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Abstract: This paper offers an analytical model for policy analysis. It aims at 
providing a comprehensive framework of instruments to assess whether  
and how a policy is leading towards sustainability in a broad, deep and 
transformational sense. It uses the theoretical principles of green political 
economy to develop analytical axes, namely social-ecological resilience, 
capabilities for human flourishing and strong sustainability. Furthermore, 
critical processes are articulated in order to search for additional sources of 
evidence for structural change. These are identified as addressing inequality, 
decoupling development from growth and relocalising the economy. This 
policy analysis framework is designed for policies that integrate environmental, 
social and economic dimensions, for example Integrated Conservation and 
Development Projects, REDD+ programs as well as other all-encompassing 
policies. 
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1 Introduction 

This policy analysis framework was developed to address methodological gaps in the 
green political economy literature. There a body of work arguing the need for structural 
change and proposing ways to address the multiple crises currently experienced, such as 
global economic, environmental, social and political (e.g. refugee crisis). Nevertheless, 
for the development of an effective assessment tool, further syntheses of these arguments 
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and proposals are necessary. Therefore the objective is to offer an extensive framework 
for qualitative policy analysis and interpretation, as well as quantitative options to 
measure and evaluate the intensity and direction of policy impacts, establish baselines 
and monitor outcomes. As a result, an interpretative model can be developed from the 
application of this framework. This model is flexibly composed as researchers can adapt 
for different contexts and policy designs. The idea is to provide a research framework not 
only to evaluate policy, but to appraise it more broadly and interpret whether and how 
policy is promoting structural change.  

The framework was developed through the compilation and analysis of about  
200 journal papers and 100 books from renowned authors from various schools of 
thought related to environmental, social and economic sciences. From those, 96 were 
found useful in terms of operational concepts to articulate a green political economy 
methodology for policy analysis. The relevance of the model lies precisely in the scope-
expanding characteristic of current public policies. In other words, public policies have 
become wider and tend to address not single issues alone, but rather interconnected 
dimensions. As examples, there are the Integrated Conservation and Development 
Projects (ICDPs), national or sub-national REDD+ programs and policies, multilateral 
REDD+ programs (e.g. UN-REDD) and, ensuing the approval of the Warsaw REDD+ 
Framework in the UNFCCC,1 the initial implementation of an internationally regulated 
REDD+ policy. In essence, this model allows for the analysis and interpretation of 
policies that integrate solutions for environmental (and ecological), social and economic 
issues.  

The development of the model is structured in analytical axes formulated from 
political principles and theoretical concepts. In the first section, the theoretical 
foundations and primary interdisciplinary debate are presented to introduce the green 
political economy, defining its conceptual origins. In the second section, the green 
political economy framework for policy analysis acquires shape with the presentation of 
its central principles and themes. In the third section, critical processes for green political 
economy implementation are demonstrated. The fourth and final section presents the 
framework, transforming the central principles and themes, as presented in section three, 
and the critical processes, demonstrated in section four, in operational assessment 
instruments. These are shown in the format of questions to provide guidance on how to 
produce a model from the framework and apply it. 

2 Green political economy: theoretical foundations and debates  

Green Political Economy (GPE) (Barry, 2012) is an emerging school of thought  
within green political theory aiming to offer understanding and solutions to the  
current global crises. It is broad and ambitious in scope. It combines economy, society, 
politics, environment and epistemological debates to discuss causes and remedies for  
all these issues – not addressing single questions alone, but rather underlining their 
interconnectedness.  

The discussions and issues brought about by GPE are not new. Social injustice and 
ecological degradation have been major topics across human civilisation, acquiring 
modern shape with Malthus and Marx in the 19th century. They remain centre-stage in a 
context of global climate, environmental (IPCC, 2013; 2014) and economic crises 
(Chossudovsky and Marshall, 2010; Sachs, 2011). As GPE argues, these are not isolated. 
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The origins are rooted in global political and economic architecture, which entails 
capitalism, consumption, concentration of power and resources, and how decisions are 
taken. This implies social and environmental injustice, inequality and over consumption 
of natural resources. In other words, this global architecture is a framework whereby 
decisions are taken. GPE proposes to add more complex thoughts, such as resilience, into 
this political economy debate. 

Some of the theoretical foundations and debates underpinning GPE include  
currents and schools of thoughts such as political economy, bio-environmentalism, social 
ecology, Marxism, eco-feminism and other derivations. Also important are the  
disputes with ecological modernisation discourse. These disciplines gather the primary 
theoretical elements for starting a discussion on broad policymaking and analysis. The 
interconnectedness of environment, economy, and society is embedded in these 
perspectives. Moreover, within these perspectives there are operational concepts and 
instruments for policy analysis that can be articulated in light of the political and 
theoretical agendas of GPE. 

Political economy is an important foundation for this analytical framework because it 
analyses the distribution of gains from the market, whereas neoclassical economics 
employs rational actor theory to encompass efficiency and maximisation of gains on  
the part of the individual (Gilpin, 2001). Both ask “who gets what, when and how?” 
(Ravenhill, 2014, p.18), although through different lenses. Markets and the economy are 
integrated parts of society, in which economic drivers are embedded in social principles 
such as reciprocity and redistribution. Thus political economy is the complex interaction 
between economics and politics (Polanyi, 2001). It is important because it regulates the 
metabolism between humans and the non-human world. In contrast, the capitalist 
political economy (neoclassical economics applied to political science) is a current 
configuration of state-market-community relations which seeks to dis-embed the market 
from both state and community (Barry, 2012, pp.118–119). The implication of Polanyi’s 
(2001) political economy is that it allows a wider understanding of how the economy is 
politically defined, hence determining the material and ecological dimensions of 
sustainability or unsustainability. Furthermore, it offers a potential reconciliation between 
a politics of non-human and human nature, underlining the primitive accumulation as a 
platform for both political struggle and epistemic transformation (Prudham, 2013). 

