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Abstract: This systematic review examines the emerging field of Post-Labor Economics, which analyzes 

economic structures and possibilities in a future where technological progress—particularly artificial 

intelligence (AI) and robotics—substantially reduces or even eliminates the need for human labor. 

Unlike traditional labor economics, which focuses on how employment shifts and adapts, Post-Labor 

Economics starts from the premise that human labor could largely disappear rather than merely 

transition between sectors. The review synthesizes and critically evaluates literature across four key 

dimensions: (1) theoretical frameworks for understanding post-labor economic systems; (2) transition 

mechanisms from labor-based to post-labor economies; (3) distribution systems in the absence of 

labor-derived income (4) governance and policy implications for post-labor societies. We also assess 

historical and empirical evidence for these concepts and discuss research gaps, including 

methodological challenges in predicting unprecedented economic shifts. The findings highlight both 

the transformative potential of a post-labor economy and the profound uncertainties and ethical 

considerations it entails, underscoring the need for interdisciplinary research and thoughtful policy 

design to navigate a possible post-labor future. 
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1. Introduction 

The relationship between technological advancement and human labor has been a central 

concern of economists and policymakers since the Industrial Revolution. Historically, technological 

change has been seen as a process of "creative destruction" that displaces certain jobs while creating 

new ones, ultimately leading to productivity gains and new industries (Schumpeter, 1942; Mokyr, 

Vickers & Ziebarth, 2015). Contemporary developments in AI, robotics, and automation have 

reignited debates about the future of work by suggesting a potentially unprecedented shift: not 

merely the transformation of labor, but its potential obsolescence in a wide range of tasks and 

occupations (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014; Ford, 2015). Some researchers argue that we may be 

approaching a tipping point where machines can perform the majority of economically valuable tasks 

better or cheaper than humans, leading to technological unemployment on a much larger scale than 

previously experienced (Susskind, 2020). 

While past waves of innovation (from mechanization of agriculture to computerization) caused 

significant disruption, they also eventually led to new forms of employment and economic growth, 

supporting an optimistic view that human labor will continue to find its place (Autor, 2015; Bessen, 

2015). However, Post-Labor Economics differs from traditional approaches by considering a more 

radical scenario: that advances in automation will eventually render most human labor unnecessary 

for production. Rather than assuming displaced workers will always find new jobs, this field asks 

what happens if, this time, machines permanently take over a significant share of work tasks across 

industries (Srnicek & Williams, 2015; Frey & Osborne, 2017). It explores the implications, challenges, 

and opportunities for an economy where human labor is no longer the central input. Key questions 

include: How would income and wealth be distributed if not through wages? What social structures 

and sources of meaning might emerge when work is no longer the norm? And how should policies 

and institutions evolve to ensure human well-being in such a future? 
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In recent years, a growing body of literature has begun to address these questions, coalescing 

into what we term "Post-Labor Economics." This review synthesizes the academic discourse on post-

labor futures, organizing the discussion around four major thematic dimensions that recur in the 

literature: (1) theoretical frameworks for conceptualizing a post-labor economy; (2) transition 

pathways and mechanisms from our current labor-centric system to a post-labor scenario; (3) models 

of distribution and social welfare when income is decoupled from employment; and (4) governance, 

policy, and societal implications of drastically reduced labor requirements. In addition, we survey 

empirical evidence from historical precedents, contemporary case studies, and economic modeling 

to ground these discussions. We conclude by identifying research gaps and future directions in this 

emerging field, recognizing diverse perspectives on both the inevitability and desirability of a post-

labor future. 

2. Methods 

To ensure a comprehensive and unbiased review, we followed a systematic approach inspired 

by PRISMA guidelines (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) for 

literature search and selection (Moher et al., 2009). We began by defining the scope of "post-labor 

economics" to include studies examining scenarios, theories, or evidence related to extensive 

automation, elimination of jobs, and socio-economic systems with minimal human labor. We then 

conducted an extensive literature search across multiple academic databases and repositories — 

including Scopus, Web of Science, EconLit, IEEE Xplore, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar — 

covering publications up to early 2025. The search combined keywords targeting the core themes of 

post-labor scenarios, such as "technological unemployment", "future of work", "automation and 

employment", "AI and jobs", "post-scarcity economics", "basic income", and "future of labor policy". 

Boolean operators were used to broaden or narrow the search as needed (e.g., post-labor OR post-work 

AND economy, etc.). We also manually examined the references of key papers and books to identify 

additional relevant sources, including important books, policy reports, and working papers not 

indexed in major databases. 

Our initial search identified over 250 potential records. After removing duplicates and non-

English publications, we screened titles and abstracts to eliminate works that were not substantively 

focused on the post-labor theme (for example, those using "post-labor" in a different context). We 

then assessed the remaining ~150 sources through full-text reading. Inclusion criteria were 

intentionally broad, reflecting the nascent and interdisciplinary nature of the topic: we included 

theoretical essays, empirical studies, simulation/modeling papers, as well as influential books and 

credible policy reports that addressed the economic, social, or policy implications of large-scale 

automation and labor reduction. We did not limit by study methodology; both qualitative analyses 

(e.g., philosophical or ethical discussions) and quantitative analyses (e.g., macroeconomic models, 

surveys, experiments) were considered. Ultimately, 62 sources were selected as the basis for this 

review. These include peer-reviewed journal articles, conference papers, and scholarly books 

primarily from the 2010s and early 2020s, along with a few earlier seminal works and recent working 

papers that significantly contribute to the discourse. Data from these sources were extracted and 

organized according to the thematic framework mentioned above. Given the heterogeneity of 

sources, we employ a narrative synthesis approach: we summarize and integrate findings to highlight 

points of consensus, disagreement, and emerging insights in the literature, rather than performing a 

quantitative meta-analysis (which is not feasible due to the conceptual nature of most contributions). 

By using an adapted PRISMA flow, we aimed for transparency and replicability in the review 

process. A summary of the search and selection process is provided here (in lieu of a full PRISMA 

diagram): from ~250 records identified, ~180 were screened after de-duplication, ~80 were read in full 

after abstract screening, and 62 were included in the final synthesis. Through this systematic strategy, 

we sought to capture a wide spectrum of perspectives on Post-Labor Economics, ensuring that the 

resulting review accurately reflects the state of scholarly debate in this rapidly evolving field. 
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3. Theoretical Frameworks for Understanding Post-Labor Economic Systems 

The first dimension of the literature addresses how to conceptualize an economy with minimal 

human labor. Multiple theoretical frameworks and analogies have been proposed to understand 

what a post-labor future might look like and what economic principles would govern it. We highlight 

several key debates and models that together form the theoretical backbone of Post-Labor Economics. 

3.1. Technological Determinism vs. Sociotechnical Choice 

A fundamental debate in this field concerns whether the progression toward a laborless 

economy is driven primarily by inevitable technological forces or by social and political choices. 

Technological determinism is the view that advancements in automation follow their own logical 

trajectory and will inevitably displace human labor as technical capability allows. An often-cited 

study by Frey and Osborne (2017) exemplifies this perspective: they estimated that 47% of U.S. jobs 

are at high risk of automation in the next few decades based on task characteristics and advancing 

machine learning, implying a strong technological push toward job elimination. This deterministic 

outlook aligns with earlier task-based analyses (Autor, Levy & Murnane, 2003) which found that 

routine tasks (both manual and cognitive) are especially susceptible to computerization, suggesting 

technology could eventually automate large portions of current employment. 

In contrast, other scholars emphasize sociotechnical choice, arguing that how technology 

impacts work is substantially shaped by human decisions—corporate strategy, policy, and societal 

values—rather than technology alone. Acemoglu and Restrepo (2018) represent this view: they 

acknowledge automation can displace workers, but emphasize that society can direct innovation 

toward complementarity, developing technologies that augment human labor or create new tasks, 

rather than purely replace humans. For example, historical evidence shows periods of job creation 

linked to technological innovations that required human oversight or new skills. Similarly, Korinek 

and Stiglitz (2021) argue that AI could be steered to empower human capabilities (e.g. decision-support 

systems) instead of making workers redundant. The existence of choices is also supported by case 

studies where differences in corporate or national approaches lead to different outcomes: some firms 

adopt automation to assist workers (increasing productivity without layoffs) while others use it to 

replace workers for cost savings (Pratt, 2023). This tension suggests that a post-labor outcome is not 

preordained; it may depend on governance, policy incentives, and societal pressures that shape how 

technology is implemented (Atkinson, 2018; U.K. Royal Society, 2022). 

In summary, the determinism vs. choice debate implies very different trajectories. If technology's 

internal logic dominates, societies must brace for inevitable labor obsolescence and focus on 

adaptation strategies. If sociopolitical choices can alter outcomes, then there is agency to slow, 

redirect, or balance automation in favor of preserving human roles. Current literature has not 

resolved this debate, and it likely will remain central as AI technology continues to advance. The 

consensus, however, is that policy and institutional context matters: even if technology sets broad 

possibilities, the extent and speed of labor displacement can be influenced by regulation, economic 

incentives, and cultural values (Autor, 2023). This debate underpins much of the strategic discussion 

in subsequent sections on transitions and policy. 

