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Abstract: This study explores the pivotal role of theories of economics in shaping the
multifaceted concept of sustainable development and integrates economic, social, and
environmental dimensions. It traces the intellectual trajectory of classical, neoclassical, and
contemporary economic paradigms, analysing their contributions to sustainability-oriented
policies and practices. The study critically analyses key concepts, including equitable in-
come redistribution, resource stewardship, and ecological preservation. It contrasts liberal
and dependency theories while also comparing insights from environmental and ecological
economics. Employing a rigorous literature review and comparative analytical methodol-
ogy, the study bridges the theoretical foundations with real-world applications, illustrating
the dynamic interplay between theories of economics and sustainability imperatives. The
findings elucidate the dichotomy between weak and strong sustainability frameworks,
advocating for ethical and interdisciplinary approaches to policymaking. By offering a
comprehensive synthesis of the most influential theories of economics and sustainable
development practices, this study provides profound insights for policymakers, academics,
and practitioners seeking to address pressing global challenges through informed and
integrative strategies.

Keywords: economics; theories; sustainable development; resource management; environ-
mental economics; weak and strong sustainability; ethics; policy

1. Introduction

In the wake of the industrial era, humanity’s trajectory has inadvertently triggered a
series of climate upheavals, environmental disasters, social discord, and economic instabil-
ity. This disconcerting trend jeopardises future generations, necessitating an urgent and
occasionally contentious shift towards more judicious and effective management of natural
resources (Klarin, 2018). Central to this urgency are the Earth’s ecological limits, encapsu-
lated by the planetary boundaries. These boundaries delineate the intricate relationship
between the economic, social, and ecological aspects of development, highlighting nature’s
finite capacity. Indeed, the sustainability of our planet is fundamental to all life forms,
underpinning both economic prosperity and societal resilience (Rockstrom et al., 2009).

Throughout history, the seeds of progress and development can be traced back to the
classical Greco-Roman era. However, the concept of sustainable development emerged
more tentatively in the 18th century, primarily within forestry management. Planetary
boundaries—unalterable limits dictated by natural systems—underscore the critical need to
preserve and foster the environment as the bedrock of sustainable living. In the context of
development, a transformative shift towards sustainability emerges as an essential priority
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(UN, 2019). This transition demands a holistic approach that encompasses ecological, social,
and economic dimensions aimed at mitigating and adapting to the myriad challenges we
face (Davidson, 2014). This evolving understanding has brought to light the importance
of judiciously managing renewable natural resources, thereby setting the stage for future
discourse (Klarin, 2018).

Early economic analyses influenced by the seminal works of thinkers such as Malthus
and Ricardo grappled with the spectre of resource scarcity. They suggest that the finite
nature of agricultural land could hamper economic growth and societal advancement,
overshadowing aspirations for improved living standards. While these initial inquiries
touched upon sustainability principles, the term ‘sustainable development’ only crys-
tallised in the late 20th century, when the ‘Brundtland Report” was published in 1987
(Klarin, 2018; Meadows et al., 1972; Smith, 2009). This report marked a pivotal moment in
global environmental discourse, igniting considerable interest. By the 1990s, the notion of
‘sustainable development’ emerged as a predominant topic of conversation, first in Europe
and subsequently on a global scale (Purvis et al., 2019). It emphasised the necessity of
collective action towards shared objectives and articulated a foundational definition of
sustainable development as the fulfilment of present needs without jeopardising those of
future generations (Klarin, 2018).

The Brundtland Report identifies sustainable development as comprising three integral
components. First, development must prioritise socio-economic advancement within
ecological boundaries. Second, equitable resource redistribution is essential to ensure a high
quality of life for all members of society. Third, the responsible management of resources is
crucial to maintaining the living standards required by future generations. This concept
aligns with the ‘triple bottom line’ framework, which highlights the “three P’s”, namely
profit, people, and planet, as the foundation of sustainable development (Klarin, 2018).
These categories provide a framework for understanding environmental responsibility and
assessing the societal impacts of human activities. Consequently, sustainable development
encompasses the natural, social, and human capitals that are essential for income generation
and the maintenance of living standards. A critical component of this concept involves a
delicate equilibrium between environmental, social, and economic advancements. This
notion also integrates ethical considerations and a profound dedication to the welfare of
both current and future generations (Kibert et al., 2012).

Though the definition of sustainable development remains a topic of ongoing dis-
course, it can be characterised as a dynamic process aimed at balancing environmental,
social, and economic aspects to ensure a better quality of life for current and future genera-
tions. It emphasises intergenerational equality, gender equality, social tolerance, poverty
alleviation, environmental protection and restoration, conservation of natural resources,
and the building of just and peaceful societies (Jeronen, 2024). At its heart, the principle of
strong sustainability advocates for the preservation and enhancement of natural capital—a
prerequisite for enduring prosperity (Martins, 2016). The concept of ‘responsible behaviour’
extends beyond a mere ideal, as it forms the bedrock of sustainable development. It embod-
ies a powerful imperative, steering society towards a future in which the prosperity of both
humanity and the planet is safeguarded for generations yet to come (Bengtsson et al., 2018;
Klarin, 2018). Since then, the world has increasingly prioritised sustainable development,
culminating in the launch of the 2030 Agenda, which features 17 global goals for sustainable
development in 2015 (Pezzey, 1992; United Nations, 2015).

Economics undeniably plays a pivotal role in shaping the sustainable development
concept. At the heart of this concept lies the fundamental question of how to allocate finite
Earth resources to sustainably meet present and future needs (Klarin, 2018). Economics
revolves around the concepts of scarcity, choice, and opportunity cost, investigating the
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essential drivers of development, including the production, consumption, and distribution
of goods and services that are vital for enhancing living standards. Economics also examines
the interactions between human activities and the underlying factors influencing changes
in Earth systems. By integrating economic principles with Earth science, we can achieve a
comprehensive understanding of the positive and negative impacts of various alternatives
and their trade-offs.

Economics, in conjunction with social and behavioural sciences, offers valuable in-
sights into potential strategies for guiding human behaviour towards the attainment of
sustainable development goals. Fields such as development, ecological, environmental,
and natural resource economics contribute extensive research that is relevant to sustainable
development challenges. Thus, grasping economic principles and empirical findings is
essential for fulfilling humanity’s aspirations for a prosperous existence while managing
scarce resources effectively.

In light of these considerations, the intricate interplay between various disciplines
within economics, the progression of theories, and their alignment with sustainable de-
velopment have emerged as significant subjects of scholarly inquiry in contemporary
discourse. Sustainable development has emerged as a critical imperative for addressing
the intertwined challenges of environmental degradation, social inequities, and economic
instability. However, the complex dynamics between economic paradigms and sustainabil-
ity remain insufficiently explored in academic discourse. This is particularly evident in
the limited examination of how historical and contemporary theories of economics shape
sustainable development practices and policies.

The lack of clarity surrounding the integration of social, environmental, and economic
dimensions within these theoretical frameworks impedes the formulation of comprehensive
strategies to achieve long-term sustainability. This work aims to fill this gap by investigating
the influence of classical, neoclassical, and modern theories on sustainable development,
highlighting their practical applications and theoretical contributions. By examining critical
concepts such as resource management, equity, and environmental stewardship, this study
seeks to unravel the extent to which theories of economics inform and align with the
principles of sustainability. Additionally, it critically assesses the divergence between weak
and strong sustainability perspectives, exploring their implications for policymaking and
the ethical dimensions of economic practices.

Through a systematic literature review and comparative analysis, this study con-
tributes to bridging the theoretical and practical disconnect in sustainability discourse. It
strives to provide policymakers, scholars, and practitioners with profound insights into the
nexus of theory and sustainability, facilitating informed decision-making and the effective
implementation of sustainable development strategies. This article holds considerable
importance, as it explores the complex interconnections between economics and sustain-
able development—fields of increasing pertinence in a world contending with urgent
global challenges. By examining the evolution of economic theories and their real-world
implications, this work elucidates critical insights into how these frameworks influence
policymaking and impact sustainability practices across diverse sectors.

Unlike many discussions on sustainability, this study integrates social, economic,
environmental, ecological, and ethical dimensions. It offers a comprehensive perspective
on sustainability and its many challenges. The study also explores how these economic
theories connect to real-world applications, highlighting their relevance in addressing
contemporary issues.

In an era marked by urgent challenges like climate change, resource depletion, and
social inequality, this analysis sheds light on the role of economic paradigms in shaping
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sustainable development strategies. It also aims to engage a diverse audience, including
students, policymakers, and practitioners, in meaningful discourse.

By enhancing our understanding of the complex relationships between economic
growth, environmental stewardship, and social equity, this work provides an essential
resource. It fosters informed decision-making and encourages collaborative efforts to
achieve sustainable solutions.

This study is structured to provide a comprehensive exploration of the intricate inter-
play between economic theories and sustainable development, encompassing historical
evolution, theoretical advancements, and practical implications. The work begins by con-
textualising the urgency for sustainability, tracing its origins from classical economics to
the pivotal Brundtland Report, which formalised sustainable development as a guiding
global principle. Following this foundation, the article delves into the evolution of eco-
nomic thought, examining classical, neoclassical, and modern paradigms, alongside their
integration—or lack thereof—of ecological and social considerations. Ultimately, the study
seeks to address a pivotal question: how have concepts of environmental, ecological and
social sustainability been incorporated into classical, neoclassical, and modern economic
paradigms to shape the concept of sustainable development?

The methodology section articulates a systematic approach that employs PRISMA
guidelines to synthesise multidisciplinary perspectives, ensuring robust analytical depth.
The subsequent analysis is divided into three segments: the historical development of
economic theories, their incorporation of sustainability principles, and their real-world
applications in diverse sectors. By juxtaposing economic paradigms with sustainability
imperatives, the study illuminates the divergence between weak and strong sustainability
frameworks, providing critical insights into policymaking and ethical governance.

The study concludes with actionable recommendations, advocating for holistic strate-
gies that harmonise economic growth, social equity, and environmental stewardship to
achieve sustainable development.

