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Preface 

This PhD thesis discusses sufficientarianism as a doctrine of distributive justice in theory and 

application. Work on this dissertation was carried out between January 2014 and April 2016. It 

was handed in on April 20th, 2016 and evaluated by Prof. Rudolf Schüßler (Philosophy, Bay-

reuth), Prof. Kirsten Meyer (Philosophy, HU Berlin) and Annette Dufner (Philosophy, Bay-

reuth). Based on the evaluators reports, the examination board of Faculty V –  Cultural Studies 

(German: "Prüfungskommission der Kulturwissenschaftlichen Fakultät") accepted the disserta-

tion on July, 13th, 2016. The oral examination took place on July 19th, 2016 in Bayreuth. The ex-

aminers were Prof. Schüßler, Prof. Meyer and Prof. Bernhard Herz (Economics, Bayreuth). 

Prof. Dufner took the minutes. On the same day, the Dean of Faculty V, Prof. Dr. Kurt Beck, 

issued the PhD certificate. The final grade of the thesis was 0,43 (summa cum laude).  

I would like to thank my supervisor Rudolf Schüßler for countless productive and insightful dis-

cussions, and for giving me guidance on the overall project whenever necessary. I could have 

not imagined a better supervisor. Further, I also like to thank my co-supervisor Kirsten Meyer 

for tremendously helpful discussions and letting me be part of her great weekly research semi-

nar in Berlin.  

Various people have substantially contributed to my thinking about the topics of this thesis 

throughout the last two years in numerous different ways, including (in alphabetical order): 

Maike Albertzart, David Axelsen, Oliver Bätz, Matthew Braham, Sean Dyde, Peter Heindl, Ro-

land Hesse, Johannes Himmelreich, Benjamin Huppert, Robert Huseby, Arne Manzeschke, Lu-

kas Meyer, Darrel Moellendorf, Lasse Nielsen, Daniel Petz, Johanna Privitera, Merten Reglitz, 

Olivier Roy, Liam Shields, Lukas Tank, Christian Uhle, Makoto Usami, Ulla Wessels, Gabriel 

Wollner, Nathan Wood, and Joachim Wündisch. Financial support during the time of research 

from McKinsey & Company and the German Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), 

grant 01UN1204E, is gratefully acknowledged. 

The thesis is organized as follows. An introductory chapter provides the necessary context and 

background, summarizes the Articles' main claims and explains their interrelationship. The five 

Articles are identified with the Roman numerals I to V and follow in this order. Thorough inves-

tigation is devoted to some of the most pressing challenges against sufficientarianism in the the-

oretical sphere (I and II) and concerning its application to environmental topics (III, IV and V). 

This thesis is a cumulative dissertation in accordance with current university examination guide-

lines. Three Articles (I, III and IV) have been published or been accepted for publication by in-

ternational English-language peer-reviewed journals: 
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I. Kanschik, Philipp (2015), "Why sufficientarianism is not indifferent to progressive taxa-

tion", in: Kriterion – Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 29 (2), 81-102. 

III. Kanschik, Philipp (forthcoming), "Eco-sufficiency and Distributive Sufficientarianism – 

Friends or Foes?", in: Environmental Values. Accepted February 12, 2016. Preview available 

online at: http://www.whp-journals.co.uk/EV/papers/Kanschik.pdf 

IV. Heindl, Peter und Philipp Kanschik (2016), Ecological Sufficiency, Individual Liberties, 

and Distributive Justice: Implications for Policy Making, in: Ecological Economics, Vol. 

126, 42-50. 

Article I and III are single-authored, while Article IV was written together with the economist 

Peter Heindl (Centre for European Economic Research).1  

The remaining two Articles II and V are both single-authored and currently under peer-review 

consideration.2 Further, parts of earlier drafts of Article V are forthcoming in German-language 

anthologies.3 

In focusing on sufficientarianism in this thesis, I do not aim at providing an all-encompassing 

outline and defense of the theory. Despite being a relatively young theory, discussion on suffi-

cientarianism has reached a depth that makes such a project too demanding to realize within the 

time and space constraints of a dissertation.  

Instead, I have chosen a piecemeal, problem-oriented approach. Taken together, the Articles ad-

vance thinking about sufficientarianism as a theory of distributive justice at various different 

ends of the debate. They should be instrumental in providing a clearer understanding and more 

                                                 

1 Article IV is an interdisciplinary philosophical and economic work. For the main section of the 

Article (section 3), Peter Heindl carried out the economic literature review, while I took care 

the philosophical literature. 3.1. is mainly philosophical, 3.5. is mainly economic, and the 

remaining section 3.2.-3.4. include literature from both fields. Sections 1., 2., 4. and 5., and 

the overall claims and structure of the Article, are a co-production of both authors. 
2 Article II is currently under peer-review at Utilitas (submitted November 26th, 2015); Article V 

is currently under peer-review at Ethics, Policy & Environment (submitted February 23rd, 

2015). 
3 An early version of Article V is forthcoming as: 'Der Begriff der Energiearmut', in B. Emunds 

(ed.), Soziale Ungleichheiten – Herausforderungen für die Umweltpolitik. Marburg: Me-

tropolis Verlag. The entire section "Energy poverty versus alternative concepts" is not in-

cluded in this version, while the section "Towards a needs-based definition of energy pov-

erty" has seen major changes, and the remaining sections minor changes.  

Further, a collaborative paper with Peter Heindl and Rudolf Schüßler is forthcoming as: 'Anfor-

derungen an Energiearmutsmaße, in: Großmann, K., Schaffrin, A., Smigiel, C. (eds.), Ener-

gie und soziale Ungleichheit: Zur gesellschaftlichen Dimension der Energiewende in 

Deutschland und Europa. Springer VS, Wiesbaden. The paper includes a shortened earlier 

version of the section "Justifying the concept of energy poverty" from Article V. 
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effective responses to some of the main objections against the theory, and contribute to its appli-

cation to environmental topics. By this, I hope I have made a relevant and lasting contribution to 

the advancement of a theory of distributive justice that could shape how we think about the 

topic in years to come.  

 

Philipp Kanschik 

Berlin, August 3rd, 2016 
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i  Introduction 

Distributive justice: from Rawls to Sufficientarianism 

Theories of distributive justice analyze the normative foundations of the economic frame-

work that determines the distribution of benefits and burdens in a society.4 This under-

taking remains urgent in the 21st century. There is considerable public disagreement with 

respect to the norms that should guide our choices on issues such as the organization of 

the welfare state, the educational system, principles of taxation, measures against climate 

change and the fight against poverty—just to mention a few.  

Theories of distributive justice aim at providing and clarifying the general prin-

ciples and concepts to deal with such issues. Their approach is typically conceptual and 

abstract, referring to stylized examples stripped from the complexities of real world is-

sues. Critics argue that such an approach is futile in the complex imperfect and pluralist 

world we live in.5 Indeed, it might not be realistic that theorists of justice will provide a 

universally accepted set of principles of justice any time soon.  

This, however, does not entail that abstract theorizing about justice is worthless. 

Key concepts from distributive justice continue to play a pivotal role in public discourse 

                                                 

4 Lamont and Favor 2014. 
5 Sen 2010. 
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(e.g. liberty, equality, discrimination, utility, priority, redistribution, merit or basic mini-

mum). Public disagreement is often rooted in a deeper, more fundamental disagreement 

about the importance of—or trade-offs between—such values. By outlining their mean-

ing, implications and interrelations, theories of justice help us to better understand what 

is at stake in these controversies and inspire potential alternatives.  

The most influential recent theory of distributive justice is John Rawls’ theory of 

justice, which he first comprehensively outlined in the 1970's.6 The theory reanimated 

discussion on how a just society ought to be arranged. This issue had been more or less 

dormant in post-World War Two analytic philosophy.7 At this time consensus con-

verged towards utilitarian views identifying justice with whatever maximizes the sum of 

utility throughout society. Rawls replaces utilitarianism with a theory that aims at mar-

rying liberty and equality. He proposes the following two principles of justice:8 

(a) Each person has the same indefeasible claim to a fully adequate scheme of 

equal basic liberties, which scheme is compatible with the same scheme of 

liberties for all; and 

(b) Social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two conditions: first, they 

are to be attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair 

                                                 

6 Rawls 1971. 
7 This thesis is situated within the analytic tradition in philosophy. In general, analytic philosophy 

emphasizes logical argumentation, conceptual analysis, plain and comprehensive language 

and frequent appeal to common sense intuitions. The origins of analytic philosophy go back 

to philosophers such as Frege, Russell, Wittgenstein and the Vienna Circle (see Soames 

2003). 

Analytic philosophy is typically contrasted with 'continental' philosophy, even though this dis-

tinction is often disputed. In any case, the term 'continental' is an unfortunate choice, as there 

analytic philosophers from continental Europe and 'continental' philosophers from the UK 

and USA.  
8 Rawls 2001, pp. 42–43. The principles were originally introduced in Rawls 1971 and further 

elaborated in Rawls 1993. The principles are in lexical order, i.e. (a) is prior to (b), and the 

first clause of (b) is prior to the second clause. 
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equality of opportunity; and, second, they are to be to the greatest benefit of 

the least-advantaged members of society (the difference principle). 

The first principle entails that there are limits to maximizing overall utility, i.e. liberties 

cannot be cut in order to increase utility. The second principle entails that it matters who 

benefits. Inequalities need to be justified by showing that they are in line with equality of 

opportunity and benefit the least-advantaged members of a society. This contrasts with 

traditional utilitarian views, which are distribution-insensitive. For utilitarians, it only 

matters that total sum of utility in a society is maximized but not which strata of the 

population receive these benefits. Thus, even very unequal distributions of benefits are 

just as long as they maximize the sum of all utilities. Rawls' theory can thus be read as 

sweeping egalitarian rejection of utilitarianism.9 Despite receiving much critique, 

Rawlsian liberal egalitarianism has been the most discussed approach in the field in recent 

decades and by now appears to be the most recognized theory of distributive justice in 

the public discourse.10 

Discussions on trade-offs between equality, liberty and utility remain at the cen-

ter of distributive justice. Recently, utilitarian ideas have been resurrected through prior-

itarianism, which can be understood as a response to pressing egalitarian criticism on 

utilitarianism. The theory has been introduced by Derek Parfit in 1991 and has quickly 

                                                 

9 See Kymlicka 2002 for a discussion of the relevance of Rawls’ work for political philosophy in 

general and distributive justice in particular. 
10 Some common criticisms are that the principles do not demand sufficient equality, that they 

demand too much equality, that they are insufficiently justified as universal principles of 

justice, that they ignore merit and that they involve unacceptable infringements on liberty. 

See Lamont and Favor 2014 and Hirose 2015 for some of these criticism and further devel-

opments of Rawls' views in response to them. 
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advanced to become an established theory in distributive justice.11 The core intuition be-

hind prioritarianism is that those with greater social disadvantages should receive 

greater benefits. Much of recent discussions on prioritarianism understand the theory as 

a doctrine that maximizes weighted overall utility.12 Prioritarians thus claim that greater 

weight should be put on the utility of the worse off within a maximization calculus. 

Thereby, prioritarianism softens the tendency in classical utilitarianism to assess out-

comes as good, which involve very low absolute utility levels for the worst off. While 

still being committed to utility maximization, prioritarianism ceteris paribus leads to 

less inequality than utilitarianism.13 

A common criticism of prioritarianism states that giving priority is absurd if eve-

ryone is sufficiently well off. For example, it is counterintuitive to prioritize benefits of 

the rich versus benefits for the even richer. At a certain level of wealth, considerations 

of justice cease to matter. This critique of prioritarianism is the nucleus of another the-

ory that has been gaining popularity recently and is the focus of this thesis: sufficientari-

anism.14  

Frankfurt's introduction of sufficientarianism  

Harry Frankfurt’s ‘Ethics’ Article from 1987 marks the birth of sufficientarianism. In this 

                                                 

11 Parfit 2000. Parfit introduced the theory in 1991 during his Lindley Lectures at the University 

of Kansas. 
12 See for example Otsuka and Voorhoeve 2009, or McCarthy 2008. 
13 Note that some have interpreted prioritarianism as a combination of maximization and equali-

zation views rather than a modified maximization calculus (see Fleurbaey 2015). 
14 This critique of prioritarianism also applies to egalitarianism and, historically, was first used in 

this context. Note that current thinking of distributive justice is not exhausted by egalitari-

anism, prioritarianism and sufficientarianism. While these are currently the most discussed 

theories, there is a variety of other views (Lamont and Favor 2014). 
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article, Frankfurt introduces the "doctrine of sufficiency" as an alternative to egalitarian-

ism:15 

With respect to the distribution of economic assets, what is important from 

the point of view of morality is not that everyone should have the same but 

that each should have enough. If everyone had enough, it would be of no 

moral consequence whether some had more than others. I shall refer to this 

alternative to egalitarianism—namely, that what is morally important with re-

spect to money is for everyone to have enough—as “the doctrine of suffi-

ciency”. 

Frankfurt argues that the norm of sufficiency (rather than equality, priority, or utility 

maximization) determines the justness of a distribution. Sufficiency demands that eve-

ryone should have enough, i.e., be above some kind of threshold of justice. This is what 

should be aimed at by rearranging the economic framework of society.  

Frankfurt's main aim is to dismiss the intrinsic value of an equal distribution of 

economic benefits. This dismissal is in tension with strong egalitarian common sense in-

tuitions, recently exemplified by the public success of Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the 

21st century.16 Yet, Frankfurt holds that what truly bothers us is not so much that society 

is unequal. Rather, it bothers us that many people have too little. These aspects, Frank-

furt argues, can be easily confused.17 When we see that some people are significantly 

worse off than others, we are first and foremost touched by the fact that they are poor 

                                                 

15 Frankfurt 1987, pp. 21–22.  
16 Piketty 2014. Piketty himself does not associate himself with philosophical egalitarianism but 

the public appreciation of his work illustrates egalitarian intuitions. See also Nagel 1979, 

p. 106 who holds that equality is so deeply engrained in our thinking that “[i]t is difficult to 

argue for the intrinsic social value of equality without begging the question.” 
17 Frankfurt 1987, p. 32. 
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and do not have enough to make ends meet. Yet, poverty is best characterized as a con-

dition of unmet needs rather than a lack of equality. Hence, poverty is typically concep-

tualized through thresholds—once someone has surpassed a certain threshold, she is not 

poor any longer, irrespective of how much others have.18 Similarly, welfare states typi-

cally embrace the idea of a threshold that marks the amount of wealth that is sufficient 

for a decent life. Beyond this level, a citizen is not entitled to income support, even if 

others are much better off.  

One of sufficientarianism's most attractive features is thus that it can explain and 

justify a concern for the worst-off without becoming implausibly demanding. Most suf-

ficientarians avoid any explicit association with a particular political ideology, but the 

theory can generally be understood as pluralist. Economic redistribution should ensure 

that everyone reaches the sufficiency level but, beyond that, interfere as little as possible 

with individual liberties and choices.19 Egalitarianism, utilitarianism and prioritarianism 

typically seem to mandate much more extensive redistributions, while libertarianism 

and some merit-based theories demand much less redistribution.  

Defining sufficientarianism: the positive and the negative thesis 

Various authors have adopted Frankfurt’s main idea.20 Most of these have used the label 

"sufficientarianism", even though Frankfurt did not use this term and rather referred to 

the theory as the "doctrine of sufficiency". Today, sufficientarianism has emerged as a 

                                                 

18 Of course, given a relative poverty threshold, the threshold depends on how much others have. 

Nevertheless, even under such a conception, whether or not a given individual is poor de-

pends on whether this person is above the threshold or not. 
19 Other interpretations are possible. The crucial determinant is where the highest sufficiency 

threshold is located. A very low threshold positions sufficientarianism as a libertarian doc-

trine demanding almost no redistributions. A very high threshold positions it on par with the 

most demanding variants of egalitarianism. However, most adherents of the theory (includ-

ing Shields, Huseby, Axelsen, and Nielsen) defend an in-between variant.  
20 Huseby 2010; Shields 2012; Axelsen and Nielsen 2014; Crisp 2003. 
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serious contestant in distributive justice, typically contrasted with egalitarianism, priori-

tarianism and traditional utilitarianism. Following Paula Casal, sufficientarianism is de-

fined by a positive and a negative thesis:21 

The positive thesis stresses the importance of people living above a certain 

threshold, free from deprivation. The negative thesis denies the relevance of 

certain additional distributive requirements.  

Casal introduces these theses in order to criticize them. Nevertheless, they have become 

widely accepted among defendants of the theory, even though diverging formulations 

have been suggested. Liam Shields, for instance, notes that sufficientarian thresholds may 

be more demanding than just stating that people should be free from deprivation (as Casal 

claims).22 Consequently, Shields modifies the positive thesis:23  

The Positive Thesis: We have weighty non-instrumental reasons to secure at 

least enough of some good(s).  

"At least enough of some good(s)" may refer to mere survival, being free from deprivation 

or something more demanding (e.g. the average material standard of living in a developed 

country). According to Shields, weighty reasons should back up any specification of the 

clause, and explain why sufficiency is important in itself and not only in order to achieve 

some other good (non-instrumentality).24 Friends and foes of sufficientarianism agree that 

there is some truth in the positive thesis.25 For instance, most theories of justice agree 

with the claim that we have weighty, non-instrumental reasons to provide everyone with 

                                                 

21 Casal 2007, pp. 297–298, her italics. 
22 Shields 2012, p. 105. 
23 Shields 2012, p. 106, his italics. 
24 A more demanding interpretation of the positive thesis is defended by Axelsen and Nielsen 

2014, p. 7. 
25 See for example Casal 2007, p. 299, Temkin 2003, p. 65 or Axelsen and Nielsen 2014, p. 2. 
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a standard of living beyond extreme poverty.  

The negative thesis is much more controversial. It states that other principles of 

justice beyond the positive thesis do not matter: 26 

The Negative Thesis: once everyone has secured enough, no distributive cri-

teria apply to benefits […]. 

That is, above a certain threshold, inequality becomes irrelevant and redistributive activ-

ity ends. Thus, claims of justice are bound and the highest sufficientarian threshold spec-

ifies the point at which considerations of justice cease to matter. The plausibility of the 

negative thesis is often illustrated by scenarios, which involve inequalities amongst the 

super-affluent. As argued by Yitzhak Benbaji, most of us see little reason to give priority 

to helping Warren Buffett versus Bill Gates.27 Neither equality nor priority seem to matter 

much if we deal with very well off people or communities.  

The negative thesis has seen a lot of criticism, of which the indifference objec-

tion, the excessive upwards transfers objection, and the arbitrariness objection are the 

most relevant here. In one way or another, these three objections all charge the negative 

thesis' claim that thresholds have a preeminent importance in distributive justice. In 

what follows, the three objections are outlined. Further, it is explained how the five Ar-

ticles of this dissertation help to address them. 

Objections to sufficientarianism (1): Indifference  

For most critics of sufficientarianism, there remains the nagging doubt that there has to 

be more to distributive justice than sufficiency.28 Shields dubs this concern indifference 

                                                 

26 Shields 2012, p. 103. 
27 Benbaji 2005, p. 319. Crisp makes a similar argument (2003, p. 755). 
28 Casal 2007; Shields 2012; Temkin 2003. 
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objection and systematizes it as follows:29 

Sufficiency principles are implausible because they are objectionably indif-

ferent to inequality once everyone has secured enough. 

However, outlining the indifference objection with reference to inequality is on the one 

hand too broad, and on the other hand, too narrow. It is too broad it is not specified which 

inequalities are problematic. Yet, it is also too narrow, since plausible indifference objec-

tions could also be formulated without any reference to inequality (e.g. indifference to 

the priority of the worst-off).  

Article I suggests that we should actually distinguish between three variants of 

the objection: indifference to (i) the distribution of benefits, (ii) the distribution of bur-

dens or (iii) other values aside from these two. Concerning (i), consider the case of a 

hospital, which receives a major donation including spare rooms for visitors, gourmet 

meals and a world-class cinema.30 Critics of sufficientarianism argue that it would be 

unfair if the hospital’s administration offered all these luxuries to a few arbitrarily se-

lected beneficiaries. Thus, the distribution of benefits continues to matter even though 

everyone has enough. 

Concerning (ii), it has been pointed out that even if everyone had enough, we 

would still consider it unfair for a billionaire to pay more taxes than someone who has 

just enough.31 Yet, the negative thesis entails that sufficientarians are indifferent be-

tween any burdening schemes once everyone has enough (as long no one is pushed be-

low the threshold). Such indifference runs counter to intuitions toward a progressive tax 

system—and even critics of such a system reject indifference to burdening schemes.  

                                                 

29 Shields 2012, p. 104. 
30 Casal 2007, p. 307 discusses this case. 
31 See Shields 2012, p. 104. 
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Finally, the broad and generalist formulation of the negative thesis opens the 

door for indifference objections related to values aside from benefits and burdens (iii). 

For instance, it seems unfair to discriminate against a person based on her religion or 

race, even if everyone has enough.32 Sufficientarianism would thus be objectionably in-

different to discrimination against those that lie above the threshold. Similar arguments 

could be construed for values such as theft, disenfranchisement or violations against hu-

man dignity.  

Yet, in responding to this objection, sufficientarians can appeal to the fact that 

they are proposing a theory of distributive justice, but not a theory of justice or morality 

tout court. Distributive justice is typically characterized in terms of the distribution of 

benefits and burdens among the members of society.33 Hence, for values aside from 

benefits and burdens, the negative thesis does not apply. This means that sufficientari-

ans are not committed to be indifferent to discrimination, or other values.34 

Responding to the variants (i) and (ii) of the objection is more difficult, as they 

relate to the core of sufficientarianism as a theory of distributive justice. Article I fo-

cuses on the second variant of the objection, i.e. the critique that sufficientarianism is 

objectionably indifferent to the distribution of burdens. The key notion for responding 

to this objection is the notion of risk. Changing life circumstances threaten even those 

who lie above the sufficiency threshold(s). How high this risk is depends ceteris paribus 

on someone's distance to the sufficiency threshold, i.e., risk decreases once someone is 

better off.  

                                                 

32 See Temkin 2003, pp. 65–66 for this objection. 
33 Rawls 1971; Lamont and Favor 2014. 
34 Obviously, there may be trade-offs between sufficiency and discrimination, but this is not a 

specific problem for sufficientarianism, as there may also be trade-offs between discrimina-

tion and priority or equality. 
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In acknowledging these risk differences, sufficientarians need not be indifferent 

to distributions of burdens among those above the threshold. For instance, to prevent in-

dividuals from falling below the sufficiency level in the future, sufficientarians may ar-

gue for progressive taxation. In addition, this line of reasoning can be the nucleus of a 

promising response to the indifference objection to benefits as well. If the argument is 

successful, it rebuts one of the main objections to sufficientarianism.  

Objections to sufficientarianism (2): Excessive upward transfers 

One alternative response to the indifference objection is to understand sufficientarianism 

as non-uniform prioritarianism—essentially a conception that assumes a prioritarian max-

imization calculus that includes a discontinuity at threshold level.35 Under such a concep-

tion, prioritarianism would be applied once everyone had enough. Elsewhere, prioritari-

anism has also been instrumental to address the excessive upward transfers objection to 

sufficientarianism.  

Harry Frankfurt initially suggested that the sum of people in sufficiency ought to 

be maximized.36 Various authors have observed that this has counterintuitive implica-

tions.37 Shields summarizes these concerns as follows:38 

The Excessive Upward Transfers Objection: sufficiency principles are im-

plausible because, amongst those below the threshold, they require benefiting 

                                                 

35 Shields 2012, pp. 109–110. Note that Shields only outlines but not explicitly endorses this un-

derstanding of sufficientarianism. 
36 Frankfurt 1987, p. 31.  
37 See Casal 2007, p. 298; Arneson 2000, pp. 56–57 and, for a like-minded objection in the ethics 

of education, Brighouse and Swift 2009, pp. 125–126. 
38 Shields 2012, p. 103. 
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the better-off by tiny amounts at the expense of large benefits to the worse-

off. 

To illustrate the problem, consider a scenario with a sufficiency threshold of 100 units. 

According to critics of sufficientarianism, the doctrine demands to benefit someone with 

99 units by 1 unit rather than benefitting another person with 1 unit to 99 units. Further, 

even if we could benefit a million people to move from 1 unit to 99 units, sufficientarian-

ism still demands to rather benefit one person to pass the threshold of 100 units, because 

this leads to a larger sum of those living in sufficiency. Yet, it seems absurd to forgo huge 

benefits for a large number of individuals in order to provide a small benefit to just one 

individual.  

Consequently, most sufficientarians by now refrain from defending a "head-

count" view. A popular alternative is to combine sufficientarianism with prioritarianism 

below the threshold. As Crisp puts it:39 

Below the threshold, benefiting people matters more the worse off those peo-

ple are, the more of those people there are, and the greater the size of the 

benefit in question. 

Being supplemented by prioritarianism, sufficientarianism is able to cope with counter-

intuitive scenarios as above in a more plausible manner. Yet, sufficientarianism and pri-

oritarianism are typically represented as antagonists in the literature.40 Consequently, a 

more thorough investigation of prioritarianism's theoretical underpinnings is provided in 

Article II in order to better understand its potential as a supplement to sufficientarianism.  

                                                 

39 Crisp 2003, p. 758. See also Shields 2012, pp. 108–111 and Huseby 2010, p. 184. 
40 E.g. Meyer and Roser 2006, Roemer 2004 or Benbaji 2006. 
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Article II's main finding is that there are two very different understandings of 

prioritarianism in the literature, which are not distinguished: narrow prioritarianism 

(NP) and broad prioritarianism (BP). NP demands to maximize the sum of weighted 

utility, giving greater weight to the utility of the worst off. BP only entails that greater 

weight should be put on the well-being of the worse-off under at least some circum-

stances, but never on the well-being of the better off. Thus, BP is committed neither to a 

maximization calculus nor to a utilitarian 'currency'. 

The distinction between NP and BP helps to explain why some regard prioritari-

anism as a supplement to sufficientarianism, while others regard them as adverse doc-

trines. Sufficientarianism is indeed adverse to narrow prioritarianism. The reason is that 

NP is incompatible with the negative thesis, as the thesis demands a cut-off point in the 

utilitarian calculus at threshold level.41  

Nevertheless, the characterization of sufficientarianism and prioritarianism as 

opponents is challenged. Various sufficientarian variants are compatible with broad pri-

oritarianism, including those that prioritize the worse off below the threshold. However, 

BP is not compatible with Frankfurt's view that the sum of people in sufficiency ought 

to be maximized. The reason is that such a view implies that benefits to the better off 

are sometimes given greater weight (as in the example above). 

Objections to sufficientarianism (3): Arbitrariness 

Another common critique of sufficientarianism is the arbitrariness objection.42 Note that 

both the positive and the negative thesis rely on the notion of a threshold. It is the idea of 

                                                 

41 This incompatibility mirrors the distinction between maximizing and satisficing (see Byron 

2004). NP is committed to maximizing, the negative thesis to satisficing. 
42 Casal 2007, pp. 312–313; Goodin 1987, p. 49. 
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a threshold that demarcates sufficientarianism from other moral and political philoso-

phies—and, hence, its justification is crucially important for the doctrine. Yet, up until 

now, there is no consensus on sufficientarian thresholds. Sufficientarians have suggested 

various thresholds, which only have in common that the highest threshold(s) is located 

above a level of mere survival.43  

The arbitrariness objection states that thresholds are either unspecific or arbi-

trary, and hence cannot have the great importance in distributive justice that sufficien-

tarians attach to them. Crisp's specification of his sufficientarian welfare threshold 

demonstrates the difficulty well:  

Then, of course, the obvious question is: How much is enough? […] It is hard 

to know how to answer such questions, but, on reflection, my own intuition is 

that, say, eighty years of high-quality life on this planet is enough, and plau-

sibly more than enough, for any being. 

Critics and friends alike consider Crisp's intuition arbitrary.44 It is indeed difficult to see 

what makes eighty years of high-quality life a significant threshold, as opposed to seventy 

or ninety years. The example illustrates the difficulty of sufficientarians to define, as 

Paula Casal puts it, a threshold in a "principled manner that provides determinate and 

plausible guidance for distributive decision makers".45  

Thus, it seems that if a sufficientarian threshold is specific, it becomes arbitrary; 

yet, if it is not specific, it provides little guidance. The Articles III, IV and V address 

                                                 

43 Axelsen and Nielsen 2014; Page 2007; Huseby 2010; Frankfurt 1987; Crisp 2003; Benbaji 

2005. 
44 See Huseby 2010, pp. 180–181; Casal 2007, pp. 313–314. 
45 Casal 2007, p. 313. 
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this objection by discussing applications of sufficientarianism in the environmental con-

text. Thereby, they operate under the assumption that practical application will reduce 

the theory's apparent arbitrariness and vagueness. Application to environmental topics 

seems promising for two reasons. First, there have been numerous applications of moral 

and political philosophy to environmental issues in recent decades.46 In particular, theo-

ries of distributive justice have been applied in this area.47 Second, the concept of suffi-

ciency is already firmly established in the environmental discourse under the label of 

'eco-sufficiency'. However, no reference to sufficientarianism is made in this context.  

