
Resource limits
For everyone to live as we do in 
Switzerland, nearly three planet 
Earths would be required (Pol-
dervaart 2015).4 Globally, we are 
already at the point where one  
and a half Earths would be needed 
to prevent overuse of non-renewa-
ble natural resources at current 
consumption rates.5 Respecting 
planetary boundaries in terms of 
greenhouse gas emissions, for ex-
ample, requires that we cut global 

CO2 emissions to a quarter of cur-
rent levels and Swiss emissions to 
an eighth.6 Around the globe, vital 
resources are becoming increasing-
ly scarce. Meanwhile,  resource 
consumption grows  unabated. Our 
knowledge and awareness of the 
resulting ecolog ical and social 
harms, in particular, continue to 
mount. The urgency of reducing 
our resource use and enabling 
 sustainable development is increas-
ingly apparent.7 

Sustainable development demands that we reduce global consumption 
of non-renewable resources, use renewable resources more sustainably, 
and enable everyone a good life. This will require much fairer distribu-
tion of resources1, access, and opportunities than has been the case so 
far.2 Despite widespread implementation of various measures to increase 
efficiency, global consumption of resources continues to rise. The global 
North, in particular, is called upon to recognize its responsibility and to 
cut back its excessive use of resources. This policy brief considers how 
practising a sufficient lifestyle may help to decrease resource consumption 
and enable a good life.3

Enough is good enough: Sufficiency to curb 
resource overconsumption

KEY MESSAGES

•  Efficiency and consistency 
strategies alone are not enough 
to reduce global resource con-
sumption. Sufficiency strategies 
show added promise in helping 
to curb overconsumption in rich 
countries of the global North.

•  Examples show that practising a 
sufficient lifestyle can decrease 
resource use and simultane-
ously support a good life. While 
obstacles remain, there are also 
existing factors that facilitate 
and promote living sufficiently. 

•  Approaches to overcome obsta-
cles and strengthen enabling 
factors should focus on edu-
cation, communication of role 
models, and creation of alterna-
tive work (time) models. 

•  These measures can contribute 
to spreading sufficient lifestyles, 
transforming societal values, 
and reshaping our economic 
system. 
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discussion and triggering multiplier effects. In 
this way, people living sufficiently perform vital 
preparatory and foundational work, providing 
a basis for development and adoption of sim-
ilar measures and appropriate frameworks by 
others, individually or societally. With no need 
to acquire anything or make special arrange-
ments, sufficient lifestyles have the distinct ad-
vantage of being possible to implement from 
one day to the next.

Living sufficiently in mobility and daily 
consumption
Interviews with pioneers of sufficient living 
show clearly how it contributes to reduced 
consumption of resources through specific be-
haviours.

Mobility. People living sufficiently enjoy get-
ting around by bicycle whenever possible, or, 
when travelling longer distances, strive to use 
public transportation and avoid use of a car. 
They enjoy being in the fresh air, getting from 
one place to another by virtue of their own 
strength, and doing something for their per-
sonal health at the same time. They fly as little 
as possible and also rely on public transporta-
tion for holiday travel. 

Food. When shopping for food, they buy only 
what they really need and consume goods that 
fulfil particular selection criteria (fairly traded, 
organically produced, in season, from the re-
gion). They pay attention to the environmental 
sustainability of product ingredients and pack-
aging. 

Clothing. When buying clothing, it is impor-
tant to them that social and ecological stand-
ards were upheld in the production chain and 
fair trade criteria were followed. Ideally, they 
swap clothing with others or make purchases 
in second-hand shops or thrift stores, as these 
strategies spare the most resources. 

Sufficiency: a promising concept
Three types of strategies – efficiency, consist-
ency, and sufficiency – have been devised to 
support more sustainable resource use. Effi-
ciency strategies seek to reduce the amount 
of energy needed per unit of production or 
service, thereby increasing productivity.8 These 
often take the form of technological solu-
tions, such as gradually reducing the amount 
of petrol needed to power cars. Consistency 
strategies address cycles of material usage, 
striving to harmonize nature and technology 
by reducing material throughput and waste, 
for example by replacing fossil fuel-based en-
ergy with renewable solar or wind energy.9 But 
strategies of efficiency and consistency cannot 
enable sustainable development on their own. 
Sufficiency strategies are also needed.10 These 
pursue a twofold objective: setting upper lim-
its on resource use to ensure we cut back11, 
and transforming our lives and economic 
models on behalf of a new understanding of 
wealth and well-being – one that especially 
emphasizes wealth of time and relationships.12 
The latter goal, in particular, highlights the role 
of changing value systems, which observers 
consider crucial to transformations towards 
sustainable development.13 

Sufficient lifestyles
In a research project by CDE researchers (see 
Box 1), a sufficient lifestyle was defined 
as a mode of sustainable living in which less 
consumption of resources is associated with 
more life satisfaction. An individual’s lifestyle 
may be considered sufficient when that per-
son perceives a reduction in resource use not 
as a sacrifice, but rather as a contribution to a 
good life. 

