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Governments around the world promote economic growth as a way to improve life and well-being for their
citizens. Now that human-produced carbon emissions are known to spur climate change and destabilize the
environments in which people live and work, it makes sense to ask whether economic growth and associated
improvements in social well-being can go hand in hand with reductions in levels of carbon emissions. If so, the
pursuit of economic growth will eventually have the beneficial side effect of enhancing environmental
sustainability. But if not, then true advances in human well-being will require balancing efforts to promote
economic growth with policies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

A New Research Approach

In a study recently published in the journal Nature Climate Change, I use a new measure of what I call the
“carbon intensity of human well-being” to get at the true meaning of sustainability – which is supposed to be
about enhancing human well-being while reducing environmental impacts. At five year intervals from 1970 to
2009, I measured for each nation the amount of carbon emissions from industrial sources and other human
activities divided by the country’s average life expectancy at birth. If a nation’s score for carbon intensity of
human well-being went down over time, this meant that sustainability is improving.

Many analysts have presumed that economic development eventually brings wealthy nations to a point where
further growth and associated increases in human well-being can happen without greater environmental
impacts. But is this happy outcome actually occurring? And what does economic development mean for the
carbon intensity of well-being in low- and middle-income nations in developing regions of the world? My
research provides answers to these questions by estimating the changing effects from 1970 to 2009 of
national gross domestic product per capita on the carbon intensity of well-being.

Worrisome Findings

For the analysis I sorted nations into four sets – including 27 relatively high-income nations found in North
America, Europe, and Oceania; 36 developing nations in Africa; 21 developing nations in South and Central
America; and 22 developing nations in Asia. For each regional set, the following figure graphs what scholars
call “elasticity coefficients” to get at how much the carbon intensity of human well-being goes up or down for
each one percent of economic growth (that is, percent increase in gross domestic product per capita). From a
sustainability perspective, we would want to see negative coefficients and downward sloping trends, since
those would suggest that economic growth, extended human lifespans, and relatively lower carbon emissions
can all advance together.
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But my overall findings were not encouraging:

• From 1970 to 1995, African nations on average experienced increased development along with
reductions in the carbon intensity of human well-being, but African economic growth has become less
sustainable in recent decades. 

• For nations in Asia and South and Central America, we see that development has markedly increased the
carbon intensity of human well-being throughout the 40 year period studied. 

• Economic growth for the most developed nations in North America, Europe, and Oceania has long been
on an unsustainable track; these nations, overall, have the highest per capita emissions and continue to
burn outsized amounts of fossil fuels to benefit the well-being of their inhabitants. Optimism that
growth eventually promotes sustainability is not warranted.

Take-Home Points

Returning to the key question of whether economic development is a viable pathway to reducing the carbon
intensity of human well-being, my results suggest that the answer is “no.” Despite some variations in the
experiences of individual countries, none of the world’s regions has registered sustained reductions in carbon
intensity of well-being as economic development proceeds. The sobering reality is that sustainability is not a
natural byproduct of economic development. If countries want to enhance sustainability along with economic
growth, they will have to look for ways to reduce energy consumption, improve the efficiency of production
and transportation, and improve human life and happiness through less carbon-polluting activities. Surely this
is possible, but economic development as usual will not suffice.

Read more in Andrew K. Jorgenson, “Economic Development and the Carbon Intensity of Human Well-
Being.” Nature Climate Change 4 (March 2014): 186-189; Andrew K. Jorgenson and Brett Clark, “Are the
Economy and the Environment Decoupling?” American Journal of Sociology 118, no. 1 (2012): 1-44; and
Thomas Dietz, Eugene Rosa, and Richard York, “Environmentally Efficient Well-Being: Is There a
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March 19, 2014 https://scholars.org