Bio-environmentalists in general contribute to the debate by drawing mostly from the 
fields of ecology, conservation biology and resource economics to focus on ecosystems 
and how human and natural processes are holistically integrated. Their input connects 
ecological principles with the political economy debate. Their central argument is that 
human activities are currently surpassing the Earth’s carrying capacity. excessive 
economic growth, consumption, population, and pollution underpin the global ecological 
crisis. Globalisation accelerates this process of depletion through scaling trade and 
extraction of natural resources. The solutions put forward relate mainly to limiting 
population growth, consumption and internalising the value of non-human life into 
policies and institutions (Clapp and Dauvergne, 2005; Boulding, 1966; Georgescu-
Roegen, 1971; Meadows et al., 1972; 2004; Lovelock, 2007; Ehrlich, 1968; Daly, 1973; 
1991; Constanza and Daly, 1992).  

From radical social and economic theories, are derived many strands to contend that 
social and environmental problems are inseparable (Clapp and Dauvergne, 2005), thus 
paving the way for GPE. Ecological Marxism, focusing on materialistic relations, aims  
to synthesise traditional political economy with an ecologically purposeful global 
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perspective. This synthesis calls for the integration of social theory with materially and 
empirically grounded knowledge emerging from the natural sciences (Leveque, 2011). 
From this, ecofeminism, environmentalism of the poor, eco-anarchism, localisation 
movements and other strands originate (Shiva, 1988; Foster, 2013; 2000b; Harvey, 1999; 
Schumacher, 1973; Magdoff and Foster, 2011; Foster et al., 2010; Castree, 2014).2 
Finally and still within this debate, Castree (2014) offers an interesting panorama on 
people’s shared ideas, feelings and beliefs about nature, yielding a categorisation that 
allows the development of tailored research and policy-making aware of subjective 
differences and scopes. Castree (2014) also contributes to this article by showing how to 
make instrumental use of theoretical concepts. 

2.1 Debates with ecological modernisation 

The debate between green political economy and ecological modernisation (EM) 
discourses or theory is fundamental to open conceptual paths and opportunities for the 
implementation of policies oriented by GPE. EM is defined by Maarten Hajer (1995; 
apud: Cato, 2009, p.106) as a discourse that recognises the structural character of the 
environmental crisis, but nevertheless assumes that existing political, economic and 
social institutions can internalise concern for the environment. Milanes and Burhs (2007) 
reframe it as preventative innovation that simultaneously delivers environmental and 
economic benefits. Barry (2007) acknowledges EM as the currently predominant model 
of green economy, based primarily on eco-efficiency, innovation and technological fix. 
As EM maintains that the zero-sum character between environment-economy trade-offs 
is more apparent than real, it has been promptly co-opted by neoliberalism (Barry, 2007).  

Acknowledging that Barry’s (2007) critique refers to the weak or techno-corporatist 
version of EM, which presents the idea of environmental reform by technological fixes 
driven by economic purposes, a second version closer to the GPE also exists. The  
strong or reflexive EM version in fact presents potential synergies with GPE by arguing 
that institutional and democratic changes are necessary to implement environmental 
reform. Strong EM focuses on old political institutions of the nation-state to explain the 
incapacity of executing the necessary reforms, thus resulting in a need to develop 
supranational political institutions and arrangements (Mol and Spaargaren, 2000).  

Indeed the opportunities lie in the insight that capitalism is constantly changing and 
adapting and that the environment has become one the triggers of change. Moreover, 
environmentally sound production and consumption is not feasible under the current 
relations of production and because of that, capitalism itself will alter the relations of 
production to incorporate social and environmental criteria in addition to economic ones 
(Christoff, 1996; Mol and Spaargaren, 2000). Conceptually, this opens the door for the 
dialogue, more precisely with the strong version of EM. 

Looking at neoliberalism to further the EM discussion, it is understood as how the 
neoclassical economics approaches public policymaking. It essentially uses putative 
scientific assumptions to advocate for economic liberalisation, privatisation, free trade, 
open markets, deregulation and reductions in government spending. Neoliberalism’s 
purpose is to implement public policies that enhance the role of the private sector and 
markets in the economy (Barry, 2012). From the recognition that neoliberalism 
predominates in public policymaking (Barry, 2007), Castree (2008a, p.131) asks: “Why 
are human interactions with the nonhuman world being neo-liberalised across the globe?” 
The response involves four fixes offered to the ecological crisis based on neoliberalism’s 
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putative superior capacity for nature stewardship: (i) optimism in efficiency and 
technology; (ii) privatising and marketising will solve the problem of the commons;  
(iii) degrading protected nature is highly profitable, therefore the need for neoliberalisation 
instead of protecting; (iv) the role of the State is to regulate relationships between capital, 
society, and nature, and not to impede interactions as it does by protecting areas.  

By looking at the processes, effects and evaluations of the neo-liberalisation of 
nature, Castree (2008b) finds no clear and single process by which neoliberalism operates 
in relation to nature. Various forms of policy occur, such as agenda setting actions, 
privatisation of water services and the introduction of regulatory frameworks on fishing, 
for example. With regard to effects, he finds cases where neoliberal policies indeed 
achieved positive effects on nature, while in others they caused active degradation. In 
outcome evaluation, they range from regional resistance to poisoning of public lands, 
passing through increased stakeholders’ participation in decision-making, to loss of 
wetlands with biological compensation elsewhere. Castree’s analyses (2008a; 2008b) 
point out the utilitarian logic of neoliberalism in relation to nature. It indiscriminately  
co-opts green discourses such as EM, and creates complex and dynamic responses to 
maximise utility and capital accumulation.  