Pioneers of sufficient lifestyles suggest that 
it’s possible to lead a fulfilling life while using 
fewer resources (see Box 2). These individuals 
gather experiences with sufficiency and share 
them with wider society, stimulating public 

Box 1. Examining sufficient 
 lifestyles in Switzerland 

The results described here stem from 
a research project titled The Impor-
tance of Sufficient Lifestyles for a 
Good Life (2013–2016), sponsored 
by Stiftung Mercator, Switzerland.14 
CDE researchers (Leng, Schild, and 
Hofmann 2016) investigated ques-
tions including: 

What do sufficient lifestyles  
look like in Switzerland, especially 
in the areas of mobility and every-
day consumption? 

How do those practising a suffi-
cient lifestyle conduct themselves, 
what attitudes and values moti-
vate them, and what skills support 
their lifestyle?

What connections do those living 
sufficiently perceive between their 
lifestyle and their positive life 
satisfaction? 

Research followed a mixed-methods 
approach, including a written survey 
(N = 150), structured interviews  
(N = 25), a workshop with experts, 
and literature analysis. Interviewees 
were asked how they get around 
and what they eat, for example, as 
these areas (i.e. mobility, daily con-
sumption) have major resource im-
plications. The other key consump-
tion area of housing (Moser et al. 
2016) was deliberately excluded due 
to its reduced scope for immediate 
change and personal influence.15

Visitors to a Repair Café consult for free 
with a professional repairperson (right) at 
a local coffee shop in Bern, Switzerland. A 
growing trend in Europe, Repair Cafés en-
courage people to fix broken devices like 
smartphones rather than tossing them and 
buying something new. Photo: A. Lannen
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Repairs. When devices break, people living 
sufficiently try to have them repaired, or make 
repairs themselves when possible – leading 
them to greatly appreciate so-called Repair 
Cafés. Or they seek out opportunities to share 
devices with others before considering pur-
chasing something new on their own.

Less is more
At first glance, it might appear utopian that a 
lifestyle characterized by using fewer resources 
and consuming less could actually increase life 
satisfaction and promote a good life. How is it 
possible? And what do those living sufficiently 
identify as the source of added value in their 
resource-saving behaviour? The results from 
evaluation of structured, qualitative interviews 
suggest the following benefits.

Freedom through restraint. A sense of in-
creased freedom is one of the key elements. 
Those living sufficiently claim to feel liberated 
when their buying criteria (see above) help 
them to make less time-consuming decisions 
in overflowing supermarket aisles, or when 
they realize just how little they need of what 
is on offer. 

Room for self-determination. Another key 
contributor to life satisfaction is their feel-
ing of living in a highly self-determined way, 
consciously deciding for or against specific 
products or behaviours and consistently taking 
action based on their own values. 

Time for relationships. Also central to a 
good life for those living sufficiently is having 
the ability to cultivate and deeply experience 
successful relationships – with other peo-
ple, but also with themselves and the natural 
world – and this requires adequate time. 

Principle of mindfulness. They further cite 
living mindfully opposite themselves, others, 
and all living creatures as a significant ingredi-
ent of their way of life. Being mindful in this 
way entails thinking actively about the welfare 
of other living beings and altering personal be-
haviour to prevent harm both to oneself and 
to others. Further, they view living mindfully as 
striving to live consciously in the present, en-
abling a sense of inner calm and the ability to 
focus on what is essential. 

Time and space for well-being. Finally, for 
those pursuing a sufficient lifestyle, having 
enough time for the things that enhance per-
sonal well-being is especially important, such 
as the time it takes to tend a vegetable garden 
and prepare meals from it. 

Obstacles and opportunities
Our interviews with sufficiency pioneers re-
vealed numerous factors that help or hinder 
sufficient lifestyles. On a personal level, the 
“force of habit” is one factor that can impede 
resource-saving behaviour. It is easier to con-

tinue established behaviours than to expend 
energy looking for alternatives and putting 
them into practice. Another hindering factor 
is the potential tension between the desire to 
be true to oneself and to live as intentionally 
as possible, on the one hand, and the desire 
to be accepted and valued by wider society, 
on the other. Finally, our reigning economic 
system and its inherent dictate of growth max-
imization was consistently cited as an obstacle 
to sufficient living.

