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Abstract 
By many measures, citizens of the developed world are consuming 

resources and releasing pollution into the EarthÕs environment at an 
unsustainable rate. Some people look to the lifestyle of voluntary simplicityÑ
downplaying material consumption in favor of nonmaterial benefitsÑ as a way 
for individuals to reduce their impact on the environment. This paper examines 
the question of whether voluntary simplicity really is an effective way for 
individuals to reduce their impact on the environment. In particular, it looks at 
an apparent shift in the voluntary simplicity philosophy away from an earlier, 
holistic version which gave environmental concerns at least as much weight as 
personal fulfil lment, toward a more contemporary version that may focus 
primarily on personal satisfaction. If this shift has indeed taken place, voluntary 
simplicity may not lead to as many environmental benefits as it otherwise would. 
Many acts of consumption-reduction are valuable both to personally-oriented 
simplifiers and to environmentally-oriented ones. However, cost-cutting in some 
other areas may have negligible environmental effects, and cost-cutting in 
markets where ÒcleanÓ products are more expensive than ÒdirtierÓ ones could 
actually lead to increased environmental harm. Wi thout additional research, it is 
unclear exactly how todayÕs voluntary simplifiers balance cost-savings against 
environmental protection in these specific areas. Nevertheless, the areas where 
cost-cutting and environmental protection work together are quite substantial, 
and there is some evidence that simplifiers do retain an environmental 
commitment which may help guide their decisions in areas where cost-cutting 
and environmental protection are at odds, so it is likely that voluntary simplicity 
remains a valuable way for individuals to reduce their impact on the 
environment.  
 
Introduction  

Many people worry that humans are approaching the limits of our planetÕs 
ability to support us. As levels of consumption and population rise, we place an 
ever greater strain on the natural systems upon which we depend. 
Environmentalists and development workers devote much attention to the 
question of how population growth can be slowed in less-developed countries. 
But among western, industrialized countries, steadily rising consumption levels 
are more of a threat than population growth. One movement may help reduce 
the escalating demand for material goods and the environmental harm that this 
demand brings: voluntary simplicity.  

Members of the loosely defined voluntary simplicity movement seek to 
bring their patterns of work and consumption in l ine w ith their most closely held 
values. Usually this means rejecting the goal of ever-rising material consumption 
in favor of a simpler life that practitioners hope will bring them more satisfaction 
than can material goods. The hallmark of voluntary simplicity is said to be 
Òliving deliberatelyÓ (Luhrs 1997: xii i-xix), making sure that each choice in oneÕs 
lifestyle is directed toward creating a more meaningful, fulfi ll ing life. This 
usually means giving up a certain amount of material consumption in order to 
save money (and time) and make more time and energy available for social, 
artistic, academic or civic l ife. 

The desire to cut back on unwanted material things in favor of immaterial 
benefits can spring from a variety of sources, and the resulting lifestyle can take 
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many different forms. Some of these forms include an overt focus on preserving 
the environment, while others are more specifically designed to allow people to 
regain control of their own economic lives. However, most involve a substantial 
reduction in the amount of goods and services which people consume, and so it 
is quite possible that the movement can help mitigate our impact on the 
environment.  

In this paper, I will attempt to answer the question of whether participation 
in the contemporary voluntary simplicity movement is an effective way for 
individual Americans to reduce their impact on the EarthÕs environment. In 
order to do so, I will look at some of the goals that underlie the movement, and 
attempt to assess how these goals affect practitionersÕ consumption choices, and 
in turn, how those consumption choices affect the EarthÕs environment. 
 
Tenets of  Voluntary Simpl ici ty  

Voluntary simplicity has existed in some form throughout recorded history. 
At every stage in humanityÕs existence, there have been some people who were 
w ill ing to give up material rewards in favor of a more meaningful l ife. From the 
beginning of AmericaÕs settlement by Europeans, frugality was an important part 
of the national ethic. In the early nineteenth century, Thoreau and Whitman 
offered simplicity as an antidote to a burgeoning, peculiarly American 
materialism. As the United States faced recession and ecological peril in the 1970s 
and early 1980s, voluntary simplicity came to the fore again. (Rudmin and 
Kilbourne 1996) 

Numerous reportsÑ some in academic journals, and many in the popular 
pressÑ have documented a resurgence of the voluntary simplicity movement in 
the 1990s as well (see accompanying bibliography). Many of these reports trace 
the modern roots of the movement to the publication of Voluntary Simplicity by 
Duane Elgin in 1981, and I will use his description of the movement as a sort of 
benchmark description of the goals of voluntary simplicity. 

