
Nitsche-Whitfield, Peter

Research Report

Beyond economic growth: The role of trade unions in the
transition to well-being

Report, No. 2023.03

Provided in Cooperation with:
European Trade Union Institute (ETUI), Brussels

Suggested Citation: Nitsche-Whitfield, Peter (2023) : Beyond economic growth: The role of trade
unions in the transition to well-being, Report, No. 2023.03, ISBN 978-2-87452-664-0, European
Trade Union Institute (ETUI), Brussels

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/299868

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/299868
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


3Re
po

rt
 2

02
3.

03

Beyond 
economic growth 
The role of trade unions 
in the transition to well-being

Peter Nitsche-Whitfield





3
Beyond 
economic growth 
The role of trade unions 
in the transition to well-being

Peter Nitsche-Whitfield

Re
po

rt
 2

02
3.

03

eu
ro

pe
an

 t
ra

de
 u

ni
on

 in
st

it
ut

e



Peter Nitsche-Whitfield works in the field of sustainability and is a UNISON member. 
He recently completed a master’s degree in economic policies for the global transition 
(EPOG+) and a traineeship at the ETUI. He has previously worked for GermanZero e.V. 
and obtained a BA in Philosophy, Politics and Economics. 

This work builds on his initial research on trade union strategies 
in a post-growth Europe (Nitsche-Whitfield 2022a, 2022b).

Brussels, 2023
© Publisher: ETUI aisbl, Brussels
All rights reserved
Print: ETUI printshop, Brussels

D/2023/10.574/08
ISBN: 978-2-87452-663-3 (print version)
ISBN: 978-2-87452-664-0 (electronic version)

 The ETUI is co-funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of 
the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the ETUI. Neither 
the European Union nor the ETUI can be held responsible for them.



 Report 2023.03 3

Contents

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................................... 4

1. Introduction .........................................................................................................................  5

2.  Ecological challenges and an end to growth ..............................................................  7

3. A well-being economy beyond growth: 
 debunking GDP as an indicator measuring well-being  ..........................................12

4. The central role of public services in a post-growth economy...............................20

5. Recommendations for moving beyond growth .........................................................24

6. Conclusion ...........................................................................................................................28

References ....................................................................................................................................29

List of figures ............................................................................................................................................. 39
List of abbreviations ................................................................................................................................ 39



4 Report 2023.03

Abstract 

It is widely accepted that the pursuit of economic growth is becoming 
increasingly infeasible and undesirable, necessitating substantial changes to 
European economies. 

European economic activity in terms of emissions, resource use, pollution and 
impacts on biodiversity is ecologically unsustainable. In the face of tipping 
points soon to be reached and cascading, inter-related ecological crises, the 
impacts of economic activities need to fall rapidly and substantially to avert 
disaster. It is no longer possible to decouple growth from ecological impacts 
sufficiently within the required timespan. Furthermore, even disregarding the 
necessity to reduce ecological impacts, a multitude of reasons – from energy 
crises to demographic change – are leading many economists to question 
European growth prospects. 

In any case, curbing ecologically damaging practices will be key to addressing 
the multiple crises Europe is facing. The pursuit of evermore undifferentiated 
GDP growth will therefore not deliver for working people in terms of well-
being and social progress. GDP is particularly unsuitable for measuring the 
benefits of public services and accounting for inequality. Therefore, trade 
unions should strengthen their collaboration with the growing group of actors 
calling for a move beyond growth and a focus on well-being. 

Public services are key in this, as their collective nature minimises ecological 
impacts while improving the well-being of more people. Universal basic 
services provided on a collective basis have substantially smaller ecological 
footprints than providing for the same needs on an individual basis. Public 
services can also provide good-quality and meaningful jobs. Universal basic 
services should be an inalienable part of any just transition, as they are at 
the core of strong and effective social protection systems. Lastly, focusing on 
universal quality public services has the added benefit of making economies 
less reliant on economic growth for securing well-being. 

A labour-nature alliance will be indispensable to bringing about a social-
ecological transformation beyond growth. Actions of solidarity between 
environmentalists and trade unionists are thus an important step to a better 
future. Trade unions can play a unique role in developing narratives showing 
how a Europe moving beyond GDP and towards redistribution and social 
justice could improve lives and livelihoods across the continent. 
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1. Introduction

Europe is clearly facing multiple crises in 2022. Ecological and climate 
breakdown as well as biodiversity loss are threatening our livelihoods, a global 
pandemic is continuing to have an impact on our health, rising inequality 
is undermining societal cohesion, and the recent invasion of Ukraine by 
Russia threatens world security. These crises have in turn triggered the 
current cost-of-living crisis and the coming recession, highlighting how our 
economic system is no longer delivering on its promises of increased well-
being and social progress. The health crisis has shown how past attempts to 
return European countries to a growth path by implementing austerity and 
privatisation policies have contributed to the current situation. As we come 
out of the pandemic, a focus on GDP growth is again side-lining vital public 
services, thus undermining a key pillar of security and well-being. Moreover, 
the recent IPCC report on climate mitigation (IPCC 2022a: 2/42) found 
that ‘[e]conomic growth (measured as GDP) and its main components, GDP 
per capita and population growth, remained the strongest drivers of GHG 
[greenhouse gas] emissions in the last decade’. Thus, ecological impacts need 
to be reduced to a level that the biosphere can support, while securing human 
well-being and reducing inequality. In this context, both the feasibility and 
desirability of the pursuit of evermore economic growth need to be questioned. 
This working paper highlights how public services can be a foundation for a 
Europe beyond economic growth and which role trade unions can play in the 
well-being transition. 

Europe’s current resource, energy and land use is unsustainable, and could 
not be reproduced on a global scale, as they rely on the exploitation of labour 
and nature. The concept of an Imperial Mode of Living and Producing 
introduced by Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissen (2012, 2018; Kopp et al. 
2019: 7) characterises this situation, highlighting the exclusive group of 
beneficiaries and the shifting of costs for expansion and intensification onto 
labour, nature, and future generations. Furthermore, this mode of living 
has made us reliant on neocolonial extraction in the Global South as well as 
dependent on authoritarian regimes, as can be seen with Europe’s energy 
reliance on Russia. Simultaneously, other factors such as demographic change, 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the Covid pandemic are undermining 
growth prospects. This has led to economists arguing that our economies 
are seeing increasingly clear patterns of low or no growth, implying that the 
pursuit of economic growth is already becoming less feasible. 
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On the other hand, ecological economists studying degrowth and well-being 
have found that human needs can be satisfied much more effectively through 
a principle of ‘public luxury, private sufficiency’ (Monbiot 2017, 2021; Gough 
2021: 21-23; Hickel 2020b: 230-231; IPCC 2022a: 5/25, 107), thus questioning 
the necessity of growth for increasing human well-being. Public services and 
the so-called foundational economy (Foundational Economy 2020) are key 
to securing human well-being. By satisfying basic needs, the foundational 
economy (Gough 2021: 10, 25-27) of ‘utilities, infrastructure, public services, 
distribution systems, [and] retail banking’ has a direct impact on the quality 
of life. This was especially visible during the health crisis in which public 
services hit by austerity measures and privatisation were less able to cope 
with the pandemic. Measures for economic recovery should thus not aim at 
austerity and privatisation-fuelled growth but rather focus on strengthening 
public services to enable a smooth transition to a decarbonised economy. 