2. Material and Methods

This article does not purport to offer a bibliometric review. Instead, it seeks to identify
and conduct a qualitative analysis of the seminal works that significantly contribute to the
discussion surrounding the topic. The decision to analyse essential works on the interplay
between economic theories and sustainable development, rather than undertaking a biblio-
metric review, better suits the focus of this research. This approach is more appropriate
given the nuanced and interdisciplinary nature of the topic. A bibliometric review, while
valuable for mapping the scope and trends within a field, often prioritises quantitative
metrics over the qualitative depth required to dissect complex theoretical intersections. In
contrast, analysing seminal works allows the research to explore foundational concepts in
depth. It examines the intellectual trajectories and philosophical underpinnings that have
shaped sustainability discourse. This approach also enables critical engagement with key
economic paradigms—classical, neoclassical, and modern. It integrates their implications
for resource management, equity, and environmental stewardship. Furthermore, the study
emphasises qualitative synthesis, which allows for addressing interdisciplinary themes
beyond traditional economic boundaries. It incorporates ecological, social, and ethical
dimensions. By focusing on key contributions, the research ensures a thorough examina-
tion of how economic theories influence sustainability practices. This approach provides
insights that are both profound and directly applicable to policymaking and real-world
challenges. The method aligns with the research’s goal of fostering a holistic understanding
of sustainable development, prioritising analytical depth over bibliometric breadth. An
overview of the study framework is presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. An overview of the study framework.

This research used a systematic search of academic databases, such as Google Scholar,
Scopus, Web of Science, and Science Direct. The search aimed to locate peer-reviewed
articles, books, conference proceedings, documents, and reports relevant to the study’s
focus, as shown in Table 1. The study adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines to mitigate potential bias and
evaluate the relevance of the study contents (Page et al., 2021). The PRISMA methodology
offers a versatile framework for synthesising diverse types of evidence that address various
queries and has been utilised in numerous studies. This approach benefits general readers
by distilling key insights on the topic, enabling researchers to identify future investigation
priorities and assisting policymakers in assessing the applicability of findings to their
contexts (Page et al., 2021). For each scientific database, a hierarchical search strategy
was implemented, commencing with basic Boolean combinations and advancing to more
intricate formulations. Furthermore, online resources were accessed to obtain the most
recent information.

Table 1. Topics searched across different Databases.

Search Topic Google Scholar  Web of Science Scopus Science Direct
Economics theory and sustainable 4,040,000 2486 550 71,282
development concept
Most influential definition of economics 3,810,000 141 52 31,753
Brur.ldtland report and 102,000 440 440 5678
sustainable development
Economic sustainability 4,580,000 156,269 107,299 742,212
Social sustainability 4,900,000 181,109 99,555 639,717
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Table 1. Cont.

Search Topic Google Scholar  Web of Science Scopus Science Direct
Environmental sustainability 4,440,000 283,865 169,240 1,000,000
Ethics and sustainability 3,110,000 9224 6067 188,259
Classical economics and sustainability 555,000 597 173 27,675
Neo-classical economics and sustainability 47,400 60 38 3726
Ecological economics and sustainability 2,440,000 22,914 4091 64,949
Environmental economics and sustainability 3,900,000 82,083 16,226 162,412
vtamable development 75000 9 39 3198
Theories of ecqnomics integrating social and 1,230,000 779 16 41819
environmental aspects
M‘;ﬂi{;ﬁ;ﬁﬁiﬁ;ﬂ;ﬁ;ﬁﬂ‘d 4,050,000 1421 532 73,758
Total 37,279,400 741,440 404,318 3,056,438

All searches were conducted in English between August and October 2024 without a
temporal restriction, aiming to encompass all pertinent resources. An initial search across
the designated databases yielded a substantial corpus of 41,481,596 results.

From this extensive database, a total of 3246 studies were meticulously selected for an
initial relevance assessment (refer to Figure 2) following the exclusion of 41,478,350 studies.
The selection process followed precise criteria. It focused on the intersection of theoretical
frameworks and sustainable development. It also emphasised the integration of multidis-
ciplinary perspectives, including economics, ecology, and social sciences. Additionally, it
prioritised the rigorous application of qualitative research methodologies. These criteria
formed the foundation for the subsequent screening phase, ensuring alignment with the
overarching research objectives.

During the screening process, 2113 studies were excluded. This included 530 dupli-
cates, identified as identical items appearing across all search protocols, and 1583 studies
were deemed irrelevant due to limited pertinence, unclear theoretical frameworks, or a lack
of interdisciplinary coherence. In addition, from the remaining 1133 studies, we excluded
an additional 965 studies that failed to align with the study’s objectives. The exclusion
criteria focused on studies with insufficient theoretical depth, lacking reflexivity, offering
minimal potential for advancing knowledge, and demonstrating limited theoretical nov-
elty. As a result, 168 contributions were selected, comprising 103 journal articles, 47 book
references, and 18 web-based resources (see reference number 15-182). These works were
chosen for their significant insights grounded in complexity theory, addressing the intercon-
nected realms of social, economic, ethical, environmental, and ecological dimensions that
are relevant to the study’s focus. This meticulous exclusion process reflects the study’s com-
mitment to rigorous scholarly standards, emphasising theoretical depth, interconnectivity,
and innovation over the mere quantitative inclusion of research material.
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Figure 2. An overview of the literature collection process using the PRISMA protocol.

3. Results and Discussion

Section 3 presents a comprehensive analysis of the key findings derived from eco-
nomic theories, highlighting their practical applications through a range of examples. The
discussion is structured into three distinct segments: Section 3.1 examines the historical
and theoretical evolution of economic thought, excluding direct references to sustainability,
while Section 3.2 integrates sustainability into the economic narrative. Finally, Section 3.3
offers a critical evaluation of the global assimilation of these theoretical frameworks, under-
scoring their role in shaping policies designed to promote sustainable development.
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The first Section 3.1 provides a foundational analysis of economic theories that have
shaped modern paradigms. It explores the seminal contributions of economists such as
Adam Smith, Alfred Marshall, David Ricardo, Karl Marx, and John Stuart Mill, focusing
on concepts like resource allocation, market efficiency, ethics in economics, and the bal-
ance between individual and collective welfare. This section situates these ideas within
their historical context, enabling readers to understand the intellectual foundations of
contemporary economic practices, even as early theories largely overlooked the ecological
and social dimensions of sustainability. This examination is pivotal, as it highlights the
limitations of early economic models, emphasising the need for a transformative shift in
response to the current global challenges, such as environmental degradation and social
inequality. This realisation underscores the importance of incorporating ethical principles
and a commitment to sustainability in economic thinking, thereby setting the stage for the
subsequent sections.

In contrast, Section 3.2 explicitly integrates sustainability into the economic discourse,
reflecting the growing recognition that traditional economic models are insufficient to
achieve sustainable development. This segment introduces contemporary economic theo-
ries that encompass social and environmental considerations, advocating for a fundamental
shift towards frameworks that prioritise ecological resilience, social equity, and ethical
governance. The section explores innovative approaches to sustainability in economic
policy, with practical examples demonstrating the dynamic relationship between economic
systems and environmental stewardship.

Finally, Section 3.3 examines how economic theories are applied to real-world sus-
tainable development challenges, highlighting their relevance and impact. By exploring
practical examples, this section demonstrates how these frameworks inform policy-making
and shape sustainability practices across various sectors. It investigates the connections
between economic growth, environmental stewardship, and social equity, illustrating how
these theories address critical issues such as climate change, resource management, and
social inequality. This analysis underscores the essential role economic theories play in
guiding effective strategies for sustainable development.

In its entirety, Section 3 will provide an in-depth exploration of the historical devel-
opment of economic thought, alongside emerging paradigms that integrate economics
with sustainability. It will illustrate how these theoretical advancements translate into
real-world strategies that aim to create a more just and sustainable future. By focusing on
both the evolution of economic theories and the integration of sustainability, this section
offers readers a nuanced understanding of the importance of embedding sustainability
within economic discourse. This perspective lays the foundation for a further examination
of how these interconnected themes influence local and global responses to the pressing
environmental and societal challenges of the present day.

3.1. Historical and Theoretical Advancements in Economic Thought Without Directly
Addressing Sustainability

The historical and theoretical evolution of economic thought encapsulates the progres-
sive refinement of economic principles and their implications for society. From seminal
definitions that have moulded the discipline to the contrasting perspectives of Classical,
Keynesian, and Neoclassical frameworks, each intellectual epoch has offered unique contri-
butions. Moreover, the intersection of ethical considerations with economic advancement
underscores the multifaceted influences shaping development and prosperity.

3.1.1. Influential Definition of Economics

The definition of economics is inherently multifaceted, with various interpretations re-
flecting the complex relationship between the economy, society, and individuals. Prominent



Adm. Sci. 2025, 15, 6

9 of 33

economists, such as Adam Smith, Alfred Marshall, Lionel Robbins, and Paul Samuelson,
have each contributed distinct perspectives to the field, each shaping the understanding of
economic principles and their application to addressing societal needs.

Adam Smith, widely regarded as the foundational figure in economics, introduced the
term ‘political economy”’ in a seminal work, presenting a vision of economics as the study
of the nature and causes of national wealth (Smith, 1776a). The discipline was defined as
one relevant to statesmen, concentrating on two primary objectives: providing citizens
with abundant resources for self-sufficiency and generating sufficient revenue for public
services. Smith’s framework highlights the importance of economic growth, driven by
the division of labour, with labour recognised as the central driver of national prosperity.
Smith posited that economics investigates not only the creation of wealth but also its
equitable distribution, underscoring the central role of economic systems in promoting
both individual welfare and state prosperity. Smith’s work laid the foundation for future
economic thought by linking the mechanics of wealth generation with broader social and
political goals (Smith, 1776a).

Alfred Marshall, a prominent economist, thought, defined economics as the study of
human behaviour within the context of daily life. This field, as articulated by Marshall,
examines both individual and collective actions that are intricately connected to the acqui-
sition and utilisation of material resources for the enhancement of well-being. Marshall’s
approach proposed a dual emphasis: an investigation into the creation and distribution
of wealth and an exploration of the complexities of human nature (Marshall, 1890). Mar-
shall contended that individuals are inherently driven by self-interest in their pursuit of
resources, analysing the intricate dynamics of personal choices and the evolution of prefer-
ences while acknowledging the influence of environmental and societal factors. Marshall
underscored the interconnectedness of human activity within social systems, advocating
for a comprehensive analysis of behaviour in its societal context. Economics, in Marshall’s
interpretation, functions as a framework for understanding human desires and intentions,
with money employed as the standard unit of measurement (Backhouse & Medema, 2009;
Marshall, 1890).

