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A B S T R A C T   

Labour productivity is a key concept for understanding the way modern economies use resources and features 
prominently in ecological economics. Ecological economists have questioned the desirability of labour produc-
tivity growth on both environmental and social grounds. In this paper we aim to contribute to ongoing debates by 
focusing on the link between labour productivity and worker wellbeing. First, we review the evidence for the 
happy-productive worker thesis, which suggests labour productivity could be improved by increasing worker 
wellbeing. Second, we review the evidence on ways that productivity growth may undermine worker wellbeing. 
We find there is experimental evidence demonstrating a causal effect of worker wellbeing on productivity, but 
that the relationship can also sometimes involve resource-intensive mediators. Taken together with the evidence 
of a negative impact on worker wellbeing from productivity growth, we conclude that a relentless pursuit of 
productivity growth is potentially counterproductive, not only in terms of worker wellbeing, but even in terms of 
long-term productivity.   

1. Introduction 

Labour productivity is a key concept in the work of many ecological 
economists (Dávila-Fernández and Sordi, 2020; Jackson and Victor, 
2011; Mair et al., 2020; Stratford, 2020). Typically, labour productivity 
describes the amount of market value (e.g. GDP or gross output) that can 
be generated from a given amount of labour (e.g. hours worked) in the 
economy. Labour productivity plays a key role in both understanding 
and driving the way in which our economies use and distribute re-
sources. Our concern in this paper is to explore the relationship between 
labour productivity growth and worker wellbeing. 

The dominant view outside ecological economics is that labour 
productivity growth is central to improving worker wellbeing. Amongst 
its proposed benefits are increased leisure time (Sharpe, 2004) and 
higher wages (Clark, 1908; Franklin, 2018; Kuegler et al., 2018). These 
claims can be ambiguous when the benefits are not equally distributed 
across society. For example, since the 1980s, productivity gains have not 
been accompanied by equal gains in leisure time for workers in the UK 
(Stirling, 2019). Likewise, in the US, recent increases in productivity 
have been accompanied by strong increases in corporate profits, but 
sluggish growth in real wages for workers, especially amongst low- 

income households (Willis and Wroblewski, 2007). Ecological econo-
mists have raised additional concerns. For instance, labour productivity 
growth has been questioned on the grounds that it may harm the well-
being of workers directly (by degrading work) and indirectly (by 
harming the environment) (Hardt et al., 2020; Jackson, 2017; Klitgaard, 
2017; Mair et al., 2020). 

For some ecological economists, labour productivity growth is a 
materially and energetically intensive process that drives environmental 
impact. One line of argument comes from the fact that economic sectors 
characterised by high labour productivity growth, also tend to exhibit 
high environmental impacts, and conversely low labour productivity 
growth sectors tend to have lower environmental impacts (Baumol, 
2012; Hardt et al., 2020; Jackson, 2017). It has also been argued that 
labour productivity growth has historically required increases in high 
quality fossil energy use (Cleveland et al., 1984; Debeir et al., 1991; 
Wrigley, 2016). There is still debate over the quality of renewable en-
ergies, raising questions as to their ability to deliver future labour pro-
ductivity growth (Brockway et al., 2019; Cleveland et al., 1984). Finally, 
labour productivity growth has been implicated in the overall growth of 
production, which is linked to energy and material use (Jackson and 
Victor, 2018; Mair et al., 2020; Stratford, 2020). Each of these 
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arguments implies that having labour productivity growth as a goal 
either requires or causes an increase in environmental impacts. 

Ecological economists have also engaged with labour productivity- 
wellbeing dynamics in the context of work in a post-growth society. 
Reductions in labour productivity have been proposed as a way to 
reduce the output of society and simultaneously improve the wellbeing 
of workers. The argument is that reducing labour productivity growth 
enables workers to take more time, to focus on the process of work and 
find joy in producing an object for its use rather than its market value 
(Mair et al., 2020; Norgård, 2013). On the other hand, discussions of 
reduced working hours in a post-growth context have suggested that we 
might use productivity gains to deliver greater wellbeing through 
increased leisure time (Schor, 2015; Victor, 2008). Key to these debates 
is the economic role of labour productivity growth: how does labour 
productivity growth shape our wellbeing at and through our work? 

