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Secular stagnation, escalating socio-ecological crises, and the urgent need to scale back resource use in affluent
countries make reductions in economic output increasingly likely. In this context, the prevailing vulnerability of
livelihoods to a reduction in output poses a fundamental threat, and obstructs stringent environmental policies
that reduce production or consumption.

This study explores what creates this vulnerability, and how it might be overcome. We introduce a novel
analytic framework that describes the relationship between economic output and the adequacy of livelihoods.
Using empirical data for the years around the Global Financial Crisis, we illustrate the vulnerability of livelihoods
in the UK. Based on our framework, we show that the vulnerability is not inevitable but arises when livelihoods
are dependent on wage labour whilst employment and adequate incomes for workers are insecure, or when
adequate pensions are insecure. These conditions are pervasive in contemporary capitalist economies, primarily
due to profit maximisation and neoliberal welfare and labour policy. Profit maximisation may in fact actively
foster the vulnerability of livelihoods, as the vulnerability can be used as a lever for squeezing wages, and as a
pretext for pursuing economic growth and blocking environmental policies.

Finally, we identify a range of interventions that could overcome the vulnerability, including specific versions
of universal basic services, a universal basic income, a minimum income guarantee, a job guarantee, living
wages, worktime reduction, and a pension guarantee, alongside changes in capital-labour relations and a shift to
not-for-profit provisioning. Such interventions could secure livelihoods in volatile or contracting economies, and
make stringent environmental policies socially sustainable and more politically palatable.

1. Introduction

In contemporary economies, reductions in economic output (as
expressed by GDP) are associated with hardship and wide-reaching
negative impacts on human livelihoods, i.e. on people’s ability to
meet their basic needs and in particular their ability to afford the cost of
living (Jackson, 2017; Mayrhofer and Wiese, 2020). Even in affluent
countries, which are the focus of our study, livelihoods appear to be
highly vulnerable to output reductions, i.e. prone to critically deterio-
rate when economic output declines (Olafsson et al., 2019a). For
example, people who lose their jobs in a recession may no longer be able
to afford to pay rent or buy food. Most governments seem to regard the
vulnerability of livelihoods to output reductions as inevitable, and
conclude that any output reduction is a threat to livelihoods, and that
the only way to secure livelihoods is to pursue economic growth.

In the 21st century, however, securing livelihoods through economic
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growth may not be a viable strategy, as economic growth may be coming
to an end, and reductions in economic output are becoming increasingly
likely - in particular in affluent countries. First, to stop biodiversity loss
and to equitably limit global warming to 1.5 °C without relying on
highly contested assumptions about future technologies, affluent coun-
tries need to reduce their production and consumption, on top of other
environmental policies (Haberl et al., 2020; Hickel and Kallis, 2020;
KeyBer and Lenzen, 2021; Otero et al., 2020; Vogel and Hickel, 2023).
Second, despite extensive attempts to boost economic growth, many
affluent countries are faced with secular stagnation and practical limits
to growth (Jackson, 2019; Kallis et al., 2014; Storm, 2017; Summers,
2014). Third, escalating financial, ecological, resource, and public
health crises are already and increasingly disrupting societies and
plunging economies into deep recessions (e.g. the 1970s oil crises, the
2008/2009 financial crisis, the Covid-19 crisis). As Bailey (2015, p. 800)
puts it: “The end of growth may be economically unavoidable or
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Fig. 1. The vulnerability of livelihoods to reductions in economic output (bold black arrow) poses a fundamental and increasing threat to human well-being, as
secular stagnation and escalating public health, resource, financial and ecological crises are making output reductions increasingly likely. In affluent countries,
environmental policy capable of tackling ecological crises in an equitable way requires reducing resource-intensive and less-necessary forms of production and
consumption, which would likely entail a reduction in economic output. However, the vulnerability of livelihoods obstructs such stringent environmental policy, and
thus contributes to the escalation of ecological crises. Black arrows indicate positive relationships, orange arrows indicate negative relationships.

environmentally necessary”. Finally, the pursuit of economic growth in
affluent countries is no longer improving human well-being, and is in
fact in many ways socially detrimental (Costanza et al., 2014; Gough,
2017a; Jackson, 2017; Kallis, 2014; Vogel et al., 2021).

Given that output reductions are becoming increasingly likely in the
short and long run, the vulnerability of livelihoods to output reductions
poses a fundamental threat to human well-being (Fig. 1). Moreover, this
vulnerability also poses a major obstacle to stringent environmental
policies that may result in reduced economic output (Jackson and
Victor, 2011), even though such policies are urgently needed in affluent
countries to avert ecological breakdown (Haberl et al., 2020; Hickel and
Kallis, 2020; KeyBer and Lenzen, 2021; Parrique et al., 2019; Vogel and
Hickel, 2023)." Tackling the existential challenges of the 21st century,
and safeguarding human well-being amidst these challenges, thus re-
quires us to find ways to secure livelihoods in a volatile or contracting
economy (Biichs and Koch, 2019; Jackson, 2017; Kallis et al., 2020a;
Paulson et al., 2020).

To help address this challenge, this study explores the following
research questions:

1. How are livelihoods related to economic output, and which variables
mediate and moderate this relationship?

2. Under which conditions are livelihoods vulnerable to reductions in
economic output?

3. Which factors create and sustain the conditions for the vulnerability
of livelihoods to output reductions in contemporary capitalist
economies?

4. What interventions could in principle overcome the vulnerability of
livelihoods to output reductions?

1.1. Literature on livelihoods
The literature on livelihoods is vast, covering topics including

poverty, development, sustainability, and social provisioning

1 During the Covid-19 crisis, this vulnerability likely also contributed to late
implementation and premature termination of lockdowns in many countries.

(Chambers, 1995; Kish and Quilley, 2021; Moore and Collins, 2021;
Polanyi, 1977; Scoones, 2013). Across the literature, the term “liveli-
hood” is used in myriad ways — often as an umbrella term for some as-
pects of “how different people in different places live” (Scoones, 2009, p.
172). A narrower literature defines livelihood as “the means of gaining a
living” (Chambers, 1995, p. 174), and more specifically as “the capa-
bilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and access) and activities
required for a means of living” (Chambers and Conway, 1991, p. 6). In
the post-growth literature, the term “livelihood” is typically used in this
latter sense (e.g. Hickel, 2022; Jackson, 2017; Kallis et al., 2020b) but
rarely explicitly defined or analysed. Here, we define a person’s liveli-
hood as their means to meet their basic needs (i.e. as the basis for their
well-being), and introduce a novel concept: the adequacy of a person’s
livelihood, defined as their ability to meet their basic needs (and oper-
ationalised in Section 2).

1.2. The relationship between economic output and livelihoods

The importance of securing livelihoods and human well-being
without economic growth is well-established in the post-growth litera-
ture (Biichs and Koch, 2017; Costanza et al., 2017; Gough, 2017a; Hickel
et al., 2021; Jackson, 2017; Kallis, 2018; Koch, 2013). However, the
conditions under which livelihoods are vulnerable to economic
contraction (Research Question 2), and the factors and dynamics that
create and sustain these conditions in contemporary capitalist econo-
mies (Research Question 3), remain only partly understood.

Previous studies on economic growth dependencies or imperatives
have considered a range of different outcomes or goals as being
dependent on economic growth, including employment, wages, and
incomes (Jackson and Victor, 2011; Mayrhofer and Wiese, 2020;
Richters and Siemoneit, 2019; Stratford, 2020); human well-being,
prosperity, and basic needs (Jackson, 2017; Mayrhofer and Wiese,
2020; Richters and Siemoneit, 2019; Stratford and O’Neill, 2020);
happiness (Fanning and O’Neill, 2019); welfare provision (Bailey, 2015;
Biichs, 2021a; Corlet Walker et al., 2021); economic or financial stability
(Bailey, 2015; Cahen-Fourot, 2022; Stratford, 2020; Stratford and
O’Neill, 2020); and political stability (Jackson, 2017; Richters and Sie-
moneit, 2019; Schmelzer, 2015). While most of these concepts are
relevant to livelihoods, explicit and clearly defined notions of
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Fig. 2. The adequacy of people’s livelihoods can be operationalised in terms of their ability to afford the effective cost of living. Livelihoods are dependent on
disposable income, and hence on the monetised economy, to the extent that the right to access necessities must be purchased, as is predominantly the case in
capitalist economies. Variables establishing the link between disposable income and livelihoods (mediating factors) are shown in grey boxes. The associations be-
tween these mediating factors are positive (black arrows). Variables governing the relationship between disposable income and livelihoods (governing factors) are
shown in blue boxes, with their effects illustrated by blue arrows and plus or minus signs (dashed blue arrows indicate effects considered only indirectly). Factors
implicitly considered in our analysis but not explicitly included in our main framework (Fig. 3) are shown here in lighter-coloured boxes.

livelihoods have not been assessed in this context, making our study the
first to assess the growth dependence of livelihoods, and one of the first
to explicitly analyse livelihoods in a post-growth context.

Previous explanations of what creates economic growth de-
pendencies2 (Research Questions 2 and 3) revolve around a range of
factors and dynamics: first, technological innovation and labour pro-
ductivity growth that is captured for profit and not shared with workers
(Jackson and Victor, 2011; Mayrhofer and Wiese, 2020; Richters and
Siemoneit, 2019; Stratford, 2020); second, “efficiency consumption”,
reflecting people’s investments in their labour market competitiveness
and ability to earn a living (Richters and Siemoneit, 2019; Siemoneit,
2019); third, the extraction of profits and in particular economic rents
via mechanisms of enclosure, monopolisation, privatisation, or artificial
scarcity, and facilitated by weak worker rights (Corlet Walker et al.,
2021; Hickel, 2022; Stratford, 2020; Stratford and O’Neill, 2020);
fourth, state finance, public debt and private debt (Bailey, 2015; Biichs,
2021a; Corlet Walker et al., 2021; Stratford, 2020; Stratford and O’ Neill,
2020); fifth, demographic trends and associated increases in welfare
needs (Biichs, 2021a; Corlet Walker et al., 2021); sixth, political oppo-
sition to extensive redistribution (Richters and Siemoneit, 2019); sev-
enth, the capitalist wage relation and market relation (Cahen-Fourot,
2022); and finally and contested, the creation of money as interest-
bearing debt (Arnsperger et al., 2021; Cahen-Fourot, 2022; Hartley
and Kallis, 2021; Jackson and Victor, 2015).

