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Abstract: Economic growth and Sustainable development concepts have emerged at different moments in history. 

However, at this time, they are related to each other more than ever, because at one point, one of them evolution 

determined the other’s birth, preventing humanity to destroy itself. 

This paper intends to present some conceptual delimitation, evolution of the concept of economic growth, but 

also several theories and models of economic growth that was the subject of specialists’ researches. Like any economic 

phenomenon, growth brings some benefits and some costs. When these costs threaten the future of humanity, some 

solutions need to be found, no matter how hard ware them to implement, to remove unwanted effects. 

In this light, the paper deals with the concept of sustainable development, with this emergence and evolution, but 

especially with the link between sustainable development and economic growth. 
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Introduction 
In the same time with the crystallization of sustainable development concept, it began to emerge concerns 

related with establishing the links, correlations and mutual influences that occur between it and the concept of growth. 

The two concepts have emerged in different moments of time. About growth it has discussed starting with the 

great economic crisis that shook the world between the years 1929-1933. If, until then, the great economists, 

representatives of classical and neoclassical economic thought, looked and analyzed the economics from the angle of 

individual agents, the global crisis of the '30s led them to view and analyze the phenomena not only from 

microeconomic perspective, but more and more from the macro perspective on. 

 

Conceptual boundaries regarding the economic growth 
Scientific studies have shown so far a lot of views on economic growth. Usually, we express it through 

macroeconomic indicators fluctuations of the actual results of economic activity - gross domestic product, gross 

national product and national income, adjusted by deflator size (general prices index). 

We tend to associate the concept of growth with a positive trend of the national economy. Long-term 

hypothesis is validated, but this does not preclude cyclical fluctuations, or even periods of economic downturn. 

Growth is a complex concept whose understanding requires taking in consideration several important 

elements: 

a) the evolution of economic outcomes should be monitored by a period long enough to ensure that we make a 

clear demarcation between conjectural expansion of the economy, in the short term, and a true economic growth, which 

manifests itself as the dominant trend within longer time; 

b) growth should be studied in terms of real macroeconomic results (obtained after correction of 

macroeconomic indicators with the deflator size); 

c) growth is permanently correlated with the demographic and macroeconomic dynamics. An interesting 

element in this matter is mentioned by Fernández-Villaverde (2001): prior to the Industrial Revolution, total output 

increases were roughly correlated with population growth. However, in the last 150 years, increases in income per 

capita were accompanied by slower population growth; [2] 

d) growth can be expressed synthetically by several indicators: rate at which evolves GNP and GDP per 

capita, leisure time as a standard of living indicator and life expectancy. We must also consider the fact that the rate at 

which evolves GNP and GDP per capita and does not provide any information on the allocation of revenues to various 

sectors of the population, altering in some way the quality of information. 

In dedicated literature we meet several related concepts, derived from the economic growth: 
 zero growth, a concept which signifies an increase in the pace of macroeconomic outcomes and 

population, leading to a constant, per capita results; 
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 negative growth (economic decline), a concept indicating a decrease in per capita macroeconomic 

outcomes, while maintaining control of fundamental equilibrium correlations; consequences of such a 

situation can be seen in compromises regarding economic efficiency and social welfare ; 

 extensive growth, a concept derived from a predominantly quantitative contribution of factors, that 

leads to the increase of macroeconomic indicators; 

 intensive growth, a concept that is based on a more qualitative contribution of input factors, leading to 

the increase of a macroeconomic indicator. 

 

Factors determining the economic growth  
Economic growth is conditioned by existing potential resources, but also by how they are used and valued. We 

divide the factors that determine economic growth in two categories - direct factors and indirect factors. 

Among direct factors we find: 

 natural resources 

 human resources (labour supply, education) 

 technical capital stock (equipment, buildings, machinery, etc.) 

 technology (innovation, management, research and development). 

All states of the world have these factors, in a greater or lower degree. Unfortunately their exploitation is done 

differently, leading sometimes to quite large differences between the results of an economy from another. 

Between indirect factors we can mention: 

 absorption capacity of the internal market, meaning aggregate demand; 

 efficiency of the banking system; 

 state budgetary and tax policy; 

 savings rate; 

 investment rate; 

 labour migration and capital; 

 competitive products and services. 

 

Theories and models of economic growth 
Over time, several theories and models of economic growth have been the subject of economic researches. 