Historically, trade unions have played an important role in ensuring 
improvements in human well-being. They are important political actors 
representing working people’s interests through lobbying for better working 
conditions, social protection systems and other improvements to workers’ 
quality of life. However, they have recently undergone decades of decline 
due to the victories of neoliberal economic policies (Kreinin et al. 2022: 6, 
12-13, 15, 20-21; Hyman 2001; Horgan 2021: 131-133) and a weakening of 
their capacity for collective action. Hence, trade unions are looking for ways 
to regain their strength while engaging with the so-called twin transitions 
of digitalisation and greening the economy (Pochet 2017), and developing 
strategies to respond to future crises. By highlighting the benefits of high-
quality public services in response to a world without growth, trade unions can 
work towards a sustainable increase in workers’ quality of life compatible with 
reducing ecological impacts. In this context, participating in the beyond-GDP 
and beyond-growth debates is a first step for trade unions towards developing 
a positive vision of a post-growth Europe beyond neoliberal economic policy. 

In its second section, this working paper outlines the ecological and economic 
reasons for moving beyond growth and GDP, demonstrating the infeasibility of 
continuing to pursue economic growth in Europe. The third section underlines 
the benefits of shifting to an economy focused on well-being and equality 
instead of profits and GDP growth. This is followed by a section highlighting 
the importance of public services in a post-growth economy, focusing on their 
foundational and transformational nature. The fifth section outlines what a 
post-growth Europe means for trade unions and public services, while the 
last section provides recommendations for fostering a labour-nature alliance 
to ensure a social-ecological transformation. 
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2.  Ecological challenges 
and an end to growth

Economic growth is currently the main goal of economic policy. Mainstream 
economists spend a vast amount of time refining growth models and trying 
to find ways to increase growth. In their models, growth may appear as an 
increased speed of flows through a circular flow diagram (Figure 1: left). 
Alternatively, growth is seen as originating from the combination of the factors 
of production of capital and labour, with mostly unexplained technology 
accounting for most of the variation in outcomes (Fine 2003). However, the 
mainstream view of the economy neglects the fact that economic systems 
are embedded within social structures, and that both economic and social 
structures are embedded within biophysical structures (Spash and Guisan 
2021: 205; Spash 2017, 2020b; Polanyi 1944; Jo and Todorova 2017; Figure 1). 

Economies require inputs and produce both desirable and undesirable 
outputs (Krausmann 2017). As Krausmann (2017: 109) puts it, ‘the production 
and reproduction of [society’s] […] biophysical structures [requires] […] flows 
of materials and energy’. These activities necessarily also create pollution and 
waste (Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Mayumi 2017; Figure 1: right). This means 
that any economic activity will have some kind of ecological impact and that 
the level of impact cannot exceed the limits of ecological systems for their 
long-term sustainability. 

Figure 1 Circular flow diagram and embedded economy

Source: Raworth 2017: 64, 71; © Creative Commons
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We are facing multiple, interrelated, and non-linearly cascading 
ecological crises

However, thermodynamic and resource concerns are just one aspect of our 
ecological crises (cf. Fanning et al. 2022). More importantly, the recent IPCC 
(2022, 2022a, 2021) and IPBES (2019) reports have highlighted that our 
climate and ecological systems are heading for breakdown unless radical 
action is taken to bring the social metabolism back to a level that the biosphere 
can accommodate. Unlike mechanical systems, which are the basis of much 
of economic thinking (Georgescu-Roegen 1979), ecological systems are highly 
complex and interconnected (Hickel 2020b: 274-282; Monbiot 2016: 79-87), 
with any change being irreversible and non-linear (Devictor 2017). Hence, 
nature cannot simply be understood as natural capital commensurable with 
financial or productive forms of capital. Similarly, nature cannot be seen as 
a commodity. Nature is incommensurable, as it cannot simply be replaced 
(Spash and Smith 2019; O’Neill 2017). Extinct species remain extinct forever. 
Destroyed ecosystems remain lost. Even rewilding can only do so much to 
return areas to nature (Devictor 2017). Furthermore, ecological destruction 
does not proceed in a linear fashion but may reach tipping points, especially, 
but not only, in the context of climate breakdown. The vast difference in the 
effects of 1.5°C in global heating versus those of 2°C is an example of this (IPCC 
2018). On top of this, once an (un)certain threshold is exceeded, global heating 
may become locked in for the next millennia through feedback loops, possibly 
leading to a destructive spiral of ecological breakdown (Lenton et al. 2019; 
IPCC 2021). The consequences of the predicted collapse of ecosystems and 
climate breakdown would be devastating for working people around the planet, 
with climate scientists warning that there is a ‘closing window of opportunity to 
secure a liveable and sustainable future for all’ (IPCC 2022b: SPM-35). 

Green growth is an unworkable solution

The mainstream proposal to address these issues is to promote green and 
inclusive growth (Spash 2021; GCEC 2014), as advocated by a range of actors 
from the World Economic Forum to the World Bank, most governments, 
corporations and also many trade unions.1 The key argument for green growth 
is that decoupling economic activities from emissions and environmental 
impacts is possible. While some findings on relative decoupling exist (IPCC 
2022a: 2/42; Parrique 2022; Haberl et al. 2020; Naqvi 2021), relative 
decoupling does not necessarily lead to absolute decoupling. As Figure 2 
illustrates, absolute decoupling is required to reduce the level of ecological 
impacts. Furthermore, even the sparse findings on an absolute decoupling 
of economic growth from emissions reveal that it is insufficient for reducing 
ecological impacts to the level required to limit global warming to 1.5°C or 
even 2°C. In addition, emissions associated with imports to Europe further 
complicate the matter in a world of globalisation and production offshoring 

1. A list of actors linked to green growth can be found in the ‘Better Growth Better Climate’ 
report (GCEC 2014: 69-70).
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(Gough 2021: 12). Thus, to return to a level of ecological impacts in line with 
biophysical boundaries, global, permanent and sufficient absolute decoupling 
is required.

Moreover, this decoupling has to occur across multiple ecological crises. 
Even if one indicator, such as emissions, were to fall sufficiently, other 
ecological challenges remain. For instance, as Galgóczi (2014: 59-61) argues, 
the decoupling of European economic growth from resource inputs is not 
occurring, meaning that the EU target of reducing resource input to one 
fifth of current levels by 2050 remains out of reach within ‘an outdated and 
reckless growth model’. According to recent data, GDP growth is becoming 
more resource-intensive, meaning that the global economy is recoupling and 
not decoupling from ecological impacts (Hickel 2020b: 103-105). To underline 
the illustration in figure 2, global resource extraction has breached the 
sustainable level of around 50 billion tonnes a year in 2000 (Bringezu 2015). 
At over 100 billion tonnes in 2021 and expected to grow to 170 billion tonnes 
in 2050 (Circle Economy 2022: 9), resource extraction is still growing rapidly, 
undermining the capacity of the biosphere to regenerate as green growth 
advocates suggest. 