Lionel Robbins later redefined economics as the study of human behaviour in relation
to scarce resources that have alternative uses (Robbins, 1932). This scarcity definition
represented a significant departure from earlier interpretations, reflecting the evolving
nature of economic thought. Robbins placed a central emphasis on decision-making in the
context of scarcity and the boundless nature of human desires, highlighting the pivotal role
these elements play in economic analysis (Backhouse & Medema, 2009). Robbins’ definition
paved the way for economic models that emphasise resource allocation and prioritisation.

Paul Samuelson further expanded the definition of economics by including production,
consumption, exchange, and distribution, as well as the concepts of wealth, well-being, and
scarcity. This growth-oriented definition’s expanded perspective aligns with the principles
of sustainable development, underscoring how societies navigate the management of finite
resources to meet both immediate and future needs. Samuelson’s approach extends beyond
individual behaviour, focusing attention on broader societal dynamics and the essential
balance between growth and resource scarcity. This comprehensive framework emphasises
the dual imperative of fostering current prosperity while securing future sustainability
(Backhouse & Medema, 2009; Khumalo, 2012; Samuelson & Nordhaus, 1998). At its core,
economics investigates how societies allocate limited resources in a way that generates
value and how these are distributed among individuals (Burke, 2010).

In summary, these influential definitions of economics offer a comprehensive view of
the field, from Smith’s focus on wealth creation and distribution to Marshall’s integration of
human behaviour and societal context, Robbins” emphasis on scarcity and decision-making,
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and Samuelson’s inclusion of sustainability concerns. Together, these perspectives provide
a robust foundation for understanding how economic systems function and how they can
be harnessed to address both current and future challenges.

3.1.2. Perspectives of Classical Economists

Classical economists have profoundly influenced the pragmatic liberal framework
of economics, particularly in advocating minimal political intervention and promoting
individual prosperity within a competitive market framework. Their contributions have
significantly shaped the understanding of how markets operate, how resources are allo-
cated, and how societies grow and develop economically (Oxford Reference, 2024). At the
core of classical economic philosophy is the belief that market competition provides the
most efficient mechanism for allocating scarce resources.

Notable figures such as Adam Smith, Jean-Baptiste Say, David Ricardo, Karl Marx,
Thomas Robert Malthus, and John Stuart Mill have indelibly shaped economic thought from
the late 18th to mid-19th centuries. Their ideas have laid the foundation for subsequent
economic models and policy frameworks, and their theories continue to inform debates on
economic growth, inequality, and the distribution of wealth.

Adam Smith underscored the significance of individual decision-making free from
external interference as crucial for achieving optimal outcomes for society as a whole
(Smith, 1776a). Smith argued that individuals should be driven by either self-interest or
altruism, making voluntary decisions without societal imposition. Beyond altruism, Smith
emphasised the importance of principles such as fairness and justice in promoting civilised
discourse (Ashfar et al., 2005; Konow, 2003). Smith further asserted that empathy plays
a critical role in market dynamics, as understanding the suffering of others can foster
mutual trust and repeated transactions (Smith, 1790; Caton, 1985). Smith also argued that
a nation’s economic growth is contingent upon the interaction between productivity and
workforce size. In a market economy, capital accumulation and the division of labour,
which involves specialisation within production processes, primarily propel productivity
growth. An increase in capital facilitates a more extensive division of labour, thereby
enhancing productivity. However, decisions regarding the division of labour are influenced
not only by the pursuit of productivity but also by human negotiation tendencies and the
size of the market. Smith highlighted the impact of labour productivity on the division of
labour, stressing the necessity for enhanced education and skilled labour to achieve greater
output (Smith, 1776a).

Moreover, Smith maintained that the size of the market influences the division of
labour, with larger markets rendering specialisation more profitable. In contrast, insuf-
ficient market demand constrains both production and capital utilisation. To address
this limitation, Smith advocated for the expansion of markets through international trade
(Smith, 1776b, 1776d, 1776e). Additionally, Smith posited that economic growth is inher-
ently linked to capital accumulation and circulation. Rising productivity generates higher
savings, which in turn, create capital for reinvestment, thus perpetuating greater specialisa-
tion and improved productivity (Smith, 1776c; Spengler, 1959). Smith further argued that
global trade could be mutually beneficial, even among nations with differing advantages.
His theory of comparative advantage suggested that countries should produce and export
the goods in which they possess an absolute advantage while importing those in which
they lack such an advantage, thereby optimising wealth creation through the specialisation
of production (Smith, 1776a).

Jean-Baptiste Say later expanded on Smith’s doctrines, asserting that economic growth
arises from production increases rather than demand. He introduced the subjective utility
theory of value, positing that a good’s worth is based on individual perceptions of its utility,
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rather than its labour cost. Say’s law of markets hinges on the premise that all buyers
must also be producers, as only production generates purchasing power. Therefore, the
capacity to demand goods depends upon the income derived from production, with wealth
generated in the production phase rather than consumption (Baumol, 1999; Say, 2001). Say
posited that some goods command broader markets, supporting Smith’s assertion that the
market’s extent constrains labour division. Say explained that products with substantial
demand generally inhabit locales of higher value, as such environments foster purchasing
capability (Say, 1843). Say illustrated this by contrasting entrepreneurial prospects in
bustling cities versus isolated towns. In large cities, abundant competition cultivates a
robust market, facilitating profit maximisation through increased interaction. However,
Say cautioned that this mechanism only functions when grounded in genuine production,
not mere consumption stimuli. His analysis reinforces the necessity of real production for
sustainable economic growth (Béraud & Numa, 2018; Say, 1843).

David Ricardo, influenced by Adam Smith, developed a comprehensive framework to
analyse society, industry, and the division of labour. Ricardo’s framework divided society
into three primary classes—workers, capitalists, and landowners. Each corresponds to
receiving income in the form of wages, profits, and rents, respectively. These classes were
considered to be the primary agents driving societal production and resource distribution,
with the division of labour depending on the time allocated to production, capital invest-
ments, and overall productivity levels (North, 1915; Ricardo, 1821). Ricardo observed that
capitalists consistently seek profits, utilising savings to hire additional labour or reinvest
in new ventures. However, it was noted that wage increases tend to be temporary, as an
expanded labour supply drives wages towards subsistence levels. Furthermore, Ricardo
highlighted that increased demand for goods stimulates market competition and boosts
demand for land. Additionally, Ricardo introduced the concept of comparative advan-
tage, advocating for countries to specialise in producing goods where they hold a relative
efficiency in production (Edelberg, 1933; Ricardo, 1821; Thirlwall, 2006).

Karl Marx offered a critical analysis of capitalism, highlighting the profound in-
equalities inherent in capitalist systems. It was argued that a small capitalist elite retains
disproportionate control over the national capital, appropriating most of the surplus value
generated by labour while relegating workers to meagre wages that scarcely reflect the
value of their contributions (Marx, 1887a, 1887b, 1893, 1894). This exploitative dynamic,
according to Marx, leads to crises of low consumption and overproduction. Additionally,
mechanisation was seen as exacerbating these issues by increasing the demand for capital
while diminishing the role of labour, thereby limiting overall profitability (Marx, 1887a).
Marx contended that capitalism contained the seeds of its own downfall, a process further
aggravated by the widening income disparities between developed and emerging nations.
Merchant capital, in Marx’s view, served as a conduit for productive capital, perpetuating
underdevelopment in less advanced regions and rendering capitalism unsustainable, thus
creating the conditions for revolution (Marx, 1894; Chilcote, 1981; Marx & Engels, 1970).

Thomas Robert Malthus explored the complex relationship between population
growth and development, suggesting that population expands geometrically while food
production increases arithmetically. This disparity, it was argued, presents a continual
threat to sustainable growth, as an increasing population inevitably surpasses the food
supply (Malthus, 1798). While Malthus acknowledged that technological advancements
could enhance resources and living standards, it was warned that rising minimum resource
requirements would eventually create a harmful imbalance, disproportionately affecting
the most vulnerable (Malthus, 1798). Malthus proposed various strategies to maintain an
equilibrium between population and food supply, including technological improvements,
capital accumulation, and the path of virtue and vice. The former comprises practices such
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as chastity, celibacy, and abstinence, while the latter includes contraception (Malthus, 1798).
Emphasising the importance of balanced consumption, investment, and savings for sus-
tainable growth, Malthus cautioned against excessive saving, as it could dampen demand
(Costabile & Rowthorn, 1985). In a manner similar to Ricardo, Malthus identified land
scarcity as a key determinant of rent, arguing that it arises not from the abundance of nature
but from its inherent limitations. Malthus anticipated that diminishing returns would
prevail as land availability decreased, thereby reducing profits and real wages (Briggs, 1998;
Malthus, 1815).

John Stuart Mill expanded the discourse around societal progress beyond mere eco-
nomics. In ‘Utilitarianism,” it was asserted that the morality of actions hinges on their
ability to promote happiness. This foundational theory of utility underscores the cen-
trality of individual actions and their repercussions on attaining ultimate contentment
(Driver, 2014; Mill, 1863). In ‘Principles of Political Economy,” Mill delineated economic dy-
namics into production and distribution realms, each governed by distinct laws (Mill, 1848c;
Smith, 1985). It was posited that, while technological infrastructure for wealth creation is
largely immutable, wealth distribution is susceptible to human intervention and societal
equity (Ebeling, 2015; Valliere, 2010). Mill maintained that societal norms dictate wealth
allocation and that governmental powers significantly shape socioeconomic landscapes.
Mill advocated for international trade policies that nurture emerging industries without
stifling competition, emphasising that equitable wealth distribution can mitigate poverty
and enhance social equity (A. L. Harris, 1956). Mill’s oeuvre champions a vision of societal
advancement that interweaves economic growth, ethical governance, and social justice,
grounded in utilitarian and progressive economic principles (Mill, 1848b; Valliere, 2010).

