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Abstract 

Design for sustainability transitions is an emerging area of research and practice which integrates and 

expands theories of sustainability science, design and transition management. Recently sustainability 

transitions have been framed as design challenges with three main dimensions: creative, technical and 

political (Gaziulusoy & Ryan, 2017).  With references to the multi-level perspective of system 

innovations, design for sustainability transitions investigates the niche socio-cultural practices and 

technologies to develop and analyse design scenarios for alternative futures using participatory 

approaches. Degrowth as a civic movement that challenges the continuous economic growth as a 

policy making goal, converges design for sustainability transitions in its holistic understanding of a 

need for systemic change. Yet, recent discussions in degrowth have called for a deeper understanding 

of actors that would carry out such transitions. This includes taking into consideration questions of 

power, gender, class, ethnicity and inter-species interactions, which are at times overlooked in 

analyses. It is our position that there is a need for expansion, diversification and deepening of 

theoretical groundings of design for sustainability transitions as well. In this article we provide a short 

history of this research and practice area, frame a theoretical perspective on degrowth integrating the 

implications of current relevant questions, integrate this theoretical perspective with design for 

sustainability transitions theories, and discuss implications for design and policy practice as well as 

degrowth research.    
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Thought expands but paralyses, action animates but narrows.  

-Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

Introduction 

The biophysical and socio-technical trends indicate that we as humanity are approaching towards 

tipping points which, unless confronted generatively, imaginatively and urgently, impose increasing 

risks over sustainment of conditions that support human life and countless other species on Earth 

(Dearing et al., 2014; Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2012). Over the past couple of decades 

there has been an increasing acknowledgement, first within the research community followed by 

governments and businesses, that there is a need for structural, and in some cases radical, changes in 

systems that support human society (Loorbach, 2010). These structural changes are often referred to 

as sustainability transitions. Nevertheless, the interpretations of this acknowledgement in policy-

making failed to recognise that the essence of such systemic changes is politico-economic and 

particularly within Europe a technologically optimistic and deterministic position prevailed in line with 

the neoliberal strategic agenda of the European Commission. Certain discussions that have been lively 

and in some cases “heated” within the diverse community dealing with sustainability research on 

qualities of the political-economic system that is appropriate for dealing with the socio-technical-

ecological complex of sustainability problems had not found much of an audience outside of the 

academic institution with the exception of a couple of local governments (e.g. Barcelona, Bologna 

initiatives). One such body of discussion relates to the perceived need for degrowth.   

  

Degrowth (DG) movement engages various actors, such as citizens, activists, academics, and decision-

makers (Demaria et al., 2013). Degrowth thinking challenges the omnipotence of continuous 

exponential economic growth on the basis that the limits of our planet have already been exceeded. 

We cannot escape the fact that energy cannot be recycled, which again affects the understanding of 

the limits to growth based on more use of materials and energy (Martínez-Alier, 2012). Latouche 

(2009) argues that many may agree with these notions, but few consider it possible to detach from 

the vicious cycle of economic growth. Instead, growth has become a paradigm that needs to be 

sustained, because it is the unquestioned basis for social security, labour markets, policy-making, 

citizenship, and corporate activities. Thus, degrowth debates do not only concern decreasing material 

throughput but a need for holistic paradigm change (Paulson, 2017). For example, it is shown that 

well-being in the industrialised global North does not follow from continuous economic growth (see 

for example Latouche, 2009). Instead, people suffer from growth-based lifestyles, as manifested in 

increasing obesity, depression, and burn-out.  

