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Abstract

Ecological degradation stemming from the paradigmatic pursuit of economic growth is well known. Transforming the cur-
rent dominant economic discourse will be a great challenge of our time and one that can foster a transformation to a more
sustainable state. Little research exists concerning perceptions of growth by individuals in rural areas. In this empirical
study, we analysed 33 interviews from two rural communities in Northwest Germany through qualitative content analysis.
Our results highlight four archetypical perceptions of economic growth: (1) growth as inherently positive, (2) growth as
being self-evident and without alternatives, (3) growth as a systemic constraint, and (4) growth as critical and with negative
consequences. Differing perceptions about five key themes within broader societal discourses shape the four archetypical
perceptions. All four archetypes are characterized by a common perception of systemic constraints, a lack of concrete alter-
natives to the current economic system and a lack of individual and societal agency, showing a system that is locked into its
current trajectory. The understanding of the consequences of growth, stemming from the knowledge of rural inhabitants, can
lay the groundwork for future research on discourses of growth. We envision a strengthening of tangible alternatives to the
dominant economic growth paradigm within and with the local communities as necessary for a sustainability transformation.

Keywords Agricultural intensification - Degrowth - Landscape - Sustainability science - Leverage points - Social-ecological
systems - Social imaginaries

Introduction

At present, humanity is facing severe ecological problems
(IPCC 2018; Millenium Ecosystem Assessment 2005),
which are the consequences of human activities, especially
the global paradigmatic pursue of economic growth (IPBES
2019; Foley et al. 2011; Kallis et al. 2018). This growth
in production and consumption drives growth in resource
use, leading to resource depletion (Steer 2013; Brown et al.
2014; Kallis et al. 2018), and increasing emissions and waste
(Stern 2004; Sebri 2015). Therefore, steering away from the
current dominant paradigm of economic growth is urgently
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needed in order to transition to a sustainable economy (Jack-
son 2011; IPBES 2019).

Yet, steering away from economic growth is complicated
because the current dominant paradigm is deeply integrated
into the social, institutional, political and economic fabric
of global societies (Fournier 2008; Raworth 2017). For
example, agricultural production continues to be intensi-
fied worldwide and the global food supply doubled over the
last four decades (Godfray et al. 2010), yet the number of
undernourished people is increasing (FAO 2019). Moreo-
ver, agricultural intensification causes land-use change and
the expansion of monofunctional croplands (Foley et al.
2005), rising emissions (Ripple et al. 2014) and can lead to
alienation of its inhabitants towards their home landscapes
(Balazsi et al. 2019; Riechers et al. 2020b). Despite this,
increasing food production through agricultural intensifi-
cation is still seen as the primary means of ensuring food
security (Shaw 2007; Jiren et al. 2018).

Instead of only trying to mitigate the negative con-
sequences of unlimited economic growth, society
and science should focus on one of the root causes of

@ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11625-021-01039-1&domain=pdf

1828

Sustainability Science (2021) 16:1827-1840

unsustainability: the growth paradigm itself. Drawing on
the leverage points perspective (Meadows 1999; Abson
et al. 2017; Fischer and Riechers 2019) we emphasize the
importance of a paradigm shift—a socially shared pro-
found change in a fundamental model or perception of
events—to foster a sustainability transformation and leave
the limited paradigm of economic growth behind. To facil-
itate a transformative paradigm shift to another economic
state societal beliefs, values and perceived consequences
related to growth have to be analysed (Strand et al. 2016;
Pansera and Owen 2018).

One key determinate of the beliefs, values and perceived
consequences related to growth are the societal discourses
around the subject. Discourses are defined as an ensemble
of ideas, concepts, and categories through which meaning
is given to phenomena (e.g. Hajer and Versteeg 2005). Dis-
courses are meaningful stories that shape the way in which
societies perceive their environment (Keller and Poferl 1998;
Litfin 1994) and are assumed to play a central role in how
individuals process information, communicate and reason
(Jones et al. 2014). Any interpretation of a phenomenon
must be embedded in this repertoire of social collective dis-
courses, which limits the ability of actors to make meaning
of proposed actions and thus limits the space of what is fea-
sible (Hermwille 2016).

Because the constraints that discourses impose are open
to challenge, discourses can be changed (Darier 1999).
Therefore, discourses can transform into instruments of
coordination in a field of multiple possible futures—creat-
ing a development path to be followed (Beckert and Bronk
2019). For example, a shift in the discourse about economic
growth could lead to a paradigm shift, as a discourse outside
the current mainstream paradigm, if internalised by many,
can influence political or market power (Beckert and Bronk
2019). Growth positive discourses considerably limit soci-
ety's capacity to think of alternative visions of the future
outside the system (Pesch 2018: 1141). A strengthening of
alternative economic discourses could give room to new
imaginative spaces and enable humans to perceive alterna-
tive ways to live and work (Strand et al. 2016; Pansera and
Owen 2018).