Elgin presents voluntary simplicity as a way to obtain two major types of 
benefits. First, he says that simplification is vital in order to prevent depletion of 
the EarthÕs resources and reduce pollution, ensuring that present and future 
generations w ill have an adequate livelihood in a safe world. This is the 
ecological sensibility of the voluntary simplicity movement. Second, Elgin says 
that voluntary simplicity can give its practitioners a way to regain control of their 
l ives in a hectic world, allowing them to focus their energy on the activities that 
w ill give them the most personal satisfaction, rather than simply working 
endless hours to purchase goods that w ill bring them no real fulfi l lment. This is 
the movementÕs ethic of personal satisfaction or fulfi llment. (Elgin 1982: 3-6, 147-
52) 

The goals of ecological protection and personal fulfil lment are both central 
to ElginÕs idea of voluntary simplicity. H is most concise definition of the 
movement he saw growing in the 1970s reads, ÒSimplicity was a way to increase 
personal autonomyÑ by consuming less a person could lessen his or her 
dependency on a dehumanizing economy. Simplicity was also viewed as a way 
to help conserve resources and protect the environment from undue pollutionÓ 
(1982: 8). Elgin goes on to list a number of titles given to the movement by 
contemporary writers, which reflect this dual sensibility: ÒÔthe frugality 
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phenomenon,Õ Ôecological l ife-styles,Õ Ôconspicuous conservation,Õ the Ôconserver 
society,Õ Ôcreative simplicity,Õ Ôsimple livingÕ and othersÓ (1982: 8). 
 
Scaled-Back Voluntary Simpl ici ty  

It seems clear that the type of holistic thinking described by ElginÑ in 
which simplifiers carefully consider the impact of their purchases, both on their 
own lives and on the world around themÑ could be an effective way for 
individuals to minimize their impact on the EarthÕs environment. However, a 
close reading of books and articles on the 1990s voluntary simplicity movement 
seems to raise the possibility that the current version of the movement has 
retreated to some degree from this holistic thinking, producing a major offshoot 
that focuses primarily on the personal fulfil lment goals of voluntary simplicity, 
relegating its ecological sensibil ities to the distant background. If this is the case, 
it is possible that the voluntary simplicity emerging today may bring personal 
satisfaction, but be less effective than ecologically-oriented observers would hope 
at reducing the impact of individuals on the environment. 

Much current writing on voluntary simplicity or ÒdownshiftingÓ 
emphasizes the Òpersonal fulfi llmentÓ side of voluntary simplicity, but gives 
little explicit attention to the movementÕs previously central ecological 
sensibility. These accounts are populated with Americans on a Òwork-and-
spendÓ treadmill, in which they exhaust themselves w ith hard hours of work, 
earning money which is quickly spent on consumer products and services which 
bring no real satisfaction. The solution: cut back expenses and work time, making 
do w ith less consumption in order to have more time and energy to devote to the 
things that are truly fulfil ling, such as spending time with friends and family or 
participating in community activities. Often, authors of these accounts mention 
the idea that cutting back on material consumption w ill have a beneficial effect 
on the environment, but almost never do they back this up with a specific 
analysis of the environmental impact of the goods simplifiers choose to buy or 
give up. (e.g., Luhrs 1997; Schor 1998; Dominguez and Robin 1993) 