In addition, nature valuation is a process that demonstrates how bourgeois discourse 
can be developed to co-opt other claims and reform the system. For this reason, 
environmental and social change need to be linked to gain discursive strength against 
EM, environmental economics and neoliberalism (Harvey, 2014). This argument offers 
grounds for the GPE model. Also important to acknowledge is that Barry (2007; 2012) 
experiences a dilemma between radical change and pragmatic benefit from the 
opportunities he envisages in the EM discourse (particularly towards advancing policies 
for economic security and sufficiency). This article is situated precisely within this 
impasse, as it aims to analyse policies that promote change through existing incentives, 
mechanisms and what is understood as opportunities for change. 

There is evidence suggesting that EM discourse does not offer an ethically or politically 
coherent argument allowing for radical change (Warner, 2010); thus jeopardising Barry’s 
(2007) and this paper’s claims for an opportunistic stance. Indeed, EM, be it weak or 
strong, is insufficient to promote sustainability and justice. This is because its core 
objective is to maintain ‘business as usual’ through efficiency, technological fix and 
maximisation, albeit through means that may vary to include deeper socio-political 
reforms. Although deep socio-political reforms might be positive, efficiency and 
maximisation are core causes of unsustainability (Barry, 2012; Foster 2000a; Princen, 
2005). Efficiency gains alone can actually lead to an overall increase in production, 
consumption and pollution, and consequently, unemployment and inequality, also 
bearing in mind the fact that efficiency gains in one part generally export inefficiencies to 
other parts of the globe (Jackson, 2011; Princen 2005). The required transformation goes 
beyond innovation and technological transformation to include democratisation of the 
economy and cultural change (Foster, 2002; 2009; Hoffman, 2011). 

2.2 Critiques to neoclassical economics and reasons for  
Green Political Economy emergence 

GPE challenges the hegemonic status of neoclassical economics as a regime of truth, 
often referred to in policy discourses and the literature as the economy itself. This 
marginalises other ways of thinking. It colonises other spheres of human life beyond the 
economy (Barry, 2012), such as social and cultural relations (Princen et al., 2001). 
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Moreover, GPE (Barry, 2012) addresses the normative and ideological features of 
neoclassical economics, targeting at the myth of seeking continuous economic growth 
and how this overarching aim underpins unsustainability. If economic growth exceeds 
material limits, it removes ecological benefits from welfare. Both ecology and economy 
provide welfare to humans, but it is the economy that increases and destabilises the 
ecological system generating gross welfare loss even by growing the economy. Basically, 
‘uneconomic’ growth3 is growth that increases costs to human wellbeing faster than it 
increases benefits (Daly, 2002). 

Considering the efficiency and productivity gains from labour, capital and technology, 
it is possible to observe that they create the productivity trap (Jackson and Victor, 2011). 
It implies that growing the economy is constantly required to maintain full employment. 
If growth fails or degrowth happens, unemployment ensues. Therefore politicians need to 
promote growth, in order to create jobs and obtain votes, in a self-reinforcing cycle of 
unsustainability (Jackson, 2011). As Piketty et al. (2014) demonstrate through historical 
economic analysis, “rentier societies thrive when the rate of return on private wealth is 
larger than the rate of economic growth”, accentuating inequality. This happened in 19th 
century Paris, where 10% of the population owned 70% of aggregate wealth. It is likely 
to happen again in the 21st century. This is because, in the productivity trap outlined 
above, high unemployment causes lower income rates from wages than from capital, 
creating a self-reinforcing cycle of inequality. Inequality may ultimately undermine 
democratic values and stability (Piketty and Saez, 2013; Piketty, 2014; Stiglitz, 2013). 

Furthermore, the neoclassical economics perspective, that consumer’s choices are 
isolated acts of rational decision-making, is deconstructed by Princen et al. (2001).  
These are instead part of an individual’s attempt to find meaning, status and identity, 
demonstrating the social embeddedness of consumption. This happens in a context of 
strong influence by social forces (e.g. advertising and media), and structural features that 
make increasing consumption convenient, rewarding or even necessary. This connects to 
the productivity trap (Jackson and Victor, 2011), in which a decrease in consumption 
destabilises the system due to the way it is designed. 

Neoclassical economics prevails both within academic debates and in policymaking 
because of ideological fundamentalism and political power (Barry, 2012). Hegemonic 
corporations shape global environmental discussions (Levy and Newell, 2002; Newell 
and Paterson, 2010; Paterson et al., 2013). Also, neoliberalism succeeds in delivering and 
cheapening goods. This efficiency and maximising character make products more 
accessible to the masses, satisfying business, ordinary citizens, banks, politicians, and 
policymakers. However, this lowering of prices comes at increasing environmental and 
labour costs elsewhere (Carolan, 2014). Efficiency gain is a myth, which actually should 
be described as exporting social and environmental inefficiencies (Princen, 2005). 

In total, economic growth and neoclassical economics have increased inequality 
within and between countries, degraded ecological systems, diminished democratic 
political participation, accentuated human vulnerability, promoted non-meaningful work, 
unemployment, and unhappiness (Barry, 2012; Jackson, 2009; Dietz and O’Neill, 2013; 
Cato, 2009; Douthwaite, 1999; Princen, 2005; Alvaredo et al., 2013; Piketty and Saez, 
2013; Jackson and Victor, 2011). For those reasons, a no growth economy should be 
pursued and the economic debate broadened with multiple views. This is the radical 
change intended by GPE. 
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This section has demonstrated that the political economy tradition allows for the 
deconstruction of the assumed detachment of the economy from the social dimension. 
Bio-environmentalists offer the solid biophysical and ecological basis for understanding 
the earth’s functioning and carrying capacity. Marxist and social ecology theory/ schools 
of thought connect the dots, providing both sources of historical-materialistic theory and 
arguments for understanding how social justice is linked to ecology. All those traditions 
offer a solid foundation on which the GPE model can be established. Ecological 
modernisation is the predominant discourse and theory for dealing with environmental 
crises, having being co-opted by neoclassical economics. It currently informs most  
global environmental policymaking (Mol and Sonnenfeld, 2000; Mol, 2002; Salleh, 
2010). However, it reveals gaps that offer opportunities for GPE objectives as well as  
for systemic replacement. Finally, the critiques to neoclassical economics, growth, 
consumption that justify GPE emergence were presented, demonstrating there is no 
possible living world for humans if neoclassical economics and economic growth remain 
the predominant view and objective. The next section will present the GPE analytical 
principles. 