 

Transitions to sustainability has recently been framed as design challenges with creative, technical and 

political dimensions rather than being problems that can be addressed solely through development 

and deployment of technology (Gaziulusoy & Ryan, 2017). Design for sustainability transitions (DFST) 

is now recognised as the emergent edge of design for sustainability field (Ceschin & Gaziulusoy, 2016) 

although the origins of this new area goes as far back as late 1990s (Gaziulusoy & Erdoğan Öztekin, 

2018). As an emerging area, there is not yet a unified and empirically validated theoretical foundation 

however the contributions so far integrated insights from sustainability science, system innovations 

and transitions theories, social practice theory, futures studies, complex systems theories, product-

service systems, social innovation, value-based design, and user innovation (e.g.  Cipolla & Peruccio, 
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2008;  Dewberry & Johnson (2010);   Gaziulusoy (2010);  Gaziulusoy & Brezet (2015); Kossoff (2011);   

Kossoff, Tonkinwise & Irwin (2015); Ceschin (2012);  Ryan (2013);  Heiskanen et al. (2014);  Mok & 

Hyysalo (2018)). The common position adopted in these contributions is an emphasis on normativity; 

that to achieve sustainability the society should not rely on projections of the present and that there 

is a need to create visions for alternative futures to shift the projected trajectory of the present (which 

is unsustainable) towards those that are aiming at the visions.      

 

This paper is a collaboration between a social scientist and a design researcher whose research focus 

include degrowth and design for sustainability transitions respectively. It explores the broad question 

of “How to advance the needed systemic sustainability transitions?” by reflecting on the intersection 

of DFST and DG, trying to identify potential contributions each research and practice area can make 

to the other. We aim to address (1) what design for sustainability transitions theory and practice can 

learn from degrowth theories and movement and (2) how degrowth movement can utilise design for 

sustainability transitions. 

Design for Sustainability Transitions Theory and Practice  

Origins and map of the research space 

This section is based on a recent article by Gaziulusoy and Erdogan Oztekin (2018). The origins of 

design for sustainability transitions goes as far back to late 1990s when at the time ongoing research 

into development of sustainable technologies in the Netherlands influenced thinking of ecodesign 

scholars. Brezet (1997) identified four types of ecodesign innovations with increasing potential of 

environmental improvements: product improvement, product redesign, function innovation and 

system innovation. He explained system innovations as changes that are required in infrastructure 

and organisations as a result of new products and services. The early endeavours of situating the social 

and everyday life in design dealing with radical system changes can be observed in the work of Young 

et al. (2001). It was not until a decade later the first PhDs integrating theories of system innovations 

and transitions with design were completed (Gaziulusoy, 2010; Joore 2010; Ceschin, 2012), 

nevertheless, a conference held in 2008 provides evidence that sustainability transitions related 

thinking in design across the board was well underway before the first PhDs in the area were 

completed (Cipolla & Peruccio, 2008). Late 2000s and early 2010s have seen a significant influence of 

system innovations and transitions theories (Geels, 2005; Loorbach, 2007; 2010) in design for 

sustainability work. These theories provided some foundations on how socio-technical 

transformations happen and how they can be steered so that design researchers could start to 

establish links between design theory and practice and sustainability transitions. The three PhDs 

mentioned above, although fundamentally based on system innovations and transitions theories, 

generated a set of theoretical (and operational) frameworks with similarities but also differences. 

Kossoff (2011), on the other hand, situated his work in philosophy, social ecology, and everyday life 

discourse without any reference to system innovations and transitions theories. Building on ideas of 

Kossoff (2011), Irwin (2015a) published an article presenting a transition design framework for design 

education, research and practice. This article has coined the term transition design and popularised it 

within the broader community of design academics and practitioners. She situated transition design 

as an emerging area at the end of a design continuum, following service design and design for social 

innovation, thereby, making links between transition design and other new areas of design for 

sustainability. In 2012, Carnegie Mellon University, School of Design have started to implement 
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curriculum formulated using transition design as an umbrella framework across all levels of design 

education (Irwin, 2015c). In 2015, the first journal Special Issue on transition design was published 

(Kossoff, Irwin & Willis, 2015). The other key work in the development of this emerging field include 

an exploratory study on the roles of design in transition processes (Gaziulusoy & Ryan, 2017), explicit 

use of particular design approaches in transition projects (Mok & Hyysalo, 2018; Mok & Gaziulusoy, 

2018), and investigations of evidences of user involvement in the design and diffusion of new 

technologies in transition projects (Heiskanen et al., 2014; Hyysalo et al., 2017). 