While a broad literature is relevant for how to overcome the
vulnerability of livelihoods to output reductions (Research Question 4),
few studies explicitly relate proposed interventions to this objective and
assess their ability to achieve it (Jackson, 2017; Kallis et al., 2020b;
Mayrhofer and Wiese, 2020; Stratford and O’Neill, 2020), and no study
assesses proposed interventions against an adequacy benchmark for
livelihoods. Advocacy of specific interventions is rarely grounded in a
systematic analysis of what conditions and factors underpin this
dependence (Research Questions 2 and 3), and how these proposals
would overcome it. Moreover, previous analyses are often limited to the
case of a low-growth or zero-growth economy, whereas the case of a
contracting economy has received much less attention.

In this study, we aim to address these research gaps as follows. Based
on a novel operationalisation of the adequacy of livelihoods (Section 2),

2 Here, we separate economic conditions (factors and dynamics) that create
growth dependencies from broader societal obstacles to abandoning the pursuit
of economic growth such as social traps (Costanza et al., 2017) or social
practices and cultural lock-in of growth (Biichs and Koch, 2019).

we put forward a novel analytic framework to describe the relationship
between economic output and the adequacy of livelihoods, and identify
the conditions that create the vulnerability of livelihoods to output
reduction (Section 3). Applying this framework, we analyse how key
aspects of contemporary capitalist economies affect the conditions for
vulnerability (Section 4). We identify and discuss a range of interventions
for tackling this vulnerability (Section 5). Finally, we discuss the impli-
cations of our analysis for the interrelation between livelihoods, profits,
and economic growth (Section 6), and conclude (Section 7).

2. Operationalising the adequacy of livelihoods as the ability to
afford the effective cost of living

We define the adequacy of a person’s livelihood as their ability to
meet their basic needs. The satisfaction of basic needs (physical and
mental health, cognitive understanding, and socially meaningful op-
portunities) is considered a universal precondition for human well-
being® (Doyal and Gough, 1991; Gough, 2015). While basic needs are
considered universal, the goods, services, or relationships used to satisfy
these needs (so-called need satisfiers) differ across communities,
depending on culture, affluence, infrastructure, and technology (ibid.).

Processes of democratic deliberation can be used to determine a
basket of necessities, i.e. a finite bundle of goods and services considered
adequate in type, quality, and quantity to satisfy basic needs in a
particular context (Bradshaw et al., 2008; Biichs and Koch, 2019;
Goedemé et al., 2015; Gough, 2020; Gough, 2017b). Which goods and
services are considered necessities differs somewhat for different
household types (e.g. due to age or number of children) and different
levels of need (e.g. due to disability) (ibid.). The basket of necessities can
thus be considered an equitable sufficiency benchmark. Deliberations on
necessities should also consider trade-offs and synergies with other
needs and goals, such as environmental and health impacts of alterna-
tive diets (Brand Correa et al., 2018; Guillen-Royo, 2016; Max-Neef,
1991). Goods and services consumed in excess of, or unrelated to, basic
need satisfaction may be considered non-necessities.

The adequacy of a person’s livelihood can thus be understood in
terms of their ability to access necessities, which in turn hinges on two

3 Needs-based conceptions of well-being exist alongside subjective concepts
of well-being (e.g. life satisfaction) or integral concepts such as quality of life
(Costanza et al., 2007). However, several studies have argued that needs-based
conceptions of well-being are most suitable in the context of post-growth and
ecological crises (Biichs and Koch, 2019; Gough, 2015, 2017a)
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factors: first, the availability of necessities (i.e. necessities need to be
produced and made physically accessible); and second, the explicit or
implicit right to access necessities — a crucial aspect that has received
relatively little attention in human need theory.

Assuming that necessities are usually abundantly available in
affluent countries,” the adequacy of people’s livelihoods depends pri-
marily on whether or not people have the right to access these neces-
sities. When someone lives on the street despite vacancies in nearby flats
or hotels, it is because they are denied the right to access these available
necessities, and have no way to obtain this right.

In principle, the right to access a good or service can be obtained
either by purchase (i.e. by paying money), or through formal or informal
entitlement (e.g. free public services, commons, gift economy, self-
production).” While certain necessities are typically obtained through
informal gift economies (e.g. voluntary unpaid care work), and some
necessities are typically provided through free public services (e.g.
healthcare), at least some necessities usually must be purchased (e.g.
food, housing).

People’s ability to access necessities thus crucially depends on their
ability to afford the purchase cost of necessities, and thus on their
disposable income.® The greater the subset of necessities that is provided
for free, and the lower the prices of the necessities that must be pur-
chased (as governed by regulation, taxation, subsidies, and profit mar-
gins), the lower the purchase cost of necessities,” and the lower the level
of income required for an adequate livelihood.

Even though non-necessities are not materially required for human
well-being, the threat of social exclusion — real or perceived — can make
certain non-necessities appear indispensable, in particular in the context
of advertisement, status anxiety (Jackson, 2017), “efficiency consump-
tion” (Siemoneit, 2019), lock-in (Brand Correa et al., 2020), induced
dependencies (Mattioli et al., 2020), and predatory financing models
(Haines-Doran, 2023). Under these social pressures, people often spend
money on non-necessities even where this undermines their ability to
purchase necessities (see also Supplementary Materials C). The ade-
quacy of people’s disposable incomes thus depends on both the purchase
cost of necessities, and people’s expenses on prioritised non-necessities,
which together we consider to be the effective cost of living.®

While there are certainly also important non-monetary aspects to
livelihoods (e.g. care, belonging, reciprocity, trust) and broader human
well-being (Biichs and Koch, 2017; Costanza et al., 2007), it is primarily
the monetary aspect of livelihoods - the ability to afford the effective
cost of living — that is directly linked to economic output. Moreover,
monetary aspects of livelihoods also affect non-monetary aspects: “so-
cial exclusion seems to be economic exclusion” (Richters and Siemoneit,
2019, p. 131).

On this basis, we operationalise the adequacy of people’s livelihoods
in terms of people’s ability to afford the effective cost of living (Fig. 2).
In line with human need theory (Doyal and Gough, 1991), we concep-
tualise the adequacy of livelihoods as a shortfall concept: the more
people’s disposable income falls short of the effective cost of living, the
more likely they are to be deprived of basic needs, whereas disposable

4 How necessities are produced and provided (e.g. working conditions,
ecological impact), and why necessities are abundant more or less only in
affluent countries, are big issues, but beyond the scope of this study.

5 See also Polanyi’s (1944) three modes of exchange and Parrique’s (2019)
four modes of allocation.

¢ While in theory, people could also pay the purchase cost of necessities out of
savings, most people do not have sufficient savings to sustain this in the long-
run, and thus need a regular income.

7 Some necessities are offered for free or at below-market prices to people
who cannot afford them otherwise (e.g. social housing, food banks), but these
provisions are often highly stigmatised, low-quality, or in short supply.

8 For people who take up loans to finance purchases of necessities (or of
prioritised non-necessities), their interest payments on these loans also add to
their effective cost of living.
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income in excess of that level is not considered to significantly improve
their abiltiy to meet their basic needs, and thus their livelihoods.’

3. The vulnerability of livelihoods to reductions in economic
output

3.1. Analytic framework: The relationship between economic output and
the adequacy of livelihoods

Here, we put forward a novel analytic framework that conceptualises
how the adequacy of livelihoods is linked to economic output,'® via
production, wage labour, welfare provision, and consumption (Fig. 3).
The framework details which variables establish the link between eco-
nomic output and livelihoods (mediating factors; grey boxes), and which
variables govern or modify their relationships (governing factors, blue
boxes).l !

The adequacy of an individual’s livelihood (in terms of their ability
to afford the effective cost of living) is determined by whether their
disposable income is sufficient to cover their effective cost of living. An
individual’s disposable income can be understood as the sum of two
interdependent components: (1) (a) their wage income (workers)'? or
(b) pension benefits (pensioners); and (2) the net welfare transfers they
receive (cash benefits minus direct taxes, social contributions, and
pension contributions).'®

If unemployment benefits are insufficient to cover the effective cost
of living then being unemployed deprives people of an adequate liveli-
hood (unemployment poverty). In such a situation, working-age people
need a job to secure an adequate livelihood, i.e. their livelihoods are
dependent on wage labour at the individual level. Employment is
however not necessarily enough to secure an adequate livelihood — not if
the sum of an individual’s wage income and the net welfare transfers
they receive remains insufficient (in-work poverty).'® Wage incomes of
course scale with both hourly wages and working hours.

For a given amount of total wage labour, more working hours per
worker'? means fewer people can be employed — and vice versa. Total
wage labour, in turn, is proportional to aggregate economic output, and
inversely proportional to labour productivity: for a given level of output,
higher labour productivity implies less total wage labour, leading to the
so-called “productivity trap” (Jackson and Victor, 2011). If output stays
constant and labour productivity increases, or if labour productivity
stays constant and output declines, total wage labour declines, and thus
either employment or working hours (or both) must decline.

The livelihoods of pensioners, on the other hand, depend primarily
on the adequacy of their pensions, i.e. to what extent their pension

9 The excess of some people’s disposable income above the effective cost of
living does not compensate for the shortfall of other people’s income below the
effective cost of living.

