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Foreword


One does not have to be a genius to recognize that we as a human species are on an almost unstoppable path to self-destruction in terms of our impact on the planet. As I write these words, I can sense many of you object already, either believing that we will find a way through the crisis that’s been building for the last 50+ years, or that the facts are exaggerated and that it won’t be as bad as many predict. Looking at the facts though, CO2 concentration in the earth’s air has increased in a linear fashion without any interruption since at least 1960, despite the various pledges, commitments and summits.


I sincerely hope that I am wrong. It is simply that I see a few truths getting in the way of the collective finding a sustained way out of this potentially devastating path for planet earth.


First, it is unlikely that most country states will self-limit over time the number of resources used for GDP growth in the broader sense. After all, democratically elected governments are under performance accountability towards their constituents. As such, they must deliver on the agenda that matters most to their citizens. As this agenda is driven, by and large, first by economic growth, wealth, employment and in the broader sense by “more is better”, governments will find it hard to self-restrict in the form of regulations that reduce growth and prosperity as a sacrifice for the planet. After all, there will always be a democratic contender who is willing to promise a richer future and hence, readily replace any such incumbent that is associated with less wealth creation.


Needless to say that an autocratic head of state would likely care even less for the planet, as he is least accountable to anyone but himself.


Secondly, countries are in competition with each other. Even if there was a consensus in one country of size to keep a government in place that would want to balance growth with sustainability, chances are that there would remain many countries who would opt out of such self-restrain for a myriad of reasons, to gain “advantage” if nothing else. It is tough to imagine places where the majority of its citizens live close to the poverty line, to step back and join those wealthy nations in their regulatory restraint. I have heard the argument already, in that those wealthy nations have brought planet earth to where it is now by getting rich, and now it would be not up to the poorer, less developed countries to come to the rescue. Fair point from their POV. If you think I exaggerate, just look at how tough it is to get to a minimum tax rate for corporations around the world. Countries are tempted to provide lower rates and to hence attract investment. I am afraid the same logic will also apply to environmental regulations.


Thirdly, companies are in competition with each other on a mostly global scale, enabled by trade agreements and global supply chains. They have no choice but to produce where it is most cost advantageous to serve their markets, as they compete with a price-setter in every category, dictated by the lowest cost producer less their ability to differentiate in a meaningful way. In other terms, if one country is overly regulating them with cost impacts, they will move elsewhere to compete better.


For all three reasons, I don’t see regulation from countries to be the savior of our climate crisis. It will not be the supply side that will save us. Sustained change has to be rooted in the demand side of things. It is the citizens of countries and the world as such that have to change the way they look at success and happiness. As long as happiness equals more, bigger, faster, higher without any limit, we will be unlikely to change our current trajectory. Unfortunately, the wealthiest citizens of planet Earth are not exactly a role model for contentment. Instead, it seems like the ultimate quest of wealth is to burn fossil fuels for space tourism.


Only when we all individually come to realize first what is enough for our own personal happiness can there be lasting change. Only when we are happy to say “no” to more, bigger and newer more frequently, will our resource impact on the planet slow down in a sustained fashion. To be clear, I am a keen believer in democracy and free market capitalism per se. I am far from pushing a socialistic, supply constraining agenda and don’t want to be misunderstood. My believe is in insight and education to achieve a sustained change in consumer behavior, leading to a sustained improvement of life on the planet.


It is long evident that happiness in nations is not increasing at the same pace as GDP/ capita. Happiness in the US, for instance, has not significantly increased since the 70s. If anything, it has unfortunately decreased, and that despite wealth increasing. Similarly, studies have shown that happiness on an individual level only correlates with income up until a sum of 80,000 USD per year is achieved – give or take a few dollars. Despite these facts, people seemingly still believe that wealthier means happier.


This book is a humble contribution to hopefully helping a few people to realize the power of enough. Instead of looking at money as a maximization function, the book considers money as a mere limiter to what one can do at any given point in time. Like health, it is hence not a goal in and of itself, but a constraint. Happiness will come from other drivers intrinsically linked to human nature.


Who knows, maybe the book will lead to a few tons less CO2 being produced. By now, it’s all about marginal gains going forward!


Enjoy the book and good luck in achieving a happy, fulfilled life knowing yourself and what is enough for you.




Introduction


I vividly remember the winter of 1994 when I lived as a recently hired employee of a leading consumer goods company in Frankfurt, Germany.


It had been 2 years since I joined probably the most prestigious company in the area of my interest, after I graduated from one of the best business schools in Germany. By all measures I had already a lot to be proud of for my young age and was set for what could potentially become a very rewarding career.


I had recently moved into a bigger apartment in a nice area of Frankfurt, surrounded by bars, gyms and other infrastructure that should make for a convenient living.


It was hence rather strange that for the second time during these two initial years of my time in this company, I had a hard time maintaining my motivation. Almost every day I felt that it was tough to get out of bed in the morning, to get dressed and make the trip to the offices outside of town. I could not really point to any issue, item, person or other event though, making it tough to problem-solve for what was increasingly feeling like my first mid-life crisis. The biggest worry was that I was just about to start my life, I felt like I was supposed to take off. Instead, I felt increasingly like something had to change, or else I would become a failure.


The next thing I remember was getting stuck in the usual evening traffic coming back from work. I recall that I was annoyed about the big city inconveniences like traffic jams, eating into the precious time I could otherwise use to do things that are more pleasurable. I recall seeing a grey-haired driver of a luxury BMW sedan to my right. He looked similarly bored or borderline annoyed as I did. It struck me that the only thing potentially separating him from me were 30 years of work, a few thousand dollars more on the bank account et al. Still, he was feeling the same, independent of his wealth and stature because he was living the same reality as I was. I think it was back then that it dawned on me for the first time that money alone was not linked to a massive change in happiness. Other factors had to come to play.


It would be nice if I could claim that a change of my lifestyle and to my lack of motivation followed this incident. Unfortunately, that was not yet the case. It was rather another morning, not sure anymore when exactly that winter, when I realized that the last time I had signs of a crisis was also in November, pretty much exactly a year earlier. It was then that a big light bulb seemingly went on and a realized that what I thought to be a job-related issue, was more likely pure and simple weather related.


What I had found was that a) weather patterns were an important part of my happiness drivers and b) that I was not very good in linking my emotional state to a particular driver. I was rather lost in the connection between how I felt, and what most likely caused the feeling.


That again was scary, as I imagined the consequences of falsely believing that the cure to my crisis was a change in job environment, only to end up as unhappy in the next company.
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