3 Green political economy: analytical principles 

In this section the core principles of GPE are presented and discussed. Epistemological 
critiques to neoclassical economics and its objectives of unrestrained economic growth, 
efficiency and maximisation explained in the last section how and why green political 
economy was constructed. With that, the policy analysis framework for GPE acquires its 
analytical shape. The concepts of vulnerability and resilience; economic security, 
sufficiency and the social economy; and the steady-state economy are introduced and 
defined. They compose the central analytical axes of the framework, as demonstrated in 
section 5. 

3.1 Social-ecological resilience 

The Stockholm Resilience Centre4 defines this as the capacity of a system, be it an 
individual, a forest, a community, or an economy, to deal with change and continue to 
develop. It is this system’s capacity to use shocks and disturbances (e.g. climate change, 
biodiversity loss, financial crisis), to boost renewal and innovation. It departs from the 
idea that humans and nature are strongly interconnected so that they should be conceived 
as one social-ecological system.5 It is important to highlight that the social dimension has 
actually more recently gained attention in ‘resilience thinking’. It was previously more 
focused on ecological systems. Adger’s (2000) definition illustrates this expansion, 
viewing resilience as the ability of communities to withstand shocks to their social 
infrastructure, recognising it both as analogous and linked to ecological resilience 
through closely coupled co-evolutionary systems of natural resources and communities. 
Walker et al. (2004, p.1) stress the capacity to retain essentially the same function, 
structure, identity, and feedback. 

Initially, resilience relied more on empirical observations of ecosystem dynamics 
interpreted in mathematical models. More recently, the social dimension brought with it 
the need to understand processes such as social learning and memory, mental models  
and knowledge-system integration, visioning and scenario building, leadership, agents  
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and actor groups, social networks, institutional and organisational inertia and change, 
adaptive capacity, transformability, and systems of adaptive governance (Folke, 2006). 
Table 1 summarises the range of concepts and evolution of resilience thinking. 

Table 1 A sequence of resilience concepts: from the more narrow interpretation to the broader 
social-ecological context 

Resilience concepts Characteristics Focus on Context 

Engineering resilience Return time, efficiency Recovery, constancy 
Vicinity of a stable 
equilibrium 

Ecological/ ecosystem 
resilience/ social 
resilience 

Buffer capacity, withstand 
shock, maintain function 

Persistence, 
robustness 

Multiple equilibria, 
stability, landscapes 

Social-ecological 
resilience 

Interplay disturbance and 
reorganisation, sustaining 
and developing 

Adaptive capacity, 
transformability, 
learning, innovation 

Integrated system 
feedback, cross-scale 
dynamic interactions 

Source: Folke (2006, p.259) 

In terms of operational components for social-ecological resilience analysis, four are 
important: (a) latitude, i.e., threshold after which the system loses its ability to recover; 
(b) resistance; (c) precariousness, i.e., how close a system is to the threshold; and  
(d) panarchy, i.e., the resilience of a system depends on influences from scales above and 
below due to cross-scale interactions, e.g., external oppressive politics, invasions, market 
shifts, or global climate change (Walker et al., 2004). For social resilience aspects,  
6 attributes are highlighted: (i) knowledge, skills and learning; (ii) community networks; 
(iii) people-place connections; (iv) community infrastructure; (v) diverse and innovative 
economy; (vi) and engaged and participative governance (Maclean et al., 2014). These 
insights influence policy by demonstrating it is more valuable to think in terms of people 
and environment as mutually influential rather than separate, and hence to design policy 
for the entire social-ecological system.  

In recent developments, Estoque and Murayama (2014) formulate a social-ecological 
status index (SESI)6 that aims to standardise the quantitative assessments of social-
ecological resilience and pressure. Brown (2014) finds a literature trend towards 
organising resilience as a concept for radical change (where this review is situated). She 
also shows that while academia debates ideas, civil society is already using the concept to 
reorganise social life, as the transition towns (UK) and resilience (US) movements 
exemplify. Thus the concept is indeed being used for a type of radical change, despite 
controversies, reinforcing the relevance of resilience to the GPE policy agenda. 
Additionally, she contends that resilience as a concept is similar to sustainability, whose 
malleability and plasticity as a term mean that it can act as a boundary object or bridging 
concept, but also be co-opted by different interests. 

Current policy reforms (ecological modernisation) engender a largely technology-
focused narrative. For social-ecological resilience building to be successful in this 
context, it needs to resist powerful and also resilient contradictory trends, namely the 
culture of consumerism, the identification of development with economic growth, and 
institutional forces underpinning inequality. Resilience debate may include views that 
stress conservative and reactionary stances since it may seek to return a system to its 
previous status or even to unsustainable or unjust configurations (Dryzek et al., 2013). In 
this context, policy reform requires unified political will to prioritise strong social and 
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environmental goals. The great transition envisioned rests on three key value shifts:  
(i) the re-defining of wellbeing as fulfilment rather than consumption (shared with 
Jackson, 2009; 2011; Princen, 2005; Barry, 2012; Dietz and O’Neil, 2013; and Cato, 
2009); (ii) the strengthening of an egalitarian ethos to eradicate poverty and create more 
equal and cohesive societies, and (iii) the recognition of the importance of a stable Earth 
system for human resilience and well-being (Gerst et al., 2014, p.131). This argument 
justifies the importance of resilience as a GPE concept. The next subsection adds 
socioeconomic foundations in order to expand the model. 