10 While significant parts of provisioning occur through informal gift econo-
mies and unpaid work, our analysis focuses on the monetised economy (where
the vulnerability to output reduction arises). Specifically, our framework fo-
cuses on the variables and dynamics that directly affect the relationship be-
tween economic output and livelihoods, without attempting to cover all aspects
of the monetised economy.

11 The framework translates an aggregate perspective on output into a
distributional perspective on livelihoods. For simplicity, we introduce it here at
the level of general relationships and dynamics.

12 We consider self-employment to be included in the variables that relate to
wage labour (see Supplementary Materials B).

13 Capital owners also receive capital income (dividends, interest, capital
appreciation) but given that very few people receive substantial income from
personal capital, we do not explicitly consider this income here (with the
exception of funded pension schemes).

14 «Workers” here refers to paid work (employment or self-employment). We
value unpaid work, and acknowledge issues around its lack of recognition and
its gendered distribution.
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Fig. 3. Analytic framework describing the relationship between economic output and the adequacy of livelihoods. Variables establishing the link between economic
output and livelihoods (mediating factors) are shown in grey boxes. The associations between these mediating factors are positive (black arrows). Variables gov-
erning the relationship between economic output and livelihoods (governing factors) are shown in blue boxes. Some governing factors have positive effects (+) on
livelihoods, others have negative effects (—). For variables not specified as "total" or "average", the distributions across the relevant populations need to be considered

(not explicated here).

Table 1
Changes in governing factors that would improve livelihoods.

Change in governing factor that would

improve livelihoods (if economic output
and all other governing factors remain

constant)

Explanation

Given no change in economic output, a
decrease in labour productivity would
increase the amount of total wage labour,
which would increase employment, given
no change in average working hours per
worker.

Given no change in working hours, an
increase in hourly wages would increase
wage income.

Given no change in wage income, an
increase in net welfare transfers would
increase disposable income.

Given no change in net welfare transfers,
an increase in pension benefits would
increase disposable income for
pensioners.

Given no change in disposable income, a
decrease in the effective cost of living
would improve the adequacy of people’s
livelihoods.

Decreasing labour productivity

Increasing hourly wages

Increasing net welfare transfers

Increasing pension benefits

Decreasing effective cost of living

benefits cover their effective cost of living.

Finally, greater inequality in disposable income impairs the overall
adequacy of livelihoods because at any level of average income, more
inequality means greater overall shortfall intensity below the effective
cost of living (see also Supplementary Materials C).

3.2. Dynamics of the relationship between economic output and
livelihoods

Our framework reveals how changes in certain variables affect
livelihoods or the relationship between output and livelihoods. While
the adequacy of livelihoods is, at a basic level, positively associated with
economic output, the actual relationship crucially depends on the gov-
erning factors. At a given level of output, livelihoods would improve
with increases in positive governing factors (hourly wages, net welfare
transfers, pension benefits) and/or with decreases in negative governing
factors (labour productivity, effective cost of living), as summarised in

Table 1. The reverse changes would impair livelihoods.

Simultaneous changes in several governing factors amplify or
attenuate each other’s effects. For example, the negative effects of
output reductions would be exacerbated by increases in labour pro-
ductivity, or mitigated by increases in net welfare transfers. More
complex interactions may occur depending on the political-economic
system (see Supplementary Materials C).

3.3. Conditions creating the vulnerability of livelihoods to output
reductions

People’s livelihoods deteriorate when their disposable income falls
below (or further below) the effective cost of living, which can occur
through five principal mechanisms (or combinations of them):

(1) job losses (when unemployment benefits are inadequate)

(2) a decrease in the disposable incomes of unemployed people due
to a reduction in unemployment benefits (or other benefits)

(3) a decrease in workers’ disposable incomes due to a reduction in
their
a. hourly wages
b. working hours
c. net welfare transfers

(4) a decrease in pensioners’ disposable incomes due to a reduction
in their
a. pension benefits
b. net welfare transfers

(5) an increase in the effective cost of living.

On this basis, we can specify how a reduction in economic output
may impair livelihoods. Decreasing economic output implies a decrease
in total wage labour, unless accompanied by a corresponding decrease in
labour productivity. A decrease in total wage labour, in turn, implies a
decrease in either the number of workers (i.e. job losses) and/or in
average working hours. If unemployment benefits are inadequate, job
losses directly undermine people’s livelihoods. Reductions in working
hours can create or exacerbate in-work poverty, unless compensated by
increases in hourly wages or net welfare transfers relative to the effec-
tive cost of living.

Output reductions can also impact livelihoods indirectly if they result
in reductions of net welfare transfers or pension benefits (further) below
the effective cost of living. These indirect impacts, however, depend on
state policy and the specific welfare and pension system in place
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Fig. 4. Conditions for the vulnerability of livelihoods to reductions in economic output (purple boxes). The livelihoods of working-age people are vulnerable to
output reductions primarily when (1) disposable income on unemployment benefits falls short of the effective cost of living, i.e. working-age people need a job to
secure an adequate livelihood; and (2) (a) employment is insecure or (b) the adequacy of workers’ incomes is insecure.'® The livelihoods of pensioners are vulnerable

to output reductions when (3) the adequacy of pensioners’ incomes is insecure.

(Chancel et al., 2013; Corlet Walker et al., 2021; Wiman, 2019; Wiman,
2023).

Thus, the livelihoods of working-age people are vulnerable to output
reductions primarily when:

(1) livelihoods are dependent on wage labour at the individual level,
i.e. unemployment benefits are inadequate to cover the effective
cost of living; and

(2) (a) employment is insecure, i.e. there is no mechanism to prevent
net job loss; or (b) the adequacy of workers’ incomes is insecure,
i.e. there is no mechanism to prevent workers’ disposable in-
comes (wage income plus net welfare transfers) from falling
(further) below the effective cost of living.

The livelihoods of pensioners are vulnerable to output reductions
primarily when:

(3) the adequacy of pensioners’ incomes is insecure, i.e. there is no
mechanism to prevent pension benefits from falling (further)
below the effective cost of living.

Overall, livelihoods are vulnerable if Vulnerability Condition 1 and 2
are both met,15 or if Vulnerability Condition 3 is met (Fig. )16

Thus, our framework suggests that reductions in economic output
may impair livelihoods only under specific conditions, and these con-
ditions can be avoided. Whether or not these conditions are met depends
on the outlined governing factors which in turn depend on the political-
economic system.

15 yulnerability Condition 2 is met when either insecurity of employment (2a)
is given, or insecurity of adequate incomes for workers (2b), or both.

16 In this sentence, the terms "and" as well as "or" are used in their meaning as
logical operators.

In the subsequent analyses, we focus more on vulnerabilities related
to wage labour, whilst going into less detail for the more context-
dependent cases of pensions and net welfare transfers.

3.4. Empirical example: the (in)adequacy of livelihoods in the UK during
and after the Global Financial Crisis

The outlined dynamics around the (in)adequacy of livelihoods and
their dependence on economic output and governing factors is visible in
the empirical record for the United Kingdom for the years of and after
the Global Financial Crisis, illustrated here with a focus on working-age
single households (Fig. 5). Between 2008 and 2009, a substantial drop in
GDP, only partly offset by decreasing labour productivity, translated
into a decline in total wage labour, which in turn manifested in a decline
in employment (net job losses) and a reduction in average working hours
per worker (Fig. 5, left panel). Even though GDP growth resumed in
2009, employment rates further declined until 2011 and remained
below their 2008 levels through to 2014, as the effect of GDP growth
on total wage labour was offset by labour productivity growth, and as
the increase in total wage labour was partly absorbed by increasing
working hours per worker. Hourly wages at the bottom decile increased
throughout the period, but at a slower rate than the cost of living of
working-age single households, represented here by the Minimum In-
come Standard (Bradshaw et al., 2008).'®

Throughout the 2008—2014 period, bottom-decile disposable

17 The slow recovery of employment rates (as percentage of the labour force)
was also partly due to a growing labour force. Employment levels (number of
workers) were back to 2008 levels by 2012.

18 Whereas our theoretical framework considers the effective cost of living, our
empirical analysis only represents the cost of living (cost of necessities), as
represented by the Minimum Income Standard (see Davis et al. (2018)), but
does not account for expenses on prioritised non-necessities.
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Fig. 5. Changes in the (in)adequacy of the livelihoods of working-age single households in the UK, and key mediating and governing factors, during and after the
Global Financial Crisis (2008—2014). Left: Relative changes in economic output (GDP) and key mediating and governing factors in the relationship between
economic output and livelihoods. Middle: The cost of living for working-age single households (represented by the Minimum Income Standard) vs. disposable in-
comes for working-age single households in various employment situations, and various income variables for the bottom decile of the working-age population. Right:
Adequacy of these incomes (in relation to the Minimum Income Standard), superimposed with the percentage of working-age single households with adequate
livelihoods. In the middle panel, colourful solid lines should be compared to the black solid line, and colourful dotted lines should be compared to the black dotted
line (reflecting the ratios shown in the right panel). Abbreviations: D1 = bottom decile; MIS = Minimum Income Standard; WAS = working-age single households;
AH = after housing costs; Disp. Income = Disposable income; FT = full-time; NMW = National Minimum Wage. For data sources and calculations, see Supplementary

Materials A.

incomes as well as disposable incomes of people on out-of-work benefits,
people working full-time on the national minimum wage, and people
working average hours on bottom-decile hourly wages all fell dramati-
cally short of the cost of living for working-age single households'®
(Fig. 5, middle panel). Between 2008 and 2009, the drop in employment
rates was reflected in a sharp decline in bottom-decile work incomes,
which was only partly offset by a slight increase in bottom-decile net
welfare transfers, such that bottom-decile disposable incomes declined.
In the following years, bottom-decile disposable incomes initially
increased but then declined again due to austerity-driven reductions in
net welfare transfers.