Consequently, it is a natural starting point for Article III to compare sufficientar-

ianism and eco-sufficiency. Advocates of eco-sufficiency call on individuals, states and 

humanity as a whole to adopt a lifestyle of material simplicity that reduces resource 

consumption to a level that respects the Earth’s ecological boundaries.48 The incompati-

bility of eco-sufficiency with sufficientarianism is the main finding of Article III. The 

Article interprets eco-sufficiency in perfectionist terms.49 Eco-sufficiency is perfection-

ist in the sense that it entails that it is in the nature of human beings (in a normatively 

relevant sense) to work and consume no more than enough. Anyone who fails to con-

form to an eco-sufficient lifestyle of material sufficiently thus fails to adhere to the 

                                                 

46 Some of these applications relate to climate change (Gardiner 2004), overpopulation (Kates 

2004), environmental virtues (Sandler and Cafaro 2005), weighting the value of human 

beings versus nature (McShane 2007), energy politics (Sovacool et al. 2014), and the legit-

imacy of economic growth and consumption (Demaria et al. 2013). 
47 See for instance Shue 1993; Meyer and Roser 2010; Page 2013; Huseby 2012; Schuppert 2011; 

Meyer and Roser 2009. 
48 Sachs 2009; Alcott 2008; Schneidewind et al. 2013; Salleh 2009. 
49 Perfectionism is the theory in philosophy of the good life, which argues that some human states, 

activities and relationships are intrinsically good independently from the welfare they bring 

(Hurka 1993). 
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norms of a good life. Contrary to this, sufficientarianism is committed to a pluralism 

that is incompatible with this type of perfectionism.50 

Further, a different understanding of the concept of sufficiency leads to the en-

dorsement of two diverging types of thresholds. For sufficientarians, having 'enough' 

means that a sufficiency minimum should be provided to all. Advocates of eco-suffi-

ciency, however, conceptualize having 'enough' in terms of a limit that people should 

not exceed. Beyond incompatibility in terms of theories of the good life, both theories 

hence draw from different meanings of the term 'sufficient'. This conceptual ambiguity 

should be kept in mind for future specifications of sufficientarian thresholds.51 

Alternative interpretations of eco-sufficiency are discussed in Article III but re-

jected because they have implications that advocates of eco-sufficiency are unlikely to 

endorse. However, alternative understandings of the normative foundations of eco-suffi-

ciency could be compatible with sufficientarianism. Article IV examines one such alter-

native understanding. Eco-sufficiency is regarded as entirely neutral to theories of the 

good life, considering it an entirely individual and voluntary decision to choose to ad-

here to a lifestyle of material simplicity. Such an interpretation turns out to be in line 

with political liberalism, traditional economic approaches and further does not conflict 

with sufficientarian pluralism.  

Still, voluntary eco-sufficiency also entails a limit understanding of thresholds 

that can be contrasted to sufficientarian minimum thresholds. This difference translates 

into a political dilemma in environmental policy where a desired social minimum may 

                                                 

50 In order to argue for pluralism as a central element of sufficientarianism, a framework to cate-

gorize the main variants of the theory is used (contentment, welfare, capabilities and needs 

sufficientarianism). 
51 For instance, this is of particular relevance when discussing the relationship of sufficientarian-

ism and limitarianism, as proposed by Ingrid Robeyns (forthcoming). 
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turn out to be incompatible with an indispensable environmental limit. Article IV hence 

confirms and expands a major finding from Article III.52 However, this dilemma does 

not challenge sufficientarianism as a theory of distributive justice. As stated above, the 

negative thesis does not entails that sufficientarians necessarily have to negate the im-

portance of other values outside of distributive justice (such as environmental conserva-

tion or sustainability).  

Article V examines another threshold in the context of environmental policy: en-

ergy poverty. Unlike eco-sufficiency, energy poverty can be understood as a sufficien-

tarian threshold. It specifies the level of energy services to which everyone should have 

affordable access.53 As highlighted by the arbitrariness objection, such thresholds face 

the criticism of lacking a thorough justification and specification.  

Not surprisingly, the concept of energy poverty has been challenged in a very 

similar way.54 The main goal of Article V is to defend the concept against this critique. 

It does so by outlining conditions under which thresholds like energy poverty can be de-

fended and by assessing problems of how they should be measured and specified. It is 

argued that, first, thresholds like energy poverty should refer non-postponable basic 

needs or to non-substitutable means that satisfy such needs. Second, they should not be 

reducible to other thresholds (e.g. an income poverty thresholds). Third, they should re-

fer to a problem of great urgency given (contingent) social and political circumstances.  

                                                 

52 Additionally, it identifies a number of policy-relevant issues that relate to the interaction of eco-

sufficiency with other environmental policies, the measurement of welfare and inequality 

and standard economic preference-based frameworks. 
53 Boardman 2010; Heindl 2013; Nussbaumer et al. 2011; Hills 2012; Schuessler 2014; Healy 

2003; Guruswamy 2011. Rather than 'energy poverty', the term 'fuel poverty' is often used 

to refer to energy-related deprivation, in particular in the UK. 
54 Healy 2003, p. 2; Bouzarovski et al. 2012, pp. 78–79. 
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Beyond justificatory issues, it is shown that there are three types of definitions of 

energy poverty in the literature. The first understanding applies energy poverty to in-

come-poor people that face unreasonable or excessive energy expenditures, while the 

second group of definitions associates energy poverty with the lack of access to modern 

energy services. The third type of definition identifies a person as energy poor if her en-

ergy-related basic needs are not met.  

This latter type of definition is endorsed in the Article. Thus, individual needs 

and deprivation should be central for the specification of an energy poverty threshold—

as opposed to a pure materialist understanding or relational approaches. In addition to 

this, the Article's discussion of energy poverty shows how sufficientarians should re-

spond to the arbitrariness objection. In formulating, defining and operationalizing spe-

cific sufficiency thresholds, the theory gains the necessary depth to respond to critics 

that consider it arbitrary and unspecific. 
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Why Sufficientarianism is not
Indifferent to Taxation

Philipp Kanschik

Abstract
The indifference objection is one of the most powerful objections
to sufficientarianism. Critics argue that sufficientarianism is
objectionably indifferent to the distribution of benefits and
burdens. This article focuses on the criticism of the latter,
particularly the claim that sufficientarianism is indifferent to
taxation. Contrary to this allegation, it is argued that suffi-
cientarianism warrants progressive taxation, the reason being
that even those who are sufficiently well off face the risk of
being pushed below sufficiency. This risk decreases the better
off someone is as it is easier for those who are better off to deal
with sufficiency-threatening circumstances. It is argued that
the risk of insufficiency understood as a function of distance to
the threshold justifies progressive taxation. The proposed line
of reasoning corresponds to the sufficientarian belief that there
should be no redistribution between the rich, as the differences in
risk of insufficiency eventually become marginal among those who
are very well off. Moreover, the proposed rationale for progressive
taxation does not depend on prioritarian or egalitarian reasoning.
Rather, it transpires that sufficientarianism is well-suited to
justify the progressive redistributive system of the modern welfare
state.

Keywords: sufficientarianism, distributive justice, indifference
objection, ethics of taxation

The doctrine of sufficientarianism has recently gained some momentum
in distributive justice as a rival to prioritarianism and egalitarianism.
However, the indifference objection arguably remains one of the most
powerful objections to the doctrine. It alleges that sufficientarianism
is objectionably indifferent to distributions of benefits and burdens once
everyone has secured enough. Specifically, critics maintain that sufficien-
tarians are indifferent between progressive and regressive tax systems.
Such indifference runs counter to intuitions toward a progressive tax
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system—and even critics of such a system would reject sufficientarian
indifference.

In this article, I present a sufficientarian account in favor of pro-
gressive taxation. In a nutshell, I argue that even those who lie above
the sufficiency threshold(s) face a risk of insufficiency due to changing
life circumstances. The risk of insufficiency should ceteris paribus be
understood as a function of distance to the sufficiency threshold: it de-
creases the better off someone is. This effect eventually subsides, as the
differences in risk between the rich and the super-rich become insignif-
icant. Hence, this line of reasoning justifies progressive taxation while
maintaining the core sufficientarian intuition that it is absurd to demand
redistribution between the rich.

This argument relates to all types of burdens that are distributed
within a society, although this article primarily focuses on the burden of
taxation. If my argument succeeds, it rebuts one of the main objections
to sufficientarianism and marks a step toward establishing sufficientari-
anism as a suitable theory of justice to validate the modern welfare state
which taxes progressively. Furthermore, unlike a number of alternative
sufficientarian responses to the indifference objection, the argument pre-
sented here is distinctively sufficientarian, i.e. it does not build on any
egalitarian or prioritarian reasoning. The purpose of this paper is not to
justify progressive taxation in general; consequently, I do not attempt to
provide a general discussion of taxation here. Rather, I examine whether
sufficientarianism can justify a progressive tax regime.

The article is arranged as follows. The first section distinguishes be-
tween three types of indifference objections to sufficientarianism and ex-
plains why indifference against burdens appears to be the most powerful
objection. Section 2 demonstrates that current sufficientarian accounts
of the distribution of burdens fail to provide a convincing and distinc-
tively sufficientarian line of reasoning. In Section 3, the main argument
of article, i.e. the claim that the risk of insufficiency validates progressive
taxation, is elaborated. Four objections to this approach are discussed
and rebutted in Section 4. Section 5 concludes.

1 The indifference objection to sufficientarianism

Sufficientarianism was introduced into the theory of distributive justice
by Harry Frankfurt in the 1980s and has emerged as a serious rival to
prevailing theories such as egalitarianism and prioritarianism. Most suf-
ficientarians agree with Frankfurt that sufficientarianism is fundamen-
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tally anti-egalitarian in rejecting equality as a distributive ideal.1 What
matters instead is for everyone to secure enough.

Sufficientarianism typically entails a positive and a negative thesis.2

The positive thesis states that there are weighty reasons to secure at least
enough of some good(s) for everyone. A specific threshold determines
the level of sufficiency.3 The negative thesis, on the other hand, asserts
that redistributive activity ends once everyone surpasses the threshold.
In that case, no further issues of justice arise. This implies that those
that lie above the threshold have no entitlements to benefit from redis-
tributions.

The negative thesis specifically has sparked much controversy. The
indifference objection is arguably one of the most powerful objections in
this context.4 Liam Shields generalizes it as follows:5

Sufficiency principles are implausible because they are objec-
tionably indifferent to inequality once everyone has secured
enough.

However, spelling out the indifference objection in terms of inequality is
on the one hand too broad, and on the other, too narrow. It is too broad
because it does not specify which inequalities in particular are problem-
atic. Indifference may not be problematic with regard to all inequali-
ties—but which ones are problematic? Furthermore, it is too narrow as
plausible indifference objections could also be formulated without any
reference to inequality (e.g. objectionable indifference to the priority
of the worst off). Here, I outline the objection in terms of three basic
elements that can be inserted in the above formulation in place of in-
equality: distribution of benefits, distribution of burdens or other values
aside from these two.

With reference to benefits, the negative thesis maintains that we
should be indifferent to their distribution if everyone is sufficiently well
off, e.g. in a Beverly Hills-like community or with the redistribution of
benefits among the super-rich.6 However, some arguments have been
brought forward against this intuition. Paula Casal, for instance, dis-
cusses the case of a hospital that provides sufficient care to all patients
in all relevant respects.7 Then, the hospital receives a major donation
including spare rooms for visitors, gourmet meals and a world-class cin-
ema. Critics of sufficientarianism argue that it would be unfair if the
hospital’s administration offered all these luxuries to a few arbitrarily
selected beneficiaries. In this case, issues of justice continue to arise
even though everyone has enough.
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The second type of objection relates to the distribution of burdens.
One example of this type of objection follows:8

Imagine that there are only supercontented millionaires and
much poorer persons who are content in our society. Even
assuming that the tax burden will not push members of either
group below the contented threshold, it seems that we should
not be indifferent about who should bear the greater costs in
this situation. The super-contented billionaires should bear
the costs and indifference is implausible in such cases.

Sufficientarians might argue that those below the threshold should gen-
erally be burdened less heavily (if at all) than more affluent members of
society. However, the indifference objection presented in Shields’ exam-
ple suggests that sufficientarianism has no theoretical resources to prefer
one burdening scheme over another when it comes to those who have
enough. Such indifference, however, seems counterintuitive.

Finally, the indifference objection can refer to other values aside from
benefits and burdens. For instance, even if an individual is sufficiently
well off in all relevant aspects and is perfectly content, it would be unfair
to discriminate against her based on her religion or race.9 Sufficientari-
anism would thus be objectionably indifferent to discrimination against
those that lie above the threshold. The broad and generalist formulation
of the negative thesis opens the door for a number of other indifference
objections aside from benefits and burdens. Similar arguments could be
construed for other x’s, such as theft, disenfranchisement or violations
against human dignity.

In this article, I focus on the second type of objection, i.e. the claim
that sufficientarianism is objectionably indifferent to the distribution of
burdens once everyone has secured enough. The claim that sufficientar-
ianism is indifferent to taxation burdens is particularly powerful, given
that taxation is a key component of distributive justice and is often sub-
ject to intense public debate.10 It would be odd if sufficientarians held
that there is little to be debated from a justice perspective when it comes
to taxation. That, for instance, would imply that sufficientarians are in-
different to whether those who have enough are taxed progressively or
regressively. Yet, progressive taxation is a widely accepted tenet of the
modern welfare state—and even libertarian critics who favor a radically
different taxation system would not agree with sufficientarian indiffer-
ence.

Moreover, it is questionable whether the other two types of objection
contest sufficientarianism as compellingly as the second type, at least
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as formulated above. The reason for this is that sufficientarianism is a
theory of distributive justice, not one of justice tout court—and hence
should be discussed accordingly. Distributive justice has often been char-
acterized in terms of the distribution of benefits and burdens among the
members of society.11 Consequently, for values aside from benefits and
burdens, it is unclear whether they relate to distributive justice at all.
For example, it seems strange to argue that discrimination is a burden
that should be distributed fairly within a society. In other words, any x
beyond distributive concerns does not challenge sufficientarianism as a
theory of distributive justice.

The benefits objection also does not necessarily relate to sufficientari-
anism as a theory of distributive justice. Drawing on Rawls, distributive
justice can be contrasted with allocative justice.12 While distributive
justice is concerned with the production and distribution of goods, al-
locative justice deals with the question of how a given good is to be
distributed among given individuals, irrespective of any cooperative re-
lations between the individuals involved in the production of these goods.
Indifference to benefits as in the hospital example above would be a ques-
tion of allocative justice. It is unclear whether sufficientarianism applies
to allocative justice.13 The objection as put forward in the hospital
example might then miss the target.

Before moving on, let me stress that my intention is not to claim that
these two aspects of distributive justice, i.e. indifference to benefits and
to burdens, are analytically separate. Nagel and Murphy correctly point
out that one cannot assess the justness of burdening in isolation, but
that such an assessment must always take the overall scheme of benefits
and burdens into account.14 Yet, there are two reasons for making this
distinction here, one being pragmatic and the other conceptual.

First, I classify indifference objections into benefits, burdens and
other values because these reflect the prevalent indifference objections
found in the literature. What is labeled as “indifference objection” in the
literature actually covers a number of very different objections; hence,
a classification is inevitable. I do not contend that other indifference
objections (in particular those related to benefits) are not worthwhile
discussing. Take, for instance, the following objection by Paula Casal:15

Even when everyone has enough, it still seems deeply unfair
that merely in virtue of being born into a wealthy family
some should have at their disposal all sorts of advantages,
contacts, and opportunities, while others inherit little more
than a name.
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This is clearly not a case of allocative justice, but relates to distributive
justice. It would be beyond the scope of this article to address such cases
in detail here. Nevertheless, we shall see that the argument presented
here provides sufficientarianism with promising theoretical resources to
deal with such cases as well.

Secondly, and more importantly, while the moral assessment of a
distribution of burdens is not analytically independent from that of the
distribution of benefits, it nonetheless poses some independent questions.
As Henry Shue puts it, benefits and burdens relate to two different core
questions in distributive justice: the former addresses “to whom” goods
are to be distributed while the latter investigates “from whom” these
goods are to be taken.16 We may know to whom and to what extent
we want to distribute benefits—but that does not mean that we know
who should carry the burden. There is also no clear-cut answer when we
pose the question the other way around: by deciding whom to tax and
to what extent, we do not know who the benefits should be distributed
to. It thus makes sense to make the distribution of burdens a topic in
its own right.17

2 The indifference objection toward burdens

Sufficientarianism’s main rivals, prioritarianism and egalitarianism, can
justify progressive taxation. For instance, leveling inequalities of what-
ever type can be achieved in two ways: either by benefitting the worst
off or by burdening the better off. That is, egalitarian concern for the
worst-off and progressive taxation are two sides of the same coin. The
link between benefitting the worst off and progressive burdening comes
just as natural to prioritarianism. The priority view knows no stop-
gate, i.e. it advocates benefitting the worse off rather than the better
off and burdening the better off more than the worse off. Hence, both
prioritarianism and egalitarianism are in favor of progressive taxation.

As already discussed in the last section, sufficientarianism appears
to be objectionably indifferent to the distribution of burdens. With
reference to benefits, sufficientarians believe that the objective of redis-
tribution should be raising the quality of life of those who are worst off
to a level of sufficiency. This begs the question who should be burdened
to what extent. The sufficientarian view on benefits appears to have
no entailments whatsoever about how those who lie above the threshold
should be burdened, let alone whether this should be done progressively.
What is certain, however, is that burdens for those who lie beneath the
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threshold should be avoided.

Little has been said to defend sufficientarianism against this objec-
tion. A notable exception is Robert Huseby’s argument to justify a suffi-
cientarian preference for progressive over regressive taxation.18 Huseby
asserts that the highest sufficiency threshold is relative to the overall
welfare in society. The reason for this is that the welfare of others has
a real psychological impact on individual contentedness beyond envious
reactions. In other words, relative deprivation in part determines the
sufficiency threshold. Now, if there is an improvement in the welfare
of the relatively well off, the sufficiency threshold increases for all. In
such cases, more inequality leads to more insufficiency if the welfare of
those who lie only slightly above the threshold does not increase. Con-
sequently, inequality-increasing distributions of burdens (e.g. regressive
taxation) work counter to the goal of sufficiency, even though the in-
equalities as such are supposedly not problematic.

It seems plausible that the level of welfare of those around us affects
our assessment of the adequacy of our own level of welfare. But Huseby’s
argument is fraught with a number of difficulties. It is unclear how
a distinction between normatively relevant and irrelevant psychological
reactions (with envy as an example for the latter) can be justified. It is
difficult to define a generally acceptable level of psychological reaction,
given that some people rarely compare themselves to others while others
do so frequently. Therefore, psychology seems to be a questionable and
ambiguous means to define thresholds.

Moreover, the relationship between equality and sufficiency is un-
clear, and to some extent problematic. The relationship between these
two concepts can either be understood empirically or conceptually. An
empirical relationship between inequality and insufficiency means that,
under certain circumstances, inequalities and insufficiency come hand in
hand. Beyond references to psychological reactions, Huseby says little
about the circumstances and causes of this relationship—hence, a more
thorough investigation is needed here.

Such an investigation, however, may unearth a conceptual link be-
tween sufficiency and equality. This means that regardless of circum-
stances, inequality leads to insufficiency and consequently, inequality
must be avoided by means such as progressive taxation. However, a
conceptual relationship between equality and sufficiency seems dubious
given that sufficiency was introduced as a rival to egalitarianism.19 Be-
yond that, reducing sufficiency to equality would make sufficientarianism
a potential target to Occam’s razor. In any case, it seems that propo-
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nents of progressive taxation have good reasons to stick to egalitarianism
as the more clear-cut approach to justifying their position.

Another sufficientarian response to the indifference objection toward
burdens takes recourse to a reference to prioritarianism and to diffusing
the negative thesis. In the past, the underlying objective of sufficientar-
ianism was sometimes understood as maximizing the number of people
who live in sufficiency (headcount sufficientarianism).20 Yet, maximizing
headcount sufficiency does not lead to a progressive system, not even for
those who lie below the threshold. The reason is that it may require ben-
efitting those who are slightly below the threshold by smaller amounts
(to raise them above the threshold) rather than benefitting the even less
well off by larger amounts (which do not raise them above the threshold).
This may be plausible in triage scenarios but not as a general doctrine
of justice to guide the distribution of benefits and burdens within a so-
ciety. Hence, many sufficientarians now reject headcount sufficiency and
subscribe to prioritarianism below the threshold(s).21 This implies pro-
gressive burdening below the threshold: the farther someone lies below
the threshold, the less he or she should be burdened in general.

Yet what about those who are above the threshold? Sufficientarians
could diffuse the negative thesis and repudiate that there are any fur-
ther relevant considerations of justice once everyone has enough. Liam
Shields, for instance, argues that there is a discontinuity in the marginal
weight of someone’s demands of justice once a person moves beyond a
given threshold.22 That is to say, sufficiency thresholds mark a shift in
the nature of our reasons to provide for further benefits for people—but
not necessarily as a cut-off point for distributive demands. A person who
lies above the threshold may still have entitlements to justice in terms
of both burdens and benefits alike.

To spell out what that might imply, Shields discusses the possibility of
understanding sufficientarianism as non-uniform prioritarianism (or vice
versa), which basically extends prioritarianism to those who lie above
the threshold.23 What distinguishes non-uniform from uniform types of
prioritarianism is the discontinuity at the level of threshold(s).

To illustrate the implication this has for taxation, consider the below
chart. In a discontinuous taxation system, there are certain points at
which the tax rate changes—as advocated by non-uniform prioritarian-
ism. By contrast, uniform prioritarianism calls for a gradually increasing
tax rate.

Sufficientarianism as non-uniform prioritarianism can account for
progressive taxation, albeit at the cost of several disadvantages. First,
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Figure 1: Continuous versus discontinuous taxation

it is very closely tied to prioritarianism, as it justifies progressive taxa-
tion all the way up based entirely on prioritarian grounds. Discontinuity
remains the only distinctively sufficientarian element in this view. One
may doubt that this suffices to justify sufficientarianism’s status as a
rival to prioritarianism and egalitarianism. Additionally, discontinuity
itself is controversial. It is not at all clear whether we should prefer con-
tinuous or discontinuous tax rates, and sufficientarians have thus far not
made tangible contributions to this relatively technical issue that takes
us far away from the original claims that motivate sufficiency.

Secondly, such a view cannot account for a fundamental sufficien-
tarian intuition. Non-uniform prioritarianism applies to benefits as well.
This means that sufficientarianism warrants benefitting a super-rich per-
son versus an ultra-rich person. Yet, one of sufficientarianism’s major
arguments has always been that it would be absurd to demand redis-
tribution among the very rich.24 Hence, the notion that there can be
‘enough’ in distributive justice is contradicted by sufficiency understood
as non-uniform prioritarianism.

3 A sufficientarian argument for progressive taxation

The indifference objection toward burdens accuses sufficientarianism of
being objectionably indifferent to the distribution of burdens above the
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given threshold. This indifference applies in particular to the issue of
progressive versus regressive taxation. The previous section revealed
that sufficientarianism has come under fire on this issue. Unlike its
main rivals, egalitarianism and prioritarianism, sufficientarianism does
not provide a straightforward justification for progressive taxation. Fur-
thermore, current sufficientarian responses have failed to provide a con-
vincing, distinctively sufficientarian approach to a fair distribution of
burdens that does not need to borrow from its two main rivals. How-
ever, in what follows, I argue that sufficientarianism does actually entail
progressive burdening—not only below, but also above the threshold.
My argument neither depends on prioritarian nor egalitarian reasoning,
nor does it require abandoning the claim that justice should not demand
redistributions among the rich.

The positive thesis of sufficientarianism asserts that everyone ought
to have enough. This, from a normative point of view, means that
insufficiency is considered to be negative. Consequently, we should not
only help those who are below the threshold, but reduce the risk of people
ending up in a state of insufficiency.

Let me stress that facing the risk of falling below the threshold is not
of intrinsic relevance here. That is, sufficientarianism does not need to
be modified by a risk-related normative premise beyond the positive and
negative thesis. Rather, reducing the risk of insufficiency is instrumental
in reducing insufficiency as such in the future. Thus, reducing the risk
of insufficiency directly derives from the positive thesis that there are
weighty reasons to secure enough for everyone.

Consider a society in which everyone has enough. One group of peo-
ple S has just slightly more than enough, while another group of people
R has far more than enough. There is intuitive plausibility to assume
that individuals in S face a higher risk of falling below the threshold
than those in R. Under real world conditions, everyone faces the risk of
being pushed below sufficiency, e.g. as a consequence of health problems
or unemployment. However, these risks are less serious for the very well
off. To illustrate this, imagine that an individual from group S and one
from group R lose both legs in an accident. Consequently, both need
to undertake expensive housing adaptations, experience a reduction in
their income and rely on external service providers to support them in
their everyday life. These circumstances reduce the quality of life of
the individual from group S to a level below sufficiency. The individ-
ual from group R, however, can easily afford all necessary changes to
continue living a sufficiently good life without legs.
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In short, burdens increase the risk of insufficiency by making indi-
viduals less capable of dealing with sufficiency-threating circumstances.
As a result, sufficientarians should favor placing heavier burdens on R
compared to S, given that the sufficiency of individuals in group S is
more jeopardized. Both S and R carry net burdens as long as someone
lies below the threshold. Yet these burdens should be distributed pro-
gressively depending on the individual’s distance to the threshold, i.e.
her risk of insufficiency.

It would seem reasonable to expect that additional benefits reduce
the risk of insufficiency considerably, eventually becoming marginally
small. Consider a scenario in which there are two groups, one consisting
of rich individuals (group R) and one of super-rich individuals (group
SR). The risk of experiencing insufficiency is only marginally different
for either group because they both have almost equally sufficient means
to protect themselves against various potential causes of insufficiency.
That is, at some point, a greater distance to the threshold ceases to sig-
nificantly decrease the risk of insufficiency—thus, progressive burdening
(or benefitting) would not apply under such circumstances. The suffi-
cientarian belief that justice does not warrant redistributions among the
rich remains unchanged because there is no difference in the risk of in-
sufficiency between the rich and super-rich. This is an appealing facet of
the argument, given that one of sufficientarianism’s core beliefs is that
there can be ‘enough’ in justice, i.e. that a state in which everyone is so
well off that no further redistribution is necessary.

Conceptualizing the risk of insufficiency as a function of distance to
the threshold allows for progressive taxation within sufficientarianism.
This function has two properties. First, it has a positively decreasing
slope, i.e. the better off someone is, the less risk she faces. Secondly,
the slope of the curve eventually becomes marginally small, i.e. there is
no significant difference in risk between the rich and the super-rich. The
above graph is an example of a curve with such characteristics.25

The idea of diminishing risk may appear prioritarian because it de
facto prioritizes the interests of the worst off as opposed to the inter-
ests of those who lie above the threshold. However, reference to the risk
of insufficiency is a distinctively sufficientarian rationale for progressive
taxation above the threshold. Those slightly above the threshold should
not be taxed less because they are worse off than those who are well
above the threshold. Instead, they should be taxed less because they
face the risk of insufficiency. This justification neither depends on pri-
oritarian,26 nor on egalitarian reasoning, because redistribution is not
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Figure 2: Risk of insufficiency as a function of distance to the threshold

justified with an appeal to equality. Rather, the (sufficientarian) ratio-
nale for progressive taxation is the prevention of insufficiency of those
who are above the threshold to the furthest possible extent.

Further, the risk argument does not depend on discontinuity. All
described scenarios are compatible with continuous progressive taxation
in relation to risk, while those below the threshold receive benefits based
on continuous progression. The threshold marks the demarcation line
between net benefits and net burdens, but not a discontinuity within a
moral calculus. There could, of course, be discontinuities in risk among
those above the threshold, which then translate into discontinuous pro-
gressive taxation. There may or may not be good reasons for such a
viewpoint. Yet, the validity of sufficientarianism as a doctrine of dis-
tributive justice neither depends on it nor can it be reduced to it.

The argument applies to taxation and to the distribution of burdens
in general. Note that this line of reasoning could be the nucleus of a
promising response to the indifference objection to benefits. Reconsider
Casal’s claim that it seems unfair that some inherit luxury items while
others inherit little more than a name—even if everyone has enough.27

If those who inherit nothing lie only slightly above the threshold and the
wealthy heirs find themselves a lot further above the threshold, redis-
tribution to the former could be defended analogously to the argument
presented here, i.e. by reference to their risk of insufficiency. However, if
those who inherit little more than a name are very well off and the rich
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heirs are even better off, there would no justification for redistribution.28

4 Objections and further considerations

In the previous section, I claim that sufficientarians can justify progres-
sive burdening by referring to the risk of insufficiency. In this section, I
discuss a number of objections against this argument.

