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Till van Treeck

O utline  of the arg ume nt

• The  rich world  has long  re ache d  the  social limits to  g rowth (which we re  se e n 
b y ke y fig ure s in p ost-Ke yne sian e conomics). 

• Re d ucing  working  hours has a g re ate r p o te ntial to  incre ase  p e op le 's life  
satisfaction than more  e conomic g rowth. 

• O ne  of the  ob stacle s to  a re d uction in working  hours is the  “rat race ” for 
re lative  income . The  rat race  is e xace rb ate d  b y hig h wag e  ine q uality, we ak 
co lle ctive  b arg aining  cove rag e  and  low q uality of p ub lic se rvice s. 

• De sp ite  the  rat race , p ub lic sup p ort for me asure s to  re d uce  working  hours, 
such as the  4-d ay we e k or a social se rvice  p e riod , is hig h in Ge rmany.
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Ag e nd a

• The  social limits to  g rowth: a ce ntral the me in p ost-Ke yne sian e conomic
analysis?!

• The  e conomic case for re d ucing work hours

• Some surve y re sults for Ge rmany

• Some p olicy imp lications of the social limits to  g rowth
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Ag e nd a

• The  so cia l lim its to  g ro w th : a  ce n tra l the m e in  p o st-Ke yne sian e co no m ic
ana lysis?!

• The  e conomic case for re d ucing work hours

• Some surve y re sults for Ge rmany

• Some p olicy imp lications of the social limits to  g rowth
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Post-Ke yne sians on the social limits to  g rowth

• John M. Ke yne s: 3-d ay-workwe e k b y 2030
• Joan Rob inson: (Ze ro-sum) comp e tition in consump tion
• Roy Harrod : Economic satie ty
• (Michal Kale cki: Limits to  use ful inve stme nt)
• (Nicholas Kald or: p rog re ssive  consump tion tax)
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Post-Ke yne sians on the social limits to  g rowth

• John M. Ke yne s: 3-d ay-workwe e k b y 2030
• “the  e conomic p rob le m may b e  so lve d , o r b e  at le ast within sig ht o f so lution, within a 

hund re d  ye ars.”
• “a p o int may soon b e  re ache d …, whe n the se  (ab so lute ) ne e d s are  satisfie d  in the  

se nse  that we  p re fe r to  d e vote  our furthe r e ne rg ie s to  non-e conomic p urp ose s.”
• “Ne e d s of the  se cond  class, those  which satisfy the  d e sire  fo r sup e riority, may ind e e d  

b e  insatiab le ; fo r the  hig he r the  g e ne ral le ve l, the  hig he r still are  the y. (Ke yne s, 1930)
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Skid e lsky R. & Skid e lsky E. (2012): How much is e noug h? The  
love of mone y, and the case for the g ood life , Alle n Lane .

Ke yne s‘s fore cast of e conomic g rowth was q uite accurate …
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Skid e lsky R. & Skid e lsky E. (2012): How much is e noug h? The  
love of mone y, and the case for the g ood life , Alle n Lane .

…b ut working hours d e cre ase d far le ss than Ke yne s p re d icte d .
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Post-Ke yne sians on the social limits to  g rowth

• Joan Rob inson: (Ze ro-sum) comp e tition in consump tion
• “The re  is a kind  of comp e tition in consump tion, ind uce d  b y the  d e sire  to  imp re ss the  

Jone se s, which make s e ach family strive  to  ke e p  up  at le ast an ap p e arance  of b e ing  
as we ll o ff as those  that the y mix with, so  that outlay b y one  ind uce s outlay b y o the rs.” 
(Rob inson, 1956)
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Post-Ke yne sians on the social limits to  g rowth

• Roy Harrod : “The  Possib ility of Economic Satie ty”
• De mocratic we alth: “can b e  raise d  only b y more  mate rial thing s, cap ab le  of mass 

p rod uction, b e ing  mad e  availab le ”
• O lig archic we alth: p urchase s b y the  rich of p e rsonal se rvice s and  se rvice -inte nse  

consump tion g ood s. It is “imp ossib le  for one  man”, howe ve r hig h the  ave rag e  income  
p e r cap ita, “to  e ng ag e  in any one  ye ar the  se rvice s of more  than one  man-ye ar o f the  
lab our of o the rs”, which p uts a “se ve re  limitation up on the  rang e  of p ossib le  
satisfactions achie vab le ” throug h a g e ne ral incre ase  of income  (Harrod , 1958).