Rebound effects are a key reason for the failure of decoupling

The rebound effect is one key reason why decoupling ecological impacts from 
economic growth is so difficult (Brand and Niedermoser 2017: 163; Mayrhofer 
and Wiese 2020: 39; Brand 2019: 84; Santarius 2014; Parrique 2019: 101-105). 
Technological fixes or improvements in efficiency regularly make products 
cheaper, thus allowing for their higher consumption, leading to the same end 
result in terms of ecological impacts. Even more problematically, the Jevons 

Figure 2 Sufficient absolute decoupling

Source: Raworth 2017: 259
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Paradox can lead to situations where increased efficiency actually leads to 
higher absolute levels of consumption and ecological impacts due to relative 
reductions in prices (Hickel 2020b: 154-157). For instance, people with more 
fuel-efficient cars tend to drive more as the relative cost of driving has fallen. 
This casts doubt on the hope that technological fixes can solve the current 
conjuncture of cascading social and ecological crises which require an end to 
growth in emissions, energy, and resource use today (Spash 2020a, 2020b, 
2021; Parrique 2019; Hickel 2020b: 126-165). 

When looking at our ecological crises holistically, the evidence is stacked 
against technological fixes decoupling economic activities from ecological 
impacts (Parrique et al. 2019; Parrique 2022; Fletcher and Rammelt 2017; 
Krausmann 2017: 114-116; Barry 2013). Thus, transforming the entire 
economy to climate neutrality requires systemic changes (IPCC 2022a: 13/78) 
– and these will become harder the larger the activities concerned are. 

Patterns of secular stagnation further strengthen 
the infeasibility of economic growth 

In addition to the ecological infeasibility of a continued pursuit of economic 
growth, Europe’s economic outlook further undermines the possibility of 
sustained economic growth. After years of growth up to the 2008 financial 
crash, patterns of secular stagnation, i.e. low or no growth, are developing in 
Europe (Teulings and Baldwin 2014; Stocker et al. 2014; Switalski 2014: 7; 
Parrique 2019: 121-130; Dörre and Becker 2018: 39-47), with growth slowing 
(Mayrhofer and Wiese 2020: 16-17; Dorling 2021: 230-261, 284; Piketty 2014: 
72-109) and becoming more uneven (IMF 2015). Labour productivity is no 
longer rising (Urban 2018: 342; Mayrhofer and Wiese 2020: 14-15), while there 
are supply side issues such as reaching ‘peak everything’ (ibid: 38, Heinberg 
2007), which means that further growth in the extraction of evermore 
resources is becoming increasingly difficult as the most easily accessible 
resources have already been extracted (UNEP 2011: 22-25; Brockway et al. 
2019; Hall et al. 2014; Haberl et al. 2020; Diesendorf and Wiedmann 2020; 
Kreinin et al. 2022: 13). 

There is a long list of further supply side challenges for future economic 
growth. Firstly, demographic ageing is causing the working age population to 
shrink (Mayrhofer and Wiese 2020: 37-38; Switalski 2014; Dorling 2021:140-
229; Parrique 2019: 125-126; OECD 2020). Secondly, the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine is threatening European energy supplies, requiring a rapid reduction 
in energy use and giving renewed urgency to replacing fossil fuels with 
renewable alternatives. Thirdly, antibiotics resistance linked to the overuse 
of antibiotics in factory farming is set to produce a further global health crisis 
(Jonas et al. 2017; Antimicrobial Resistance Collaborators 2022; Horgan 
2021: 110-112) which, alongside the growing likelihood of pandemics (IPBES 
2020; Lawler et al. 2021), will have negative consequences for economic 
growth. Moreover, global food production is being increasingly impacted 
by biodiversity collapse, especially in terms of pollination (IPBES 2016) and 
soil erosion linked to intensive agriculture (Monbiot 2022). Lastly, climate 
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breakdown will increase vulnerability to these threats, bringing about more 
extreme weather events (Otto 2019) and requiring major adaptation measures 
(IPCC 2022b; ETUC 2020). 

On the other hand, there is also demand-side saturation due to inequality 
slowing growth (Mayrhofer and Wiese 2020: 40), as those who would like 
to consume more cannot afford to do so, meaning that capital is simply 
accumulating instead of providing better standards of living (Laurent and 
Pochet 2015: 7-14). At the same time, inequality is increasing emissions due 
to an increased focus on conspicuous consumption and the disproportionate 
emissions of the very rich (IPCC 2022a: 5/27-29; Chancel et al. 2021: 114-
135; Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). The feasibility of a continued pursuit of 
economic growth must thus be seriously questioned. 
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3.  A well-being economy beyond growth: 
debunking GDP as an indicator 
measuring well-being

The debate on whether GDP is the right indicator to measure value creation, 
social progress and well-being goes back decades (Stiglitz et al. 2009; OECD 
2020; SDSN and IEEP 2019; Daly and Posner 2012). However, our current 
crises and the fiftieth anniversary of the Limits to Growth Report (Meadows 
et al. 1972) are giving this debate a new sense of urgency. 

A simple examination of European GDP data throws doubt on the utility of 
continuing to pursue economic growth throughout Europe. As Mayrhofer and 
Wiese (2020: 36) argue, a mere 3% increase in global GDP in 2020 would have 
equated to adding the entirety of the 1970 global economy to 2020’s economy. 
In the first decade of the new millennium alone, European Union GDP per 
capita in current US$ terms more than doubled. Even German GDP per 
capita in terms of purchasing power parity more than doubled in the first two 
decades of the new millennium.2 According to these figures, one would think 
that we should be stunningly rich today, but in Europe, poverty, inequality 
(Chancel et al. 2021), youth unemployment and ecological catastrophe 
paint a different picture. As Laurent (2021a: 12-16; 21-23) has shown, GDP 
growth has been decoupling from growth in employment and wages, while 
Brand and Niedermoser argue it has been decoupled from wealth (2019: 178) 
and that productivity and wages (2017: 169-170) have also decoupled from 
economic growth. This is topped off by the IPCC’s (2022: 2/42) findings that 
‘[g]lobally, GDP per capita remained by far the strongest upward driver [of 
GHG emissions], increasing almost in tandem with energy consumption and 
CO2 emissions up until 2015’ and that ‘efficiency gains were outpaced by an 
increase in worldwide GDP’. 

Nonetheless, economic growth remains the key indicator of economic success 
in the early 21st century, with policymakers and the media keeping a keen 
eye on its development. Yet looking at the findings above, this means that 
mainstream economics contains an unresolved contradiction: why, given that 
we are so rich in terms of GDP, do we have so many crises and such a high 
level of poverty and lack of social cohesion? 

2. Own calculations based on https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.
CD?locations=EU and https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.
PP.CD?locations=DE.