Excessive, not progressive

Some critics doubt that sufficientarianism can justify progressive taxa-
tion under the empirical conditions of the modern welfare state. It has
been argued that sufficientarianism would, in practice, call for a much
more demanding system than that established in the modern welfare
state. Their argument is based on what is sometimes called the ‘lexical
priority objection’ to sufficientarianism.29 Sufficientarianism gives no
weight to benefits that individuals who lie above the sufficiency thresh-
old enjoy, but places emphasis on benefits provided to those who are
below the threshold. This is intuitively plausible in many cases, some-
thing even critics of sufficientarianism admit.30 Yet there seems to be
no limit to burdening those who lie above the threshold in order to
generate means for redistribution to those who are worst off. In many
cases, it will be very challenging and costly to raise a person above suf-
ficiency. Ultimately, this could mean that a marginal tax rate of 100%
for those above the threshold is justified to raise particularly challeng-
ing cases above sufficiency level. Progressive taxation would then only
apply under hypothetical circumstances—in practice, sufficientarianism
would require confiscating all benefits enjoyed by those who lie above
the threshold.

However, lexical priority of those below the threshold does not neces-
sarily imply excessive burdening. After all, sufficientarianism is commit-
ted to choosing efficient approaches to taxation. Some tax schemes ought
to be avoided because they decrease economic incentives and thereby re-
duce the means available for distribution. A 100% marginal tax for
those above the threshold greatly reduces incentives to work and thus
also reduces the means available to fight insufficiency.31 This on the
whole worsens the situation for those below the threshold; hence, such
a taxation scheme will not find acceptance among sufficientarians. Ac-
cordingly, sufficientarianism allows balancing efficiency and progressivity
for the well-being of those below sufficiency.32 In practice, this may well
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lead to something like a progressive tax scheme in contemporary welfare
states.

Let me stress that sufficientarianism would not insist on a progressive
tax scheme under all circumstances.33 For instance, regressive taxation
could, all things considered, also have beneficial effects for those below
the threshold.34 In that case, it may then be warranted. One may ques-
tion whether there should not be stronger, conceptual reasons to favor
progressive taxation, which do not depend on empirical circumstances.
Yet why does there have to be something inherently just about progres-
sive taxation? As Nagel and Murphy note, we should not ask ourselves
whether a given taxation rate is just, but asses the justice of the over-
all package of market outcomes, government taxation and expenditure
policies.35

The perfect welfare state

Scenarios in which no one faces a significant risk of insufficiency could
be considered. In such scenarios, sufficientarianism would not call for
progressive taxation. For instance, imagine a perfect welfare state that is
able to raise everyone above the sufficiency threshold (at least whenever
this can be achieved by redistributing resources). Moreover, as soon
as anyone falls below the threshold, the welfare state effectively and
quickly lifts this individual above the sufficiency threshold. Under such
circumstances, ordinary as well as super-rich individuals face the same
risk of insufficiency. Hence, progressive taxation would not be justified.

I shall first note that it is difficult to see how a non-progressive tax
system could be capable of generating enough tax revenue for a per-
fect welfare state to materialize. After all, we should expect regressive
schemes to generate less tax revenue (even though, as stated above, some
disagree with this). Random tax schemes will perform even worse, e.g. a
system that determines taxes on the basis of of a lottery. The insecurity
and unpredictability such a tax scheme generates would be extremely
costly. To attain a perfect welfare state or something close to it, pro-
gressive taxation or at least some kind well-defined system is needed.

But let us, for sake of argument, consider an ideal welfare state that
can be realized on the basis of either a progressive or regressive tax
scheme alike. Note that sufficientarians would still not necessarily be
indifferent to taxation in this case. Since everyone who lies above the
threshold faces an equal risk of insufficiency in this scenario, a sufficien-
tarian would instead argue that everyone should be taxed equally. It is
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not entirely clear what this precisely implies: it could mean that everyone
pays an equal absolute amount of tax (regressive), an equal percentage
of income (proportional) or makes an equal sacrifice (progressive).36 I
cannot delve deeper here into the issue of equality in taxation. What is
important though is that sufficientarians would again not be indifferent
to which tax scheme is chosen.

Now, this may sound suspiciously egalitarian, since in an ideal wel-
fare state, everyone’s risk is effectively equalized. Is this then simply
a re-introduction of egalitarian ideals through the back door? I do not
think so. The argument put forward does not depend on ascribing moral
value to equality. The ideal welfare state does not strive to make all per-
sons equal, but to keeping everyone above sufficiency. This is its only
normative justification within a sufficiency framework, while equalizing
risk is merely a side product that emerges under very specific and highly
stylized circumstances—and it might be wise to not rely too much on
our intuitions in such examples. It is clear that the ideal welfare state
is far from real-world implementation. Realistically, there will always
be people below the threshold, and the goal of redistribution should
be to improve their situation. Progressive taxation will very likely be
instrumental in moving toward this goal in the world we live in.

Individual risk factors

Another objection to the argument presented here is that equal distance
to the threshold does not always correspond with equal risk. Certainly, a
person who is better off is usually better placed to deal with sufficiency-
threatening situations. But that person’s overall risk of insufficiency
depends on his or her individual circumstances, not just on his or her
distance to the threshold. Individuals who are equally well off may have
very different risk profiles. Consider two individuals above the threshold,
who are equally well off. One is in frail health through no fault of his
own and consequently has high medical expenses. The other individual
is healthy and does not face such problems and costs. It seems that the
risk of insufficiency is very different for these two individuals, although
their distance to the threshold is identical. This indicates that the risk
of insufficiency is not a function of distance to the threshold. However,
this very claim is supposed to provide a sufficientarian justification for
a progressive tax system.

Obviously, our example reveals that individual factors can increase or
decrease the risk of insufficiency, irrespective of distance to the thresh-
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old. However, what seems plausible, nonetheless, is that distance to the
threshold is the starting point and a key indicator to determine the risk
someone faces to fall below the threshold. The reason is that an indi-
vidual who is better off is also better equipped to deal with sufficiency-
threatening circumstances. In the absence of additional relevant infor-
mation about a person’s risk profile, we should burden such an individual
to a lesser extent than someone who is better off.

Sufficientarians should concede that the risk of insufficiency is not de-
termined entirely by distance to the threshold alone, and, consequently,
individual risk factors should play a part in how we tax individuals.
Needless to say, it is difficult to determine which factors shall be taken
into account here and to what extent. What seems important, among
other factors, is whether a risk results from voluntary action and whether
it is related to central areas of human life. Some people may face larger
risks of insufficiency due to voluntary choices, e.g. because they en-
gage in an extremely dangerous sport or because they enjoy the thrill of
travelling to countries waging war. It does not seem plausible to argue
for lesser burdens for such persons. Having children, however, is also
(usually) a voluntary choice that increases the risk of insufficiency by
creating additional responsibilities and costs for an individual. Yet one
may argue that such a risk should be acknowledged in taxation because
it relates to a central area of human life.37

More could be said about this, but it goes beyond the scope of this
article to provide a full discussion here. What is important at this point
is that distance to the threshold ceteris paribus determines risk of in-
sufficiency, but additional relevant circumstances affect individual risk
profiles. Some of these individual risks should be taken into account
in taxation rates (e.g. someone with high health-related costs should be
able to deduct these expenditures from his taxable income). This is much
in line with existing progressive tax schemes, which, ceteris paribus, tax
equal wealth to an equal extent but acknowledge certain tax deductions.

Money and sufficiency currencies

A final objection to my main argument is that it implicitly assumes a ma-
terial understanding of sufficiency, which is neither plausible nor shared
by most advocates of sufficientarianism. This relates to the question of
what it is that there ought to be enough of or, put differently, what
the appropriate currency for sufficiency is. Introducing the doctrine of
sufficiency, Harry Frankfurt explicitly refers to money as a currency:38
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I shall refer to this alternative to egalitarianism—namely,
that what is morally important with respect to money is for
everyone to have enough—as ”the doctrine of sufficiency.”

In the same article, Frankfurt introduces the idea that it is content-
ment with one’s material resources that matters for sufficiency, thereby
introducing another currency for sufficiency beyond a mere material un-
derstanding.39 As subsequent sufficientarians have added capabilities,
welfare and needs to the list of potential sufficiency currencies, this
ambiguity continues to persist.40 There is no consensus on what the
appropriate sufficientarian currency is.

Understanding the risk of insufficiency as a function of distance to
the threshold implicitly assumes a monetary understanding of this dis-
tance. But welfarist sufficientarianism, for example, does not necessarily
assume that those who lie far beyond the threshold are rich. Imagine
two individuals for whom a successful romantic relationship is the most
important determinant of welfare. One of the two has a medium income
and is happily married. Hence, she enjoys a high level of welfare that
is well above the sufficiency level. The other individual is a billionaire
who is caught up in the midst of a lengthy and emotionally draining
divorce. Her welfare level, on the other hand, is only slightly above
the sufficiency level. If welfare sufficientarianism determined the risk of
insufficiency based on distance to the threshold, it would in this case
have to burden the individual earning a medium income more than the
billionaire because she lies farther above the sufficiency threshold.

This, of course, is extremely counterintuitive. However, let me note
that a welfarist sufficientarian does not need to draw such a conclusion.
Taxing the unhappy billionaire does not increase her risk of sufficiency,
because her risk of insufficiency does not relate to resources. Taxation by
definition is concerned with material aspects, and higher taxation only
increases resource-related risks. With respect to that risk, the unhappy
billionaire is still in a much better position than a happy person with an
average income. There is nothing contradictory for a welfarist to accept
such reasoning, given that welfarists will not deny that resources play
an important role for reaching a certain level of welfare.

5 Conclusion

Sufficientarianism has been criticized for being objectionably indifferent
to how burdens are distributed in society. A particularly powerful vari-
ant of the objection states that sufficientarianism is indifferent to how
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taxation schemes are set up. This article has shown that this is not
the case. It argues that the risk of future insufficiency ceteris paribus
decreases if someone lies farther above the threshold. Consequently, to
prevent individuals from falling below the sufficiency level in the future,
even those who are above the threshold should be taxed progressively.

This rationale for progressive taxation does not depend on prioritar-
ian or egalitarian reasoning. Furthermore, it does not hold under all
but only under realistic empirical circumstances and maintains the suf-
ficientarian belief that there should be no redistribution among the rich
and super-rich. Finally, there is a potential to extend this argument to
other types of the indifference objection. The arguments presented here
should be instrumental in defending sufficientarianism against one of the
major objections the theory currently faces.
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37 See [2, pp.4–8] on the relevance of central areas of human life for sufficiency.

38 [8, pp.21f].

39 [8, pp.37–39]. In what follows, I use the notion of monetary and material resources
interchangeably. Thereby, I refer to means to provide an affordable access to
things such as food, consumer goods, shelter, educational institutions, mobility,
energy services and health care.

40 See [2] for capabilities, [6] for welfare, and [18] for needs. Some sufficientarians
mix these approaches (e.g. [3]; [13]) or remain neutral to questions of value ([21]).
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Two kinds of priority 

Prioritarianism has become an established theory in distributive justice. However, 

it is difficult to spell out its core idea and its relation to other views in the field. 

This article addresses this ambiguity by arguing that we should distinguish be-

tween two types of prioritarianism. Narrow prioritarianism (NP) holds that we 

should maximize overall utility adjusted by diminishing marginal moral weight. 

Broad prioritarianism (BP) includes any view that complies with the intuition that 

benefitting people matters more the worse off these people are. NP dominates re-

cent debates but is neither from a conceptual, systematic nor exegetical point of 

view the only option to spell out BP. Introducing the distinction has the implica-

tion that prioritarianism needs not necessarily be an antagonist to other views in 

distributive justice such as egalitarianism and sufficientarianism. 

With Derek Parfit's Lindley Lectures in 1991, the idea of priority began to gain center 

stage in distributive justice.1 As Parfit put it, the core intuition behind the priority view is 

that benefitting people matters more, the worse off these people are. From this starting 

point, an extensive discussion has departed. Beyond Parfit's original intuition, there have 

been diverging suggestions and distinctions on how to spell out this view, typically em-

phasizing different aspects.2 It is thus not entirely clear what demarcates prioritarian and 

non-prioritarian views. Further, it remains unclear how prioritarianism relates to its key 

competitors utilitarianism, sufficientarianism and egalitarianism. For all these views, 

some argue that prioritarianism conflicts with the respective view, while others hold that 

it could be seen as a variant of it.3 

                                                 

1 Parfit 2000. Parfit held the lecture in 1991.  
2 E.g., there is a distinction between prioritarian views which are ex ante and ex post (McCarthy 

2008), technical and primitivist (Greaves 2015), absolute and weighted (Crisp 2003), telic 

and deontic (Williams 2012). Some think that the idea of (concavely) diminishing marginal 

moral value is the core of prioritarianism (Hirose 2015, pp. 86–111), while others see the 

non-comparative approach as the core of the view (Otsuka and Voorhoeve 2009), or simply 

understand prioritarianism as a 'weighted' form of utilitarianism (Benbaji 2006).   
3 For the relation between prioritarianism and utilitarianism, see Hirose 2015, pp. 90–92, McCar-

thy 2006; Pakaslahti 2014. For prioritarianism and egalitarianism, see Parfit 2000, p. 104; 

Broome 2015; Fleurbaey 2015. For prioritarianism and sufficientarianism, see Crisp 2003. 

Benbaji 2006; Shields 2012, pp. 109–110. 
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I shall introduce the distinction between narrow and broad prioritarianism to re-

solve these ambiguities. Most recent discussion on prioritarianism assumes a narrow 

reading of the view:  

Narrow Prioritarianism (NP): A distribution is just iff it maximizes weighted 

overall utility. The worse off a person is, the greater weighs her utility.  

Re-examining Parfit's introduction of the view, however, I claim that there is a broader 

understanding of prioritarianism as the family of views that derives from the original pri-

oritarian intuition: 

Broad Prioritarianism (BP): A distribution is just if it (a) puts greater weight 

on the well-being of the worse off under some circumstances and (b) puts 

greater weight on the well-being of the better off under no circumstances. 

While NP is a complete view of justice (i.e. providing necessary and sufficient conditions 

of justice), BP only specifies a necessary condition of justice which may be combined 

with other views. NP fulfils this condition but we shall see that BP includes other non-

utility based, non-maximizing and non-weighting variants. Thus, NP is not the only rea-

sonable option to spell out BP—neither from a systematic, conceptual nor exegetical 

point of view.  

This has a number of important implications for prioritarianism as a theory in 

distributive justice. Prioritarianism does not necessarily conflict with other well-known 

theories; for instance, I shall present sufficientarian views that are broadly prioritarian. 

Further, prioritarianism is not defeated by the arguments brought forward against NP.4 

Finally, while a recent, often technical body of research has shed much light on NP, the 

                                                 

4 E.g. Otsuka and Voorhoeve 2009.  
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core prioritarian idea as spelled out in BP remains under-theorized and deserves more 

attention. 

The articles is arranged as follows. Section I introduces NP, which is the cur-

rently prevalent understanding of prioritarianism. An introduction of BP follows (Sec-

tion II). Next, Section III examines the relationship between NP and BP. Finally, I situ-

ate both types of prioritarianism in the broader landscape of distributive justice (Section 

IV). The final section concludes. 

I. Narrow prioritarianism 

Since Parfit’s introduction of the view, prioritarianism has become a well-known contest-

ant in distributive justice.5 Parfit's starting point is the claim that benefitting people mat-

ters more, the worse off these people are.6 This claim can be understood in the sense that 

we should put greater weight on the utility of the worse off within a maximization calcu-

lus. Thereby, prioritarianism softens a tendency in classical utilitarianism to assess out-

comes as good, which involve very low absolute utility levels for the worst off.7 Priori-

tarians go beyond the claim that marginal utility diminishes, i.e. that the generated extra 

utility of having additional resources decreases with each additional unit someone gains. 

Most utilitarians accept this, thereby ensuring some tendency towards equal distributions 

in utilitarianism. Prioritarians, however, hold that even taking diminishing marginal util-

ity into account, additional moral weight should be given to the utility to the worse off.8  

                                                 

5 Before Parfit’s Lindley Lectures, the priority view was already discussed in public economics, 

even though the term had not been invented yet (Broome 2015, p. 6). 
6 Parfit 2000, p. 101. 
7 Consider Rawls' claim that the institution of slavery may be justified by utilitarianism (1971, 

p. 167). 
8 Greaves 2015, pp. 3–4; Hirose 2015, p. 88. 
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In a nutshell, this is what friends and foes alike typically have come to refer to as 

prioritarianism in distributive justice in a by now extensive literature.9 I shall refer to 

this as narrow prioritarianism (NP) here, for reasons that will become more obvious 

later. For the time being, let us dig deeper into what NP entails. Parfit introduces priori-

tarianism as a 'complete' view that can replace utilitarianism and egalitarianism::10 

The Priority View[...] can be held as a complete moral view. […] Unlike the 

Principle of Equality, which might be combined with the Principle of Utility, 

the Priority View can replace that principle. It can be regarded as the only 

principle we need. 

Parfit does not mention what he means by complete but let me make some brief remarks 

about four characteristics that we should expect from such a view: scope, currency, mode, 

and weighting. 

 First, the idea of completeness entails that a theory is situated within some kind 

of scope, against which completeness is judged. It seems too far-flung to argue that the 

scope in question here is morality in general, even though this is what Parfit literally 

states. After all, prioritarianism as it stands tells us little about meta-ethics, the philoso-

phy of the good life, or the moral acceptability of abortion. However, it seems fair to in-

terpret Parfit as saying that prioritarianism is a complete view in distributive justice. 

Distributive justice is concerned with the institutional framework that structures the dis-

tribution of benefits and burdens to individuals in a society.11 Theories of distributive 

justice outline principles that can be used to evaluate distributive scenarios. Most will 

                                                 

9 Main issues within this body of research relate to the technical apparatus of prioritarianism in 

light of cases involving risk and uncertainty, e.g. Otsuka and Voorhoeve 2009; McCarthy 

2008; Broome 2015; Fleurbaey 2015; Williams 2012; Bovens 2015. 
10 Parfit 2000, pp. 103–104. 
11 Lamont and Favor 2012.  
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agree that narrow prioritarianism does this to the same extent as, for example, elabo-

rated sufficientarian and egalitarian views and thus fits with this scope. 

Next, there is the issue of currency. Complete theories of distributive justice 

spell out their principles in terms of a currency in which benefits and burdens are under-

stood.12 Candidates are abundant, e.g. utility, capabilities, needs, and resources. The 

current debate on prioritarianism typically assumes utility as the prioritarian currency.13 

It is not entirely clear, which conception of utility is favored (e.g. preference- or desire-

satisfaction, cardinal or ordinal utility functions, …). For the time being, it suffices to 

conclude that NP appears to be committed to utilitarian currencies in a broader sense.  

Then, there is the question of how it is assessed if benefits and burdens (meas-

ured in terms of some currency x) have been distributed justly; I shall refer to this as the 

mode of justice. Again, there is a larger set of options, but I shall restrict discussion 

here, and in the entire article, to consequentialist modes.14 Three well-known modes are 

maximization, equalization, and satisficing. Maximization means that the total amount 

of some x is maximized. 15 Equalizing entails that the overall distribution of some x is 

                                                 

12 See Sen 1980; Arneson 2000b; Cohen 1990 on the relevance of the currency problem and an 

outline of potential answers. 
13 See, e.g., Benbaji 2006; Broome 2015; Greaves 2015; McCarthy 2006; McCarthy 2008; Otsuka 

2015; Porter 2011; Otsuka and Voorhoeve 2009. 
14 That is, I will not discuss the possibility of deontic prioritarianism in this article, a possibility 

to which Parfit himself points (Parfit 2000, p. 101) and which has recently been explored by 

Andrew Williams (2012). Most deontological accounts in distributive justice accept that 

consequences are relevant, even though they are not the only aspect that matters; so even 

these accounts recognize the importance of a consequentialist discussion as provided here. 

Only very few will reject the very idea of consequentialism in distributive justice (e.g. 

Nozick 1974; Gauthier 1986). Note that such views also reject a 'currency' approach 

(Arneson 2000b, p. 499). 
15 Let me stress that all these modes involve the concept of maximization. Equalization could be 

understood as maximizing equality; satisficing as maximizing the number of those above 

the threshold. Nevertheless, they are usually seen as distinct modes. It is for conventional 

rather than substantial reasons that I reserve the term 'maximization' for the maximization 

of the sum of all individuals' values of some currency x rather than for the other modes. 
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made as equal as possible.16 Satisficing means that people should have at least a particu-

lar amount of some x.17 Note that these modes are often combined; for instance, plural-

ist egalitarians combine maximization and equalization.18 

It is a bit trickier to situate NP in this panorama. Parfit emphasizes that prioritar-

ianism is an 'absolute' view (which he uses to contrast priority to 'relative' egalitarian 

views).19 One may follow Broome's interpretation of this remark as implying that NP 

can be represented by an additive separable function, which should be maximized.20 

This means that moral goodness only depends on the absolute utility of a person but not 

on how well-off a person is compared to others; these absolute utilities are only adjusted 

according to diminishing moral weights before their sum is maximized.  

Utilitarian value functions are also additively separable,21 but do not assign a 

greater value to benefits to the worse off in the maximization calculus. Yet, additive 

separability allegedly does not hold for equalization-based views, which take into ac-

count how well-off a person is compared to others.22 That is, the goodness of a person's 

well-being depends on its relation to others. This is explicitly rejected by Parfit and 

                                                 

16 This is what John Broome refers to as communal egalitarianism, i.e. the view that the general 

good can be increased by distributing it more equally without increasing the total amount of 

the good (Broome 1991, p. 178). Making a distribution more equal is then in itself consid-

ered a positive effect of a redistribution. 
17 On the distinction between maximizing and satisficing, see Byron 2004. See also the more 

recent literature on sufficientarianism (Shields 2012; Huseby 2010; Casal 2007). 
18 See Dorsey 2014; Vallentyne 2000.  
19 Parfit 2000, p. 104. 
20 See Broome 2015 and also Jensen 2003, pp. 98–99. 
21 See Sen 1979, pp. 468–471. 
22 Broome 2015. 
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most other prioritarians.23 Thus, NP resembles utilitarianism in assuming a non-compar-

ative approach maximizing an additive separable function adjusted by moral weight; it 

is thus committed to a maximization mode.24 

Finally, there is the issue of weighting. Here, NP is distinct from utilitarianism. 

Independently from currency and mode, any theory of justice must take a stance on how 

individuals' well-being is weighted in a consequentialist calculus. There are three op-

tions. Everyone's well-being is treated exactly equal. An example for this is utilitarian-

ism, which assigns everyone the same weight in the maximization calculus. Next, one 

may give absolute priority to some. That is, the well-being of some has strict priority 

over the well-being of others and there can be no trade-offs between these groups. An 

example for this would be Rawls' view. 

Finally, one may give different weight to individuals. This is the type of 

weighting that NP implies. Weights are distributed according to the level of well-being 

of a person—the lower it is, the larger is a person's weight. Now, there are various func-

tions that satisfy this property. It seems that NP is understood in terms of continuously 

reducing weights, i.e. the moral importance to benefit a person is reduced with every ad-

ditional unit of well-being which this person enjoys.25 Thus, for any equally sized utility 

benefit, it is better from a justice point of view to distribute this benefit to a worse off 

                                                 

23 Otsuka and Voorhoeve even argue that this rejection is what makes prioritarianism a distinctive 

view in distributive justice (2009, p. 177). 
24 Against this interpretation, Fleurbaey has been held that a narrow prioritarian view is always 

congruent with some pluralist egalitarian view that combines maximization and equaliza-

tion. It seems that Broome's response to this argument has been accepted in the literature. 

See Fleurbaey 2015 and Broome 2015 (these papers were commissioned by the WHO in 

2000 but only published 15 years later in a special issue of 'Economics and Philosophy'). 
25 See, e.g., Hirose 2015, pp. 88–89.  
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person.26 However, it is always possible for a benefit for a better off person to outweigh 

a benefit for a worse-off person if this benefit is sufficiently great.  

It follows that narrow prioritarianism is well positioned on all relevant aspects of 

completeness: 

Scope: theory of distributive justice 

Currency: utility 

Mode: maximization  

Weighting: greater weight for the worse-off 

These points may be summarized in the following definition: 

Narrow Prioritarianism (NP): A distribution is just iff it maximizes weighted 

overall utility. The worse off a person is, the greater weighs her utility.  

II. Broad prioritarianism 

We have seen that narrow prioritarianism is a complete view in distributive justice. How-

ever, it needs not necessarily be understood as prioritarianism per se. For other views in 

distributive justice, it is common to find that there is a core idea that can be spelled-out 

in multiple ways. For instance there are various options to spell out the idea of maximiz-

ing utility (utilitarianism), acknowledge the importance of thresholds (sufficientarian-

ism), or promote an equal distribution of something (the core of egalitarianism).27 For 

prioritarianism, it seems much harder to pin down the core idea.  

                                                 

26 The claim in this categorical formulation assumes infinitely divisible goods. For finitely divisi-

ble goods, there may be cases in which NP calls to distribute equal benefits to differently 

well-off individuals. 
27 See Hirose 2015 on the core idea of egalitarianism; Shields 2012 for sufficientarianism, and 

Driver 2014 for utilitarianism.  
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To start with, it may be helpful to go back to Parfit's original Lindley Lectures, 

where the view was introduced to distributive justice. Parfit's initial idea is that benefit-

ting people matters more, the worse off these people are. Parfit uses a case brought up 

by Thomas Nagel to illustrate the basic idea.28 Imagine a family with two children. The 

first child is healthy and happy, while the second child suffers from a painful handicap. 

Now, the family faces the choice between moving to the city or a suburb. This has dif-

ferent effects on the overall well-being of the family’s two children. In the city, the sec-

ond child receives better medical treatment. In the suburb, the first child flourishes 

more. The children's overall well-being may thus be illustrated as follows.29 

     The first child   The second child 

Move to the city:    20    10  

Move to the suburb:    25    9 

Both Nagel and Parfit emphasize that we have the intuition that the second child should 

have priority under these circumstance, even though this may not maximize total well-

being. To determine the moral value of benefits or burdens, we should not only look at 

their size. The overall well-being of a person also matters in a sense that those with lower 

well-being matter more. 

With the help of some considerations from the last section, it may thus be possi-

ble to pin down the core idea more precisely. Prioritarianism in a broader sense (BP) 

takes a stance on the weighting aspect in distributive justice. It rejects the claim that 

benefits to everyone weigh the same. Rather, whatever the currency and whatever the 

                                                 

28 Nagel 1979, pp. 123–124. 
29 Parfit 2000, p. 83. Nagel does not use any figures but makes the same point narratively. 
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mode is, BP argues that those who are worse off need have some kind of priority vis-à-

vis the better off.  

Broad Prioritarianism (BP): A distribution is just only if it benefits people 

more the worse off these people are. 

As Parfit himself observes, this is by itself not a complete view of justice, but explicates 

an intuition.30 As argued by Roger Crisp and much in line with the discussion in the pre-

vious section, the intuition may be either spelled out in weighted or absolute priority:31 

The Absolute Priority View: when benefiting others, the worst-off individual 

(or individuals) is (or are) to be given absolute priority over the better off.  

[…] The Weighted Priority View: benefiting people matters more the worse 

off those people are, the more of those people there are, and the greater the 

benefits in question. 

On absolute priority, the second child has priority simply because it is worse off. Even if 

the benefits at stake for the first child were much higher, the second child would continue 

to enjoy priority, as long as it remains worse off. Under weighted priority benefitting the 

worse off child need not be decisive—rather, it is a question of weighting. The burdens 

of the worse off child are given larger weight but this weight may not be great enough to 

outweigh the greater benefits by the better off child. It depends on the numbers at stake.  

The prioritarian intuition does not commit BP to either the weighted or absolute 

understanding. What BP must be minimally saying, however, is that there are some cir-

cumstances in which a worse-off person receives greater weight than a better off person. 

If there is a view that does not give greater weight to a worse-off individual under any 

                                                 

30 Parfit 2000, pp. 86;101. 
31 Crisp 2003, p. 752. 
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circumstances, this view should not be called prioritarian. Further, benefits to a better-

off person should never receive larger weights than benefits to worse off a person. For 

instance, it would be strange to call a view prioritarian which allows for such judgment 

in a case like the two children case (even if, under different circumstances, it gave prior-

ity to the worse off). Note, however, that this does not mean that benefits for the better 

off can never outweigh benefits for the worse off—under weighted priority, this is pos-

sible, under absolute priority not. 

Thus, we may more precisely characterize broad prioritarianism (BP) as fol-

lows: 

Broad Prioritarianism (BP): A distribution is just if it (a) puts greater weight 

on the well-being of the worse off under some circumstances and (b) puts 

greater weight on the well-being of the better off under no circumstances. 

BP is not a complete view because it only concerns weighting. Unlike NP, it thus only 

specifies a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for just distributions. 