Many authors provide a roadmap for simplifying oneÕs life in order to 
escape the Òrat race.Ó Dominguez and RobinÕs 1993 book, Your Money or Your 
Life: transforming your relationship with money and achieving financial independence, 
sold over half a million copies and is now cited as often as ElginÕs Voluntary 
Simplicity as a touchstone for the movement. Dominguez and Robin could easily 
be seen as the parents of the 1990Õs most often-described version of the 
movement. Their 350-page book is fi l led w ith Òyes-you-canÓ exhortations and 
meticulously detailed tables and charts for mapping the way to Òfinancial 
independence,Ó a sort of early, low-cost retirement. Dominguez and Robin do 
briefly mention the environment as a motivation for simplifying oneÕs life (pp. 9-
15, 139-44), but they do not make an environmental case beyond saying that the 
planet has natural l imits in its ability to support us, and humans are consuming 
more than their share. When it comes down to day-to-day purchasing decisions, 
Dominguez and RobinÕs central measure is ÒDid I receive fulfi llment, satisfaction 
and value in proportion to l ife energy [hours worth of net wages] spent?Ó (pp. 
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113-118) This formula seems to give little weight to the specific environmental 
impact of each purchase.1 

Similarly, Schor (1998) describes the psychological traps that lure people 
into the work-and-spend cycle, and the revelations that can help them escape. 
She makes little mention of the effect of consumption on the environment, and 
focuses primarily on the forces that cause Americans to work more hours than 
they really need to, and the changes that they make when they realize they can 
work less, earn less, spend less and regain control of their lives. Most newspaper 
and magazine articles written about voluntary simplicity in the 1990s take a 
similar approach, occasionally mentioning the environment, but primarily 
focusing on the benefits of increased free time (e.g., Castro 1991; McDonald 1998; 
Stark 1997; Anderson 1998; Guidera 1995; Shurgot 1997). 

These works present the flaws in the American high-consumption lifestyle 
as it affects the lives of people pursuing it, and they show ways for people to 
break out of this lifestyle. However, because they make little direct mention of 
the effects of the high-consumption lifestyle on the environment, and because 
their prescriptions take little account of the environment, it may be fair to 
wonder how much good followers of this new wave of simplicity w ill do for the 
environment. 
 
The Envi ronmental Ef fects of  Scaled-Back Voluntary Simpl ici ty  

A lthough most reports seem to assume that any reduction in consumption 
(in the form of reduced spending) w ill automatically lead to environmental 
benefits, this is not necessarily the case. In fact, spending reductions can be either 
beneficial, relatively ineffective or harmful in their impact on the environment, 
depending on the nature of the goods involved. So if the new practitioners of 
voluntary simplicity do not include the movementÕs originally explicit 
environmental goals in their purchasing decisions, some of their choices may not 
have positive results for the environment. 

For many goods, there is a direct correlation between spending reductions 
and environmental improvement. Many of the cutbacks made by simplifiers can 
save them money and also help protect the environment. For example, some of 
the most often-cited changes made by simplifiers include choosing durable, 
multipurpose products; using products until they wear out (instead of disposing 
of them prematurely); cutting back on purchases of kitchen appliances and 
consumer electronics; renovating existing buildings rather than constructing new 
ones; choosing vegetarian food instead of meat-based meals; cutting back on 
vacation travel; gardening with native, drought-tolerant plants; composting; 
reusing the back sides of scratch paper; doing w ithout a first or second car (by 
commuting less or taking public transportation); and buying second-hand goods. 
A ll of these activities can save money and reduce practitionersÕ impact on the 
environment.2 
                                                
1 The authors do add a second question, ÒIs this expenditure of life energy in alignment w ith my 
values and life purpose?Ó However, they present this question in terms of values regarding what 
will  be done with the purchased i tem, rather than values relating to the effects of producing or 
disposing of the i tem. 
2 Examples of lifestyle changes taken from Ottman 1995; Schor 1997; Guidera 1995; Nix 1991 and 
Zachary 1995. Ryan and Durning 1997 provide an interesting discussion of the environmental 
impact of everyday, material-intensive consumption. 
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However, a second category of changes may save money but bring 
relatively few environmental benefits. These include cutbacks in labor-intensive 
products or services, where the environmental impact of Òdoing it yourselfÓ or 
doing w ithout is about the same as if the product or service were bought in the 
market. Many reports show simplifiers giving up meals at restaurants, trips to 
first-run movies (sometimes watching videos at home instead), or services such 
as hairstyling and manicures. All of these choices save money, but in themselves 
they may not have much effect on the environment, because they donÕt involve 
much pollution or resource consumption to begin with. Some voluntary 
simplicity practitioners also move to less-expensive neighborhoods or from 
urban to rural areas, which also saves money, but doesnÕt necessarily reduce 
their net environmental impact.  