In this paper we aim to inform discussions of labour productivity in 
ecological economics by reviewing the literature on two key aspects of 
the labour productivity-worker wellbeing relationship. The themes and 
ideas presented in the paper are born out of a multi-stage review and 
mapping process conducted as part of the ‘Powering Productivity’ 
project (Boehnert et al., 2019). This process involved sending online 
questionnaires to researchers and practitioners working in the areas of 
labour productivity and worker wellbeing asking for key themes, ref-
erences and research groups. In addition, we conducted a participatory 
mapping workshop with experts from fields such as organisational 
psychology, economics and management in the UK. Here, participants 
used systems mapping approaches to create both individual and 
collaborative visual maps demonstrating the current understandings and 
knowledge gaps in the relationship between productivity and worker 
wellbeing. Systems mapping approaches make use of visual strategies to 
graphically display the relationships between different ideas, actors and 
spaces such that the dynamic nature of the relationships can be revealed. 
Both of these stages guided the literature search process. 

The paper presents and discusses key themes that emerged from that 
process of review and participative mapping. Our starting point (Section 
2) is to outline evidence for the so-called ‘happy-productive worker’ 
thesis. This thesis posits that worker wellbeing is a key determinant of 
labour productivity. If correct, it suggests a potentially low energy, low 
material way of raising labour productivity by increasing worker well-
being, representing a potential win-win from an ecological economics 
perspective. Next (Section 3), we outline the potential negative re-
lationships between productivity and worker wellbeing. Here we syn-
thesise a broad range of literatures and identify four key ways in which 
the pursuit of labour productivity growth may negatively affect worker 
wellbeing. We consider how changes in working patterns can heighten 
job demands and insecurity, how greater utilisation of information and 
communication technology can create tension between work and home 
life and promote poor health behaviours, and finally how a focus on 
market aspects of production can drive worker alienation. We conclude 
in Section 4 by considering what these two areas of review may mean for 
debates on labour productivity in ecological economics. 

2. The happy-productive worker thesis: can wellbeing drive 
productivity growth? 

The ‘happy-productive worker’ thesis (Christensen, 2017; DiMaria 
et al., 2019) states that employee wellbeing is a positive determinant of 
greater levels of employee and firm-level labour productivity. Indeed, 
improving levels of employee wellbeing has been suggested by some as a 
means of solving the current period of slow productivity puzzle (Austin, 
2019; Bevan, 2018). The happy-productive worker thesis is largely 
drawn from the literature in organisational psychology. Wellbeing is a 
multifaceted construct and includes many subcomponents covering 
physical health to life satisfaction. Here we review several key facets of 
wellbeing that this literature has linked to productivity (sections 2.1–4), 
and then evaluate the evidence for these links (section 2.5–6). 

2.1. Physical health and productivity 

A vast range of physical health conditions have been linked to 
reduced productivity, with the degree of the impairment tending to in-
crease with the severity of the health condition (Hafner, van Stolk, 
Saunders, Krapels, & Baruch, 2015). These include severe asthma (Chen 
et al., 2008), cardiovascular disease (Gordois et al., 2016), and Type 1 
and Type 2 diabetes (Hex et al., 2012). 

Physical health conditions can impair productivity through both 
absenteeism and presenteeism. Absenteeism is when poor wellbeing 
causes people to take time away from work. Presenteeism is when 
people are present at work but operating at less than their full capacity. 
For example, cancer patients lose productivity through absenteeism due 
to treatment or sickness (Bradley et al., 2006). When cancer patients and 
survivors return to work they report poorer levels of on-the-job pro-
ductivity, partly because of higher levels of fatigue and hot flashes 
(Lavigne et al., 2008). 

It is not only the people with chronic health conditions who can 
experience productivity losses, but also the people who care for them. 
The physical health of caregivers is often compromised by their care 
duties. This leads to physical health problems such as fatigue, sleep 
disruption, and reductions in physical activity (Beesley et al., 2011; 
Stenberg et al., 2009). These negative effects on their physical health 
have the potential to impact upon the productivity of carers. Caregivers 
report being less able to concentrate on the job, having to spend time at 
work on the phone to family members or medical providers, and missing 
time from work in order to provide informal care (Giovannetti et al., 
2009; Swanberg, 2006). 

There are a number of behavioural traits that can put health at risk, 
and in this way reduce worker productivity. Known as ‘health risk be-
haviours’, these are actions that have the potential to raise the proba-
bility of adverse health outcomes (World Health Organisation, 2009). 
These include inadequate sleep, lack of exercise, poor diet and cigarette 
smoking. Individuals displaying these risk factors have been shown to be 
less productive (Baker et al., 2017; Katz et al., 2014). This highlights 
how the impacts of physical health on productivity precede the point of 
diagnosis of a disease or injury. 

