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RETHINKING  
WORK IN A  
POST-GROWTH  
ECONOMY

Today, work falls short of creating 
thriving communities and 
ecosystems. Instead, it upholds 
economic activity that exceeds 
planetary boundaries and directly 
drives environmental destruction. 
Essential work is often underpaid 
and undervalued, and precarious 
contracts, unhealthy working 
conditions and ‘bullshit jobs’1 have 
destructive impacts on the physical 
and mental health of workers across 
Europe. 

A transition towards a post-growth 
economy is fundamentally tied to 
the rethinking of work – its purpose, 
how it is organized and governed, 
how it is valued, and who benefits 
from it. A shift is urgently needed 
towards workplace democratization, 
backed by public policies to ensure 
that paid work meets certain social 
and ecological standards while 
allowing people to organize their 

livelihoods more freely and take 
part in meaningful unpaid work 
as well. Post-growth policies are 
about channelling our productive 
capacities, including the labour force, 
into forms of production that are 
necessary for human wellbeing and 
the environmental transition, while 
paving ways out of exploitative work 
relations. Jobs should serve social 
and environmental wellbeing, instead 
of capital accumulation and unbridled 
economic growth.

These demands are not based on 
wishful thinking. Successful examples 
of alternative practices and policies 
already exist, including worker 
cooperatives, public job guarantee 
programmes and Spain’s working time 
reduction policy. These can be built 
upon to create dignified jobs for all in 
democratic post-growth economies. 
This primer will provide an overview of 
possible routes for post-growth work.
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Roundtable on post-
growth approaches  
to work 

This primer is part of a ‘Beyond Growth’ 
series published by Commons Network 
and Oxfam Novib. It follows from a 
roundtable co-hosted by the Postgrowth 
Pan-European Network in the Spanish 
Congress in November 2024. This event 
brought together Members of Parliament 
from Spain, France, Croatia, Slovenia and 

Belgium, as well as experts on post-
growth, for a discussion on post-growth 
approaches to work. We discussed the 
Spanish policy of reducing working time 
and other policies such as the public job 
guarantee, as well as the research of UN 
Special Rapporteur Olivier De Schutter 
on work, poverty and post-growth. 
Furthermore, we reflected on how to build 
progressive political narratives about 
work that resonate with Europeans at 
a time when a conservative backlash is 
sweeping across the continent. 

Roundtable
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WHY GROWTH 
ISN’T WORKING
A growth-centred economy requires the 
continuous expansion of capitalist markets 
and capital accumulation. Research has shown 
that economic growth cannot be decoupled 
from material and energy use fast enough to 
avert the climate crisis.2 The economy cannot 
grow infinitely on a finite planet. Furthermore, 
growth does not necessarily result in greater 
wellbeing for all. Neither high- nor low-income 
countries have succeeded in decreasing 
inequality, providing everyone with access 
to basic goods and services, and creating 
opportunities for fair employment. Instead, we 
see a sharp increase in billionaire wealth while 
poverty persists,3 escalation of the climate 
crisis, and perpetuation of resource and 

labour exploitation, especially in Global South 
countries.4 

We need an economy that ensures that work 
provides people with living wages and access 
to essential goods and services, but also free 
time for leisure and to engage equitably in non-
waged community and care work. Our economic 
system does not appropriately value essential 
jobs and care work. Work is geared towards 
creating profits for shareholders and investors 
rather than prosperity for those who perform 
it. Our productive capacities are mobilized by 
profit, and this determines which goods and 
services are produced – regardless of pressing 
social and environmental needs.

In the EU, statistics show that over 8% of 
workers are at risk of poverty.5 Together with 
the neoliberalization of the job market through 
‘flexible’ working arrangements, precarious 
employment and the weakening of labour 
union power, waged work currently does not 
guarantee a decent life where basic needs 
are satisfied. At the same time, jobs which are 
essential to human health and wellbeing, such 
as those in healthcare, education, sanitation, 
agriculture, transportation and care, continue 
to be underpaid and largely performed in 

precarious conditions by marginalized groups, 
such as non-unionized migrant workers.6 
Worldwide, essential workers’ wages are 26% 
lower than those of other employees, while one 
in three key workers is considered low-paid.7 
Women are disproportionately represented in 
most of these essential and low-paid sectors, 
suffering from unequal wage distribution. 
Women also perform the great majority of 
unpaid care work, which is not recognized 
as work despite being fundamental to the 
economy and the wellbeing of society.

