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Abstract 
 
This is an analysis of how we can modify our economic system in order to reduce CO2 emissions. 
Three leverage points are chosen – consumption, economic activity and jobs - and various theories 
around how we can bring about changes are examined. A discussion of the psychological effects of 
changed work patterns follows, with a focus on so-called workaholics. 

 
Introduction – The economic system 
 
There is a consensus among researchers today that we must decrease CO2 in the atmosphere in order to 
stop global warming to prevent rising sea levels, droughts, fiercer storms and other horrendous effects.  
 

 
Senge (1990) describes how our economic system contributes to increasing CO2 emissions (se fig 1 for 
a simplified model). In the model there are two reinforcing loops, i.e. cycles that generate positive 
feedback: 

 
R1: An increase in consumption increases the need to hire people to produce goods and 
services, so consequently increases the total number of jobs. More people working means 
higher economic activity, which makes increased consumption possible.  
 
R2: An increase in capital investment leads to more economic activity, which generates more 
money for further capital investment. 1  

Thus, both these loops increase economic activity, which in its turn leads to increased CO2-levels.  
The suggestions of scientists on how to combat CO2 emissions, mostly deal with complex climate 
models, technological innovations and the use of alternative energies other than fossil sources. These 

                                                
1 Globally, over the last year, this loop has not worked in this direction but rather the reverse, due to the 
consequences of the so-called global financial crisis. The intention of our economic system, is however a 
uninterrupted increase here.  
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Figure 1. Our economic system and CO2 emissions 
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solutions aim to maintain the basic underlying economic system, and the reinforcing loops R1 and R2, 
but strive to change the way we do things in order to decrease CO2 emissions.   
 
Instead of doing this, we might change the underlying economic system. This is obviously a much 
greater transformation, but might be a future necessity if global warming gets out of hand and we 
drastically must cut our CO2 emissions.  Here, I will focus on the reinforcing cycle R1, with its three 
possible leverage points, where we can impact the cycle for change; a) consumption, b) economic 
activity and c) jobs. I will then follow with a discussion on how a deliberate change in c) and a shift 
away from paid work can affect our society.  
 
Leverage point a. Consumption 
 
Many writers, activists and social movements worldwide are critical of the levels of global 
consumption, and work towards a world where we consume less. This is one possible leverage, which 
targets consumers and their role in the economic system (see fig 2). The solutions and messages range 
from changing consumer behaviour and banning advertisements, to compulsory recycling of products 
(Klein (2000), Lasn (2000), Bakan (2004)).  
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Figure 2. Consumption 

 
Leverage point b. Economic activity 
 
Daly (2007) proposes another more controversial solution and attacks our ways of exhausting our 
resources. He says; “What is it that is causing us to systematically emit evermore CO2 into the 
atmosphere? I think it is the same thing that causes us to emit more and more of all kinds of waste into 
the biosphere. Namely, our irrational commitment to exponential growth forever on a finite planet 
subject to the laws of thermodynamics.”  
 
Daly (2008) condemns our obsession with growth and explains that since the earth is a system with a 
fixed limit (the limit of the globe) we cannot grow indefinitely within it. Earth is approximately in a 
steady state, i.e. the surface or the volume is not growing, and the in- and outflow of energy is equal. 
One of the subsystems on Earth – the economy – has grown immensely recently, and the closer this 
subsystem comes to the whole system of the Earth, the more it will have to conform to the behaviour of 
our planet. Daly means that this adaption is crucial for our survival, and calls this a steady-state 
economy – an economic system where we cannot permit quantitative growth – only qualitative 
development.  
 
Hence, in order to free up resources and ecological space for the developing countries, Daly (2008) says 
that we in the developed world must decrease our economic activity (See fig.3). Our Western societies 
have reached a level where the levels of production-consumption-work are too high and we must thus 
reverse the cycle, in order to help the developing countries grow.  
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Figure 3. Economic activity 

Daly’s proposition would mean to reverse the loop R1 with various measures, such as ecological tax 
reforms, stabilizing our populations and re-regulating international commerce, in order to slow down 
economic activity and growth. An unavoidable consequence of this will be a changing pattern of how 
we in the Western world work. Daly says that we must “allow greater option for leisure or personal 
work. Full-time external employment for all is hard to provide without growth.” 
 
Leverage point c. Jobs 
 
Hence, Daly (2008) predicts that if we were to apply his theories of a steady-state economy, we would 
have to work less. We can also turn this around and choose to change the system by working less, 
which brings us to the third point of impact; jobs. Pocock (2002) suggests a number of policy reforms 
to encourage people work less: 
 

• Legislative caps and limits as adopted in some European countries 
• Enterprise bargaining to contain hours and overtime 
• Future pay rises traded for reductions in working hours 
• Leave banks built up by means of employee and employer contributions. 
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Figure 4. Jobs 

 
According to many studies (Pocock, 2002) a better work/life balance, where we work less than today, 
has many social advantages, and leads to increased well-being. The notion of less work and more 
leisure sounds great to most of us, but the concept has turned out to be quite hard to fit into our 
economic systems. In fact, the initiatives that Pocock mentions to make people work less have not been 
very successful (Birch and Paul, 2003).  
 
Similarly, the French philosopher André Gorz argued in 1989 that our technological advances and the 
microchip revolution would lead to big savings in labour in the industrial, administrative and service 
sectors  (Gorz, 1989). He predicted that we would no longer need to work on a full-time basis. 
However, since Gorz wrote this, we have not seen a decrease in working time in the developed world. 
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On the contrary, we generally work longer hours, with more pressure while at work, and with less job 
security (Birch and Paul, 2003).  
 