3.2. Post-Scarcity Economic Paradigms 

Another theoretical strand explores whether advanced automation could usher in a new era of 

post-scarcity economics. In a traditional economy, scarcity of labor and resources underpins market 

dynamics and the need for allocation mechanisms (like prices). A post-labor scenario intersects with 

the idea of post-scarcity, where abundant automated production drastically lowers the marginal cost 

of goods and services. Mason (2015) and Rifkin (2014) argue that technologies like AI, robotics, and 

renewable energy are driving marginal costs toward zero in some domains, potentially weakening 

the rationale of the market-driven, scarcity-based capitalist model. Rifkin (2014) describes the 

emergence of a "zero marginal cost society" in which information goods (digital products, AI services, 
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etc.) and even many physical goods can be replicated at minimal cost, raising the prospect of 

widespread abundance. If human labor is no longer a significant cost, production could theoretically 

meet all basic needs with little scarcity, fundamentally altering economic relationships. 

However, other economists urge caution with the term post-scarcity. Even if labor becomes 

abundant (due to automation), other constraints might remain—such as finite natural resources or 

environmental limits. Thus, some frameworks envision a hybrid: near-post-scarcity in material 

production thanks to automation, paired with conscious management of ecological limits. For 

example, degrowth proponents like Kallis (2018) suggest that rather than chasing infinite growth, an 

automated future could deliberately scale down production in wealthy societies to reduce 

environmental impact, focusing on well-being over GDP. This implies an economy of sufficiency 

where automation's productivity gains are used to provide comfortable living standards for all, 

within planetary boundaries, rather than endless consumption. Such ideas dovetail with Raworth's 

(2017) doughnut economics, which seeks a balance between meeting human needs and respecting 

ecological ceilings, and could be supported by automation that makes it easier to provide basics for 

everyone while using fewer resources. 

Another angle is the concept of post-scarcity in certain sectors. For instance, digital goods (music, 

software, knowledge) already exhibit near-zero marginal cost, and AI could extend this to design and 

innovation processes. If 3D printing and automated manufacturing become highly efficient, physical 

goods might also approach post-scarcity conditions for basic items. Yet, some economists point out 

that scarcity could shift to new domains—like scarcity of data, of energy, or even of meaningful 

experiences, which remain uniquely human (Cowen, 2011). The cultural and experiential economy 

(arts, entertainment, bespoke crafts) might become more valuable because authentic human-created 

experiences are relatively scarce when everything else is automated (Baumol & Bowen, 1966; 

Engelhardt, 2023). This suggests a possible future where mundane goods are abundant and cheap, 

but human-centric services (e.g., artisanal products, live performances) carry premium value as 

luxury goods in a post-labor society. 

Post-scarcity frameworks highlight that the end of labor could mean the end of certain scarcities, 

potentially enabling an economy geared more toward distribution of abundance than allocation of 

shortages. Still, achieving true post-scarcity would require addressing resource and environmental 

constraints. Whether automation will truly free humanity from material want or simply shift scarcity 

to different areas remains an open theoretical question. 

3.3. Ownership and Control of Automated Production 

If capital (in the form of machines and algorithms) replaces labor as the primary factor of 

production, the question of who owns and controls this capital becomes critical. Different ownership 

models in a post-labor economy would lead to vastly different societal outcomes (Freeman, 2015). 

The literature outlines several scenarios: 

● Concentrated Private Ownership: If the robots and AI systems are owned by a relatively small 

group of investors or corporations, the benefits of automation (profits, productivity gains) 

would accrue to them, potentially exacerbating inequality. Korinek and Stiglitz (2018) explore a 

scenario where wealth concentration accelerates because capital owners reap all the returns 

from automated production. Without intervention, this could lead to a neo-feudal division 

between an owning class and a disenfranchised majority with little access to income (unless 

redistribution is implemented). Piketty (2014) warns of such dynamics, suggesting progressive 

taxation of capital might be necessary to prevent extreme inequality. 

● State or Public Ownership: Some propose that key automated industries could be owned by the 

public, so that the gains from automation fund social dividends for all citizens. Varoufakis 

(2021) for instance imagines a system where publicly owned automation yields a universal basic 

dividend—a payment to everyone as co-owners of the machines. This model would treat 

advanced AI/robotic infrastructure as a kind of commons or public utility. Historical precedents 
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for resource dividends (like Alaska’s oil fund paying dividends to residents; Widerquist & 

Howard, 2012) are often cited as analogies for how automated wealth might be shared broadly 

if assets were publicly owned or heavily taxed. 

● Employee/Community Ownership: Others argue for more decentralized ownership, such as 

cooperatives or community trusts owning productive assets. Alperovitz and Daly (2013) 

advocate for new forms of community wealth ownership wherein local stakeholders own 

automated enterprises, thereby democratizing economic power. Platform cooperativism 

(Scholz, 2016) extends this idea to the digital economy—imagine Uber or Amazon run as 

cooperatives distributing profits to drivers or community members even as automation (like 

self-driving cars or automated warehouses) reduces the need for workers. While complex to 

implement, such models aim to preserve broader economic participation and prevent a purely 

passive populace. 

● Commons-Based and Open Source Production: A vision from the digital and maker movement 

is commons-based peer production (Kostakis & Bauwens, 2014), where communities 

collaboratively develop and share designs for products which are then manufactured by 

distributed networks of automated micro-factories (e.g., 3D printers, CNC machines). In this 

scenario, no single entity "owns" the means of production; they are shared, and production is 

for use rather than profit, potentially managed by open-source principles. This could be seen as 

a post-capitalist model enabled by automation. 

● Hybrid Ownership Ecosystems: In reality, a mix of ownership models might emerge. 

Mazzucato (2023) suggests that critical infrastructures (like AI networks, data centers) could be 

publicly or commonly owned, while entrepreneurial activity still occurs on top of these 

platforms in a regulated market fashion. Hybrid models might combine public ownership of 

the core with private innovation at the edges, attempting to harness efficiency while ensuring 

the base resources benefit society at large. 

Each ownership paradigm has different implications for distribution of income and power in a 

post-labor economy. For instance, concentrated ownership without strong redistribution might lead 

to mass unemployment together with vast wealth for a few, an obviously unstable scenario socially 

and politically. Broad public or cooperative ownership could in theory provide income to everyone 

(via basic income or dividends), maintaining consumer demand and social stability even if jobs are 

scarce. The spectrum between these extremes is a subject of much debate, and policy proposals often 

revolve around how to socialize the gains from automation (via taxes, dividends, or outright public 

ownership) to avoid dystopian outcomes (Guerreiro, Rebelo & Teles, 2021; Abbassi et al., 2022). This 

discussion is closely tied to the next section on distribution mechanisms. 

3.4. Economic Modeling of Post-Labor Transitions 

Given the complexity of these changes, formal economic models help us explore various 

scenarios and outcomes. Recently, economists have started to model economies where automation 

progresses to high levels, examining factors that determine whether outcomes are benign or harmful. 

A few insights from these models include: 

● General Equilibrium Effects: Veal et al. (2023) developed a general equilibrium model with 

realistic parameters for automation diffusion, labor reallocation, and consumption shifts. Their 

simulations suggest that the eventual equilibrium (the "end state") can vary widely. For 

example, if automation technology improves rapidly but new complementary jobs for humans 

do not emerge, the model can produce an equilibrium with very low labor share of income and 

extreme inequality (a "neo-feudal" scenario where owners of robots get virtually all income). 

However, if policy intervenes—say via taxation and transfers—one can achieve an equilibrium 

with broad income distribution even with low labor input (a sort of tech-utopia scenario where 
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everyone benefits from automation’s productivity). The model underscores path dependence: if 

early in the transition the wrong choices are made (e.g., weak social safety net, leaving many in 

poverty), the economy can stagnate due to low demand, and political instability can further 

harm growth. Conversely, investing in human capital and maintaining demand via transfers 

can lead to more innovation and smoother transition. Thus, initial policy responses are crucial 

in setting the trajectory. 

● Pace of Automation vs. Adaptation: Models uniformly find that the speed of the transition 

matters greatly. If automation proceeds gradually, labor markets and educational institutions 

have more time to adapt, and generational turnover can occur (with young people training for 

the new types of work available). If it proceeds too fast (a sudden AI breakthrough automating 

tens of millions of jobs in a decade), the economy may not absorb the shock well. High 

unemployment could lead to a deflationary spiral or political crisis. Some models introduce an 

"adjustment cost" parameter to represent how quickly labor can retrain or relocate. Slower 

automation (or proactive retraining to effectively increase adaptation speed) generally results in 

better outcomes—giving credence to arguments that we might want to pace the introduction of 

certain technologies or at least have strong transitional support ready. 

● Distribution of Automation Gains: Another key variable is who gets the income from 

automated production. Some models test extremes: one scenario with no redistribution (all 

profit to capital) and others with full redistribution (e.g., every automation profit is taxed and 

paid out as UBI). Naturally, the latter produces better general welfare and keeps demand 

robust. Without redistribution, many consumers lose income, which can ironically reduce the 

incentive for further automation investment because fewer people can buy products (Acemoglu 

& Restrepo, 2018 touch on this kind of feedback). So even from a systemic view, some 

redistribution may be necessary to sustain growth when labor no longer earns income. The 

exact mechanism (wages vs transfers) becomes a technical detail in models affecting utility and 

output but the qualitative point is that sharing the gains leads to more stable equilibria. 

● Changing Consumption Patterns: If people aren't working, what do they consume? Models 

highlight that consumption might shift towards goods and services that reflect available time. 

For example, more free time could increase demand for travel, entertainment, education, or 

personalized services (if affordable). Some simulations in Frey’s work suggest a scenario where 

automation makes basic goods very cheap, so people spend relatively more on experiential 

goods. If those experiential goods are labor-intensive (like tourism or artisan products), 

ironically that can create niche jobs and also keep certain sectors alive. But if even those 

experiences are automated (virtual reality holidays?), then consumption might concentrate on 

things like media, which is easily automated. The composition of demand in a post-labor society 

could thus either help create new jobs (if tastes favor human-made experiences) or not. This is 

something models examine under different preference assumptions. 