2.2. Mental health and productivity 

Mental health problems cover conditions such as depression, anxiety, 
and obsessive-compulsive disorder (Kendrick and Pilling, 2012). Mental 
health has been shown to be one of the greatest causes of lost produc-
tivity. In the UK, Hafner et al. (2015) found that individuals identified as 
being at risk of developing mental health problems had 13% greater 
productivity losses than those individuals not at risk. This was the 
largest sized effect across all of the factors examined (including work-
place environments, job factors, and physical health) in their study of 
companies participating in Britain’s Healthiest Company competition. 

Research shows that productivity losses due to mental health prob-
lems are more strongly related to presenteeism than absenteeism 
(Goetzel et al., 2004; Stewart et al., 2003). This may be because fear of 
stigma and discrimination mean that workers choose to work even if 
unwell. The NHS Attitudes to Mental Health Survey found that 43% of 
employees would be reluctant to disclose mental health issues at work 
(NHS Information Centre, 2011). This fear of disclosure is well founded: 
a survey of 2006 adults in employment found that 22% of individuals 
who had disclosed a mental health problem to their employers had 
either been sacked or forced out of their jobs (Mind, 2014). 

Depression is probably the most widely studied mental health con-
dition in relation to productivity. It tends (along with anxiety) to be the 
most frequently reported chronic illness amongst employees (Munir 
et al., 2005). Findings demonstrate that employees with depression 
display greater rates of absenteeism (approximately ¼ day more per 
month) in comparison to workers with no psychiatric issues (Kessler 
et al., 2001). They are also said to lose around 20% of their self-reported 
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productivity when at work (Greenberg et al., 1993), reporting diffi-
culties in time management, keeping concentrated on work, communi-
cating effectively with colleagues, and achieving the required output 
(Burton et al., 2004). The effective treatment of depression coincides 
with productivity gains in terms of self-reported worker performance 
(Finkelstein et al., 1996) and reductions in lost workdays (Claxton et al., 
1999). 

2.3. Subjective wellbeing and productivity 

Higher levels of wellbeing, independent of any diagnosed health 
problems, have also been linked to greater individual productivity. 
Subjective wellbeing (SWB) refers to an individual’s own sense of how 
well their lives are going. It is frequently described using the following 
equation: SWB = satisfaction with life + high positive affect + low 
negative affect (Diener et al., 1985). Life satisfaction describes an in-
dividual’s belief that their life is of the standard that they deserve. As 
well as satisfaction with life overall, it is recognised that people also 
make judgements of specific life domains such as work (Diener et al., 
2009). 

High job satisfaction has been linked to higher individual and 
organisational productivity (Bakotić, 2016; Edmans, 2012; Hafner et al., 
2015), but findings are not always consistent (Daily and Near, 2000; 
Mohr and Puck, 2007). The inconsistent findings may occur because this 
relationship is moderated by certain factors. Schaumberg and Flynn 
(2017) found that job satisfaction was only linked with fewer absence 
days when an individual was low in guilt-proneness, agreeableness, and 
moral identity. The social and economic context could also be impor-
tant. For example, wage increases (one component of job satisfaction) 
have been shown to be more likely to motivate higher employee pro-
ductivity if the increase comes when firm profits are falling rather than 
when they are increasing (Hannan, 2005). Similarly, Lee and Rupp 
(2007) argue that reductions in the wages of airline pilots did not affect 
their productivity because pilot wages were already relatively high and 
so affected pilots concluded that their new wages were still “fair”. 

The mixture of high positive affect and low negative affect highlights 
the hedonic wellbeing component of subjective wellbeing. Hedonic 
wellbeing is commonly considered to be what we think of as happiness 
(Haybron, 2008). It is concerned with the experience of pleasant moods 
or emotions such as joy, delight, and elation whilst limiting unpleasant 
emotions such as sadness, misery, and distress (Ryan and Deci, 2001). 