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=EU
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=EU
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.CD?locations=DE
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.CD?locations=DE
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GDP is a flawed indicator that does not measure social progress

A first explanation of this contradiction is that GDP is not measuring our 
performance in achieving our goals and thus not the right indicator. GDP 
simply measures the added exchange value, i.e., the monetary value, of goods 
and services produced in a territory. Spending money, regardless of its impact, 
has a positive effect on GDP. Immensely large health bills due to privatised 
healthcare, the cleaning up of an oil spill, or the sale of wood from an old-
growth forest all increase GDP although they are not socially desirable. While 
using GDP as the chief indicator appears to be reasonable for monitoring 
recessions and their social repercussions, GDP continues to be used to assess 
the economic development of nations (Laurent 2021b: 84-93). Yet when 
looking at indicators such as the Genuine Progress Index, which accounts 
for the social and ecological losses induced by economic activity, economic 
growth has already ground to a halt (Van der Slycken 2021; Kubiszewski et 
al. 2013). Furthermore, social progress has many dimensions, as exemplified 
by the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. While having a single indicator 
can be helpful, composite indicators such as the Genuine Progress Index or 
the Human Development Index do not necessarily provide a clear picture to 
policymakers as their aggregation of data hides the individual components. 
Instead, a dashboard approach including various indicators would be better 
suited to tracking the different elements of well-being and human flourishing. 

A focus on GDP undervalues public services

A second reason for this contradiction is the way public services are treated 
in terms of GDP. Public services are key to the well-being and flourishing 
of communities but tend to be undervalued by GDP. The standard way of 
accounting for public services is to measure the wages paid to staff. However, 
this disregards the surplus value for society created by public services. This 
use value is often immeasurably larger than the exchange value of public 
services. In other words, the benefits of public services outweigh the money 
that goes into them. For instance, the value of a life or the value of a good 
education cannot – and should not – be quantified, but is clearly key to human 
well-being. 

The same is the case in an even more extreme form with all non-market goods 
and services, which are only valued by GDP if they are sold (Nenning 2022). 
For example, unpaid care work, which is predominantly performed by women 
and crucial for well-being, is not taken into account. Therefore, a focus on 
GDP also reinforces gender inequalities by systematically undervaluing the 
for the most part female sides of the economy. 

This mis-valuation of desirable and undesirable practices creates destructive 
incentives. For example, it may be undesirable to account for productivity 
growth in public services as this can be detrimental in areas such as care, 
which are reliant on quality and human relationships. A focus on GDP may 
also increase the incentive of politicians to privatise public services, in order 
to grow the accounted exchange value for these services. This increase in 
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monetary exchange value associated with privatisation can easily go hand-
in-hand with a reduction in use value due to misaligned incentives such as 
questionable operations for private patients, while others are not receiving 
the care they require (EPSU 2014). 

GDP does not account for inequality or the ecological costs 
of growth

Thirdly, GDP per capita accounts for average incomes and thus misses the 
important differences in well-being caused by inequality. GDP and growth 
measures are especially inept at measuring environmental inequality, such as 
pollution differences by area (Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). Pollution is a key 
reason for divergences in life expectancy and healthy lifetimes between the 
richest and poorest (Nenning 2020). Disregarding the differential impacts 
of growth, and thus of environmental factors from climate change to air 
pollution, hides a key factor in well-being. 

Lastly, as the previous section highlighted, ecological costs associated with 
GDP growth further undermine the desirability of economic growth. 

Reasons for the continued dominance of GDP

This leads to the question why growth is still so high on the agenda, with the 
EU Green Deal being called Europe’s new growth strategy. In a report for the 
New Economics Foundation funded by the European Commission, Seaford 
(2013) develops a detailed analysis of the barriers to introducing alternative 
beyond-growth indicators. These include data problems (as there are no 
unified international beyond-growth measurement methods), issues around 
the complexity of using multiple beyond-growth indicators, the complexity 
of measuring well-being, and political resistance to change. Economic actors 
who benefit from the status quo and are also politically powerful tend to 
oppose the introduction of new measures which could highlight the negative 
consequences of their practices (Parrique 2019: 59). After all, economic 
growth has delivered increased material wealth for the richest and is at the 
core of capitalism. Furthermore, there is what Parrique (2019: 67-76) calls 
Growthism, a deeply entrenched ideology that constantly pushes for more and 
is linked to extractivism, productivism, commercialism and consumerism. 

A further reason is that our economic systems have become reliant on 
economic growth for their stability. This means that in turn slow and negative 
growth can easily lead to social disaster (Raworth 2017; Barry 2013) in the 
form of job losses and cutbacks for the most vulnerable, making any loss in 
income highly problematic. 
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Degrowth by design is an alternative to degrowth by disaster

Degrowth academics and activists aim to provide a solution to this challenge. 
The term ‘degrowth’ covers a body of research on the ineffectiveness of 
existing environmental action in addressing our ecological crises. Accepting 
the absolute limits of energy and resource use (Fressoz 2014) linked to 
thermodynamics (Krausmann 2017; Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Mayumi 2017) 
as well as the much more devastating effects of climate breakdown, degrowth 
highlights the need for absolute reductions in the ecological impacts of 
economic activity. Hence, degrowth calls for an end to the current growth 
regime and for a planned shrinkage of ecologically destructive economic 
activities to a required minimum (Spash 2012; Hickel 2020; Hickel and Kallis 
2020; Kallis 2011, 2015; Kallis et al. 2018; Laurent 2021a, 2021b; Parrique 
2019; Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Asara et al. 2015). Hickel (2021: 29) thus 
summarises degrowth as a ‘planned reduction of excess energy and resource 
use to bring the economy back into balance with the living world in a safe, 
just and equitable way’. Such degrowth by design aims to prevent degrowth 
by disaster and should thus not be misunderstood as a managed recession but 
rather seen as a planned transformation of the economy (Hickel 2020a: 3-4). 

The discourse about moving ‘beyond growth’ 
is gaining prominence

While discussions around degrowth remain a niche issue, recent years have 
seen a rise in discussions around moving beyond growth, with countries such 
as Scotland, Wales, New Zealand and Finland collaborating to build well-
being economies through the Well-being Economy Governments partnership 
(Hough-Stewart and Meynen 2022). Furthermore, the case for a move beyond 
growth is bolstered by scientists’ assertions of the need to shift from a ‘GDP 
growth-oriented economy’ to a ‘low-carbon energy-services, well-being, 
and equity-oriented economy’ (IPCC 2022a: TS/99). Recently, mainstream 
environmental non-governmental organisations (ENGOs) such as the World 
Wildlife Fund and the European Environmental Bureau (EEB), which 
represents 180 ENGOs in 38 European countries, put forward a briefing paper 
entitled ‘This is the moment to go beyond GDP’ together with the Well-being 
Economy Alliance (EEB et al. 2022). They highlight the many alternative 
ways of measuring well-being, sustainability, and inclusion, instead of GDP. 
Trade unions have also been engaging with the beyond-growth agenda. For 
instance, the ETUC has developed a more holistic indicator for Sustainable 
Development Goal 8 ‘Good jobs and economic growth’ focusing on economic 
well-being, employment quality and labour vulnerability (ETUC 2021).