Classical economists examined surplus allocation’s role in economic growth, under-
scoring that investments in luxury goods diminish growth potential, while productive
investments amplify economic advancement (D. J. Harris, 2008). They recognised the
scarcity concept but frequently overlooked natural resources in surplus analysis, focusing
instead on how production costs dictate pricing (Garegnani, 1984). Their advocacy for
redistributive taxation reflects the belief that effective surplus circulation supports robust
economic processes (Kurz, 2003). For instance, Ricardo advocated taxing luxuries, rents,
or rent-producing lands to redistribute surplus without impeding circulation. Ricardo
cautioned against the direct taxation of raw materials, necessities, and wages, empha-
sising the potential adverse effects on prices and the impediment to surplus circulation
(Ricardo, 1821).

In summary, classical economists provided a comprehensive framework for under-
standing economic systems, emphasising the role of individual choice, market competition,
and the division of labour in promoting prosperity. Their contributions laid the ground-
work for both free-market capitalism and critiques of capitalist systems, offering valuable
insights into the complexities of wealth creation, income distribution, and economic de-
velopment. While their theories have evolved, their fundamental principles continue to
inform contemporary economic thought and policymaking.

3.1.3. Perspectives of Keynesian and Neoclassical Economists

The early-to-mid 20th century witnessed the dominance of Keynesian and Neoclassical
economics, which marked a significant departure from classical economic thought. The
period from the 1900s to the 1970s saw a shift in focus from classical economics” empha-
sis on market self-regulation and labour organisation towards more nuanced views on
resource allocation, economic growth, and government intervention. Keynesian economics
emphasises aggregate demand, and neoclassical economics focuses on efficient resource
allocation, providing frameworks that have shaped modern economic theory and prac-
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tice. The contributions of economists like John Maynard Keynes, Alfred Marshall, Lionel
Robbins, Robert Solow, Walt Rostow, and Arthur Lewis have been pivotal in advancing
these perspectives.

Keynes markedly diverged from classical economists by prioritising aggregate demand
over aggregate supply as the determinant of income and employment. This demand-centric
framework challenged classical theorists who were fixated on supply. It was posited that
fluctuations in aggregate demand—driven by consumer spending, investment, and gov-
ernment expenditure—significantly influence economic output and employment levels.
Keynes emphasised the importance of income distribution, arguing that equitable distribu-
tion could enhance overall economic output. Insights into the consequences of inadequate
demand, such as diminished output, declining incomes, rising unemployment, and the ad-
vantages of equitable income distribution, have profoundly transformed economic thought
(Keynes, 1936). Keynes argued that aggregate demand is contingent on total expenditure on
consumer goods, government spending, and entrepreneurial investments (Keynes, 1936).
The notion that income equality inevitably reduces savings was refuted with the assertion
that it encourages consumption without inherently causing financial distress (Keynes, 1936,
1937; Tarascio, 1971). Keynes argued that investment stimulates savings, rather than the
reverse, with cautionary advice against excessive saving, which could lead to hoarding
instead of productive investment. Investment and saving decisions are shaped by profit
expectations and individual preferences, with the marginal efficiency of capital and interest
rates playing crucial roles in determining investment levels (Keynes, 1936; Snippe, 1985).
Moreover, Keynes advocated for increased public or semi-public investment as a potent
instrument for economic recovery. The novel proposition for sustained public investment
to counterbalance private sector fluctuations offered an alternative viewpoint. In rejecting
traditional austerity measures, opposition was raised to welfare cuts and tax increases
intended to balance national budgets. Instead, emphasis was placed on the need for greater
government spending to stimulate consumer demand and rejuvenate economic activity,
potentially fostering quasi-boom conditions (Tarascio, 1971).

Neoclassical economists, such as Alfred Marshall and Lionel Robbins, built on classical
economic foundations while introducing a more refined understanding of market dynam-
ics. Alfred Marshall, a pivotal figure in neoclassical economics, integrated fundamental
concepts such as demand, supply, marginal utility, and production costs into a cohesive
framework (Marshall, 1890). Attention was directed towards the complexities of human
action, which are essential for achieving material well-being. Employing tools from clas-
sical mechanics, Marshall illustrated the evolution of the economy through technological
advancements, market structures, and changing consumer behaviours. It was asserted that
economics centres on daily life, where individuals earn and allocate wealth to meet basic
needs (Backhouse & Medema, 2009; Bowles & Gintis, 2000; Marshall, 1890).

Marshall’s theory of market equilibrium elucidates how the interactions between
demand and supply determine prices and output under conditions of perfect competition.
The intricate relationship between demand and supply in price determination was under-
scored, along with the introduction of the exchange value of time. In the short term, with
fixed production factors, scarcity prevails, and subjective preferences, as well as marginal
utility, influence prices. In the long run, production capacity can be adjusted, enabling vari-
able quantities of goods. The concepts of consumer and producer surplus were introduced,
clarifying the additional benefits that consumers and producers derive from transactions
(Frisch, 1950; Newman, 1960).

Furthermore, Marshall distinguished between various human wants, categorising
them into necessaries, comforts, and luxuries. Market equilibrium was argued to occur
when demand matches supply, with any disparity resulting in disequilibrium and prompt-
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ing necessary adjustments. Surpluses emerge when supply exceeds demand, leading to
price declines, while excess demand causes price increases. Central to Marshall’s analysis
was the concept of diminishing marginal utility, where the value of each additional com-
modity unit declines for consumers. It was posited that consumers will continue purchasing
until marginal utility aligns with price, yielding consumer surplus—the difference between
total utility and actual expenditure. Similarly, producer surplus arises from the difference
between the price received and marginal production costs. These concepts, rooted in
Marshall’s marginal analyses, established a foundation for understanding surpluses in
economic transactions, including their taxation implications (Marshall, 1890; Mason, 1988).

In contrast to Marshall, Lionel Robbins placed significant emphasis on individual
subjective utility (Robbins, 1932). While Marshall distinguished between economic and non-
economic activities based on material advancement, Robbins adopted a broader approach,
defining economics as the study of issues arising from resource scarcity and the necessity
of choice. It was contended that economics scientifically examines human behaviour, par-
ticularly optimal resource allocation under constraints. Robbins argued that human wants
are limitless and perpetually evolving, necessitating prioritisation in resource allocation.
It was indicated that economic issues emerge when ends, means, and alternative uses do
not align, thus advocating for a prioritised approach as the ultimate solution. Robbins
characterised economics as the study of resource scarcity and its relationship with demand,
elucidating how scarcity enhances the value of goods (Robbins, 1932).

Economists like Robert Solow and Walt Rostow further advanced economic thought
by focusing on growth theory. Robert Solow is renowned for his ‘Neoclassical Growth
Model’, which posits that economic growth results from labour, capital, and technology
(Solow, 1956). In this framework, a nation’s per capita income level can be explained by its
technological advancement, suggesting that countries with similar saving rates, population
dynamics, and technological progress will converge to similar income levels over time.
Solow’s model predicts that poorer nations will grow more rapidly than their wealthier
counterparts due to faster capital accumulation from a lower base (Solow, 1956, 1957; Zhao,
2018). This model remains instrumental for estimating the separate impacts of technological
change, capital, and labour on economic growth.

Walt Rostow’s ‘Stages of Growth Model” proposes a more holistic view of a country’s
historical changes across socio-political, economic, and technological domains to drive
growth (Zhao, 2018). Rostow defines five critical stages necessary for developing nations,
commencing with ‘traditional society,” characterised by agrarian-based subsistence living,
minimal trade, and limited scientific awareness. The ‘preconditions for take-off” stage
involves improvements in agricultural productivity, trade, and technological dissemination.
The “take-off” stage witnesses manufacturing and political institutional growth alongside
increased savings. In the ‘drive to maturity,” societies leverage modern technology for
resource optimisation, achieving a balanced population, resources, and income distribution,
leading to uniform per capita income growth. Finally, the ‘age of mass consumption’
transitions the economy towards consumption-driven activities, particularly in the service
sector (Lewis, 1954). While this model has faced criticism for its linear assumptions and
neglect of the internal dynamics and challenges faced by developing countries, it continues
to shape the understanding of developmental paths and policy interventions aimed at
fostering sustained growth.

Arthur Lewis contributed to development economics by introducing the ‘Dual Sector
Model’. This model elucidates the necessity for economic structures in developing countries
to shift from agrarian to industrial pursuits (Lewis, 1954). This model posits a dualistic eco-
nomic structure that encompasses both the rural agricultural and urban industrial sectors,
with the interplay between these realms critical for economic development. Lewis high-
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lights challenges in the rural sector, such as overpopulation and excessive unproductive
labour, which constrain agricultural productivity. In contrast, the urban sector offers higher
productivity, stable wages, and ample employment opportunities, facilitating industrialisa-
tion through labour migration. This migration not only propels industrial expansion but
also fosters sustainable economic development (Lewis, 1954). However, while this model
effectively addresses labour transition dynamics in developing economies, it must also
grapple with sustainability challenges stemming from rural-to-urban migration.

To conclude, classical economists adhere to a largely laissez-faire approach, empha-
sising the importance of free markets and self-regulation. They advocate for a compet-
itive environment driven by minimal government interference. In contrast, Keynesian
economists endorse active government intervention, such as the provision of public goods,
the implementation of regulations, and adjustments to the tax system, in order to manage
economic fluctuations and stabilise demand. Meanwhile, neoclassical economists focus on
rational behaviour, utility maximisation, and the role of prices in coordinating supply and
demand within markets.

While Keynesian and Neoclassical economists have made significant contributions,
their models have been critiqued for their oversimplification of complex economic realities.
Classical economics, for example, is often criticised for assuming perfect competition and
neglecting market failures, such as monopolies and externalities. Keynesian economics,
while advocating for active government intervention, has faced criticism for its potential to
create inflation and increase public debt if fiscal policies are mismanaged. Neoclassical eco-
nomics has been criticised for relying heavily on mathematical models and assumptions of
rationality, which overlook the complexities of human behaviour and market imperfections.