There is some evidence that once people reach a certain ÒsaturationÓ point 
as consumers, further increases in consumption tend to take the form of high-
value, low-resource goods (such as purchasing high-tech goods and services 
instead of additional automobiles) (Durning 1992: 52). If this is the case, then 
high-value, low-resource goods such as the services listed above could also be 
the first items to be cut from budgets when consumers start to cut back. If 
simplifiers give up these purchases first, rather than giving up the more material-
intensive products listed in the second paragraph above, then their cost savings 
may not bring proportional environmental benefits. 

In some cases, cost-cutting or time-saving measures may even lead to 
greater environmental harm than would otherwise be done. One striking 
example of the new disconnection between the environmental goals and 
personal goals of the voluntary simplicity movement can come from how 
simplifiers decide to use their free time. For example, reports show several 
examples of downshifters taking advantage of their new freedom to indulge in 
more vacation travel by car or airplane, which causes greater environmental 
harm, in the form of depletion of fossil fuel reserves and emissions of air 
pollutants (e.g., Zachary 1995; Dominguez and Robin 1993: 277). Janet Luhrs 
(1997) ends her folksy primer on the joys of the slow life with a chapter about 
how her freedom from debt and job demands leaves her free to travel wherever 
and whenever she chooses. She finishes the book by offering advice on how to 
get the best motel prices or cheap car rentals when crisscrossing the United 
States, or how to fly cheaply and simply to the Yucatan, A laska, Hawaii or 
Zurich. 

In addition, because many environmental costs are not included in the 
economic costs of goods, choices that minimize costs may come at the expense of 
environmental health, so a version of voluntary simplicity that doesnÕt make 
environmental protection a central goal could go astray. Many environmentally 
ÒcleanÓ productsÑ such as organic fruits, vegetables and textiles; solar-generated 
electricity; or natural-based cosmetics and cleanersÑ can cost more than 
competing, ÒdirtierÓ products. So if simplifiers choose purely to minimize cost 
and maximize free time, they could make choices that are harmful to the 
environment. In these cases, if simplifiers want to help the environment, they 
w ill need to adopt a more careful approach, going beyond cost-cutting to 
consider the environmental impact of each individual purchase, and choosing 
the more environmentally benign option, even if it costs more.  
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My search of the literature turned up only a single, brief article that 
discussed the risks of reducing expenses w ithout paying enough attention to 
social and environmental effects. Glickman (1996) writes in E Magazine that some 
promoters of simplicity encourage their followers to shop at chain discount 
stores or cruise yard-sales looking for bargains. However, this can have 
unintended negative effects: chain stores can undermine local economies, 
concentrating wealth in corporate hands; low-cost fruits and vegetables can come 
from pesticide use or exploitation of workers; and the gasoline used for cruising 
yard sales can have hidden environmental costs of $6-$11 per gallon. Glickman 
writes, ÒOf course organic foods arenÕt the only consumer products worth 
paying up for: ThereÕs also solar energy, electric cars, handcrafted goods, hemp 
products, kenaf paper, and energy-efficient l ightbulbs, to name just a few. What 
these goods have in common is either that they are produced by nascent 
industries that could really use support until they reach mass production levels 
(which w ill lower prices); they are labor-, not energy-, intensive; or their 
environmental cost savings are embodied in their price.Ó  

A lthough there is some risk that todayÕs simplifiers may not always make 
positive environmental choices when they cut back on consumption, it is difficult 
to tell whether there is cause for alarm, because there appears to be little or no 
current research on what kind of choices downshifters actually make when faced 
w ith a tradeoff between lower costs and protecting the environment. It is 
possible that they choose the low-cost approach, but it is also possible that their 
philosophy sti l l incorporates enough of an environmental ethic that they choose 
the more environmentally benign option. This issue is discussed further in the 
next section. 
 
