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Doughnut Economics

The impact of humans on the environment has grown enormously since 1600 as to both numbers of people 
and impact per head.  The advent of agriculture brought about a slow increase in world population, with 
setbacks from time to time such as the Black Death, reaching around 500m by 1600 and 1 billion by 1800. 
Thereafter, it increased more rapidly, reaching 2 billion in the 1920s and 4 billion around 1974, and it is now 
approaching 8 billion, ie 16 times higher than in 1600. This reflects the so called demographic transition  – 
death rates falling as a result of economic development (ie the Industrial Revolution) followed with a lag by 
falling birth rates – occurring first in the UK and some other European countries  and then spreading 
throughout most of the world. However, the rate of population increase is now slowing rapidly, and on some 
projections world population may reach a peak of around 9-10 billion later in the present century (assuming 
no catastrophic events) and subsequently decline. There are good reasons to suppose that such a decline is 
desirable and is compatible with and may well depend on social improvements in many parts of the world, in 
particular as to empowering women and girls.

In considering impact per head, I have drawn on Our World in Data which publishes the research findings of 
The Oxford Martin Programme on Global Development, assuming that these data are at least in the right 
ballpark. GDP per capita in England at 2013 prices ranged between £700 and £1300 during the period 1270-
1600, reaching £2.3k by 1800, £4.9k by 1900 and £29k by 2015. For the world as a whole, real GDP per capita 
in 2016 was 4.4 times higher than in 1950 and over ten times higher than in the distant past.  Of course, 
these figures do not directly measure the environmental impact of these changes as they do not take account
of the varying proportions of agriculture, manufacturing and services, qualitative differences within each of 
these sectors, or the environmental impact of specific economic activities such as mining, intensive farming 
and deforestation to name just a few. But it seems reasonable to conclude that the increase in the overall 
impact of human activity on the environment since 1600 is several times greater than the increase in the 
population, and is perhaps of the order of fifty times.  The negative consequences are now on such a scale as 
to bring into question the continuance of our current technology-based civilisation. (Note: I am aware of the 
shortcomings of GDP as a measure of economic performance.)
 
It is therefore  not surprising that the term Anthropocene Epoch is coming into use as an unofficial unit of 
geologic time, used to describe the most recent period in Earth’s history when human activity started to have
a significant adverse impact on the planet’s climate and ecosystems. How to identify the start of this new 
age, and the boundary with the Holocene Epoch, is yet to be determined. The suggested markers for the 
geological record include fallout from nuclear bomb tests, plastics, concrete particles, soot and pollution from
power stations, and fossils from domestic chickens (now the most numerous birds in the world).

Doughnut Economics by Kate Raworth is a response to these developments. It advocates a new approach to 
Economics for the 21st Century based on a more balanced, sustainable perspective that allows both humans 
and our planet to thrive, based on seven ways to think:  1. Change the goal; 2. See the Big Picture; 3. Nurture 
Human Nature;  4. Get Savvy with Systems; 5. Design to Distribute;  6. Create to Regenerate; 7. Be Agnostic 
about Growth.  See below for a large scale version of ‘the Doughnut’ and related links. 

There are many related strands of thinking, such as the ‘Green New Deal’, ‘Evonomics’, the Dasgupta Report, 
and David Attenborough’s work in recent years. Selected links to these topics and others are appended.
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https://ourworldindata.org/economic-growth
https://populationeducation.org/what-demographic-transition-model/


Doughnut Economics – Seven Ways to Think Like a 21st Century Economist - by Kate Raworth.    
The key concepts are presented in the following diagram:

For a short summary of the book, see https://fourminutebooks.com/doughnut-economics-summary/ 

For introductions by Kate herself, see: https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-
51961730028-1/fulltext#sec1 and https://evonomics.com/seven-ways-transform-21st-century-economics-
economists/ 

For reviews ranging from raving to scathing, see:
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/29214420-doughnut-economics#other_reviews  and
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Doughnut-Economics-Seven-21st-Century-Economist/dp/1847941397/
ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=doughnut+economics&qid=1615377613&s=books&sr=1-1 

Ted talk by Kate: 
https://www.ted.com/talks/kate_raworth_a_healthy_economy_should_be_designed_to_thrive_not_grow#t-2061 
with related reading list.  See also https://discuss.doughnuteconomics.org/ 

A related website can be accessed by Googling ’Goodlife Leeds’ (For some reason I have not been able to get 
a direct link to this website to work.)