● Network and Complementarity Effects: As automation spreads, there can be tipping points. For 

instance, if enough firms automate, it can drive down costs industry-wide, forcing remaining 

firms to automate to stay competitive (a network effect accelerating full adoption). Conversely, 

in some models, keeping humans in certain loops adds value that pure automation cannot (a 

complementarity effect that saturates automation at less than 100%). The extent to which 

human labor and AI are substitutes or complements in production functions is a critical 

modeling choice (Korinek & Stiglitz, 2018 discuss this). If they are mostly substitutes, full 

automation equilibrium is likely; if they are complements in many tasks, we might end up with 

an equilibrium where humans still do specific roles because they enhance the overall product 
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value. For example, in hospitality, an automated hotel might still employ human hosts for that 

personal touch, because fully robotic service might reduce customer satisfaction. Thus, some 

equilibrium models have a persistent role for human labor in certain sectors, albeit smaller than 

today. This aligns with critical perspectives that some human elements can't be (or people 

prefer them not to be) automated fully. 

In sum, economic modeling provides conditional forecasts: multiple futures are possible 

depending on technological parameters and policy choices. Equitable prosperous outcomes are not 

guaranteed, but they are feasible with strategic intervention. Conversely, highly unequal or 

stagnation outcomes loom if transitions are mishandled. The presence of these multiple equilibria is 

somewhat heartening in that it reinforces human agency — through policy and collective action, we 

can aim for the better outcomes. But it also warns that without conscious effort, the default market 

outcome might be very unequal. 

3.5. Critical Perspectives on Post-Labor Assumptions 

While much of Post-Labor Economics literature starts by assuming large-scale automation is 

feasible and likely, a critical counter-literature questions whether this premise is overhyped or 

oversimplified. These scholars argue that human labor may not be as easily or completely replaceable 

as some futurists claim, and they caution against techno-utopian or dystopian scenarios that might 

distract from present labor issues. 

One such perspective is offered by Pfeiffer (2021), who critiques what she calls the "automation 

discourse." She argues that bold claims about full automation often overestimate technological 

capabilities and underestimate the complexity of human work. Many tasks that appear routine 

actually involve tacit knowledge, situational adaptability, and social intelligence that machines 

struggle to replicate. For example, a factory job might look repetitive, but workers often handle small 

anomalies or adjustments that AI would need significant training to manage. Thus, predictions of 

near-total automation might be premature or only achievable in controlled environments. Similarly, 

many service jobs require emotional intelligence or creative problem-solving that current AI cannot 

match (at least not without fundamentally changing the quality of the service delivered). 

David Autor, a leading labor economist, has also nuanced his earlier views. Autor (2023) points 

out that historically, employment has shown resilience through complementary adaptation. Rather than 

disappearing, many occupations have evolved: workers use technology to boost their productivity 

or focus on higher-value aspects of their job, while machines handle the grunt work. This pattern can 

continue in many fields. For instance, doctors use AI diagnostics but still apply human judgment for 

patient care; teachers use online tools but still provide mentorship and social learning experiences. 

Autor suggests that many types of work could persist in altered forms and that the timeline for any 

“post-labor” state may be much longer or more uneven than some envision. 

Another critical angle focuses on what counts as labor. Liu (2022) suggests that even if traditional 

paid jobs diminish, societies might broaden the notion of valuable work to include currently unpaid 

activities (caregiving, volunteering, artistic creation). In that sense, human “labor” might not 

disappear but rather be redefined and revalued. From this view, the post-labor narrative should be 

careful not to equate the end of paid employment with the end of all productive or meaningful 

activity by humans. 

These critiques collectively imply that transitions to a post-labor economy, if they occur, may be 

partial, uneven, and contested rather than a clean break. Automation impacts might hit certain sectors 

or regions hard, while others remain relatively human-dependent. Social, political, and even 

technical hurdles could significantly delay or limit the extent of labor elimination. Essentially, the 

critical literature reminds us that the future is not set in stone: the inevitability of a fully automated 

economy is debated. As Weeks (2011) notes, even our cultural attachment to work (the "work ethic") 

is a powerful force that might resist a workless society, meaning any move towards post-labor 

conditions will involve renegotiating deeply held values and identities. Recognizing these 
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perspectives is important to avoid determinism and to plan for a range of possible futures, including 

those where human work remains central in some form. 

4. Transition Mechanisms from Labor-Based to Post-Labor Economies 

Even if one accepts that a largely automated, post-labor economy is possible, a crucial question 

is how we get from here to there. The transition period could span decades and will likely be 

characterized by complex economic and social adjustments. This section examines mechanisms and 

pathways by which the economy and society might transition away from traditional employment. 

The literature on transitions often emphasizes that the journey matters as much as the destination: 

the challenges faced during the transition will shape whether a post-labor future is chaotic and 

unequal or relatively smooth and inclusive. 

4.1. Labor Market Transformations 

In the medium term, the labor market is expected to undergo significant transformation rather 

than an abrupt disappearance of work. Current trends already show a shift in the composition of jobs 

due to automation. Autor (2015) describes a polarization effect: middle-skill, routine jobs (e.g., 

assembly line work, clerical tasks) are most vulnerable to automation, while high-skill jobs (requiring 

creativity, complex analysis) and low-skill jobs (requiring personal interaction or manual dexterity in 

unstructured environments) have been more resistant. This leads to growth at the high- and low-end 

of the wage spectrum with a hollowing of the middle class. Such polarization poses transition 

challenges, including widening inequality and a mismatch between displaced workers and new job 

opportunities. 

Another observation by Brynjolfsson, Mitchell and Rock (2018) is that most occupations consist 

of a bundle of tasks, some of which are automatable and others not. So rather than entire jobs 

vanishing overnight, many jobs change in character: machines take over certain tasks, while the 

human role focuses on the remainder. This suggests a period of job transformation where workers 

increasingly collaborate with AI. For example, in healthcare, AI may handle initial image analysis in 

radiology or triage in customer service, but a human professional steps in for complex cases or 

interpersonal aspects. In such scenarios, humans and AI working together could become the norm in 

many fields for quite some time (Wilson & Daugherty, 2018). 

Empirical studies support these nuanced effects. Dauth et al. (2021) examined German 

manufacturing firms and found that adopting industrial robots did not necessarily reduce total firm 

employment in the short run; instead, the workforce composition shifted (fewer production line 

workers, more maintenance and oversight roles, or expansion of service roles within firms). This 

indicates that at least during the early adoption of automation, companies often redeploy workers 

instead of firing them outright, especially if workers can be retrained for tasks that machines cannot 

do. However, on an economy-wide level, if entire industries contract (e.g., manufacturing) and new 

industries don't absorb the displaced workers, unemployment or underemployment can still rise. 

Longitudinal evidence from multiple industries (Nedelkoska & Quintini, 2018; Gregory, 

Salomons & Zierahn, 2021) shows a heterogeneous picture: some regions and sectors manage to 

create new opportunities for workers (often in services or tech), whereas others suffer persistent job 

losses and community decline (as seen in former industrial areas). Outcomes for displaced workers 

vary based on factors like education, geography, and social safety nets. Regions with dynamic 

economies and training programs might integrate displaced workers into new roles, while those with 

weaker economic diversification see more long-term unemployment or withdrawal from the labor 

force. 

Overall, the literature implies that transitional labor markets could be quite turbulent. Policies 

to support workers through these changes—such as retraining programs, lifelong learning, job 

transition assistance, and stronger social insurance—are frequently emphasized (OECD, 2019). The 

notion of “adaptation” is key: rather than a sudden jump to no work, the coming years likely involve 
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many workers adapting to new tasks and industries. The ease or difficulty of that adaptation (and 

who bears the cost) will shape public attitudes towards moving further into an automated economy. 

4.2. Sectoral Shifts and New Forms of Work 

If traditional sectors like manufacturing, transportation, and even many service roles become 

highly automated, where (if anywhere) can human labor still find a place during the transition? 

Researchers have explored potential growth areas for human work that might temporarily or even 

indefinitely coexist with advanced automation, effectively absorbing workers who are displaced 

elsewhere: 

● One oft-cited area is the care economy. Jobs in healthcare, elder care, education, and social 

services are relatively resistant to full automation in the short term (Autor, 2015). These roles 

require empathy, complex social interaction, and adaptability to individual human needs. As 

populations age in many countries, demand for care work is rising. Therefore, some envision a 

transition where many workers shift from automated industries into care jobs. However, even 

here technology encroaches: for instance, social robots and AI-driven tutoring tools are being 

developed (Winfield, 2021), though they may augment rather than replace human carers for 

now. 

● Another resilient domain is jobs requiring creative, innovative, or entrepreneurial skills. While 

AI can generate music, art, or even write code, human creativity and originality remain valued. 

New entertainment, design, and business ventures could proliferate as technology lowers the 

cost of creation, leaving humans to focus on idea generation and high-level design. Some argue 

that in an automated economy, creative tasks and novel enterprise will be an expanding frontier 

for human work (Florida, 2014). 

● High-tech maintenance and oversight is also a potential category. As we deploy more AI and 

robots, humans will be needed to build, program, supervise, and repair these systems—at least 

until AI itself can handle those tasks. Korinek (2021) suggests that a significant workforce may 

transition into roles that ensure AI systems operate correctly and ethically (e.g., AI auditors, 

robot maintenance technicians, algorithm trainers). For example, AI supervision and verification 

jobs could emerge, where people monitor automated decisions (like content moderation 

escalations beyond what AI can decide, or safety oversight in automated transport). 