III. From broad to narrow priority? 

In the literature on prioritarianism, BP and NP are not distinguished.32 Narrow prioritari-

ans simply take their views to be the exemplification of the prioritarian intuition as intro-

duced by Parfit. This move is neither obvious nor self-explanatory. At least the following 

                                                 

32 Greaves 2015 is a notable exception. Greaves dubs narrow prioritarian views specified in terms 

of von Neumann-Morgenstern utiliy as 'technical prioritarianism' (2015, p. 22). He then dis-

tinguishes between the prioritarian intuition and technical prioritarianism and argues that 

the former provides the latter with no motivation or justification (2015, pp. 22–24). I agree 

with Greaves insofar as NP cannot be inferred from the prioritarian intuition. I believe, how-

ever, that NP can point to the prioritarian intuition as speaking in its favor. It is beyond scope 

here to discuss if this is also the case for technical prioritarianism as a variant of NP. 
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three claims are needed to establish an inference from BP to NP. First, one needs to dis-

miss non-utilitarian currencies as inadequate interpretation of BP. Second, it needs to be 

shown that weighted priority is the only plausible understanding of priority (which means 

dismissing absolute priority). Third, one needs to show that giving priority to the worse 

off implies maximization (rather than any of the other modes).  

Any of these claim can be justified on conceptual, systematic or exegetical 

grounds. That is, it could be argued that the respective claim is entailed by the very idea 

of giving priority to the worse off (conceptual) or is the most attractive way to spell out 

this idea (systematic). Alternatively, it may be that the understanding of prioritarianism 

in distributive justice has simply been introduced and established in terms of this claim, 

even though not necessarily for a deeper conceptual or systematic reason (exegetical). 

To make this type of argument, Parfit's Lindley Lectures are the most natural refer-

ence.33 Independently from the argumentative strategy, justifying the three claims puts 

all ingredients of NP in place: a scope (distributive justice), a currency (utility), a mode 

(maximization) and an approach to weighting (weighted priority). Yet, in what follows, 

I shall demonstrate why each of these steps from intuition to doctrine is problematic. It 

is unclear why BP should lead to a commitment to a utilitarian currency, to weighting or 

to maximizing. 

Let me start with the question of currency. As stated above, NP assumes a utili-

tarian currency without further explanation—and so do even critics of the view.34 Parfit 

himself, however, explicitly refers to the neutral 'benefits' rather than utility throughout 

                                                 

33 Virtually all discussion on prioritarianism refers to Parfit's lectures. Note that Parfit also has 

written elsewhere on prioritarianism (Parfit 2012) but I shall focus on the Lindley Lectures 

here.  
34 E.g. Otsuka and Voorhoeve 2009. 
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his Lindley Lectures.35 Further, he explicitly holds that benefits are not to be understood 

in terms of utility:36 

[T]hese benefits need not be thought of in narrowly Utilitarian terms: as in-

volving only happiness and the relief of suffering, or the fulfilment of desire. 

These benefits might include improvements in health, or length of life, or ed-

ucation, or other substantive goods.  

So, the utilitarian characterization of prioritarianism might have been a misunderstanding 

from the start. There may be an explanation for this, though admittedly speculative. Parfit 

makes a seemingly harmless alteration to Nagel's city / suburb case. While Nagel de-

scribes the situation narratively, Parfit uses numbers to illustrate the overall well-being 

of the children. Now, this does not imply a commitment to a utilitarian currency, but 

utilitarians are certainly more prone to use number-based examples than, say, capability 

theorists.37 Naturally, most prioritarians may then have interpreted these numbers as re-

ferring to utility.  

Besides such exegetical remarks, there seems to be no conceptual connection be-

tween the prioritarian intuition and utilitarian currencies. Consider very poor people 

who lack adequate shelter and educational opportunities but do well in terms of (he-

donic) utility and live overall entirely happy lives. It seems that many of us still con-

tinue to have prioritarian intuitions in this case, i.e. continue to believe that it is more 

                                                 

35 There is only one passage in which he (implicitly) identifies a telic prioritarian view with utility: 

"On the telic version of the Priority View, we appeal to a similar claim. We believe that, if 

benefits go to people who are better off, these benefits matter less. Just as resources have 

diminishing marginal utility, so utility has diminishing marginal moral importance." (Parfit 

2000, p. 105, his italics) 
36 Parfit 2000, p. 83. Another currency that Parfit explicitly mentions in an attached footnote are 

capabilities (2000, p. 122). 
37 Some capability theories do not even allow for trade-offs between different capabilities (Dorsey 

2008; Axelsen and Nielsen 2014). Parfit's representation of the two children case would then 

not be intelligible for such capabilitarian currencies.  
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important to improve the life circumstance of these poor people vis-à-vis the materially 

better off with the same overall utility level. Without further conceptual or systematic 

arguments, it thus remains unclear why narrow prioritarians believe that utility is the 

only reasonable currency. Utility is one possible currency to spell out BP, but capabili-

ties, needs, resources or opportunities may as well make meaningful alternative priori-

tarian currencies.  

What about the claim that prioritarianism should be understood in terms of 

weighted priority? Why should prioritarians choose weighed priority over absolute pri-

ority? Again, this move cannot be justified by Parfit's original presentation of the view. 

Parfit holds that benefits to the worse off "should be given more weight",38 but this is 

compatible with both the absolute and weighted maximization interpretation (in the for-

mer, they have absolutely more weight, in the latter relatively more weight). This be-

comes obvious when Parfit discusses Rawls' view. The difference principles states that 

social and economic inequalities need to be arranged in a way that maximizes the bene-

fit of the least-advantaged members of society.39 Parfit explicitly affirms that this princi-

ple is prioritarian for the reason that it demands making the worst off group as well off 

as possible. This, according to Parfit, is in line with the core idea of priority.40  

The only (systematic) hint in favor of weighted priority in Parfit's lectures is the 

remark that absolute priority as in Rawls' theory of justice is "implausibly extreme", be-

cause benefits to the worst off count infinitely more than benefits to everyone else.41 

And indeed, many find it unappealing that absolute priority does not allow benefits for 

                                                 

38 Parfit 2000, p. 101. 
39 Rawls 1971, p. 83. 
40 Parfit 2000, pp. 120–121. 
41 Parfit 2000, p. 121.  
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the better off to outweigh benefits for the worse off.42 If we raised the second child's 

well-being infinitely in the scenario above, should this not outweigh the other child's 

burden at some point? And what if we add more better off children to the case? It seems 

hard to believe that a small difference for the worst off child should ace out huge gains 

to a great number of other children.43 

Now, I cannot provide a full argument in defense of absolute priority here but at 

least its dismissal seems premature. Absolute and weighted priority are on par in terms 

of counterintuitive implications. Consider that weighted priority faces the 'tyranny of 

aggregation' objection.44 Providing pieces of chocolate to a very large group of rich 

people may outweigh relieving severe pain of a small number of people, because the 

sum of benefits at stake for the rich is greater (despite putting less weight on benefitting 

them).45 This strikes as intuitively implausible. Absolute priority views can account for 

such intuitions. They give no weight to benefitting individuals who lie above some 

threshold, that is, benefitting those below the threshold has absolute priority over bene-

fitting those above the threshold. This fits with our intuitions in some cases.  

In other cases, tiny gains among the worst off (if they are below the threshold) 

should intuitively not always outweigh huge gains above the priority threshold—Chris-

topher Freiman has referred to these cases as the 'tyranny of disaggregation' objection.46 

It thus seems that our intuitions in some cases point to weighted priority (or aggregation 

respectively), while in others to absolute priority (disaggregation). It is by no means ob-

vious which of two 'tyrannies' is worse. Further, there may be a mixed view between 

                                                 

42 This critique can be found in Arneson 2006, pp. 26–33, Widerquist 2010, Gosseries 2011, and 

Crisp 2003, p. 752.  
43 Even Nagel, who appears to argue for a absolute priority view, admits that strikes him as im-

plausible that numbers never count (1979, p. 125). 
44 Arneson 2006, p. 30; Freiman 2012, p. 28. 
45 Crisp 2003, p. 754. 
46 Freiman 2012, pp. 34–35. 
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both types of priority to incorporate both intuitions.47 It thus seems premature to dismiss 

any absolute account of priority. 

Finally, let us examine maximization. Is BP committed to the idea that the total 

sum of everyone's x is maximized (given some adjustment in terms of diminishing 

moral weights)? It is not. Obviously, absolute priority (conceptually) calls for non-max-

imization priority views, because benefits beyond some threshold do not count any 

longer within the maximization calculus and are thus committed to satisficing rather 

than maximizing modes. But even weighted priority does not entail maximization and 

may be spelled out in terms of satisficing. Satisficing calls for lifting people above some 

threshold T. In doing so, the worse off may be given weighted priority. As Crisp puts 

it:48 

Below the threshold, benefiting people matters more the worse off those peo-

ple are, the more of those people there are, and the greater the size of the 

benefit in question.   

Thus, there exists an interpretation of weighted priority that does not call for a maximi-

zation mode, i.e. the maximization of the sum of all individuals' x's. It is another question 

whether this is the most adequate understanding of weighted priority.49 But it is again 

hard to see how the prioritarian intuition leads to a narrow prioritarian understanding. 

                                                 

47 E.g. a sufficiency view that involves weighted maximization among those below some 

threshold and absolute priority between those below and above of some threshold softens 

both of these tyrannies to some extent (I discuss such a view more extensively in the next 

section). 

A comparable move can be found in discussions on aggregation, where intuitions sometime point 

in favor to aggregation (i.e. weighting), and in others to non-aggregation (i.e. absolute pri-

ority). A mix of weighted and lexical priority may also seem most promising here (see also 

Voorhoeve 2014).  
48 Crisp 2003, p. 758. 
49 In favor of this claim, some have argued that prioritarian intuitions cease to be valid for super 

well-off communities (Crisp 2003; Benbaji 2005). 
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IV. Prioritarian views in distributive justice 

Let us take stock at this point and return to the question on how to situate prioritarianism 

in distributive justice. What distinguishes the two types of prioritarianism from other 

views in distributive justice? A few examples may help to illustrate this:   

 

 

Figure 1. Broadly and narrowly prioritarian views 

All of the above views are prioritarian in both the narrow and broad sense. Between any 

two points, these functions are decreasing, either proportionally, non-proportionally or 

non-uniformly.50 That is, between any two different levels of well-being, a worse off in-

dividual has a larger weight than a better off person. Still, trade-offs between individuals 

remain possible, so there is no absolute priority involved. Based on the weights assigned 

by the function, a maximization calculus may be construed in which all individual values 

are additively separable. Given that these views are narrowly prioritarian in terms of 

mode, currency and weighting, it follows that they also belong the family of broadly pri-

oritarian views. 

Now, let us consider three views which are prioritarian in neither the narrow nor 

the broad sense. 

                                                 

50 Concerning the latter, I use the terminology of Liam Shields here who has referred to non-

uniform prioritarianism (2012, pp. 109–110). 
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Figure 2. Neither narrowly nor broadly prioritarian views 

Priority for the better-off is non-prioritarian for obvious reasons: the weight of well-being 

increases rather than decreases with additional well-being. This is not compatible with 

BP, since BP does not imply to simply give priority to anyone; rather priority must be 

given to the worse off.51 Classical utilitarianism, the second example, gives no priority 

whatsoever to anyone—everyone has the same weight, no matter how well-off they are. 

Classical utilitarianism understood as such is thus not a variant of BP. Shifting priority is 

also not prioritarian in either sense. Shifting priority satisfies the condition that the worse 

off are given priority in some cases. However, at some levels of well-being, the weight 

of the better off increases—thus, the second condition of BP is violated. Further, note that 

any of these views could only be narrowly prioritarian, if well-being is understood in 

terms of utility. 

Finally, let us consider some examples of approaches that satisfy BP but not NP.  

 

                                                 

51 It would be too broad to understand any position in justice that assigns some kind of priority as 

prioritarianism. As Hirose noted, this would then include Nozick's theory that individual 

rights have priority over aggregate well-being (2015, p. 86). 
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Figure 3. Broadly but not narrowly prioritarian views 

Maximin is not narrowly prioritarian because it does not involve maximization but only 

takes the worst-off person or group into account. It is broadly prioritarian because it gives 

greater weight to worse off. Further, it never gives greater weight to the better off--

amongst those who do not belong to the worst-off, it is indifferent to whom receives ben-

efits.  

Leximin, unlike Maximin, takes everyone into account, but thresholds demarcate 

absolute priority between different groups. However, it allows no trade-offs between 

these groups (of course this also holds for the maximin) and is thus not narrowly 

priortarian. Both these views, however, satisfy the conditions to be classified as broadly 

prioritarian views.  

Weighted priority below T is favored by some sufficientarians.52 On this view, 

only those below some threshold T are taken into account in the consequentialist calcu-

                                                 

52 Sufficientarianism was introduced to distributive justice in Frankfurt 1987. Sufficientarianism 

typically entails a positive and a negative thesis (Axelsen and Nielsen 2014; Shields 2012; 

Casal 2007). The positive thesis states that there are weighty reasons to secure at least 

enough of some good(s) for everyone. The negative thesis, on the other hand, asserts that 

redistributive activity ends once everyone surpasses the threshold. Sufficientarians may hold 

that weighted priority applies below the threshold (Huseby 2010, p. 184; Crisp 2003, p. 758). 

Note that there may be more than one threshold (e.g. Benbaji 2005); a possibility which I 

do not discuss here for reasons of simplicity. 
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lus. Their well-being receives larger weight the worse off they are. It is NP's commit-

ment to maximization, as opposed to satisficing, which makes these views incompati-

ble.  

This sheds some light about the relationship between NP, BP and other views in 

distributive justice. As noted above, some argue that prioritarianism conflicts with 

views such as egalitarianism, sufficientarianism and utilitarianism, while others argue 

that it could be seen as a variant of it. The example of Weighted priority above T shows 

that there need not be any conflict between sufficientarianism and BP. Weighted priority 

below T mixes sufficientarian and prioritarian intuitions by referring to a threshold and 

prioritizing the worse off below the threshold. And even sufficientarian views that do 

not give weighted priority below the threshold are variants of BP, as long as they give 

some kind of priority to those below the threshold.  

However, there are also sufficientarian views incompatible with prioritarianism. 

Consider a headcount sufficiency view which proposes that the number of those reach-

ing the sufficiency threshold should be maximized. In a scenario with a threshold of 100 

units, it implies that we would rather want to benefit someone who has 99 units by 1 

unit than benefitting someone who has 1 unit by 98 units. Most people, including com-

mitted sufficientarians, regard this as implausible (except for triage scenarios).53 But 

more importantly here, this view is incompatible with prioritarianism, because it implies 

giving greater weight to benefitting the better off in some cases.  

So, BP does not necessarily need to be contrasted with other views in distribu-

tive justice. The prioritarian family of views in distributive justice are those views that 

                                                 

53 Liam Shields has labelled this the ‘excessive upward transfers objection’ (2012, p. 103). See 

also Arneson 2000a, pp. 56–57 and Brighouse and Swift 2009, pp. 125–126. 
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take the idea serious that benefitting people matters more the worse off they are.54 Just 

like some sufficientarian views are prioritarian while other are not, and this also holds 

for utilitarianism and egalitarianism. For instance, we may describe NP as a mixture of 

the core ideas of utilitarianism (maximizing utility) and BP (benefitting the worse off 

matters more), since it combines maximization with giving greater weight to the worst-

off. Similarly, an egalitarian conception may be broadly prioritarian but collide with 

NP. For instance, Rawlsian egalitarianism may be considered as a mixture of prioritari-

anism (lexical priority) and egalitarianism (fair equality of opportunity).55 The relation 

between prioritarianism and other views of justice may thus be illustrated as follows:  

 

Figure 4. Broad and narrow prioritarianism in distributive justice56 

                                                 

54 I do not discuss this here, there may also be deontological variants—Parfit himself again points 

to this possibility (Parfit 2000, p. 101). See also Williams 2012 for a defense of deontic 

prioritarianism. 
55 Even though admittedly the relation between these two strains in Rawls' position is not entirely 

clear (Daniels 2003).  
56 Note that I do not want to claim here that could be no mixed views between the other views 

(e.g. egalitarianism and utilitarianism) in distributive justice, even though this is what the 

graph seems to suggest. It is beyond scope to discuss this here. Further, note that the size of 

the circles and their overlap does not entail anything about the quantity of views affected—

that is, I do not want to claim that there more prioritarian variants of sufficientarian than 

non-prioritarian variants. 
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Thus, NP and BP are situated in distributive justice as follows: narrow prioritarianism is 

a mixture of utilitarianism and BP. It is a broadly utilitarian view but clashes with classical 

utilitarianism on weighting; and it can be contrasted to egalitarianism and sufficientari-

anism by its dismissal of the respective mode (equalizing and satisficing). BP, however, 

is compatible with some variants of sufficientarianism, utilitarianism and egalitarianism 

but clashes with others. 

The idea of priority is thus considerably broader than often thought. To defeat 

BP, it does not suffice to defeat a particular variant of it (NP). Thus, it needs to be ex-

amined if arguments leveled at NP apply to BP as well.57 In general, one needs to argue 

against the very plausibility of the prioritarian intuition to defeat BP, namely that the 

idea that the worst off have greater weight under some circumstances. This intuition 

should receive more attention, both in clarifying and defending it. 

Conclusion 

This article has outlined an alternative understanding of prioritarianism. In the recent lit-

erature, (narrow) prioritarianism is understood as the view in distributive justice that calls 

for maximizing overall utility adjusted by diminishing marginal moral weight. In contrast, 

I suggest to understand prioritarianism more broadly as referring to views that are devel-

oped in light of the prioritarian intuition that benefitting people matters more the worse 

off these people is. The minimal condition for broad prioritarianism is that benefits to the 

worse off are given greater weight in some cases, while benefits to the better off never 

receive greater weight.  

                                                 

57 As, e.g., the argument in Otsuka and Voorhoeve 2009 that NP cannot account for an intuitively 

plausible differentiation between intra- and interpersonal cases that are structurally analo-

gous.  
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I have argued that one cannot infer the narrow from the broad prioritarian view 

on conceptual, systematic or exegetical grounds. This has the implication that argu-

ments launched at narrow prioritarianism do not necessarily defeat the view as such. 

Further, the contrast to other views in distributive justice becomes weaker, as there exist 

sufficientarian, utilitarian and egalitarian views that are broadly prioritarian. As a matter 

of fact, narrow prioritarianism itself is a mixture of utilitarianism and broad prioritarian-

ism. 

Finally, the prioritarian intuition as captured by broad prioritarianism deserves 

more attention. It seems clear that the intuition has strong force but it is by no means 

universally accepted. Various views within distributive justice violate the intuition and, 

maybe surprisingly, little has been said to explicate and defend it. This article, then, will 

hopefully be instrumental in triggering a broader discussion on this matter.  
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Eco-sufficiency and Distributive Sufficientarianism – Friends or Foes? 

PHILIPP KANSCHIK 

The notion of sufficiency has recently seen some momentum in separate dis-
courses in distributive justice (‘sufficientarianism’) and environmental discourse 
(‘eco-sufficiency’). The examination of their relationship is due, as their scope is 
overlapping in areas such as environmental justice and socio-economic policy. 
This paper argues that the two understandings of sufficiency are incompatible be-
cause eco-sufficiency takes an extreme perfectionist view on the good life while 
sufficientarianism is committed to pluralism. A plausible explanation for this in-
compatibility relates to two different meanings of the term sufficiency as a limit 
(eco-sufficiency) and a minimum requirement (sufficientarianism).  

Key words: eco-sufficiency, distributive sufficientarianism, environmental jus-

tice, good life 

Introduction 

Since the 1990s, the concept of eco-sufficiency is discussed in the ecological sphere, 

e.g. by ecological economists, climate activists, sustainability scientists and green think 

tanks.1 In a nutshell, advocates of eco-sufficiency and related views (e.g., degrowth, 

steady-state economics, environmental virtue ethics) demand that individuals, states and 

humanity as a whole adopt a lifestyle of material simplicity that reduces resource con-

sumption to a level that respects the earth’s ecological boundaries. 

However, environmental discourse is not the only field where discussion on suf-

ficiency has intensified. Introduced by Harry Frankfurt in the 1980s, a number of 

authors in distributive justice have recently endorsed the doctrine of sufficientarianism.2 

In a nutshell, sufficientarianism holds that securing enough of some good(s) for every-

                                                

1 See, for example, Daly, 1996; Princen, 2005; Schneidewind et al, 2013; Salleh, 2009; 
Lamberton, 2005; Sachs, 2009. 

2 See, for example, Axelsen and Nielsen, 2014; Shields, 2012; Huseby, 2010; Page, 2007. For 
criticism, see Casal, 2007. The notion of sufficiency was introduced to distributive justice 
in Frankfurt, 1987. 
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one is of special importance. Once everyone has secured enough, no (or at least weaker) 

distributive criteria apply to additional benefits.  

Both of these views are based on the notion of sufficiency and are relatively 

young. However, the two discourses have been entirely separated so far and their rela-

tionship remains unexamined. Now, one may wonder why such an examination would 

be worthwhile. It may seem that the two doctrines are unrelated. That is, they may seem 

to be about entirely different issues despite (more or less coincidentally) using the term 

‘sufficiency’. Such multiple usage of philosophical terms is not uncommon; consider 

for example ‘constructivism’ in political science, epistemology or art, or ‘relativity’ in 

physics and metaethics. There is typically little interest in comparing these usages, as 

there are no overlapping issues.  

However, distributive sufficientarianism and eco-sufficiency relate to a substan-

tial set of common issues. We shall see that eco-sufficiency makes a number of norma-

tive claims, in particular related to environmental, climate and economic justice (section 

I). That is, the doctrine relates to questions of applied distributive justice. On the other 

hand, sufficientarianism’s plausibility as a theory of distributive justice hinges in part on 

such applied issues, since a plausible theory should not only be good in theory but also 

in practice.3 Yet, sufficientarianism has been mainly discussed on a theoretical level so 

far.4 Consequently, both doctrines overlap when it comes to environmental and eco-

nomic applications of distributive justice. 

Now, if this is the case, what is the relationship between the two views? Prima 

facie, there are some common elements. Both are thresholdist approaches, i.e. they 

claim that distributive justice is structured by thresholds with normative content. Other 

                                                

3 Lamont and Favor, 2013: 9. 
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views in distributive justice like egalitarianism or prioritarianism will ascribe instru-

mental value to thresholds at most. Further, adherents of both views refer to perfection-

ism, i.e. the idea that some human states, activities and relationships are intrinsically 

good independently from the welfare they may bring. Perfectionism is used to specify 

and justify the respective thresholds.5 Additionally, one finds the idea of saturation in 

the literature on both views, namely the claim that having more material goods ceases to 

matter beyond some point.6 Finally, there is a strong tendency to prioritise the worst-off. 

Many sufficientarians hold that benefitting those below the threshold always outweighs 

benefitting those above the threshold, irrespective of the quantity of benefits involved.7 

This is much in line with eco-sufficiency advocates arguing that the priority of poverty 

alleviation implies alleviating excess, resource-intense benefits for the rich.8  

An example to make this apparently common set of beliefs more vivid is the dis-

tinction between subsistence and luxury emissions.9 The distinction implies that there is 

a threshold that demarcates two kinds of emissions. This threshold is justified by refer-

ence to what is intrinsically important for human beings (subsistence needs), and by 

referring to the irrelevance of emissions beyond saturation (luxury emissions). Finally, 

                                                                                                                                          

4 Exceptions to this are discussion on ‘emissions sufficientarianism’ (Meyer and Roser, 2006; 
Grasso, 2012; and Page, 2013). 

5 E.g., Axelsen and Nielsen, 2014, Princen, 2005. 
6 Frankfurt writes (1987: 39): “A contented person regards having more money as inessential to 

his being satisfied with his life. […]He is simply not much interested in being better off, so 
far as money goes, than he is. His attention and interest are not vividly engaged by the 
benefits which would be available to him if he had more money. He is just not very re-
sponsive to their appeal.”  

 In a similar vein, Princen writes (2005: 140): "Human beings do not always want more. 
Goods may be good but more goods may not be better. […]Human beings do not choose 
to consume more and more if the trade-off is between, on the one hand, unpleasant, mean-
ingless, unrewarding yet monetarily compensated work and, on the other, pleasant, mean-
ingful, and rewarding work, whether or not monetarily compensated." 

7 For example, sufficientarians have argued that we should relieve the pain of a small group of 
poor people (thereby bringing them to sufficiency) rather than providing a piece of choco-
late to a very large group of rich people well above sufficiency (Widerquist, 2010: 475; 
Crisp, 2003; Benbaji, 2005). 
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subsistence emissions have strict priority over luxury emissions. On all this, most advo-

cates of both eco-sufficiency and sufficientarianism agree.  

Thus, there seem to be substantial similarities between both views. It could be 

helpful for both of these young and not much ‘canonised’ views to join forces. On the 

one hand, eco-sufficiency makes strong normative claims and could find a theoretical 

foundation in sufficientarianism. On the other hand, sufficientarianism has been accused 

for being ambiguous about its practical implications;10 additionally, it receives little 

attention outside of academic philosophy. An association with eco-sufficiency could 

establish sufficientarianism in a wider, more practical context. 

However, I shall argue in this article that the two sufficiency doctrines are in-

compatible due to their conflicting understanding of the good life. A three-step argu-

ment establishes this claim. First, the strong perfectionist base of eco-sufficiency is un-

covered (section I). Next, it is demonstrated that sufficientarianism involves a commit-

ment to pluralism (section II). Finally, I argue that it is impossible to reconcile these two 

positions as they stand, i.e. distributive sufficientarianism’s pluralism cannot be recon-

ciled with the extreme perfectionism entailed by eco-sufficiency (section III).  

The argument applies to the understanding of eco-sufficiency and sufficientari-

anism as typically discussed in the respective literature and in theoretically interesting, 

although not necessarily all logically possible variants. Even more fundamentally, the 

incompatibility of sufficientarianism and eco-sufficiency is of a conceptual nature given 

that it can be traced back to two different meanings of ‘sufficiency’.  

If the argument proves successful, it establishes that distributive sufficientarian-

ism and eco-sufficiency have to be carefully distinguished in discussions on envi-

                                                                                                                                          

8 E.g., Sachs, 2009: 205. 
9 The distinction goes back to Shue, 1993.  
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ronmental justice, socio-economic policy and elsewhere. Besides that, this article should 

be of interest to anyone only concerned with the normative foundation of eco-

sufficiency (section I) or the relation of sufficientarianism and theories of the good life 

(section II).  

I. Eco-sufficiency and perfectionism 

A diverse group of academics has been writing on eco-sufficiency, typically approach-

ing the topic from various angles and fields. Since there is no widely shared definition 

of eco-sufficiency, I introduce the doctrine here in a systematic manner by briefly out-

lining its key claims concerning ecology, consumption and normative aspects that can 

be found throughout the literature. 

Advocates of eco-sufficiency start from the conviction that the ecological ca-

pacity of the world to cater for human needs is limited. The current economic system 

overstresses and will, if there are no major changes, continue to overstress this ca-

pacity.11 Undesirable mid- and long-term consequences of this will be climate change, 

pollution, reduction of fertile land and biodiversity, a declining amount of fresh water 

and an increase of natural catastrophes.  

Most sustainability advocates subscribe to this view. However, what distin-

guishes eco-sufficiency from other sustainability doctrines is the claim that a modifica-

tion and reduction of consumption is the only feasible strategy to realise ecological sus-

tainability.12 According to proponents of eco-sufficiency, alternative strategies only 

                                                                                                                                          

10 See Casal, 2007: 312 – 314. 
11 Sometimes, the idea of an ecological capacity of the planet is spelled out in terms of the con-

cept of an ‘ecological footprint’ (Global Footprint Network, 2010). I shall have something 
like the footprint concept in mind when referring to the overconsumption of ecological ca-
pacities in what follows. 

12 In economics, related views are sometimes discussed under the label of ‘steady-state econom-
ics’ or ‘de-growth’, see, e.g., Kerschner, 2010 or Alexander, 2013. These views typically 
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involving efficiency measures (realising current consumption with fewer resources, e.g. 

introducing cars with lower fuel consumption) are doomed to fail, because they are un-

likely to reduce the consumption of ecological resources sufficiently and / or quick en-

ough. The same holds true for consistency measures (realising current consumption with 

environmentally non- or less harmful technologies, e.g. substituting fuel-powered cars 

with electric cars), or a mix of efficiency and consistency. According to sufficiency ad-

vocates, the problem with efficiency is that it is subject to the rebound effect: increased 

efficiency typically frees up monetary resources, which are used for other kinds of con-

sumption. Hence, overall resource consumption is hardly or not at all reduced. Consis-

tency measures, on the other hand, will not be available soon enough at large scale and 

further be resource-heavy in some cases (e.g., rare earth elements needed for renewable 

energy technologies, land consumption of solar panels). 

Within the ecology and consumption dimensions as outlined above, advocates of 

eco-sufficiency mainly make empirical claims, which I shall not investigate here.13 

However, proponents of eco-sufficiency typically combine these claims with the norma-

tive claim that individuals, states and humanity as a whole need to adopt a lifestyle of 

material simplicity (‘sufficiency’) to reduce resource consumption to a level that re-

spects the earth’s ecological capacity. The rationale behind this is that reducing con-

sumption—done in the right way—does not necessarily decrease but may rather in-

crease quality of life. Understood as such, an eco-sufficient lifestyle is not a demand of 

justice. Instead, advocates of eco-sufficiency hold perfectionist views about the good 

life. Perfectionists argue that certain states or activities of human beings are good inde-

                                                                                                                                          

correspond to eco-sufficiency as presented here. Further, the idea of eco-sufficiency has 
much in common with environmental virtue ethics (Sandler and Cafaro, 2005). In particu-
lar, it resembles the virtue of simplicity (Gambrel and Cafaro, 2010).  
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pendently from the welfare they may bring, and we have reasons to promote the realisa-

tion of these states. Typically, such views are grounded in some kind of understanding 

of what is essential to human nature but can also be grounded in some other explanation 

why a certain good, state or activity is objectively good.14  

Human nature perfectionism is readily detectable in writings on eco-sufficiency. 