Despite these critiques, the contributions of Keynesian, Neoclassical, and Classical
economists have been instrumental in shaping contemporary economic thought. The
integration of these theories has provided valuable insights into market dynamics, re-
source allocation, and government intervention, helping to refine the economic models and
policies that address a range of issues, from macroeconomic stabilisation to micro-level
decision-making. These schools of thought continue to offer important frameworks for
analysing economic challenges, particularly in the context of globalisation, inequality, and
environmental sustainability.

3.1.4. The Role of Ethics in Economic Development and Growth

The late 1950s to 1970s marked a pivotal period in economic thought, particularly re-
garding the challenges of global economic disparity. Economists began to express concerns
over the growing dissonance between the economic advancement of industrialised nations
and the persistent underdevelopment of poorer countries. These concerns led to the rise
of the dependency model, first articulated by Argentine economist Raul Prebisch, which
scrutinised the inequalities inherent in the global economic system (Prebisch, 1981). Depart-
ing from traditional economic paradigms, the dependency model more deeply examined
economic inequalities through a Marxist lens, introducing the notion of semi-colonial rela-
tionships from the late 19th century and attributing the underdevelopment of peripheral
nations to the advancement of central ones (Ferraro, 2008).

The neo-colonial dependency model posits that stimulating economic development re-
quires interdependent international trade relations (Todaro & Smith, 2012). It delineates two
categories of nations: developed (or capitalist) countries at the centre and developing (or
peripheral) nations. In this framework, developed nations, which control production and
capital, export goods to developing countries, thereby perpetuating unequal consumption
patterns. This trade relationship keeps peripheral nations dependent upon the production
structures of developed nations, resulting in constrained growth prospects. The exploita-
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tion of cheaper labour in developing nations further entrenches this disparity, leading to
low wages and suppressed capital accumulation, which ultimately inhibits the growth and
development of these economies (Marx, 1887a, 1893, 1894; Todaro & Smith, 2012).

In contrast, liberal economic theories, initially championed by thinkers like Voltaire,
John Locke, Adam Smith, and Immanuel Kant, offer a divergent perspective on economic
growth and development. These theories advocate for minimal governmental intervention,
arguing that free markets, economic freedom, privatisation, and foreign investment are
the key drivers of economic performance. According to these theories, the free market’s
self-regulating nature allows for the most efficient allocation of resources, thus encouraging
growth and development. However, they also recognise the challenges posed by self-
interest and the potential problems associated with state intervention. Proponents argue
that the government should refrain from imposing excessive restrictions on the market,
leaving economic forces to operate unhindered to maximise prosperity (Hayek, 194§;
Thorsen & Lie, 2006)

A central ethical concern within both Keynesian and Neoclassical economics is the dis-
tribution of income. Economic growth reshapes societal structures, influencing labour dy-
namics, factor compensation, and the relative size of the public sector (Bourguihnon, 2005).
The works of John Stuart Mill and John Maynard Keynes highlight the necessity of ad-
dressing income distribution through various social institutions, underscoring the ethical
dimensions of economic policies. This interplay between redistribution, ethics, and welfare
considerations significantly shapes a nation’s economic trajectory.

Amartya Sen’s work further integrates ethics with economics, positioning the rela-
tionship between ethical principles and economic concerns as central to understanding
development. Sen’s capability approach emphasises that true economic development
cannot be measured solely by material wealth but must also account for individuals’ ca-
pabilities and freedoms to live fulfilling lives. Sen advocates for policies that enhance
individuals” ability to make meaningful choices, underscoring that economic growth
must be inclusive, expanding access to opportunities, public goods, and social security
(Sen, 1979, 1987, 1990, 1992, 1999).

Aristotle, in “The Nicomachean Ethics,” provides a philosophical foundation for un-
derstanding the ethical dimensions of economics (Aristotle, 1908). Aristotle argued that
economics is a subset of ethics and politics, rooted in the pursuit of human welfare. Aris-
totle critiques the notion that wealth alone defines well-being, proposing instead that it
serves as a means to enhance overall flourishing. Central to virtue ethics is the belief that
ethical conduct, anchored in virtues such as justice, courage, and temperance, is essential
for a fulfilling life, characterised by a balance of rational, emotional, and social faculties
(Richard, 2001). Aristotle outlines a hierarchy of goods that contribute to a good life,
encompassing bodily goods, external possessions, and soul goods, such as knowledge,
love, friendship, and self-esteem. Aristotle underscores the importance of ethical virtues
in cultivating mutual trust, a fundamental pillar for trade and the efficient functioning of
markets, as articulated by Adam Smith (Aristotle, 1908; Messerly, 2013). Smith elaborates
on how ethical considerations foster trust and facilitate the division of labour, enhancing
productivity and contributing to sustainable economic growth (Bruni & Sugden, 2000).

Jean-Baptiste Say further accentuates the symbiotic relationship between morality
and economic prosperity, asserting that successful entrepreneurship depends on moral
attributes such as judgement, perseverance, and worldly knowledge. Say claims that a na-
tion’s economic vitality is intrinsically linked to its moral fabric, reinforcing the connection
between ethical behaviour and economic advancement (Say & Swanson, 2001).

Similarly, John Stuart Mill articulates a nuanced perspective on the common good,
resonating with Aristotle’s emphasis on individual welfare and distributive justice. Mill
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cautions against unchecked economic growth, advocating for a stable-state economy to
mitigate resource depletion and promote equitable income distribution through innovative
social institutions (Mill, 1848a). Mill’s utilitarian philosophy, grounded in the maximisation
of overall happiness and well-being, stresses the ethical duty of actions that benefit the
majority, regardless of intentions (Driver, 2014; Mill, 1863).

In contrast, Immanuel Kant vehemently opposed the utilitarian perspective of evalu-
ating actions solely based on outcomes, arguing that morally valuable actions arise from
a sense of duty, free from personal desires or ulterior motives tied to happiness. Adher-
ence to the ‘Categorical Imperative’ was urged, dictating that one should act only on
principles that can be willed universally as laws (Kant, 2002). Kant’s ethical framework
underscores the significance of duty-driven actions in preserving the moral integrity of eco-
nomic systems, ensuring that individual actions contribute to broader societal well-being
(Robert & Adam, 2004).

John Rawls’ theory of justice provides another important ethical lens, focusing on
fairness and equality in societal arrangements. Rawls’ concept of “justice as fairness”
challenges conventional economic theories by prioritising the rights of the least advantaged
in society. Rawls’ theory argues for policies that ensure equal access to basic liberties and
resources, promoting equity and cooperation within a democratic system. Rawls’ principles
of liberty and the difference principle advocate for an economic framework that allows
for wealth generation while ensuring that inequalities benefit the least well-off in society
(Rawls, 1995, 1999).

Furthermore, the work of economists like Simon Kuznets, Wolfgang Stolper, and Paul
Samuelson explores the complex relationship between economic growth and inequality.
Simon Kuznets identified a pattern where economic growth initially correlates with income
inequality. However, a threshold exists beyond which further increases in income inequality
can hinder growth. Although per capita income rises, income inequality tends to widen.
Yet, as economic development progresses, inequality begins to decline. Kuznets’ findings
suggest that industrialisation and the establishment of a welfare state are pivotal in the
reduction of inequality and promoting economic growth (Kuznets, 1955).

Wolfgang Stolper and Paul Samuelson’s theorem on international trade elucidates
its impact on inequality between countries, particularly concerning factors of production
such as capital and labour. They assert that trade liberalisation can diminish inequality
in developing nations but exacerbate inequality within developed nations. This theorem
highlights the complexities of globalisation and marketisation, underscoring the necessity
for policies that address both domestic and international disparities (Oyevaar et al., 2016).

In summary, the ethical dimensions of economic theory are integral to understanding
how growth can be achieved in a manner that is just, sustainable, and inclusive. The
integration of ethical considerations into economic policies ensures that growth benefits all
members of society, fostering a more equitable and prosperous future.

3.2. Economics Theories Integrating Social and Environmental Aspects Within
Sustainability Frameworks

The concept of sustainable development, as defined by Brundtland’s report, highlights
humanity’s ethical obligations to both the living and future generations. It accentuates
the moral aspects of wealth accumulation, resource redistribution, and the reduction of
inequality as essential for sustainability (Keitsch, 2018). Indeed, sustainability without an
ethical framework resembles an empty vessel (Van, 2013). In economics, particularly, the
integration of normative principles, such as social justice, human solidarity, compassion for
the impoverished, and respect for ecological limits, is vital for understanding and achieving
sustainable development. By analysing and incorporating societal values into economic
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models, the potential for attaining sustainability is significantly enhanced (Langhelle, 1999;
O’Hara, 1998; Van, 2013).

Prominent post-Victorian economists, such as Smith, Malthus, Ricardo, Say, Mill, and
Marshall, displayed scant concern for resource depletion or environmental issues, primarily
focusing on conservation and mineral resource management, thus marginalising resource
economics within economic thought. However, following World War 11, the fields of re-
source and environmental economics gained momentum within the neoclassical paradigm,
driven by apprehensions surrounding resource demand and depletion. Influential pub-
lications, such as the Paley Report published in 1952 and Man’s Role in Changing the Face
of the Earth published in 1955, underscored the increasing demand for resources and the
intensifying environmental degradation. These landmark works signified the initial in-
tegration of environmental economics into the wider narrative of mainstream economic
thought (Baggethun et al., 2009; Beder, 2011; Pearce, 2002; Ropke, 2004; Spash, 1999).

By the late 20th century, environmental economics had firmly aligned with neoclassical
principles, with concepts such as market failure and externalities becoming prominent.
Negative externalities, including pollution, prompted state interventions like taxes and
subsidies to mitigate environmental detriment. However, challenges in quantifying en-
vironmental benefits and defining property rights complicate the allocation of resources.
Contemporary environmental economists now concentrate on rectifying market failures
through public goods provision, market regulation, and information dissemination, advo-
cating for the pricing of environmental goods and services to reflect their scarcity, thereby
mitigating overuse and environmental harm (Beder, 2011; Ojanen et al., 2017; Pigou, 1920;
Spash, 1999).