● Emerging forms of work have also been identified in the gig and digital platform economy 

(though these often lack job security). Even as AI grows, there is demand for human input in AI 

systems—for example, tagging data, verifying AI outputs, providing feedback to improve 

algorithms. Crawford and Joler (2018) highlight this "hidden labor" that underpins AI (data 

annotators, clickworkers, etc.). Such work can absorb displaced workers, but often at low wages 

and with precarity, raising questions about quality of life. 

● Economic participation beyond formal jobs: Srnicek and Williams (2015) argue that society 

could begin valuing forms of contribution outside formal employment. For instance, 

community organizing, volunteering, open-source projects, or creative pursuits might be 

recognized (and possibly compensated) as legitimate forms of work. This doesn't "save" jobs 

per se, but it reframes what people do as meaningful even if not employed by a traditional firm. 

Some policy proposals like participation income (Atkinson, 2015) reflect this idea by providing 

income in exchange for various socially beneficial activities, not just a paycheck job. 

To illustrate, Moretti (2012) noted that high-tech industries have a multiplier effect: each new high-

tech job can create several additional local service jobs (cooks, trainers, cleaners, etc.). In a transition 

period, growth in certain innovative sectors might spur such multiplier jobs that are harder to 

automate, at least temporarily. However, as automation advances, even those multiplier effects may 

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 6 May 2025 doi:10.20944/preprints202504.0444.v2

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202504.0444.v2


 10 of 30 

 

weaken, since many service jobs (cleaning, driving, cooking) themselves become automatable. Thus, 

the reprieve might be short-lived without deeper changes. 

Several scholars thus conclude that while new forms of work will arise, they may not be 

sufficient in number or longevity to fully replace the lost traditional jobs if automation continues 

unabated (Brynjolfsson, 2022). The transitional economy might experience waves: a wave of 

automation displacing jobs, a wave of workers shifting to currently safe sectors (like care, creative 

fields), then possibly another wave of automation affecting those sectors, and so on. The endgame 

could still be a mostly post-labor situation, but these interim waves could stretch over many years. 

This phased progression underscores why planning for education, reskilling, and possibly reducing 

reliance on jobs for income (through distribution reforms) is important during the transition era. 

Emerging forms of work during transitions can be summarized as follows: 

● Human-AI collaboration roles: Workers focus on tasks requiring creativity, emotional intelligence, 

or complex judgment, working alongside AI that handles routine elements (Brynjolfsson, 2022; 

Autor, 2015). 

● Supervisory and maintenance roles: People oversee fleets of robots or AI systems, verify their 

outputs, and perform maintenance (Korinek, 2021). 

● AI training and data work: New jobs in feeding and improving AI – e.g., data annotators, 

feedback providers – albeit often low-paid (Crawford & Joler, 2018). 

● Care and service economy: Increased emphasis on human-delivered care, education, and personal 

services where empathy and trust are key (Autor, 2015). 

● Creative and cultural work: Growth in entertainment, arts, and experience-related jobs as these 

remain human domains and potentially in higher demand (Engelhardt, 2023). 

● Alternative economic participation: Involvement in non-market or quasi-market activities 

recognized as valuable (Srnicek & Williams, 2015). 

This array suggests that the nature of "work" could broaden and become more fluid during the 

transition, even if the total volume of traditional employment contracts. Some people might cycle 

between education, short-term gigs, creative endeavors, and caretaking roles supported by a basic 

income floor (as one possible model). Policymakers might need to support this flexibility rather than 

trying to restore a 20th-century style career path that may no longer be realistic for many. 

The transition mechanisms highlight a period of flux. The labor market will not vanish 

overnight; it will morph. People will seek out niches where humans still have an edge or where new 

human-centric demands arise. How society manages this flux—protecting workers, retraining them, 

validating new forms of work, and sharing the gains from automation—will significantly influence 

whether a post-labor future is ultimately utopian or dystopian. 

5. Distribution Systems in the Absence of Labor-Based Income 

Perhaps the most pressing economic issue in a post-labor scenario is distribution: if wages 

(earned from labor) cease to be the primary vehicle for distributing purchasing power, what 

mechanisms can take their place to ensure people can meet their needs and share in the prosperity 

generated by automation? This section reviews the major ideas for income distribution and social 

welfare in a world with diminishing traditional employment, including direct income provision 

schemes, taxation strategies, alternative economic models, and ethical considerations of fairness. 

5.1. Universal Basic Income 

The concept of a Universal Basic Income (UBI) — a regular, unconditional cash payment to every 

individual — has emerged as one of the most widely discussed solutions for a post-labor economy. 

UBI would decouple income from employment by guaranteeing everyone a baseline amount 

sufficient (in theory) to cover essential living expenses. Proponents argue that UBI provides economic 

security in an era of precarious or vanishing jobs, and grants people the freedom to engage in 
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education, caregiving, creative pursuits, or part-time work without fear of destitution (Van Parijs & 

Vanderborght, 2017). In a post-labor context, UBI is often seen not just as a poverty alleviation tool 

but as a dividend of automation — essentially, sharing the fruits of automated productivity with all 

citizens. 

A growing body of research has examined UBI through experiments and simulations. Finland's 

national basic income experiment (2017–2018) is a prominent example: Kangas et al. (2021) report that 

recipients of a modest basic income in Finland experienced improved well-being (less stress, better 

health outcomes) and slightly higher employment participation compared to a control group on 

unemployment benefits. Notably, receiving unconditional income did not cause people to stop 

working altogether; many continued seeking jobs or engaged in training, suggesting that moderate 

UBI can coexist with work incentives. 

Evidence from developing countries, where unconditional cash transfers have been tested, also 

counters some common concerns. A review by Banerjee, Niehaus and Suri (2019) of various cash 

transfer programs found little support for the fear that free money makes people lazy. In many cases, 

recipients used the cash to improve their nutrition, health, or even invest in small businesses, and 

there was no widespread increase in spending on temptation goods like alcohol. Similarly, in North 

American experiments and historical programs (e.g., the Mincome experiment in Canada, and 

Alaska's dividend), researchers like Marinescu (2018) found only a modest reduction in work hours 

(often under 10% and mainly among secondary earners or those pursuing education), indicating that 

a basic income might slightly reduce labor supply but not eliminate the desire to work for most 

people. 

Critics of UBI raise several issues. There is the question of fiscal cost and sustainability: paying 

a meaningful basic income to everyone could require significant tax increases or reallocation of 

government spending. Some argue it could be inflationary if not matched by production. Others 

worry that UBI alone might not address deeper inequalities (like access to quality healthcare, 

education, or wealth ownership). Bruenig (2017) points out that a modest UBI might effectively 

maintain a status quo where the rich keep their wealth and the poor get just enough to scrape by, 

which could entrench inequality if not paired with other measures. Hanna and Olken (2018) debate 

UBI versus targeted transfers, noting that in some developing contexts, targeting the poorest is more 

cost-effective, though targeting becomes harder if large swaths of society are affected by joblessness. 

Another major critique is whether UBI addresses the non-monetary value of work. Tcherneva 

(2020), a proponent of a Job Guarantee (JG), argues that rather than giving people money and leaving 

them idle, it might be better to guarantee a public or community job to anyone who wants one. A JG 

would directly provide purposeful employment (at a living wage) and produce public goods 

(infrastructure, care services, environmental projects). In a post-labor world, a strict job guarantee 

may become less feasible if tasks truly disappear, but the philosophy behind it stresses the social and 

psychological importance of work roles, which UBI does not provide. The debate between UBI and 

JG is vigorous, with some suggesting a combination could be ideal: a basic income for security plus 

a job guarantee for those seeking work and social inclusion. 

Recognizing that there are multiple ways to design basic income-like policies, the literature 

discusses variants and complementary ideas: 

● Partial Basic Income: A smaller cash stipend that covers only part of subsistence, meant to be 

combined with earnings or other benefits. This costs less and may avoid disincentivizing work, 

but also provides less security (Standing, 2020). It could be a step toward a full UBI. 

● Negative Income Tax (NIT): A mechanism championed by Friedman (1962), where people 

earning below a certain threshold receive supplemental pay from the government instead of 

paying taxes, tapering off as their income rises. NIT can ensure a minimum income while 

preserving some incentive to work (since benefits phase out gradually). 

● Universal Basic Services: Instead of cash, some propose guaranteeing free access to essential 

services (healthcare, education, housing, transport, internet) for all (Coote & Percy, 2020). This 
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addresses needs directly and could be more cost-effective for certain goods, although it doesn't 

give the flexibility of cash. 

● Stakeholder Grants: Ackerman and Alstott (1999) suggested giving every individual a one-time 

capital grant (for example at age 18 or 21) to invest in education, business, or assets. While not 

an ongoing income, it provides a stake and the means to generate one’s own livelihood in a 

changing economy. 

● Participation Income: Proposed by Atkinson (2015), this would require recipients to participate 

in some socially constructive activity (community service, caregiving, etc.) to receive the basic 

payment. It aims to blend UBI’s universality with encouraging societal contribution, though it 

complicates administration and moves away from unconditional simplicity. 

Each of these approaches involves trade-offs in terms of work incentives, administrative complexity, 

coverage, and public acceptance. Recent modeling by Hughes and Larson (2023) indicates that the 

optimal mix of these policies might vary by country depending on existing tax systems, culture, and 

how far automation has progressed. For instance, a wealthy country with high automation might 

afford a generous UBI funded by taxes on capital, whereas another might opt for a smaller basic 

income plus public jobs. 