Classics Smith, Malthus and Ricardo studied economic evolution in terms of natural factor limitation and population 

growth. Keynes built an economic model according with the national income increases in response to aggregate 

demand increase. The postekeynesists Harrod and Dommar developed in the early '40s a unisectorial growth model that 

highlights three main issues: the possibility of a sustained increase, the probability to obtain it in full employment 

conditions and the existence of a guaranteed rate of growth. 

The neoclasics, led by Samuelson and Dornbusch, constructed a model that explains how capital accumulation 

and technological change can influence the economy. In the mid '80s, Romer and Lucas have developed a new theory 

of growth which assumes that capital accumulation is usually associated with an accumulation of knowledge. 

Whether they were characterized by pessimism or optimism, the theories mentioned above have shown the 

benefits and costs of economic growth. 

Briefly, the benefits can be summarized at:  

 use growth as a tool for combating poverty; 

 ability of individuals to change their lifestyle by consuming new goods; 

 implications of economic growth on income redistribution – it can get benefits when we redistribute 

just the additional obtained income so that no one would face a loss of income. 

Neither the costs are not insignificant; here are some of the highlights: 

 social costs and personal costs of economic growth; 

 opportunity cost of economic growth, given by the current sacrificed consumption; 

 sharing the costs and benefits of economic growth - the costs are incurred immediately, while the 

benefits will be felt longer. 
In addition to the costs listed above, some authors (Pohoaţă, 2012) identify also other negative consequences 

of postwar economic growth [5] : 

1. environmental pollution by exploiting the natural factors of production over normal limits. There are many cases 

in which the operation of a particular mineral deposit led to disorder and major environmental changes in the area; 

2. environmental pollution by harmful emissions and waste resulting from the production process. Almost every 

economy past at a certain time through a period of intensive growth of industrial activity, during which they felt 

such negative consequences related to the production process; 

3. encouraging the production factors wasting led to the impending exhaustion of some of the known resources. 

Desire to minimize production costs sometimes pushed the entrepreneurs to increase output more than originally 

had planned, leading to a greater production factors consume that initially estimated; 
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4. widening the gaps between the developed countries and those in developing process, and the gap between the rich 

and the poor who live in the same economic space. This phenomenon was very evident in the period 1960-2000, 

but in the last 15-20 years, statistics show a slowdown in this trend. 

As stated by Ban Ki-moon, Secretary General of the UN, "we learned that although economic growth is very 

important, what ultimately matters is using national income to give all people a chance at a longer life, healthier 

and more productive." 

5. helped to create an image, not always consistent with reality, on welfare. Most times they used, in a simplified 

way, just indicators as GDP and GNP for measuring economic growth. This is one of the reasons why the United 

Nations Development Program began to calculate 20 years ago a composite indicator called "Human 

Development Index", which is able to indicate more accurately whether the extra growth is reflected or not in 

human sustainable development. 

6. contributed to merchantability of human relationships, making people to give up a part of the cultural, social, 

human values for those purely economic. We can even speak of a paradox that occurs as a consequence of 

economic growth: some individuals allocate more time to labour than necessary to earn an income enough for 

decent living, without realizing that they can buy with those revenues so much goods that they will never have 

time to use what they have bought. 

 

Link between economic growth and sustainable development 
It raises, in these terms, the question of whether we can sustain growth while continuing environmental 

degradation. Shahrin and Abg Nail notes that scientist’s opinions are divided on this issue. On one side are those who 

support the idea that economic growth will lead to more environmental degradation, up to the extinction of the human 

race. In opposition to them are those who believe that economic growth can be sustainable because it can create the 

conditions for improving the relationship between man and environment. 

A tool that can help us find the answer to the above question is Kuznets curve. Name is given by Simon 

Kuznets, Nobel Prize winner, who started to research the relationship between the evolution of average income and 

inequality of income distribution in the economy. Kuznets showed that the aforementioned relationship takes the form 

of an inverted "U" shape (Fig. 1). [3] 

Later on, investigations were continued in the direction of establishing a correlation between economic growth 

and its impact on the environment. Assumptions made by Shafik and Bandyopadhyay (1992), Panayotou (1993), 

Grossman and Krueger (1993) and Selden and Song (1994) led to a curve having the same form, which was named the 

“environmental Kuznets curve” (Panayotou, 2003). [4] 

 

 
Fig. 1 Kuznets curve 

Source: adapted from Tamirisa (2012) [6] 

 

This shows that when society is in a state of early development, negative environmental impact is small (Fig. 