Princen, for example, argues that it is the true nature of human beings to work and con-

sume no more than enough and that the recognition of this true nature should guide our 

attempts to reform our economic system.15 Eco-sufficient consumption involves less, 

different and more conscious consumption and a greater and more nuanced appreciation 

of non-material and material goods. Yet, it does not imply the rejection of technology 

and material goods or a self-inflicted life in poverty. A simplicity-based, self-restraining 

lifestyle should be aimed at for its own sake, but is prevented by the current organisa-

tion of the economy according to eco-sufficiency advocates. In this sense, human nature 

is suppressed by a ‘more is better’ thinking. In an ideal, unsuppressed environment, 

human being would work just enough and would live more fulfilling lives.  

I shall not explore the validity of this view here but just note that it is quintes-

sentially perfectionist in ascribing value to an essentialist ideal of human nature. Like 

most perfectionist accounts, it also includes the transition from a perfectionist ethics to a 

                                                                                                                                          

13 See Alcott, 2008; and Figge et al, 2014 for criticism of sufficiency, in particular the claim that 
sufficiency measures are also subject to the rebound effect. 

14 See Hurka, 1993: 3 – 5. Perfectionism can be distinguished from hedonism and desire theory, 
but also from other objective list theories (Wall, 2012). Going back to Derek Parfit, these 
categories have become standard to classify theories of the good life in ethics (Parfit, 
1984, Crisp, 2013). Wall, 2012 further distinguishes between the 'human nature perfec-
tionism' and 'objective goods perfectionism'. The latter does not refer to human nature, but 
provides some other explanation why a certain good, state or activity is intrinsically good. 

15 Princen, 2005: 140.  
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perfectionist politics, that is the claim that we should favour institutions and policies 

that promote what is central to human nature.16 

Advocates of eco-sufficiency thus intertwine perfectionism with empirical con-

victions about ecology and consumption.17 In other words: what is good in terms of es-

sential human nature is also good for the ecology of the planet. However, eco-

sufficientarian perfectionism is conceptually independent from ecological consider-

ations. Imagine that 50 years from now, inexpensive renewable energies and advanced 

robotics made a life in material abundance possible for everyone without harming the 

planet's ecology at all. Even in such a scenario, perfectionist eco-sufficientarians would 

prima facie argue for limits of consumption and a life in modesty, simply because such 

a life would be better for everyone and society as a whole. 

In spite of this conceptual independence, I shall argue that perfectionism is 

fundamental to the doctrine of eco-sufficiency. In what follows, I show why the doc-

trine should not be understood in empirical terms. 

There are two ways in which one could interpret the doctrine of eco-sufficiency 

as primarily empirical, i.e. without reference to perfectionism or other normative 

frameworks. First, one could argue that eco-sufficiency mainly involves (empirical) 

claims about the impact of various sustainability measures, including the claim that effi-

ciency and consistency measures do not suffice and the uncontroversial normative 

premise that the ecological capacity of the planet should be secured for future genera-

tions. Now, it is unclear which guidance such a view could offer to inform our policies 

                                                

16 For the connection between perfectionist value theory and perfectionist politics, see Wall, 
2012 or Arneson, 2000. 

17 For example, see Sachs, 2009: 201: "Since it is necessary to change behaviour and the way 
people relate to goods and services, eco-sufficiency is closely connected with what has 
been known since antiquity as the ‘due measure’, the good life, the art of living. And it 
may well be that the reasons for eco-sufficiency also stem from that wise ancient maxim: 
‘Nothing in excess’."  
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to save the ecological capacity of the planet beyond the moral demand to just safe it 

somehow by reducing consumption. The tricky task is to determine who should take an 

action to what extent in this process—normative frameworks are needed to supplement 

empirical claims to offer specific guidance. Advocates of eco-sufficiency do take a 

stance on such issues and consequently need some supplementing normative frame-

work. 

Secondly, one could argue that eco-sufficiency advocates mainly make a state-

ment about the relation between welfare and consumption, (empirically) arguing that 

less consumption has a positive impact on welfare at least for a substantial number of 

circumstances and people. Within welfare economics, the concept of welfare typically 

includes reference to preferences, utility and welfare maximisation. Such a framework 

is not free from normative premises. Yet, the normative judgment of a sufficiency life-

style would still depend by large on empirical investigations, i.e. the truth of the claim 

that a simpler lifestyle with less consumption has a positive impact on welfare.  And 

indeed, there is some evidence that this is the true to at least some extent.18 In this case, 

individuals will be likely to voluntarily convert to eco-sufficiency, or with help of 

awareness campaigns. 

However, this interpretation has unattractive implications for most advocates of 

eco-sufficiency. Within a welfarist framework, the claim that sufficiency increases wel-

fare means that people (in a free society) actually choose sufficiency lifestyles volun-

tarily.19 It is their actual choices which reflect that a sufficiency lifestyle increases wel-

fare compared to materialist lifestyles. However, if individuals under free conditions 

choose materialist lifestyles, a welfare economist concludes that these lifestyles are bet-

                                                

18 Princen, 2005: 125 – 155, Diener and Suh, 2000; Layard, 2005; Frey and Stutzer, 2002. 
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ter for their welfare. There is no sense in forcing sufficiency onto people. Rather, it 

would be perfectly reasonable to argue that those whose welfare increases with less 

consumption actually should be the first (and maybe only ones) to reduce consumption 

to protect the environment. Advocates of eco-sufficiency reject such reasoning. By ad-

vocating a lifestyle of sufficiency, they mean that such a lifestyle better suits human 

nature and hence would be good for all people, independently from choices that they 

actually make.20 If people choose materialistic lifestyles, this reflects conditions of (hid-

den) oppression and duress, or plainly the inability to recognise the good.21  

So, both examined empirical understandings of eco-sufficiency turn out to be in-

adequate. Further, the concept and idea of sufficiency would be redundant in both read-

ings of eco-sufficiency, i.e. these hypotheses could be spelled without any references to 

sufficiency. Empirical claims about the effects of reduced consumption on the envi-

ronment or welfare have no inherent relation to the notion of sufficiency. To illustrate 

this, let us look at Fischer and Grieshammer’s understanding of eco-sufficiency as the 

‘modification of consumption patterns that help to respect the Earth’s ecological boun-

daries while aspects of consumer benefit change’.22 They hold that such a strategy in-

volves measures that change consumption patterns and may potentially lead to welfare 

                                                                                                                                          

19 This includes a commitment to the concept of consumer sovereignty, which may in itself be 
incompatible with any sustainability theory (Menzel and Green, 2013).  

20 Of course, most environmentalists, including advocates of eco-sufficiency, acknowledge that 
many people are unlikely to voluntarily choose environmental lifestyles – without regard-
ing this as an argument against their position (see, e.g. Claxton, 1994). My point here is 
simply that a welfarist, voluntarist conception of eco-sufficiency has no normative re-
sources to criticise this. 

21 Now, there are welfarists who disagree with the view that actual preferences (or desires) 
should be the indicator for welfare. Such welfarists highlight the importance of informed 
preferences (Crisp, 2013). Materialists could then simply be uninformed in some sense. 
However, this would a severe restriction concerning the types of preferences or desires an 
agent may have or not, much stronger than rationality requirements. Clearly, such an 
understanding of informed preferences transcends empirical questions and traditional wel-
farist approaches.  

22 Fischer and Grieshammer, 2013: 10. 
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gains, even if consumption is reduced.23 However, Fischer and Grieshammer explicitly 

want to refrain from any judgment whether this is better or worse in terms of a good life 

or overall welfare.24 But what is it then, one may ask, that should guide this change of 

consumption patterns? Of all the possible ways to change consumption patterns, which 

one is to be preferred? And why would one call this a 'sufficiency' view, if this does not 

relate to any judgment about which level of consumption or welfare is sufficient?  

So, it is hard to see how the doctrine of eco-sufficiency could be spelled out in 

empirical terms. There may be other potential normative foundations, but human nature 

perfectionism is the prevalent one in the current literature. It functions as the normative 

core of the doctrine from which justice-related and other normative claims are derived.25 

What advocates of eco-sufficiency thus propose is that the idea of a sufficiency lifestyle 

in terms of modesty and material simplicity should guide our policies towards removing 

threats and injustices related to the environment and economy.  

II. Distributive sufficientarianism and pluralism 

In this section, I investigate another understanding of sufficiency from distributive jus-

tice, namely the doctrine of sufficientarianism. Sufficientarianism was introduced to 

distributive justice by Harry Frankfurt in the 1980s. Most sufficientarians agree with 

Frankfurt that sufficientarianism is a fundamentally anti-egalitarian doctrine that denies 

any intrinsic, non-instrumental value of equality.26 What matters instead is that every-

one has enough—and we do not owe support to someone if they have enough of some 

good(s) x.  

                                                

23 See also Milbrath, 1993 for this claim. 
24 Fischer and Grieshammer, 2013: 10 – 11.  
25 E.g. in Sachs, 2009, Salleh, 2011, and Khosla, 2013. 
26 Frankfurt, 1987, Shields, 2012: 114, and Axelsen and Nielsen, 2014: 2. 
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This claim is often specified with a positive and negative thesis. The positive 

thesis states that there are weighty reasons to secure at least enough of some good(s) for 

everyone. In other words, some kind of threshold(s) specifies a certain level of some 

good(s) that should be provided to everyone. The negative thesis states that redistribu-

tive activity ends once this level of good(s) is provided to everyone. In that case, no 

further issues of justice arise.27 

What is distinctive about all variants sufficientarianism compared to egalitarian-

ism or utilitarianism is the claim that thresholds structure distributive justice and, con-

sequently, that claims of justice are bounded. The highest sufficientarian threshold 

specifies the point at which considerations of justice cease to matter (as the negative 

thesis entails). The plausibility of this is often spelled out in ‘Beverly Hills’ or ‘Buffett / 

Gates’ scenarios where we would intuitively think that inequalities amongst the super-

affluent should not matter at all from a justice point of view.28 

Beyond these core claims, the doctrine of sufficientarianism requires a concreti-

sation of the currency, level and number of sufficiency thresholds. I shall neither discuss 

these issues not criticism to the doctrine here.29 Instead, I focus on how sufficientarian-

ism relates to questions of the good life. This is, as we shall see later, where incompati-

bility with eco-sufficiency arises. I argue that all current variations of sufficientarianism 

im- or explicitly use some kind of reference to the good life in order to spell out and 

justify their thresholds. Further, I argue that they are committed to a specific kind of 

                                                

27 For different formulations of the theses, see Casal, 2007, and Axelsen and Nielsen, 2014. 
Shields, 2012 adopts a weaker version of the negative thesis. 

28 See Crisp, 2003 and Benbaji, 2005. 
29 See Shields, 2012, Axelsen and Nielsen, 2014, and Huseby, 2010. For a powerful critical 

stance, see Casal, 2007. 
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pluralism that is, or at least could be, combined with moderate, non-coercive perfection-

ism.30  

Let me briefly illustrate this position with the case of Anna and Paul. Imagine 

that Anna wants to have a child and that Paul wants to achieve excellence in building 

houses of cards. Anna and Paul have identical overall welfare levels. Further, let us as-

sume that satisfying their desires involves identical welfare gains. Intuitively, most of us 

would agree that Anna can claim that society should in some way support her plan, e.g. 

by providing child care infrastructure or some kind of financial support. Further, most 

of us would also agree that Paul cannot make such claims. Justice does not demand 

society to support Paul’s plans to achieve excellence in building houses of cards. To be 

sure, this does not mean that we necessarily want to discourage him from his plans or 

coerce another path of life onto him. But supporting him does not seem to be within the 

scope of justice.  

Such intuitions have been evoked elsewhere in literature on sufficientarianism 

and illustrate well what is attractive about the view.31 As we shall see, virtually all suffi-

cientarian approaches rely on some account of basic and commonly shared elements of 

a good life to demarcate the scope of justice. This helps to specify the scope of legiti-

mate claims of justice (i.e. the threshold(s)) and prevents that demands of justice can be 

made based on expensive tastes or seemingly arbitrary individual conceptions of the 

good life (as in Paul’s case).32 In what follows, I shall investigate one example of each 

                                                

30 I borrow the notion of moderate perfectionism – as opposed to extreme perfectionism – from 
Chan, 2000. 

31 In particular, the Anna / Paul example has some aspects in common with the Succeedia / 
Squanderia example from Axelsen and Nielsen (2014: 5 – 7). However, their example de-
fends a specific type of sufficientarianism, i.e. capabilities-based sufficientarianism, relates 
to societies rather than individuals, and concerns not only the scope of justice but also 
what is morally better. 

32 For a discussion of the problem of expensive tastes, see Kymlicka, 1989. 
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established variant of sufficientarianism (capabilities, needs, contentment and welfare) 

and their relationships to theories of the good life.33  

Now, starting with capabilities sufficientarianism, it is fairly obvious that some 

kind of theory of good life functions as the doctrine’s values base. Axelsen and Nielsen, 

proponents of this type of sufficientarianism, argue that there are various (horizontal, 

i.e. incommensurable) sufficientarian thresholds grounded in capabilities that represent 

central areas for human life.34 Obviously, this involves some kind of idea about what is 

important for a good life and what is not. Additionally, such a position appears to be 

moderately perfectionist, in allegedly privileging some paths of life from a point of 

view of justice.  

Yet, the kind of pluralism introduced above is also easily detectable. Axelsen 

and Nielsen explicitly affirm that a minimum threshold is to be provided in several 

central areas of life. The areas and the capabilities relating to them should always re-

main open to discursive refinement, based on whether they indeed enable people to 

choose and realise multiple, individualised life paths or not. Looking at the Anna / Paul 

case, capabilities-based sufficientarianism would imply that having a child is in some 

way related to something essential about human life. Yet, Paul’s interest in building 

houses of cards is not connected to central areas of human life—hence, he cannot make 

a claim of justice.  

The same combination of pluralism and perfectionism can be detected in needs 

sufficientarianism. Edward Page, a proponent of such an account, suggests to concretise 

                                                

33 I discuss one paradigmatic proponent of each camp: Axelsen and Nielsen, 2014 for capabili-
ties; Crisp, 2003 for welfare; Frankfurt, 1987 for contentment; and Page, 2007 for needs. I 
neither systematically discuss these approaches here, nor do I claim that this is the only or 
most reasonable classification of sufficientarian positions beyond the questions addressed 
here. Some sufficientarians mix the approaches (e.g. Benbaji, 2005 or Huseby, 2010) or 
remain neutral to questions of value (Shields, 2012), but this shall not concern us here. 

34 Axelsen and Nielsen, 2014: 4 – 8.  
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sufficiency thresholds with reference to universal basic needs at all times and places, as 

fulfilling these needs avoids harm. Page identifies the absence of harm with the capacity 

to be an autonomous rational agent and fully functioning member of society.35 His ac-

count remains sketchy; yet, Page has to specify universal needs in terms of a theory of 

the good life. Needs-based sufficientarianism is most naturally—and plausibly—spelled 

out by combining pluralism (given the emphasis on autonomy) and moderate perfec-

tionism (given the emphasis on universal human needs). 

Let us now examine contentment-based sufficientarianism, the type of sufficien-

tarianism initially introduced by Harry Frankfurt. Is such a view based on the same 

combination of pluralism and moderate perfectionism? Frankfurt claims that a person 

has sufficient monetary resources if she is content with the money she has, or if it is 

reasonable for her to be content with this amount. A contented person, Frankfurt holds, 

regards having more money as inessential for being satisfied with her life.36  

Axelsen and Nielsen have argued that contentment-based sufficientarianism 

cannot be pluralist given that it associates quality of life only with one aspect of human 

life, i.e. contentment.37 However, note that contentment by large depends on individual 

assessments.38 This leaves a wide open space for different conceptions of the good life, 

given that individuals assess the goodness of their lives by very different standards. So, 

this type of sufficientarianism clearly is pluralist in the sense relevant here. 

Further, Axelsen and Nielsen criticise that contentment-based sufficientarianism 

cannot justify a different judgment in cases like the Anna / Paul case.39 This undermines 

the sufficientarian conviction that justice is bounded (spelled out in the negative thesis). 

                                                

35 Page, 2007: 16 – 17. 
36 Frankfurt, 1987: 37 – 39. 
37 Axelsen and Nielsen, 2014: 12.  
38 See also Huseby, 2010: 181. 
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Ensuring a minimum contentment level for anyone, regardless of what generates this 

contentment, opens the door for arbitrary, expensive desires like Paul's. This would 

make sufficientarianism practically unbounded because even in Beverly Hills-like 

community, people could make claims of justice.40  

However, contentment sufficientarians restrict the scope of justice in a similar 

way as capabilities sufficientarians—Frankfurt after all indeed speaks of being reason-

ably content. Some individual preconditions of contentment, like Paul’s, can thus be 

unreasonable. The reasonability formulation allows to establish the boundaries of justice 

in much the same way as in the above varieties of sufficientarianism. Arguably, Frank-

furt does not dig deeper into the questions of what might be or might not be (reason-

ably) important for people’s lives.41 Moderate perfectionism, however, would at least be 

one option here, given that perfectionists often consider the development of rationality a 

perfectionist good.42 

Much the same holds for the last type of sufficientarianism that can be found in 

the literature: welfarist sufficientarianism. Welfarist thresholds specify a level of wel-

fare at which distributive demands cease to matter. Now, what could be the reasons to 

privilege a particular welfare level? Roger Crisp, a welfare sufficientarian, holds that 

considerations of justice cease to matter at the level of welfare at which an impartial 

spectator lacks compassion.43 This, according to Crisp, is the case if someone’s life is 

sufficiently good based on assessments of her life as a whole or her situation at the time 

of assessment.  

                                                                                                                                          

39 Axelsen and Nielsen, 2014: 6. 
40 See also Widerquist, 2010. 
41 Frankfurt discusses this in other writings, but not with reference to sufficiency thresholds. 

See, for example, Frankfurt, 1988. 
42 Wall, 2012. 
43 Crisp, 2003: 758 – 760. 
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Looking at the Anna / Paul case again, welfarist sufficientarianism faces the 

same challenge as contentment sufficientarianism. Anna and Paul have identical welfare 

levels and the fulfilment of their desires involves identical welfare gains. This means 

that welfarists would not judge these cases differently.  

However, the concept of compassion allows for a differentiating judgment in the 

same sense as the concept of reasonability does for contentment sufficientarianism. 

Most of us feel compassion for Anna if she were unable to have children due to some 

kind of external circumstances that are not her own fault. Depending on what these cir-

cumstances are, we acknowledge that this entitles her to claims of justice. However, few 

of us feel a similar level of compassion with Paul if he cannot realise his passion for 

achieving excellence in building houses of cards—even if this is due to circumstances 

that are not his own fault. So, despite identical welfare levels, the notion of compassion 

(or some other extra ingredient with a objectivist flavour) allows differentiating between 

the cases.44 Such notions may be moderately perfectionist in a sense that they relate to 

what is central about human life.  

Now, I cannot discuss here if welfarist (and contentment) sufficientarians should 

combine their views with such concepts.45 But I want to point out here that these vari-

ants of sufficientarianism are not only pluralist but allow for a good-life-restricted plu-

ralistic reading.  

                                                

44 An alternative to Crisp's compassion welfarism is Dale Dorsey's idea, according to which 
someone maintains the basic minimum threshold if she achieves or maintains a valued pro-
ject (Dorsey, 2012: 53). Like Crisp, Dorsey adds another notion with an objectivist (and 
potentially perfectionist) flavour to filter out some sources of welfare as elements of the 
basic minimum.  

45 Crisp may be interpreted as rejecting this, given that he emphasizes that the impartial specta-
tor feels compassion exactly in proportion to levels of overall welfare (Crisp, 2003: 761). 
But one may wonder why he then uses the concept of compassion at all—and in a sense 
that greatly differs from how we normally understand the term. 
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So, it turns out that all varieties of contemporary sufficientarianism spell out (or 

could at least plausibly spell out) the notion of sufficiency with a particular combination 

of pluralism and moderate perfectionism. That is, sufficientarianism aims at providing 

the basis for a decent life for everyone, but it is not ‘maximising’ in any sense. The ful-

filment of the highest sufficientarian threshold should enable individuals to realise a 

broad bundle of conceptions of the good life. It leaves it to individuals what to do with 

this. In this sense, sufficientarianism is a distinctively pluralist doctrine.46 Objectivist or 

perfectionist elements are not coercive, but define the boundaries of justice, i.e. what 

can be claimed in terms of justice and what cannot.   

III. The incompatibility between distributive sufficientarianism and eco-

sufficiency 

In section I, I have argued that advocates of eco-sufficiency are committed to a perfec-

tionist view about the good life spelled out in terms of material simplicity. Then, I have 

held that available distributive sufficientarian doctrines are pluralistic (section II). Now, 

despite the fact that both views draw on some kind of perfectionism (or are at least 

compatible with it), both doctrines are theoretically incompatible because sufficien-

tarian pluralism cannot be reconciled with eco-sufficiency perfectionism. 

We have seen that eco-sufficiency draws from human nature perfectionism. Like 

eco-sufficiency, some varieties of sufficientarianism relate to perfectionism, while oth-

ers at least could be interpreted in that way.47 However, following the terminology used 

by Joseph Chan, one could say that eco-sufficiency is founded on an extreme perfec-

                                                

46 There has been some consensus that perfectionism and pluralism are not necessarily antago-
nists, see Wall, 2012 or Arneson, 2000. 

47 Let me note that, unlike for eco-sufficiency, this can but does not have to be human nature 
perfectionism. But this alone does not establish incompatibility, because human nature 
perfectionism could justify a sufficientarian threshold. 
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tionist conception of the good life.48 Extreme perfectionism is coercive in ranking ways 

of life and state-centred in viewing the state as the primary agent promoting the good 

life. In case of eco-sufficiency, this means that modifications in consumption should be 

guided by the idea that a certain form of life is better than others and that coercive po-

litical action is derived from this. 

This kind of perfectionism cannot be reconciled with sufficientarian pluralism. 

Distributive sufficientarianism holds that we owe each other from a justice point of 

view that everyone is able to choose from a variety of options for a good life. In particu-

lar, sufficientarianism does not involve a negative judgment on materialist conceptions 

of the good life. There is no reason to a priori discriminate against such accounts, i.e. to 

coerce people onto different paths of life. To put it differently: sufficientarians use their 

pluralist theory of the good life to define what ought to be provided to everyone but not 

how anyone should live. And where they refer to (moderate) perfectionism, this is to 

ensure the boundaries of justice but not to justify a political ideal. 

This neither means that sufficientarians cannot take ecological considerations 

into account nor that sufficientarianism is incompatible with the empirical claims made 

by advocates of eco-sufficiency. The capacity of the planet’s eco-system may in prac-

tice restrict the conceptions of a good life that can be attained within a sufficientarian 

regime. Further, sufficientarian thresholds should not be realised if this would have 

devastating consequences for the planet’s ecological capacity.49 In understanding eco-

logical considerations as restrictions, sufficientarians need not be blind to such con-

siderations without adopting the extreme perfectionism upheld by advocates of eco-

sufficiency. 

                                                

48 Chan, 2000. 
49 Rendall, 2011: 246. 
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As they stand, eco-sufficiency and distributive sufficientarianism are incompat-

ible. One objection against this claim is that one could modify the doctrines to make 

them compatible. For instance, sufficientarianism could be modified to include an ideal 

of material simplicity. Or, eco-sufficiency advocates could ascribe only instrumental 

value to the ideal of material simplicity. So, eco-sufficiency and sufficientarianism are 

only contingently incompatible but not incompatible in a more fundamental conceptual 

or even logical sense. 

Now, I have argued above that some alternative understandings of sufficientari-

anism and eco-sufficiency are not plausible or run contrary to key premises of the re-

spective doctrines. In this sense, the current readings of the doctrines are not contingent. 

Yet, indeed, I have not ruled out the possibility of finding other appropriate compatible 

interpretations of the doctrines. This leaves a theoretical incompatibility beyond current 

default variants of both doctrines unproven.  

However, I believe that there is a conceptual reason why it is unlikely that com-

patibility can be established. The incompatibility between eco-sufficiency and sufficien-

tarianism points to a deeper conceptual tension within the concept of sufficiency. Some 

readers may have wondered all along how two incompatible views based on the same 

core concept could have emerged. Does one of the two interpret the idea of sufficiency 

wrong? I do not believe that this is the case. Rather, a double meaning of the term suffi-

ciency can explain the emergence of two incompatible sufficiency-related doctrines. 

These two different meanings were already recognised by Harry Frankfurt:50 

What does it mean, in the present context, for a person to have enough? One 

thing it might mean is that any more would be too much: a larger amount 

would make the person's life unpleasant, or it would be harmful or in some 
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other way unwelcome. This is often what people have in mind when they 

say such things as “I've had enough!” or “Enough of that!” The idea con-

veyed by statements like these is that a limit has been reached, beyond 

which it is not desirable to proceed. On the other hand, the assertion that a 

person has enough may entail only that a certain requirement or standard 

has been met, with no implication that a larger quantity would be bad. This 

is often what a person intends when he says something like “That should be 

enough.” Statements such as this one characterize the indicated amount as 

sufficient while leaving open the possibility that a larger amount might also 

be acceptable. 

Frankfurt himself, like most other distributive sufficientarians, understands having en-

ough in terms of meeting a requirement rather than a limit. For sufficientarians, having 

enough means that a sufficiency minimum should be provided to everyone. As long as 

this is the case, sufficientarians are indifferent about inequalities above the threshold (or 

think they only matter to a lesser degree). Advocates of eco-sufficiency, however, con-

ceptualise sufficiency in terms of a limit that people should not exceed, which means 

that they are not indifferent to what happens above the threshold.  

Thus, having enough can mean that no one should have more than ‘x’— or that 

everyone should have at least ‘x’. These two possible understandings of sufficiency 

explain how two incompatible doctrines under the same heading could have emerged. 

Note that Frankfurt's formulation is couched in a welfarist framework, which advocates 

of eco-sufficiency are unlikely to endorse (see section I). But a difference in currency 

does not matter from a conceptual point of view. A perfectionist advocate of eco-

sufficiency is not committed to the claim that transgressing the threshold is bad for 

                                                                                                                                          

50 Frankfurt, 1987: 37, his italics. 
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someone's welfare. However, he would ultimately also hold that it is bad in some sense, 

e.g. because transgressing the threshold is an obstacle for achieving human excellence 

(in a sense of an excess of money corrupting human nature).51  

Beyond this, the double meaning of sufficiency explains why the thresholds that 

both doctrines defend appear to be located at different levels (in terms of material re-

sources). The limiting threshold of eco-sufficiency will hardly be demanding enough to 

satisfy a sufficiency minimum beyond which we should be indifferent to distributions. 

This, however, does not mean that both doctrines will always give incompatible rec-

ommendations. For scarce and finite goods like environmental resources, a limit view 

(eco-sufficiency) is compatible with a minimum understanding of thresholds (sufficien-

tarianism) in some cases. For instance, if 20 per cent of the world population consume 

80 per cent of global ecological resources, there may be too little left for the remainder 

of people (and future people) to reach the sufficiency minimum. Some kind of con-

sumption limit is a potential means to secure (minimum) sufficiency to everyone and 

save the planet’s ecological capacity. This also explains why both eco-sufficiency and 

sufficientarianism may endorse the distinction of subsistence and luxury emissions in 

practice. 

However, theoretical incompatibility remains untouched by this example, be-

cause both doctrines have entirely different reasons for limiting consumption based on 

their different understanding of sufficiency. The limit only has instrumental value for 

distributive sufficientarians, i.e. its purpose ultimately is to make the realisation of the 

minimum threshold possible. A lower consumption by those above the limit is not valu-

able in itself and is only required if necessary to realise the sufficiency minimum for 

                                                

51 More generally, the conceptual difference holds under entirely different, non-normative cir-
cumstances. E.g. one could have enough gas to drive from A to B (minimum), or one 
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everyone. Yet, advocates of eco-sufficiency draw from a perfectionist theory of the 

good life that attaches intrinsic value to a lower consumption, irrespective of the conse-

quences for those below the threshold. These views are not compatible. 

IV. Conclusion 

This article argues that the doctrines of distributive sufficientarianism and eco-

sufficiency are theoretically incompatible, as they stand. The reason is that the two doc-

trines are based on incompatible views of the good life. On the one hand, eco-

sufficiency advocates assume a perfectionist theory that emphasises material simplicity 

and defend the claim that it is in the nature of human beings (in a normatively relevant 

sense) to work and consume no more than enough. On the other hand, distributive suffi-

cientarians believe that a sufficiency minimum should provide everyone with the oppor-

tunity to choose from a (pluralist) variety of conceptions of the good life.  