Furthermore, economists are also studying post-growth, a concept related 
to degrowth, which problematises economic growth but tends to be less 
radical. Advocates generally criticise GDP as the key economic indicator, 
often asserting that growth will end. Adherents of post-growth views either 
advocate continued economic growth for the majority of humanity (Jackson 
2021) or are agnostic on the issue, as exemplified by Kate Raworth (2017) 
(EEA 2022). 
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Ecologically destructive sectors will need to shrink

In any case, tackling ‘undifferentiated economic growth’ (Barry 2013: 231) 
is key to addressing the multiple crises Europe is facing. While it is clear 
that fossil fuel use, land use and resource extraction cannot grow endlessly, 
even with a move beyond growth, certain sectors will need to grow to replace 
existing yet unsustainable practices (Gough 2021: 25-27; Hardt et al. 2021). 
As Galgóczi (2014) argues, investments in renewable energy are currently 
insufficient to replace current energy needs, further complicating the current 
energy crisis and meaning that we remain on a path to ‘energy additions’ 
(simply adding renewables to an energy mix still heavily reliant on fossil fuels, 
Fressoz 2014) rather than an energy transition (see Figure 3). Conversely, a 
rise in public services focused on satisfying the basic needs of all will allow 
ecologically costly individualised consumption to shrink. 

Quality and sufficiency can reduce the need for work

Furthermore, a focus on quality and sufficiency going hand-in-hand with a 
move beyond growth could reduce the amount of wasted and meaningless 
work done in society (Graeber 2018). For instance, reducing consumerist 
advertising could lower demand without harming well-being (Hickel 
2020b: 213-216). Similarly, ending planned obsolescence would allow living 
standards to be upheld or even increased while simultaneously reducing 
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Figure 3 Global primary energy consumption by source
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ecological footprints (Hickel 2020b: 209-212; Brand and Niedermoser 
2017: 171-172). Furthermore, endorsing the principles of a circular economy 
would bring down material and product requirements. By reusing, repairing, 
recycling and re-manufacturing products, material resource use is reduced, 
with the focus shifted to the related services supporting this shift in the logic 
of production and consumption. 

The obstacle in the way of this shift are the lock-ins holding the current 
systems in place. As long as the environmental costs of virgin materials are 
not borne by their producers, while re-using or recycling materials requires 
substantial amounts of labour and energy, reused or recycled products 
are not competitive in the market. Furthermore, the infrastructure and 
regulations enabling a circular economy are not in place, making for 
instance single-use plastics cheap and hindering the effective repurposing 
of items. The introduction of ten-year guarantees on white goods or the 
blanket requirement to provide replacement parts for machines could alter 
company interests and bring about a shift towards the provision of quality 
services, with the focus moving towards providing working appliances and 
the services they provide us with. 

Social-ecological working time reduction could provide 
a triple dividend

As a focus on reducing emissions and resource use entails a reduction in 
the amount of work and vice-versa (Frey 2019), a corresponding issue is the 
redistribution of the remaining work to avoid unemployment. Thus, a beyond-
growth approach focusing on well-being within sustainable limits will require 
working time reduction (WTR) for both social and ecological reasons. Instead 
of translating further improvements in productivity and technological 
progress into more individual consumption, workers could benefit in terms 
of time wealth. Fortunately, many trade unions are already in favour of WTR 
(Keil and Kreinin 2022: 11; De Spiegelaere and Piasna 2021; IGM 2017; TUC 
2019), with Fórsa (2021), CGT (2021), GPA (2021) and ÖGB (2020) demanding 
a move towards a 4-day week, citing reduced emissions as one reason for this. 
This also makes sense in light of the long history of trade union demands for 
reduced working hours (Eichmann 2017: 103-106). 

This is promising, since research has found that WTR may result in a better 
quality of life for workers, a better distribution of work in shrinking sectors, 
and less pressure on our ecological systems (Dupressoir 2011: 46-17; Schor 
1992, 2005; Hoffmann and Paulsen 2020: 344-345; Mayrhofer and Wiese 
2020: 29-31, 50-51; Brand 2019: 86; IPCC 2022a: 5/27; Kreinin et al. 2022: 16; 
De Spiegelaere and Piasna 2021: 25-46; Frey 2019; Gerold and Nocker 2018; 
Knight et al. 2013). 

Reducing the amount of time individuals spend in employment allows for 
improved quality of life through time wealth while also helping individuals to 
break the work-spend cycle, by which the pressures of work necessitate higher 
spending and consumption (Schor 1992). At the same time, society-wide 
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working time reduction and redistribution of the remaining work will allow 
unemployment to be reduced by creating jobs to offset the reduced working 
hours. Hence, WTR promises a ‘triple dividend: reducing unemployment, 
cutting carbon emissions, and providing people with an enhanced quality of 
life’ (Räthzel and Uzzell 2011: 1215, referring to Schor 2010). 

By decoupling employment from growth, WTR has the additional benefit of 
undermining the growth and jobs treadmill (Mayrhofer and Wiese 2020: 
20-21; Gould et al. 2008; Kreinin et al. 2022: 15, tracing back to Schnaiberg 
1980). Currently, this treadmill requires extra growth to offset job losses 
from productivity gains, thus locking in the pursuit of economic growth. The 
‘growth imperative’ can thus create a dilemma for trade unions: growth needs 
to be questioned but cannot be questioned due to its links to jobs (Brand 
and Niedermoser 2017: 166, 168). Individual WTR to offset job losses by 
redistributing work will allow for increased well-being and end dependence 
on growth. On the other hand, WTR at a societal level may also provide an 
imperative to reduce socially unproductive work, thus driving a shift towards 
meaningful work that is highly conducive to well-being (Graeber 2018). 
Combining these discourses on the social and ecological aims of WTR, which 
cover both the redistribution and reduction of work, will be a key element of 
the beyond-growth agenda. 

A necessary re-politicisation of redistribution

Lastly, a move beyond growth will re-politicise inequality. While redistribution 
is often seen as becoming more difficult to attain in a post-growth context, this 
understanding stems from the view that redistribution has mostly occurred 
with regard to new income and that it is more difficult to take resources away 
from any group. However, 46% of global income gained from growth since 
1980 has gone to the richest 5% (Hickel 2020b: 191-193), thus exacerbating 
inequality. This was possible due to the power of capital over both nature and 
labour, now characterised to a large extent by rent-seeking behaviour (Stiglitz 
2012; Piketty 2014; Mayrhofer and Wiese 2020: 27; IPCC 2022a: TS-106; 
Hickel 2020b: 163, 191-196; Stratford 2020). Indeed, the rights of capital to 
nature are a major free gift to capital (Stiglitz 2012). 

Neoliberal economic arguments frequently claim that inequality is necessary 
for growth, while in reality inequality-fuelled growth creates poverty (Barry 
2013: 235). Thus, growth has been used to justify inequality, as in the infamous 
Kuznets curve (Hickel 2017; Niedermoser 2017). Moving beyond growth will 
thus allow policymakers to improve well-being more directly. As inequality is a 
better predictor of many social outcomes than GDP in rich nations (Wilkinson 
and Pickett 2010), reducing inequality will be a key target for an explicitly post-
growth economy. Hence, a re-politicisation of inequality will allow trade unions 
to counter its root causes and reverse decades of redistribution benefitting the 
rich (Hickel 2020b: 176-184; Niedermoser 2017). 
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The upcoming transformation processes will engender a major redistributive 
process, providing trade unions with the opportunity and necessity to secure 
redistribution in a progressive way. Nonetheless, it is important to remember 
that climate and ecological breakdown will be the largest redistributors in 
coming decades. Indeed, climate breakdown is always linked to social issues 
related to increasing inequality and poverty (ETUC 2020). For instance, 
extreme weather conditions hit workers hard by worsening their working 
conditions (Dupressoir 2011; Galgoczi 2017; ETF 2020: 7) or destroying the 
infrastructure their livelihoods depend on (Gerhardt et al. 2017: 40). 