Contemporary ÒCompleteÓ Forms of  Voluntary Simpl ici ty  

A lthough much of todayÕs literature on voluntary simplicity focuses on the 
personal gains of practitioners rather than external environmental benefits, there 
are signs that the ÒfullÓ formÑ integrating both personal satisfaction and an 
ecological sensibilityÑ remains alive. This is best exemplified in the work of 
Cecile Andrews, a community college lecturer and Seattle Times columnist. In 
Circle of Simplicity: Return to the Good Life, Andrews (1997) does a more thorough 
job than any writer since Elgin in explicating the ties between consumption 
choices and environmental health. She advocates a move to an Òecocentric world 
viewÓ which contrasts sharply w ith Dominguez and RobinÕs simple Òis it worth 
the moneyÓ test: ÒAn ecocentric ethic is rooted in a holistic metaphysics in which 
everything is connected to everything else. A change in one part wil l cause a 
change in another part. There is a unity of humans and non-human nature. 
Adopting such an ethic, one that values nature, can change the way we live. 
Everything we do, then, must take into account its effect on people and the 
planetÓ (1997: 21, her emphasis). 

Andrews goes on to make a specifically environmental case for reducing 
our consumption, using an argument that should be familiar to ecological 
economists: ÒThe fate of the environment depends on the directions of 
technology, population, and consumption. We need more efficient technology, 
l ike solar heating and electric cars, and we need to reduce the birthrate. Until 
recently, people had assumed that those two were enough. Now we know that it 
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is just as important to reduce the rate of consumption by major industrial 
countriesÓ (1997: 50; cf. Goodstein 1999: 196-97). 

While Andrews does promote the personal benefits of reducing 
consumption, she also makes sure to give readers a primer on how to make sure 
that their spending choices reflect environmental values. In addition to the usual 
money-saving cutbacks, Andrews suggests that simplifiers should Òalways keep 
nature in mind,Ó making choices such as buying organic foods or clothes made 
from green cotton, or avoiding products that contain CFCs. In a clear nod to the 
extra burden this might impose on simplifiers, Andrews writes, ÒWhen you live 
w ith nature in mind, you may find some things to be more complex. But it can 
also become an exciting challenge and it w il l bring you a sense of meaning, a 
sense that you are contributing to your community.Ó (1997: 139-43). 

AndrewsÕ voice appears to be virtually alone today in advocating such a 
careful thinking-through of the environmental impacts of consumption 
decisions. However, there is some evidence that her ideas are shared by 
practicing simplifiersÑ that they are not blindly cutting expenses w ithout regard 
to the environment.  

There appears to have been little or no research on the exact motivations of 
simplifiers in choosing their new lifestyle, so it is difficult to say whether they act 
primarily (or even substantially) out of an environmental concern or out of a 
concern for the effect the Òwork and spendÓ cycle has on their own lives. In 
theory, however, it would not be surprising to find simplifiers practicing a robust 
approach that included both environmental and personal concerns. Voluntary 
simplicity practitioners are generally well-educated progressives (Guidera 1995), 
and in opting to change their l ives so dramatically, they show their w il l ingness to 
act according to a principled, holistic approach. It is not much of a leap from 
considering the effects of consumption on oneÕs own life to considering its effects 
on the environment, and simplifiers may find it especially easy to act on a 
concern for the environment, since theyÕve saved so much time and money in 
other ways.  

This possibil ity is borne out by some empirical (albeit anecdotal) evidence 
as well. Andrews (1997: 30) quotes two simplifiers who chose their new lifestyles 
based primarily on environmental concerns. A Wall Street Journal article presents 
a Seattle couple who track every cent they spend, but make sure to include 
expensive, organic foods in their budget (Zachary 1995). Other accounts often 
feature fleeting mentions of environmental as well as personal goals in 
simplifying behavior (although, as mentioned earlier, they almost never mention 
exactly how this works). 