The theories of good life behind these two views are theoretically incompatible; 

eco-sufficiency perfectionism and sufficientarian pluralism cannot be reconciled. Advo-

cates of eco-sufficiency use a narrow ideal of human nature to demand and justify 

modifications in consumption. In contrast, sufficientarian pluralism refrains from any 

judgment about the goodness of lives beyond questions of justice and is not coercive. It 

draws from perfectionist considerations only in order to specify the boundaries and 

scope of justice. The deeper reason for the incompatibility can be traced back to two 

different meanings of the term ‘sufficiency’ which can either be understood in terms of 

a limit (eco-sufficiency) or in terms of a minimum (distributive sufficientarianism).  

Given their theoretical incompatibility, both doctrines should be carefully sepa-

rated when it comes to questions of environmental justice and socio-economic policy. 

                                                                                                                                          

could have too much gas to fit in a car's gas tank (limit). 



Forthcoming in Environmental Values ©The White Horse Press http://www.whpress.co.uk 
 

24 
 

Advocates of eco-sufficiency have to seek theoretical foundation for their normative 

views elsewhere, not in sufficientarianism.52 Additionally, the application of distributive 

sufficientarianism for practical economic and environmental questions needs to be han-

dled in strict disassociation to eco-sufficiency. 

                                                

52 Ingrid Robeyns has recently introduced the doctrine of 'limitarianism' to distributive justice in 
a number of talks (unpublished as of now), which might provide a theoretical foundation 
of eco-sufficiency in the near future. 
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Ecological Sufficiency, Individual Liberties, and Distributive Justice: 

Implications for Policy Making 

 

- Abstract - 

We investigate the prospects of voluntary ecological sufficiency for environmental and climate policy under the 

constraints implied by political liberalism. We find that freedom of choice restricts sufficiency to rather wealthy 

societies and that a sufficiency threshold cannot be derived by referring to the poor. Sufficiency can be in 

conflict with the demands of social justice, i.e. if the sufficiency threshold is below the social minimum implied 

by social justice. Benefits from sufficiency are highly related to individual perceptions. Such benefits cannot be 

expressed in a standard preference framework. Consequently, alternative measures of welfare and inequality are 

required if sufficiency is a significant phenomenon in society. ‘Standard’ environmental policies can have a 

pronounced interaction with voluntary sufficiency, i.e. if ‘quantity regulation’ is present. Overall, the voluntary 

notion of sufficiency causes a dilemma as sufficiency is largely a matter of civil society. However, voluntary 

sufficiency is expected to make important contributions to the preservation of ecological resources if properly 

balanced with social and environmental policies and framed by public discursive control.    

Keywords: Ecological sufficiency; freedom; distributive justice; environmental policy; climate policy 

*** 

1. Introduction 

Ecological sufficiency (also abbreviated as ‘sufficiency’ in what follows) refers to a voluntary 

restriction of individual consumption motivated by ecological concerns. Behind the idea of 

sufficiency stands the compelling argument that the world’s ecological resources are limited 

and that the current generation needs to assume responsibility for future generations and non-

human species by preserving those resources. An eco-sufficient lifestyle implies assuming 

ecological responsibility on a personal basis and in everyday life.   

Sufficiency explicitly considers an absolute decrease of consumption as part of an 

ecologically responsible way of living. The concept strongly contrasts with other approaches 

of environmental protection. These approaches usually focus on the preservation of ecological 

resources by means of technological progress and exogenous changes in incentives, such as 

carbon taxes, in order to cause changes in consumption behaviour. Technological aspects 

include increases in energy efficiency as well as the deployment of less resource-consuming 

technologies. However, a reduction of overall consumption is usually not the aim of 

‘standard’ environmental and climate policies. 

The focus of this paper is not to examine whether technology- and incentive-based 

environmental policies are sufficiently effective from an environmental perspective or 

whether a decrease in consumption or ‘degrowth’ is actually necessary. Given persisting 

global environmental problems, large uncertainty concerning the impact of environmental 

policies and increasing discussion on non-orthodox solutions (e.g. degrowth), we believe that 

eco-sufficiency could at least play some role for the protection of the environment and in 

combination with other measures and policies.  

Assuming that eco-sufficiency is indeed considered a strategy to mitigate climate change, a 

number of theoretically and practically relevant issues emerge which we discuss in this 

article. In particular, these relate to the interaction of eco-sufficiency with other 
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environmental policies, the measurement of welfare and inequality, standard economic 

preference-based frameworks, and widely accepted normative views on distributive justice 

and individual liberties. These aspects have received little attention so far in the academic 

literature. Consequently, our article aims at clarifying the relevant issues and points to 

potential tensions and challenges.  

Given the wide range of topics, it is impossible to address all related aspects here. We rather 

aim at relating the discussion on eco-sufficiency to important topics in the existing literature 

in philosophy and economics and at identifying some problems of the concept. Moreover, our 

objective is to provide a starting point for further research and possible applications of eco-

sufficiency in practice as part of a ‘climate policy mix’. The remainder of this article is 

organised as follows: Section 2 briefly discusses what eco-efficiency is. In Section 3, we 

discuss sufficiency in the light of the existing literature related to individual liberties and 

distributive justice, behavioural economics, social welfare and welfare measurement, and 

‘standard’ environmental policies. We review and collect the most important arguments in 

Section 4. Section 5 concludes.         

2. What is Ecological Sufficiency?  

Sufficiency can be described as the reduction of consumption on an individual level in order 

to contribute to ecological sustainability (Alcott, 2008; Fischer and Grießhammer, 2013).1 

Sufficiency is understood as a change in consumption behaviour that augments other 

approaches of environmental and climate policy, for instance carbon taxation.  

The prevailing view in economics is that a ‘single price’ on an environmental externality, 

such as greenhouse gas emissions, which is implemented by a central planning authority, is 

sufficient to fully internalise the externality (Baumol and Oates, 1971; Pigou, 1912). In a 

deterministic setup, regulation by prices (e.g. a carbon tax) and quantities (e.g. cap-and-trade) 

are equivalent (Montgomery, 1972), while the slope of marginal costs and benefits causes a 

comparative advantage of one instrument over the other in the presence of uncertainty 

(Weitzman, 1974). With respect to climate change, there is evidence that a (global) carbon 

price is preferable over cap-and-trade from the perspective of aggregated welfare (Hepburn, 

2006; Hoel and Karp, 2002; Newell et al., 2003; Pizer, 2002). Targeted research and 

development (R&D) subsidies for the promotion of low-carbon technologies are discussed as 

an important additional element of carbon prices (Acemoglu et al., 2012; Fischer and Heutel, 

2013; Fischer and Newell, 2008; Fischer and Preonas, 2010). Environmental regulation, 

possibly augmented by R&D subsidies, is expected to cause technological progress which will 

make goods and services less resource-intensive. From the perspective of neoclassical 

economic theory, there is no need for additional efforts by individuals for environmental 

protection, such as the reduction of consumption.   

In contrast, advocates of sufficiency argue that rebound effects will (at least partly) offset 

ecological benefits from standard environmental policies, meaning that sufficiency is a 

                                                           
1 Alternative definitions of sufficiency go even further and advocate a change in the overall style of living and 

the economic system, including a change in the perception of oneself, the social environment, and ecological 

resources (Princen, 2005; Sachs, 1993).  
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necessary (but not sufficient) condition for achieving long-term environmental objectives. 

Sufficiency, as an additional measure augmenting other environmental policies, demands a 

change in lifestyle and usually implies a reduction of consumption and a shift of resources 

towards non-market and non-polluting goods.2 Overall, sufficiency is a behavioural change 

that goes beyond the change in economic activities which originates from environmental 

policies such as carbon taxes. The idea of sufficiency is consistent with the view that the 

transformation of a society towards ecological sustainability will require fundamental changes 

in the economy. Economic activities would have to take place under strict ecological 

constraints. This may include a shift in consumption towards non-market goods. However, the 

notion of an overall reduction in consumption is typically emphasised. Advocates of 

sufficiency further highlight that a less resource-intense lifestyle provides non-pecuniary 

benefits for individuals, which is an important argument in favour of sufficiency (Princen, 

2005).  

Eco-sufficiency (as discussed in this paper) is characterised by four aspects: It is motivated by 

an ecological objective; it is an individual approach; it is consumption-based; and it is 

voluntary. The voluntary nature of sufficiency is disputed. For instance, Sachs (2009) or 

Princen (2005) do not pay particular attention to voluntariness. However, we will discuss 

sufficiency as a voluntary concept in the following as it has two advantages. First, voluntary 

sufficiency allows for a “bottom-up” approach regarding environmental protection without 

the need for centrally planned action. Second, voluntary sufficiency is compatible with 

political liberalism, if understood, in very broad terms, as a guiding principle of modern 

democratic societies. This perspective on sufficiency is the starting point of our discussion in 

Section 3 below. Nevertheless, we also examine the consequences of relaxing the assumption 

of voluntariness towards the end of the paper.  

Please note that we need to distinguish between the individual choice to subscribe to eco-

sufficiency and the individual choice to define the concept (and demands) of eco-sufficiency. 

Voluntariness implies the former but not the latter. Thus, while voluntary sufficiency does not 

allow imposing a particular consumption level on individuals, it nevertheless implies a non-

arbitrary specification of the ‘sufficiency-threshold’ (i.e. a consumption level which is 

adequate to meet some exogenously defined ecological objective) in order to provide 

guidance to individuals. People may still voluntarily commit to the sufficiency threshold, but 

sufficiency cannot be voluntary in the sense that people can define the concept in whatever 

way they want. 

Based on this understanding of eco-sufficiency, we do not address the questions of how large 

a reduction in consumption needs to be to protect the planet’s ecology, and how eco-

sufficiency is related to individual well-being. These issues tend to be the focus of existing 

literature on eco-sufficiency (especially the rebound effect). Without taking a stance on the 

necessity of eco-sufficiency, we simply note that there are increasing doubts about the 

effectiveness of ‘standard’ policy measures as global carbon emissions continue to rise 

despite all efforts. Under such circumstances, it seems worthwhile to examine the feasibility 

                                                           
2 This can be demonstrated on the basis of Kaya’s Identity (Kaya and Yokobori, 1997). Alcott (2012) provides 

an interesting discussion on ‘environmental structural change’ with arguments in favour of a sufficiency strategy. 
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and implications of seemingly ‘unorthodox’ approaches like eco-sufficiency as part of a 

policy mix which is embedded in a broader political and economic framework.  

Such approaches have received increased attention, especially the so-called 'degrowth' 

movement. Eco-sufficiency is akin to degrowth in calling for abandoning economic growth as 

a means to foster environmental sustainability, justice, and well-being (Demaria et al., 2013). 

On environmental matters, advocates of eco-sufficiency and degrowth agree that 

technological advancements cannot decouple current production and consumption patterns 

from ecological damage. Degrowth and eco-sufficiency also converge on the idea that 

consuming less can yield additional private benefits, in addition to ecological benefits.  

However, degrowth activism has a broader scope and a more radical outlook than eco-

sufficiency, as it relates to democratic theory, the concept of development, global justice, and 

the meaning of life (Demaria et al., 2013; Kallis, 2011). The scope of eco-sufficiency is 

narrower, focusing on ecology- and consumption-related issues. Thus, it seems prima facie 

possible to fit eco-sufficiency into existing liberal economic and policy frameworks rather 

than integrating it into a more radical degrowth approach, which is unlikely to leave the 

foundations of current frameworks intact (see e.g. Salleh, 2011).  

Hence, we focus on voluntary sufficiency in relation to individual liberties, social justice, 

welfare, and ‘standard’ environmental policies. In particular, we examine possible tensions 

between sufficiency (understood as a guiding principle with direct implications for policy 

making) and political liberalism (understood in very broad terms as a guiding principle of 

modern democratic societies). 

3. Problems Related to Ecological Sufficiency  

3.1 Freedom, Poverty and Justice 

Sufficiency, as understood here, is not defined by mandatory restrictions of consumption but 

rather by free choice, thought as a voluntary individual decision. Freedom of choice – to be a 

meaningful concept – requires the absence of hindrances or physical obstacles. In other 

words, a set of alternative choices must be actually available to a person (Berlin, 1969; Pettit, 

2012). Otherwise, freedom of choice would be merely a formal ideal without implications for 

reality.  

This has direct implications for the concept of voluntary sufficiency. To make a voluntary 

decision about whether to live sufficiently or not requires that both options are available. If a 

person lacks the ability to live above the consumption level implied by sufficiency, the person 

will be unable to choose not to live sufficiently. For instance, we could think about a person 

who involuntary lives in absolute poverty. Although his or her consumption is far below the 

global average, we cannot say that the person lives in accordance with sufficiency due to a 

lack of freedom of choice. Living according to sufficiency, therefore, can only refer to people 

who initially live in affluence. 

This has another important implication. A person who lives in poverty cannot serve as a 

reference or benchmark for any definition of a sufficient life. This is essential because 
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sufficiency is sometimes motivated exactly by such a comparison, e.g. with reference to the 

carbon footprint of people living in least developed countries. Such a comparison is invalid in 

so far as it focusses predominantly on the ecological impact of the life of the poor. Yet, this 

partly omits other important aspects of well-being, and fully omits the economic, social, and 

psychological consequences of poverty.  Stern (2015) considers poverty alleviation the key 

for a successful global climate policy: “If we fail on one, we will fail on the other” (p. 1). 

Eco-sufficiency requires a meaningful specification of the ‘sufficiency threshold’ in order to 

explain how much consumption is conceived as ‘enough’ to avoid deprivation and, at the 

same time, is compatible with the ecological boundaries of the planet. Eco-sufficiency itself 

imposes restrictions on individual consumption that ‘help to respect the earth’s ecological 

boundaries’, as phrased by Fischer and Grießhammer (2013, p. 10). This effectively translates 

into an upper bound of consumption, namely an ecologically sufficient consumption threshold 

which should not be exceeded. 

Thresholds also happen to play a significant role in philosophical theories of justice and the 

ethics of distribution. However, social justice is often discussed in a way that implies a lower 

bound of consumption which is often conceptualised as a social minimum. The importance of 

a social minimum is recognised by many different scholars of social justice (Anderson, 1999; 

Dworkin, 2000; Nussbaum, 1999; Rawls, 1993), and it is an instrument of social politics in 

the modern welfare state.3 Furthermore, a lower-bound threshold is an explicit part of the 

philosophic concept of sufficientarianism (Frankfurt, 1987; Huseby, 2010; Shields, 2012), 

which is not to be confused with eco-sufficiency.4  

Any conception of a social minimum will imply a minimum level of consumption that 

corresponds to a life free of material deprivation. If we accept this idea and, at the same time, 

subscribe to the ideals of eco-sufficiency, we have two possible outcomes. The first is a 

situation in which the ecological sufficiency threshold is above the consumption threshold 

implied by a social minimum. In this case, the concept of eco-sufficiency does not interfere 

with the idea of a social minimum.  

The second situation is one in which the (minimum) consumption threshold is above the eco-

sufficiency threshold. In this case, eco-sufficiency would necessarily imply some sort of 

deprivation which is obviously in conflict with the idea that people should live free from 

deprivation, and thereby is in conflict with social justice. In this situation we face an ethical 

dilemma. Members of society will likely ascribe a different moral weight to the consumption 

thresholds implied by social justice and eco-sufficiency which can cause conflict and requires 

discourse.  

                                                           
3 For instance, German minimum social security allowances are defined as the absolute minimum threshold, 

based on the average consumption of households in the lower two deciles of the income distribution. 
4 Sufficientarianism in philosophy can be summarised by the claims that i) it is important that people live free 

from deprivation, ii) that we have weighty reasons to secure at least enough of some goods, and iii) that once 

people have secured enough, our reasons to provide them with further benefits are weaker than before (see 

Shields, 2012, pp. 105-111). Kanschik (2016) argues that sufficientarianism and eco-sufficiency should be 

strictly distinguished because they are incompatible (Kanschik, 2016). 
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Furthermore, it is likely that the thresholds will be dependent on each other in the sense that 

social justice serves as a higher-order condition for the definition of an eco-sufficiency 

consumption threshold and vice versa. In other words, when defining the eco-sufficiency 

threshold, we need to make sure that it is above the social minimum (Stern, 2015). Voluntary 

eco-sufficiency is unlikely to be accepted, if it violates public common sense judgment on 

justice and poverty. It is impossible to pin these notions down in an objective way, but taking 

them into account is instrumental in establishing voluntary sufficiency.  This aspect is largely 

underexposed in the public and academic debate so far and moreover, it has implications for 

the measurement of welfare and inequality, an issue to which we return below.   

3.2 Individual Preferences and Volitions 

Eco-sufficiency is highly related to the individual perception of benefits from living 

sufficiently. Thus, it is essential to ask from where these benefits originate. Usually two types 

of benefits are discussed in relation to sufficiency: First, ecological benefits which have the 

notion of a public good, i.e. the protection of ecological resources; and second, private non-

pecuniary benefits which are related to the intrinsic value of ‘good’ behaviour in relation to 

ecological objectives.  

There are some important methodological issues in relation to these benefits: Uncoordinated 

public good provision by individuals usually leads to underprovision of public goods because 

of free-riding incentives (Cornes and Sandler, 1996, p. 157). On the one hand, this implies 

that sufficiency alone will likely not yield adequate levels of environmental protection 

because of the underprovision problem. On the other hand, the problem could also corrupt the 

willingness of people to live sufficiently because of the expectation of underprovision. Thus, 

under standard preferences – assuming purely rational and self-interested agents – eco-

sufficiency could be deemed irrational or ineffective. 

Although the ‘homo economicus’ is the backbone of economic theory, economic activities 

motivated by other-regarding preferences, social norms, or personal identity have received 

attention under the label of ‘behavioural economics’ for decades. They can help to explain 

behaviour as implied by eco-sufficiency. Behaviour which is ‘good’, charitable or pro-social 

is not only motivated by pure altruism. It also serves an economic purpose through impure 

altruism which implies that private and public benefits occur from ‘doing good’ (Andreoni, 

1990). Individuals also may behave pro-socially because they want to ‘feel good’ and reassure 

themselves of being a ‘good person’ (Bénabou and Tirole, 2011, 2006; Kahsay and Samahita, 

2015).    

In other words, doing ‘good things’ serves an economic purpose, for example through the 

channel of esteem which can be interpreted as a scarce resource (Brennan and Pettit, 2004). 

Other-regarding preferences are influenced by cultural identity and social distance (Buchan et 

al., 2006). Trust and fairness are important in the presence of weak economic governance 

(Dixit, 2004). This is of great importance with respect to climate change where fair mutual 

treatment is crucial for international negotiations (Lange and Vogt, 2003; Lange et al., 2010). 

These findings suggest that private benefits from sufficiency might be contingent on the 

personal perception of a good life but also on the social and cultural environment. Individual 
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incentives to live sufficiently, thus, depend on the perception of pro-environmental behaviour 

in society.   

Building ‘green clubs’, bundling of public and private goods, or matching of contributions to 

a public good can significantly improve aggregated public good provision and reduce 

problems of free riding (Buchholz et al., 2012; Dixit and Olson, 2000; Guttman, 1978; 

Nordhaus, 2015; van’t Veld and Kotchen, 2011). For instance, bundling of private and public 

goods (which yields an impure public good in aggregate) can be observed in relation to 

organic products or products which are produced under fair social conditions and/or which are 

particularly environmentally friendly. To the best of our knowledge, there is no direct 

application to the case of ecological sufficiency, but the literature in the field of behavioural 

economics suggests that voluntary and individual pro-environmental behaviour can generate 

significant private benefits, e.g. by ‘signalling’ of pro-environmental behaviour and a positive 

perception by others.5 

A prerequisite for such behaviour is the existence of pro-environmental attitudes and values 

which motivate ‘green’ behaviour. Philosophy is explicitly concerned with the question of 

what motivates individual behaviour. According to Frankfurt (1971), the difference between 

persons and other beings lies in the structure of the will. The capacity of a person to reflect 

about his or her own identity – to form a will about a will – is central in this respect. Such 

‘higher-order volitions’ are volitions about (lower level) volitions, typically guided by long-

term convictions and reflective reasoning. Eco-sufficiency will typically (but not necessarily) 

include volitions of higher order, for instance the volition to act in a way that is compatible 

with the ecologic capacity of the planet.  

Various philosophers regard higher-order volitions as central to freedom of self (Frankfurt, 

1971; Pauen, 2007; Pettit, 2001a). Acting in a way others approve of may bring about a 

positive reputation or cause a 'good feeling' but it does not necessarily comply with freedom. 

Freedom of self requires volitional control. This implies that an agent is not merely a 

bystander or onlooker, but can fully identify with a choice in the sense of being the author of a 

choice or action (Pettit, 2001b, p. 64). The congruence of one's actions and one's convictions, 

hence, marks a condition for freedom. The Freedom of self also requires rational control, i.e. 

the absence of pathologies as described by Pettit (2001b, p. 43) or ‘being fit to be held 

responsible for one’s actions’ in the sense of an intrapersonal capacity for free action. 

Rationality is not thought of here as ‘perfect’, but it requires that beliefs will be updated if 

there is new relevant information. If both rational and volitional control are present, one can 

argue that a) there is a fully voluntary choice (which is of importance in light of the discussion 

above), and b) that the desires and beliefs of a person – the idea of what ‘good’ behaviour is – 

are what matters with respect to the perception of the benefits ascribed to eco-sufficiency. In 

particular, this last aspect can be understood as an important part of the identity of a person 

with great influence on truly voluntary decision making.  

                                                           
5 Pro-environmental behaviour may also include reduced consumption. Reduced consumption could be 

understood as a ‘donation’ (giving up private funds) to do ‘good’ (protecting the environment). An open 

empirical question is if individual pro-environmental behaviour (e.g. eco-sufficiency) might possibly ‘crowd out’ 

the pro-environmental behaviour of others. 
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The importance of identity for decision-making is also acknowledged in economics. Akerlof 

and Kranton (2000) argue that identity invokes an externality with signals generated through 

identity in relation to others and that identity can change (or influence) preferences as used in 

economics. Akerlof and Kranton state that the choice of identity is one of the most important 

economic decisions people make (p. 717). In this context, the work of Frankfurt (op. cit.) 

examines how such choices are made. Akerlof and Kranton (op. cit.) show that identity can 

explain economic outcomes and individual decisions to a large extent. Examples include the 

choice of occupation in relation to gender identity (p. 732), the economics of the household 

(p. 745) or even the economic drivers of poverty and social exclusion (p. 737).  

Several implications follow from the perspective that eco-sufficiency generates benefits 

which are highly related to individual values embedded in higher-order volitions. First, it is 

possible that a person acts against the higher-order volition in some situations. For instance, a 

person could occasionally buy convenience products which are not eco-friendly, even if he or 

she in principle objects such behaviour for ecological reasons. This is an important reason 

why revealed preferences may be unsuitable to identify eco-sufficient behaviour empirically.6 

Second, higher-order volitions can originate from a ‘perfectionist view’ as they are related to 

individual moral ideals of a good life in accordance with the ecological capacity of the planet. 

This implies that the benefits that might occur from eco-sufficiency cannot be generalised to 

all members of society. Third, eco-sufficiency will not necessarily require benefits which are 

tangible in conventional economic terms and can include non-material benefits. In this light, 

benefits of an eco-sufficient lifestyle should be understood in a broader sense as benefits 

which are related to the individual perception of a good life. Finally, this implies that there are 

limits to the interpersonal comparison of benefits from eco-sufficiency. This also has 

important implications for possible empirical work, e.g. the valuation of non-pecuniary 

benefits and aggregated welfare which would require some type of interpersonal comparisons 

(see also Rawls, 1999, p. 13). 

3.3 Public Discourse and Social Outcomes 

Conceptualising eco-sufficiency as volition of higher order imposes strong limitations on 

interpersonal comparison, but it opens the floor for public discourse. Discourse seems 

necessary, since there is the need to agree upon a ‘sufficiency threshold’ which also is in 

accord with considerations of social justice as discussed above. Discourse can be limited to 

the question of what choices should be made, but it can also include a discussion on why these 

choices are made (List, 2006). Discourse about eco-sufficiency and its benefits, when 

described as a largely individual concept, would explicitly require including the ‘why’ into 

the discourse to account for social norms which might motivate eco-sufficiency as discussed 

above. Discourse between proponents of eco-sufficiency and others could raise awareness for 

the ecological and social benefits of a sufficient life and promote understanding of the 

individual motives of proponents of eco-sufficiency.  

                                                           
6 Any empirical assessment of revealed preferences requires a law of large numbers in order to derive ‘average’ 

preferences or volitions. Since we have argued that aspects of identity and higher-order volitions are relevant for 

the benefits that a person ascribes to eco-sufficiency, revealed ‘average’ preferences are of little use. 
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An important aspect of the discourse is that it needs to be ‘informed’. In many cases, positive 

attitudes towards eco-sufficiency are based on beliefs about climate change. Citizens (and 

experts) need information regarding the actual relevance and severity of the problem as a 

basis for coordinated public action. This, in particular, is a problem in relation to the design of 

climate change policies and the definition of a possible sufficiency threshold. The position of 

people in the far future needs to enter any assessment of the impacts of climate change and the 

required action today (Posner and Weisbach, 2010). The standard economic tools for such 

assessments are ‘Integrated Assessment Models’. However, these models deliver different 

results regarding the optimal response to climate change and the social cost of carbon 

(Nordhaus, 2008; Stern, 2008; Tol, 2011). There is no consensus in the literature about the 

actual impact of climate change and the required action (Tol, 2012). But there is consensus 

that strong losses are to be expected if temperatures increase significantly, that there will be a 

strong negative impact of climate change on low-income countries, and that there is vast 

right-skewed uncertainty in the assessment of climate change damages (Tol, 2009). There 

even is a discussion about possible ‘catastrophic risks’ of climate change (Weitzman, 2014). 

Thus, uncertainty about the impact of climate change causes severe limitations for an 

informed discourse in the sense of a rational collective decision process as it increases the 

likelihood of rational disagreement.  

Moreover, there are some important moral aspects that need to be addressed, i.e. the ‘discount 

rate’ which weighs costs and benefits in the future. Sen’s (1967) ‘assurance problem’ implies 

that optimal social discount rates are not necessarily equal to market interest rates (see Posner 

and Weisbach, 2010, Ch. 7).7 Also questions regarding the historical responsibility of 

different countries or groups of countries for climate change are relevant (Schüssler, 2011). 

Another important aspect is related to poverty and deprivation in relation to climate change 

policies. Either with regard to the assessment of social welfare in aggregate (Adler and 

Treich, 2015) or in order to avoid individual deprivation in relation to energy services. 

Adequate indicators of deprivation would be required to tackle deprivation. However, the 

literature on this issue appears to be underdeveloped (Heindl and Schuessler, 2015).  

Given large uncertainty and the moral import of the above-mentioned aspects, the individual 

perceptions of the problem of climate change and the adequate response diverge and public 

discourse is needed (Stern, 2015). Within a society, consensus may be reached regarding 

‘standard’ policies to address the problem of climate change, such as the introduction of a 

carbon price, on the basis of economic arguments.8 However, some members of society may 

                                                           
7 Sen discusses the ‘isolation problem,’ a simple prisoners dilemma type of game in which a Pareto-inferior  

outcome is the result of the strict dominance of an individual strategy (Sen, 1967, p. 113). Sen further 

demonstrates that it would be possible to increase welfare without the need for compulsory enforcement, 

meaning to overcome the ‘isolation problem,’ if everyone would be assured that the other agents make decisions 

which maximise joint welfare (see also Bowles, 2004, p. 24). In the presence of an externality, the market 

outcome will be different, depending on if the externality is internalised or not. Under the ‘assurance problem’ 

and in the absence of enforcement, the externality will not be internalised because of the dominance of an 

individual strategy. Therefore market interest rates – as a result of ‘isolated’ Pareto-inferior decisions – omit the 

external effect.      
8 This includes optimal abatement volumes as well as the design of economic instruments to achieve emission 

reductions.  
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wish to contribute beyond the standard policy based on individual ancillary action in the form 

of eco-sufficiency. 

There are two further, more general aspects which are of particular importance in relation to 

public discourse on eco-sufficiency. Pettit (2001b) describes ‘discursive control’ as a 

necessary condition for freedom of action, self, and the person. He remarks (2001b, p. 101):  

“Did we praise or blame an agent only because of hoping to reinforce or alter their 

behaviour […] then praising or blaming someone would be a highly disrespectful act and 

would be a reasonable ground for resentment.” This refers to the possibility of strategic 

manipulation in the discourse which is to be avoided. This does not imply that humoristic, 

satiric or provocative remarks are generally inadmissible in a (public) discourse. Yet, 

ultimately, any such remarks should relate to reasonable arguments, as opposed to defamation 

and manipulation. 

A second aspect is that the discourse needs to be open, in so far that all possible options as 

outcome of the discourse need to be available (Schüssler, 1996). It is important to avoid 

situations in which choices are limited in the sense that they are restricted to different versions 

of (or policies related to) sufficiency but do not consider non-sufficiency. It is inevitable for a 

respectful discourse to openly discuss advantages and disadvantages of a sufficient versus a 

non-sufficient lifestyle in order to preserve individual freedom in all relevant domains. A 

comprehensive deliberative discourse provides the basis for proponents and critics of 

sufficiency alike to rationally defend their views. 