Even though the assessed disposable income variables overall
increased between 2008 and 2014 in absolute terms (Fig. 5, middle
panel), they all decreased relative to the rapidly rising cost of living,
implying a decline in the adequacy of these incomes (Fig. 5, right panel).
Consistent with these trends, and the 2008—2011 decrease and
2012—2014 rebound in employment rates, the percentage of working-
age single households with adequate livelihoods declined from 65% in

19 Based on the available datasets, we compare bottom-decile disposable in-
comes (before housing costs), as well as the imputed wage incomes (before
housing costs) of people working average hours on the bottom-decile hourly
wages, to the Minimum Income Standard for working-age singles before
housing costs. By contrast, for people working full-time on the National
Living Wage and people on out-of-work benefits, we compare disposable in-
comes after housing costs to the Minimum Income Standard, after housing
costs, for working-age single households.

2008/2009 to 58% in 2011,/2012 and rose back to 61% by 2013/2014
(grey dots in Fig. 5, right panel).

Overall, this analysis indicates a profound inadequacy of the liveli-
hoods of UK working-age single households, their vulnerability to
output reductions (and the prevalence of Vulnerability Conditions 1 and
2), and their dependence on key governing factors. Not least, it high-
lights that livelihoods can deteriorate also in times of GDP growth, in
particular in an “age of austerity”.

4. Factors creating the conditions for the vulnerability of
livelihoods in capitalist economies

To understand which factors create the conditions for the vulnera-
bility of livelihoods in contemporary capitalist economies, we analyse
how key aspects of capitalist economies (profit maximisation, compe-
tition, and state policy) affect the relationship between economic output
and the adequacy of livelihoods (Fig. 6).

4.1. Profit maximisation

Profit maximisation,”® the dominant operational logic of firms in
capitalist economies, involves two main mechanisms: (1) the optimisa-
tion of quantity and prices of sales for maximum profit; and (2) the

20 profit is understood here as the financial surplus (revenue minus cost,
including depreciation, maintenance, and interest payments) resulting from the
sale of goods, services, or assets.
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Fig. 6. Effects of profit maximisation, competition, and state policy on the relationship between economic output and livelihoods in capitalist economies. At a given
level of output, all mechanisms of profit maximisation (red) impair livelihoods. Competition (brown) partly counteracts and partly exacerbates the negative impacts
of profit maximisation. The effects of state policy (yellow) depend largely on the government in power, but under neoliberal capitalism have predominantly

negatively impacted livelihoods, while serving profit maximisation.

minimisation of costs per output, importantly including labour costs
(Hinton, 2021).

Optimising sales for maximum profit drives up the effective cost of
living in two principal ways: first, by expanding the basket of for-
purchase necessities and prioritised non-necessities via advertisement,
commodification, enclosure, positional consumption, efficiency con-
sumption, planned obsolescence, and induced dependencies on partic-
ular commodities (Brand Correa et al., 2020; Hickel, 2022; Jackson,
2017; Kallis, 2014; Mattioli et al., 2020; Siemoneit, 2019); second, by
raising prices via monopolies, oligopolies, price cartels, patents, priva-
tisation, advertising, and predatory financing schemes (Bayliss et al.,
2021; Haines-Doran, 2023; Hinton, 2021; Jackson, 2017; Stratford,
2020). By increasing the effective cost of living, profit maximisation
exacerbates unemployment poverty and in-work poverty (Vulnerability
Conditions 1 and 2).

The minimisation of labour costs per output is realised through three
main mechanisms: first, by maximising labour productivity, e.g. through
technological improvements, innovation, automation, and productivity
quotas (Jackson, 2017; Jackson and Victor, 2011, 2020); second, by
minimising hourly wages, including by offshoring production to low-
wage countries; and third, by optimising employment (hiring or firing,
increasing or decreasing working hours) based on what is most profit-
able. Through these cost-minimising mechanisms, profit maximisation
exacerbates unemployment, in-work poverty, and insecurity of
employment and wage incomes at a given level of output (Vulnerability
Condition 2).

The minimisation of wages and employment also reduces aggregate
pension contributions (which scale with wage and employment levels),
thus undermining pensions — in particular for pay-as-you-go schemes,
where current benefits are financed through current contributions. This
effect contributes to a shift to funded pension schemes, where pension

contributions are invested for financial returns to fund pension benefits.
Funded pensions are, however, more vulnerable to output reductions, as
their financial viability is undermined by declining returns on invest-
ment and increased risks to financial assets via business failures, drops in
share values, stranded assets or stock market crashes (Aigner et al.,
2022; Chancel et al., 2013; Tokic, 2012; Wiman, 2019; Wiman, 2023).
Non-contributory pensions or other state-backed pensions are less
vulnerable because state spending is not directly tied to output (Kelton,
2020; Wiman, 2019; Wiman, 2023). Through these dynamics, profit
maximisation also contributes to the insecurity of pension benefits
(Vulnerability Condition 3).

All of these effects make profit maximisation a crucial factor in the
vulnerability of livelihoods to output reduction. Even at a constant level
of output, the outlined mechanisms of profit maximisation all tend to
impair livelihoods. At a given level of output, higher aggregate profits
imply lower aggregate wages (lower employment and/or hourly wages)
and/or higher effective cost of living than would be the case with lower
aggregate profits. Thus, in an economy dominated by profit max-
imisation, livelihoods deteriorate unless compensated by other mecha-
nisms. These arguments expand upon previous analyses that suggest that
for-profit business structures (Hinton, 2021), rent extraction (Stratford,
2020), capital accumulation (Blauwhof, 2012; Piketty and Saez, 2014),
and the pursuit of "private riches" (Foster and Clark, 2009; Hickel, 2019)
have socially detrimental effects, in particular in the absence of eco-
nomic growth.

At the same time, profit maximisation is also a key driver of eco-
nomic growth. Profit-driven expansion of sales and investment directly
increases output. At the firm-level, expansion also increases the ability
to invest, and to influence markets and politics (Richters and Siemoneit,
2019). Profit-maximising firms use lobbying, donations, media power,
PR campaigns, and the threat of job cuts or capital flight to sway state
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policy to support profit maximisation (Chomsky and Barsamian, 2017;
Gough, 2016; Hinton, 2021). In particular, firms actively push for pol-
icies that foster economic growth because growth in overall consump-
tion makes it more likely for firms to be able to increase sales and prices
and thus profits, whilst limiting the risk of social unrest from deterio-
ration of livelihoods (Cahen-Fourot, 2022; Hinton, 2020; Jackson,
2017): if the pie is growing, it is easier to obtain a larger piece.
Importantly, the vulnerability of livelihoods actually benefits profit
maximisation: the vulnerability provides a political justification for
pursuing economic growth (to the benefit of profit), and facilitates more
aggressive minimisation of labour costs. When livelihoods are depen-
dent on wage labour, and wage labour is scarce or insecure, workers are
economically coerced”! into more-or-less any job, no matter how low
the wage, how bad the working conditions, or how meaningless the task
they perform (see also Graeber, 2018; Hickel, 2022; Stratford, 2020).%2

4.2. Competition

Competition is often portrayed as a key prerequisite for markets to
deliver desirable outcomes, in particular by driving down prices. In re-
ality, however, competition has mixed outcomes. Moreover, real-world
competition is imperfect competition. Patents, intellectual property
rights, trade agreements, and influential international institutions (e.g.
the WTO, IMF, and World Bank) effectively undermine competition for
the benefit of particular interests. Privatisation of public services and
insufficient checks on concentration and consolidation have enabled
private monopolies, oligopolies, and cartels —i.e. little to no competition —
in key sectors of the economy, including necessities such as water, elec-
tricity, and public transport (Bayliss et al., 2021; Haines-Doran, 2022).
Even seemingly more diverse and competitive sectors such as food are
often dominated by a small number of large companies (Patel, 2012).

Nevertheless, even imperfect competition often pushes firms to reduce
prices (Shaikh, 2016), in particular for commodities where demand in-
creases with decreasing prices. This may partly counteract the price-
increasing tendencies of profit maximisation, but only to the extent that
price reductions are believed to benefit profitability in the short or long
run: after all, it is profit that firms are competing for. Indeed, the need for
firms to reinvest in order to remain competitive reinforces the pursuit of
profit and expansion (Richters and Siemoneit, 2019). Even in competitive
markets, commodities are often sold with large profit margins if com-
panies can sufficiently foster demand, as for example in the case of SUVs
(Keil and Steinberger, 2023). Simultaneously, competition also drives up
sales through product variety, innovation, niche-filling, and more
aggressive marketing (Hinton, 2020). To the extent that competition does
lead to price reductions, it also increases demand for some commodities.
On balance, competition therefore does not necessarily reduce the effec-
tive cost of living but may in fact increase it, or is simply outweighed by
the price-increasing effects of profit maximisation. In the UK, for example,
the cost of living have significantly increased between 2008—2018, even
after controlling for inflation (Davis et al., 2018).

Finally, price competition also leads to more aggressive cost mini-
misation, thus exacerbating in-work poverty and the insecurity of
employment and adequate wage incomes (Vulnerability Condition 2; see
Section 4.1). In the absence of full employment, and so long as liveli-
hoods depend on wage labour, competition for labour is not enough to

21 While the economic coerciveness of wage labour applies to all workers, it is
in particular low-skilled workers that are easily exploitable because they have a
weaker position on the labour market. The fact that many workers are moti-
vated to work for reasons beyond economic coercion (e.g. purpose, community)
does not change the fact that they have to take some job to secure their
livelihoods.