In the context of a truly post-labor economy (where few have traditional jobs), UBI (or its 

variants) becomes less of an ideological choice and more of a necessity. Without a mechanism like 

UBI, mass unemployment would translate into mass loss of income and thus collapse of demand and 

social order. That is why even relatively conservative thinkers have entertained UBI as a “policy for 

the robot era.” The open questions revolve around designing it well and integrating it into a broader 

framework of social support (such as healthcare and education, which a cash grant alone cannot 

replace). Real-world experiments and pilot programs will continue to provide valuable data on how 

people actually respond to guaranteed income, informing the debate as we move closer to the 

scenarios under consideration. 

5.2. Taxation and Redistribution Strategies 

Financing any robust distribution system in a post-labor economy calls for rethinking taxation. 

If fewer people earn wages, the traditional tax base (income and payroll taxes) will shrink. Thus, 

proposals focus on how to tax the returns to capital and automation effectively, to redistribute those 

gains as income or services for society. Key ideas include: 

● Progressive Capital Taxation: Piketty (2014) famously advocated for wealth taxes to counteract 

rising inequality. In a post-labor scenario, wealth (especially ownership of automated means of 

production) will be an even larger source of income for the elite. Taxing capital income (profits, 

dividends, rents) and large concentrations of wealth can recycle some of those funds back to the 

public. Landais, Saez, and Zucman (2020) propose comprehensive capital taxes (including on 

stocks, real estate, etc.) as a way to fund social programs. These could fund UBI or other 

benefits. One challenge is capital is more mobile than labor, so such taxes require broad 

cooperation or new enforcement mechanisms to avoid evasion. 

● Robot Taxes: A more direct idea is to tax automation itself. Abbott and Bogenschneider (2018) 

discuss whether robots or AI systems that perform human jobs should effectively pay "payroll 

taxes" just as a human would, or whether companies installing robots should face a special tax 

or fee. The revenue could fund retraining or basic income for displaced workers. South Korea, 

for example, reduced certain automation tax incentives in what was dubbed the world’s first 

robot tax in 2017. However, economists debate this approach: Guerreiro, Rebelo, and Teles 

(2021) argue that taxing robots might slow productivity growth and innovation, essentially 

throwing sand in the gears of progress. They suggest it could be inefficient compared to taxing 
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the outputs or profits from automation. The counterpoint is that without such a tax, the social 

costs of transition (unemployment, inequality) are not accounted for by firms. 

● Data/AI Dividends: As data becomes a critical asset fueling AI, some propose taxing companies' 

use of personal data or even treating data as labor (Arrieta-Ibarra et al., 2018) and thus 

compensating individuals for it. A "data dividend" could be paid by tech firms to users or into a 

public fund. This is a newer idea and part of broader discussions on how big tech’s profits from 

automation can be shared. 

● Resource and Consumption Taxes: In a scenario of robust automation, consumption might 

remain high even if jobs vanish (because people might live on UBI or dividends). Some 

proposals include heavier taxation of luxury consumption or ecological footprints to both fund 

social spending and guide behavior. For example, carbon taxes or taxes on resource extraction 

could simultaneously address sustainability and raise revenue for social programs. However, 

these alone may not suffice to fund a basic income at scale. 

● Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWFs): Instead of (or in addition to) taxing and immediately 

redistributing, governments might build up sovereign wealth funds by investing in automated 

industries or other assets, then use the returns to fund UBI or public services. This model is akin 

to Norway’s oil fund or Alaska’s Permanent Fund (whose dividend is essentially a tiny basic 

income to residents from oil revenue). As automation expands, a government could require 

equity stakes in AI companies or royalties from intellectual property, channeling those into a 

public fund. 

In summary, taxation in a post-labor economy would likely shift toward capital, wealth, and 

technology rents. The political feasibility of heavy taxes on capital is a question; it might require 

international coordination to prevent capital flight. But if labor’s bargaining power diminishes (with 

jobs scarce), the public’s political demand for taxing capital owners may increase correspondingly. A 

common thread is ensuring the shrinking labor income base does not lead to shrinking public revenues at a 

time when more public spending (on UBI, healthcare, etc.) may be needed. Hence, creative 

approaches to capture the value created by automation for the public good are at the forefront of 

policy discussions. 

5.3. Alternative Economic Paradigms 

Beyond specific policies like UBI or taxes, some thinkers argue that a post-labor society might 

require fundamentally reimagining economic paradigms. If the underpinning logic of our current 

system (labor for income, endless growth, competitive markets for scarce goods) changes, then new 

paradigms could guide how we structure the economy. A range of alternative models have been 

proposed or revived in light of the post-labor possibility: 

● Degrowth and Steady-State Models: As mentioned earlier, degrowth advocates (Kallis, 2018) 

propose deliberately scaling down production and consumption in wealthy societies. In a post-

labor context, this could align with using automation to reduce work hours and output to only 

what is needed for a good quality of life, rather than to maximize GDP. People would benefit 

from more leisure and lower environmental impact. This is a radical shift from capitalist 

growth models, requiring cultural acceptance of lower consumption and robust distribution to 

avoid poverty with less output. 

● Platform Cooperativism: If much of the economy becomes platform-based (think Uber, 

Amazon, Facebook, etc., increasingly automated), one paradigm shift is to turn these into 

cooperatives or public utilities (Scholz, 2016). Rather than corporate giants controlling 

automated platforms, users and workers collectively could. This overlaps with earlier 

ownership discussions but is framed as an economic paradigm of democratic digital networks 

vs. corporate ones. 
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● Participatory Economics (Parecon): Albert (2003) outlines a vision where workers (to the extent 

they exist) and consumers plan production through democratic councils, balancing jobs so 

everyone does a share of creative and rote tasks. In a post-labor world, a modified parecon 

might involve democratic planning of automated production and collective decision-making on 

resource allocation since markets might not function well without human labor valuation. It 

emphasizes equity and participatory decision-making at a systemic level. 

● Doughnut Economics: Raworth (2017) offers the “doughnut” model: an economy that ensures 

no one falls short on essentials (health, housing, income, etc.) while not exceeding the ecological 

ceiling. Automation could help achieve the inner ring (providing basics for all) efficiently, and 

also assist in monitoring/optimizing resource use to stay within ecological limits. This 

paradigm focuses on holistic indicators of wellbeing rather than GDP, which might be more 

appropriate if traditional employment and output measures lose meaning. 

● Tokenized and Decentralized Economies: Emerging technologies like blockchain have led to 

ideas of new incentive systems. Schneider et al. (2023) discuss tokenized contribution systems 

where people are rewarded with digital tokens for various contributions (e.g., maintaining 

community projects, creating open-source software). These tokens could be traded or 

redeemed, forming an alternative economy that values non-traditional work. Decentralized 

autonomous organizations (DAOs) could manage resources and production with minimal 

human oversight, distributing tokens or cryptocurrency as rewards. While speculative, these 

paradigms try to envision an economy beyond centralized corporations and formal jobs, 

aligning with a highly automated context. 

The common thread in these alternative paradigms is the notion that post-labor economics is not 

just about tweaking policies, but potentially about new organizing principles. If the core of 

production is automated and plentiful, the purpose of economic activity might shift from growth or 

profit to sustaining human and ecological wellbeing. These paradigms often incorporate elements of 

collaboration, commons, and long-term sustainability, contrasting with competitive, short-term 

profit maximization. 

It’s important to note that these models are largely normative and exploratory. No country or 

large-scale society has implemented such paradigms fully. However, they provide a visionary 

vocabulary that can guide experiments and pilot programs. For instance, certain cities are trying out 

commons-based initiatives or cooperative platforms, and the concept of circular economy (Stahel, 

2016) is gaining traction in environmental policy. As automation progresses, elements of these 

paradigms might increasingly inform mainstream policy (for example, New Zealand embedding 

wellbeing indicators in budget planning, or some European cities adopting doughnut economics 

frameworks). 

In the landscape of Post-Labor Economics, these alternative paradigms serve as reminders that 

the endpoint could be qualitatively different from anything before. They challenge policymakers and the 

public to broaden their imagination about how a society of material abundance (thanks to 

automation) could be structured so that it is just, sustainable, and fulfilling for individuals. 

5.4. Ethical Frameworks for Distribution in Post-Labor Contexts 

Discussions about distribution in a post-labor economy inevitably raise deeper ethical questions: 

On what basis should resources be distributed if not by meritocratic earnings through work? What 

do people deserve in a world where the link between effort and reward is severed or loosened? 

Scholars in philosophy and public policy have started developing ethical frameworks tailored to 

post-labor scenarios (Wong & Salamon, 2023). Four emerging perspectives can be outlined: 

● Commons-Based Entitlement: This view holds that all people have a legitimate claim to the 

bounty produced by automation because that bounty is built on a shared inheritance of human 

knowledge and natural resources. If AI and robots are the new means of production, they are 
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fundamentally products of collective human efforts (past generations’ innovations) and should 

be treated as a commons. Thus, everyone is entitled to a fair share of the outputs. This framework 

would justify something like UBI or universal dividends as a right, not charity. 

● Expanded Contribution (Beyond Wage Labor): Another approach is to redefine the notion of 

contribution. Even if one doesn’t have a formal job, individuals contribute to society in many 

ways: raising children, caring for the elderly, volunteering, creating art, maintaining 

communities, etc. Under this framework, distribution should reward these broader 

contributions. For example, a caregiver at home might receive income recognition for that 

work. The idea is to detach the idea of deservingness from "holding a paid job" to "participating 

in society" in various beneficial ways. Policies like participation income or time banking (where 

people exchange services) resonate with this. 