For trade unions, it is thus important to remember that inequality is 
intrinsically linked to ecological issues, as inequality is synonymous with 
unequal access to ecological resources. Focusing on increasing profits and 
exchange value, which serves the interests of capital, should not be a trade 
union priority. Instead, a renewed understanding of the importance of use 
value for human needs should take precedence (Gil 2013; Marx, 1867: ch. 1).
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4.  The central role of public services 
in a post-growth economy

As seen in the last section, moving beyond growth does not imply an end to 
human flourishing. As Hickel (2020: 232-236) argues, it is rather the opposite: 
degrowth proposals aim to restore access to the abundance of nature to all and 
end the capitalist need for scarcity to enforce exploitative labour relations. 
This will require a move beyond aims of relative reductions or efficiency and 
instead will entail prioritising sufficiency (Brand and Niedermoser 2017: 
163; Stengel 2011; Gough 2021: 21-23) and human needs (Coote and Yazici 
2020; Max-Neef et al. 1991; Nussbaum 2013; Gough 2015, 2021; Brand and 
Niedermoser 2017: 171-172; IPCC 2022: 5/29). 

Public services are a key part of the foundational economy

Such a focus on human needs quickly highlights the central role of public 
services in delivering well-being and equality (Gough 2019). As Mackenzie 
and Shillington (2009) argue for Canada, public services are the best deal that 
workers will get: childcare, healthcare, education, public transport, and public 
housing all have a direct impact on our well-being and human flourishing and 
are substantially cheaper if organised and provided collectively rather than 
on an individual basis.

Taxes on higher incomes and unsustainable practices will need to be 
increased (Mayrhofer and Wiese 2020: 48-9) to provide the state with the 
resources necessary to provide basic services and enable the transformation 
of the economy. The state has the power to shrink the rentier economy while 
growing the foundational economy, which is embedded in local communities 
and provides 40% of jobs (Gough 2021: 8). After all, the welfare state has 
a long history of enabling societal change, from providing healthcare and 
childcare to subsidising and taxing particular practices. Taxes on non-labour 
incomes should be raised in particular, as seen in Gough’s (2021: 8) proposal 
to shift taxes to ‘wealth, land, data, inheritance, unhealthy consumption, 
financial transactions and pollution’. 

Public provision of services reduces ecological footprints

Providing services collectively rather than individually is also key to 
reducing both ecological impacts and inequality and can effectively combine 
the collective approach of trade unions with the ecological approach of the 
environmental movement (Gough 2021: 18). For instance, improved public 
transport creates meaningful jobs, improves mobility and reduces emissions 
(Jakopovich 2009: 81-82; Segert 2017; Gerhardt et al. 2017). Trade union 
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organising in rail and urban public transport sectors is already promoting 
basic public services (ETF 2020: 2-3, 10; Mattioli et al. 2020). The same is 
the case with other amenities such as parks, libraries and public housing, 
which can satisfy basic human needs much more effectively than their private 
provision. The public provision of services can also reduce the work-spend 
cycle (Schor 1992), in which people get stuck in jobs with high workloads 
in order to pay for basic services such as mobility or healthcare, which they 
require to be able to work in these jobs. 

Universal basic services can be the transformational 
core of a just transition

Furthermore, public services can play a key role in enabling a smooth transition 
away from fossil fuels and ecologically destructive practices. Introducing 
universal basic services (UBS) would provide everyone with free basic services, 
thus strengthening social support systems (Gough 2019; Coote and Yazici 
2020; Coote et al. 2019; Button and Coote 2021). Services such as healthcare 
and education are provided free at the point of use in many countries already. 
Extending this to ensure universal access to further basic, i.e. satiable, services 
such as public transport, housing and information will allow inequality to be 
reduced and well-being to be secured for all. Furthermore, in a more volatile 
world, there is a need for protection from extreme weather events and thus a 
new kind of social-ecological protection (Laurent 2021a: 31-33). Having such a 
strong support system in place reduces the fear and resistance towards changes 
in the world of work as it reduces the negative consequences of economic 
restructuring for both individuals and communities. 

UBS could thus become a key pillar of trade union just transition demands, 
encompassing five pillars, as developed by the ETUC (Galgóczi 2014: 66; 
Laurent and Pochet 2015: 21): firstly, dialogue with governments and key 
stakeholders; secondly, the pursuit of green and decent jobs; thirdly, the 
strengthening of green skills; fourthly, upholding human and labour rights; 
and lastly, strong and effective social protection systems. Without this last 
pillar, of which public services are a key part, there can be no truly just 
transition. Thus, universal basic services are highly promising, especially in 
their potential for service and public sector unions (Brand and Niedermoser 
2017: 67, 70, 186-187; Gough 2021: 7-8, 17). 

Public services can weaken the growth dependence 
of our economies

As outlined in the second chapter, we need to adapt to a future without 
growth. As Bohnenberger and Fritz (2020) argue, welfare states also need 
to adapt to a no-growth scenario. This will require public services to be as 
efficient as possible to increase well-being without requiring further growth. 
Luckily, investing in public services can bring about a positive spiral of 
improvements in well-being which can then pay for further improvements, 
ending the requirement for further growth and making the economy less 
growth-dependent. 
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Laurent’s 2021a report for the ETUI highlighted how many parts of what he 
calls the ‘well-being transition’ are mutually reinforcing, especially in the 
field of health (Figure 4; Laurent et al. 2021, 2022; Mastini et al. 2021; Kopp 
et al. 2019). A key to this is to focus on preventive action across fields to reduce 
health costs. For instance, strong ecological legislation can improve health 
outcomes, reducing health expenditure and releasing funds to provide a safety 
net for climate impacts. Similarly, by ensuring that there is a basic safety net 
of emergency services, impacts of wildfires and other extreme weather events 
will be smaller, meaning that damage costs will be lower (EPSU 2022). 

Returning to the public provision of services can provide further benefits. An 
EPSU report (2019b) has shown that the public sector is not less efficient than 
the private sector and can be more effective in providing high-quality services 
without shifting costs to labour, nature or society. This makes sense as public 
companies can employ economies of scale, have reduced transaction costs and 
generate fewer moral hazards related to asymmetric information (Gough 2019). 
Furthermore, as the current cost-of-living crisis highlights, the privatisation of 
energy companies has undermined the provision of a key basic service in many 
countries by neglecting the importance of energy supply stability (IndustriAll 
Europe n.d.: 14; Weghmann 2019). The focus on profits meant that many 
companies sold off their previously unprofitable gas storage capacities and are 
now reluctant to purchase gas for storage when prices are high. 