22 Lower wages, in turn, force people to work more hours to secure their
livelihoods, thus increasing demand for wage labour, which enables employers
to further squeeze wages and working conditions.
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stop these tendencies (see also Kalecki, 1943). In sectors with limited
scope for labour productivity growth or price increases (e.g. adult social
care), competition can also lead to declines in service quality (Corlet
Walker et al., 2022; Forder and Allan, 2014).

4.3. State policy

State policy affects the relationship between economic output and
livelihoods by determining economic objectives, welfare provision, net
welfare transfers, and the operation of public provisioning, as well as by
influencing consumption, markets, and firms’ behaviours through laws,
regulations, and fiscal or monetary measures (see also Gough, 1979,
2016).

While the effects of state policy on the relationship between economic
output and livelihoods depend on prevailing policies and thus on the
government in power, some tendencies have been fairly consistent across
governments and countries. Most governments foster labour productivity
(for example by supporting business-oriented research and development),
which contributes to insecurity of employment (Vulnerability Condition
2). Simultaneously, most governments seek to prevent high levels of un-
employment, given the threat it poses to political stability. Welfare pro-
vision varies across governments and countries, but is largely insufficient
to secure the livelihoods of unemployed people and low-wage workers
(Vulnerability Conditions 1 and 2) (Bazoli et al., 2022; Cantillon et al.,
2015; Figari et al., 2014; Frazer and Marlier, 2016).

Most contemporary governments pursue economic growth as their
primary policy goal,?® typically justifying it with reference to jobs, and
thus implicitly, livelihoods (Mayrhofer and Wiese, 2020; Schmelzer,
2015). Another reason why governments pursue economic growth is a
set of rebutted but nevertheless persistent orthodox ideas about state
finance, including the claim that the state would need to first “collect”
money (through taxes) to finance state spending, and that economic
growth would be needed to finance increases in welfare spending (for a
rebuttal, see Olk et al. (2023), as well as Section 5.1). More funda-
mentally, economic growth is seen as a way to appease both capitalists
and workers, and thus to limit distributional conflict, given that growth
in affluence (GDP per capita) could theoretically facilitate increases in
incomes for both capitalists and workers (although in reality, real wages
have stagnated in many places, especially at the bottom of the income
distribution; see also Section 3.4).

With the rise of neoliberal capitalism in the 1970s, governments have
increasingly minimised net welfare transfers, eroded or privatised public
services, squeezed public sector wages, and selectively minimised
regulation and state intervention in markets (including labour markets).
Under the paradigm of austerity, these tendencies have been pushed to
the extreme (Stuckler and Basu, 2013). All of these neoliberal tendencies
contribute to unemployment poverty, in-work poverty, and insecurity of
employment and adequate incomes for workers (Vulnerability Condi-
tions 1 and 2; see also Section 3.4). Indeed, austerity measures in the
period of and after the Great Financial Crisis were associated with
(greater) deterioration of livelihoods (Olafsson et al., 2019b).

Notably, dominant policy patterns such as the pursuit of growth, the
minimisation of taxes and redistribution, and the erosion of welfare
provision are all in the interest of profit maximisation. They may hence
reflect state capture by vested interests, and a “state imperative” to
support private profit and to pursue economic growth to avoid redis-
tribution (Corlet Walker et al., 2021; Hausknost, 2020; Richters and
Siemoneit, 2019; Schmelzer, 2015). Moreover, state policy is also
affected by international and transnational geopolitical and economic
power relations, as exemplified by the case of Troika-induced austerity

2 state policy influences economic output through government spending and

taxation (and their effects on people’s purchasing power), monetary policy,
investment in research and development, industrial strategy, planning policy,
and crisis intervention (see also Biichs, 2021a; Gough, 1979).
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in Greece following the Global Financial Crisis (Teperoglou et al., 2014).

4.4. From vulnerability to output reduction, to dependence on output
growth

The conditions underpinning the vulnerability of livelihoods to
economic contraction are pervasive in — and perhaps constitutive of —
capitalist economies, primarily due to the effects of profit maximisation,
inadequate labour protections, and insufficient welfare provision. In the
context of labour productivity growth or a growing labour force, live-
lihoods in capitalist economies are not just vulnerable to reductions in
output, but even dependent on growth in output (see also Jackson, 2017;
Jackson and Victor, 2011).24 In capitalist economies, continuous growth
is thus required (albeit not necessarily sufficient) to maintain even just a
constant adequacy of livelihoods, whereas in the absence of growth,
livelihoods are very likely to deteriorate — a situation that creates an
economic growth imperative.25

Given that the output of necessities is by definition roughly constant
for a given population, continuous growth in overall output requires
producing a continuously growing amount of non-necessities. In capi-
talist economies, consuming (or accessing) necessities requires not only
the production of these necessities but, paradoxically, also the produc-
tion and consumption of an ever-increasing amount of non-necessities.
Capitalist economies are thus profoundly inefficient, and often ineffec-
tive, at securing livelihoods, and specifically rely on escalating over-
consumption and consumerism, with all the problems that these entail
(Jackson, 2017; Kallis, 2014; Pirgmaier, 2020).

5. Overcoming the vulnerability of livelihoods to reductions in
economic output

Our analysis highlights fundamental limitations of predominant
government responses to output reductions which revolve around at-
tempts to reinstate economic growth (via tax cuts, stimulus spending,
quantitative easing, or lowering interest rates). Such responses fail to act
on or account for key governing factors and vulnerability conditions that
we have identified, calling into question how suitable they are for pro-
tecting livelihoods. Even if they do succeed at reinstating economic
growth, they do not prevent loss of livelihoods during and in the wake of
the crisis (see Section 3.4). Indeed, in most OECD countries, government
responses to the Global Financial Crisis have failed to prevent significant
loss of livelihoods (Cazes et al., 2013; Olafsson et al., 201 9a; Osberg and
Sharpe, 2014). Fundamentally, a strategy that focuses on trying to
prevent or counter the occurence of output reductions (rather than their
effects) is ill-suited at a time when output reductions are becoming
increasingly likely, and indeed increasingly unavoidable (Section 1). Itis
not output reductions but the vulnerability to output reductions that can
and should be precluded. In what follows, we identify various points of
intervention for overcoming the vulnerability, and map out available
levers for acting on them.

5.1. Interventions dismantling the vulnerability conditions

Livelihoods are vulnerable to output reductions when Vulnerability

24 Labour productivity growth implies a decline in total wage labour, unless
output grows correspondingly.

25 The political imperative to prevent serious deterioration of livelihoods is
also the central pillar of what Richters and Siemoneit (2019) call a “political
growth imperative”. They further suggest that this political growth imperative
is also contingent upon political opposition to sufficient redistribution, which
they attribute to the dominance of the ideology of meritocracy, but which may
be fundamentally rooted in the dominance of profit interests and especially
rentiers (Stratford, 2020). In our analysis, these limits to redistribution are
reflected in the inadequacy of wage incomes and net welfare transfers.

10

Ecological Economics 215 (2024) 107977

Conditions 1 (inadequacy of income on unemployment benefits) and
Vulnerability Condition 2 ((a) insecurity of employment; (b) insecurity
of adequate incomes for workers) are fulfilled, or when Vulnerability
Condition 3 (insecurity of adequate incomes for pensioners) is ful-
filled.'® Accordingly, the vulnerability could in principle be overcome
by dismantling Vulnerability Condition 1 or 2 (the latter would require
dismantling both 2a and 2b) and dismantling Vulnerability Condition
3.1° For each vulnerability condition, we identify changes in governing
factors that could dismantle the condition when meeting specific
criteria, and outline interventions that could deliver or contribute to the
required changes (Fig. 7).2%%’

Vulnerability Condition 1 could be dismantled by reducing the
effective cost of living and/or increasing net welfare transfers for un-
employed people, to the point where the latter match or exceed the
former. The effective cost of living could be reduced by regulating prices
of market-provided necessities, as well as by expanding public services
and providing them for free or at low prices, in line with proposals for
universal basic services (Coote and Percy, 2020; Gough, 2019; Stratford
and O’Neill, 2020) or proposals for an expansion and decom-
modification of the foundational economy (Barnthaler et al., 2021).
Moreover, shifting to preventative care could reduce care needs and thus
also reduce the cost of living (Corlet Walker et al., 2021). Increases in
unemployment benefits would need to be embedded in a broader
transformation of the labour-welfare nexus to overcome structural
constraints (Cantillon et al., 2020), for example through a minimum
income guarantee that closes any gaps between disposable incomes and
the effective cost of living (Tims and Stirling, 2022), or through a uni-
versal basic income (Atkinson, 2015; Biichs, 2021b; Van Parijs and
Vanderborght, 2017; Varoufakis, 2016).28

Dismantling Vulnerability Condition 2a would require protecting
current employment levels, or securing full employment. Current
employment levels could be protected through worktime reduction that
fully absorbs any reduction in total wage labour and thus prevents net job
loss (Jackson, 2017; Jackson and Victor, 2011; Kallis et al., 2013; Lange,
2018; Victor, 2008). Reducing labour productivity via a shift to labour-
intensive (low-labour-productivity) sectors such as care could also
contribute to protecting employment, as it would offset the effect of
output reductions on total wage labour (Hardt et al., 2021; Jackson, 2017;
Jackson and Victor, 2011, 2020; Lange, 2018). Full employment could be
achieved through a job guarantee (Kelton, 2020; Tcherneva, 2020), or by
reducing the average worktime of those currently employed to free up
sufficient wage labour for those seeking a job (work redistribution).

Vulnerability Condition 2b could be dismantled by maintaining
workers’ current disposable incomes relative to the cost of living, or by
securing adequate incomes for all workers. To maintain workers’ current
income levels, any worktime reductions resulting from output reductions
would need to be compensated with corresponding increases in hourly
wages (Kallis et al., 2013) or net welfare transfers. Adequate incomes for

26 For brevity, our analysis is presented here at a general level. However, most
income-boosting measures presented here should be understood as applying
only to the segment of the population with inadequate or insecure livelihoods.
They are not intended to raise incomes substantially above the effective cost of
living, or to increase incomes that already substantially exceed the effective
cost of living.