Here it is important to note that discourses do not origi-
nate with the individual; rather they circulate in societies to
provide a repertoire from which people can produce their
own stories (Lawler 2002). Exploring the diversity, simi-
larities and differences in the stories people tell about eco-
nomic growth is therefore an important first step in thinking
about how societal discourses and ultimately the dominant
economic paradigm might be transformed. In this paper,
we seek to construct a set of archetypes that capture shared
facets of individuals’ perceptions of economic growth in
relation to themes that have been identified in societal dis-
courses around economic growth. In particular, if there are
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perceptions of economic growth that could challenge the
dominant paradigm of economic growth.

We explore these perceptions in rural communities, since
little research has been done in this regard and we acknowl-
edge that individual’s views regarding economic growth
are likely to be shaped by the particular contexts in which
they experience economic growth and its consequences.
We focused on perceptions that emerge in agricultural land-
scapes because negative social-ecological consequences of
growth are already evident in the agricultural sector (Hor-
rigan et al. 2002; Barker 2007; van der Horst and Vermey-
len 2011). Apart from ecological degradation (Young et al.
2005; Biirgi et al. 2017), landscape change can negatively
affect the local community structure and traditional cultural
heritage of a landscape (Riechers et al. 2020a, b). Competing
demands on landscapes become locally tangible, and inhab-
itants can experience and recognize the resulting landscape
changes (Chapman et al. 2019; Riechers et al. 2019). Study-
ing perceptions of economic growth in places dominated by
the agricultural sector is, therefore, potentially enlightening
because many of the positive and negative consequences of
economic growth in the agricultural sector are tangible and
directly experienced by rural communities.

To answer the question how inhabitants of rural agricul-
tural communities perceive economic growth, we analysed
archetypical perceptions of economic growth across two
rural landscapes. It is important to understand the differ-
ences and commonalities between perceptions of growth
in relation to key themes that have emerged in the broader
societal discourses on economic growth, such as technology
(Jasanoff 2004) and agency (Sewell 1992). An understand-
ing of these perceptions is necessary to understand which
criticisms of growth are already prevalent in society and
which themes within societal discourses around sustainable
economies might not yet resonate with different communi-
ties. Hence, we specifically aim to (i) highlight different, but
overlapping perceptions of growth that are prevalent in rural
communities, (ii) analyse which themes within broader soci-
etal discourses these perceptions relate to. In doing so we
seek to contribute to the literature that explores alternatives
to the current dominant growth paradigm, and the barriers
related to challenging that dominant paradigm.

The paper is structured as follows: after an explana-
tion of the two cultural landscapes under investigation, we
describe our methods of data collection and analysis. We
then describe the four archetypical perceptions of growth
that emerged from data analysis and the five key themes
prevalent in societal discourses. The paper concludes with a
discussion that emphasizes the importance of understanding
various discourses of growth while highlighting the exist-
ence of critical growth discourses in society. The analysis
presents a reconstruction of the various archetypical ways
in which rural communities understand the role of economic
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growth. This is an exploratory piece of empirical research. It
does not seek to be representative or comprehensive regard-
ing the rural communities studied, but rather to provide ten-
tative insights. Moreover, our primary interest is in the diver-
sity of perceptions of growth and their relation to broader
societal discourses found in these communities rather than
how these perceptions are shaped by the societal or institu-
tional roles of individuals within these communities.

Material and methods
Study area

To analyse rural agricultural communities, we chose two
study areas located in Lower Saxony, Germany. In Lower
Saxony, agricultural production has been intensified during
the last twenty years, leading to landscapes with increased
monocultures (e.g. Linhart and Dhungel 2013) and occur-
rences of mass livestock farming (Niedersidchsisches Min-
isterium fiir Erndhrung, Landwirtschaft und Verbraucher-
schutz 2017). We chose two communities with contrasting
development trajectories from a gradual and minor land-
scape change in the last two decades to a major and rapid
change through agricultural intensification. The commune
of Détlingen belongs to the district Oldenburg and is located
in western Lower Saxony. The landscape around Dotlingen
has experienced a rather rapid landscape change due to the
expansion of maize cultivation, mass animal husbandry, and
biogas production (LK Oldenburg 2018; Niederséchsisches
Ministerium fiir Erndhrung, Landwirtschaft und Verbrauch-
erschutz 2017), negatively influencing the water and air
quality (Velthof et al. 2014), and how people relate to ‘their’
landscape (Riechers et al. 2019). The commune of Bispingen
belongs to the district Heidekreis and is located in the east
of Lower Saxony, partly in the Lueneburg Heath nature park
(protected under Germany’s federal nature conservation act),
which was the first official protected area in Germany in
1909 and hence has a long history and cultural heritage. In
and around the Lueneburg Heath nature park, intensification
of agriculture has been slowed by environmental regulations
posing economic challenges to small-scale farmers (Riechers
et al. 2020a).