The most well-known study into the effects of hedonic wellbeing on 
productivity comes from Oswald et al. (2015). In an experimental study 
with undergraduate students, they demonstrated that inducing pleasant 
emotions using a comedy video led participants to be 10% more pro-
ductive on a math test in comparison to when the comedy video had not 
been viewed. A natural experiment, again with students, then showed 
that when individuals had experienced a recent shock to their happiness 
(in the form of a family bereavement or illness) they were also 10% less 
productive on the math test in comparison to those who had not expe-
rienced such bad event. The finding that people who experience more 
positive emotions are more productive has been replicated (Miner and 
Glomb, 2010; Shockley et al., 2012), with the experience of positive 
emotions being linked to greater productivity across various task types 
including creativity (Baas et al., 2008; Davis, 2009) and analytical 
thinking (Graziotin et al., 2014). Indeed, further studies have also 
employed experimental methods to show that inducing positive feelings 
can enhance productivity. For example, Isen and Reeve (2005) docu-
mented that inducing positive affect by gifting participants candy led 
them to be faster (but still as accurate) when identifying letter strings 
that were in alphabetical order amongst a larger group of strings in 
comparison to a control group. However, this effect was only identified 
in one of their two studies. 

2.4. Work-related stress and productivity 

Stress describes the adverse reaction people have to perceived 
excessive pressures or demands placed on them (Butler, 1993). The 
experience of work-related stress has been linked to both higher levels of 
presenteeism (Jeon et al., 2014) and absenteeism (Jamal, 2007). The 
effects of stress on presenteeism have been shown to be larger than those 
on absenteeism (Elstad and Vabø, 2008). However, the size of the 
relationship between work-related stress and absenteeism may risk 
being underestimated because employees often seem reluctant to 
disclose when their absence days are due to stress. For example, findings 
have shown that 90% of individuals who reported taking a day off work 
due to stress gave an alternative reason for their absence (Mind, 2013). 

The experience of chronic stress is linked to a number of physical 
health risks and physical health-related behaviours, including high 
blood pressure, heavy alcohol use, low physical activity, and smoking 
(Belkic et al., 2004; Giga et al., 2003). Poorer physical health may 
therefore be one route through which work-related stress is able to have 
detrimental effects upon productivity. Stress can also have a direct effect 
on the body’s physiology systems. Using data from the Whitehall II 
longitudinal study of civil servants in London, Chandola et al. (2008) 
showed that work-related stress could directly influence CHD via 
repeated activation of the autonomic nervous system (characterised by 
lower heart rate variability) and dysregulation of the hypothal-
amic–pituitary–adrenal axis (this system controls the cortisol circadian 
rhythm). 

Chronic, continuous exposure to work-related stress can lead to 
burnout (Lee and Ashforth, 1996). Burnout is characterised by physical, 
mental and emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and impaired personal ef-
ficacy (Bakker et al., 2003). As burnout is characterised by reduced ef-
ficacy, it is commonly shown to be linked to lower productivity across 
measures such as absenteeism, presenteeism and intent to change jobs 
(Dewa et al., 2014). Halbesleben and Rathert (2008) even demonstrated 
that physician burnout had a detrimental effect on patient outcomes 
such as time taken to recover after discharge from hospital and patient 
satisfaction. 

2.5. Workplace wellness programmes and productivity 

Workplace wellness programmes are intended to modify employees’ 
health and wellbeing such that this can have a positive impact upon their 
health, wellbeing and productivity (Buseman-Williams, 2014). Their 
components can vary, ranging from fitness memberships and counsel-
ling services to mindfulness training and on-site yoga. Increases in 
productivity as a result of engaging in workplace wellness programmes 
helps to support the case that wellbeing is a direct determinant of pro-
ductivity levels. Indeed, many programmes have been shown to reap 
rewards in terms of enhanced organisational productivity (Atlantis 
et al., 2004; Burton et al., 2005; Halliwell, 2010), often gaining financial 
rewards that outweigh the cost of implementing the scheme (Henke 
et al., 2011; McDaid et al., 2008; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2008). 

2.6. Evidence for causality or indirect effects? 

We have seen that various components of wellbeing have been 
positively associated with higher levels of productivity. Some of the 
evidence here indicates a direct, causal effect of wellbeing on produc-
tivity. For example, Oswald et al.’s (2015) and Isen and Reeve’s (2005) 
work experimentally manipulates levels of positive affect and then tests 
the consequences for task productivity. Longitudinal studies, although 
less powerful at detecting causality than experiments, can also indicate 
more than a simple correlation. For example, Edmans (2012) docu-
mented that employee job satisfaction was linked to greater future stock 
returns for the organisation. If productivity was a driver of job satis-
faction (rather than vice versa) then the stock price should have already 
been high at the time when job satisfaction was measured. Successful 
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workplace wellness programmes could also indicate direct effects on 
productivity, providing that extraneous variables are controlled for. 