Researchers in 1977-1981 developed a Òvoluntary simplicity indexÓ for 
studies of California consumers, and found that it was one of the best ways to 
predict the purchase or intention to purchase energy-conserving and solar 
equipment (Leonard-Barton 1981). Some of this correlation may have come from 
simplifiersÕ heightened cost-consciousness and desire for independence from the 
energy market, but some probably also came from a special interest in 
environmental protection (especially since renewable energy sources cost 
significantly more than util i ty-supplied power). Ottman (1995) reports in 
Marketing News that this attitude continues today, writing that simplifiers Òare 
receptive to alternative technologies that reinforce their independence and help 



 

8 

stretch their budgets, so donÕt be surprised if they fuel the market for solar 
power and backyard w ind generators.Ó 
 
Conclusion 

This paper has suggested the possibil ity that a substantial portion of 
todayÕs voluntary simplicity movement may be following a ÒlightweightÓ 
offshoot of the original philosophy, which de-emphasizes the movementÕs 
originally central environmental goals. Not every cost-saving choice made by 
consumers w ill benefit the environment, so followers of voluntary simplicity 
who cut costs but neglect the movementÕs original environmental pil lar may not 
help the environment as much as could be hoped.  

The possibil ity of this change in the movement is suggested by an apparent 
shift in the emphasis of reports on voluntary simplicity between twenty years 
ago and today. Elgin (1981) made environmental concerns preeminent in his 
formulation of voluntary simplicity, but most authors today give special weight 
to the personal, freedom-producing possibility of the movement. Perhaps this 
change in emphasis reflects a change in AmericansÕ concerns over the same time 
period. At the end of the 1970s, environmental problems struck close to the heart 
of Americans, with reports of rivers going up in flames and neighborhoods 
contaminated w ith toxic waste. Today, environmental problems are more distant 
and abstract (though not necessarily any less serious), while two more decades of 
declining real wages and increasing work pressure may have made working life 
more burdensome than ever. It would be understandable if such changes in 
society have caused a shift in the goals of simplifiers, but if it has, they may be 
making less environmentally-friendly choices than previously. 

Unfortunately, there appears to have been very little concrete research on 
the motivations and purchasing habits of members of the voluntary simplicity 
movement. Wi thout more research, it is impossible to say whether there has been 
a real shift in the  attitudes and practices of simplifiers, or whether there has 
simply been a change in the way the movement is described. Further research 
would be valuableÑ measuring the values that motivate people to adopt 
voluntary simplicity, and cataloging the types of expenditures that they actually 
cut out or retain. Such research could allow academics and the popular press to 
report w ith more precision on the environmental benefits of the movement, and 
it could also spur voluntary simplicity advocates to include a more explicit 
environmental theme in their message, if needed. 

In the absence of such research, a few things can be said about the effect of 
voluntary simplicity on individualsÕ Òenvironmental footprint.Ó First, there are 
large categories of consumption where reducing expensesÑ whether for personal 
or environmental reasonsÑ will have a positive environmental impact. Such 
areas include any cutback in the use of materials-intensive products or processes 
that is not replaced by a more resource- or pollution-intensive alternative (e.g., 
riding a bicycle instead of driving a car). Second, there are some areasÑ such as 
labor-intensive, personal servicesÑ where cutting expenses wonÕt necessarily 
help the environment very much, but where it wonÕt do any harm either. Third, 
there are a few areas of consumption where environmental cost savings are not 
fully internalized into the price of products (e.g., organic produce). In these 
areas, a strict cost-cutting approach could do more harm than good for the 
environment. It is unclear whether todayÕs batch of simplifiers adopt a cost-
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cutting approach or an environmentally-protective approach when faced w ith 
such decisions. 

On balance, there is probably reason for optimism about the effects of 
voluntary simplicity on the environment for two reasons: (1) the areas where 
cost-cutting w ill help the environment probably outnumber the areas where cost-
cutting w ill be harmful to the environment, and (2) simplifiers may be at least as 
likely to choose environmental protection as to choose cost savings in the few 
areas where the two are in conflict. 

 