Despite its advancement, environmental economics has been critiqued for its reliance
on neoclassical tenets, often overlooking the intrinsic value of nature and the ‘rights of
nature’. Critics argue that the field oversimplifies environmental issues, attributing them
predominantly to economic interactions while neglecting the broader ecological context
(Daly, 1993; van den Bergh, 2001). Furthermore, the emphasis on market-driven efficiency
within environmental economics necessitates a broader approach, addressing the equity
issues and biophysical limitations that are essential for systematic societal advancement.
Critics propose incorporating environmental and social costs into economic assessments
through monetary and biophysical accounts alongside other non-monetary valuation
methods (Baggethun et al., 2009; Daly, 1992, 1993; Venkatachalam, 2006).

In mid-20th century discourse, welfare economics, grounded in cost-benefit analysis,
emerged as a structured approach to policy regulation and resource allocation (Pearce,
1998). Research by economists such as Hicks, Kaldor, and Robbins facilitated the practical
application of welfare economics, particularly in infrastructure projects and policy regula-
tions. While the cost-benefit analysis provided a pragmatic framework, its application often
faced challenges related to equity, ethical considerations, and the valuation of intangible
benefits (Gowdy, 2004; Hicks, 1939, 1943; Kaldor, 1939; Pearce, 1998).

By the late 1980s, ecological economics emerged as a distinct discipline, catalysed
by theoretical rifts within environmental and resource economics (Baggethun et al., 2009;
Beder, 2011; Spash, 1999). The formation of the International Society for Ecological Eco-
nomics (ISEE) in 1987 epitomised this paradigm shift towards integrating economics,
ecology, and sustainability. Ecological economics offers fresh perspectives on environmen-
tal policy and resource management, promoting a pluralistic methodology for studying
macroeconomic dynamics, ecological footprints, long-term sustainability, and the intri-
cate relationship between environmental factors and economic systems (Costanza, 1989;
Daly, 2007; Ropke, 2005; Venkatachalam, 2006).



Adm. Sci. 2025, 15, 6

19 of 33

Ecological economics contrasts with environmental economics, although both fields
investigate the intricate relationships between human activity, the economy, and the en-
vironment to foster sustainable development. Ecological economics questions several
neoclassical assumptions, such as those regarding consumer behaviour, perfect informa-
tion, the theory of marginal productivity in distribution, and the application of cost-benefit
analysis (Baggethun et al., 2009; Daly, 1992). Proponents contend that traditional neoclas-
sical perspectives portray the economy as an isolated entity, neglecting crucial elements
such as energy flows that sustain vital biogeochemical cycles. They argue that, while
environmental economics primarily seeks to optimise resource allocation and efficiency, it
often overlooks considerations regarding the optimal physical scale of the economy and
equitable distribution (Costanza & Neill, 1984; Daly, 2007; Hammond & Winnett, 2009).

Ecological economists also emphasise the need for philosophical and ethical dimen-
sions in economic discourse, advocating for intra- and intergenerational equity, moral
responsibilities toward non-human entities, communal values, and the socio-cultural con-
text (Beder, 2011; Daly, 1992; Spash, 1999). They contest the idea that technology alone
can alleviate environmental degradation, asserting that material expansion has reached
critical limits and that affluent nations disproportionately exploit natural resources, ex-
acerbating environmental burdens and inequalities (Beder, 2011). Ultimately, ecological
economists champion an economic framework that prioritises efficient allocation, equitable
distribution, and sustainable scale, recognising the interconnectedness of these principles
with social, political, and ethical concerns. They advocate for a communal approach to
sharing values and responsibilities, shifting the focus from mere resource preservation to
fostering a just and sustainable society, thereby enriching economic analysis with social,
political, and ethical considerations that were previously relegated to policymakers or
market mechanisms (Costanza, 1989; Daly, 2007; Spash, 1993).

Moreover, the disparity between weak and strong sustainability highlights a signifi-
cant contention between these paradigms. Environmental economics generally supports
weak sustainability, while ecological economics advocates strong sustainability. Weak
sustainability posits that maintaining or substituting one form of capital for another over
time can facilitate intergenerational equity and sustainable development. This perspective,
rooted in neoclassical growth theory, relies heavily on the works of economists such as
Robert Solow and John Hartwick (Hartwick, 1977, 1978; Solow, 1974, 1993). It categorises
capital into financial, human, and natural forms, encompassing the resources, environ-
ments, and biodiversity that are essential for ecosystem services. Within this framework,
the total stock of human-made and natural capital is anticipated to remain stable over
time. Sustainability, in this context, is characterised by a non-decreasing total capital stock,
which assumes that human-made capital can adequately substitute for natural capital.
This perspective, however, overlooks the inherent limitations of capital substitution and
fails to assign any unique significance to the preservation of natural capital (Figge, 2005;
Gutes, 1996). However, critics highlight that reliance on capital substitution in weak sus-
tainability can yield both positive and negative outcomes. While it may enhance quality
of life, such as through coal use for electricity production, it can also precipitate ecologi-
cal devastation, as exemplified by Nauru’s phosphate mining. Despite initial economic
benefits, the ensuing environmental degradation and economic instability underscore the
limitations of weak sustainability (Pollock, 2014).

In contrast, strong sustainability prioritises the preservation of existing natural capital
and its irreplaceable ecological services. Rejecting the notion of substitutability between nat-
ural and human-made capital, it identifies certain ‘critical natural capitals’—functions that
are vital and cannot be replaced. For instance, the ozone layer’s role in sustaining ecosys-
tems is indispensable. Strong sustainability places ecological integrity above economic
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gains, advocating for nature’s inherent right to exist and underscoring the need to preserve
resources in their original state for future generations (Daly, 1990; Harris & Codur, 2004).
Additionally, it incorporates biophysical constraints into its valuation framework, recognis-
ing the intrinsic link between biophysical and socioeconomic reproduction, a stark contrast
to weak sustainability’s subjective utility-based perspective, which disregards biophysical
limitations (Boos, 2015; Ropke, 2005; Venkatachalam, 2006).

The distinction between weak and strong sustainability illustrates differing strategies
for addressing environmental challenges. While weak sustainability emphasises capital
substitution and subjective utility, strong sustainability foregrounds ecological integrity
and acknowledges the irreplaceable nature of certain natural resources. The preference for
either paradigm significantly shapes economic theory, environmental policy, and resource
management strategies, ultimately influencing society’s collective capacity to achieve
sustainable development (Martins, 2016).

In summary, the theories outlined above in Sections 3.1 and 3.2 exhibits a complex
interplay of similarities and distinctions regarding economic perspectives and sustainability,
particularly drawn from the works of seminal economists. Most fundamentally, classical
economists like Adam Smith, Alfred Marshall, and David Ricardo frame their arguments
around the production and allocation of resources, emphasising the individual choices,
market dynamics, and moral dimensions within economic transactions. They propose
that values such as trust, empathy, and fairness significantly influence market operations,
indicating a shared recognition of ethical considerations in economic behaviour.

In contrast, Paul Samuelson expands on earlier definitions by prioritising broader
societal dynamics in managing scarce resources, aligning closely with sustainable prac-
tices. The focus reflects an evolution in economic thought that transcends individualism,
advocating for a balance between current prosperity and future sustainability. This broader
perspective represents a significant extension of earlier arguments by integrating the ethical
frameworks and concepts of social justice into economic discourse, pointing towards a
more collective approach to resource management.

Further extending this dialogue, Keynesian economics adds another layer by empha-
sising aggregate demand and the distribution of income, which shapes economic outcomes
and welfare. In contrast to more traditional perspectives that prioritise supply factors,
Keynesian thought underlines the role of government intervention in stabilising economies,
particularly during downturns—marks of a more progressive economic philosophy.

Critics of neoclassical and environmental economics present opposing viewpoints
regarding sustainable instruments. These critics argue that such frameworks often overlook
fundamental ecological principles and systemic inequalities, prioritising market-driven
efficiency over intrinsic natural values. Proponents of ecological economics challenge the
assumptions of neoclassical models, which they claim isolate the economy from ecological
realities and fail to recognise the limits of resource substitution. They argue for strong
sustainability, which emphasises the preservation of natural capital and rejects the idea
that economic growth can fully replace ecological systems. Dependency theorists add
another layer of critique by highlighting the structural inequalities in global economic
systems, contrasting sharply with liberal economic theories that promote free markets
and minimal state intervention. They argue that wealth generation in developed nations
often perpetuates underdevelopment in peripheral countries, thus highlighting structural
inequalities in global trade. This illustrates a fundamental contention surrounding the
economic and ethical implications of policy decisions, placing social justice at the forefront
of economic discourse.

Economic theories have progressively evolved to incorporate social and environmental
considerations into sustainability frameworks. While early economic models primarily
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focused on production and efficiency, contemporary approaches increasingly recognise
the interconnectedness of ecological systems, social equity, and economic growth. The
integration of ethical principles into economic analysis enriches the discourse, fostering
strategies that prioritise long-term sustainability and societal well-being. As sustainability
challenges grow more pressing, these interdisciplinary approaches offer valuable insights
for addressing the complexities of a rapidly changing world.

3.3. Connecting Theories to Real-World Applications

Classical economics, with its focus on market efficiency and limited government
intervention, has profoundly influenced global trade policies. For instance, the World
Trade Organization’s (WTO) principles of free trade reflect Adam Smith and David Ri-
cardo’s advocacy for minimising trade restrictions (Howse, 2002). Smith’s concept of the
‘invisible hand’ finds expression in Denmark’s policies promoting green technologies and
renewable energy. Businesses innovate in response to consumer demand for sustainable
solutions, driving advancements in wind power, organic farming, and energy efficiency
(K. Ali et al., 2023; James, 2005). Similarly, in Kenya, mobile money services like M-Pesa
empower small-scale entrepreneurs by enhancing financial access, resonating with Smith’s
principles of economic empowerment and societal welfare (Desrochers, 2009; James, 2005;
Kikulwe et al., 2014).