Figure 4 The Health-Environment Nexus

Source: Laurent et al. 2022
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Yet relying on the public provision of universal basic services does not 
necessarily mean returning to single national energy providers. Public 
services can be provided in many ways (Coote and Yazici 2020). A mix of 
re-municipalisation, cooperatives, and publicly-owned companies for natural 
monopolies could refocus the energy sector on the public good (Weghmann 
2019; EPSU 2019a). This will allow for different ways to be tried out to 
decarbonise the energy system and help increase the democratic oversight of 
the public provision of universal basic services. Furthermore, municipalities 
and cooperatives are not as beholden to the growth imperative, thus reducing 
the pressure for economic growth in a large sector of the economy. 

Lastly, the state can also play a key role in the transformation. By investing 
in public research and development and promoting green procurement and 
social-ecological conditionality, it can play a key role in upscaling sustainable 
technologies (Dupressoir 2011; EPSU 2019a). Furthermore, a quality public 
administration enabling regulatory changes, providing planning permissions 
and ensuring tax justice will also be key to implementing any social-ecological 
transformation. Governments can also insist that strings are attached to any 
public funding going to companies.

Public services can provide meaningful jobs 
in a transformed economy

The increased need for public services could also allow for a slow shift of 
workers from shrinking sectors into growing and improving public services. 
This will especially be the case if the quality of public services is raised 
through reducing the working time of public sector employees, allowing 
carers and nurses for example to live better lives and thus be less exhausted 
at work, as seen in the Svartedalen experiment (De Spiegelaere and Piasna 
2021: 71-73). Here, care workers in Göteborg, Sweden, worked 30 hours a 
week, six hours a day, resulting in higher quality care work, less absenteeism 
and higher work satisfaction. Although this scheme was abandoned due to 
supposedly high costs, the benefits for worker health and those being cared 
for were substantial. 

Such a strengthening of public services could be accompanied by a job 
guarantee, for instance through a public job programme (Hickel 2020: 223). 
This could provide workers from sunset industries with jobs in sunrise sectors. 
However, these jobs need to be of sufficient quality and must not undermine 
the value of existing jobs. As Gough (2021: 17) argues, a job guarantee creates 
the danger of workfare, and could lead to bullshit jobs if there is no state 
capacity to create meaningful jobs (Graeber 2018). Gough (2021: 17) thus 
emphasises that these jobs should not ‘displace existing public service jobs. 
ETUC calls for quality, long-term jobs to counter these threats.’
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5.  Recommendations 
for moving beyond growth

This discussion paper has so far shown the need for strategies to bring 
about a social-ecological transformation addressing our multiple crises 
(Spash 2021; OECD 2020) holistically. The aim of this last part is to provide 
concrete recommendations for moving beyond growth. Creating a labour-
nature alliance of environmentalists and workers (Nitsche-Whitfield 2022a; 
Jakopovich 2009; Laurent 2021a: 24-5; Flemming and Reuter 2020: 327-
330) will be crucial to changing the power relations and making such change 
possible. To build such an alliance, gaining knowledge of ecological crises, 
entering into dialogue with ecological actors, building new narratives and 
being active for a future social-ecological contract (Gough 2021) will be key. 

Dialogue with the environmental movement can support 
the development of a labour-nature alliance

Constructive and open dialogue between environmental and labour 
movements will allow positions to be refined, while reducing tensions and 
increasing understanding. Organising around the terms #Peoplenotprofit 
and #systemchangenotclimatechange, the climate movement and ENGOs 
are developing a growing understanding that a just transition incorporating 
social issues is necessary to make change acceptable, opening space for trade 
unions to engage in these issues. 

Thus, both trade unions and ENGOs should be conscious of the social 
and ecological impacts of their demands and attempt to understand their 
respective campaigns. Membership of trade unions such as Ver.di and IG 
Bauen-Agrar-Umwelt in the Climate Alliance Germany is thus a highly 
promising development, allowing direct trade union engagement in the 
dialogue on climate action (Staude 2022).3 Similarly, the approach of the 
Austrian Chamber of Labour (Kammer für Arbeiter und Angestellte), the 
organisation representing all Austrian employees, is encouraging in that it has 
been actively connecting trade unionists, academics and activists in debates 
on issues of social-ecological transformation and (de)growth (Universität 
Kassel 2022; Neier et al. 2022). EPSU’s work on trade agreements such as 
CETA, on public procurement rules or on the right to water and energy are 
good European-level (and international) examples of such alliances.

3. See https://www.klima-allianz.de/ueber-uns/unsere-mitglieder/mitglied/
verdi and https://www.klima-allianz.de/ueber-uns/unsere-mitglieder/mitglied/
industriegewerkschaft-bauen-agrar-umwelt.

https://www.klima-allianz.de/ueber-uns/unsere-mitglieder/mitglied/verdi
https://www.klima-allianz.de/ueber-uns/unsere-mitglieder/mitglied/verdi
https://www.klima-allianz.de/ueber-uns/unsere-mitglieder/mitglied/industriegewerkschaft-bauen-agrar-umwelt
https://www.klima-allianz.de/ueber-uns/unsere-mitglieder/mitglied/industriegewerkschaft-bauen-agrar-umwelt
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Joint actions will strengthen the social power of 
a labour-nature alliance

To strengthen this dialogue, solidarity should be shown wherever there is a 
project of common interest or not conflicting with one’s own goals. One key 
project that trade unionists and ecologists ought to put high on the agenda is 
the issue of working time reduction and universal basic services, as discussed 
above. Others could be the support for each other’s climate and labour strikes, 
as happened in Glasgow during the last COP (Gebrial 2021) or in Fridays for 
Future’s support for Ver.di strikes by public transport workers in Germany 
(Krüger 2020; Scholz 2021; EPSU 2019a). These acts of solidarity have the 
potential to create symbolic capital with the other side and reframe the existing 
understanding of the respective movements. Hence, players bridging these 
worlds such as the Trade Unions for Energy Democracy movement (Sweeney 
and Treat 2018), which has affirmed the need to question green growth (Clarke 
and Lipsig-Mummé 2020: 357), XR Trade Unionists4 or the German Initiative 
Gewerkschafterinnen und Gewerkschafter für Klimaschutz (Hartmann 2018)5 
can play a key role in getting the ball rolling. Repeatedly rallying around common 
issues can lead in stages to stronger win-win situations and institutionalised 
cooperation (Jakopovich 2009: 91-92). 

By combining the interests of labour with the values of ecological activists 
(Jakopovich 2009: 84-85), a truly powerful coalition could come together to 
support a joint vision of a future where the basic needs of all Europeans are taken 
care of through UBS, where nobody has too much work thanks to WTR, while 
everyone who wants work can find work in a meaningful profession thanks to 
a job guarantee. Bringing about such an outcome will require political conflicts 
with capital and the building of a strong alliance (Nitsche-Whitfield 2022a).

