
Doughnut Economics – Beyond Circularity 

 

 
 
As sustainability leaders continue to strive for environmental stability, income equality and social 
justice, traditional economic models have been under scrutiny for failing to adequately address 
the world’s most pressing challenges. In response, a revolutionary concept known as ‘Doughnut 
Economics’ has been created which offers a fresh perspective on realistically balancing the needs 
of people with the limitations of our planet. 
 
Definition of doughnut economics 
The doughnut economics model was created by Oxford Economist, Kate Raworth in her book 
‘Doughnut economics: seven ways to think like a 21st-century economist’, with the aim of creating 
a regenerative economy that’s beneficial and realistic. The sustainability model is split into three 
key areas: 

 Social foundation 
 The safe and just space for humanity 
 Ecological ceiling 



The inner ring of the doughnut represents the basic human needs that everyone requires, 
including water, food, health, education, income and work, peace and justice, political voice, social 
equity, gender equality, housing, networks, and energy. 
 
The outer ring shows the boundaries which humanity must not exceed in order to remain 
sustainable. This includes elements such as climate change, ocean acidification, chemical 
pollution, nitrogen and phosphorus loading, freshwater withdrawals, land conservation, 
biodiversity loss, air pollution, and ozone layer depletion. 
 
Its circular doughnut shape signifies the need to find balance between ‘social foundation’ and 
‘ecological ceiling’ which is referred to as ‘the safe and just space for humanity’, where wellbeing 
is developed for both people and the planet. 
 
Anything that falls outside of the doughnut as either a shortfall in the social foundation or 
overshoot in the ecological ceiling can prove catastrophic to humanity in the form of irreversible 
poverty or environmental damage, making balance important to maintain. 
 
Seven principles of doughnut economics 
Now we’ve explored the doughnut economics definition and its three key areas, it’s time to look a 
little closer at the 7 principles of doughnut economics. This offers a more robust approach of how 
the model can be lifted from an ideal framework to something that can be executed in reality. 

1. Change the goal 
The first principle highlights the need for humanity to shift the goal away from the relentless 
pursuit of economic growth measured as ‘GDP’, to one of meeting the needs of all within 
the means of the living planet. The goal should be the Doughnut, which represents the 
‘safe and just space’ for humanity. 
2. See the big picture 
Principle two is about recognising that economies, societies, and the natural environment 
are interdependent systems. We need to take a step back and view the economy not as 
a self-contained system existing independently of the living world, but one that is 
embedded within society and the natural environment. 
3. Nurture human nature 
As the doughnut economics model places a ‘social foundation’ at the core of the inner 
ring, human values and needs are established as hugely important, rightly acknowledging 
them as a central focus to ensure that all of humanity can thrive. 
4. Get savvy with systems 
The fourth principle of doughnut economics proposes something similar. We must engage 
with doughnut economics to better understand different economic and environmental 
perspectives and make informed decisions. 
5. Design to distribute 
This principle recognises that inequality is a design failure and encourages us to design 
economies and societies to radically reduce inequalities. This means designing 
economies to be more distributive of value to those who help generate it and building a 
society which thrives on mutual benefit and accessibility for everyone. 
6. Create to regenerate 
Principle six is about harnessing the potential of regenerative design to reshape the 
harmful degenerative designs of past products and services into processes which give 
back. Through ‘create to regenerate’, new strategies that better support the planet can be 
developed and executed, with the goal of creating a circular, not linear, economy. 
 
 



7. Be agnostic in terms of growth 
The 7th and final principle of doughnut economics summarises the purpose of the model 
which is to shake off our addiction to economic growth, and strive for growth in forms 
greater than monetary output, such as sustainable progress, environmental benefits, and 
wellbeing for all. “At this point in human history, the movement that best describes the 
progress we need is coming into dynamic balance, by moving into the Doughnut’s safe 
and just space, eliminating both its shortfall and overshoot at the same time.” 

 
Doughnut economics examples 
Sustainability models such as doughnut economics help countries, people and businesses tackle 
some the world’s most pressing sustainability issues. Here are some examples of it in practice 
from three different countries. 
 
1. Amsterdam, Netherlands 
Amsterdam was the first city to use the doughnut economics model to target 100% reuse of raw 
materials by 2050. The approach was simple: set up projects within ecological boundaries that 
mutually benefits the cities interests both environmentally and economically. These communities 
act as change agents and have rolled out several initiatives including the transformation of Fort 
Island Pampus, a UNESCO-world heritage attraction east of the city. The popular site is changing 
its entrance building, warehouse and ports to run on sustainable energy systems that eliminate 
existing fossil fuel usage. In addition, the island will benefit from reduced running costs in the long-
term, whilst improving the ‘energy’ element of its social foundation. 
 
2. Melbourne, Australia 
Regen Melbourne was created in late 2020 as a platform to transition to a more regenerative city 
and move Greater Melbourne into the safe and just space of doughnut economics. A key project 
of Regen Melbourne is to transform the Birrarung/Yarra River from a polluted river (caused by 
mass dumping and deforestation) to one that is swimmable by 2030. The initiative is divided into 
work streams including legal policy, river health, business and capital and swimming activations. 
All are required to help the project succeed. It will help meet the social foundations of ‘water’ and 
‘health’ and reduce the risk of ‘freshwater withdrawals’ and ‘biodiversity loss’ by restoring the river 
to its original state and protecting the region’s future water supply. 
 
3. Leeds, United Kingdom 
A little closer to home, Climate Action Leeds introduced the model to Leeds to transform it into ‘a 
city where people and planet thrive’. A detailed report found that various aspects of life in Leeds 
falls below the ‘social foundation’ and exceeds the ‘ecological ceiling’. So, by 2030, the group 
intend to create ‘a zero-carbon, nature-friendly, socially just city’. Building engaged networks and 
well-connected communities is at the forefront of this challenge, so to bring people 
together, Imagine Leeds has been set up to offer monthly climate action events for local residents, 
businesses and stakeholders to come together. The principles of doughnut economics form the 
basis of these events, encouraging organisations to work in a regenerative and redistributive 
fashion to overcome the key issues facing the city. 
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https://pg-online.leeds.ac.uk/blogs/sustainability-becoming-important-for-organisations/
https://pg-online.leeds.ac.uk/blogs/sustainability-becoming-important-for-organisations/
https://amsterdamdonutcoalitie.nl/
https://www.pampus.nl/en/discover-pampus-and-the-defence-line/pampus-undergoing-a-transformation
https://www.pampus.nl/en/discover-pampus-and-the-defence-line/pampus-undergoing-a-transformation
https://www.regen.melbourne/the-story
https://medium.com/@mattjmstewart/care-for-a-city-river-swim-baf8ed394433
https://medium.com/@mattjmstewart/care-for-a-city-river-swim-baf8ed394433
https://www.climateactionleeds.org.uk/leedsdoughnut
https://www.climateactionleeds.org.uk/_files/ugd/6c95b1_2e0cf28ee4d04ac2b82c22a95487c4ee.pdf
https://doinggoodleeds.org.uk/news/launch-of-imagine-leeds-the-climate-action-hub/