Ricardo’s theory, prevalent in global trade policies, advocates for economic efficiency
and comparative advantage. Canada, a developed country, leverages its extensive nat-
ural resources and technological capabilities to produce, utilise, and export sustainable
products through advanced methods, thereby enhancing efficiency while maintaining an
ecological balance (Miller, 2019). Likewise, Ethiopia’s focus is on high-quality organic
coffee production and from that, apart from domestic consumption, they also export. This
exemplifies Ricardo’s ideas of the nation that specialises in sustainably grown coffee fa-
cilitating economic benefits alongside environmentally friendly farming practices (World
Bank, 2021).

Say’s law, which posits that supply creates its own demand, finds a modern expression
in the realm of sustainable development, particularly in the renewable energy sector. As
technological innovation drives the increased availability of sustainable energy sources,
such as solar panels and wind turbines, there is a corresponding consumer shift toward
adopting these cleaner alternatives. This principle underscores the synergy between supply-
side advancements and evolving market demands. Germany exemplifies this dynamic
by integrating policies that bolster sustainable development. Its focus on vocational train-
ing and entrepreneurial skill-building enables individuals to innovate green technologies,
such as renewable energy and waste management. These initiatives not only stimulate
job creation but also advance practices like recycling and energy-efficient solutions. The
policy reflects how government investments in renewable energy infrastructure and clean
technologies catalyse both market demand and environmental benefits (Lehr et al., 2012;
OECD & European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training, 2014; Lambini et al.,
2021). In addition, in India, a growing number of start-ups embody Say’s law by address-
ing sustainability challenges through innovative market solutions. Companies focusing
on waste-to-energy technologies and low-cost solar panels illustrate how entrepreneurial
efforts can create demand for sustainable products. For instance, the development of
affordable solar energy systems increases access to clean power, particularly in rural areas,
fostering a self-sustaining market for renewable energy (Kolte et al., 2023; Harichandan
et al., 2023; Gorowara et al., 2024). These examples show that, when governments and
entrepreneurs prioritise investments in sustainable technologies, they can generate a virtu-
ous cycle of supply-driven demand. Policies such as incentives for electric vehicles or tax
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breaks for green start-ups further amplify these effects by reducing barriers to market entry,
thus aligning economic activities with sustainable development objectives (Lakhanpal
et al.,, 2023; Altenburg, 2024). This interplay between supply-side innovation and mar-
ket adaptation illustrates how Say’s law can serve as a framework for advancing global
sustainability goals.

Karl Marx’s critique of capitalism highlights issues of resource and labour exploita-
tion. This perspective resonates with sustainable development movements advocating
for fair trade and labour rights to tackle inequities within the global supply chain. Fair
trade certification initiatives aspire to ensure that producers in developing nations are
compensated equitably, thereby bolstering social equity while promoting environmental
sustainability (Huybrechts et al., 2023)—a reflection of Marxist analysis. Sweden’s approach
to public welfare and environmental sustainability embodies Marx’s critiques of capitalist
inequality, as it fosters social welfare policies alongside strong environmental regulations
to equitably distribute resources, ensuring that economic growth benefits all societal layers
(Khan et al., 2023). Furthermore, Bolivia’s advocacy for water rights and land reforms re-
flects Marxist principles regarding resource control, with indigenous communities resisting
capitalist exploitation and championing sustainable management of their natural resources
(Shenkin, 2024).

Thomas Malthus emphasises the tension between population growth and resource
availability. This notion is pertinent to contemporary discussions surrounding overpopula-
tion and resource depletion. For instance, initiatives aimed at sustainable urban planning
and agriculture strive to balance population growth with ecological constraints, ensuring
the sustainable utilisation of resources like water and arable land without compromising
future generations’ needs. Japan, despite facing challenges from an ageing population
and declining birth rates, integrates Malthusian principles into its policies. The nation
emphasises sustainable agriculture, resource-efficient urban development, and advanced
resource management strategies, demonstrating a proactive approach to addressing both
demographic and ecological challenges (Hui et al., 2023; Li et al., 2023). Meanwhile, in
Nigeria, Malthusian anxieties surrounding population growth and resource depletion
spur grassroots movements advocating for family planning and sustainable agricultural
practices, with educational initiatives designed to mitigate potential crises (Evans, 2023).

John Stuart Mill’s utilitarianism philosophy posits that actions should strive to max-
imise happiness for the greatest number. This principle informs policymaking in sustainable
development, steering policies that harmonise economic growth with environmental pro-
tection and social equity. For instance, urban green spaces are often championed through
this lens, as they yield environmental benefits, bolster residents’ mental well-being, and
enhance community cohesion—an embodiment of the utilitarian pursuit of collective happi-
ness. New Zealand’s commitment to sustainability exemplifies Mill’s utilitarian ethics, as it
engenders policies intended to benefit the greatest number, as illustrated by its progressive
environmental legislation and focus on social equity (Whiteside, 2022).

John Maynard Keynes’ advocacy for government intervention during economic down-
turns finds application in sustainable development initiatives. Government investments
in green infrastructure projects, such as renewable energy and public transportation, can
stimulate economic activity. For example, the United States initiated numerous projects
during the Great Depression that provided employment and also enhanced long-term
sustainability via investments in green energy projects and infrastructure improvements
(Galvin & Healy, 2020). Brazil’s post-2008 strategies combined poverty reduction with
sustainable agricultural practices, reflecting Keynesian principles of leveraging public
spending to promote equitable growth and social welfare (Nassif et al., 2020).
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Alfred Marshall’s insights into economies of scale are evident in the renewable energy
sector, where large-scale solar and wind farms achieve cost efficiencies. For instance, com-
panies like Tesla have scaled up battery production to capitalise on economies of scale, ren-
dering electric vehicles more affordable and thus facilitating wider adoption—promoting
sustainable transportation (Riley, 2022). In addition, the emergence of urban farms in
cities like Detroit showcases Marshall’s principles by producing positive externalities (such
as mitigating food deserts and improving air quality) and augmenting local economic
resilience (Vaseau-Sleiman, 2018).

Lionel Robbins” emphasis on scarcity necessitates efficient resource allocation. This
aligns with sustainable development’s circular economy model, which advocates minimis-
ing waste through resource reuse. California’s water supply strategy 2022 to enhance water
scarcity issue exemplifies systematic efforts to diminish resource consumption through
sustainable practices (Newsom, 2022).

Robert Solow’s growth model stresses the role of technological innovation in achieving
economic advancement while considering capital and labour. A salient illustration of this
can be found in the transition to renewable energy technologies, whereby investment in
research and development catalyses efficiency and cost reduction. The declining cost of
solar panels serves as a pivotal factor in promoting sustainable energy usage on both
national and global scales. In China, significant investments in renewable energy have
precipitated substantial advancements in solar panel production, effectively balancing
economic growth with environmental sustainability (Jiang & Raza, 2024).

Walter Rostow’s model delineates linear stages of economic growth, with many devel-
oping nations now implementing sustainable development initiatives that align with this
framework, necessitating transitions from agricultural to more industrialised, service-based
economies in sustainable manners. Vietnam's transition from agrarian economic frame-
works to a more industrialised economy—through investments in sustainable agriculture
and eco-tourism—illustrates efforts to leapfrog to higher stages of development while
considering environmental factors (Raihan et al., 2024).

Arthur Lewis” model explicates the transition from a traditional agricultural economy
to a modern industrialised one. This dual-sector model is observable in both developed and
developing countries. For example, Copenhagen invests in public transportation and green
infrastructure to create jobs and improve quality of life (Ismir & Jan, 2022), illustrating
Lewis’s transition principles. Meanwhile, Ethiopia’s Growth and Transformation Plan
underscores a shift from subsistence farming to industrialisation by investing in sustainable
agricultural practices and rural industry (Ababa, 2016). The plan aligns closely with Lewis’s
theoretical framework while pursuing sustainable development goals.

In the context of community-oriented environmental initiatives, Aristotle’s emphasis
on virtue ethics and the common good is particularly relevant. Aristotle contended that
human flourishing is achieved through virtuous living and communal efforts. Initiatives
such as community gardens exemplify this ethos by promoting environmental sustainabil-
ity and fostering social cohesion (Kanosvambhira, 2024). These gardens not only provide
fresh produce but also engage local residents in healthy collective activities—an embod-
iment of Aristotle’s vision of the common good. Additionally, Copenhagen’s integrated
urban planning encourages virtuous living through walking, cycling, and public transport
implementation, motivating citizens towards environmentally sustainable lifestyles that
prioritise communal well-being (Srivastava, 2022).

Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach underscores the imperative of affording indi-
viduals opportunities to realise their potential. A pertinent example lies in the United
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which highlight education (SDG 4) and
gender equality (SDG 5) as critical dimensions. Initiatives that improve access to education
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for women and marginalised communities in countries such as India and Bangladesh
augment their capabilities, fostering full participation in economic life and underpinning
sustainable development through inclusive growth (S. Ali & Shafeeq, 2021; Sunny et al.,
2021). The Human Development Index (HDI), which accounts for health, education, and
income metrics, exemplifies Sen’s philosophy and informs policies targeted at enhancing
social equity. Programmes guided by the capability approach prioritise human well-being,
furthering inclusive and sustainable development (Anand, 2021; Desai, 1991).

Simon Kuznets proposed the Kuznets Curve, positing that, while economic growth
may initially engender environmental degradation, it subsequently declines as societies
become wealthier and can invest in cleaner technologies and better regulations. In Russia,
an increase in carbon dioxide emissions was observed with economic growth. However,
after income reaches a certain threshold, CO2 declines (Ketenci, 2018). Furthermore, the
United Kingdom exhibits an inverted U-shaped environmental Kuznets Curve, with a pro-
jected turning point occurring approximately in the mid-twentieth century. This inflexion
corresponds with regulatory measures designed to mitigate pollution and the country’s
dedication to advancing the energy transition necessary for sustainable development
(Ben Amar, 2021).