3.4 Welfare and Welfare Measurement 

Above, we have argued that eco-sufficiency cannot be represented in a standard first-order 

preference framework. In the discussion on eco-sufficiency, it is also emphasised that such 

frameworks tend to be biased towards ‘priced market goods’, i.e. if the choice set under 

consideration consists only of such goods.9 Many things which are important to us do not 

come with a price tag on (Sandel, 2012). Examples are deep friendship, the affection of a 

beloved person, or the love and attention a child receives from his or her parents. These things 

can be described – in broader economic terms – as externalities: non-traded goods without a 

market price. Neoclassic economic theory largely fails to account for these types of goods.  

What does this imply for sufficiency? The fact that ecological goods are (often) non-priced 

goods is independent from the value (be it material or non-material) that a person ascribes to 

other non-priced goods. This makes it difficult to evaluate how weighty eco-sufficiency is in 

comparison to other goods, and how potential trade-offs should be assessed. To this end, it is 

not clear why ecological aspects should play a prominent role in the discussion on non-priced 

goods. Ecological aspects play a role among other things. Thus, we cannot derive absolute 

priority of ecological goods over other goods in a positive way. As argued above, the value 

and priority of ecological non-priced goods to a large extent originates from individual 

higher-order volitions and the perception of behaviour by peers.  

                                                           
9 A similar argument can be found in the discussion on economic inequality. See Frankfurt (2015, p. 11) for a 

recent account.   
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Because of this, voluntary sufficiency leads to a problem related to traditional approaches of 

welfare and inequality measurement. The distributional outcome of eco-sufficiency within 

society as a whole hinges on the number of people who choose to live sufficiently and the 

number of people whose consumption remains unchanged. Under the assumption that eco-

sufficiency generally implies a decrease in individual consumption, we would observe 

increasing inequality in society as a whole if a significant number of people chose to live 

sufficiently, while other members of the same society maintained the initial consumption 

patterns. We can think about this in terms of inequality, as depicted by the Lorenz curve. If 

more people adopted an eco-sufficient lifestyle, we would observe a concentration in the 

lower left corner of the consumption-based Lorenz curve, indicating an increase in inequality 

which is usually interpreted as an undesirable social outcome.10  

However, under the proviso that eco-sufficiency is a voluntary and non-deprived concept as 

developed above, people would still be content (or would become truly content just because 

they live sufficiently). Thus, in the case of sufficiency being a broader phenomenon in 

society, it would be necessary to reconsider the interpretation of overall inequality and 

relative poverty. The common interpretation that increasing inequality of income or 

consumption indicates a negative development would not hold any more in this case. 

This observation provides evidence that there is a need for alternative approaches to measure 

welfare and inequality under two conditions. First, eco-sufficiency and related concepts must 

be a significant phenomenon in society in order to provide a justification for alternative 

approaches to welfare measurement. Second, sufficiency can only be understood within a 

normative framework that avoids the identification of lower income and consumption with 

welfare loss and which is further able to depict welfare gains achieved by a sufficiency 

lifestyle. A purely monetary approach to welfare measurement will likely underestimate the 

benefits perceived by proponents of sufficiency (Fleurbaey, 2009, p. 1035).11 Under such an 

approach, it is also inevitable to distinguish involuntary deprivation from voluntary 

sufficiency. This requires interpersonal comparison of individual volitions and intentions. The 

prevailing view in economics is that such empirical comparisons are very complicated, in 

particular when based on individual values (Arrow, 1963; Cooter and Rappoport, 1984). But 

interestingly, there is some overlap with Wicksell’s (1958) theory of just taxation which also 

requires information on individual valuation of public goods in comparison to other goods.  

                                                           
10 An interesting aspect is that we would likely observe a rather equal distribution of consumption within the 

group of eco-sufficientarians if the equivalised consumption threshold per capita was set in a similar way by eco-

sufficientarians by virtue of ecological objectives. If eco-sufficientarians tend to value equality as such, this can 

be an additional benefit from eco-sufficiency, at least if a social comparison is made within the group of eco-

sufficientarians.  
11 Because eco-sufficiency may involve non-pecuniary benefits, any money-metric based approach to welfare 

measurement (Fleurbaey, 2009, pp. 1036-1055) appears problematic. This also includes approaches such as 

‘green accounting’, in particular if two different populations (proponents and opponents of sufficiency) are 

compared (Fleurbaey, 2009, p. 1036). Alternative approaches, such as measures of subjective well-being or 

happiness may – at best – represent a rough proxy for welfare in this context and may possibly downplay the role 

of consumption (Fleurbaey, 2009, p. 1056). Sen’s (1987) capability approach has the merit of being rather 

flexible (Fleurbaey, 2009, p. 1067). Bernheim and Rangel propose a model of behavioural welfare economics 

which could be of interest in the context of eco-sufficiency (Bernheim, 2009).   
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Wicksell takes the view that the willingness to contribute to a public good (and hence the 

benefits from public good provision) differs between individuals. Consequently, and as an 

outcome of fair and free cooperation (Buchholz and Peters, 2007), optimal contributions to 

public good provision are ‘individual’ and contingent on personal preferences (Johansen, 

1963; Lindahl, 1958). If eco-sufficiency is interpreted as an individual action in accordance 

with individual preferences, the connection to Wicksell’s theory is obvious and there are a 

number of important implications. Differences in individual efforts are, for instance, optimal 

from an economic viewpoint. Welfare would be decreased if all people were forced to 

contribute to public good provision in the same way. Public good provision according to 

individual preferences further provides the basis for ‘unanimous approval’ of public good 

provision, which can be understood as a democratic legitimation and an outcome of public 

discourse. The willingness to contribute to a public good (‘Lindahl price’) could also serve as 

a yardstick for welfare measurement. Another important implication of Wicksell’s theory has 

already been discussed in Section 3.1, namely that such an approach necessarily requires 

justice in the initial distribution of income and wealth. To put it in the words of John Rawls 

(1971, p. 250): “Without this important proviso, [Wicksell’s principle] would have all the 

faults of the efficiency principle […].” The problem, however, is that the individual valuation 

and willingness to pay for a public good (such as climate protection) are hard to identify. 

Thus, further advancing concepts for alternative welfare measurement and ecological 

valuation under the conditions rehearsed above are important aspects for future research. 

3.5 Implications for Environmental Policy 

Policies for the protection of the environment often consist of standards for pollution control 

and/or technology deployment, but price- or quantity-based policies play an important role as 

well. These policies have in common that they aim at reducing polluting activities but do not 

necessarily imply a reduction in overall consumption. Price and quantity regulation further 

impose restrictions on pollution in aggregate, but they do not impose restrictions on a personal 

basis.  

It is useful to examine under which circumstances ecological benefits from an eco-sufficient 

lifestyle are actually transferred into ecological benefits for society as a whole and if there are 

situations in which this can be circumvented by ‘standard’ environmental policies.12 Alcott 

(2008) states that sufficiency could cause adverse effects through what is known as ‘general 

equilibrium effects’ in economics. If many people consumed less motivated by sufficiency, 

prices of goods would decrease which would make goods more affordable for those who do 

not subscribe to a sufficient lifestyle. Thus, non-sufficientarians could consume more and the 

ecological benefits generated by sufficiency would be reduced or fully compensated because 

of a ‘rebound effect’ in consumption or carbon leakage.13 This argument follows a similar 

logic as the ‘green paradox’ does on a macroeconomic level (Ritter and Schopf, 2013). 

                                                           
12 In such a situation, referring to the framework of standard preferences, choosing a sufficient lifestyle would be 

irrational because it does not cause any ecological benefit. 
13 The rebound effect occurs if resource saving technology or behaviour does not lead to a corresponding 

reduction in overall resource consumption because of changes in prices and income. The ‘Green Paradox’ is 

related to this perspective via Hotelling’s rule of resource extraction (Hotelling, 1931). Carbon leakage occurs if 
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Alcott’s concerns are sound in terms of economic theory and could be described as a 

‘sufficiency paradox’. But there is another aspect which is relevant in practice. While the 

rebound effect described by Alcott hinges on the magnitude of changes in prices, substitution 

of goods, and saving rates, it is further possible that the mere existence of environmental 

policies could render sufficiency ineffective to some extent. In particular, this is the case 

under quantity regulation of pollutants under which an economy-wide ‘cap’ on pollution is 

imposed (see also Perino, 2015).  

An example for quantity regulation is the European Emissions Trading Scheme (EU ETS). 

The amount of EU-wide annual greenhouse gas emissions of utilities and industrial 

installation is ‘capped’ under the EU ETS, and companies are allowed to trade emission 

permits. The scheme is fairly cost-efficient and effective in the sense that the amount of EU-

wide emissions per year will not exceed the cap. However, the cap on emissions is 

independent of individual consumption behaviour.14 If people chose to reduce the 

consumption of CO2-intensive goods, the price at which allowances are traded would 

decrease, but the amount of overall emissions would remain unchanged. This occurs because 

the quantity of annual emissions is exogenously given by the cap, while the price of emissions 

is endogenous. The effect was previously discussed in relation to differing ambitions in 

climate policy across EU-member states where similar problems arise (Heindl et al., 2015). 

Thus, eco-sufficiency is ineffective under quantity regulation if the ‘cap’ is exogenous. 

However, sufficiency will be effective under price regulation. Price regulation refers to 

policies which directly impose a price on polluting activities such as carbon taxes. The tax 

makes polluting activities more expensive vis-à-vis other activities and by that shifts 

aggregated demand towards more environmentally friendly goods so that a reduction of 

pollution is achieved by virtue of the tax. Now, if a person lowers consumption motivated by 

eco-sufficiency, the tax rate will remain unaffected, while the quantity of emissions will be 

endogenous. In this case, the tax provides unchanged incentives to lower demand for those 

who do not subscribe to sufficiency, independent of ancillary emission reductions on a 

personal level. Sufficiency will be effective if it causes a more pronounced reduction in 

consumption, as would have been the case by virtue of the tax alone.15 

The academic debate on ‘prices versus quantities’ was initially motivated by uncertainty of 

costs and benefits in environmental regulation (Weitzman, 1974) and was later expanded to 

policy interactions between jurisdictions (Heindl et al., 2015). Sufficiency adds another 

important facet to the discussion. From this point of view, quantity regulation with an 

exogenous ‘cap’ could cause problematic policy interactions if sufficiency was expected to 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
greenhouse gas emissions are increased in countries without climate policy, because production is shifted from 

countries with emission control policies to countries without strict emission control.  
14 In a democratic society, the ‘cap’ is usually the outcome of a political decision process. It is of course possible 

that climate policy becomes more (or less) ambitious over time as an outcome of public discourse. However, the 

bargaining process is usually a collective process. Individuals have little influence on specific climate policy 

targets in a certain point of time. This is the reason why we consider the ‘cap’ as exogenous.  
15 We do not want to claim, in this context, that price regulation is generally more effective than quantity 

regulation, but only examine interactions with voluntary sufficiency. One problem of price regulation is that it 

leads to increased tax revenues. These may be spent in a way that creates additional emissions by the 

government or by citizens if the money has to be channelled towards them via tax reductions. Thereby, the 

positive environmental effect of a price scheme could be cannibalised (Wackernagel and Rees, 1997, p. 20). 
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make a significant contribution to achieve environmental objectives. In such a situation, 

‘standard’ policies would need to take interactions with voluntary sufficiency into account in 

order to maximise the joint environmental benefit under both approaches.    

4. Synthesis: The Prospects of Voluntary Sufficiency 

If understood as purely voluntary, sufficiency of course has a proper place in a liberal society 

and can be a non-deprived concept. From this perspective, claims about the potential 

incompatibility of sufficiency with liberal values and a democratic society appear implausible. 

Nevertheless, we have identified a number of issues which are relevant in practice. Three 

aspects are of particular importance: 

First, individual liberties and the demands of social justice limit the applicability of 

sufficiency to some extent. Freedom of choice, as described above, requires that all relevant 

options are physically available. This implies that a voluntary decision to live sufficiently also 

requires the option to live non-sufficiently. From this perspective, the carbon footprint of a 

person which involuntary lives in poverty is unsuitable as a reference for a sufficient life. 

Sufficiency in the sense of ‘having just enough’ implies an upper threshold of consumption in 

accordance with the ecological capacity of the planet. This can cause a conflict with the 

widely accepted demands of social justice, often described as a social minimum, which imply 

a lower threshold of consumption. If the sufficiency threshold is below the threshold implied 

by a social minimum we face a moral dilemma. The relation and interdependence of both 

concepts has received little attention so far. Since there is the possibility that both concepts 

are incompatible in practice, theoretical and empirical work related to sufficiency and social 

justice is required.  

Second, sufficiency cannot be comprehensively expressed in a standard preference setup, and 

its implications need to be a subject of public discourse. Sufficiency as a non-deprived 

concept requires non-pecuniary benefits from living sufficiently to compensate for a reduction 

in consumption. It is unclear how such a concept is related to the standard preference 

framework as used in (neoclassical) economics. This also limits the options for empirical 

assessments of sufficiency, since the related benefits are not directly observable. Concepts as 

found in the field of behavioural economics could help to overcome this problem but, to the 

best of our knowledge, there are no direct applications to sufficiency so far in the literature. 

The perspective of sufficiency as a highly individual concept causes severe limitations for 

policy making, but interference in the private domain (i.e. taking the form of non-voluntary 

sufficiency in the sense of publicly uncontrolled obligations) is to be avoided in order to 

preserve individual liberties. We have proposed public discourse as a potential solution to this 

problem. The proposed comprehensive deliberative discourse is understood as an ongoing 

discourse about the value of non-priced goods, the demands of ecological sustainability, 

uncertainties of climate change, and other relevant economic, social, and normative aspects. 

The discourse is not only limited to the question of what should be done; it also explicitly 

includes the question of why members of a society take a specific view or assign a certain 

weight to ecological objectives. Such a discourse could augment the existing discourse on 

how to define ‘standard’ environmental policies which is a more minimal liberal type of 

discourse.  
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Third, sufficiency can have important implications for the measurement of welfare and 

inequality as well as for the design of ‘standard’ environmental policies. Sufficiency, if a 

broader phenomenon, will make the application of alternative measures of welfare necessary. 

This occurs because standard measures of equality would likely indicate increasing inequality 

in society as a consequence from sufficiency, and underestimate non-pecuniary benefits. 

However, the standard interpretation of increasing inequality as a negative social outcome 

could not be maintained under voluntary sufficiency. Alternative measures would require 

interpersonal comparisons to account for non-pecuniary benefits, which are hard to identify, 

particularly if interpreted as result of higher-order volitions. To some extent, similar 

difficulties as in Wicksell’s theory of just taxation occur, e.g. how to identify the individual 

valuation of public goods (Hansjürgens, 2000). Furthermore, existing environmental policies, 

i.e. quantity regulation, can cause sufficiency to be ineffective or even unnecessary (Perino, 

2015). There is strong interaction between ‘standard’ policies and voluntary sufficiency. In 

order to maximise the joint ecological benefits from standard policies and individual ancillary 

voluntary approaches, these interactions should receive increased attention by policy makers. 

In particular, negative effects of standard policies on voluntary sufficiency should be avoided.  

Overall, the protection of the environment obviously requires some degree of domination 

under discursive public control. However, we have taken the perspective that uncontrolled 

domination in the private sphere must be avoided in order to preserve individual liberties and 

the voluntary notion of sufficiency (Pettit, 2012). This implies that an individual must be able 

to engage in favour or against specific actions in the discourse. Moreover, there has to be 

freedom of individual action under the constraints of the publicly controlled law. Therefore, 

the prospect of sufficiency hinges on the aspect of voluntariness to a large extent. Different 

definitions of sufficiency exist. While some stress the voluntary notion of sufficiency (Fischer 

and Grießhammer, 2013), others explicitly hold perfectionist views without emphasising 

aspects of voluntariness (Princen, 2005; Sachs, 2009; Salleh, 2011).16 In the light of the 

arguments mentioned above, it is essential to distinguish these different versions of 

sufficiency as they will have different implications in many aspects. 

Specific policies motivated by sufficiency need to undergo examination to study if they will 

interfere with the voluntary notion of sufficiency as discussed above. This includes soft 

measures or nudging as well as more comprehensive policies.17 Voluntary sufficiency has the 

potential to deliver important environmental benefits while being compatible with ‘standard’ 

environmental policies, the demands of social justice, and individual freedom. Non-voluntary 

sufficiency would likely increase positive ecological effects to a strong extent. This, however, 

                                                           
16 Perfectionists typically ascribe to an essentialist ideal of human nature (Hurka, 1993). Strong perfectionism 

then is “comprehensive in its ranking of goods and ways of life, coercive in its means of pursuit, pure in its 

(exclusive) concern for the good life, and state-centred in its principled preference for the state as the direct and 

primary agent of the promotion of the good life” (Chan, 2000, p 16). Hence, such accounts involve the transition 

from a particular preferred conception of the good life to a comprehensive political program that serves this 

conception (Arneson, 2000). 
17 Examples for environmental nudges are the labelling of cars with coloured stickers according to their 

environmental footprint or the ‘Ambient Orb’, a little ball that turns red when a customer is using a great deal of 

energy in his or her household (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008, 200-210). It is questionable to what extent 

environmental nudges are compatible with individual liberties, as they do not directly command a particular 

behaviour but can be perceived as coercive (Sugden, 2009). 



16 

 

would cause severe restrictions in other parts of private and social life, which are 

incompatible with political liberalism (Rawls 1985). Thus, the concept of eco-sufficiency may 

face a dilemma, meaning that it either has limited relevance for policy making or it is 

incompatible with the values of a liberal and pluralist society.     

5. Conclusion  

This article investigates a number of so far underexposed problems related to eco-sufficiency 

and possible applications of eco-sufficiency in practice. In particular, we focus on the 

implications for the design of standard environmental policies, wealth and inequality 

measurement, standard economic preference frameworks, political liberalism, and social 

justice.  

We have argued that sufficiency goes beyond aspects of ‘standard preferences’ as used in 

economics but behavioural economic models are very well able to explain behaviour related 

to eco-sufficiency. From the perspective of philosophy, this problem is related to ‘higher-

order volitions’ and aspects of personal identity, which are not necessarily revealed in acts of 

consumption. Eco-sufficiency may generate individual benefits which are not tangible in 

conventional economic terms and can include non-material benefits. In particular, these may 

relate to individual perception of the good life.  

This is important, in so far as sufficiency is considered to be motivated by individual benefits 

from a sufficient life which cannot be generalised to all members of society. Imposing 

obligations derived from an individual perception of the benefits of sufficiency onto others 

would necessarily cause strong interference in the private sphere and is to be avoided. Public 

authorities should promote a comprehensive deliberative discourse regarding the benefits and 

costs of sufficiency without directly interfering in the process.  

We show that there is the possibility of sufficiency being in conflict with the demands of 

distributive justice. Distributive justice implies a lower threshold for consumption in the sense 

of a social minimum, while eco-sufficiency implies an upper threshold for consumption for 

ecological reasons. Thoughtful consideration of the demands of social justice in the design of 

policies motivated by sufficiency is inevitable in order to obtain public support. Sufficiency – 

if a broader phenomenon in society – can also justify the application of alternative approaches 

to measure welfare and inequality. 

Voluntary sufficiency can deliver ecological benefits and can therefore be beneficial for 

society as a whole. However, we have discussed possible interactions between ‘standard’ 

environmental policies and individual sufficiency. The actual choice of policy can be relevant 

regarding whether ancillary ecological benefits from individual sufficiency beyond the 

existing standard policy will be effective or not. This, in particular, is the case under 

regulation by quantities with an exogenous ‘cap’. Hence, environmental policies should be 

designed in a manner that a) secures contributions from non-sufficientarians to achieve 

ecological benefits, as agreed upon based on a political compromise, and b) that allows for 

individual contributions to public good provision by sufficientarians beyond the ecological 

benefits agreed upon.  
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Overall, the voluntary notion of sufficiency limits the scope of eco-sufficiency for policy 

making. Voluntary sufficiency largely is a matter of civil society without much need for 

governmental intervention. Such limitations may be overcome by relaxing the condition of 

voluntariness. We do not want to claim that non-voluntary environmental policies are 

problematic in general or that there should be no such policies. But what emerges from our 

discussion is that non-voluntary sufficiency touches particularly sensitive grounds by 

interfering with individuals’ higher-order volitions, concepts of the good life and identity. 

Thus, non-voluntary sufficiency is likely to be more effective but incompatible with the 

values of a liberal society. To overcome this dilemma, further research on sufficiency could 

focus on how voluntary sufficiency can be promoted more effectively in public discourse. 

Moreover it should study how sufficiency can be integrated in a more comprehensive 

normative framework related to welfare and social justice, and how its effectiveness for the 

protection of the environment can be ensured in interaction with other policies. ■ 
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Defending the Concept of Energy Poverty 

Energy poverty remains a challenged concept without firm establishment in 

public policy on a national and international level. This paper addresses those 

still skeptical about the very idea of energy poverty and provides arguments to 

defend the concept against fundamental criticism. First, it is shown why energy 

poverty should be conceptualized, measured and tackled as a specific form of 

poverty. Secondly, conceptual confusions surrounding the concept are clarified, 

in particular the relation to fuel poverty and the difference between energy 

poverty definitions, measures and indicators. Further, a needs-based 

understanding of energy poverty is outlined. 

The concept of energy poverty (often called ‘fuel poverty’) has gained increasing 

momentum in recent years. The concept is most firmly established in the UK where the 

government measures and addresses it in a policy context since 2000 (Boardman, 2010; 

Hills, 2012). Energy poverty is also increasingly discussed for the EU (Bouzarovski, 

Petrova, & Sarlamanov, 2012; Healy, 2003; Thomson & Snell, 2013), various European 

countries (Dubois, 2012; Heindl, 2013; Scheer, 2012), developing countries 

(Nussbaumer, Bazilian, Modi, & Yumkella, 2011, Guruswamy, 2011, Pachauri & 

Spreng, 2005; Sesan, 2012), New Zealand (Howden-Chapman et al., 2012; Lloyd, 

2006) and North / South American countries (Harrison & Popke, 2011; Pereira, Freitas, 

& da Silva, 2010).  

Still, energy poverty remains a challenged concept. It is more firmly established 

in academia than in public policy. Hardly any countries and international organizations 

officially use the term to design and monitor their policies. There are two underlying 

reasons for this. First, some doubt that energy poverty ought to be established as a 

separate concept. One may argue that introducing specific poverty concepts like health 

poverty, education poverty and energy poverty dilutes attention from what really 

matters, because poverty is a holistic state that needs to be addressed accordingly. Peter 
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Walker, a former British Secretary of State for Energy, put it as follows (Healy, 2003, 

p. 2): 

I’m afraid I must take issue with the term, ‘fuel poverty’. People do not talk of 

‘clothes poverty’ or ‘food poverty’ and I do not think it is useful to talk of fuel 

poverty either.  

Critics like Walker are yet to be convinced that we need to discuss, measure and 

monitor energy poverty as a separate concept.  

The second line of argument against adopting the concept of energy poverty in 

public policy is that it is unclear what energy poverty means. Current discussions are 

typically embedded in specific regional circumstances and challenges (e.g. given a 

particular electricity infrastructure, housing stock or volatility of energy prices) and 

hence take fundamentally different approaches. What adds to the confusion is, first, that 

most authors do not differentiate between definitions, measures and indicators for 

energy poverty and, secondly, that there is a parallel usage of the terms ‘fuel poverty’ 

and ‘energy poverty’—which some equate and others regard as distinct concepts. 

All this makes it easy for hesitant politicians to avoid adopting the concept. The 

European Union, for instance, has recently stopped pushing for a EU-wide definition 

and measure of energy poverty, due the lack of a commonly accepted understanding of 

the term (Bouzarovski et al., 2012, pp. 78–79). Existing definitions and indicators of 

energy poverty lack the credibility of the $1.25 poverty line or 50% / 60% median 

income indicator—particularly on an international level. The above criticisms persist in 

spite of the existence of an extensive body of empirical research on energy poverty. 

Most researches in the field agree about the value of conceptualizing and addressing 

energy poverty on a regional, national and global level, despite different frameworks 

and methodologies.  
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Unlike most of the published work on energy poverty, this paper neither focuses 

on empirical issues nor makes a direct contribution to advance practical issues in 

measuring energy poverty. The focus here is on legitimacy concerns of a fundamental 

kind. In consequence, the article is addressed at those still skeptical about the very idea 

of energy poverty and those who seek arguments to defend the concept against such 

criticism. 

In particular, the paper shows why the concept of energy poverty ought to be 

separately addressed and measured as a specific poverty concept. Secondly, it is 

explained why energy poverty should be preferred over rival terms, in particular fuel 

poverty. Third, the distinction between definitions, measures and indicator is introduced 

in order to explain the current diversity of approaches to energy poverty. Finally, it is 

argued that three types of definitions can be currently found in the debate, of which the 

needs-based type of definition is the most attractive. 

Justifying the concept of energy poverty 

Unlike energy poverty, the concept of poverty is firmly established in the public arena. 

The first goal of UN Millennium Development Goals (MDG) from 2000—signed by all 

UN member countries—is to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger. The UN World 

Summit for Social Development in Copenhagen defines absolute poverty as ‘severe 

deprivation of basic human needs, including food, safe drinking water, sanitation 

facilities, health, shelter, education and information’ (United Nations, 1995, pp. II.19). 

Conceptualizing, addressing and measuring of poverty is often not couched in terms of 

ends but in terms of the (material) means that satisfy these needs. The reason is that 

means are usually more tangible. The most prominent means used to indicate poverty is 

income. Even though other types of indicators are increasingly discussed, the relevance 
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of income for measuring poverty can be justified with the value of money as a means to 

satisfy a variety of the most basic needs (or as a means to purchase other important 

means).1 

Specific forms of poverty are sometimes singled out. Examples are the concepts 

of famine and homelessness, which are well-established specific poverty concepts. Next 

to energy / fuel poverty, water poverty is another specific poverty concept increasingly 

discussed (Manandhar, Pandey, & Kazama, 2012; Sullivan, 2002). However, as of now, 

there are no standards or conditions for the introduction and justification of such 

concepts. In case of energy poverty, critics worry that the introduction of the concept 

may lead to an inflation of specific poverty concepts and dilute attention from what 

really matters (Healy, 2003, p. 2; Kopatz, 2013, p. 63). Rather, public policy should 

holistically aim at providing decent (overall) living conditions to all citizens. A 

comprehensive approach would be more helpful in fighting poverty than addressing, 

conceptualizing and measuring each dimension of poverty separately. 

In what follows, I introduce and defend three necessary conditions for the 

establishment of specific poverty concepts. First, specific poverty concepts should refer 

non-postponable basic needs or to non-substitutable means that satisfy such needs. 

Secondly, specific poverty concepts should not be reducible to income poverty or other 

forms of poverty. Thirdly, specific poverty concepts need to refer to a problem of great 

urgency given (contingent) social and political circumstances.  

Let us first look at the role of basic needs in satisfying specific poverty concepts. 

The concept of ‘opera poverty’ is a superfluous poverty concepts for three reasons. 

                                                 

1 In particular, many researchers now prefer multi-dimensional poverty indicators (Alkire & 

Foster, 2011). 
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First, it aims at fulfilling entertainment needs and we may say that such needs are not 

sufficiently basic. Secondly, even if entertainment needs were basic needs, we may say 

that such needs are postponable and hence lack as sense of urgency that is typically 

associated with poverty. And finally, opera visits are substitutable by other ways of 

entertainment. Analogue considerations apply concepts like ‘beer poverty’ or ‘ice cream 

poverty’.2 

However, the introduction of the concept of famine (i.e. the widespread scarcity 

of food in a geography) as a specific poverty concept seems reasonable in light of these 

considerations. Nutritional needs are very fundamental, cannot be postponed and cannot 

be satisfied by means other than food. The lack of food almost immediately leads to 

severe deprivation and that should prima facie be a reason to conceptualize it in poverty 

research and address it in public policy. 

Now, what about energy poverty? Let us first note that human beings do not 

have a need for energy. Energy services are a means to satisfy human needs. So, the 

question is if energy poverty as a means is crucial for the satisfaction of basic needs. In 

specifying the right for an adequate standard of living, the universal declaration of 

human rights lists means such as food, clothing, housing, medical care, social services 

and education (United Nations, 1948). Energy is notably missing here. In 1948, when 

the declaration was ratified, this may or may not have appropriate. But nowadays, it 

seems clear that energy services in form of electricity and warmth are a crucial non-

substitutable means to satisfy a variety of non-postponable basic needs in rich and poor 

                                                 

2 Obviously, there may be exceptions. For some people’s welfare, opera visits may be non-

substitutable, for others the consumption of alcohol is non-postponable. However, it is 

hard to see how such phenomena relate to poverty at all. I understand the notion of a basic 

as only referring to the needs of a substantial part of the population.  
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countries alike. People in the developed world cannot postpone the needs that are 

satisfied by radiators, stoves, refrigerators, washing machines, warm water, light and 

communication devices. Grid failures or power and gas cuts almost immediately lead to 

severe deprivation—due to the non-substitutability of energy services with other 

means.3 In developing countries, it is even more obvious how energy services relate to 

virtually all dimensions of poverty, including hunger, education, gender equality, child 

mortality, health, fighting diseases and ensuring environmental sustainability 

(Guruswamy, 2011, pp. 153–157; Pachauri, Mueller, Kemmler, & Spreng, 2004, 

p. 2083).  