https://discuss.doughnuteconomics.org/
https://www.ted.com/talks/kate_raworth_a_healthy_economy_should_be_designed_to_thrive_not_grow#t-2061
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Doughnut-Economics-Seven-21st-Century-Economist/dp/1847941397/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=doughnut+economics&qid=1615377613&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Doughnut-Economics-Seven-21st-Century-Economist/dp/1847941397/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=doughnut+economics&qid=1615377613&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/29214420-doughnut-economics#other_reviews
https://evonomics.com/seven-ways-transform-21st-century-economics-economists/
https://evonomics.com/seven-ways-transform-21st-century-economics-economists/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-51961730028-1/fulltext#sec1
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-51961730028-1/fulltext#sec1
https://fourminutebooks.com/doughnut-economics-summary/


Some related strands of thinking

The Green New Deal
Green New Deal (GND) proposals call for US public policy to address climate change along with achieving 
other social aims like job creation and reducing economic inequality. The name refers back to the New Deal , 
a set of social  and economic reforms  and public works projects  undertaken by President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt in response to the Great Depression. The Green New Deal combines Roosevelt's economic 
approach with modern ideas such as renewable energy  and resource efficiency. Similar ideas have been put 
forward in the UK, see for example Green New Deal and New Economics Foundation.

Evonomics
According to its website, ’Evonomics’ has emerged as a powerful voice for the sea change that is sweeping 
through economics. Evonomics ‘content attracts hundreds of thousands of readers a month, and it 
touches millions of people a week across the web.’ There is an impressive list of authors, including three who 
have been awarded the Nobel Prize for Economics. Not all are from economics disciplines, for example 
Jonathan Haidt, Frans de Waal and David Sloan Wilson.  Articles can be accessed from the website via the 
author’s name in the list of authors, which is in first name order – and it seems all were initially published 
elsewhere and are reproduced with permission.

The Dasgupta Review
On 2 February, the UK Government launched the Dasgupta Review on the Economics of Biodiversity – see 
here for related documents, including an abridged version (103 pages), highlights (10 pages) and reactions. 
The following assessment comes from WBCSD, a global, CEO-led organization of over 200 leading businesses 
working together to accelerate the transition to a sustainable world.

This independent review was commissioned by the UK Treasury to shape the international response to 
biodiversity loss and inform global action from all stakeholders. The Dasgupta Review sets out a new 
framework, grounded in ecology and Earth Sciences, yet applying the principles from finance and economics 
to understand the sustainability of our interaction with nature and prioritize efforts to enhance nature and 
prosperity.  Fundamentally, the Dasgupta Review develops the economics of biodiversity on the under-
standing that we, and our economies, are embedded within nature- not external to it. There has been an 
institutional failure to account for the externalities nature provides. One of the solution areas identified by 
the Review is the need to change our measures of economic success. Moving to inclusive wealth, which 
measures all capital assets (ie. human capital, produced capital, and natural capital) as the aggregate value of 
a country’s economic success, is a necessary step that will allow the world to return to a path of prosperity 
that operates within planetary boundaries.

David Attenborough – A Life on Our Planet
Part Three of this book – A Vision for the Future – points out that since the advent of farming we have moved
from being a part of nature to being apart from nature. But now we need to reverse that transition. A 
sustainable existence is once again our only option. We need to discover a new kind of sustainable lifestyle to
bring our human world back into nature once again. He frames his subsequent discussion with the Doughnut 
Model, under the following headings: Moving beyond growth; Switching to clean energy; Rewilding the seas; 
Taking up less space; Rewilding the land; Planning for peak human; and Achieving more balanced lives. 
See also his recent speech to the UN Security Council and his 2019 appearance before the House of 
Commons  Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy Select Committee   

Some other links
Global obsession with economic growth will increase risk of deadly pandemics in     future   
The Crisis after the Crisis
Earth’s existential threats: inequality, pandemics and climate change demand global     leadership  
The four ‘I’s of a new socio-ecological contract 
A test of your world view  (an updated version of Hans Rosling’s Questionnaire for you to try – some things 
may not be as bad as you think)

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1kw0LC1nYqgG3fN1cD-ikaiY3_7YJ0X2a/view
https://www.socialeurope.eu/the-four-is-of-a-new-socio-ecological-contract
https://theconversation.com/earths-existential-threats-inequality-pandemics-and-climate-change-demand-global-leadership-154325?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20February%2024%202021%20-%201871818253&utm_content=Latest
https://www.socialeurope.eu/the-crisis-after-the-crisis
https://theconversation.com/global-obsession-with-economic-growth-will-increase-risk-of-deadly-pandemics-in-future-156509?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202021%20-%201882018373&utm_content=Latest%20from%252
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QOFkz_EkIuU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QOFkz_EkIuU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MaweqwsN62k
https://www.wbcsd.org/Programs/Food-and-Nature/Resources/Dasgupta-Review-on-the-Economics-of-Biodiversity-2021-Business-Summary
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/final-report-the-economics-of-biodiversity-the-dasgupta-review
https://evonomics.com/about/
https://neweconomics.org/about/our-missions/green-new-deal
https://www.greennewdealuk.org/