Paul Samuelson’s economic theories are profoundly connected to the deployment of
government stimulus measures. In times of economic downturn, governments frequently
adopt strategies, such as extensive infrastructure investments or tax relief initiatives, to
rejuvenate aggregate demand and reduce unemployment. These interventions embody
the Keynesian dimension of Samuelson’s neoclassical synthesis, which emphasises the
crucial role of fiscal policy in safeguarding economic stability during periods of contraction
(Skousen, 1997). Moreover, Samuelson highlighted the pivotal role of interest rates as a
monetary policy lever to counteract economic fluctuations. Within the framework of his
neoclassical synthesis, this aligns seamlessly with Keynesian principles, wherein central
banks manipulate interest rates to influence borrowing, expenditure, and investment,
thereby alleviating the impacts of cyclical economic changes. A prominent illustration
of this approach is the Federal Reserve’s response to the 2008 Global Financial Crisis.
The Fed reduced the federal funds rate to near-zero levels, aiming to enhance credit
accessibility, stimulate consumer expenditure, and bolster the distressed housing sector.
Conversely, during the post-pandemic economic recovery, central banks, including the
Federal Reserve, significantly increased interest rates to combat surging inflation. This
highlights Samuelson’s theories in action, showcasing how monetary policy can function
as a counter-cyclical tool to effectively moderate economic volatility (Ihrig & Waller, 2024).

Environmental economics prioritises market-oriented strategies to tackle environ-
mental challenges, with carbon pricing emerging as a pivotal approach. Mechanisms
such as carbon taxes and cap-and-trade systems aim to internalise the external costs of
carbon emissions, effectively monetising pollution. Sweden’s successful implementation
of a carbon tax has significantly reduced emissions (Martinsson et al., 2024). Addition-
ally, the field advocates for adopting eco-friendly practices to mitigate greenhouse gas
emissions and promote sustainability. In Kenya, the Green Belt Movement, established by
Wangari Maathai, exemplifies a grassroots initiative intertwining environmental restora-
tion with women’s empowerment. By mobilising communities to plant trees and restore
ecosystems, it combats deforestation, fosters social equity, and highlights the importance
of local governance and community participation in achieving sustainable development
(Chivandire & Chirisa, 2023; Njagi, 2022). On the other hand, ecological economics empha-
sises the interdependence of economies and ecosystems, prioritising long-term resource
sustainability and natural system health. Advocates for the sustainable management of
common resources employ participatory governance and ecosystem-based management
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approaches. Costa Rica’s Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) programme exemplifies
how prioritising equitable wealth distribution alongside environmental conservation en-
ables local communities to act as guardians of biodiversity, thereby fostering ecological
restoration on a grand scale and advancing sustainable development (Delgado et al., 2024).
In Ethiopia, the adoption of ecological farming techniques promotes enhanced soil health,
increased biodiversity, and climate change adaptation (Adem et al., 2023; Getnet et al., 2023).
These practices embody ecological economics by highlighting the interconnectedness of
ecological and economic systems and fostering resilience against environmental changes.

Strong sustainability principles are evident in Bhutan’s conservation policies, which
mandate that no less than 60% of the nation is forested (Vives et al., 2023). These policies
prioritise long-term natural resource preservation over short-term economic gains, man-
ifesting a deep commitment to environmental stewardship and intergenerational equity.
Community-managed forest initiatives in Nepal epitomise the concept of strong sustain-
ability by granting local communities control over forests, enabling sustainable harvesting
practices that safeguard ecological balance and biodiversity (Smith et al., 2023). Conversely,
weak sustainability principles are exemplified by the global adoption of biotech crops,
which is perceived as a means to augment food production efficiency, thus addressing
the needs of a growing population while ostensibly reducing the ecological footprint of
agriculture (Brookes & Barfoot, 2020a, 2020b). Technological advancements serve as substi-
tutes for natural landscapes, which might otherwise be encroached upon. Furthermore,
Singapore has introduced green building standards that encourage energy efficiency and
green space incorporation. These initiatives reflect weak sustainability by substituting less
desirable practices (such as energy-intensive heating) with technologies that yield similar
outcomes, demonstrating urban innovation while still supporting economic sustainability
(Zhang & Tu, 2021).

Economic theories provide critical frameworks for addressing real-world sustainabil-
ity challenges. By integrating concepts of equity, efficiency, and ecological preservation,
these paradigms offer valuable insights for developing policies and practices that balance
economic growth with environmental stewardship and social well-being. This interplay be-
tween theory and application underscores the vital role of economics in guiding sustainable
development strategies.

4. Conclusions

The evolution of economic theories has profoundly shaped the discourse surrounding
sustainable development. Contemporary models that harmonise economic, social, and
environmental considerations offer a more equitable and comprehensive framework for
pursuing sustainability. As societies increasingly confront pressing sustainability challenges,
it is imperative for policymakers to leverage these theoretical insights to formulate policies
that foster enduring economic stability, ecological integrity, and social equity.

The study effectively addresses several critical deficiencies in the existing literature
regarding the nexus between economic theories and sustainable development. First, it
bridges the theoretical schism between classical and neoclassical economic paradigms
and contemporary sustainability frameworks. Unlike previous studies that frequently
treat economic theories as isolated constructs divorced from ecological and social contexts,
this article delivers an integrative analysis that amalgamates these dimensions, thereby
providing a more nuanced understanding of sustainability as a multifaceted concept.

Second, the analysis underscores the insufficient attention afforded to the ethical
dimensions within economic frameworks that are pertinent to sustainability discourse.
By delineating the principles of strong and weak sustainability, the article accentuates
the moral imperatives tied to the preservation of natural capital and the promotion of
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social equity—an area often overlooked in market-centric analyses. It further enriches the
sustainability dialogue by incorporating ethical theories such as utilitarianism and virtue
ethics, thus offering a broader normative perspective.

Another salient gap addressed within this study is the lack of comparative assess-
ments among the plethora of theoretical perspectives on sustainable development. The
article juxtaposes the viewpoints of classical, Keynesian, and ecological economists, criti-
cally evaluating their commonalities and divergences regarding sustainability instruments.
This comparative lens elucidates the strengths and constraints inherent in each paradigm,
thereby furnishing a clearer path for integrating theoretical insights into practical applica-
tions and policy formulation.

Additionally, the study contributes to the ongoing discourse by rectifying the dearth
of interdisciplinary approaches in sustainability research. By synthesising insights from
economics, environmental science, and social theory, it cultivates a dialogue among tradi-
tionally segregated disciplines, thereby promoting a more holistic approach to confronting
global sustainability challenges.

Moreover, this research addresses the underrepresentation of practical applications
of economic theories in real-world sustainability practices. Through the empirical case
studies presented in Section 3.3, the article demonstrates how theoretical frameworks can
be operationalised into actionable policies, thereby bridging the gap between abstract
economic principles and tangible sustainability outcomes. This practicality ensures the
research’s relevance to policymakers and practitioners who seek evidence-based strategies
for sustainable development.

In summary, the research equips public policy managers with a sophisticated under-
standing of the theoretical debates surrounding sustainable development, offering a rich
synthesis of economic theories and their implications for tackling complex sustainability
dilemmas. By examining the historical evolution of economic thought—from classical
and neoclassical paradigms to modern and ecological economics—the study elucidates
the foundational principles that inform sustainability policies, such as resource allocation,
equity, and environmental stewardship. Through these insights, policymakers can critically
assess and select economic strategies tailored to diverse sustainability objectives.

The case studies outlined in Section 3.3 serve as exemplary instances that translate
abstract economic theories into actionable strategies. For instance, the application of Say’s
law in renewable energy markets illustrates how supply-side innovation can stimulate
demand for sustainable technologies, providing a blueprint for nurturing green industries.
Similarly, Sweden’s carbon tax and Costa Rica’s Payments for Ecosystem Services exemplify
the efficacy of market-based instruments in internalising environmental costs and incen-
tivising conservation. For managers prioritising social equity, the fair-trade initiatives and
grassroots movements highlighted in this study underscore the significance of inclusive
approaches that address systemic inequalities while fostering sustainable outcomes.

Furthermore, these examples offer actionable insights for leveraging policy interven-
tions aimed at reconciling economic growth with environmental preservation. Denmark’s
investment in renewable energy and New Zealand’s commitment to sustainability-driven
policies exemplify how strategic public investment can yield both economic and ecological
benefits. Such real-world examples are invaluable for public policy managers attempting
to implement context-specific, evidence-based strategies that align with broader sustain-
ability objectives.

Engagement with this research empowers public policy managers to adeptly navigate
the complexities of sustainable development by integrating theoretical insights with practi-
cal tools to devise policies that harmonise economic prosperity, environmental health, and
social justice. This dual emphasis on conceptual clarity and applied relevance enhances the
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research’s utility as a resource for informed decision-making and strategic governance. For
academics, these cases provide a platform for further scholarly inquiry into the efficacy of
theoretical constructs when applied to practical scenarios.

Nevertheless, it is crucial to acknowledge the limitations inherent in this study. Pri-
marily, it relies on qualitative analyses of seminal works and critical perspectives. While
insightful, this focus may lack the empirical depth offered by large-scale quantitative or
bibliometric studies. Such reliance potentially hampers the generalisation of findings across
diverse contexts and the quantification of specific theories’ influence on contemporary
sustainability practices.

In addition, the research emphasises theoretical developments and their applica-
tions, which may inadvertently exclude emergent perspectives or recent advancements in
economic thought and sustainability frameworks. Given the rapidly evolving discourse
surrounding sustainability, a continuous engagement with novel paradigms is essential to
comprehensively reflect the current state of the field.

Additionally, the interdisciplinary nature of the topic—spanning economics, envi-
ronmental science, and social equity—poses inherent challenges to achieving a holistic
integration of these domains. Certain nuances within the ecological or social sciences may
not have been thoroughly explored.

The reliance on secondary sources presents another limitation, as it may fail to capture
the full spectrum of interpretations and critiques surrounding economic theories. This
could result in subjectivity regarding how theories are synthesised and articulated.

Finally, the research predominantly delves into the conceptual and theoretical under-
pinnings of sustainable development, offering only a limited examination of the challenges
inherent in practical implementation. This is primarily attributable to the scarcity of
studies incorporating real-world examples. While theoretical perspectives provide sig-
nificant value, the lack of diverse empirical case studies or practical applications may
constrain the immediate relevance and applicability of the findings for policymaking and
real-world practices.

Recognising these constraints, future research could address these gaps by incor-
porating empirical methodologies, expanding the scope to integrate contemporary and
underrepresented perspectives, and investigating practical case studies that are explicitly
associated with each of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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