Data collection

We held semi-structured, problem-centred interviews,
which encouraged free storytelling and subjective descrip-
tions. The interview guideline was adapted to fit the per-
sonal context of each interviewee and follow-up questions
were adjusted to the topics brought up by the interviewees
(Atteslander 2006). A copy of the interview guideline can
be found in the supplementary material. In the interviews,

we asked questions about habits of visiting nature, as well
as perceived landscape changes of the last~20 years and
desired future developments for the next 20 years. When
discussing landscape changes interviewees focussed on the
driving forces behind such changes. Without prompting, the
interviewees included statements about economic growth
and the impact it has had on their livelihoods. The interviews
also included more specific questions related to interview-
ees’ human-nature connectedness, as this study was part of
a larger international comparison (Riechers et al. 2020a).
We interviewed persons who we expected to be connected
to the landscape based on prior information about actors and
actor groups/organizations in the communes. This includes
interviewees from the areas of agriculture, forestry, tourism,
policy-making, nature conservation and the church, as well
as long-time inhabitants. After an initial contact to experts,
we used snowball-sampling (Flick 2006) to reach persons
with possibly contrasting opinions on the landscape change
(i.e. growth oriented large-scale farmers vs sustainability
oriented small-scale farmers). Interviews were held with
individual actors and small groups. The interviewee age
ranged from people in their thirties to people in their eight-
ies. For this study, 33 interviews with an average length of
75 min were analysed (Bispingen: n=17; Détlingen: n=16).

Data analysis

All interviews were undertaken in German, only the quotes
used in this paper were translated to English. Interviews
were transcribed verbatim and analysed with MaxQDA
Plus 12 (VERBI GmbH). Data were analysed using struc-
turing qualitative content analysis by Mayring (2000), which
focuses on the elaboration of a category system. Using a
qualitative content analysis, text material can be described
by assigning aspects of meaning to the categories of a cat-
egory system and by assigning relevant parts of the material
to the categories of this system (Schreier 2014).

Our analysis had two iterative steps: identifying (1)
themes within the broader societal discourses on economic
growth and (2) the range of archetypical perceptions of eco-
nomic growth held within the two communities. For our
analysis, we combined a deductive and inductive approach.
First, we created a deductive coding tree using scientific
literature on economic growth discourses to identify key
themes around economic growth, which are present across
most individuals’ perceptions of growth, but with different
connotations and meanings attached to them. The arche-
typical perceptions were differentiated based on the dif-
fering perspectives that respondents had towards these five
themes. Secondly, we took an inductive approach to search
for additional themes that emerged from the qualitative con-
tent analysis, with the intention of identifying cross-cutting
themes that were found across the archetypes developed
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in the proceeding deductive step. This inductive approach
ensured that the priorities and values held by the interview-
ees were captured in great detail. The codes resulting from
our content analysis were successively grouped together to
form categories of an increasing level of abstraction (Strauss
and Corbin 1998; Fleming and Vanclay 2009b). The coding
resulted in four archetypes being identified, related to the
five themes (Table 2). Two key additional themes emerged
from the inductive step of the qualitative content analysis.
For consistency in the analysis all the coding was undertaken
by the lead author. During the data analysis, we aimed at pre-
serving the qualitative character of interviewee’s statements,
yet the aggregation of the categories into archetypical per-
ceptions and themes is a simplistic form of presentation and
represents only a certain perspective on the content of the
interviews. We did not seek to develop separate archetypes
for the two communities, but rather capture the diversity of
perceptions that span the two different communities.

(2010), van Griethuysen (2010)

Perception of systemic constraints
Jackson (2009), Schneider et al.

Understanding of the future
Coulter et al. (2019)

Results

The review of the scientific literature identified five over-
arching themes within societal discourses on economic
growth: (i) assessment of development and progress, (ii)
attitude to consumption, (iii) perception of lack of alterna-
tives, (iv) understanding of the future, (v) perception of sys-
temic constraints (see literature in Table 1). The subsequent
qualitative content analysis of the interviews identified four
archetypical perceptions of economic growth found in the
rural communities studied. In the following, each archetype
is described, beginning with a short summary. Table 2 pro-
vides an overview of each archetype and their relation to the
five themes. These archetypes are, however, not completely
distinct and have overlapping aspects showing a fluid gradi-
ent from positive towards negative attitudes to economic
growth.

Perception of lack of alterna-
(2015), Kallis et al. (2018)

tives

Saren (2007), Paulson (2017)

Schor (1995), Rosenberg (2004), Asara e al. (2015), Swyngedouw Kallis et al. (2018), Kelz (2019), Levins and Cochrane (1996),
Brown and Kasser (2005),

Archetypical perception: growth as inherently
positive

In this archetype, growth was perceived as inherently good
and the prevalence of the growth paradigm was particularly
evident. Growth was understood as desirable and beneficial
for the interviewees and was not questioned.

One of the reasons given for the positive connotations
of economic growth was the idea that growth is beneficial
for the whole region because it can create important infra-
structure. An economically prosperous region could offset
demographic change and job vacancies through rural-urban
migration by offering enough schools, jobs and recreational
activities: “Agriculture has experience a renaissance in the
last 20 years. It is ever bigger, ever better”. If growth fails to

(2015), Kerschner and O’Neil
(2015), Kerschner and Ehlers
(2016), Kerschner et al. (2018)

(2015), Asafu-Adjaye et al.