However, much of the work is also largely correlational. This means 
that as well as a direct effect of wellbeing on productivity, there may be 
factors that can promote both high levels of wellbeing and productivity, 
hence giving rise to the documented positive associations between these 
two variables. A number of potential explanatory variables can be 
identified. Here we provide some examples, but this is by no means an 
exhaustive list. Firstly, the greater adoption of information and 
communication technology (ICT) has been linked to heightened labour 
productivity across OECD countries (O’Mahony and Vecchi, 2005; 
Oulton and Srinivasan, 2005; Spiezia, 2012). At the same time, ICT can 
have positive effects on employee wellbeing by allowing for flexibility in 
working patterns and greater autonomy (Bordi et al., 2018; Lee et al., 
2017). 

Another possible explanatory variable is natural capital (those as-
pects of the environment that can provide goods and ecosystem services 
which benefit people (Guerry et al., 2015). High temperatures (Feder-
spiel et al., 2004), poor air quality (Graff Zivin and Neidell, 2012) and 
the absence of greenery (Bakker and van der Voordt, 2010) have all been 
linked to lower levels of labour productivity. Equally, high temperatures 
have been linked to heat exhaustion, heat stroke, and mortality (Hajat 
et al., 2010) whilst access to green space has been linked to a range of 
positive health outcomes including lower HDL cholesterol, reduced in-
cidences of type II diabetes, and reduced all-cause mortality (Twohig- 
Bennett and Jones, 2018). 

Managers may also have a role to play in promoting both the well-
being and productivity of the workers they supervise. High quality 
bosses promote higher levels of productivity because they can teach and 
enhance the motivation of their supervisees (Lazear et al., 2015) and 
facilitate feelings of trust (Brown et al., 2015). At the same time, em-
ployees’ job satisfaction tends to be higher when they have a competent 
supervisor (Artz et al., 2017). For example, Kuroda and Yamamoto 
(2018) found that supervisors’ level of competency and communication 
was positively related to employees’ mental health even after control-
ling for factors such as job strain and number of hours worked. 

3. Productivity growth may undermine wellbeing 

So far, we have focused on how levels of individual wellbeing may be 
able to promote or hinder labour productivity. Now we will consider the 
effects of higher levels of productivity and productivity growth on the 
wellbeing of workers. As discussed at the outset (Section 1), the received 
wisdom is that labour productivity growth increases worker wellbeing. 
However, there is also evidence to the contrary, namely to the effect that 
labour productivity growth may actively harm the wellbeing of workers. 
It is to this evidence that we now turn. 

3.1. Workplace factors, wellbeing, and productivity 

The pursuit of productivity growth can result in a number of work-
place factors that directly impact worker wellbeing. Here we point to 
two such factors. First heightened job demands, that result from 
downsizing in an attempt to cut costs (Corbett, 2015) and second, job 
insecurity, justified as flexible labour market policy intended to make it 
easier for firms to innovate (Bartelsman et al., 2016; Sverke et al., 2002). 

Heightened job demands result from fewer people being tasked with 
more and more work (Clements-Croome, 2006). When investigating the 
experiences of employees at HMRC following the 2004 governmental 
announcement that over 10,500 jobs would be cut in the department, 
Carter et al. (2011) found that 63% of staff reported feeling ‘very pres-
surised’ in their work after the job cuts, compared to just 1% before they 
were introduced. The perception of higher job demands has been asso-
ciated with greater anxiety, lower happiness and job dissatisfaction (Lu 
et al., 2006; Warr, 1990). It can also lead to work-to-family conflict 
(Voydanoff, 2005) as workers struggle to find enough time and energy to 

complete tasks at home. Further, high job demands are considered as a 
precursor to the exhaustion component of burnout (Schaufeli and Bak-
ker, 2004). 

The threat of job losses has resulted in job insecurity for a number of 
individuals. Governments use policies such as laws on anti-competitive 
behaviour and merger control legislation to increase competition within 
markets in the belief that this can raise productivity (Buccirossi et al., 
2013). But increased competition ultimately means that less productive 
organisations are forced to leave the market resulting in job losses for 
their employees (CMA, 2015). We are also seeing an increase in part- 
time and temporary work. Part-time employees made up over 30% of 
the UK workforce in 2001, despite accounting for only 15% of the 
workforce in 1971 (Clements-Croome, 2006). Job insecurity has been 
positively related to psychological distress (e.g. symptoms of depression 
and anxiety) and negatively related to life satisfaction (Silla et al., 2009). 
Longitudinal evidence also concludes that there is strong evidence for an 
effect of job insecurity on health and psychological wellbeing over time 
(De Witte et al., 2016). 