 

Theoretical underpinnings  

The works cited above have some overlapping and some different theoretical underpinnings. 

Gaziulusoy’s (2010) work (see also subsequent publications, Gaziulusoy, Boyle & McDowall, 2013; 

Gaziulusoy & Brezet, 2015) is significantly influenced by the ideas of sustainability science, particularly 

by complex adaptive systems theories. Joore’s work (2010) (also Joore & Brezet (2015)) is situated in 

industrial design, systems engineering, sustainable product development, system innovations and 

socio-technical transitions theories. Ceschin (2012) (also Ceschin 2014a; 2014b) based his work on 

product-service systems, strategic design, system innovations and transitions theories, and strategic 

niche management. The theoretical underpinnings of Kossoff (2011) (and subsequently Kossoff, 

Tonkinwise & Irwin, 2015; Irwin 2015a; Irwin 2015b; Irwin, Tonkinwise & Kossoff, 2015) are stretched 

across  chaos and complexity theory, Goethean science, holism, needs theory, everyday life discourse, 

indigenous knowledge, post-normal science, social psychology, social practice theory, alternative 

economies, and, socio-technical system innovations and transitions theories. All of this work, despite 

similarities and differences in theoretical underpinnings and systemic scopes, put an emphasis on 

linking design action in the short-term with visions of desirable and sustainable futures in the long-

term, therefore demonstrating a preference for normative outcomes.  

 

Although there is an emphasis on normativity of outcomes of design for sustainability transitions in all 

this work, there are also differences in the characteristics of the normative outcomes argued for. For 

example, according to Gaziulusoy (2010) sustainability is not an absolute property; it can only be 

established relative to the nominal lifespan of the system to be sustained. Whether the subject system 

has reached its nominal lifespan can only be assessed ex post facto. Therefore, sustainability cannot 

be measured (at least in absolute terms) but sustainable systems can be envisioned and enacted upon 

across relevant system levels and timeframes. Joore (2010) on the other hand, does not take up a 

mission for developing an elaborate frame for sustainability. Instead, he simply adopts a definition 

from an earlier work by Tukker and Tischner (2006); that is causing minimum negative environmental 

impact while maximizing social well-being and maximizing economic added value. Ceschin (2012), 

although minimal, provide some discussion touching on some overarching themes in sustainability 

discourse such as growth, equity and limits. He argues that sustainability can only be achieved by 

drastically reducing consumption of environmental resources, at least by 90%, compared to the 

average consumption by mature industrialised contexts, and by equally distributing them. Kossoff 

(2011) argues that sustainability requires not only ecological, social, economic, but also cultural, 

political, existential problems to be addressed so that everyday life becomes sustainable again across 

its all domains. He is against quantitative framings of sustainability and advocates qualitative 

understandings that incorporate non-utilitarian, in addition to utilitarian, human activities. The 

subsequent discussions and framings in Kossoff, Tonkinwise & Irwin (2015), Irwin (2015a), Irwin 
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(2015b), Irwin, Tonkinwise & Kossoff (2015) do not discuss in detail theories that inform framings of 

sustainability but reflect the ideas elaborated in Kossoff (2011). The position adopted in these works 

can be summarised as sustainability being a place-based property of globally networked communities, 

informed by evolving visions which propose whole lifestyles and diffuses in everyday practices. 

 

Design for Sustainability Transitions in Practice 

As an emerging area, design for sustainability transitions has very recently started to penetrate into 

design practice. It is a promising sign that designers have started to be commissioned in transitions 

projects for strategic roles than solely for working on the creation of conventional design outputs (such 

as visualisations and product concepts). For example, a design-led transitions project in Australia 

commissioned a total of sixteen professional designers with backgrounds in architecture, urban 

design, industrial design, service design and interaction design to facilitate visioning processes in 

participatory stakeholder workshops, to assist the project researchers in synthesising knowledge from 

a variety of resources and expertise bases and to develop visualised and narrated proposals for 

alternative, low-carbon, resilient urban futures (Gaziulusoy & Ryan, 2017). In another project about 

energy transitions in Finland, value sensitive design research and implementation was used to deal 

with the socio-technical complexity associated with placing solar panels on the roof of a heritage 

building (Mok & Hyysalo, 2018).  