● Capabilities Approach: Drawing on Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum's work, this ethical 

view suggests the goal of distribution should be to ensure every person has the capabilities to 

lead a life they value. In a post-labor context, that means providing resources and opportunities 

such that individuals can develop their talents, pursue education, maintain health, and engage 

in society meaningfully, regardless of employment status. The measure of justice is not the 

output or effort per se, but whether people have the freedom and capability to flourish. This 

could support, for instance, guaranteeing universal access to education, creative facilities, or 

civic participation venues as much as guaranteeing income. 

● Algorithmic Distributive Justice: This novel concept considers that if AI and algorithms run 

much of the economy (allocating resources, deciding who gets what opportunities, etc.), we 

might explicitly program ethical principles into these systems. For example, an AI managing a 

logistics and production network might be encoded with rules to ensure fair distribution of 

goods to regions, or an algorithm distributing a social dividend might adjust payouts to help 

the worst-off more. Essentially, embedding justice into the code. While still theoretical, it poses 

interesting questions: could we trust AI to impartially enforce fairness better than humans? 

What ethical criteria would we choose (egalitarian, prioritarian, etc.)? This intersects with the 

idea of AI governance discussed later. 

These ethical frameworks underscore that moving to a post-labor economy is not just an 

economic or technical shift, but a moral one. Societies will need to grapple with notions of fairness 

without the familiar yardstick of work effort. Some people may instinctively feel that “if you don’t 

work, you shouldn’t get paid,” an ethic ingrained over centuries. Post-labor ethics challenges this, 

suggesting alternatives: perhaps everyone deserves a share by virtue of being a member of society, or 

by virtue of inherent dignity, or because past generations’ work (not just your own) created the 

wealth we enjoy. 

Wong and Salamon (2023) note that these debates are becoming more salient as the feasibility of 

post-labor scenarios increases. For instance, political rhetoric around UBI often appeals to fairness: 

either pro (everyone deserves security in a rich society) or con (people should earn their way). How 

these ethical arguments evolve will influence public support or resistance to the necessary 

redistributive policies. 

In practice, a hybrid of frameworks might be used. For example, a society might implement a 

baseline universal income (commons-based entitlement logic) but also still honor contributions by 

encouraging volunteerism or community service with additional recognition (expanded contribution 

logic). Ensuring capabilities might influence how services like healthcare and education are provided 

alongside income. And algorithmic decision tools might be used to minimize human biases in 

distribution systems but guided by human-defined ethical goals. 

In summary, ethical considerations in post-labor economics are about redefining the social 

contract. If the old contract was “you contribute labor, you earn a living,” the new contract might be 
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“you have a right to a livelihood as a citizen, and you contribute in diverse ways of your choosing.” 

This philosophical evolution will likely be as challenging as the economic one, requiring cultural 

shifts and consensus-building on values. 

6. Governance and Policy Implications in Post-Labor Societies 

A future with significantly reduced need for human labor would not only transform economics 

but also pose profound challenges for governance, politics, and societal organization. This section 

examines how institutions, policies, and social structures might need to adapt. We cover implications 

for education systems, shifts in political coalitions and power structures, changes in social 

organization and cultural norms, and the new demands on governance mechanisms, including the 

role of algorithms in decision-making. 

6.1. Education and Human Development 

Education is both a victim of and a remedy for the disruptions of automation. As traditional 

career paths erode, education systems must be reimagined to prepare people not for one lifelong 

occupation but for flexibility and non-work life. Several approaches are discussed in the literature: 

● Focus on uniquely human skills: Aoun (2017) and others propose that curricula emphasize 

creative, critical thinking, and social intelligence skills that AI cannot easily replicate. If routine 

cognitive tasks are automated, education should pivot to nurturing creativity, emotional skills, 

empathy, leadership, and complex problem-solving. These skills can enable humans to work 

alongside AI (complementarity) and also excel in domains beyond AI’s reach (like caring 

professions or artistic endeavors). 

● Technological literacy: West (2018) argues that everyone will need a solid understanding of AI, 

data, and digital systems to navigate a society saturated with technology. This doesn't mean 

everyone must be a coder, but basic literacy in how algorithms work, data privacy, and digital 

collaboration is crucial both for employability in remaining tech-integrated jobs and for 

informed citizenship (e.g., understanding algorithmic decisions that affect one's life). 

● Civic and Ethics Education: Levine (2013) and others highlight that if traditional economic roles 

(worker, employee) become less central to identity, civic identity might grow in importance. 

Education should thus cultivate skills for democratic participation, critical media consumption, 

and community engagement. People might channel energies into civic activities when not 

engaged in work, so preparing them to do so constructively is important. 

● Meaning and Purpose Beyond Work: As noted earlier, the question of meaning becomes acute 

in a post-labor society. Danaher (2019) suggests educational systems incorporate philosophy, 

arts, and life skills that help individuals find purpose outside of paid employment. This could 

range from encouraging lifelong hobbies, creative arts, sports, to community service as ways to 

find fulfillment. Teaching people early on that their worth is not tied solely to a job is a cultural 

shift education can facilitate. 

● Lifelong Learning Models: Park and Rivera (2023) document emerging paradigms of 

continuous education. The old model of front-loading education in youth and then working for 

decades may give way to lifelong learning where people cycle in and out of education 

throughout life. This is in part to re-skill as needed, but also because free time in a post-labor 

world could be devoted to learning for personal growth. Societies might offer free or affordable 

access to universities, online courses, and community colleges for all ages, allowing people to 

pursue multiple knowledge fields or vocations over a lifetime. 

● Capabilities Development: Building on Sen’s capabilities approach, Robeyns and Boni (2022) 

propose that education should broaden to develop each individual's capabilities – from 
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scientific and artistic capabilities to social and emotional ones. The aim is to produce well-

rounded individuals equipped to flourish in whichever direction they choose when not 

constrained by the necessity of earning a wage. 

All these shifts imply a significant departure from industrial-era education, which was largely 

designed to produce disciplined, job-ready graduates for factories, offices, or professions. In a post-

labor context, education might be less about job training and more about holistic development. One 

can imagine, for example, more emphasis on interdisciplinary learning, project-based and 

experiential learning, collaboration, and ethical reasoning. 

Practically, education policy might need to ensure inclusivity in this new model. If a segment of 

society is left uneducated in the new skills, it could create a new kind of inequality (not of income per 

se, if UBI is there, but of meaning or fulfillment). Thus, heavy investment in public education, 

libraries, makerspaces, museums, and other learning infrastructure is often advocated. 

Moreover, as formal employment wanes, educational credentials might become less tied to 

economic outcomes, potentially reducing the high-stakes nature of schooling. In an optimistic view, 

this could ease academic pressures and allow learning for learning’s sake to make a comeback. 

In short, education systems will likely repurpose themselves: from sorting people into the labor 

market, to equipping people for a good life and active citizenship in a highly automated society. This 

is a monumental shift for institutions and will require experimentation and open-mindedness from 

educators and policymakers. 

6.2. Political Economy of Post-Labor Transitions 

Automation at such scale not only disrupts the economy, but also the power structures and 

political coalitions that have historically been built around labor. The decline of labor as an economic 

force could upend established interests and require new forms of political organization: 

● Labor unions and worker organizations: Unions have been a bedrock of worker power in 

industrial economies. What happens when the workers are few? Schwartz (2018) examines 

scenarios where unions either transform or decline. One possibility is that unions broaden their 

scope — instead of bargaining for wages and jobs, they might advocate for broader social 

protections for all (essentially becoming more like social justice organizations or pushing for 

things like UBI, healthcare, etc.). We already see some unions supporting UBI as a safety net. 

Alternatively, unions might shift to representing those who do still work (in care or tech 

industries), but their leverage could diminish if their membership shrinks. Some scholars 

suggest new collective organizations of non-workers could emerge, e.g., associations of basic 

income recipients or community cooperatives that voice the interests of the economically 

inactive (which could be majority). The transition period might witness labor unrest of a new 

kind if layoffs surge—thus, how labor movements adapt is crucial for stability. 

● Political coalitions and parties: Traditional left-right politics is often rooted in class (workers vs 

capitalists, etc.). White and Kumar (2022) analyze how automation might realign politics. For 

instance, support for UBI or robot taxes might not break cleanly along left-right lines; it could 

become labor vs capital in a new way, or even young vs old (if older generations hold capital and 

younger ones face no jobs). We might see new alliances: perhaps a populist coalition of 

unemployed masses demanding redistribution, opposed by an elite defending property rights. 

Or a tech-progressive alliance in favor of embracing automation with safety nets, versus a pro-

labor alliance that resists automation to save jobs. Peters (2020) speculates about "digital 

socialism" where traditional socialist ideals are updated for the tech age (e.g., collective 

ownership of data and AI). The early signs include debates on things like whether tech 

monopolies should be broken up or nationalized—political fault lines are forming around 

control of technology. 
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● Democratic governance challenges: If economic power concentrates with owners of AI/robots, 

political power might also concentrate (as wealth tends to influence politics). This raises the risk 

of a plutocracy or “techno-oligarchy” capturing governance, which could undermine 

democracy. Peters (2020) notes that we must consider how democracy can function when an 

extremely wealthy tech sector dominates the economy. Strong democratic institutions and 

perhaps new checks (like citizen assemblies, stronger campaign finance laws, etc.) might be 

needed to prevent authoritarian outcomes where the disempowered masses have little voice. 

