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A B S T R A C T

The enduring scientific debate about economic growth versus the environment has recently received new im-
petus. Nonetheless, there is virtually unanimous support for growth in politics. This may partly be due to an
assumed social consensus about the desirability of growth. Here we examine public perceptions relevant to the
growth debate by using data from a large number of representative surveys conducted in Europe and the US. The
main findings are: (i) a relative majority of respondents seem to believe that economic growth and environ-
mental protection are compatible, even though a fraction of the population might have unstable opinions; (ii)
when people have to choose, environmental protection is prioritized in most surveys and countries; and (iii) the
public has limited factual knowledge of relevant concepts and data, such as the meaning of economic growth and
past GDP growth rates. These findings are discussed and further qualified. We highlight the importance of
methodological aspects such as question wording and format in the interpretation of the results and draw im-
plications for political debate and future research on economic growth and the environment.

1. Introduction

The debate on the relationship between economic (GDP) growth,
environmental sustainability and prosperity has a long history (Mishan,
1967; Meadows et al., 1972; Daly, 1977). In recent years, growth has
been questioned again from various perspectives (e.g., Victor, 2010;
Schneider et al., 2010; Jackson, 2011; Costanza et al., 2014; van den
Bergh, 2017). In particular, environmental goals like keeping global
warming below the 2 °C or even 1.5 °C threshold, as stated in the 2016
Paris Climate Agreement, have been argued to be very challenging
under continued economic growth (Anderson, 2015; Antal and van den
Bergh, 2016). Furthermore, several empirical studies questioned the
link between GDP growth and progress: using welfare proxies such as
life satisfaction, it has been shown that long-term economic growth in
rich countries stopped to translate into a clearly rising pattern of social
welfare decades ago (Easterlin et al., 2010; Kubiszewski et al., 2013).
Despite all doubts, economic growth remains a central objective of
governments in countries around the world. To reconcile growth ob-
jectives with urgent and serious environmental challenges, many
economists, politicians and international organizations, notably the

OECD and the World Bank, have expressed a strong belief in “green
growth” (e.g. World Bank, 2012).

This debate has received considerable public attention. For ex-
ample, the book “Prosperity without Growth” by Tim Jackson (2011),
which argues that continued economic growth is environmentally un-
sustainable and socially undesirable, was featured in many media
around the world. Or consider Nobel laureate economist Paul Krugman
who discussed economic growth and environmental protection twice on
his New York Times blog in a single year (New York Times, 2014a,b),
defending the mainstream notion that the two objectives are compa-
tible.

Public opinion matters for this debate for at least two reasons. First,
in democratic countries the legitimacy of political decisions depends on
the extent they reflect public opinion. If people believe that economic
growth and environmental protection are compatible or prioritize
growth over the environment (e.g. because they think that non-growth-
based strategies are undesirable or unfeasible), then the pursuit of
growth can be legitimate. If, on the other hand, people believe that
economic growth and environmental protection are incompatible and
prioritize the environment over growth (e.g. because they think there
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are plenty of feasible non-growth-based strategies), then the majority
will likely prefer a different direction, so the pursuit of growth is less
legitimate. A second, related but more practical reason is that the so-
cial-political feasibility of policy implementation can depend on peo-
ple's attitudes. In democracies it can be difficult to implement policies
that are against the public will. Therefore, theoretical studies often try
to assess public attitudes towards various policies, especially those that
might be alternatives to the ones currently used in growth-based
economies (Jackson, 2011; van den Bergh, 2011; Kallis, 2011; Bellamy
Foster, 2011).

Furthermore, there are explicit references to public opinion studies
by actors who advocate different positions in the growth debate. One
study that was recently used as a reference point is by Drews and van
den Bergh (2016), who found that about one-third of 1004 surveyed
Spanish citizens preferred either ignoring growth as a policy aim (21%)
or stopping it altogether to achieve environmental sustainability (15%).
These results have been used to argue that there is a potential con-
stituency for “degrowth” to enter into national parliaments (Demaria,
2017). A study from the other end of the spectrum is by the New Cli-
mate Economy (NCE) initiative, which supports “green growth”. They
analyzed recent social media discussions on the compatibility of growth
and climate policy to examine how NCE's 2014 report influenced public
perceptions. Searching for relevant keywords in> 430,000 posts on
Twitter, Facebook, blogs and online forums, they found that positive
discussions of climate action and economic growth increased by 700%
in 3 years, while negative discussions decreased by 15%. They conclude
that among many societal actors and the general public “there is a
deepening understanding that climate action is not only necessary, but
it can also be good for development and growth” (New Climate
Economy, 2015). As this study was not peer-reviewed and NCE's stated
political objective is to shift the discourse on growth and climate to
green growth, findings should be viewed with caution.