UN(DER)PAID BUT 
ESSENTIAL WORK
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Work is therefore an important aspect of the 
social and environmental crises we are facing 
in the neoliberal capitalist economy. Growth is 
often justified on the basis that it is necessary 
for employment creation, in an economy where 
technology development and productivity 
increases are continuous.8 This pits workers 
against the green transition, as the downscaling 
of ecologically harmful sectors would lead to 
unemployment. However, a new economy that 
de-centres growth and prioritizes environmental 
and social justice would ensure dignified and 
meaningful jobs for all, greater agency and 
enhanced wellbeing for workers, and the fair 
social and economic organization of care.9 

Instead of assuming that every sector of our 
economy needs to grow and create jobs, 
regardless of whether they contribute to human 
wellbeing and thriving ecosystems, we need to 
have a democratic discussion about what we 
want our economy to deliver – and what kind 
of jobs and work are needed to get there. Many 
sectors, such as fossil fuels, advertisement, 
fast fashion, speculative banking, luxury 
industries and mass tourism, mobilize massive 
amounts of energy, material and labour while 
fuelling overconsumption and waste, and 
creating social and environmental injustices 
which disproportionately impact communities 

in the Global South.10 We must prioritize work 
with high social and environmental utility, 
rather than work that leads to meaningless 
accumulation and planetary degradation. Public 
policy can help to create the new jobs which are 
needed for the transition. These include jobs 
in renewable energy, agroecology, sustainable 
construction and environmental protection, 
and in building greater public infrastructure 
for universal basic services.11 There is plenty 
of work to be done in these sectors, but they 
need to offer fair wages and better working 
conditions.12 

Work could also be democratically organized 
so that workers have greater agency and 
power within their workplace. This leads 
to an increased sense of ownership and 
job satisfaction, and better social and 
environmental outcomes. In democratic 
workplaces, workers can prioritize long-term 
prosperity, social wellbeing, care work and 
environmental protection, rather than short-
term profits for shareholders.13 

Lastly, care must be recognized as fundamental 
labour which enables society to function, and 
resources and time must be allocated to ensure 
that everyone can engage in it equitably. This 
can be pursued by enabling the fair social and 
economic organization of care whereby family, 
community and state provisioning combine 
to provide most of the continuum of care. 
Through the ‘5 Rs’ – Recognizing, Reducing and 
Redistributing unpaid care, and Rewarding and 
Representing paid care workers – both unpaid 
and paid care work can be valued and organized 
in a fair and equitable way.14 State provisioning 
of care, fair compensation and decent work 
conditions for care workers, alongside 
support for community provisioning and care 
‘commoning’,15 put care and reciprocity within 
local communities at the core of our society. 

WORK IN 
DEMOCRATIC 
POST- 
GROWTH  
ECONOMIES 
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Public job guarantee 
programme – 
Territoire Zéro 
Chômeur in France

In France the ‘Territoire Zéro Chômeur 
de Longue Durée’ (Zero Long-Term 
Unemployment Territory), which started 
in 2016, is an example of a successful 
public job guarantee programme. It 
focuses on eliminating long-term 
unemployment by creating jobs in sectors 
that meet local needs, while considering 

people’s skills, through ‘employment-
oriented enterprises’. The programme 
is founded on the beliefs that no one 
is unemployable, there is enough work 
to be done, and that funds to establish 
employment programmes are not lacking, 
as the costs of involuntary unemployment 
are far greater.16 It is financed through 
public funds that would otherwise 
be used for unemployment benefits. 
Participation is on a voluntary basis, 
and the programme works with local 
communities to identify potential interest. 
Since its launch, it has expanded from 10 
to 60 pilot areas and created thousands 
of employment positions.