 

Of course, playing roles as designers in transitions projects and being transition designers, although 

interrelated, come with nuances. Designers are already equipped with skills and knowledge that are 

invaluable within the contexts of transition projects (Gaziulusoy & Ryan, 2017). But being a transition 

designer require skills, knowledge as well as professional and personality traits that are not yet 

considered widely as “designerly traits”. Irwin (2015a) counts “mindset and posture” as one of the 

four core elements of transition design framework. According to her, the mindset and posture 

required from transition designers cover self-reflection, inquiry into one’s own value set, a willingness 

to transform from within, openness, holistic worldview, community centredness, humility, ability to 

lead and being lead, and transdisciplinary collaboration. These new designerly traits go hand-in-hand 

with new attitudes, skills and knowledge that are necessary for designers. Ceschin (2012) mentions a 

few of these including broadening design scope, accommodating short-, medium- and long-term 

perspectives in projects, building up and working within broader networks of stakeholders, adopting 

an experimental and learning-based design attitude and knowledge of how socio-technical system 

changes happen. 

 

What is next? 

The foundational theories that underlie early contributions in design for transitions cover complex 

adaptive systems theories, sustainability science, system innovations and transitions theories, social 

practice theory and environmental ethics. These are essential theories for informing futures of design 

practice that can play a role in sustainability transitions. Nevertheless, this emerging field can and 

should also learn from other theories that are currently informing design and penetrating its zone of 

comfort. For example, design in general should shake the dominance of human-centredness in theory 

and practice as it is a necessary foundation but too anthropocentric to lead design practice into the 

future on its own. Design for sustainability transitions should develop ways to give voice to voiceless 

both in its epistemology and methodology as the essential aim should cover creating just futures as 
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well as sustainable ones. For this purpose, design in general and transition design specifically can learn 

from feminist theory, animal studies, post-humanist ethnography, political ecology and literature on 

decolonising methodology. Some of these literatures have been integrated into design though 

contributions of pioneering work in the recent years (for example, Avila, 2017; Jönsson & Lenskjold, 

2014; Schalk, Kristiansson & Mazé, 2017; Tlostanova, 2017). There is urgency to further explore 

implications of these literatures in design and derive insights and lessons for development of transition 

design theory and practice. 

Degrowth Theory and Practice 

There are excellent overviews of degrowth thinking (see for example Asara, Otero, Demaria, & 

Corbera, 2015; D’Alisa, Demaria, & Kallis, 2014; Demaria, Schneider, Sekulova, & Martinez-Alier, 2013; 

Jackson, 2009; Latouche, 2009; Weiss & Cattaneo, 2017). They discuss main ideas, the diversity and 

depth of the discussions, and the criticism from various positions. According to Paulson (2017, p. 426), 

‘debates about what degrowth is, is not, or ought to be entail extraordinary theoretical and normative 

complexity’. Recent critical and emerging discussions in degrowth have called for a deeper 

understanding of how degrowth could be achieved. This includes taking into consideration questions 

of power, gender, class, ethnicity, inter-species interactions, different geographical locations, which 

are at times overlooked in analyses. Since degrowth has many interesting debates impossible to 

summarise in a short paper, here we chose the discussions that aim to advance the debates and draw 

from ongoing discussions overlapping degrowth community and debates.  

North-South relations and de-colonialism 

Some argue that degrowth should first take place in the global North, where the ecological footprint 

of people is much higher compared to the global South, although this view has been also challenged 

by calling for a more equal distribution of wealth, a world-system view, and post-development 

discourse (Escobar, 2015; Gerber & Raina, 2018). Connecting the criticism of development with 

degrowth is still emerging (Beling et al., 2018; Bendix, 2017; Escobar, 2015), although authors, such as 

Latouche (2009), have shown how shared cultural understandings of development are harmful and 

result in colonialism. Degrowth debates, according to Belig et al. (2018), are part of 'discourses of 

transition' (Escobar, 2015), which have ‘global aspirations’ to ‘bend the developmental trajectories 

worldwide’ (Beling et al., 2018, p. 306).  