Conversely, there's a scenario where large segments of the populace, living on UBI and not tied 

to employers, might become more politically active since they have more time and immediate 

motivation to demand fair policies, possibly reinvigorating democracy in new ways. 

● Political transitions and stability: Gonzalez-Ricoy and Rey (2023) apply political transition 

theory to the move toward post-labor. They identify potential critical junctures—moments when 

policy choices could lock in either a fair trajectory (e.g., implementing redistribution early) or 

an unstable one (e.g., allowing unchecked inequality until crisis hits). They stress the 

importance of proactive institutional design: for instance, establishing a legal right to basic 

income or limiting corporate political influence before automation reaches its peak. Otherwise, 

the pressure of mass unemployment could lead to social unrest, scapegoating politics, or even 

authoritarian populism as seen in regions deindustrialized without support. Their analysis 

suggests deliberate pathways (with reforms, experiments, and gradual scaling of new policies) 

will fare better than reactive or laissez-faire approaches. 

In essence, the political sphere must evolve in parallel with the economic shifts. Policies like UBI 

or heavy taxation of capital, no matter how economically sound, will not happen without political 

will and power shifts to enable them. Historically, major economic changes (industrialization, 

globalization) have led to new political ideologies and movements (e.g., labor movement, social 

democracy, welfare states). The rise of a post-labor economy could similarly birth new movements: 

perhaps a “post-work populism” or a “technoprogressive” movement that champions using tech for 

public good. 

The transition will test the adaptability of current institutions. Governments may need more 

agile policy-making processes, incorporating more foresight (e.g., scenario planning for job 

automation) and participatory approaches to keep citizens engaged. If governance fails to adapt, the 

legitimacy of democratic systems could be strained by widespread economic alienation. 

6.3. Meaning and Social Organization Beyond Labor 

One of the most profound implications of a post-labor society is how it changes the social fabric: 

the way people organize their lives, find purpose, and structure time when the anchor of a daily job 

is gone. Sociologists and philosophers have delved into what a largely work-free life might mean for 

individuals and communities: 

● Cultural shift in work ethic: Western societies (and many others) have long prized the work 

ethic — the idea that hard work is virtuous and central to one’s identity (Weeks, 2011). In a 

post-labor world, this ingrained belief will be challenged. Some, like Kathi Weeks, argue that 

the work ethic is not eternal but a cultural construct that can change. If basic income and 

automation free people from necessity, culture might gradually shift to value other activities 

(art, learning, caregiving, leisure) as the primary ways individuals contribute or find meaning. 

However, such shifts could be generational and might face resistance from those who see non-

workers as "idle". Overcoming stigma attached to not having a formal job will be a key social 

change. 

● Leisure and self-realization: What will people do with their time? Danaher (2019) envisions a 

potential renaissance of self-realization activities — pursuits people always claim they wish they 
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had time for, from creative arts to travel to hobbies, community involvement, sports, or 

intellectual exploration. Historically, only the wealthy had the privilege of extensive leisure. A 

post-labor future could democratize that privilege. However, as Koster (2024) warns, an 

abundance of free time can also lead to existential angst if not well-supported by community 

and structure. Thus, there may arise more organizations and spaces for purposeful leisure: 

think of flourishing local art clubs, maker spaces, sports leagues, lifelong learning institutes, 

etc., which could become as common and important as workplaces used to be. 

● "Bullshit Jobs" elimination and flourishing of useful activities: David Graeber (2018) 

controversially argued that a huge number of jobs in modern society are essentially pointless or 

unfulfilling ("bullshit jobs" in his terminology). These are roles that, if eliminated, would not 

really be missed by society (e.g., certain bureaucratic, administrative, or marketing roles created 

by complex corporate hierarchies). A post-labor economy might naturally eliminate many such 

jobs, freeing people to engage in activities that have more obvious social or personal value. 

Graeber believed many people secretly yearn to do something meaningful; if freed from a 

meaningless desk job by a basic income, they might volunteer, create, or care for others in ways 

that make them and society better off. 

● Reimagining social status: Currently, profession and income are major determinants of social 

status. In a world where profession is no longer applicable to many, how is status conferred or 

measured? Gorz (1999) anticipated a future where status comes from non-economic 

achievements — being a great artist, a community leader, an excellent parent, or mastering a 

craft could become more central to identity than career titles. Communities might celebrate 

those who contribute to social or cultural life rather than those who simply earn a lot. Of course, 

there's a risk that new status hierarchies (like who uses their freedom most "productively") 

could form, but ideally less tied to material wealth. 

● Community and social cohesion: There are concerns that without workplaces, people might 

lose a primary site of social interaction and community building. Workplaces often provide 

social networks, friendships, even spouses. So alternative social structures need to fill that role. 

Snyder (2016) studied communities with persistent unemployment and found that strong 

community institutions (like churches, clubs, extended families) became critical in maintaining 

social cohesion and purpose. In a designed post-labor scenario, one might proactively 

strengthen community centers, local associations, and civic groups to ensure people have places 

to belong and contribute. Experiments in intentional communities or post-work communes (Cheng, 

2022) indicate that humans can indeed form meaningful communal ties centered on shared 

values or projects when not centered on work. These case studies show higher volunteerism 

and novel forms of governance (like town hall meetings, collective decision-making on 

community chores) that could scale to larger society with supportive policy. 

● Inequality of meaning: An interesting point some raise is that even if income is equalized, there 

could be an emerging inequality in meaningful engagement. Individuals who are self-motivated 

or have strong passions may thrive in a free-time-rich environment, whereas others might feel 

aimless or succumb to passive entertainment (e.g., endless TV or gaming). Societal support for 

finding meaning could include programs to help people discover interests (like free workshops, 

mentoring, mental health support). Otherwise, a scenario of widespread boredom or social 

isolation could have negative outcomes (e.g., substance abuse, mental health crises). This makes 

social policy in a post-labor world not just about money, but also about purpose provision. 

In summary, post-labor societies will need to cultivate new norms and institutions for social 

organization. Many current social ills (overwork stress, lack of family time) might be alleviated, but 

new ones (boredom, loss of identity) could emerge if not addressed. The ideal outcome is a society 
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where liberated from survival labor, people engage in a variety of enriching activities, supported by 

communities and a culture that values such engagement. Achieving that requires conscious societal 

effort: revaluing caregiving, arts, and civic involvement, and possibly redesigning urban 

environments and public spaces to foster interaction and activity outside of work. 

6.4. Algorithmic Governance and Democratic Control 

With advanced AI and automation taking on larger roles, not just in the economy but potentially 

in decision-making processes, a new area of concern is how to maintain democratic control and 

accountability. We might see a shift to algorithmic governance in many domains: algorithms allocating 

welfare benefits, AI managing traffic flow in smart cities, automated systems making decisions on 

resource distribution, or even AI involvement in judicial or legislative processes (through decision 

support). This raises unique challenges: 

● Transparency and Accountability: AI systems can be complex and opaque ("black boxes"). 

Crawford (2021) notes that as AI becomes woven into governance, it can amplify power 

without clear accountability. For instance, if an AI denies someone’s basic income due to some 

anomaly, who is responsible? Ensuring transparency (through open algorithms, explainable AI) 

is crucial so that citizens and officials understand how decisions are made. Also, channels for 

redress and human override need to be in place. 

● Automation of Governance vs Governance by Automation: Yeung (2024) distinguishes these 

concepts. Automation of governance means existing governmental tasks (like processing tax 

returns or monitoring compliance) are done by AI, ideally more efficiently. Governance by 

automation means algorithms start to create their own rules or coordinate society in new ways 

(think decentralized networks routing energy or coordinating logistics with little human input). 

The latter is more radical and could carry distinct logic that might conflict with human values 

(e.g., an AI might prioritize efficiency over equity unless designed otherwise). 

● Democratic input in AI systems: Several frameworks are emerging to keep AI aligned with 

public values. Algorithmic impact assessments (Reisman et al., 2018) are one proposal, 

analogous to environmental impact assessments, where any major automated system is 

evaluated for its social and ethical implications before deployment. This would involve public 

consultation and expert analysis, injecting democratic deliberation before an algorithm is let 

loose in society. 

● Participatory algorithm design: Sloane et al. (2022) advocate involving stakeholders (users, 

those affected by an AI system) in its design and rollout. For example, if a city is implementing 

an AI to allocate housing or healthcare resources, community representatives should be part of 

choosing the criteria and reviewing outputs. This ensures the system better reflects collective 

priorities and can build public trust. 

● Digital commons governance: Beyond specific algorithms, as we rely on AI for critical 

infrastructure, new institutions might govern them. Schneider (2023) suggests creating 

democratic governance structures for key algorithms and data, treating them as a commons. For 

instance, a public board could oversee the algorithms that manage power grids or social media 

transparency, with citizen members, ethicists, etc., not just tech experts. 

● Technological sovereignty: Haché (2022) introduces this concept as communities or nations 

retaining control over the tech that shapes their lives. Instead of being at the mercy of 

multinational tech companies' algorithms, governments might require localizable control or 

open-source alternatives so that policies (like distribution systems) aren't effectively dictated by 

private AI. This dovetails with movements for open data and civic tech. 
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All these measures aim to prevent a scenario where humans lose agency in the face of algorithmic 

systems. A worst-case would be something like a "benevolent dictator" AI (or not benevolent) that 

optimizes economic output but disregards individual rights or minority needs. Ensuring human-in-

the-loop where needed, and human-on-the-loop (oversight) always, is often recommended. 