Territoire Zéro 
Chômeur
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Public job guarantee
A public job guarantee (PJG) is a public 
employment programme that ensures workers’ 
rights to access meaningful, living-wage work17 
by creating new jobs that address social needs. 
These include jobs in essential sectors, but 
also in sectors of environmental transition such 
as energy, transportation and agriculture.18 PJG 
can be implemented at national, regional or 
local levels, with models varying in scope and 
scale. Participation in a PJG is voluntary, with 
no penalties for non-participation, so that the 
programme does not replace social protection. 
Unlike the neoliberal ‘workfare’ policy which 
reduces social benefits, PJG pursues a fair 
work and unconditional welfare approach. It is 
designed to empower workers through training, 
education and support services that improve 
their long-term employment prospects.19 The 
programme focuses on care and other essential 
sectors, where workers are scarce due to low 
wages and precarious conditions. By providing 
fair wages and stable working conditions, 
the PJG strengthens labour standards while 
creating new jobs in locally useful and 
environmental sectors.

Workplace democracy and worker cooperatives
Through workplace democracy, workers 
gain greater control in their workplaces and 
participate in its decision-making processes. 
This decentralization of power can shift 
company goals away from maximizing profits 
towards ensuring workers’ wellbeing, the 
fair organization of care, and environmental 
sustainability.20 Workplace democracy leads 

to more meaningful and fulfilling work, as 
well as more caring workplaces. Importantly, 
workplaces should provide flexible working 
arrangements which make space for unpaid 
care work, for example through better parental 
leave policies. Mechanisms can range from 
employee input into their direct workflows to 
their full control over company management, 
including worker shareholding, representation 
on boards, voting on management, 
participation in workplace councils or full 
worker ownership. 

Worker cooperatives are enterprises that 
are owned and democratically managed 
by their workers, comprising an estimated 
8.73% of the world’s employed population.21 
Their structure prevents exploitation and 
encourages collective responsibility, equity and 
autonomy, contributing to a more democratic 
economy. Workers’ sense of ownership often 
strengthens their sense of responsibility, 
purpose and meaning through work. As a 
result, workers often prefer to stay within a 
cooperative even when they are offered a 
higher wage elsewhere.22 Though embedded 
in the capitalist system, the model offers a 
form of resistance by promoting alternative, 
non-hierarchical work relations that foster local 
ownership and community wealth building. 
Worker cooperatives have proven resilient in 
the face of financial crises, providing steady 
employment and even creating new jobs.23 
Cooperatives lead to the democratization of 
work as well as having positive social impacts 
for the communities around them.

POLICIES AND  
PRACTICES TO 
BUILD ON
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Nurse-led 
‘Buurtzorg’
Nurse-led organization 
- Buurtzorg in the 
Netherlands

Buurtzorg is a nurse-led model of care 
provision in the Netherlands. It is centred 
on non-hierarchical, self-management 

of staff and interdisciplinary, locally 
embedded care. By giving nurses 
autonomy and ownership over their 
working time and trusting in their 
expertise, Buurtzorg serves as a 
successful example of workplace 
democracy, which has led to more 
comprehensive care for patients but also 
better working conditions for nurses.24



Transition
Worker-led transition 
– the GKN factory 
occupation in Italy

The GKN factory in Florence has been 
occupied since July 2021, after the 
British investment firm Melrose Industries 
decided to abruptly close the luxury 
vehicles manufacturing site and dismiss 
the 422 employees. The former GKN 
workers initiated a struggle that has 
become the longest factory occupation 
in Italian history, under an assembly 
called the ‘Collettivo di Fabbrica’. They 

have been fighting to reclaim control 
of their workplace and to transition 
towards worker-led and environmentally 
sustainable production of cargo bikes. 
Alongside ongoing legal battles for 
compensation from their former employer 
and to gain ownership of the factory, the 
workers have formed a mass solidarity 
movement and international alliances. 
Collettivo di Fabbrica members propose 
an alternative plan of ‘re-industrialization 
from below’ and a convergence of labour 
and environmental movements to fight 
the negative impacts of globalization, 
financial speculation and the 
prioritization of profit over people.25

