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Research topic 

Secular stagnation and its ecological consequences 

One key challenge for the developed world over the next few decades will be to put their 

societies and economies on a sustainable ecological track. The hope that technological 

progress with more efficient production processes will lead to less environmental damage 

has not yet been fulfilled - despite partial decoupling of raw material consumption and 

economic growth. Although one unit of GDP can be generated today with less environmental 

impact than in previous times, the economic growth of recent years has, in absolute terms, 

led to more raw material consumption and environmental damage. 

Regardless of this trend the ecomomic growth in developed countries has been declining for 

decades. Some countries, such as Japan, are moving towards zero-growth and below. An 

explanation for this development is provided by the theory of secular stagnation. It blames 

irreversible structural reasons such as demographic change and decreasing productivity 

gains for dwindling economic growth. 

If the theory of secular stagnation proves correct, more and more developed countries will 

experience declining or no economic growth. This raises the question of whether the 

equation “more economic growth = more environmental damage” also holds if we substitute 

“less” for “more”. The thesis "Secular stagnation and its ecological consequences" therefore 

deals with the following question: What ecological consequences would a reduction in 

economic growth in industrial countries have? Can secular stagnation bring industrial 

countries closer to achieving their climate goals, and if so, how big could the ecological 

dividend be? 
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