• Harrod  (1958): ke y re fe re nce  for Hirsch (1976): “The  Social Limits to  Growth”
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Post-Ke yne sians on the social limits to  g rowth

• Mod e rn p ost-Ke yne sians have  analyze d  cond itions und e r which a 
“ze ro  g rowth” e conomy

• can b e  consiste nt with p ositive  p rofits and  financial and  social stab ility (He in 
and  J ime ne z, 2022, Cord onnie r and  Mazie r, 2024) 

• and  how it can b e  comb ine d  with a “convivial e conomy” to  p rod uce  
e colog ical sustainab ility and  social we ll-b e ing  (Ke mp -Be ne d ict, 2024).
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Ag e nd a

• The  social limits to  g rowth: a ce ntral the me in p ost-Ke yne sian e conomic
analysis?!

• The  e co no m ic case fo r re d ucing w o rk ho urs

• Some surve y re sults for Ge rmany

• Some p olicy imp lications of the social limits to  g rowth
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Ke yne s and  the income e ffe ct

• Ne oclassical utility maximization ove r consump tion, C, and  le isure , hf:       
U = U(C, hf).

• If the  hourly wag e  incre ase s
• the  op p ortunity cost o f le isure  incre ase s (sub stitution e ffe ct)  long e r 

working  hours
• a g ive n income  targ e t can b e  achie ve d  with le ss work (income  e ffe ct)  

shorte r working  hours
• Ke yne s' famous the sis was that the  income  e ffe ct d ominate s and  

p rod uctivity g rowth will le ad  us to  the  "ag e  of le isure  and  of ab und ance “ 
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Why d id Ke yne s ove re stimate the income e ffe ct?

• In U = U(C, hf), the re  is a fund ame ntal asymme try b e twe e n 
(p ositional) consump tion and  (non-p ositional) le isure .

• In tod ay’s cap italist socie ty, a re lative ly hig h le ve l of consump tion 
sig nals a hig h social status. The  same  is no t true  of a re lative ly hig h 
le ve l of le isure . Without co lle ctive  action, this may re sult in 
p ositional arms race s for re lative  consump tion, whe re  ind ivid uals 
are  force d  to  sacrifice  le isure  time .

• Se e  Frank (1985)

14



Till van Treeck

The  Easte rlin Parad ox

• More  income  comp are d  to  o the rs 
make s you hap p ie r. 

• But: more  income  for e ve ryone  d oe s 
not make  you hap p ie r. 

• Inte rp re tation: Positional e xte rnalitie s 
d ominate  in rich socie tie s.
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Be cke r/van Tre e ck (2024)

Life  satisfaction and  re lative  income , 
Ge rmany, 2016

Ave rag e  life  sa t isfact io n  and  ave rag e  
re a l p .c. inco m e , Ge rm any, 1 9 9 9 -
2 0 2 2

https://wipocc.de/macht-ein-hoeheres-bip-gluecklicher-das-easterlin-paradox/


Till van Treeck16

Bick, Fuchs-Schünd e ln, Lag akos (2018)

What hap p e ne d to  the income e ffe ct in rich countrie s?

• Ave rag e  hours worke d
p e r p e rson

• are d e cre asing in GDP 
p e r cap ita for low and  
mid d le income countrie s 
(income e ffe ct)

• flat fo r rich countrie s
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Bick, Fuchs-Schünd e ln, Lag akos (2018)

What hap p e ne d to  the income e ffe ct in rich countrie s?

• Hours-wag e  slop e s
• ne g ative  for lowe r

income countrie s 
(income e ffe ct)

• flat in riche st countrie s: 
hig h-income house hold s
comp e ting for p ositional
g ood s?
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What hap p e ne d to  the income e ffe ct in rich countrie s?
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Be hring e r, Gonzale s-Grand a, van Tre e ck (2024)
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Varie tie s of the rat race

• Hours worke d p e r worke r re late d to
• Top -e nd  income ine q uality (+)
• Ce ntralization of wag e  b arg aining (–) 
• Social transfe rs in kind (–)

• Shorte r working hours in 
coord inate d marke t e conomie s
(CMEs) than in lib e ral marke t
e conomie s (LMEs).

Be hring e r, Gonzale s-Grand a, van Tre e ck (2024)
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Ag e nd a

• The  social limits to  g rowth: a ce ntral the me in p ost-Ke yne sian e conomic
analysis?!

• The  e conomic case for re d ucing work hours

• So m e surve y re su lts fo r Ge rm any

• Some p olicy imp lications of the social limits to  g rowth
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Ge rmans p e rce ive income as more p ositional than le isure
around me d ian income /working time
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Inco m e  is “m o re  
p o sit io na l” than  le isu re .

Be hring e r, End re s, van Tre e ck (2024)

Which w o rld  w o uld yo u p re fe r to  live  in?

World  A: Your monthly income is 3,000 
euros; o the rs rece ive 2,000 Euros.

World  B: Your monthly income is 4,000 
euros; o the rs rece ive 6,000 Euros.

World  A: Your weekly working time  is 38 hours; 
o the rs work 41 hours.