Yet, some specific poverty concepts may relate to non-postponable basic needs 

but are reducible to other poverty concepts. Income poor people may lack the means to 

afford necessary consumer goods, for example clothing. In such cases, the respective 

type of poverty strongly correlates with income poverty; or, put differently, increasing 

incomes could solve the problem. Many other consumer goods are reducible to 

(income) poverty in this sense.4 In such cases, there is no need to introduce specific 

                                                 

3 One may say that energy services are nevertheless a means less fundamental than food. After 

all, one could use candles instead of electric light, substitute radiators with a pile of 

blankets and survive on non-cooked food. However, these alternatives are so cumbersome 

(and sometimes even stigmatizing) that a person without access to affordable energy 

services virtually immediately suffers from severe deprivation and should certainly be 

considered poor. Thus, from a poverty perspective, energy services are non-postponable 

and non-substitutable. 

4 The term ‘reduction’ is mainly used in metaphysics, philosophy of mind and science, There, it 

means that ‘an entity x reduces to an entity y then y is in a sense prior to x, is more basic 

than x, is such that x fully depends upon it or is constituted by I’ (van Riel & van Gulick, 

2014). Reducibility shall signify something comparable but less strong here. The fact that 

a specific type of poverty depends on something more basic and prior, i.e. a lack of 
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poverty concepts in public policy. Famines, however, are not reducible to income, as 

they are not caused by low incomes, typically cannot be addressed by supporting people 

with additional income and cannot be reduced to other forms of poverty.5 This 

irreducibility to income poverty or other poverty concepts should be a precondition for 

the introduction of specific poverty concepts in order to avoid superfluity. 

Now, it seems that energy poverty is analogous to the concept of famine here. A 

substantial amount of the energy poor are not income poor and vice versa. The reason is 

the dependency of energy poverty to capital and infrastructure investment in the 

household (Boardman, 2010, p. xv): 

With fuel poverty, the real differentiating cause is the energy inefficiency of the 

home as a result of insufficient capital expenditure on improving the calibre of the 

home. As a consequence, the home is expensive to heat and so some of the poorest 

people have to buy the most expensive warmth. This emphasis on capital 

expenditure is what differentiates fuel poverty from poverty. Raising incomes can 

lift a household out of poverty, but rarely out of fuel poverty.  

Special needs (e.g. a higher need for warmth for the elderly, small children and the 

unemployed), a low energy-efficiency of the household, or a combination of both can 

drive some people into energy poverty that are not income poor. The relevance of 

capital expenditure to overcome such deprivation is even more obvious for people in 

                                                 

income, is an empirical claim, which may turn out to be empirically true for the world we 

live in but which is not analytically, conceptually or in all possible worlds true. 

5 There have been different theories about the causes of famines. Traditionally, it has been 

argued that famines are caused by a break-down of food supply, while Amartya Sen 

famously held that famines are caused by the break-down of the ability of a person to 

exchange her entitlements for food (Devereux, 2001; Sen, 1981). Within either theory, 

famines are not caused by low incomes. Rather, low incomes are typically one of the 

preconditions of famines.  
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developing countries without access to power and heat grids. People do not have the 

means to pay for connecting their homes to the grid. So, energy poverty is not reducible 

to a lack of income and, further, it is hard to see how it could be reduced to other 

conceptions of poverty (e.g. multidimensional ones). 

Finally, a specific form of poverty needs to pose an urgent challenge in order to 

justify its introduction in public policy. Much more than the other two conditions, the 

condition of urgency is an empirical condition that depends on contingent social and 

economic circumstances. Forms of poverty do not need to be singled out with a specific 

concept if they are neither particular prevalent or challenging at a particular place and 

time. 

Now, I believe that even critics of energy poverty concede that developing 

countries have severe problems related to their population’s access to modern energy 

infrastructure. 1.4 billion people do not have access to reliable, safe, and efficient 

energy for cooking, lighting and space heating (Guruswamy, 2011, p. 140). For the 

developed world, the urgency of the problem is more controversial, yet a large number 

of researchers agree on its importance. This is not the place to review this extensive 

body of research but beyond the mere numbers, there is another reason to argue for the 

urgency of energy poverty in public policy: its connection to climate change policy 

(Moellendorf, 2014). The transition towards renewable energies has lead and is likely to 

continue to lead to higher energy prices and hence increasing energy poverty. Some 

hold that the trade-off between climate change policy and energy poverty can be 

balanced (Ki-moon, 2011; Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado Herrero, 2012). But rising energy 

poverty may also lead to a legitimacy crisis of climate change policy. Climate targets 

are inacceptable from the perspective of developing countries if they can only be 

reached if their population remains stuck in energy poverty. Further, the relatively poor 
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in richer countries may consider change policies to be an unnecessary luxury. Beyond 

its urgency as a phenomenon in its own right, this (potential) trade-off with climate 

change policy adds urgency to the concept of energy poverty. 

Justifying the introduction of energy poverty based on the three criteria 

discussed here does not lead to an inflation of specific poverty concepts. The 

argumentative bar used here is high enough to prevent conceptual inflation in other 

areas. There are few specific poverty concepts that relate to non-substitutable means 

that satisfy non-postponable basic needs, pose a problem of great urgency and are 

irreducible to income poverty or other forms of poverty. Beyond the concepts of famine, 

homelessness and energy poverty, only ‘education poverty’ and ‘water poverty’ may 

arguably satisfy these criteria—while ‘entertainment poverty’, ‘culture poverty’ or 

‘clothes poverty’ do not pass the bar. Introducing energy poverty should be regarded as 

a singular and sensible addition to, rather than a rejection of a holistic understanding of 

poverty.  

Energy poverty versus alternative concepts 

In the last section, I implicitly assumed that energy poverty is the appropriate term to 

refer to energy-related deprivation. Yet, even those convinced that there should be a 

conceptualization of energy-related deprivation could argue that energy poverty is not 

the appropriate concept, or that it is only appropriate for some but not all types of 

energy-related deprivation. And, indeed, some authors use the term ‘fuel poverty’, while 

others have introduced terms like energy vulnerability or energy injustice. The 

relationship between these terms remains unclear. In any case, conceptual variety and 

unclear scopes provide hesitant governments and international organization an argument 

to question the legitimacy of the concept of energy poverty and avoid a thorough 
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introduction of the concept to measure their policy. In what follows, I defend a broad 

scope for energy poverty as a comprehensive concept to refer to all kinds of energy-

related deprivation. 

It has been noted before that the relationship between fuel poverty and energy 

poverty is unclear (Li, Lloyd, Liang, & Wei, 2014). In the UK, the term ‘fuel poverty’ 

has been firmly established in government policy and is sometimes discussed for other 

developed countries with cold climates (Boardman, 2010; Liddell, Morris, McKenzie, 

& Rae, 2011; Heindl, 2013; Thomson & Snell, 2013).The term ‘energy poverty’, on the 

other hands, tends to be used in the context of developing countries and related to 

access to energy services (Guruswamy, 2011; Nussbaumer et al., 2011; Pachauri & 

Spreng, 2005). However, some authors identify the former as ‘energy poverty’ 

(Bouzarovski et al., 2012; Harrison & Popke, 2011), or the latter as ‘fuel poverty’ (e.g. 

Foster, Tre, & Wodon, 2000).  

Brenda Boardman, who had a decisive role in coining the term 'fuel poverty', has 

stated both terms refer to the same phenomenon (Boardman, 2010, p. 15). Other authors 

have explicitly argued that the terms signify something different (Li et al, 2014; Liddell 

et al., 2011, p. 64).6 Given the controversial status of any energy-related poverty 

concept in most countries and international organizations, it would at least prima facie 

be better to stick to one term, unless there are strong reasons against this. Li et al. have 

built the most thorough argument for distinguishing fuel and energy poverty (Li et al, 

                                                 

6 This discrepancy also plays a role in translation. In French, on the one hand, two terms have 

been introduced (‘précarité énergétique’ and ‘pauvreté énergétique’, Laurent, 2012) and 

show the same ambiguity as in English. In German, on the other hand, both fuel and 

energy poverty translate into the same term (‘Energiearmut’, Kopatz, Spitzer, & 

Christanell, 2010). 
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2014). According to Li et al, the distinction is justified because energy and fuel poverty 

apply to different climates, have a different definition focus and a different 

measurement approach.7 

What about the argument that different climates justify the distinction? The idea 

is that fuel poverty refers to warmth-related deprivation and hence only exists in colder 

climates. Energy poverty would then only refer to a lack of electricity. And indeed, fuel 

poverty is often understood as the inability to keep one’s home warm at reasonable 

cost—that is, without any reference to electricity (Hills, 2012, pp. 7–8). This means 

people in cold climates could be both fuel and energy poor (Li et al, 2014,, p. 480), 

while regions with a warm climate could by definition only face the challenge of energy 

poverty.  

Two arguments speak against such an understanding. First, as Li et al. 

themselves acknowledge, there are structural similarities and connections between 

warmth and electricity that justify grouping them together (2014, p. 479). Both involve 

costs and capital investments on a household level with a large-scale energy 

infrastructure in the background. Additionally, electricity is in many cases used to 

generate warmth; and heat and power services are often offered by the same providers. 

Secondly, and even more importantly, virtually all fuel poverty measures and indicatros 

themselves typically include electricity costs (Boardman, 2010; Hills, 2012; Heindl, 

2013).8 So, it cannot be considerations of climate alone that justify the distinction. 

                                                 

7 They mention a fourth difference: the establishment of term in different research communities 

and environment. However, it is unclear how this could justify a distinction between the 

terms, unless there are some further reasons beyond their (contingent) history. 

8 Note that I suggest not including mobility amongst energy services even though many forms 

of mobility rely on energy. There are two reasons for this: first, unlike warmth and 

electricity, mobility is hardly connected with capital investment in a person’s household; 
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Beyond climate, Li et al. hold that a different definition focus is what 

distinguishes the two terms (2014, p. 479). Individuals may experience energy-related 

deprivation if they do not have access to energy services at all (‘energy poverty’) or if 

they cannot afford these services, despite having access to them (‘fuel poverty’). Now, 

such a distinction may seem reasonable at first. After all, it is a great difference if a 

household does not have access to heating at all or if a household only has to economize 

on heating. It is also clear that these two cases require very different policy responses.  

Yet, this does not justify the distinction. First of all, the two cannot always be so 

clearly distinguished: Would a household who cannot pay his electricity bills and whose 

power has been cut off in consequence by his provider be considered to have a problem 

with access or affordability? Is someone energy poor or fuel poor, if her home is 

connected to the grid but she cannot afford electric sockets? Secondly, both terms 

describe energy-related deprivation of different degrees but that as is true of other terms 

as well, in particular poverty. No one denies that there is a difference between poverty 

in the United States and Mozambique. But that does not mean that there ought to be two 

different concepts. And finally, measures of energy-related deprivation could 

acknowledge depth of poverty and not just headcount-identification (Hills, 2012)—

which means that a lack of access could be weighted heavier than a lack of affordability 

if one examines a geography in which both phenomena are present.  

This leads to the final difference between energy and fuel poverty that Li et al. 

highlight: the usage of different measures. For fuel poverty, expenditure-based 

indicators and measures relate energy expenditures to income, while energy poverty is 

                                                 

secondly, defining adequate mobility is much harder and, in any case, conceptually 

different from defining adequate service levels for warmth and electricity. 
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typically measured by numerical indices concerning physical access to energy (Li et al., 

2014, pp. 476–477). Now, strictly speaking, this is not correct: as noted above, some 

authors use the terms vice versa. But even if it were correct, it would remain unclear 

why the fact that there are different measures for energy-related deprivation should 

imply that there have to be different concepts. For a global investigation (if such an 

investigation were reasonable), one would need an indicator for energy poverty that 

captures access and affordability criteria. For investigations of regions with primarily 

access or affordability issues, one could measure only the respective issue. The same 

variety of indicators and measurements can be found in poverty research without 

anyone demanding to split up the notion of poverty. 

So, neither of the aspects mandates a distinction between energy poverty and 

fuel poverty. Further, the distinction as put forward in Li et al. rules out energy-related 

deprivation in wealthy regions with hot climates by definitions (e.g. Singapore or the 

South of United States) because fuel poverty applies only to cold climates and energy 

poverty only to country with energy access problems. If one accepts that there is no 

need for two notions, ‘energy poverty’ is a natural choice because it is broader and more 

neutral. Fuel poverty is typically associated with heating rather than electricity 

(Schuessler, 2014, p. 3). This is not a problem in the UK context where warmth is 

arguably the most important type of energy-related deprivation—but this may not be the 

case for other geographies. Further, it is energy services that matters to households, not 

particular sources of energy. And even if that were the case, ‘fuel’ does not refer to all 

energy sources (e.g. renewables) which could be misleading. 

Consequently, the term ‘energy poverty’ is more appropriate and the dualism of 

energy poverty and fuel poverty should be overcome. In countries where the term ‘fuel 
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poverty’ has been well established, fuel and energy poverty could be understood as 

synonymous with energy poverty, as suggested by Boardman.  

Now, energy poverty and fuel poverty are not the only terms found in the 

literature. Other authors characterize energy-related deprivation with terms like ‘energy 

vulnerability’ (Bouzarovski, Petrova, Kitching, & Baldwick, 2013; Day & Walker, 

2013) , ‘energy (in)security’ (Sovacool & Mukherjee, 2011; Sovacool, Sidortsov, & 

Jones, 2014), or ‘energy (in)justice’ (Bickerstaff, Walker, & Bulkeley, 2013; Sovacool 

et al., 2014; Walker & Day, 2012). In how far are these concepts alternatives to energy 

poverty? 

Day and Walker hold that term energy vulnerability describes ‘a situation in 

which a person or household is unable to achieve sufficient access to affordable and 

reliable energy services, and as a consequence is in danger of harm to health and/or 

well-being’ (Day & Walker, 2013, p. 16). They argue that the concept of energy 

vulnerability has various advantages compared to fuel poverty, including that it is not 

presupposing any strict in-or-out criteria but rather conveys a sense of potentiality, 

precariousness, dynamism and local and temporal contingency. Now, it is certainly 

difficult to evaluate such claims on a conceptual level and one should wait to see how 

these presumed advantages transfer to empirical research. But apart from that, the 

choice of the term ‘energy vulnerability’ is unfortunate, as the term has already been 

established elsewhere referring to the vulnerability of a country’s energy supply 

(Gnansounou, 2008; Percebois, 2007; Plummer, 1982). So, the term is at risk of 

misunderstandings. Day’s and Walker’s ideas should hence rather be seen as a 

contribution to the understanding of energy poverty. For much the same reason, the 

concept of ‘energy security’ is also not a good choice to refer to energy-related 
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deprivation, as this concept also has an established meaning in national security issues 

(Cherp & Jewell, 2014; Downs, 1999; Yergin, 2006).  

The case is different for the idea of energy (in)justice. Poverty and justice issues 

are often intertwined. In fact, one could even argue that cases of poverty are typically 

also cases of injustice (although this does not work the other way around: there can be 

injustice amongst the non-poor). This also becomes clear looking at the understanding 

of energy justice that people are entitled to energy services if these are needed to secure 

basic goods (Sovacool et al., 2014). Energy poverty and energy justice, as it stands, may 

have some overlap: the former examines energy-related deprivation, the latter energy-

related entitlements. As a specific justice concept, energy justice faces the same 

justificatory challenge that energy poverty faces—which I will not address here. What 

should be clear is that energy poverty and energy justice are congruent rather than 

competing frameworks. 

Disentangling definition, measures and indicators of energy poverty 

Even if the parallel usage between energy poverty and other terms is discounted, a 

plurality in approaches to energy-related deprivation remains. As it stands, there are a 

variety of different understandings of the term with no common ground in sight. In this 

section, I argue that the distinction between definitions, measures and indicators can 

help to structure current discussions on energy poverty and explain this diversity 

without providing an argument against using the notion in public policy. Indeed, some 

of the most prominent ‘definitions’ of the term are not actual definitions but indicators.  

Different kinds of definitions serve different ends. In defining energy poverty, 

what is at stake is a ‘real definition’ rather than a ‘nominal definition’. Nominal 

definitions explain the meaning of a term by (tautologically) expressing it in other terms 
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(e.g. in dictionaries). Real definitions, on the other hand, are statements about what the 

defined term really is. Unlike nominal definitions, such statements are like hypotheses 

(Gupta, 2014). In case of energy poverty, the nature of the phenomenon remains unclear 

and hence a real definition has to be established. 

Typically, definitions are qualitative. For example, ‘obesity’ may be defined as a 

state in which body fat has accumulated to the extent that it is likely to have a negative 

effect on health. This definition may be ‘translated’ to a quantitative measure like the 

body fat percentage that is calculated by dividing total mass of body fat by total body 

mass. This measure then can be used to check whether a given person falls under the 

definition of obesity or not. For instance, a man with a body fat percentage above 25%. 

may be considered obese. However, mistaken as a definition of obesity, the 25% 

threshold is question-begging—why would be 25% rather than 20% or 30%? Yet, such 

criticism misses the target, as long as one does not refer to the definition in order to 

criticize the measure. One has to explain why a certain body fat percentage threshold 

does or does not appropriately measure obesity as defined above. 

Indicators, unlike measures, do not translate definitions but are pragmatic short-

cuts to measure complex phenomena. An indicator may simplify matters greatly or 

measure correlating facts rather than the phenomenon itself. An example would be to 

use the amount of junk food consumption as an indicator for obesity. The complexity of 

the definition is not—and does not have to be—captured by the indicator. We have no 

case of ‘translation’ here, as there will be a substantial number of false negatives and 

false positives (see also Schuessler, 2014, p. 16). Some individuals may consume a 

comparatively high amount of junk food but maintain a high level of athletic activity 
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that prevents obesity. These individuals are ‘false positives’.9 The difference between 

indicators and measures is not conceptual hair-splitting. A measure is more appropriate 

if it is important to avoid false positive or negatives. Indicators can be helpful to track 

phenomena on a macro-level if there is a lack of adequate data and can be more suitable 

for political communication given their simplicity.10 

Let us now look at some of the most prominent definitions, measures and 

indicators for energy poverty. The Warm Homes and Energy Conservation Act 

(WHECA), issued by the UK government in 2000, includes the first official definition 

of energy (fuel) poverty (Hills, 2012, p. 24): 

For the purposes of this Act, a person is to be regarded as living ‘in fuel poverty’ if 

he is a member of a household living on a lower income in a home which cannot be 

kept warm at reasonable cost.  

The definition was specified a year later in a strategy document: To measure energy 

poverty, the UK Government chose to identify a household as energy poor if it would 

need to spend more than 10 per cent of its income to achieve an adequate level of 

energy services.11 This approach goes back to Brenda Boardman (Boardman, 1991, 

p. 227). Boardman mentions two reasons for choosing the 10% threshold. First, the 

                                                 

9 It also works the other way around: some people may consume little junk food but become 

obese due to a lack of athletic activity or a genetic predisposition. These individuals are 

‘false negatives’, as the indicator does not classify them. 

10 The difference between measures and indicators has received surprisingly little attention. It is 

sometimes discussed in the context of company performance measurement (Jones, 2012). 

11 There is an obvious discrepancy between the WHECA definition and the 10% threshold: the 

former only mentions warmth, while the 10% threshold encompasses all energy services. 

The same discrepancy can be found in Hills, 2012. Typically, British authors on fuel 

poverty rhetorically focus on warmth-related issues but include electricity in their 

measures and indicators. 
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three deciles of households with the lowest incomes in the UK actually spent 10% of 

their income on energy services in 1988. Secondly, Boardman argued that expenditures 

on energy services are disproportionate, if they are higher than the double median 

expenditure on energy services—and the median of the UK population was at ~5% in 

1988 (Boardman, 2010, p. 22).  

Typically, Boardman’s 10% threshold is presented as a definition throughout the 

literature by friends and foes alike (Boardman, 2010; Liddell et al., 2011; Heindl, 2013; 

Liddell et al., 2011; Moore, 2012; Kopatz, 2013; Thomson & Snell, 2013).12 However, 

it is actually not a definition but rather an indicator. To assess the adequacy of the 10% 

threshold, we need a definition against which we can assess the threshold and its 

different rationales. This means that a number of criticisms against the 10% threshold 

miss the target. For instance, the 10% threshold has been often criticized that it 

identifies some people with medium and high incomes as energy poor (Hills, 2012, 

pp. 29–31). Even the royal family of the UK is allegedly close to being fuel poor given 

the high energy costs of their energy-inefficient real estate (Blair, 2011). At the same 

time, some point out that in some cases even less than a 10% share of energy 

expenditure on income can be too much for an household (Kopatz, 2013, p. 68). In other 

words, the 10% threshold produces false negatives and false positives. This should be 

expected from any indicator. What needs to be examined is if their amount is tolerable 

and if the indicator shows systematic bias. Additionally, the charge that the 10% 

                                                 

12 Consider Hills, a critic of the 10% threshold: ‘At present, the official measurement of fuel 

poverty is through the use of a definition set out in the UK Fuel Poverty Strategy 2001. 

This states that a household is fuel poor if it would need to spend more than 10 per cent of 

its income to achieve adequate energy services in the home’ (Hills, 2012, p. 29).  
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threshold is arbitrary (Hills, 2012, pp. 29–31) loses much of its force, as the charge of 

arbitrariness is much more severe for definitions than for indicators.  

All this means that controversies surrounding the validity of the 10% threshold 

(or other indicators) do not mean that energy poverty is not or cannot be consensually 

defined. The 10% threshold may pick the proper instances of energy poverty 

sufficiently well in one geography but not in another. We should expect some plurality 

here, as energy poverty depends on a variety of circumstances and comes in various 

shapes. Different climates require different types and levels of energy services (e.g. 

warmth is only relevant in regions with cold winters). A similar plurality of measures 

and indicators can generally be observed in poverty research.  

Furthermore, the use of energy services required for participation in society is 

constantly changing (e.g. the amount of energy needed for computers, mobile phones, 

tablets and televisions) and is relative to the level of development in a particular 

geography. Even within a particular society, adequate energy consumption differs—

some members of society (children, disabled people, long-term unemployed, or the 

elderly) have higher energy needs.  

Given such complexities, measures should be fine-grained and 

multidimensional, amongst other factors incorporating income, energy efficiency, 

access, preferences and needs, social norms and subjective factors.13 Indicators as the 

10% threshold or other expenditure-based indicators require much less data input and 

allow tracking policies on a macro-level. Their validity could then be checked in terms 

of their correlation with a more fine-grained (multi-dimensional) measure. 

                                                 

13 The consensual measurement approach, for example, may be seen as an example of a measure 

(Healy, 2004; Thomson & Snell, 2013). 
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It is beyond the scope of this paper to dig deeper here but it should be clear that 

a plurality of approaches to measure and indicate energy poverty does not discredit the 

use of the concept in public policy. Neither should current controversies about the right 

indicator nor instances of false positives or negatives put the value of the concept in 

question.  

Towards a needs-based definition of energy poverty 

Given the considerations above, a robust definition of energy poverty is still needed. 

The comprehensive scope of term requires such a definition to be broad and open to a 

variety of different circumstances. This is what will be the focus in the remainder of this 

section.  

Currently, there are three different clusters of energy poverty definitions. The 

first understanding, primarily of British origin, applies energy poverty to income-poor 

people that face unreasonable or excessive costs. These approaches follow the WHECA 

definition quoted above (Hills, 2012, p. 24). The Hills report, for example, identifies a 

person as energy poor if she has a low income and faces excessive energy expenditures 

compared to the rest of the population. This understanding can also be seen as the 

rationale behind the 10% threshold, given that Boardman justifies it with the claim that 

a double median income share of energy expenditures is excessive.  

The second group of definitions typically characterizes energy poverty with the 

lack of access to modern energy sources (Moellendorf, 2014, p. 17; Pereira et al., 2011, 

p. 169;  Li et al., 2014, pp. 476–477). This understanding goes back to the International 

Energy Agency (International Energy Agency, 2002). Typically, approaches based on 

this type of definition identify a household as energy poor if it lacks access to the 
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electricity grid, clean cooking facilities and / or other energy related facilities or 

appliances.  

Obviously, these definitions mirror the distinction between energy poverty and 

fuel poverty. But if one rejects this distinction, what could be a sensible definition for 

energy poverty? The literature offers a third type of definition that identifies a person as 

energy poor if her energy-related basic needs are not met. For example, Foster et al. 

have held that ‘[a] household is said to be fuel poor if its energy consumption does not 

meet basic energy needs’ (Foster et al., 2000, p. 2). The French government has stated 

that ‘précarité énergétique’ applies to individuals with difficulties to meet their basic 

energy needs due to the inadequacy of their resources or housing conditions (Dubois 

2012). Buzar understands energy poverty as ‘the inability to heat the home up to a 

socially- and materially-necessitated level’ (Buzar, 2007, p. 9), while the Irish 

government refers to the inability to afford adequate warmth (Office for Social 

Inclusion, 2007). In context of Brazil, Pereira et al. argue for an approach that 

understands energy poverty as the condition in which the fulfillment of basic needs is 

affected by a lack of energy (Pereira et al., 2011, p. 169). Needs-based definitions can 

encompass a plurality of ways in which needs are not fulfilled. This is, after all, what a 

Mozambican household without access to electricity and American household that 

cannot afford to heat sufficiently have in common: in some way or another, their needs 

relating to energy consumption are not met. Dropping the dichotomy of fuel and energy 

poverty, a needs-based definition is the most attractive definitional understanding of 

energy poverty.  

The plausibility of a needs-based understanding of energy poverty can be 

illustrated by looking at Hills’ understanding of energy poverty. Hills endorses the 

WHECA definition and hence an excessive cost definition of energy poverty (Hills, 
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2012, pp. 7–8). In proposing a new indicator, he analytically assumes that only people 

with required energy costs above a society’s median can be energy poor.14 This means 

that a poor person with energy costs below the median would not be considered energy 

poor, even if she were unable to heat her home adequately.  

Now, one could respond to such criticism that such cases are indeed false 

negatives but that it will have to be checked if the number of such cases is intolerably 

high. But this is not Hills’ response. Rather, he argues that such persons should not 

count as energy poor because ‘it is not clear that their energy bills are at the core of their 

financial problems’ (Hills, 2012, p. 36). This response makes clear that Hills does not 

conceptualize energy poverty in terms of the needs of individuals but in terms of an 

individual’s energy expenditures relative to other people’s energy expenditures. If an 

individual expenditure is not excessive, she cannot be energy poor.  

Yet, as a specific poverty concept, energy poverty should not be about the core 

of a person’s financial problems or the excessiveness of her spending compared to 

others—but rather about the deprivation that a person experiences. This is much in line 

with the justification of energy poverty as a separate concept given above. The Hills 

example shows the counter-intuitive implications of an excessive cost understanding of 

energy poverty. A similar argument could be construed against access approaches that 

put material conditions rather than individual deprivation in the center of their 

understanding of energy poverty. Material conditions—or the relative cost of energy—

may help to indicate energy poverty. But what ultimately matters is individual 

deprivation. More could be said about what it means to have one’s energy-related needs 

                                                 

14 His second criteria is that a household needs to be left with a residual income below the 

official poverty line after energy expenses (Hills, 2012, p. 33). 
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unfulfilled. But what should have become clear is that needs-based definitions differ 

from the other two types of definitions—and that this makes a difference.  

Conclusion 

There is large body of empirical research on energy poverty by now. Yet, there is little 

systematic investigation into the nature and justification of the concept. This paper aims 

at closing this gap. In particular two challenges are addressed: the claims that specific 

poverty concepts like energy poverty are superfluous and misleading; and the claim that 

the meaning and scope of term is too unclear to be helpful in public policy. 

Against the first challenge, the paper argues that the concept of energy poverty 

ought to be introduced as a separate concept for mainly three reasons: energy poverty 

leads to severe deprivations related to a variety of basic needs; energy poverty is 

irreducible to (income) poverty; and energy poverty is an urgent problem in developing 

and developed countries and a threat to the success of climate change policies.  

Against the second challenge, I have argued that there are good reasons to stick 

to energy poverty as the comprehensive term to cover all types of energy-related 

deprivation and in particular avoid a dichotomy between energy and fuel poverty. 

Additionally, definitions, measures and indicators should be carefully distinguished in 

the debate. Given the complexity of the phenomena, a variety of measures and indicator 

and false positive / negative cases should be expected but not disqualify the concept of 

energy poverty in general.  

Finally, three types of definitions for energy poverty were discussed. Of these, a 

needs-based conceptualization of energy poverty appears to be the most plausible. An 

exact definition—and adequate measures and indicators—will have to be developed 

elsewhere. Yet, the arguments provided here should help convince skeptics in national 



Article V: Defending the Concept of Energy Poverty 

______________________________________________________________________ 

24 

 

governments and international organizations that they should no longer ignore the very 

idea of energy poverty.  
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