Assessment of development and  Attitude to consumption
and Cochrane (1996), Alcott

progress

Table 1 The five overarching themes within societal discourses oneconomic growth as derived from the literature

Literature sources Schumpeter (1942), Levins

Themes
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materialise, interviewees feared that their communes might
die out. Another reason given for the positive assessment
of growth was that growth means more economic success
for some interviewee's own companies. Accordingly, growth
was associated with a successful career, higher incomes and
opportunities. The current structural change in the German
agriculture system that led to a few large farms displacing
smaller ones was perceived as an opportunity to expand
one's business: "And now we're the only ones left here.
[...] And this change was very radical. [...] But above all
things, I see, as mean as it sounds, opportunities for growth".
Whether a company is positively or negatively affected by
the growth imperative therefore has an influence on the per-
ception and assessment of its owner of growth itself.

A strong expression of the positive perception of the cur-
rent growth paradigm was how it was equated with regional
development and progress. Respondents stated that agricul-
ture has been improving in the last decades, with bigger
often being used interchangeably with better. The focus of
the interviewees regarding progress was on modern technol-
ogy, especially computer technology and large agricultural
machinery. “I am enthusiastic about technology, innovative
technology is very important to me [...] If I thought that
agriculture was a branch of industry that would not develop
any further technologically, then I would have kept working
in business.” The respondents viewed growth as a condi-
tion for technological innovations, which made agriculture
a modern profession. The mechanisation and intensification
of agriculture were seen as an improvement compared to
traditional agriculture. The interviewees distanced them-
selves from traditional agricultural practices, which were
considered inefficient and strenuous. Therefore, modern
agriculture was understood as a natural and necessary devel-
opment, which was also linked to a changed self-image of
respondents working in agriculture, who viewed themselves
as entrepreneurs rather than as farmers.

In this archetypical perception economic growth was seen
as unrestrictedly positive and necessary and growth is, there-
fore, an important component of the future for the interview-
ees. Companies were classified as "fit for the future" if they
continue to show growth potential. In certain statements, the
word "prospering" was used synonymously with "growing”.
A characteristic feature of this archetypical assessment of
growth as desirable in the long term is the assumption that
there are no limits to growth. "No, I don't think there are any
limits [to growth]. I mean, there is still enough land in the
world to feed the population”. Technological solutions and
innovations play an important role for any environmental
problems that may arise and such innovations were consid-
ered desirable in their own right.

Archetypical perception: growth as self-evident
and without alternatives

In this archetype, growth was perceived more neutrally
and as a self-evident fact. Some interviewee statements
described intensive, growth-oriented agriculture as the only
realistic form of agricultural activity and believed that there
are no feasible alternatives to this growth.

Negative ecological or social consequences of growth in
intensive agriculture were noted but justified by the fact that
respondents were not aware of any better options: “Everyone
burns infinite amounts of energy, without asking where it
comes from. We do not want nuclear power. Nobody wants
wind power around his or her yard. So I think biogas is an
alternative energy source and if you want it you have to live
with maizification". In this context, it is often stated that
hopefully other technologies will be invented in the future
which will have less negative consequences while still sus-
taining growth.

The perception of a lack of alternatives to growth was
justified by the fact that certain products must be available
in large quantities and at a low price. Society's attitude to
consumption was often mentioned in connection to criticism
of the negative consequences of growth: "[Animal cages] are
way too cramped, but it's all about the price. And nobody is
willing to eat meat once a week, meat is consumed every day
and as cheap as possible.” Consumer behaviour was stated as
a reason for detriments of the food production, ethical prob-
lems in animal husbandry and the negative consequences of
biogas electricity production. While societal consumption
patterns were criticised, the possibility of using less of a
resource was not mentioned in this context.

The prevalence of the growth paradigm forced farmers
to keep pace with this growth and some farmers mentioned
that they would like to operate more sustainably than they
currently do. In contrast to the previous archetype, the focus
was no longer on the success of the farm, but rather on the
justification that farmers have to work unsustainably to be
economically viable and thus maintain their business and
make a living: "I don't think it can work any other way at the
moment, you can't produce milk any other way these days
if you want to live off it somehow". Development through
growth is part of the growth paradigm, and therefore farmers
must invest continuously in the development of their farms
to remain competitive. For this purpose, loans were often
taken out, farmers became indebted and therefore had to
continue to grow to pay off their debts. The impossibility of
a smaller, sustainable or ecological agriculture was empha-
sized repeatedly. Many respondents described examples in
which economic concerns were prioritised over nature or
nature conservation concerns. For example, nature conser-
vation regulations were described as being ignored or cir-
cumvented by certain farmers to obtain greater economic
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benefits. Since growth was perceived as self-evident, natural
and the only feasible option, a future without growth ori-
ented intensive agriculture was inconceivable. An accel-
eration of the current development trajectory also seemed
probable to the respondents, while possible limits to growth
were not mentioned.

Archetypical perception: growth as a systemic
constraint

In this archetype, interviewees perceived economic growth
as a systemic constraint, as the growth paradigm has become
socially and institutionally entrenched and compulsory. This
was described and perceived more concretely and considered
more problematic than in the previous archetype.