 

There are different traditions in different parts of the world. For instance, degrowth movement is 

located in Europe, while Buen Vivir is understood to be developed in Latin America (Beling et al., 2018). 

While the latter focuses on the criticism of development, Bendix (2017) found that the German 

degrowth movement (Postwachstum) hosts different perspectives, from which ecofeminist and anti-

capitalist movements address North-South ‘interdependencies’. 

 

The ‘meshwork’, i.e. loose networks of degrowth invites collaboration between regions with various 

local initiatives (Escobar, 2015; Harcourt, 2014). Authors invite actors to come together and learn from 

one another in order to advance the criticism of development and create ways of being in and for 

degrowth societies (Beling et al., 2018; Escobar, 2015; Harcourt, 2014). 

Democracy, activism and local initiatives 
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Some debates touch upon democracies and democratic decision-making (Deriu, 2012). According to 

Demaria et al. (2013, p. 199), ‘degrowth is a response to the lack of democratic debates on economic 

development, growth, technological innovation and advancement’. There are different approaches 

toward how solutions for degrowth are or should be developed beyond existing institutions. The 

actions related to degrowth vary from oppositional activism and building alternatives to reformism, in 

which the aim is to work with existing institutions (Demaria et al., 2013). Many emphasise the 

importance of community-based initiatives (Sekulova, Anguelovski, Argüelles, & Conill, 2017), while it 

is recognised that action is needed on all levels, namely local, national and global (Demaria et al., 

2013). 

 

Based on a survey conducted among degrowth activists, Eversberg and Schmelzer (2018) concluded 

that the respondents represented five clusters, namely (1) sufficiency-oriented critics of civilisation, 

(2) immanent reformers, (3) voluntarist-pacifist idealists, (4) the modernist-rationalist Left, and (5) the 

alternative practical Left. Finally, despite different foci, degrowth thinking is developed in 

collaboration and learning between activists and academics (Demaria et al., 2013). 

Gender dimension, feminist economics, and ecofeminism 

According to Prieto and Domínguez-Serrano (2017, p. 223), ‘women’s greater responsibility in human 

and environmental care or the greater impact that ecological damage has on them, due to the 

gendered division of labour, are issues that have not been fully discussed by the degrowth movement’. 

This is reflected in the degrowth writings by a focus on the needed changes of production systems, 

‘but not the reproduction system’ (Prieto & Domínguez-Serrano, 2017, p. 229). In addition, most 

(highly cited) degrowth scholars are men. Consequently, authors call for including ecofeminist 

analyses and feminist economics to degrowth thinking (Barca, 2017; Harcourt, 2014; Prieto & 

Domínguez-Serrano, 2017; Martínez-Alier, 2012). 

Employment, labour and work 

While degrowth is recognised as a social movement, it is rarely connected with labour movements or 

labour unions (Barca, 2017). In the face of contemporary developments, paid labour has started to 

erode as a source of livelihood, while at the same time the ecological impoverishments are alarming. 

These developments call for new understandings of employment, work, and labour. One of the 

dilemmas emerges from how to maintain a sufficient livelihood for people during and after the 

transition to a post-fossil fuel society (Barca, 2017). 