3.2. ICT and wellbeing 

We previously noted that the adoption of ICT is a strong driver of 
productivity growth and has the potential to positively impact employee 
wellbeing, for example by increasing the ease of communication and 
allowing for flexible working patterns. However, there are also a number 
of ways in which ICT is able to have detrimental effects on employee 
wellbeing. 

Through technology, employees become accessible to their supervi-
sors and colleagues outside of the office. This increased accessibility of 
workers is argued to increase work-related stress via several routes 
(Ayyagari, Grover, and Purvis, 2011). Firstly, it can heighten work-to- 
home conflict. Being able to work from home blurs the boundaries be-
tween work and home life, and can lead employees to believe that 
working from home is expected (Middleton and Cukier, 2006). Greater 
work-to-home conflict has been shown to predict poorer employee 
wellbeing (happiness and life/job satisfaction) six months later (Grant- 
Vallone and Donaldson, 2001). In addition, concerns around privacy are 
a factor that contributes to ‘technostress’ which has been shown to be 
related to poorer life satisfaction (Nimrod, 2018). 

Frequent interruptions from calls and emails can lead individuals to 
experience role ambiguity as they struggle to determine which tasks to 
prioritise (Wajcman and Rose, 2011). This, in turn, has been related to 
higher levels of job strain (feeling drained and burnt out from work) 
(Ayyagari et al., 2011). Technology is not infallible and when it fails to 
work, this becomes a factor that can increase work-related stress and 
anxiety (Stadin et al., 2019). The use of computers in the workplace may 
also lead to musculoskeletal symptoms such as aches, pains, and 
numbness (Eltayeb et al., 2007; Hagberg et al., 2002), with women 
appearing to be at a greater risk of developing musculoskeletal symp-
toms/disorders as a consequence of using ICT compared to men (Gerr 
et al., 2002). 

3.3. Alienation, wellbeing and the pursuit of productivity 

Alienation can be understood as a dissociative state within a worker 
provoked by conditions of work (Nair and Vohra, 2009). The term’s 
popularity owes much to Marx (1844/2009), who defined alienation as 
a dissociation between the worker and 1) the product they produce, 2) 
the process of production and, as consequence of the previous two, 3) 
society at large. Marx argues that all of these aspects of alienation are the 
result of the pressures of capitalist production which forces workers to 
produce goods that are divorced from their own needs, and in a process 
over which they have no control. 

Alienation is linked to productivity because both Marx and 
contemporary writers see alienation as tied to the need to produce for 
the market. For example, Chatterton and Pusey (2020) describe 
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increasing alienation that comes from the expansion of markets into new 
areas of life. This is notable as marketisation of low labour productivity 
growth sectors (like health) is a strategy intended to boost productivity 
(Collyer and White, 2011; Loboa et al., 2018). Indeed, since Adam 
Smith, productivity has principally been defined in market terms 
(Abbott, 2018; Foster, 2016). And as feminist economists have made 
clear, work outside the market is not considered productive by main-
stream economics or economic institutions (Waring, 1990). We see this 
today in the most common labour productivity measures, such as GDP 
per hour worked. When workplaces and governments strive to improve 
labour productivity, they are striving to produce more market value. 

Research suggests that alienation is negatively related to worker 
wellbeing. In an early study, Coburn (1979) reports that measures of 
alienation are weakly but robustly correlated with both psychological 
and physiological wellbeing measures. Using data from 685 workers, 
Van Den Bosch and Taris (2014) report that feelings of authenticity at 
work are related to wellbeing. Shantz et al. (2014) use a structural model 
to analyse data from 227 manufacturing employees in the UK. They find 
that alienation at work causes emotional exhaustion and reduces well-
being. In their meta-analysis, Chiaburu et al. (2014) find that alienation 
is predictor of employee drinking (albeit with a small effect size) and for 
health symptoms. Finally, Conway et al. (2018) study 1455 public sector 
employees in the UK and Ireland and find that alienation is positively 
correlated with emotional exhaustion and negatively correlated with job 
satisfaction. 

4. Conclusions 

Two prominent aspects of the labour productivity-worker wellbeing 

relation considered important by ecological economists are the way la-
bour productivity impacts on the environment, and the way it mediates 
our experiences of work. In this paper we have reviewed two aspects of 
the literature that speak to these issues. 