27 While various versions of these interventions have been proposed from
various angles, our framework enables us to systematically map out the array of
interventions that could in principle overcome the vulnerability of livelihoods,
and specify thresholds that these interventions would need to reach to
dismantle the respective vulnerability conditions.

28 Given that the costs of living and the shortfall depth of disposable incomes
below the costs of living vary substantially across households (Davis et al.,
2018; Goedemé et al., 2015), a uniform increase in net welfare transfers by
itself will either leave some people substantially below the adequacy level, and/
or lift many substantially above the adequacy level (with implications for
inflation and sustainable consumption corridors).
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all workers could be secured through an economy-wide living wage?’
(Waltman, 2004), together with a minimum income guarantee that would
plug any gaps™ to the effective cost of living through need-based in-
creases in net welfare transfers (Tims and Stirling, 2022). In both cases,
any increases in the effective cost of living would need to be matched by
corresponding absolute increases in salaries or net welfare transfers,
whereas measures to reduce the effective cost of living (outlined above)
would improve the adequacy of workers’ incomes.

Dismantling Vulnerability Condition 3 would require maintaining
current pension benefits relative to the effective cost of living, or
securing adequate pension benefits for all pensioners. Both could be
achieved through unfunded pension schemes that entail a benefit
promise, including through pay-as-you-go schemes or, more robustly,
through non-contributory (state-financed) schemes (Aigner et al., 2022;
Wiman, 2019; Wiman, 2023). These latter, transfer-like pension
schemes lend themselves for providing a basic pension guarantee®! that
covers the effective cost of living (a “living pension™), and provide more
flexibility for intentional steering, as their financing is managed as part
of overall state finances (discussed below). Maintaining current pension
benefits or securing adequate pension benefits through pay-as-you-go
schemes may require increases in contribution rates and thus higher
deductions from wage incomes (in particular in light of demographic
trends), and as such, may need to be combined with other measures that
secure the livelihoods of workers (Aigner et al., 2022; Chancel et al.,
2013; Wiman, 2019; Wiman, 2023).3? Alternatively or complementa-
rily, pensioners’ livelihoods could be secured or supported through
universal basic services, universal basic income, or minimum income
guarantee schemes. By contrast, funded pension schemes are less suit-
able in a volatile or contracting economy, due to declining financial
investment returns and increased risks to financial assets (see Section
4.1), and would thus need to be complemented or backed up by
adequate state pension schemes.

Interventions that dismantle Vulnerability Conditions 1 or 2 and
Vulnerability Condition 3 could maintain the current adequacy of live-
lihoods even in a non-growing or contracting economy.I6 Some in-
terventions could go even further. The combination of a living wage and
either a job guarantee or work redistribution could in principle secure
adequate livelihoods for all workers. A fully-fledged version of universal
basic services that provides free access to all necessities (a “Universal
Decent Living Entitlement”), or a fully-fledged minimum income guar-
antee that covers the effective cost of living (a “Universal Decent Living
Income™), or a combination thereof,®> could in principle even secure
adequate livelihoods for everyone, whether the economy grows or de-
clines. Several of these interventions support or reinforce each other,>*
and could be bundled together into policy packages that could also

2% In a situation of full or near-full employment or in the context of a job
guarantee, a public-sector-only living wage may have a similar effect as it might
force the private sector to match this wage standard.

30 Given that both the effective cost of living and the ability to work (e.g. due
to illness or care responsibilities) differ substantially across households, any
given wage level will either leave some workers substantially below or lift many
substantially above the effective cost of living, without need-based adjustments
through net welfare transfers.

31 Basic pension guarantees exist in many affluent countries, although they
vary in terms of their adequacies (see also OECD, 2023).

32 These considerations highlight that securing the livelihoods of pensioners
requires an integrated approach to livelihoods (as outlined in this paper), going
beyond pension governance alone.

33 For example, a minimum income guarantee that matches the reduced cost
of living that would result from the simultaneous implementation of (partial)
universal basic services.

34 For example, interventions that reduce the effective cost of living or in-
crease unconditional welfare transfers would help to secure pensions, and
would reduce minimum wage requirements. Interventions that would maintain
or increase wage incomes would also help to secure pensions.
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secure adequate livelihoods for all without economic growth. Two
particularlicy promising policy packages are worth mentioning: first, the
Social Guarantee (Button and Coote, 2021) which combines universal
basic services, a living wage, and a minimum income guarantee; and
second, the Universal Autonomy Allowance (Liegey and Nelson, 2020)
which combines universal basic services, free access to basic goods,
worktime reduction, a transitory universal basic income, and a
maximum income. While the outlined livelihood-securing interventions
would be desirable even when the economy is growing, they are
essential when the economy is volatile or contracting.

Many of these interventions would involve increased state spending
on welfare and public provisioning — a substantial but manageable
challenge, and importantly, one that is often misunderstood. For most
states, there is no inherent need to first collect money (revenue) to
“finance” intended spending because, in fact, states that issue their own
currency create the money they spend through the very act of spending
it: they “spend it into existence” (Costanza et al., 2017; Kelton, 2020;
Jackson et al., 2022; Keen, 2022). Despite this economic reality, many
states follow self-imposed or supra-nationally imposed rules to collect as
much in revenue as they spend. Such rules are however political choices
rather than inherent economic necessities. The socially relevant con-
straints on increased welfare spending are its ecological and
socio-economic effects — and society’s capacity to manage these (Hickel,
2021; Olk et al., 2023).°° The basic issue is that increased spending
drives up effective demand, which — if left unchecked - could lead to
adverse effects on ecological impact, inflation, exchange rates, or the
balance of payments (ibid.). In the context of declining output — and
especially in a scenario of intentional, ecologically motivated reductions
in production and consumption - increased welfare spending thus needs
to be accompanied with measures to reduce and shift effective demand,
limit imports, and control prices (ibid.).>® Fortunately, there is a range of
levers for achieving this, incluing (i) fair and progressive increases in tax
rates, in particular on profit, assets, financial wealth, speculative
financial transactions, high incomes, luxury consumption, and envi-
ronmental damage (Bailey, 2015; Costanza et al., 2017; Olk et al., 2023);
(ii) price controls and decommodification of necessity provisioing (Olk
et al., 2023); (iii) limiting demand in less necessary sectors, including
through credit regulation (Olk et al., 2023; Tankus, 2022) (iv) reducing
other government spending, e.g. military spending or fossil fuel sub-
sidies; (v) voluntary or forced savings (Levey, 2020), including through
government bond sales to the public; (vi) complementary currencies

35 For spending aimed at generating specific new or additional production or
provisioning (e.g. low-carbon infrastructure), a crucial additional constraint is
the productive capacity of the economy, in particular the availability of the
necessary labour, resources, factories, and know-how. For spending on
livelihood-securing interventions, productive capacity limits are mainly rele-
vant in relation to their impacts on inflationary pressures, or for generating
additional (rather than socialised) public provisioning (e.g. expanding public
transport).

36 How constrained countries are in their spending and which counter-
balancing measures they need to take to prevent adverse socio-economic ef-
fects, depends on their degree of monetary sovereignty. High monetary
sovereignty entails that countries (1) issue their own currency; (2) collect taxes
in their own currency; (3) maintain a floating exchange rate; and (4) have no
debt in foreign currencies. Countries with less monetary sovereignty are rela-
tively more constrained in their spending decisions and must ensure that they
can either generate export revenues or borrow some foreign currency. Affluent
countries with high monetary sovereignty include the USA, the UK, Japan,
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. By contrast, Eurozone countries have
more limited monetary sovereignty: while they have their own national central
banks that can each issue the shared currency, their spending is constrained by
supra-nationally determined rules on debt and deficit (e.g. the Stability and
Growth pact). However, Eurozone countries differ in their degree of monetary
sovereignty, depending on their trade deficit, and their ability to produce a
surplus of internationally demanded and competitive goods and services, their
influence on the European Central Bank, and other factors.
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loss of livelihoods of
in pensioners
economic
output loss of livelihoods of
working-age people
AND
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incomes for employment or ensuring the incomes for
unemployed people securing full adequacy of pensioners
employment workers’ incomes
reducing increasing increasing increasing
the cost of net welfare (minimum) (minimum)
living. transfers wages pension
benefits

Fig. 7. Stylised interventions that could in principle dismantle the vulnerability conditions and thus overcome the vulnerability of livelihoods to reductions in
economic output. Reductions in economic output lead to loss of livelihoods (black arrows) if the respective vulnerability conditions are in place (conditionality
indicated by purple arrows, with logical operators "AND" / "OR" indicating which combinations of vulnerability conditions is required for the vulnerability to arise).
Livelihood-securing interventions (dark green boxes) cause changes in key governing factors (medium green boxes) which — when meeting specific criteria (specified
in main text) — amount to outcomes (light green boxes) that dismantle the vulnerability conditions (purple boxes; with dotted green arrows and green crosses
indicating their dismantling), and thus eliminate the basis for the vulnerability of livelihoods to output reduction (green scissors cutting purple arrows). The thin
dotted green arrow indicates that increasing (minimum) wages can but does not necessarily contribute to securing adequate incomes for pensioners - depending on

the pensions scheme.

(Olk, 2023); and (vii) limiting imports through demand reduction,
regulation, substitution, and sovereign production, in particular for
energy and food (Olk et al., 2023).