Some interviewees described an abstract systemic con-
straint, naming the external pressure without its concrete
driving forces. Other respondents blamed the negative con-
sequences of growth on politics, without any further context,
while some interviewees explained the perceived systemic
constraints through specific local, national or international
political processes. For example, it was mentioned that
political subsidies led to growth in intensive agriculture and
deprived farmers of their capacity to act. The distribution of
subsidies on a national and international level was strongly
criticised and blamed as a source for various ecological
problems. The subsidisation of biogas and intensive farm-
ing, as well as locally unfitting nature protection require-
ments were especially criticised: "The trend is clearly in
contrast to what the population is always praising and what
politicians are saying. We all talk about preserving the natu-
ral, the small-structured agriculture and we only create laws
in such a way that only the big ones count”. A consequence
of subsidies provided for biogas related maize production
was that “energy farmers”, as they were referred to, had a
higher income and competed with smallholder famers for
scarce arable land, which led to an increase in rental prices
of farmland. Small-scale farmers in the region typically
rent land (in addition to their own agricultural land hold-
ings) to maintain economically viable agricultural holdings.
Some small-scale farmers could no longer afford the rising
rental prices of farmland on their leased land, forcing them
to abandon agriculture and lease their land to larger-scale,
more economically viable, farmers. "It's definitely the case
that only the big farms still have a chance. The smallholder
farms only go down. The industrial ones then lease the land
from the perished farmers and plant them, so that they get
proper subsidies, meaning they plant monocultures”.

This systemic pressure was partly used to explain indi-
vidual behaviour, but was also described clearly as a societal
problem. This systemic constraint seemed to arise from a
higher power and hence the individual was hardly attrib-
uted any ability to act, reducing interviewee’s sense of

responsibility. Therefore, many respondents did not blame
farmers for the consequences of their perceived unsustain-
able agricultural practices but blamed an unsustainable sys-
tem: "The situation is super hard, because in the end the
farmers have to grow to survive. [...] You can't blame them
either. The German system is designed for growth, and that's
what's happening in agriculture." The die-off of smallholder
farms was related to the systemic pressures and was per-
ceived as strongly negative.

Respondents believed that the economy will continue to
grow in the future, but perceived this future rather critically.
This understanding of the future often refered to the natu-
ralness and self-evidence of growth, the necessity of mod-
ern agriculture, institutional path dependencies and a lack
of alternatives, which do not permit any alternative future
trajectories.

Archetypical perception: growth as critical
and with negative consequences

In this archetype, the growth-based economic system is
criticized because of its inherent systemic constraints and
the perceived negative ecological or social consequences of
growth-focused intensive agriculture.

The interviewees were aware of systemic constraints and
formulated a need for change. The interviewees perceived
the growth of intensive agriculture as a fundamental prob-
lem from which subsequent negative consequences arose,
emphasizing the seriousness of these long-term problems:
"They only treat the symptoms, but no one wants to investi-
gate the causes: Dismantle factory farming, release animals,
produce less. I am a fan of the post-growth economy”. The
most frequently mentioned negative consequences of growth
were ecological problems. The maizification of agriculture
was viewed particularly negatively, many interviewees were
critical of the maize monoculture, as it seemed to result in
a loss of biodiversity. A further point of criticism relates to
the use of insecticides and other artificial pesticides or fer-
tilizers, which were considered responsible for bee mortal-
ity. The interviewees were aware of the seriousness of these
problems and said that this development will probably have
strong negative effects in the long term: "The foundation
they're just messing up, nature, they don't pay any attention
to it anymore. The soils [...] are filled with poisons. That
can't go well in the long run and the insects die out here. So,
nature is changing. I think you have to notice that".

Other frequently stated ecological consequences
included the overexploitation of natural resources, climate
change, impoverishment of structural diversity and a high
nitrate input through mass animal husbandry in the region.
The interviewees often connected concrete ecological
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consequences to sources from intensive agriculture and
explained the complex relationships between the system
components.

Another consequence of agricultural growth, which
was criticised by the interviewees, was negative land-
scape change, such as wind turbines, biofuel plants, land
consumption in agriculture and large monoculture maize
fields. A structurally diverse landscape or untouched
nature was missed, as they were seen as more ecologically
valuable and aesthetically appealing: "It is a problem for
me, that the emotional bond [with my hometown/ its land-
scape] is cracked due to the things we've discussed. [...]
Because from my understanding, I think a lot of things are
wrong and short-sighted”.

Certain emotional reactions to growth and its negative
effects were characteristic in this archetype. Interviewees
reported social tensions, which arose from intensive agri-
culture and reacted with resignation and hopelessness to
environmental problems caused by intensive agriculture.
In this perception of growth, the societal consumption
behaviour was strongly criticised. The societal demand
for cheap products, which were said to be consumed care-
lessly, was described as a reason for the negative environ-
mental consequences of food production. The consumption
of meat in particular was perceived as a social problem,
with some interviewees being very critical about the ethi-
cal, health and environmental consequences of mass ani-
mal husbandry. The interview participants often empha-
sised the desire for more intentional consumption, with a
focus on the regionality and seasonality of products.