But there are also many factors that promote 
sufficient lifestyles. In particular, there appears 
to be increasing recognition that owning too 
many material possessions can become a bur-
den – both physically (just imagine moving 
house) and mentally (anxiety over maintaining 
one’s material status). This prompts desires to 
“declutter”16 and “live lighter”. Also very con-
ducive to sufficient living is having a support-
ive personal environment – being surrounded 
by similarly minded people who can offer help 
both psychologically and with concrete advice 
and actions. Further, Switzerland’s institutional 
framework was frequently cited as beneficial, 
including its direct democratic system, corre-
sponding legal structure, security, and free-
dom, as well as its peaceful surroundings and 
high living standards – all conditions that en-
able individuals a certain flexibility in choosing 
how to live in the first place.

Promoting sufficient lifestyles: what can 
be done?
To enable the spread of sufficient lifestyles, 
appropriate measures must be identified and 
implemented in different areas and on various 
levels. Above all, areas should be addressed 
that bear the greatest potential for impact. 
Among the measures formulated by pioneers 
and experts to promote and spread sufficient 
lifestyles (see also “Policy implications”, last 
page), particular importance was attached to 
education (in school and extracurricular), com-
munication of role models, and the develop-
ment of alternative work (time) models. Any 
supportive measures introduced should cover 
the greatest number of activity areas possible17, 
allow for different levels of intensity, and be 
capable of implementation on various times-
cales.18 Diverse actors (community, canton/
state, federal) must be brought on board to 
effectively address and motivate the broader 
public in each area. 

Box 2. Living sufficiently – two 
short portraits

Rahel is 36 and works in the mobili-
ty sector. Her preferred modes of 
transport are walking and biking, 
since she enjoys travelling at a slow-
er pace. She considers it good for 
her well-being. It enables her to 
interact with people she encounters 
on her way, and makes her feel 
more connected to her city. It also 
satisfies her urge for movement 
while helping her to keep fit. She 
has not flown in 16 years.

Maria is 37 and works in the finan-
cial sector. She is critical of the envi-
ronmental and social harms caused 
by excessive material consumption, 
and tries to consume as little as 
possible herself. She buys only what 
she really needs, and much of it 
second-hand. She shares many 
items and often receives things that 
others no longer want. When some-
thing breaks, she tries to fix it. 
Thanks to her lifestyle, she can af-
ford to work part-time and has lots 
of time for family and for cultivating 
her social network, which she values 
highly.

Box 3. Similar lifestyle   
approaches 

Several other concepts exist related 
to sufficient lifestyles. They share 
similiarities, but also differ on key 
points. Lifestyles of Voluntary Sim-
plicity (LOVOS), for example, strive 
for more life satisfaction and target-
ed reduction of consumption, but 
are not necessarily based on princi-
ples of sustainability. Lifestyles of 
Health and Sustainability (LOHAS), 
by contrast, are oriented towards 
sustainable development and seek 
to enable a good life. But they do 
not explicitly call for reducing con-
sumption; instead, they emphasize 
“fair” and “ecological” consump-
tion, which may still result in in-
creased consumption and thus more 
resource use.19 
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Policy implications of research
Education for a sufficient lifestyle
An overall transformation of societal values is necessary to best promote and spread 
sufficient lifestyles. This transformation should be initiated and accompanied by 
appropriate school-based and extracurricular education.20 Emphasis should be placed 
on fostering particular skills, especially skills of self-reflection, as well as on concepts 
such as mindfulness of other living beings and oneself. Awareness-raising campaigns 
should draw people’s attention to their own behaviour, stimulate reflection, and 
motivate change.

Communication of role models
In the context of social innovations such as widespread implementation of sufficiency in 
the global North, those already practising sufficient lifestyles can function as “change 
agents”.21 They personally test certain changes, initiate shifts in their environment, and 
contribute to societal transformation. To date, however, they have not received enough 
attention and this has kept their sphere of influence relatively small. People practising 
sufficient lifestyles should be portrayed and communicated as role models in order to 
inform the broader public about how to reduce resource consumption in daily life and 
how this can contribute to greater life satisfaction.22 

Alternative work (time) models
Many of the activities that characterize sufficient lifestyles are time-consuming. This 
highlights the need to develop alternative work (time) models which make it possible to 
decrease the time spent earning an income and also enable work to be divided more 
flexibly over an entire lifetime.23 Any such part-time models must ensure a decent 
livelihood. Models such as unconditional basic income point in this direction. The goal 
must be to better balance paid and unpaid work, placing increased value on the latter.

Ecological urgency versus willingness to change
Early adopters of sufficiency inspire change. But our wider consumption-related ecologi-
cal crises remain urgent. So political leadership is also needed. People’s sense of person-
al (consumptive) freedom must be carefully addressed to prevent backlashes to any-
thing perceived as forced, top-down change. Policy measures should build upon each 
other, progressively increasing broader societal acceptance of sufficient living.24
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