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Introduction

In Securing the Future, the UK’s much-vaunted sustainable development strategy (DEFRA, 2005), sustainable development itself is conceptualised in terms of two components:
1. “Living within environmental limits. Respecting the limits of the planet’s environment, resources and biodiversity – to improve our environment and ensure that the natural resources needed for life are unimpaired and remain so for future generations.” 

2. “Ensuring a strong, healthy and just society. Meeting the diverse needs of all people in existing and future communities, promoting personal well-being, social cohesion and inclusion, and creating equal opportunity for all.”
As such, the notion of well-being lies right at the heart of the UK’s sustainable development policy. Arguably, in fact, this is not so new – whilst sustainable development has often been conceptualised as a challenge to orthodox economic development, it has always been a challenge to pursue a different pathway towards the same goal: maximising human well-being. In the familiar Brundtland formulation (WCED, 1987), this goal is cast in terms of needs satisfaction; sustainable development is that which “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. In the UK’s 1999 strategy, it is expressed in terms of the quality of life; sustainable development is “ensuring a better quality of life for everyone, now and for generations to come” (DETR, 1999). An explicit commitment in the strategy was, “In order to get a better understanding and focus on wellbeing, by the end of 2006 the Government will sponsor cross-disciplinary work to bring together existing research and international experience and to explore how policies might change with an explicit wellbeing focus” (p. 23). nef (the new economics foundation) was commissioned to undertake one of four research projects, exploring the relationships and tensions between well-being and sustainability (Marks et al., 2006a) (Editor’s note. This can be seen at the following web address.  It is summarised in this presentation).

http://www.defra.gov.uk/science/project_data/DocumentLibrary/SD12007/SD12007_4606_FRP.pdf


What is SD for?

The very need to have a “sustainable development” policy implies that current development model is unsustainable. In other words:
1. we are using the planet’s resources faster than they can be replaced through natural processes, and

2. current high levels of material throughput and resource consumption (i.e. the incumbent model of “development”) are chiefly responsible for this
From the perspective of well-being, this seems to place us in an unenviable position. Conventional economic theory assumes that rising consumer expenditure is strongly (or, at least, monotonically) related to individuals’ WB. This partially accounts for the enduring popularity of using income and GDP as proxies for welfare, despite many well-rehearsed arguments about why they may not be satisfactory for this end.

Nonetheless, if the assumption is true and current material consumption really is unsustainable, we seem to have a bleak choice. Either we carry on consuming and developing in the unsustainable manner we have done so far, in which case we compromise WB for future generations due to resource depletion and environmental damage, or else we seriously curtail our current levels of consumption and so, by implication, compromise our WB now. 

How to understand WB and sustainability

This analysis has some striking implications for how we should conceptualise the relationship between environmental sustainability and individual well-being. Of course, it is important to consider how a changing environment might impact – positively and negatively – on the well-being of future generations. This involves considering links between the environment and the individual – i.e. the ways in which climate change, air pollution, resource degradation and so on will impact on people’s day-to-day living. 

But as well as exploring the impacts of a changing environment on well-being, it is also necessary to explore how changing the current, unsustainable model of development might affect well-being. Would curtailing consumption now really compromise our well-being in significant ways, or is it possible that there could be a “double dividend”? In other words, could we live better by consuming less, or at least differently? To understand this, we argue that it is necessary to consider how individuals’ behaviour is mediated by the current socio-economic system. 

We suggest drawing a distinction between three broad levels or “pathways” between WB and environmental sustainability:

· transparent in which the relationship between environmental sustainability and well-being is direct and immediate. Some examples of transparent pathways might be evidence of the negative impacts of increasing levels of ambient air pollution on physical and psychological well-being, or risks to health associated with changes in the distribution of disease vectors. Also here would be some psychological findings such as research which suggests subjective well-being might be increased through merely being exposed to green space.

· semi-transparent pathways where the same action or behaviour has direct relevance for both the individual’s WB and the environment. Here we are thinking of issues like driving, flying, recycling – where there are direct environmental consequences flowing from the individual’s choices, but also direct consequences for their well-being. 

· opaque pathways in which the relationship exists is wholly or largely indirect. Here we are primarily thinking about two categories of things:

1) values and attitudes associated with unsustainable consumption, and hence the impact not of consumption itself, but of actually holding these values and attitudes on individuals. These is, for example, an extensive literature showing detrimental effects of holding strongly materialist values – clearly, the prevalence of such values is also a factor in unsustainable consumption at the macro level.

2) the impact of a consumption-based economy on social structures and institutions. Here we are thinking of things like decline of social institutions such as marriage and family, rise in various social and psychological pathologies, many of which can be traced to a structural need within the system for individualist, consumption-focused values.

[image: image1.emf]
Where this leads

Clearly it would be neither easy nor sensible to simply abandon the incumbent socio-economic model in the developed world. On the other hand, because consumption behaviour ultimately mediates the key pathways between environmental sustainability and individual well-being, the potential need for dramatic changes in the way that we consume must be taken seriously. 

In our view, policy-makers should take seriously the suggestion that, in some significant respects, modern society is adrift in its pursuit of well-being. Not only are we compromising the well-being of future generations though the pressure our lifestyles exert on the environment, some evidence suggests that the incumbent, individual-focused consumption model has detrimental impacts for individuals and society. 

This raises the question of whether people could make significant changes to their current consumption behaviour and reap benefits in terms of how they feel about themselves and their lives? There are at least three key tensions that would need to be negotiated. Firstly, people feel threatened by anticipated losses, even though evidence suggests that they would adapt to lifestyle ‘downshifting’ more quickly and more completely than they anticipate. Secondly, many of the potential gains to well-being from behaviour change are likely to be lagged: i.e. only realised in the relatively long term. Thirdly, individuals rationalise (not unreasonably) that changing their own behaviour will not have any impact unless others do likewise; this implies prescriptive, top-down policies. However, these in turn risk compromising individual autonomy and thus negating potential benefits to well-being. 

Conclusions

The challenge for sustainable development policy is to manage the transition to a materially lighter and more sustainable economy in a manner that: 

1. minimises short-term detriments to well-being that result from reduced consumption opportunities, whilst persuading people of the need to change their behaviours; and,

2. maximises the possibility of long-term well-being benefits by ensuring that positive attitudes and beliefs about the value of the environment and the true routes to personal well-being  are the cultural norm.

This is no small task.
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