First, we reviewed the happy-productive worker thesis. Represented 
in the lower half of Fig. 1, by suggesting that worker wellbeing might 
impact worker productivity, the happy-productive worker thesis hints at 
the possibility of labour productivity growth that does not require 
further direct input of materials or energy. Our review does suggest that 
individuals displaying higher levels of wellbeing tend to report higher 
levels of labour productivity. This link appears to operate across areas 
such as physical and mental health, subjective wellbeing and stress. 
Some evidence implies a direct, causal link from wellbeing to produc-
tivity, meaning that targeting improvements in worker wellbeing should 
lead to rises in labour productivity. On top of this, the literature suggests 
that there may be factors (e.g. high-quality supervisors and natural 
capital) that can promote both higher levels of wellbeing and produc-
tivity. These factors mean that there may also be indirect links between 
worker wellbeing and productivity which could explain some of the 
positive correlations documented between the two variables. When the 
mediating factors are not resource intensive this presents no problems 
from an ecological economics perspective. Training supervisors to be 
more effective, for example, would not necessarily have negative im-
pacts in terms of sustainability. But when the mediating factors do turn 
out to be resource intensive, for example the production and powering of 
ICT would of course have environmental impacts, then we must be more 
cautious. Trying to improve wellbeing and productivity through these 
routes could lead to increases in environmental impact and ultimately be 
unsustainable. 

Fig. 1. Visualisation of the nature of the relationship between labour productivity and worker wellbeing discussed.  

A. Isham et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Ecological Economics 184 (2021) 106989

6

Next, we reviewed evidence on the potential negative relationship 
between labour productivity growth and worker wellbeing. This is 
represented in the top half of Fig. 1. We argued that high job demands 
and job insecurity have been shown to undermine employee wellbeing 
and that the use of ICT can have detrimental effects on wellbeing by 
creating a perceived need for constant availability, blurring the 
boundaries between work and home life, and promoting sedentary 
lifestyles. Further, by pushing market aspects of production, produc-
tivity growth may also increase alienation, which is negatively corre-
lated with wellbeing. This literature therefore suggests that there may be 
positive benefits to worker wellbeing from a slowing down in the pursuit 
of labour productivity growth. 

Together our findings present a paradox inherent in the labour 
productivity-worker wellbeing relationship. Increases in productivity 
growth may negatively contribute to worker wellbeing. Yet at the same 
time, reductions in worker wellbeing may reduce productivity growth. 
So, increases in productivity growth may reduce productivity growth. 
This paradox suggests that labour productivity growth may be both 
undesirable because it reduces worker wellbeing and unsustainable 
because ultimately it tends to undermine itself. 

These findings underline arguments made extensively in ecological 
economics that economic progress should be measured not by GDP 
growth or even labour productivity growth, but rather by indicators that 
emphasise wellbeing and quality of life (Corlet Walker and Jackson, 
2019; Easterlin, 1974; Easterlin et al., 2010). Labour productivity may 
turn out to be higher as a consequence – if the happy-productive worker 
hypothesis is correct. But as growth is no longer the primary aim, any 
gains from this increased labour productivity could be used to support 
wellbeing and more sustainable lifestyles rather than further growth, for 
example by increasing leisure time (Coote and Franklin, 2013; Harper 
et al., 2019; Kamerāde et al., 2019; Victor, 2008). 

The work also highlights perhaps the need to propose alternative 
definitions of productivity. We noted in the introduction that labour 
productivity is typically considered as the market value of outputs 
produced for a given amount of labour. But the market tends to prioritise 
efficiency and exchange value, rather than taking a more holistic view to 
include social value. This means that there are various types of work that 
are highly valuable in a social sense (e.g. care and education) but that 
are not considered to perform well in terms of exchange value produc-
tivity. The fact that these more socially valuable occupations are often 
service-based highlights how reconsidered definitions of labour pro-
ductivity will become increasingly important as advanced economies 
such as the UK continue to transition away from manufacturing towards 
an increasingly service-based economy. We need new definitions and 
measurements of productivity that encompass both social and ecological 
care. 

This is especially true when considering productivity associated with 
the non-market provision of goods and services. Here, it is hard to 
construct appropriate output measures and as such the output if often 
based on the value of the inputs (for example the amount spent on 
providing the service). But this is problematic as if, for example, the 
efficiency of a health care system reduces, then inputs go up. It also 
means that non-market goods and services are often undervalued in 
terms of their productivity in comparison to goods and services with a 
market value. For instance, a private healthcare firm can consider its 
output as a function of their inputs plus their profit. But a nationalised 
healthcare system such as the NHS does not have any profits as such and 
therefore its output is measured to be smaller (Stiglitz et al., 2009). In 
these cases, it has been argued that measures of productivity need to 
incorporate an output value that captures the non-monetary quality/ 
value added. For example, the success of hospital surgeries (rather than 
the number carried out) and increases in skills and knowledge (rather 
than number of students educated). 