While some ecological benefits of some of the outlined livelihood-
securing interventions have been discussed (Bohnenberger, 2020;
Biichs, 2021b; Coote, 2021; Costanza et al., 2017; Jackson, 2017; Law-
hon and McCreary, 2020), little attention has been paid to what is
probably their main ecological potential: their ability to unlock stringent
environmental policies that may entail reductions in economic output,
by safeguarding livelihoods against output reductions, thus making such
urgently needed environmental policies socially sustainable and politi-
cally more palatable. Whereas in contemporary capitalist economies,
environmental and social goals are effectively pitted against each other,
the outlined interventions could reconcile environmental and social
goals, and thus form a potential point of convergence between envi-
ronmental, social, and labour movements. As such, these interventions
could also lay the foundations for a Just Transition (Newell and Mul-
vaney, 2013).
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5.2. Interventions tackling key factors that create the vulnerability
conditions

An important complementary set of interventions — which could
contribute to overcoming the vulnerability but not necessarily dismantle
it on their own - consists of tackling the main factors that create these
vulnerability conditions in the first place, in particular profit max-
imisation and the structures that underpin it (Fig. 7). Shifting away from
profit maximisation would require changing the structure and opera-
tional logic of firms towards a not-for-profit logic that supports rather
than undermines livelihoods (and broader social and ecological goals) —
a logic already embodied by consumer cooperatives and credit unions
(Gerber and Gerber, 2017; Hinton, 2021; Parrique, 2019). How such a
shift could be realised in practice, and to what extent it could be driven
bottom-up or catalysed top-down through policies such as caps on
wealth and income (or specifically on capital income), is a crucial yet
lightly trodden area for future research.

A fundamental structure that underpins the mechanisms of profit
maximisation is the power imbalance between company owners and
workers/consumers. Redressing power imbalances in firms, markets,
and politics is crucial for protecting and improving livelihoods
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(Stratford, 2020). Important interventions towards this end include
electoral campaign finance reform, a ban on corporate lobbying,
strengthening trade unions, and fostering economic democracy, e.g.
through worker cooperatives, consumer cooperatives, or worker repre-
sentation on company boards (Hinton, 2021; Parrique, 2019; Stratford
and O’Neill, 2020).

Importantly, interventions that would overcome the dependence of
livelihoods on wage labour or the insecurity of employment and
workers’ incomes (Section 5.1) would also reduce power imbalances
between company owners and workers. Much of the prevailing power of
company owners over workers rests on the fact that working-age people
are dependent on wage labour for their livelihoods,”” and that wage
labour is scarce and insecure. Workers can be exploited so long as
declining or quitting a job would put them at existential risk, i.e. so long
as wage labour is economically coercive.'® If wage labour were no longer
scarce and economically coercive, the power of company owners over
workers would dwindle, as would their political power that derives from
the threat of job cuts. As such, interventions that dismantle the vulner-
ability conditions could also profoundly improve working conditions,
autonomy, and labour markets, and could facilitate more fundamental
changes in the political-economic system: they are “non-reformist re-
forms” (Gorz, 1968).

5.3. Limits to safeguarding livelihoods against rapid and deep output
reductions

There are, of course, limits to the magnitude, speed, and type of
output reductions®® that the outlined interventions can safeguard
against. Given that adequate livelihoods fundamentally require both the
ability to afford necessities and the availability of necessities (Section 2),
output reductions that significantly undermine the availability of ne-
cessities also undermine livelihoods.*>** To secure the availability of
necessities, any output reduction would need to be limited to the realm
of non-necessities and the overconsumption of necessities. Thus, the
share of non-necessities in output marks an upper limit to the magnitude
of output reductions against which livelihoods can be safeguarded (at
least based on what is currently considered necessities). Estimates of the
"macroeconomic surplus" (Concialdi, 2018) suggest that this upper limit
may be around 40% in France, but this threshold differs by country,
depending on affluence.

To the extent that necessities are provided through markets and for
profit, the magnitude and speed of output reductions also affect the
likelihood of disruptions in supply chains through bankruptcies, finan-
cial market crashes, or price fluctuations.’! To insulate the availability
of necessities from volatile market dynamics, necessity provisioning
could be taken into democratic control and public ownership, or
organised through local not-for-profit cooperatives (Boillat et al., 2012).

57 A key factor in the dependence on wage labour is the enclosure of the
commons and other means of production, preventing people without significant
capital to self-produce or start their own business (see also Hickel, 2022). The
dependence on wage labour is further entrenched by the social status attached
to jobs, and the role of work for people’s sense of meaning and purpose in
society.

38 Reductions in economic output are assumed here to be driven or accom-
panied by reductions in physical output (not by decommodification of neces-
sities — the latter would improve livelihoods).

39 Our framework hinges on the assumption that necessities are available, and
is thus less suited for cases where the availability of necessities is not given,
indicating a limit to the scope of our analysis.

40 Of course, livelihood-securing interventions by themselves cannot safe-
guard necessity provisioning against physical disruptions (e.g. due to climate
extremes) but only against economic disruptions (output reductions).

41 Markets dominated by for-profit businesses are particularly fragile as the
latter tend to abandon provisioning activities that become unprofitable, and
prioritise short-term profitability over resilience.
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The different livelihood-securing inverventions outlined above differ
in terms of how much their efficacy will be impacted by the magnitude
or speed of output reduction. Livelihood-securing interventions that also
reorient necessity provisioning towards public welfare rather than pri-
vate profit (e.g. universal basic services) are likely to be more effective
and resilient in securing both the availability of necessities and the
ability to afford them, compared to interventions that affect only the
consumption side (e.g. universal basic income), only parts of necessity
provisioning (e.g. job guarantee), or only the organisation of wage la-
bour (e.g. worktime reduction, living wage). For example, disbursing a
universal basic income without reigning in profit seeking and rentier
power might lead to increases in the prices of necessities, as landlords,
energy companies and other rentiers would try to profit from it (Strat-
ford, 2020). Universal basic services, on the other hand, would be less
likely to lead to inflation, as public services would be largely decom-
modified, or at least under public control. Policies such as work redis-
tribution also face limits in terms of how fast people can be retrained for
different jobs.

Finally, rapid and deep output reductions also add to the challenge of
ensuring macro-economic stability in the context of increased state
spending on welfare and public provisioning, due to greater risks to
price stability and balance of payments, declining financial investment
returns, and increased risk to financial assets, on top of population
ageing.

6. Discussion
6.1. Profit maximisation vs. livelihoods

Our analysis identifies profit maximisation as a key factor in the
vulnerability of livelihoods to output reductions. At a given level of
output, profit maximisation tends to impair livelihoods. We argue that
the reverse is also true: at a given level of output, securing or improving
livelihoods tends to curtail profit opportunities. Most of the outlined
interventions would effectively curb profits. An economy that secures
livelihoods would have substantially reduced scope for profit (Hickel,
2022; Hinton, 2021; Jackson and Victor, 2020; Parrique, 2019).

Consequently, in capitalist economies, the impact of output re-
ductions on livelihoods is inversely related to their impact on profits: the
more that profits are prioritised, the more livelihoods are impaired. In
effect, livelihoods are sacrificed to the benefit of profit makers. In the
early days of the Covid-19 pandemic, many firms paid out dividends to
shareholders while simultaneously firing employees (Whoriskey, 2020).
And in the 2022/2023 energy crisis, energy companies are making re-
cord profits while families cannot afford to heat their homes (Bychaw-
ski, 2022).

Importantly, the vulnerability of livelihoods is not just a side-effect of
profit maximisation but also an instrument of profit maximisation. First,
a situation in which livelihoods are dependent on wage labour, and in
which wage labour is insecure, enables capitalists to drive down wages
and cut corners on working conditions (see also Hickel, 2022; Stratford,
2020). Second, the dependence of livelihoods on economic growth also
serves profit makers because profit maximisation benefits from eco-
nomic growth, and hence benefits from the legitimacy that growth gains
if it is seen as necessary for livelihoods. Growth may be justified pri-
marily in the name of livelihoods but pursued primarily for the sake of
profits. Thus, it is in the interest of profit to sustain the vulnerability of
livelihoods (see also Hickel, 2022).

Based on this analysis, the pursuit of profit may be seen as funda-
mentally opposed to securing people’s livelihoods. Quite possibly, it is
not the vulnerability of livelihoods to output reductions, but rather the
vulnerability of profits to output reductions, that obstructs stringent
environmental policies. In the 21st century, with growth potentially
coming to an end, our ultimate choice may be between securing profits
and securing livelihoods. Securing profits means sacrificing livelihoods;
and securing livelihoods means shifting away from profit maximisation.
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Efforts to implement livelihood-securing policies could thus face
fierce resistance from powerful vested interests (see also Blauwhof,
2012), and likely need to be accompanied by efforts to tackle power
imbalances and the dominance of profit motives in businesses.

6.2. Revisiting the growth narrative

Our analysis refutes the dominant narrative that economic growth is
indispensable for adequate livelihoods. Economic growth is required for
securing livelihoods only under certain conditions that arise from spe-
cific institutional arrangements, which in turn reflect political choices.

Should livelihoods be dependent on wage labour, and should the
availability and remuneration of wage labour be determined by capi-
talists and volatile markets? Should labour productivity grow in any
circumstance, and should its gains be used to increase profit, wages, or
leisure? And fundamentally, should societies prioritise livelihoods or
profits?

These political choices are crucial for the adequacy of livelihoods.
However, the growth narrative dodges these fundamental political
questions, diverts attention from the perhaps unpopular way these
questions are implicitly answered by neoliberal capitalist institutions,
and replaces them with the supposedly apolitical non-question of
growth.