Figure 1 Demonstration of resilience  

 

Source: Wilson (2012, p.1221) 

3.2 Capabilities for human flourishing: economic security,  
sufficiency and the social economy 

Economic security, sufficiency and the social economy are proposed by GPE to replace 
the core objectives of neoclassical economics, of economic growth, consumption, 
efficiency and maximisation (Barry, 2012). They form the analytical axis of capabilities 
for human flourishing in this model. They are aimed at guiding policymaking for what 
Jackson (2009) calls a macroeconomics of sustainability.  

Economic security is within the concept of human security, which comprises 
economic, health, personal, political, food, environmental and community security.7 
Barry (2012, p.166) defines it as having secure access to basic infrastructural needs, such 
as those mentioned, but also education, dwelling, information, social protection, work-
related, income and voice representation security. The objective of having economic 
security is to limit the impact of uncertainties and risks people face daily, while also 
providing a social environment in which people can belong to a range of communities, 
have a fair opportunity to pursue a chosen occupation and develop their capacities 
through decent and meaningful work.8  

Sufficiency means that beyond a certain threshold, production, consumption, absorption, 
assimilation, learning, economic growth, etc., become excessive. This threshold is not 
objectively or statically defined, as what can be considered excessive can vary across 
different contexts. Excess is undesirable because it brings side effects, e.g., eating  
too much causes obesity (Princen, 2005). Growing the economy excessively brings 
‘uneconomic’ growth (Daly, 2002). Producing and consuming disregarding the earth’s 
resources and waste sinking capacities generates ecological collapse (Princen, 2005; 
Barry, 2012; Dietz and O’Neill, 2013). Thus policy should seek sufficient economic 
growth, because beyond a threshold, it generates unhappiness, dissatisfaction, stress, 
overload, depression (Dietz and O’Neill, 2013; Barry, 2012; Princen, 2005).  
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When material gains in the present preclude gains in the future; when consumer 
gratification or investor reward threaten economic security; when benefits internalised 
depend on costs externalised, then the principle of sufficiency should be observed 
(Princen, 2005). The concept of sufficiency can also be associated with the planetary 
boundaries insight by Rockstrom et al. (2009a; 2009b), indicating that sufficiency is 
broadly determined by living within the nine planetary thresholds, seven of which have 
defined metrics and three of which have already been surpassed (Rockstrom et al., 2009a; 
Steffen et al., 2015). 

The development concept can be reframed with sufficiency and frugality principles 
acknowledging that the development discourse of neoclassical economics will not be able 
to provide Western consumption levels to the developing world (Buch-Hansen, 2012). 
Additionally, the Thai economy does apply the sufficiency principle in policy design 
(UNDP, 2007). This shows utopia is not only happening, but it is the only feasible 
solution for humanity. 

The next point, social economy, is where the principles of sharing and solidarity are 
embedded. It is the part of the economy where growth can operate infinitely. It comprises 
artistic, cultural and knowledge production. It includes meaningful and reproductive 
work, rather than paid and non-meaningful jobs (Barry, 2012). It promotes re-skilling of 
people to perform multiple tasks, rather than the de-skilling specialisation (Cato, 2009). It 
changes the senses of ownership and usage from the individual to the collective and 
sharing consciousness (Jackson, 2009). Examples are community-based forest enterprises 
(Koury et al., 2012), local farmers markets, libraries and food cooperatives (Jackson, 
2009). A social economy can be an operational strategy to deal with unsustainability by 
reducing inequalities, decentralising political and economic power and exposing the 
interdependences between firms, social and ecological needs in order to build resilience 
(Wallimann, 2014). 

Green political economy needs to end unnecessary economic growth, promote the 
just distribution of resources, consider appropriate scale in economic decision-making, 
and include multiple perspectives in the study of economics (Cato, 2012; Barry, 2012). It 
also needs to evaluate and define thresholds, beyond which, for instance, a level of 
income or bundle of consumption leads to decreases in well-being (Princen, 2005); or the 
point beyond which growth becomes ‘uneconomic’, undermining economic security, 
decreasing human wellbeing and satisfaction, and transgressing ecological limits (Daly, 
2002). The principles of security, sufficiency, and the social economy lead to Sen’s 
(1999) capabilities for flourishing. Thereby this analytical axis uses this concept as title. 
The observation of these principles is a condition for humans to have a minimum 
structure to thrive and live meaningful lives. 

3.3 Strong sustainability and the steady-state economy 

This is “an economy with constant stocks of people and artefacts, maintained at some 
desired, sufficient levels by low rates of maintenance throughput” (Daly, 1991, p.17). 
The concept acknowledges the economy as a subsystem of ecology, thus these limits are 
not surpassable by technology. Dietz and O’Neill (2013) devise a thorough policy 
framework to implement the steady-state-economy (SSE), promoting a paradigmatic shift 
from the goal of more towards enough. This article draws heavily from them, but it goes 
beyond this to incorporate other aspects. 
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Using the contraction and convergence model, in which developed countries must 
compensate developing countries for their emissions, Dietz and O’Neill (2013) propose a 
similar method to correct global inequality. The objective is to achieve a global SSE, in 
which some countries still need economic growth to achieve security and sufficiency, 
whereas others need degrowth to provide systemic stability. When a country reaches  
the level of security and sufficiency, it should then stabilise and become a SSE. O’Neill 
(2012) provides a set of economic, social and biophysical indicators to evaluate economies 
and categorise them in the position of (i) desirable growth; (ii) undesirable growth;  
(iii) desirable degrowth; (iv) undesirable degrowth; (v) and steady-state economy. 

There is evidence suggesting that a SSE is the best plausible scenario for the world. 
By analysing the coming fossil fuel peak, García-Olivares and Ballabrera-Poy (2014) 
show that changing the energy matrix to renewables will consume a major fraction of 
important minerals such as copper, exhausting them by 2100 at the current global 
economic growth rate. In this context, EM reforms in environmental terms, such as 
renewables, are not sufficient. Moreover, extreme pressure will be exerted on waste 
sinks. Volker (2013) presents other evidence by demonstrating that the European Union 
fails in decoupling economic growth from environmental degradation, as growth 
defenders advocate. The EU is close to a state of no growth, but still far from 
sustainability, reinforcing the incompatibility between them.  