It is also important to consider that the relationships we have 
documented between worker wellbeing and labour productivity may not 
operate in the same way across all sectors of the economy. The happy- 

productive worker thesis may be particularly applicable to those sec-
tors that have typically tended to show higher levels of labour produc-
tivity growth (so-called fast or progressive sectors, Baumol, 2012). 
Indeed, in research such as Hafner et al.’s (2015) survey, financial and 
manufacturing sectors were overrepresented, and many examples of 
successful workplace wellbeing programmes are also found in pharma-
ceutical (Henke et al., 2011) and manufacturing (Pricewaterhou-
seCoopers, 2008) organisations. However, in slow or ‘stagnant’ sectors 
labour itself is often the end-product and constitutes the principal value 
of a service or activity (Baumol, 2012). Sectors such as healthcare, ed-
ucation, and social care for instance, rely intrinsically on the time spent 
by doctors, nurses, teachers and care workers in the service of others 
(Jackson, 2017). Such sectors are less amenable to labour productivity 
growth because there are distinct limits to the extent to which labour can 
be substituted (Atkinson, 2005). Accordingly, we might expect that, 
although serious deficits (e.g. diagnosed mental and physical health 
conditions) in our wellbeing will cause reductions in productivity, in 
these sectors improvements in worker wellbeing may not continue to 
deliver increases in productivity. 

As well as effects being dependent on the extent to which a sector 
relies on the intrinsic value of human labour, the happy-productive 
worker thesis could also be impacted by the economic context of a 
sector. For example, the care sector has high turnover rates which re-
duces productivity (Bukach et al., 2017). Yet care workers often report 
high levels of job satisfaction because they feel that their work provides 
a social good and is thus worthwhile (Benson et al., 2019). In this case 
their wellbeing is good, but their pay is too low to allow them to remain 
in the sector for long periods of time (Druckman and Mair, 2019). In 
these sectors, it will be particularly important that there are policies in 
place to retain staff and enable people to continue work that, although 
perhaps less productive under current market-based definitions, is 
rewarding for the worker and provides a social good. Examples of such 
policies include a universal basic income, which has been suggested to 
allow individuals freedom to shift from often demeaning high- 
productivity jobs to those focused on care, craft and community work 
(Standing, 2020). 

These types of policies will also be important for securing work in 
slow sectors that are likely to be hit hard by attempts to grow labour 
productivity across the economy. Baumol (1967) highlights how, as 
wages in the two sectors typically grow together, rises in productivity in 
fast sectors increases costs in slow sectors. But higher prices in those 
slow sectors considered as less essential by consumers means that the 
goods or services produced have to become luxury with a much smaller 
market, or worse, disappear completely. Examples of where this might 
happen are the theatre and handmade crafts. Workers in these sectors 
may be particularly at risk of experiencing job insecurity and poor 
wellbeing as a result of attempts to grow labour productivity, should 
policies to maintain employment not be in place. 

This paper has focused specifically on the area of worker wellbeing. 
However, it should be noted that labour productivity growth could also 
impact negatively on the wellbeing of the wider population. For 
example, it has been documented that market deregulation (a tactic 
employed to boost competition and thus productivity) is partially 
responsible for increased fast food consumption and BMI (De Vogli et al., 
2014). Accordingly, the negative effects of pursuing labour productivity 
growth on wellbeing could be more far-reaching than the present paper 
has covered. This could be an area for future reviews. 

In summary, although wellbeing may be a determinant of higher 
levels of productivity, the way in which we pursue productivity growth 
also appears to have the potential to undermine worker wellbeing. 
Abandoning the pursuit of labour productivity growth (as it is currently 
defined) within post-growth economies may therefore present a way for 
us to not only build more sustainable societies, but also ones that are 
potentially less detrimental to worker wellbeing. A more critical 
approach to the relationship is needed to understand how wellbeing and 
productivity growth may influence each other over time and across 

A. Isham et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Ecological Economics 184 (2021) 106989

7

contexts, and to map out the practicalities for transitioning to a post- 
growth society. 
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