2). The impact increases with the level of development, but only up to a point, after which further increase of the level 

of development is able to induce improvement in negative environmental impact. In this case questions may arise, such 

as: 
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Fig. 2 Kuznets environmental curve 

Source: Panayotou (2003) 

 

1. at what level of income lies that turning point? 

2. how can be avoided environmental damage made until it reaches that maximum point of degradation, so 

that the curve to become more flatten? 

3. is the decrease of environmental degradation carried out automatically after reaching the maximum or we 

need to implement certain political and institutional reforms in this regard? 

Answers to these questions will be different from one economy to another and will be hard to find. To create a 

starting point, however, big efforts needs to be done globally to implement the concept of sustainable development. 

The sustainable development concept appeared as a consequence of finding irreversible reduction in the 

amount of non-renewable economic resources, resulting from human activity (Dinga and others, 2006) [1]. 
 Concerns of international forums in this regard appeared in the '70s: from Stockholm Conference on the 

Environment (1972), followed by Global conservation strategy developed by the International Union for Conservation 

of Nature (1980), world leaders realized the need to create an organization whose unique purpose is to raise awareness 

of the need for sustainable development. At the same time, the population of developed countries started to become 

more aware of environmental issues arising from industrialization and accelerated economic growth, so that it was 

pursued the reduce of their environmental impact. 

 On the other hand, developing countries were discouraged by their inability to achieve higher levels of 

economic growth, such as those registered in industrialized countries. Following the desire to achieve themselves high 

levels of economic growth, developing countries have made use of inexpensive, high impact on the environment 

practices, and not always ethical practices regarding labor relations. These were the reasons why the United Nations 

has felt a growing need to create a dedicated organization to address these environmental challenges in full 

interconnection with economic and social conditions. 

In this context, in 1983 the United Nations General Assembly passed resolution 38/161, "Process of 

preparation of the Environmental Perspective to the Year 2000 and Beyond", establishing the World Commission on 

Environment and Development, known less formally as the Brundtland Commission.  

General Assembly suggested the following areas of activity for this committee: 

a. to propose a strategy for long-term environmental standards in order to achieve sustainability in 2000; 

b. to make recommendations so that environmental concerns to become subject of an increased cooperation 

between developed countries and those being in various other stages of economic and social development; 

c. to assess ways in which the international community can manage better environmental issues; 

d. to define a common understanding of long-term environmental problems, but also of the efforts necessary 

to meet the challenges of protecting and strengthening the environment. 
In the nearly four years of activity, the Commission has always followed the directions that UNO have been 

set, culminating with the development of "Our Common Future" report, published in 1987, before the official 

dissolution of the committee (December 1987). This formed the basis for future action on environmental protection and 

sustainable development, but also for all other high-level meetings or reports prepared on the subject: Earth Summit 

(1992), after which resulted the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development and Agenda 21, or Millennium 

Summit (2000) where the Millennium Declaration was elaborated. How the principles stated in this document was 

implemented was reviewed at the 2005 High Level World Summit, considered to be the most comprehensive meeting 

of world leaders in history. 
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According to researchers from the Centre for Economic Policy Research, environmental degradation requires 

major investments in its protection to ensure sustainable development. Although the environmental costs are rising 

(largely due to continued growth of the world population), however these costs are relatively small compared to global 

income. The key issue is the desire of governments to work together in order to overcome the problems of private 

economic behavior. When we are dealing with environmental threats, international agreements are necessary, but they 

are often elusive. The fact that OECD countries will be able to reduce their pollution will not necessarily lead to 

reducing global greenhouse gas emissions. Statistics show that by 2050, China alone will generate more carbon dioxide 

emissions than all OECD countries together. 

This is the most important reason why the United Nations made efforts to gather a large number of states to 

support these efforts, from which will benefit not only us but also the future generations. 

 

Conclusions 
   Both economic growth and sustainable development are two of the goals that people pursue in the activities 

they carry out. As shown in the previous set, a sustained economic growth cannot be achieved without leading 

inevitably to environmental disturbances and problems for future generations that are created by our present actions. 

Therefore, it’s necessary to find that point of balance, so that economic growth doesn’t become harmful or doesn’t 

generate unwanted effects, nor for current or future generation. 
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