Despite the importance of the growth debate and the views of the
general public in it, there is very little systematic research on what
people think about the relationship between economic growth and the
environment. On the one hand, some large-scale multinational survey
projects such as the World Values Survey or the International Social
Survey Program include items on growth and the environment, but so
far results from these have not been collected for a joint analysis and
comparison. On the other hand, some studies for particular countries
have recently begun to address public perceptions of growth (e.g.,
Jagers, 2009; Kaplowitz et al., 2013; Drews and van den Bergh, 2016).
Here we attempt to include results from both types of sources in our
summary and comparison.

Previous studies summarizing public opinion on environmental
problems (Dunlap and Scarce, 1991; Dunlap, 1998; Brewer, 2004;
Leiserowitz et al., 2005; Lorenzoni and Pidgeon, 2006; Nisbet and
Myers, 2007; Brechin and Bhandari, 2011; Stoutenborough et al., 2014;
Capstick et al., 2015) – similar in approach to the present paper – fo-
cused on sustainable development in general or climate change in
particular, and only touched upon selected aspects of, and survey re-
sults on, the growth/environment relationship. Leiserowitz et al. (2005)
note that little is known about perceptions and attitudes towards
growth, such as preferences for infinite growth versus steady-state
economies.

The main research objective of the present article is to provide a
comprehensive overview of data from national and international public
opinion surveys on key aspects of the economic growth debate. This
includes the question of whether people view economic growth and the
environment as compatible or not (Section 3.1). Supposing a conflict
between economic growth and environmental protection, we examine
which objective people have prioritized in recent years (Section 3.2). In
addition, we assess how people understand concepts such as “economic
growth”, “the environment” or the “GDP growth rate” (Section 3.3).
When discussing the findings, we pay attention to various methodolo-
gical and conceptual issues that can complicate interpretations of public

opinion about economic growth and the environment. Altogether, this
overview will provide a solid empirical basis to understand the various
positions in the debate and their distribution.

2. Data Collection

We study data from Europe and the USA as economic growth is
primarily questioned for rich, industrialized countries. Our aim is to
recognize broad patterns in the results, without trying to explain
country-specific numbers. By limiting our research to relatively similar
contexts, reflections about inter-country differences are possible.

We used data from surveys that fulfilled three main criteria. First,
question wordings had to refer to “economic growth” or the “GDP”.
Hence, studies that referred to “the economy” or other less specific
terms were not considered. Second, survey questions had to cover as-
pects of the broader economic growth debate as described in the in-
troduction. Third, the samples either had to be nationally re-
presentative of the general population or had to provide substantial
additional information not available in such surveys. We will explicitly
indicate if a survey used is not nationally representative.

Data sources were found through the following procedure. We
started by identifying large multinational survey projects that have
questions on economic growth and the environment at several points in
time. From the global surveys that are listed on the “Public Opinion &
Survey Data Sources” page of the Princeton University Library (2017),
we identified the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), the
World Values Survey (WVS), and surveys by the PEW institute and by
Gallup as suitable. The best known survey on EU countries, the Euro-
barometer (EB), was included as well. The number of respondents in all
of these surveys is around N ~ 1000. Next, we systematically searched
the Scopus database of peer-reviewed literature in January 2016. Using
the terms “economic growth” and “environment” together with “atti-
tudes” or “opinion” or “views” or “beliefs”, we searched in all English-
language abstracts, keywords and titles of the literature. The resulting
documents were screened for their relevance to this study by reading
the article titles and abstracts. Five studies were found to be relevant.
Finally, a few additional studies were included which the authors knew
from previously conducted research.

3. Overview of Public Attitudes, Beliefs and Understandings

3.1. Economic Growth and Environmental Protection: Compatible or Not?

The first research question is whether people see the relationship
between environmental protection and economic growth as compatible
or contradictory. We start by analyzing two questions from the ISSP
(2010), a survey executed between 2010 and 2011 in the selected
countries (N = 21,539). The first question asks survey participants to
rate on a 5-point Likert scale whether they agree or disagree with the
statement, “Economic growth always harms the environment.” Positive
responses, making up around 27% in our sample, suggest a perception
of incompatibility. Negative responses, making up around 44%, imply
compatibility. 29% chose the middle option on the agreement-dis-
agreement scale. Note that only 5% and 6% chose the totally agree/
disagree options, suggesting that 89% were not totally convinced of one
answer or the other. A second statement of the ISSP survey reads: “In
order to protect the environment [COUNTRY] needs economic growth.”
(49% agreement, 23% disagreement). Supposing that each term is un-
derstood in the same way as previously, this statement contradicts the
previous statement (combining the two makes no sense: “In order to
protect the environment [COUNTRY] needs economic growth, which
always harms the environment”). Accordingly, agreement with one
should imply disagreement with the other. While we acknowledge that
reading the two sentences separately might trigger different thought
processes and understandings of the relevant terms (economic growth
where? harm or protection directly or indirectly? etc.), we point out
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