Such an alliance will need to develop radical new tactics, such as strikes 
supported by consumer boycotts (ibid: 78), as happened in the case of energy 
unions in the Philippines which connected consumers with trade unionists 
and forced electricity companies to improve conditions (Gebrial 2021). Such 
action bringing about positive change will require organising on the ground, 
focusing especially on those who do not yet agree with the proposals of a social-
ecological transition but could be persuaded to do so (McAlevey 2020). The 
fact that trade unions now face substantially more hurdles to their organising 
in many European countries and are thus forced to organise more deeply 
could be used as a chance to redefine the role of trade unions in people’s lives 
(Horgan 2021: 134-135). In this way, trade unions could counter neoliberal 
individualisation and return to consciousness-raising within the working class 
through communal activities (Brand and Niedermoser 2017: 167). 

4. See https://actionnetwork.org/groups/xr-tu-extinction-rebellion-trade-unionists.
5. See https://www.labournet.de/politik/gw/gw-in-d/gewerkschafterinnen-fuer-klimaschutz/ 

and https://www.dgb-bildungswerk.de/weltweit/transformation-gewerkschaft-staendiger-
mission-fuers-klima. 

https://actionnetwork.org/groups/xr-tu-extinction-rebellion-trade-unionists
https://www.labournet.de/politik/gw/gw-in-d/gewerkschafterinnen-fuer-klimaschutz/
https://www.dgb-bildungswerk.de/weltweit/transformation-gewerkschaft-staendiger-mission-fuers-klima
https://www.dgb-bildungswerk.de/weltweit/transformation-gewerkschaft-staendiger-mission-fuers-klima
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We need to develop narratives beyond the growth imperative 
that are focused on well-being

Bringing about change will require narratives that create a new common 
sense uniting the causes of labour and nature in a post-growth world (Kalt 
2021). While this shift will need to happen at a societal level, trade unions 
can counter neoliberal narratives and point to the potential of a democratic 
social-ecological transformation, WTR and UBS. 

Climate justice (Laurent and Pochet 2015: 14), well-being (OECD 2020), or 
approaches such as ‘doughnut economics’ (Raworth 2017) are promising 
terms for trade union organising. This is in line with Switalski’s (2014: 8) 
claim that ‘[j]ustice will be the organising value in the Europe of the post-
growth age’ and with Barry’s (2013: 230) observation that trade unions could 
replace economic growth with economic security. Similarly, trade unions may 
endorse a narrative linking sufficiency with security, as stable livelihoods are 
a key aim of trade unions (Keil and Kreinin 2022: 16). 

Furthermore, there needs to be clarity about the ecological and social limits 
set to constrain human activities in coming years. Ecological activists must 
move ‘beyond middle-class environmentalism (Barca 2019; Hampton 2015), 
and […] appeal to the material interests of workers’ (Keil and Kreinin 2022: 
8). It is important to make visible the origins of our ecological crises in an 
economic system dependent on economic growth and incapable of delivering 
on its promises in order to align interests with values (Jakopovich 2009). While 
communicating that Europe has been living beyond its means without being 
seen as advocating austerity is a difficult task for trade unions to undertake, 
there is a societal need to confront the illusion of perpetual growth. Moreover, 
to find real solutions, there needs to be clarity on the effects of ecological 
transformation, including head-on discussions about employment effects and 
required societal changes.

Thus, trade unions should aim to reduce their use of GDP and focus more 
on using indicators around well-being and inequality (Parrique 2019: 56-57). 
Tackling the problem of excessive wealth head-on is part of this. Trade unions 
do not need to call for GDP growth or back the growth imperative to work 
towards their key objectives. High-quality jobs, universal basic services, a 
protected environment and working time reduction are best targeted directly, 
as merely increasing its size will not change the way the economy is organised. 

When talking about inequality and the share of national production that 
goes to labour, the wage share of GDP has long been a key measure. While it 
still makes sense to compare the monetary amounts that labour and capital 
receive, this simple comparison leaves out key aspects of inequality. Here 
again, a focus solely on monetary values hides the vast difference to living 
standards that public services can make. 
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Furthermore, simple indicators of income and wealth inequality only serve to 
show that our economies are not providing increased well-being but uphold 
the interests of shareholders and financialisation. In addition, as trade unions 
have long recognised, using debt-to-GDP ratios to assess a state’s indebtedness 
is frequently used as an argument for austerity, without assessing what kind 
of debt a state holds. Besides GDP not accounting for all work done in society, 
monetary debt is not the only form of debt. The real question is whether states 
are using debt to invest in a bright future and reduce ecological burdens for 
future generations or are just using debt to reduce taxes for the wealthy, thus 
further boosting inequality. 

Lastly, trade unions should engage in the discussion around choosing and 
mainstreaming key indicators of well-being, allowing comparability and 
public recognition to be strengthened (Hough-Stewart and Meynen 2022).

Highlighting the concrete gains from a social-ecological transformation is also 
important. This would make the gains and losses of both transformation and 
inaction more visible and the costs more easily comparable. At the moment, 
job losses directly stemming from transformation are most visible, while the 
costs of inaction remain side-lined. This narrative of jobs vs climate has been 
supported by fossil capital to entice labour support for their unsustainable 
business models (Kalt 2021: 13-15). Pointing to the meaningful work that 
needs to be done in the ecological transition and to policies such as WTR 
which can break the jobs and growth treadmill (Mayrhofer and Wiese 2020; 
Laurent 2021a) is a way forward in these debates. Using the opportunities in 
the discourse, such as that around the European Green Deal, thus enables 
trade unions to put forward positive alternatives countering the plans of 
capital (Thomas and Doerflinger 2020: 394). Similarly, trade unions should 
take up the original meaning of a just transition as applying to workers and 
not let fossil capital reinterpret it as requiring subsidies for capital instead 
(Spash 2020d).

Overall, narratives will be key to building a strong labour-nature alliance, 
while both trade unions and ecological movements should take care to 
highlight linkages between their interests and policy priorities. More 
trade unions should thus move away from hedging strategies (Thomas 
and Doerflinger 2020) and make it clear that their narratives cannot be 
interpreted as supporting climate delay (Lamb et al. 2020). Small battles with 
fossil capital for better working conditions and environmental outcomes can 
then come together and strengthen a joint position favouring a strong social-
ecological alliance (Henriksson 2012: 83).
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6. Conclusion

This working paper has shown how present and future ecological challenges 
will entail a radical change to European modes of production and consumption 
and thus provide an opportunity for the re-ordering of power relations. Since 
this also provides opportunities for authoritarian, anti-labour and extractivist 
actors to entrench their position, it is vital that trade unions and ecological 
activists drive this transformation arm in arm. 

The pursuit of continued economic growth based on extraction and 
exploitation is destined to create more crises undermining the purpose 
of growth. Put simply, growth has become uneconomical. GDP does not 
adequately account for the key economic issues of the 21st century: resources, 
biodiversity, emissions, and inequality. Hence, there needs to be a planned 
move towards social-economic systems beyond growth that address the issue 
of inequality. Public services will play a key role in this as they allow for the 
ecologically effective satisfaction of basic human needs. 

Trade unions are set to be key players in creating a social-ecological 
transformation beyond growth. To be successful in pushing for a transition to 
well-being, joint action in a labour-nature alliance will be key. 
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