Moreover, economic growth is not at all a guarantor of adequate or
improving livelihoods. Our framework highlights that economic growth
in itself tells us little about the adequacy of people’s livelihoods, and
whether livelihoods are improving or not (see also Sullivan and Hickel,
2023). Economic growth leads to more jobs only if it outpaces labour
productivity growth, or if any net reduction in total wage labour is
compensated by a larger reduction in average working hours (i.e.
increased work sharing). Moreover, growth is only likely to improve
livelihoods if the economic growth rate exceeds the rate of return on
capital (Piketty and Saez, 2014) and in particular the rate of rent
extraction (Stratford, 2020). Indeed, in many countries, growth has
demonstrably failed to provide jobs or to keep inequality in check
(Martus, 2016; Maté, 2010; Piketty, 2014; see also Section 3.4). A vastly
disproportionate share of the additional value generation implied in
economic growth is captured by the richest 1% (Chancel et al., 2022).
Fundamentally, capitalist economic growth in affluent countries does
not significantly improve well-being (Fanning and O’Neill, 2019), and in
many ways even undermines well-being (Costanza et al., 2014; Gough,
2017a; Kallis, 2014; Vogel et al., 2021).

Our analysis suggests that economic growth is not a good way to
secure livelihoods, and certainly not the only way. However, economic
growth may well be the only way to secure ever-increasing profits
without critically undermining livelihoods — in other words, the only
way to avoid significant redistribution. For a short period in history,
economic growth has enabled capitalist “core” countries (Wallerstein,
2011) to accumulate wealth without impairing livelihoods nationally
(Corlet Walker et al., 2021; Schmelzer, 2015). However, this growth in
the capitalist core has come heavily at the expense of the periphery, and
has been ecologically highly unsustainable (Hickel, 2022; Hickel, 2017;
Hickel et al., 2022; Wallerstein, 2011). One way or another, in 21st
century reality, economic growth can no longer be sustained in affluent
countries. So long as people’s livelihoods are dependent on economic
growth, they are thus fundamentally and increasingly at risk.

6.3. The role of the political-economic system

Given the key role of core capitalist institutions in creating the
vulnerability of livelihoods, how do countries with a more socialist
political-economic system fare?

A remarkable case is how Cuba, a low-income country with a more
socialist orientation, weathered the enormous economic turmoil it faced
in the 1990s “Special Period”, including a 35% drop in GDP. Cuba was
able to stave off the worst hardship and even improve life expectancy by
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prioritising access to necessities for the whole population - specifically,
by guaranteeing free education and healthcare, expanding health ser-
vices, increasing relative welfare and healthcare expenditures whilst
slashing military expenditure, subsidising basic goods, giving state land
to local food cooperatives, providing food for those in need, imple-
menting job protections, and guaranteeing unemployment benefits
(Borowy, 2013; Cole, 2002; Thomas, 2016; Yaffe, 2020; Yaffe, 2009).4?
The Special Period should not be romanticised, nor should authoritarian
aspects of Cuba’s political regime be overlooked. Nevertheless, Cuba’s
remarkable success in managing these extremely adverse circumstances
illustrates the feasibility of safeguarding livelihoods against economic
contraction (if and when this a political priority), and suggests that a
more socialist political-economic system may be particularly suitable for
securing livelihoods, in particular when combined with strong de-
mocracy (see also Boillat et al., 2012).

The favourable performance of “more socialist” political-economic
systems in securing livelihoods can also be observed across European
“varieties of capitalism” — notably when comparing the performance of
the “more socialist” Scandinavian countries (Nordic welfare systems),
and the “more capitalist” Anglo-Saxon countries (liberal welfare sys-
tems) over the period of the Global Financial Crisis. At comparable rates
of economic contraction, increases in financial hardship were substan-
tially greater in the Anglo-Saxon countries than in the Scandinavian
countries, and also substantially greater in countries that enacted harsh
austerity measures (including the Anglo-Saxon countries) than in
countries that did not (including the Scandinavian countries) (Olafsson
et al., 2019b).

These examples are corroborated by cross-national analyses showing
that at a given level of output per capita, socialist countries outperform
capitalist countries in terms of well-being outcomes, and more demo-
cratic countries outperform less democratic ones (Cereseto and Waitz-
kin, 1986; Lena and London, 1993).

6.4. Limitations and future research

There are several limitations to our analysis. First, our framework
describes the relationship between economic output and livelihoods,
and key factors that mediate or govern this relationship, but does not
account for all potential interactions among these factors (see Supple-
mentary Section C), nor for secondary factors and processes that may
affect the factors included in the framework. It is not intended to provide
a comprehensive description of the economy. Second, our analysis of
pensions is focused on fundamental dynamics but does not address the
full complexity of the issue (Chancel et al., 2013; Corlet Walker et al.,
2021; Wiman, 2019; Wiman, 2023), and should be deepened in future
research. Third, while we consider key interventions for each point of
intervention identified in our framework, our analysis is not intended to
be comprehensive, and could be extended to other relevant in-
terventions, such as caps on income and wealth (Buch-Hansen and Koch,
2019). Fourth, our analysis of interventions for securing livelihoods does
not account for feedbacks or knock-on effects, and is limited in scope to
identifying what interventions could secure livelihoods in principle,
without analysing to what extent these interventions would work in
complex reality (see Section 5.3), or what additional interventions might
be needed to make them work — highlighting a need for further analysis.
Key issues include their effects on the cost of living as well as on con-
sumption levels (and associated ecological impacts); their suitability for
people with particular needs, care responsibilities or limited ability to
work; and the question of how to organise necessary work when people
no longer need a wage income to secure an adequate livelihood.

Further research is needed to provide a systematic assessment of the

42 Expressed in terms of the variables in our framework, these interventions
reduced the cost of living, protected employment and increased net welfare
transfers.
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social, ecological and economic effects, specific designs, complemen-
tarities, financing (or rather, macro-economic stability) requirements,
and political feasibility of the different interventions. There is a partic-
ular need to research and advance implementation strategies, with
careful consideration of relevant agents of change (e.g. trade unions,**
social movements), as well as geopolitical and political-economic power
relations and their implications for state action (Barlow et al., 2022;
D’Alisa and Kallis, 2020; Hickel, 2021; Koch, 2020; Kreinin and Latif,
2022). A key issue is whether the outlined interventions could be real-
ised within capitalist economies and power relations, or whether such
interventions need to be embedded in, or indeed drive, a broader
transformation of the political-economic system (Barnthaler et al., 2021;
Cahen-Fourot, 2022; Gough, 2017a; Jackson and Victor, 2021; Lange,
2018).

Future research could also extend our empirical analysis to different
household types, employment situations, countries and time periods, or
use our framework to expand upon empirical assessments of how past
output reductions have impacted livelihoods in different contexts (e.g.
Olafsson et al., 2019a). Finally, our framework could also be used for
developing a numerical model or extending existing ecological macro-
economic models (Hardt and O’Neill, 2017) to simulate the effects and
implications of the outlined interventions.

7. Conclusions

Escalating crises, secular stagnation, and the urgent need to reduce
production and consumption in affluent countries to avert ecological
breakdown all make reductions in economic output increasingly likely.
Against this backdrop, the vulnerability of livelihoods to output re-
ductions poses a fundamental threat, and an obstacle to urgently needed
environmental policies that might curtail economic output. This study
set out to understand what creates this vulnerability, and to chart ways
to overcome it.

Based on a novel operationalisation of the adequacy of livelihoods
and a novel analytic framework, we show that the vulnerability of
livelihoods to output reductions arises under specific conditions: when
(1) livelihoods are dependent on wage labour, and (2) employment or
the adequacy of workers’ incomes are insecure, or when (3) pension
benefits are insecure. These conditions are pervasive in capitalist
economies but they are not inevitable. Our analysis identifies profit
maximisation as a crucial factor in creating and sustaining these con-
ditions. Indeed, the vulnerability of livelihoods is not just a side-effect of
profit maximisation but also an instrument of profit maximisation.
Sustaining the vulnerability of livelihoods is thus in the interest of profit.
Conversely, interventions to secure livelihoods tend to curtail profit
opportunities. The interests of profit maximisation can thus be seen as
fundamentally opposed to the interest of securing livelihoods. When
output declines, societies have to choose between securing profits and
securing livelihoods. Securing profits means sacrificing livelihoods.

Our findings refute the narrative that economic growth is indis-
pensable to secure livelihoods. Economic growth is not required to
secure livelihoods (and in many cases and for many people does not
secure livelihoods) — but it may be required for maximising private
profits without critically undermining livelihoods. The vulnerability of
livelihoods may thus be actively fostered, and leveraged as a pretext for
pursuing economic growth and blocking environmental policies in the
name of livelihoods but for the sake of profits.

However, the institutional arrangements that create the vulnerability
reflect societal choices, and as such, can be changed. Our analysis
identifies a broad range of interventions that could reduce or dismantle
the vulnerability. Key options include adequate versions or combina-
tions of universal basic services, a minimum income guarantee, a uni-
versal basic income, a pension guarantee, a job guarantee, worktime

43 See Supplementary Materials D for a discussion on trade unions.
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reduction, and a living wage. A complementary approach that could
contribute to overcoming the vulnerability is to tackle the underlying
factors that create the vulnerability conditions in the first place, in
particular shifting from for-profit to not-for-profit forms of business, and
redressing power imbalances between company owners and workers.

One way or another, efforts to secure livelihoods and avert ecological
breakdown may need to confront not only polluting industries and
economic growth, but also neoliberal welfare and labour policies, and
the institutions of private profit. It is hard to overstate this challenge.
However, the outlined interventions could protect and even improve
people’s livelihoods amidst the existential challenges of the 21% century,
facilitate a just transition, transform exploitative labour relations, un-
lock urgently needed environmental policies, and provide the founda-
tion for a socio-ecological transformation. As such, these interventions
could gain broad support across, and foster alliances between, social,
environmental, and labour movements. In the current conjuncture of a
cost-of-living crisis, economic turmoil, and escalating ecological crises,
advancing interventions that safeguard livelihoods against output re-
ductions should be a priority for researchers, activists, trade unionists,
and policy-makers.
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