, energy efficiency, and negative emissions technologies provide three large
enough emissions reduction levers to keep global warming well below 2°C. However,
there are clear feasibility concerns associated with these levers, increasing with the scale
of reliance on them, from multiple perspectives, including technological and geophys-
ical concerns. To compound this problem, IAMs assume continued economic growth,
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leading to a central issue in the modelling process: the assumed absolute energy-GDP
global decoupling has never before occurred.

Therefore in this article, we examine a fourth, underexplored lever that could reduce
these feasibility concerns: namely, degrowth - via a reduction in general total aggregate
services, mainly in rich countries, leading to reduced or negative global GDP growth.
Degrowth is focussed on an equitable, coordinated and democratic reduction in socially
unnecessary production and consumption. Successful degrowth would limit energy use,
and reduce the weight of lifting that renewables, energy efficiency and NETs would need
to do.

However, to date, the exploration of degrowth scenarios, combining all four levers, has
been rarely attempted. In principle, degrowth futures can be modelled in two ways: 1) exo-
genise the energy-GDP relationship so that it follows historical trends, based on this set
exogenous GDP levels, and then model resultant energy use and CO; emissions; and 2)
explore degrowth scenarios via endogenous means, ie. internally amend the IAM’s utility
function. In this work, we have focused on the second option. We modify the central utility
function via lower variants of non-monotonic preferences in the MESSAGEix model for
the case of Australia. We model several degrowth futures, based on individual consumption
peaking between 10-70 US$k/capita (2005 PPP) in 2100, resulting in a decline in future
GDP growth.

Based on our results, we reach several key conclusions:

1. The modification of the central utility function towards a non-monotonic formulation
provides an effective method for endogenous implementation of degrowth scenarios,
with significant energy (and associated emissions) reductions following.

2. Therefore, we recommend that other IAM:s start including degrowth scenarios as part
of a future suite of 1.5°C-2°C scenarios as well as for the IPCC to prominently feature
them, not least as a backup in case any/all of the current ‘big three’ levers (renewables,
efficiency, NETs) lack effectiveness at the necessary speed and scale. We have no time
to gamble that all of these levers will work as assumed in speculative scenarios.

3. Not only do degrowth scenarios broaden the landscape of options for IAMs to meet
climate targets, but they also provide signposts for policy-makers as well as social
movements and society at large for moving to degrowth futures, which focus on
improving equity, human wellbeing and ecological sustainability.
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