Many interviewees either doubted the sustainability of
growth and its future continuation or already perceived
localized limitations. Respondents continued to be influ-
enced by the growth paradigm and had difficulty imagining
a future in which the economy is no longer determined
by growth. This perception was often complemented by
a negative, worrisome attitude towards the future, since
no realistic and desirable alternatives were known, which
worried the respondents: "And of course you think of
yourself and your family and your children. Many genera-
tions have worked to give their children a better life, but I
think that what we do will not make it better".

Yet, alternatives to an intensive, growth-oriented agri-
culture were also mentioned by some interviewees: "If I
actually turn this farm back a bit to what it was in 1910
[...] there were still sheep and there were some cows. If
I turn these things back and have my own local market-
ing, then I could live just as well, or perhaps better, than
if I continue in this development-madness in agriculture
of today”. Respondents mentioned the importance of sus-
tainability and described which practices they use to be
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more sustainable in their everyday lives. Organic farms
were described positively, as they combine parts of mod-
ern agriculture with ecologically compatible cultivation of
land, thus producing high-quality products and preserving
a diverse landscape. Alternatives to the growth-oriented
political system were also mentioned. Respondents felt
more hopeful about the future if they knew about alter-
natives. Some farmers stated that their attitudes towards
growth-oriented industrial agriculture had changed
and that they were willing to consider more sustainable
alternatives.

Emergent cross-cutting perspectives on economic
growth

The inductive step of the qualitative content analysis identi-
fied two key cross-cutting perceptions of economic growth:
The co-evolution of growth and technological progress and
the lack of agency individuals perceived in relation to eco-
nomic growth.

The role of technology was typified by perceptions of
close links between technological progress and economic
growth. The co-evolution of technology and economic
growth as well as strong path dependencies related to tech-
nological change were common themes expressed across
the four archetypical perceptions of growth outlined above.
For the most growth positive interviewees, technology was
likely to be viewed as a solution to diverse environmental
and societal problems: “There is still enough land in the
world to feed the population. With our money, we could
also irrigate more land, we could desalinate ocean water,
it’s all a matter of technology”. However, the more common
perception of the role of technology was as another form of
economic development over which individuals lack agency
in choosing or rejecting: “A modern agriculture with modern
machinery is necessary. You can’t do everything like in the
old days”. For some interviewees, technology formed part
of the systematic constraint: “He [the farmer] is stuck in
this hamster wheel. Either he goes along with it [growing
machines and production], or he becomes an organic farmer,
or he goes down. There's not much more choice there".

A lack of agency in relation to economic growth emerged
as a second cross-cutting theme across the four archetypes:
“My dad always says that they place a carrot on a stick in
front of us; ever more, ever more... [Interviewer: They?]
Yes, well, all of them. They always say “you have to do
more, you have to grow” [...]. It’s always about the econ-
omy”. In particular, the dominance of economic thinking
and economic rationales for decision making was a key
point expressed by many interviewees: A and our overall
system is business-friendly, and that takes precedence over
everything else. And that's why, so to speak, the business
community has a strong backing, and that sometimes leads
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to less responsible behaviour. So this idea of sustainability
is expressed verbally a lot, but do companies really act like
it...”.

The lack of individual agency was also linked to the con-
solidation of corporate power: “And they [the farmers] are
hardly independent any more [...] Someone comes along
and says “this is the return on investment, I'll build it for
you”. And then they are dependent. They earn good money,
certainly. But whether that's smart in the long run, for the
individual farmer [...] Whether that's a fulfilment? I don't
know". There was a sense of helplessness in the face of
larger societal changes: “I understand this [shift from small
scale to industrial agriculture] as a process that did not just
take 10 years, this has been going on for a long time and one
can’t stop it. I mean, you can’t turn back time”.

Discussion

We identified four archetypical perceptions on a gradient
between positive and negative attitudes towards economic
growth. Each perception was embedded in the experiences
of the respondents in relation to changes in technology,
societies and the landscapes in which they live. Caution is
therefore required in attempting to make any generalizations
regarding the representativeness of these four archetypical
perceptions on economic growth to broader society, or the
direct relationships between societal discourses and indi-
viduals’ perceptions of growth. Similarly, while the co-evo-
lution of technology and growth was highlighted by many
interviewees, it is beyond the scope of this paper to try and
explain the causal relations between technological change
and perceptions of growth. Indeed, we would argue that this
explorative approach to identifying archetypical perceptions
of growth would benefit from replication in different con-
texts, to help shed light on what shapes such perceptions.
While this study did not explicitly seek to study differ-
ences between the interviewees, we had nevertheless thought
that there might be key differences between the two land-
scapes regarding perceptions of growth (i.e. that perceptions
would be more negative in the more rapidly changing and
intensively farmed landscape), yet this was not obviously the
case. Moreover, while our sample did not allow us to strat-
ify the perceptions across different professions, or demo-
graphic factors, we also did not see clear distinctions with
the responses based on such factors. One possible explana-
tion of this is that the perceptions we identified were not
solely based on the personal circumstances and experiences
of individuals, but were shaped by the discourses that those
individuals are embedded in at both the community and
broader societal scales (Hajer and Versteeg 2005; Jones et al.
2014). Further investigation of the relation between personal
experiences and perceptions of growth in rural communities,

and how they are mediated by societal discourses would be
an interesting avenue of future research.