Additionally, the idea, that degrowth cannot be realised within a capitalist society 
because growth is its necessary condition, is challenged. By assessing food security 
systems and patterns of production and consumption, Boonstra and Joose (2013) 
demonstrate that capitalism and the SSE are not alternative autonomous systems, but 
hybridised. They actually exist and gain shape in reaction to each other. This indicates a 
solution to the paradox, showing that a no-growth economy is necessary, even though 
changing the capitalist system does not occur. For those reasons, a SSE is desired and it 
can be integrated into the GPE framework to provide a ‘strong sustainability’ analytical 
axis. There are operational concepts to perform analyses and integrate macroeconomic 
and ecological dimensions. 

In this section, the concept of social-ecological resilience is debated, providing 
elements to compose an analytical axis. The literature shows resilience is a broad and 
advanced concept, thus implying for this article the choice of operational simplification. 
The principles of economic security, sufficiency and the social economy compose the 
axis ‘capabilities for human flourishing’, adding socioeconomic analysis to the model. In 
addition, the steady-state economy concept adds the ‘strong sustainability’ assessment 
criteria of resource use and waste. It was found to be operational and compatible with 
capitalism, allowing for the addition of ecological economics analyses and for an 
opportunistic stance within the current economic system, as Barry (2007) identifies in 
EM discourse. 

4 Green political economy: critical processes 

This section discusses critical processes that should be observed to characterise the 
advancement of the GPE agenda. They include addressing inequality, decoupling 
development from economic growth and relocalising the economy. They are important 
because they constitute key evidence of building a sustainable and social-environmentally 
just world. Regarding development in such simple terms as economic growth creates a 
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self-reinforcing cycle of unsustainability. Finally, economies which are of inappropriate 
scale and are geographically inadequate accentuate community vulnerabilities and 
unsustainability. Thus looking at these processes and whether they are occurring is an 
important step for policy analysis. 

Inequality can be addressed by shifting away from economic growth towards  
security and sufficiency. As neoclassical economics justifies inequality on the grounds of 
incentivising people towards entrepreneurship and hard work, it becomes both a cause 
and an outcome of growth and unsustainability (Barry, 2012). Greater equality substitutes 
for growth. Driving policy to introduce the security and frugality cycles will lead to 
extensive redistribution of welfare and wellbeing. Egalitarian societies have better social 
performance such as literacy rate, life expectancy, health systems and quality of life. 
(Dietz and O’Neill, 2013; Piketty and Saez, 2013). Inequality’s negative implications 
include: (i) greater status competition with consequent diminution in overall wellbeing; 
(ii) worse performance on issues such as obesity, childhood mortality, literacy rate, and 
others; (iii) a negative effect on social trust, solidarity and sense of community; and, 
finally, (iv) deterioration of democracy, as egalitarianism is a condition for it (Barry, 
2012, p.174; Piketty, 2014; Stiglitz, 2013). 

The process of decoupling development from growth is critical because prosperity is 
currently defined as material possession. It refers to an individual’s ability to consume 
and accumulate, and it is measured by GDP per capita. In the current neoclassical 
economics paradigm, the higher a country’s GDP per capita, the more prosperous it is. 
The system assumes people are happy and satisfied if they have more. Thence there is  
the need to pursue growth, what accentuates unsustainability (Barry, 2012). But then 
“what can prosperity possibly look like in a finite world, with limited resources and a 
population expected of 9 billion people within decades?” (Jackson, 2009, p.3). 

Redefining prosperity actually entails going beyond material pleasures and concerns. 
It refers to the quality of people’s lives, happiness and the health of families. It is linked 
to the relationships, sense of belonging and trust in the community. It relies on 
satisfaction at work and sense of meaning and purpose. It consists in the ability to 
flourish as human beings within the limits of a finite planet. Constanza and Daly (1992) 
offer foundations for this insight as they demonstrate the differences between growth and 
development. The former is material, limited, exhaustible, whereas the latter is infinite, 
immaterial, and subjective like wisdom, happiness, and well-being (Jackson, 2011). 

Relocalising the economy is a critical process that draws from Schumacher’s (1973) 
argument that economies should be small and appropriate to the geography and culture of 
a locality. This enables the choice of an appropriate level of technology that meets human 
needs without constantly sophisticating machinery, which increases quantities of energy 
and resources. Hines (2003) proposes a global flow of technology, ideas and information 
to rebuild sustainable local communities. Globalisation, as the systematic reduction of 
protective barriers to the flow of goods and money, needs to be addressed. Localisation 
does not emphasise competition for the cheapest, but cooperation for the best, and 
intends to reverse the trends of globalisation (Hines, 2003, p.2). The focus is not to limit 
the global exchange of ideas, knowledge, people and immaterial assets, but the global 
exchange of material goods, assets and natural resources. 

More recently, technology support networks (TSNs), which are economically and 
politically determined by their owners, are currently acting as barriers to innovation,  
and thus somehow bringing about relocalisation. Evidence shows that agents are  
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advancing the economy of the autonomous, self-reliant and self-sustainable individuals, 
communities, localities and regions, keeping the pace of technological innovation in a 
different manner. Also, productivity improvement owing to technological innovation is at 
the point of historical takeoff. This technological unemployment, i.e., the inability of the 
economy to create jobs faster than it is losing them, is unable to compensate with new 
jobs in a new economic sector. All productive sectors have peaked in their job creation 
capacity. Therefore, only transformation from globalisation to relocalisation, based on 
self-service, disintermediation and mass customisation, is the viable future for mankind 
(Zeleny, 2012). 

Adding to unemployment from productivity, certain types of communities are losing 
resilience through increased embeddedness into globalised pathways of decision-making, 
while others may be gaining it. The right balance between communities and their scalar 
interactions with the global level is key for maximising resilience. Too much isolation 
may be detrimental in light of over-dependency on local resources, skills and people. 
Over-globalisation with possible loss of autonomy and identity may be equally fraught. A 
community needs to balance its interactions with the outer world, not being excessively 
dependent nor excluded.  