World  A: Your weekly working time  is 35 hours; 
o the rs work 32 hours.
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Ge rmans, e sp e cially me n (and  wome n without child re n), work
long e r hours in occup ations with more une q ual hourly wag e  
d istrib ution

We strich (2024)
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Wag e  d isp e rsion has a we ake r e ffe ct on work hours for
worke rs cove re d b y a co lle ctive b arg aining ag re e me nt

We strich (2024)
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“Ne ve rmind  the  rat race ”: Many Ge rmans across all 
wag e  g roup s would  like  to  re d uce  work hours
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Fig ure  shows the  p rop ortion of ove r- and  und e re mp loye d  (|d e sire d  - actual working  hours| >  4 
hours) p e rsons in wag e  q uintile s, b ase d  on the  q ue stion: "If you could  choose  your working  
hours yourse lf, taking  into  account that your e arning s would  chang e  in line  with your working  
hours: How many hours a we e k would  you the n p re fe r to  work?“

Be ckmannshag e n/Schröd e r (2022)

https://www.diw.de/de/diw_01.c.844931.de/publikationen/externe_referierte_aufsaetze/2022_0000/earnings_inequality_and_working_hours_mismatch.html
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“Ne ve rmind  the  rat race ”: 
Strong  ap p roval of 4-d ay-workwe e k
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Be hring e r/van Tre e ck/We strich (2024)

Ge rmany-
wid e  WTR

comp any-
wid e  WTR

ind ivid ual 
WTR

“Imag ine  if the  working  hours 
… we re  g rad ually re d uce d  b y 
20 p e rce nt. Salarie s would  
no t fall as a re sult, b ut would  
te mp orarily rise  more  slowly.

To  what e xte nt d o  you ag re e  
with a re d uction in working  
hours und e r the se  
cond itions?”



Till van Treeck

Bullshit job s in Ge rmany

26

Be hring e r/van Tre e ck/We strich (2024)

"All in all, job s like  mine  d o  more  harm 
to  socie ty than g ood ."

"It would n't make  much d iffe rence  to  
socie ty if job s like  mine  d id n't exist."



Till van Treeck

Ag e nd a

• The  social limits to  g rowth: a ce ntral the me in p ost-Ke yne sian e conomic
analysis?!

• The  e conomic case for re d ucing work hours

• Some surve y re sults for Ge rmany

• So m e p o licy im p lica tio ns o f the so cia l lim its to  g ro w th
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What p olicie s whe n the social limits to  g rowth have  
b e e n re ache d ? Examp le : transp oration

• Christian Lind ne r (Ge rmany’s Ministe r o f Finance ): "It is no t Volke r Wissing  
(Ge rmany’s Ministe r o f Transp ort) who  is no t achie ving  the  climate  targ e ts 
in transp ort, it is the  citize ns who are  no t achie ving  the  climate  targ e ts 
b e cause  p e op le  want to  b e  mob ile ." 

• Carb on p ricing  and  ind ustrial p o licie s to  p romote  e le ctric cars ce rtainly no t 
the  only so lution.

• So lutions from the  social limits o f g rowth p e rsp e ctive :
• Tax cars b y we ig ht
• Chang e  the  social e nvironme nt (e .g . narrowe r road s, wid e  cycle  lane s, 

b e tte r p ub lic transp ortation)
28



Till van Treeck

Ask b ig q ue stions ab out how to  chang e the social 
e nvironme nt. Examp le : transp ortation

• Which world  would  you p re fe r to  live  in in te n ye ars? 
• World  A: 50 million cars, 2 million e mp loye e s (3 b illion working  hours/ye ar) in the  automotive  

ind ustry and  p oor p ub lic transp ort
• World  B: 10 million cars, 2 b illion hours fre e  fo r more  imp ortant and  me aning ful work or more  

le isure  and  e xce lle nt p ub lic transp ort
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Conclusion

• GDP g rowth in itse lf should  no t b e  a p o licy ob je ctive .
• Policie s o f working -time  re d uction as a focus o f p rog re ssive  sup p ly-sid e  

e conomics with a vie w to  we ll-b e ing , g e nd e r e q uality, and  e co log ical 
sustainab ility. Facilitating  factors:
• Stre ng the n unive rsal p ub lic se rvice s (e d ucation, he alth, housing , 

transp ortation). 
• Stre ng the n co lle ctive  b arg aining  cove rag e .
• Re d uce  income  ine q uality.
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Thank you!
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Ap p roval of social se rvice  p e riod
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Comp ulsory, € 3,500 
g ross p ay/month

Comp ulsory, € 2,000 
g ross p ay/month

Voluntary, € 3,500 
g ross p ay/month

Voluntary, € 2,000 
g ross p ay/month

Be hring e r/van Tre e ck/We strich (2024)
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