Thus, from an external systemic perspective, Gorz (1989) suggested that we could work less, and Daly 
(2008) suggests that we must work less. But what about our interior psychological and sociological 
systems? How do we react when we can no longer work? Gorz predicted that “the work ethic ceases to 
be viable in such a situation and work based society is thrown into crisis”.  
 
Giddens (2006, p.777) states that ”In modern societies, having a job is important for maintaining self-
esteem.”  He mentions the importance of work for psychological reasons and gives six reasons that we 
work: 

a) Money 
b) Activity Level – the work place is a structured environment to acquire and exercise skills 
c) Variety – do different things from home chores 
d) Temporal structure – we get a sense of direction in daily activities 
e) Social contacts 
f) Personal identity and self-esteem  

How would each of these psychological needs be affected if we were forced to work less? The fact that 
paid work in our society today has taken on the role of fulfilling all these things for most of us might be 
a problem (Giddens 2006). The first point, money, will obviously be hard for many of us, since we have 
become used to a high quality of life. However, compared to most people in the developing world, the 
majority of us lives in an relatively affluent way with room for adaption – even if this will be tough for 
many. In regards to b, c, d and e, there are many social institutions today that could fulfil the needs for 
meaningful activities, variety and social contacts - for instance our educational institutions, sports clubs, 
community groups and the Internet. However, Giddens’ points d and especially f - personal identity and 
self-esteem - might be very difficult to come to terms with if we were forced to work less. In particular 
for so-called workaholics.  
 
Workaholism 
 
Many people in our society – especially among our leaders and those in white-collar jobs - are stuck in 
complex reward systems of career opportunities, status, higher salary, benefits etc, and for whom less 
work would imply severe problems and lack of meaning. They have built their identity and existence on 
these parameters of “success”, which would have to be redefined if we were to decrease work hours. 
Birch and Paul (2003, p.22) say that “work has become so central in people’s lives that they have 
difficulty in knowing what to do with themselves without it. This applies not only to retirees and those 
made redundant, but also to those with chosen or imposed workaholism. It is a factor in reducing the 
ability to find meaning in anything else” 
 
For most people, forced unemployment would lead to psychological effects due to financial hardship, 
but for this relatively large group of workaholics in our Western societies, the psychological effects 
from a lack of meaning would most likely be harder. Members of this group already struggle with what 
can be called inner demons (doubt, lack of self-esteem, failure, unworthiness and indecisiveness), 
which they mask with hard work. These workers have built their whole identity on their job, and this 
strong identification often replaces the real person with his or her deeper beliefs, meaning and purpose. 
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Figure 5. Workaholism 

 
The phenomenon of workaholism can be illustrated as shown in Fig 5. In this system, we see an 
example of a generic structure or archetype of a so-called shifting the burden type (Senge, 1990). Here, 
the problem symptom, inner demons, is dealt with by working hard. However, this is only a 
symptomatic solution, i.e. a solution that attacks not the roots of the problem but the symptoms of it. 
The real, fundamental solution to the problem is instead to be found via deeper search for purpose and 
meaning. Hard work is, in other words, in this case used to distract this group of career-minded people 
from their real purpose in life. They work hard for money, status, career advancement, fear of ending up 
behind their co-workers in promotions etc, but also out of fear of deeper thoughts that would surface if 
they did not work hard. 
 
After a long period of hard work, the workaholic may start to suffer side effects (see Fig 5). These may 
be health problems, neglect of their families and increased consumption, where goods and services 
replace meaning - so-called consumerism (Birch and Paul, 2003). These side effects reduce the chances 
of finding meaning and purpose, which make the workaholic’s inner demons stronger, and make him or 
her work even harder. When the side effects are brought into the model, we see a positive feedback loop 
(R), which reinforces this behaviour over time.   
 
So how can we solve this vicious loop and allow these workers to find real meaning and purpose? 
Charles Handy (1994) suggests that we should change our perspective and definition of work. He 
mentions four types of work: 
 

1. Paid work that we do to make a living 
2. Volunteer work that we do for charities, sports clubs, in politics etc 
3. Home work, which is related to the maintenance of our homes and family 
4. Study work, which is an acquisition and development of knowledge – a crucial 

investment today. 

Handy (1994) suggests that we try to find a balance between these types of work and to not concentrate 
only on paid work.  In doing this we will see that there is more to life than hard paid work, and find 
meaning and purpose through other types of work. This solution would target the real underlying 
problem, and loop B2 in Fig 5 would start to reduce the workaholic’s inner demons. 
 
Handy’s (1994) fourth type of work – study work – is essential for personal development. To be 
effective, this developmental work must include knowledge of not only the external world, but also the 
internal world, for instance structured reflections about our purpose, beliefs and worldviews. Only this 
will effectively deal with the problems of “inner demons” in Fig 5. This shift away from paid work 
would also be another way to create systemic change through a change directed towards the “jobs” 
dimension in Fig.4.  
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This will require change of legislation, as mentioned by Pocock (2002), but also a change in our reward 
systems, where a healthy work/life balance is encouraged, and the current motivators (money, career, 
status) are replaced or complemented with others. Furthermore, a shift in how we think about work and 
idleness must occur, where we need to accept reflection and seemingly non-productive work in our 
society. We must also learn to acknowledge that hard work is not necessarily the solution to our 
problems, and that achievements that are not tangible can be important for our development.  

 
Conclusion 
 
All three parts in the cycle of jobs – economic activity – consumption can be changed, and a decrease in 
any of them will automatically lead to a reduction of the other two.  If we are forced to make drastic 
CO2-reductions in the future, we might have to apply change to all these parts of the system.  
 
A sub-system within the economic system of our Western world is the malicious cycle that 
workaholism can create. A possible way to tackle this would be a change in our view on work, and 
recognizing that other activities than paid work can be equally productive and important for our world.  
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