For GPE to be successful, these key strategies need to be implemented and analysed. 
Other important measures and policy agendas exist, but addressing inequality, 
decoupling development from growth and relocalising the economies are seen as the 
cornerstone processes to introduce the central principles of GPE. In other words, 
economic security, sufficiency, the social economy, social-ecological resilience, and the 
steady-state-economy are advanced if there is a more equal world; if development stops 
being purposely confused as economic growth; and if economies become localised to 
their appropriate geographical and cultural levels. The next section will show how to 
analyse this in policy implementation and interpret the outcomes.  

5 Green political economy: policy analysis framework 

The purpose of previous sections was to construct a theoretical basis for this policy 
analysis framework. In the present global context, in which crises are interconnected  
and theory increasingly highlights the need for inter and multi-disciplinary approaches, 
policy expands its scope and the variety of solutions being combined. Policy innovation 
developing broad, complex and dynamic strategies to deal with multifaceted issues is 
becoming a critical factor. For those reasons, this policy analysis framework aims at 
amplitude. It is proposed as an instrument for appraising this growing number of policies 
that endeavour to reconcile environmental (and ecological), social, and economic 
remedies for structural and contextual issues. Thus it is based on three analytical axes 
derived from the discussions of the previous sections: (i) social-ecological resilience;  
(ii) capabilities for human flourishing; (iii) and strong sustainability. In addition, the 
critical processes of addressing inequality, decoupling development from growth and 
relocalising the economy are indicative elements of transformation to be acknowledged. 
Accordingly, Figure 2 depicts the framework and Figure 3 shows how it interplays with 
policy and the world. 
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Figure 2 Policy analysis model for green political economy 
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Figure 3 GPE analyses and informs policy to cause change 
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Environment 
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5.1 Operationalising the framework 

Policy appraisal can be carried out through looking at (i) architecture, i.e., the 
overarching set of principles and rules stemming from the highest levels of policymaking 
(global level, e.g., UNFCCC, or national level legislation); (ii) governance, i.e., how 
policy is debated, structured, implemented, monitored and maintained at the intermediate  
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level (national level, e.g., national strategies, systems and governance forums);  
(iii) design/implementation, i.e., how policy is indeed designed and implemented at the 
local level, among and by local actors, and what its actual outputs, impacts, and 
outcomes are (e.g. specific programs, projects, applications and their results).  

This interpretative model aspires to be transferrable and applicable in all these three 
levels, either individually or transversally. General options on how to execute the model 
are described in Table 2. Due to its transferability, specific cases can adapt the analytical 
aspects proposed. Yet, other forms, methods or models including quantitative analysis 
can be used. The framework has compiled a wide set of applicable options. Hence it is 
important to highlight that this may be a broad framework not fully applicable to all 
cases, and thus a model selecting options should be developed. The overarching guidance 
asks how policy is directly or indirectly addressing these qualitative aspects. Quantitative 
indicators are suggested for baseline establishment, monitoring and evaluation. 

Figure 4 Analytical axes of the green political economy analysing policy 

Policy
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Capabilities for 
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Strong 
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Table 2 Policy analysis framework for green political economy 

Social-Ecological Resilience 

Qualitative questions 

(i) What are the social, political, economic and ecological vulnerabilities, 
risks, stressors and threats of the given social-ecological system and how 
they are addressed? (ii) How are humans and nature reacting to each other, 
interacting, adapting and evolving in face of these pressures and changes? 

Attributes of social-ecological resilience (guidance for analysis): 

Levels and ways of participation in policy design and governance, 
uncertainty, knowledge, skills, learning, innovation, adaptive and 
institutional transformative capacity, community networks and support, 
people-place connections, and engaged governance.1 

Question: how is policy promoting social-ecological resilience? 
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Table 2 Policy analysis framework for green political economy (continued) 

Social-Ecological Resilience 

Quantitative methods 
and indicators to 
measure context and 
establish baseline 
conditions 

Vulnerability equation2: 

(Sensitivity, Exposure)
Vulnerability

State/Threshold
f     

  

A comprehensive composed indicator for vulnerability: 

Social-Ecological Resilience (SER) = Social Integrity (SI) + Governance 
Integrity (GI) + Ecological Integrity (EI). 

SI = Human Development Index (HDI)/ Poverty incidence among families 
index (PFI). 

GI = Good governance index (GGI). 

EI = Ecosystem service value index (ESVI)/ Human-to-ecosystem service 
value ratio index (H-ESVI).3 

Summary in below illustration4 

 
Additional: World Bank Indicators for environment, climate change, 
agriculture and rural development, and poverty.5 

Capabilities for Human Flourishing 

Qualitative 
questions 

Economic security: access to health, food, education, dwelling, information, social 
protection, work-related, income and participation security.6 

Sufficiency: philosophical foundations of frugality, moderation and prudence. 
Levels of consumption and debt. Whether community consumption is beyond 
production capacity and accumulating debt; self-reliance; level of savings.7 

Social Economy: principles of sharing and solidarity; changing the sense of usage 
and production from the individual to the collective. Examples: food and art 
markets, community-based enterprises, cooperatives; valuation of reproductive 
work.8 

Question: how is policy promoting capabilities for human flourishing? 

Quantitative 
methods and 
indicators to 
measure 
context and 
establish 
baseline 
conditions 

Security: Index of economic well-being.9 Index of economic policy uncertainty.10 

Sufficiency: Ecological Footprint.11 Happy Planet Index12 = Happy Life Years/ 
Ecological Footprint. 

Social Economy: World Bank indicators for science and technology, social 
development, and social protection and labour.13 

Overall: see World Bank indicators for external debt, education, health, gender, 
infrastructure, public sector, social development, agriculture and rural development. 