Three of the four archetypes ranged from neutral to nega-
tive with regard to the impact of further economic growth,
and only one of the archetypes expressed growth as a posi-
tive driver of change. Our interviewees, far from being
experts on economics, harboured restrictions or criticism
towards economic growth stemming from lived experiences
in their rural areas. Resource limitations and an unequal dis-
tribution of power and benefits (e.g. Scoones et al. 2019)
were not studied but learned from experiential knowledge
(see also Riechers et al. 2019). Resource limitation is often
a relatively abstract concept and hence for many people dif-
ficult to relate to. Within the agricultural sector, however, the
competing demands on resources become locally tangible,
and local people can experience and recognize the resulting
landscape changes.

One important cross-cutting topic in the interviews was
technology, possibly because sociotechnical imaginaries are
co-produced with social-ecological systems (Jasanoff 2004).
These imaginaries, which can be understood as visions and
expectations of future possibilities, are embedded in the
social organization and influence policy preferences as well
as practices of scientific research and technological innova-
tion (MacKenzie 1996; Fujimura 2003; Jasanoff and Kim
2013). They are charged with meaning and implicit under-
standings of what is good or desirable for society (Wynne
2005; Fortun and Fortun 2005; Jasanoff and Kim 2013).
Even though many interviewees perceived path dependen-
cies and negative consequences arising from “forced growth
through continuous innovation”, they praise “bigger and
better” technological innovations, stating they are modern
and necessary and traditional agriculture is outdated and
unrealistic in this age. Technological innovation is necessary
for the economy to grow (Schumpeter 1942) and growth
ultimately leads to investments in research, which leads to
new innovations which is supposed to lead to more growth,
job creation, welfare and prosperity (Kerschner and O’Neil
2015; Kerschner and Ehlers 2016). Some interviewees also
hoped that technological innovations, through growth, will
fix the problems of intensive agriculture, which were cre-
ated by this growth (e.g. Pansera and Owen 2018). In politi-
cal contexts, technological innovations are also supposed to
solve environmental and social problems (Chertow 2000;
Asafu-Adjaye et al. 2015). In the fourth archetype, inter-
viewees saw technological progress most strongly as a driver
of systemic constraints (Table 2). While alternative societal
discourses would need to include qualitative progress and
modern technology, they would also need to enable a mental
decoupling of progress and growth, to avoid path depend-
encies and allow for a transition to a sustainable economy.

Perhaps the most striking commonality across the four
archetypes was that the interviewees saw themselves as
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having little or no agency regarding the continuation of
economic growth, either as individuals or as a society
(Table 2). The lack of perceived agency was matched by a
similar lack of perceived alternatives to the current growth
paradigm, even amongst those who viewed economic growth
as a largely negative development. Economic growth was
perceived as a societal structure over which, or often even
within which, the interviewees had little agency.

This is an important finding, as agency has been identi-
fied as crucial in determining changes to social practices,
including those related to building alternatives to the current
growth paradigm (Boonstra and Joosse 2013; Brossmann
and Islar 2019). Moreover, this suggests that the feedbacks
between structure and agency (sensu Giddens 1984) may
be locked into and reinforcing the current paradigm. It
may be in part that the dominance of the economic growth
paradigm is so strong, alternative structures are failing to
emerge, which in turn limits the possibility of transformative
change (Sewell 1992). The ‘intent’ of the system, which is
the emergent goals to which the system is aligned (Abson
et al. 2017), shapes societal structures. The system intent
often mirrors a prevalent mental representation of imag-
ined futures (e.g. Beckert 2013), and just as with imagined
futures, multiple goals can exist and even clash. In the case
in our study, for example, the societal goal is mismatched
with individuals’ goals. The influenced social macrostruc-
tures, in turn, limit the ability of individuals, or societies to
imagine alternative system goals and system designs (Beck-
ert 2013). This potentially creates a locked-in trap where
current societal structures limit the agency of individuals to
create alternative more sustainable economic systems. This
can be seen in the political arena, where instead of having
economic discussions with distinctly different opinions and
alternative visions, the growth paradigm is unanimously
agreed upon and alternative concepts are perceived as not
legitimate (Asara et al. 2015).