10
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Working time reduction
This transformative policy aims to shorten the 
standard working time, either on a daily, weekly 
or yearly basis. Working time reduction (WTR) 
challenges the preconception that longer 
hours lead to greater value, instead focusing on 
human wellbeing, equality and environmental 
sustainability.26 From a post-growth 
perspective, there are two justifications for WTR. 
It could be a way to transition to a post-growth 
economy, as reduced working time can result 
in a shift in the composition of households’ 
consumption and have a scale effect on 
production, reducing overall material and energy 
use. It can also be a consequence of a post-
growth transition, which would lead to less work 
and require the redistribution of employment 
and working time.27 WTR is also supported by 
research showing that working longer hours 
does not lead to greater productivity, but is 
instead responsible for increased health risks 
such as chronic fatigue, reduced job motivation 
and higher chance of work accidents.28 By 
reducing the time people are required to 
spend in paid employment, the policy also 
creates space for care, rest, education and 
community activities. Furthermore, reducing 
the full-time norm might allow more women to 
take up employment and more men to take up 
care work, thus promoting gender equality. To 
fulfil its potential, WTR must be implemented 
across all sectors and complemented by other 
supporting measures. These include universal 
public services which fulfil basic needs, such as 
healthcare, child and elder care, and education, 
but also fair wages for all and social security, 
so that low-income earners are not further 
disadvantaged and forced to take on multiple 
jobs. 

Steward ownership: 
Putting purpose before profit 
Steward ownership offers an alternative to 

the dominant shareholder ownership model 
by restricting company control to individuals 
who are directly involved in the organization. It 
ensures that value created is reinvested into 
the company, but also into a pre-established 
broader vision. This allows the company to 
support social and environmental causes, 
but also to prioritize its long-term purpose 
over short-term gain, ensuring profits are not 
extracted by external shareholders. Examples 
include the outdoor company Patagonia, tech 
companies such as Signal, Ecosia and Mozilla, 
and the cooperative supermarket Odin. Various 
steward ownership structures exist, such as the 
double foundation model, employee ownership 
trusts and perpetual purpose trusts.31 These are 
all designed to protect the company’s mission 
so it can focus on its long-term vision rather 
than returns for investors; such models might 
serve as examples of good practice in the shift 
towards more purpose-oriented businesses.

Fighting violations of workers’ rights and 
environmental injustice in global supply chains 
Multinational companies are not only 
responsible for labour exploitation and 
environmental destruction in their own 
workplaces but also further down their 
global supply chains. In Europe, national and 
supranational institutions are responsible 
for making sure that markets, consumption 
patterns and corporate behaviour are not 
violating rights elsewhere. As part of that, 
companies should be held accountable for their 
purchasing practices; this includes paying a fair 
price that allows workers down the chain to earn 
a living wage, redistributing value and power in 
the chain, and taking collective responsibility 
for exploitation.32 Unfair Trading Practices, 
Human Rights and Corporate Sustainability Due 
Diligence are examples of EU policies which aim 
to address rights violations, including workers’ 
rights and environmental rights.
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A different approach to work is possible and feasible. While 
billionaire wealth is multiplying, essential workers and 
carers are still being underpaid. Our economies continue to 
be organized around unbridled economic growth, despite it 
being incompatible with climate justice. This growth-centred 
logic is inherent in the current organization of work and the 
way we think about income security. 

A post-growth approach to work allows us to step out 
of a growthist logic in designing the future of work, and 
pursue policy changes that can genuinely usher in a just 
transition towards an economy that prioritizes social 
wellbeing and environmental justice. In Europe, public job 
guarantee programmes, the democratization of work and 
reduction of working hours could contribute to transforming 
workers’ livelihoods and repurposing paid work for social 
and environmental wellbeing, while allowing more time to 
be spent on unpaid care work. For a post-growth transition 
in the Global North to be just, it must also end labour 
exploitation and resource appropriation in Global South 
countries. These policies can serve as inspiration and, when 
initiated together with other eco-social policies, be the 
catalyst of a transformation to a new economy that moves 
beyond growth. 

CONCLUSION
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