Strong Sustainability 

Qualitative 
questions 

Measures to limit and stabilise economic growth, resource use and waste; women 
empowerment to stabilise population growth; reforming tributary systems in 
ecological lines.14 

Question: how is policy promoting strong sustainability? 
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Table 2 Policy analysis framework for green political economy (continued) 

Strong Sustainability 

Quantitative 
methods and 
indicators to 
measure 
context and 
establish 
baseline 
conditions 

A composite indicator grouping biophysical and social indicators was attempted by 
O’Neill (2012). However, he concluded that these are poor because by adding 
them together it is implicitly assumed that environmental and social objectives 
substitute for one another. Thus he devises a strong sustainability approach 
recognising that more society does not compensate for less environment, or vice-
versa. A set of indicators to measure progress towards the SSE is depicted in below 
illustration.  

Indicators to measure progress towards the steady-state economy15: 

 
It is important to note that the ‘social accounts’ of the set should not be used, as 
these aspects are already approached by the other analytical axes of this 
framework, being the ‘biophysical accounts’ to be regarded. Nevertheless, it is 
interesting to present the whole picture produced by O’Neill (2012). 

Additionally, World Bank social, economic and environmental indicators such as 
vulnerable employment rate, agriculture value added, and annual freshwater 
withdrawal, for example, can be used for country level.16 
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Table 2 Policy analysis framework for green political economy (continued) 

Critical Processes 

Qualitative 
questions 

Addressing inequality: measures promoting equity. Examples may be progressive 
tax policy17; minimum pay differentials in salaries; employee-owned companies; 
promoting gender balance18, equitable benefit-sharing mechanisms or by other 
means. 

Decoupling development from growth: Does policy make people happier and more 
satisfied with life? Does it promote wellbeing, sense of belonging, quality of life, 
relationships, and improvements in the surrounding environment19? Does 
policy contribute to change the sense of prosperity from material possession to 
fulfilment20?  

Relocalising the economy: Does policy promote the localisation of the economy? 
Examples are protective safeguards, promoting local markets and fairs in which 
products are made and sold locally, promotion of local competition to eliminate 
monopolies21, or others. 

Question: how is policy addressing inequality, decoupling development from 
growth, and relocalising the economy? 

Quantitative 
methods and 
indicators to 
measure 
context and 
establish 
baseline 
conditions 

Inequality: Top income shares;22 Gini coefficient23, World Income Inequality 
Database24. 

Decoupling D from G: Happy Planet Index25; Life Satisfaction Index26; Well-
Being Index27 and purpose-designed subjective surveys. 

Relocalisation: Number of trade safeguards in countries; World Trade 
Organization trade and tariff indicators28; World Bank trade indicators29. 

Notes: 1 Adger (2006); Adger and Kelly (1999); Luers (2005); Smit and Wander 
(2006); Walker et al. (2002); McLean et al. (2014); Folke (2006). 
2 Luers (2005, p.216) 
3 Estoque and Murayama (2014). 
4 Estoque and Murayama (2014, p.185). 
5 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator 
6 Barry (2012). 
7 Princen (2005); Barry (2012); UNDP (2007). 
8 Barry (2012); Koury et al. (2012). 
9 Osberg and Shape (2002); Osberg (2009). 
10 Baker et al. (2013). 
11 Wackemagel and Rees (1996). 
12 Dietz and O’Neill (2013, p.119). 
13 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator 
14 Dietz and O’Neill (2013); O’Neill (2012). 
15 O’Neill (2012, p.228) 
16 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator 
17 Piketty and Saez (2013). 
18 Dietz and O’Neill (2013). 
19 Brereton et al. (2008); Moro et al. (2008). 
20 Jackson (2009). 
21 Hines (2003). 
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22 Alvaredo et al. (2013); Leigh (2007). 
23 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI 
24 http://www.wider.unu.edu/research/Database/en_GB/database/ 
25 http://www.happyplanetindex.org/ 
26 http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/topics/life-satisfaction/ 
27 http://info.healthways.com/wbi2013. 
28 http://www.wto.org/english/res_e/statis_e/statis_maps_e.htm 
29 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator 

6 Conclusions 

This GPE framework offers a comprehensive analytical tool for policy. It combines 
foundational concepts from political economy, ecology, social, critical and Marxist 
traditions. From that, it devises core principles and themes that result in a political 
agenda aimed at informing policy for structural change. Notwithstanding the radical 
change character, pragmatism also exists as the literature shows theoretical, ethical and 
contextual opportunities, especially around ecological modernisation discourse and 
theory. 

Drawing from these opportunities, the implications of this framework are primarily 
conducive to research. The policy analysis framework, which functions to appraise 
policymaking in multiple levels, i.e., architecture, governance, and design/ implementation 
in global, national or subnational, is also able to interpret outcomes. In addition, it 
verifies the advancement of the green political economy agenda. The rationale for this 
policy analysis framework is the need to assess policy innovations currently emerging 
that aim at reconciling social, economic and ecological purposes. The next research 
action is devising a specific model from this framework to analyse a case, i.e., a policy, 
program or project and test the framework’s functionality. 
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Notes  

1 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 

2 For a broad categorisation on debates around ecology and Marxism, see Harvey (2014). 

3 This is a term defined by Daly (2002) to designate growth that is detrimental to wellbeing. 

4 Swedish think-tank dedicated to sustainability research and resilience thinking. 

5 Available online at: http://www.stockholmresilience.org/download/18.2f48c3c31429b 
6ad0a61cde/1388130768344/SRC_whatisresilience__sida.pdf 

6 This is a combination of development, governance, poverty, biodiversity and other indicators 
that can be used to analyse policy. 

7 UNDP definition of human security. Available online at: http://hdr.undp.org/sites/ 
default/files/human_security_guidance_note_r-nhdrs.pdf  

8 International Labour Organization on economic security. Available online at: http://www. 
ilo.org/public/english/protection/ses/download/docs/definition.pdf 