The perceived lack of alternatives to economic growth
was a dominant theme across all four archetypical percep-
tions, which shows that growth discourses of naturalness,
self-evidence and no alternatives limit a person’s capacity
to think outside the box (Pesch 2018). This suggests that
in order for alternative social imaginaries "the dimension
through which human beings create their ways of living
together and their ways of representing their collective life”
(Thompson 1984: 6) to emerge there has to be a ‘decoloniza-
tion’ of such imaginaries from the current growth paradigm
(Latouche 2009; Kallis and March 2014). However, this
raises questions regarding who leads such a ‘decoloniza-
tion’. Can it be imposed from powerful actors within the
capitalistic, growth-focused system, such as politicians or
corporations, which could be perceived as another form of
colonization? Or do these new imaginaries have to emerge
from within our society, as “bottom-up” initiatives that are
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anchored in the experiences of local communities? One aca-
demic attempt could be within the theoretical framework
of post-normal science, which rejects an absolute demarca-
tion between science and society to foster visions and praxis
for sustainable futures (Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993; Strand
et al. 2016).

The development of alternatives to the current growth
paradigm, such as the notion of degrowth (Fournier 2008;
Martinez-Alier et al. 2010), may therefore represent an
opportunity to challenge the dominant growth paradigm
if they provide concrete examples of meaningful, context
specific, alternatives to growth (Berg and Hukkinen 2011).
Concrete alternatives to growth, which can be experienced
by individuals as achievable and desirable, may spark mean-
ingful alternative economic discourses and reduce the per-
ception of a lack of individual agency regarding challeng-
ing undesirable economic growth. Concrete alternatives can
offer an opportunity to reflect on a new system and open
up spaces to communicate possible new political and cul-
tural ideas (Muraca 2015: 184). It is not necessary that peo-
ple agree on every aspect of the degrowth vision [even the
degrowth movement does not define itself as a homogenous
group (Demaria et al. 2013)], it is necessary that new ideas
are envisioned and shared, that go beyond the limited growth
paradigm. Here we suggest that recently emergent transdis-
ciplinary approaches in sustainability science such as living
labs (e.g. Bergvall-Kéreborn and Stahlbrost 2009; Bulke-
ley et al. 2016), and real world experiments (Caniglia et al.
2017) may provide avenues for the exploration of alternative
societal discourses, but more research on this is necessary.

Discourses can actively be changed because the con-
straints that discourses impose are open to challenge (Darier
1999). The strengthening of alternative discourses is espe-
cially important, since discourses shape what can and cannot
be communicated and thought, delimit the range of policy
options and thereby serve as precursors to policy outcomes
(Keller and Poferl 1998; Litfin 1994; Hajer and Versteeg
2005). With an awareness of how a discourse is operating,
it becomes possible to conceive how that discourse might
be challenged, or to consider the adoption of a different
discourse or the creation of a new discourse altogether.
Therefore, resistance in discourses is a site for agency and
transformation. Further, conflict between growth positive
and growth critical discourses can create opportunities
to engender new discourses. An analysis of resistance in
discourses, hence, can demonstrate the points where new
discourses, with new actions and possibilities, might begin
(Fleming and Vanclay 2009a, b). Key questions remain
regarding the extent to which alternative societal discourses
around economic growth have the ability to change and
transform structures in society that are deeply embedded in
and reinforcing of the dominant growth paradigm. Similarly,
the extent to which new societal discourses can emerge from



Sustainability Science (2021) 16:1827-1840

1837

the current colonized imaginaries (Latouche 2009) and how
such discourses emerge (Pansera and Owen 2018) is a ques-
tion requiring further research.

Finally, we would note that even within the current domi-
nant paradigm, multiple contested and potentially conflicting
discourses exist. It is likely that in the development of alter-
native visions for a sustainable economy a similar plurality
of discourses will emerge. This can be embraced and further
research could focus on understanding what this multitude
of discourses could mean for the individual and also how
such pluralism should be addressed in the search for alterna-
tives to growth. This study has shown, that society as well
as the individual person may hold multiple perceptions of
growth, but in contexts as those studied in this article, these
are oftentimes characterized by growth critical aspects.
This shows a need for sustainable, post-growth imaginar-
ies, which could open up spaces for people to imagine a just
and prosperous society beyond growth.

Conclusions

In this empirical study, we identified four archetypical per-
ceptions on economic growth in two rural communities in
Lower Saxony, Germany: (1) Growth as inherently posi-
tive, (2) growth as self-evident and without alternatives, (3)
growth as a systemic constraint, and (4) growth as critical
and with negative consequences. These perceptions were
shaped by themes within broader societal discourses includ-
ing an assessment of progress, attitudes towards consump-
tion, an understanding of the future, perceptions of systemic
constraints and lack of concrete alternatives to the current
economic system. Interviewees perceived that they have lit-
tle or no agency regarding the continuation of economic
growth—as both individuals and as a society. One possibility
to strengthen people’s agency is the exploration of alterna-
tives to the current growth paradigm to provide concrete
examples of meaningful, context-specific options. These
alternative ideas could influence social imaginaries, by
opening up spaces to think and dream of possible desirable
futures without economic growth. These imaginaries would
then find their way into societal discourses, which in turn
shape which actions and behaviour changes seem possible
and can be done. The possibility to think and talk about this
transformation creates a pathway of change. Therefore, an
understanding of how and why individual perceptions and
societal discourses and imaginaries emerge and how they
influence one another is likely to be a crucial area of sustain-
ability research for transformative change.
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