Non-human animals and interspecies solidarity 

In addition to gendered division of human labour, also animals work (Coulter, 2017). Moreover, animal 

rights in a human-centric world is an on-going discussion. Implicitly, some include making connections 

between the maltreatment of animals and the paradigm of continuous economic growth (Hamilton & 

McCabe, 2016). Many calculations about the ecological impacts of humans assume that ‘humans have 

the right the use most of the planet’ (Martínez-Alier, 2012, p. 63). Consequently, including non-human 

animals in the democratic negotiations about economy is a probable future issue also for the degrowth 

movement (Deriu, 2012). For example, Bogadóttir and Skarðhamar Olsen (2017) discuss Faroese pilot 

whaling. They link the practice to the discussions of degrowth by framing it as a local non-growth-

oriented means of food production. 
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Discussion and Closure 

In this section we address our research questions: (1) What can design for sustainability transitions 

theory and practice learn from degrowth theories and movement? (2) How can degrowth movement 

utilise design for sustainability transitions? This paper is a collaboration between a social scientist and 

a design researcher whose research focus include degrowth and design for sustainability transitions 

respectively. Thus, in the spirit of appreciative inquiry, we highlight strengths that we see in each 

other’s field. 

 

The strength of DFST lies in the focus on solutions. Since degrowth movement includes an array of 

various perspectives, there is a wide spectrum of activities that are considered to result in sustainable 

degrowth. While such a diversity is fruitful for democratic discussions, some processes would benefit 

from convergence that results from DFST. Moreover, the power of hope present in DFST should not 

be bypassed. While hope may be interpreted as naivety, it also represents an ability to face troubling 

issues and still be able to function (Macy & Johnstone, 2012). DFST approaches seem to encompass 

such hopeful stance, in which troubling and wicked issues are pragmatically addressed one step at a 

time.  

 

Thus, DFST can contribute into DG research and practice by a number of ways. First, DFST hosts 

theories on how to achieve transitions, which could be applied to achieving sustainable degrowth. 

Second, DFST includes practical tools to embed long-term thinking in degrowth movement, which 

could in turn assist with developing pathways, thus to demonstrate that degrowth is not necessarily 

fully utopian. Third, DFST creates spaces for hopeful speculation and deliberate creation of pathways 

as well as knowledge on where do these pathways come from. While there exist the dilemma of 

keeping futures open while taking action towards creating alternative futures, action for engaging 

different actors is a strength in DFST. In general, the tendency of DFST to work with the establishment 

to create “institutional innovation” has value, although some bottom-up actors may not see value in 

this.  

 

The strength of DG is evident in the accommodation of multiple perspectives in building of theory and 

practice and therefore paying close attention to discussions on topics that are highly relevant to 

“creating better futures” (which is what DFST is essentially aiming for) for all, including the 

“suppressed” and the “voiceless”. While these discussions are prevalent in the broader design theory, 

they have not yet been integrated into DFST thinking in such depth and richness. These discussions 

have not penetrated into DFST mainly because transitions theories that informed earlier theory 

development in DFST have been agnostic about growth and the transitions practice followed a 

mainstream European neoliberal agenda, at least have not fundamentally challenged it. The current 

theory of DFST puts emphasis on intervening into political-economy as the core leverage point for 

creating sustainability transformations, thus DFST can benefit from DG discourse to expand and 

strengthen its theoretical core. In addition, as one main foundation of DFST practice is creation of 

imaginaries that are radically different than the projection of present, the diverse discussions in DG 

can feed into these imaginaries immensely as assist them diverge from “business-as-usual” proposals.      

 

This paper has started a discussion on the interface between DG and DFST. We have collaboratively 

explored how DFST and DG contribute into each other. It seems that, on one hand the strengths of DG 



 
Paper presented at the 6th International Degrowth Conference 

August 21-25, 2018, Malmö, Sweden 

 

and DFST are complementary but on the other hand they are also paradoxical: What makes DG strong 

from the perspective of DFST is its divergence and expanding theoretical positions on degrowth 

whereas what makes DFST strong from the perspective of DG is its aim for convergence, for creating 

actionable insights and making interventions in systems. This creates an unresolved dilemma; the 

dilemma of how to carry on critical discussions while at the same time articulating imaginaries and 

pathways for alternative futures. This resonates with the quote from Goethe we cited at the beginning 

of our article and perhaps constitutes an “edge” for theory and practice of sustainability transitions 

that can be deliberated together by scholars from both fields.    
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