Yet, there's also optimism that AI can help governance. Properly harnessed, AI could eliminate 

bureaucratic inefficiencies, reduce human bias in decisions (e.g., algorithmic systems can be made to 

ignore race or gender in decisions where they’re irrelevant, potentially reducing discrimination if 

well-designed), and allow more fine-tuned, responsive policy (real-time adjustment of UBI levels 

based on economic data, for example). The key is that these benefits should not come at the cost of 

transparency or fairness. 

In a post-labor society, maintaining democratic legitimacy might require even more direct citizen 

engagement, since with more free time, citizens may demand greater say. Ironically, as everyday 

economic roles decline, political engagement might become a primary avenue for people to feel heard 

and influential. Thus, democratic innovation—like participatory budgeting, frequent referenda, or 

citizen assemblies on tech governance—could flourish. Algorithmic tools could even facilitate new 

forms of e-democracy (for instance, large-scale online deliberation aided by AI summarizers that help 

people process vast input). 

In conclusion, the governance challenge is to ensure that as we delegate more to machines, we 

do not abdicate our values or agency. It's about crafting institutions and regulations for an 

algorithmically enhanced society that still fundamentally serves human ends. The literature makes it 

clear that these outcomes are not automatic (pun intended): deliberate action is needed to embed 

accountability, otherwise technology could just as well centralize power as liberate it. 

7. Historical and Empirical Evidence 

While much of Post-Labor Economics is forward-looking and theoretical, it is informed by 

historical precedents and emerging real-world developments that offer clues about how a post-labor 

transition might unfold. This section discusses empirical evidence from past structural 

transformations, current partial analogues to post-labor conditions, and insights from economic 

modeling studies. These examples help ground the discussion, illustrating which predictions hold 

true and what unexpected challenges arise when labor displacement occurs. 

7.1. Historical Precedents 

A completely post-labor economy is unprecedented, but history has seen sectors and regions 

undergo transitions where large percentages of workers were displaced by technology. Studying 

these can illuminate potential dynamics: 

● Mechanization of Agriculture: Perhaps the clearest parallel is the early-to-mid 20th century shift 

from agrarian societies to industrial ones in many developed countries. In 1900, a majority of 

the U.S. workforce was in agriculture; today it’s under 2%, thanks to mechanization (tractors, 

harvesters, etc.). Autor (2015) notes this massive labor release was ultimately absorbed by 

growth in manufacturing and service sectors, but not without significant disruption. Rural 

populations migrated en masse to cities, requiring huge social adjustments. The policy response 

included things like expanded public education (to equip farm kids for urban jobs), rural 

development programs, and later, agricultural subsidies to support remaining small farmers. 

The lesson: sectoral transitions can be very disruptive but manageable if new industries rise — 

the worry for post-labor is what if no new labor-intensive sector awaits? 

● Deindustrialization (Rust Belt examples): The decline of manufacturing in regions like the U.S. 

Rust Belt or Northern England in the late 20th century provides cautionary tales. Bluestone and 

Harrison (1982) documented how factory closures devastated communities: unemployment 

soared, local economies crumbled, leading to social problems (crime, drug use, family 
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breakdown). More recently, Vance (2016) in Hillbilly Elegy illustrated the human toll in a 

deindustrialized American town. These cases show that when technology or offshoring 

eliminates jobs and nothing replaces them, the result can be long-term regional decline and 

political backlash. It underscores the importance of proactive transition support — retraining, 

investing in new industries (or creating public jobs) and strengthening social safety nets — to 

avoid such outcomes on a larger scale. 

● Automation "episodes": Historical research by Carter (2023) examined what he calls 

"automation communities" in the mid-20th century. For example, certain industries like auto 

manufacturing underwent waves of automation (robots on assembly lines in the 1970s-80s). 

Carter found that some localities adapted better than others. Factors aiding adaptation included 

strong knowledge transfer programs (companies working with local colleges to retrain 

workers), high levels of social capital (tight-knit communities rallying to support unemployed 

members and start local initiatives), and flexible institutions (local governments repurposing 

industrial areas for new uses). Where these were absent, the transitions were harsher. This 

indicates that community resilience factors matter in mitigating automation impacts. 

In summary, history suggests transitions away from labor-intensive sectors are complex 

processes that, if unmanaged, can produce significant hardship and inequality. However, given time 

and supportive policies, economies have been able to restructure around new forms of work. The big 

question for the future is whether new forms of work will continue to appear (as they did in the past), 

or whether we truly face a singular shift where machines outcompete humans in most productive 

tasks. If the latter, then historical adaptation mechanisms (like moving from farm to factory to office) 

might reach an end, demanding new solutions (like UBI, etc., as we’ve discussed). 

7.2. Contemporary Partial Post-Labor Systems 

While no economy is fully post-labor today, we can observe partial implementations or 

microcosms that resemble aspects of a post-labor economy: 

● Resource-rich economies with dividends: Some places effectively provide income decoupled 

from work by sharing resource wealth. For example, Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend pays 

all residents an annual share of oil revenues. It’s not enough to live on fully, but Widerquist and 

Howard (2012) note it has reduced poverty and given people a taste of basic income. Similarly, 

countries like Norway use oil fund revenues to finance generous welfare states. These models 

show that non-labor income for all is feasible and can gain popular support if the funding source 

is clear (like oil). They also highlight issues: Alaska's dividend can fluctuate with oil prices, 

teaching the importance of sustainability and diversification for any fund that might finance a 

basic income in the future (perhaps a fund fed by taxes on automation or data). 

● High-automation sectors: Certain industries today operate with minimal labor. For instance, 

semiconductor fabs or modern warehouses use a great deal of robotics. These highly automated 

operations give a glimpse of how production can function with few workers. They tend to 

concentrate ownership and require heavy capital investment, reaffirming the earlier point that 

whoever owns the machines gains outsized returns. For example, Amazon's automated 

warehouses have increased efficiency but also raised questions about the monotonous 

remaining human tasks and the wealth accruing to Amazon's owner. This microcosm suggests 

that without intervention, automation leads to more centralized profits, and jobs that do remain 

might be either high-skill (overseeing the tech) or relatively low-skill (doing the last bits robots 

can’t yet do, often under pressure). 

● Digital goods and post-scarcity glimpses: The realm of digital products (music, software, 

knowledge) already shows what near-zero marginal cost looks like. Once software is 
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developed, distributing millions of copies costs almost nothing, so revenue models shift to 

subscriptions or ads rather than per unit labor cost. Open-source software and Wikipedia 

demonstrate how volunteer labor and community governance can produce and maintain 

valuable goods with minimal paid labor. This is a kind of post-labor production (though relying 

on people who have free time or are funded indirectly). It hints that certain parts of the 

economy might function via altruism or community effort if people are freed from the need to 

earn. However, the digital abundance also had disruptive effects on industries (e.g., music and 

journalism needed new business models). In physical goods, 3D printing communities sharing 

designs could be an analog, but widespread physical post-scarcity is not here yet beyond some 

basics. 

● COVID-19 Pandemic Experiments: An unexpected “experiment” was the pandemic-related 

unemployment expansions and stimulus. Many countries temporarily gave residents income 

support irrespective of work (stimulus checks, furlough schemes, expanded unemployment 

benefits). Coombs et al. (2022) studied the effects of the early termination of U.S. pandemic 

unemployment benefits and found that the expanded benefits sustained consumption without 

significantly deterring people from returning to work when jobs were available. This short-term 

quasi-UBI suggests that at least for limited periods, giving people income without work did not 

collapse the labor market and helped stabilize the economy. It provided a testing ground for 

how people might behave with guaranteed income — most continued to seek meaningful 

activity, and the feared massive labor shortage largely did not materialize beyond specific 

sectors. However, that was a short-term emergency measure; long-term behavior might differ. 

● Community Wealth Building Initiatives: Cities like Preston (UK) and Cleveland (USA) have 

pioneered models to keep wealth local and partially insulated from global capital shifts. They 

promote cooperatives, community-owned enterprises, and anchor institution procurement 

(Grodach & Martin, 2022). These experiments aren't post-labor per se (people still work in those 

co-ops), but they show alternative distribution of profits and community resilience strategies 

that could be relevant if private employment contracts. They partially decouple livelihood from 

external labor markets, hinting at how communities might take more control in a post-labor era 

to ensure livelihoods via local institutions. 

● Automated Luxury Enclaves: At the other end, Atkinson (2023) observes the rise of highly 

automated, self-contained communities for the wealthy (for example, high-tech gated 

communities or estates where many services are automated or provided by a few staff). These 

might be seen as elites experimenting with a post-labor lifestyle: they rely heavily on 

technology and outsourced labor for their needs, effectively living in a bubble where typical 

employment is irrelevant to them. While not a positive model for society at large, it is a caution 

that such automation benefits could accrue to elites first, and demonstrates how a small subset 

can indeed live comfortably with minimal labor — but financed by wealth generated elsewhere 

or previously. 

The takeaway from these partial examples is that some elements of the post-labor puzzle are 

already visible: basic income-like payments can work on a small scale, technology can produce with 

few workers, and alternative institutions can manage resources differently. None of these are 

complete or sustained enough to fully predict a post-labor future, but they provide empirical backing 

for certain arguments. For instance, they bolster the case that UBI wouldn’t necessarily destroy work 

ethic (from Alaska and pandemic evidence) and that distribution of automated wealth is key (from 

the high-automation sectors and luxury enclaves showing concentration issues). 

Also, they reveal new challenges: how to maintain motivation and community (some pandemic 

anecdotes showed people felt isolated or purposeless when stuck at home with just a check, though 
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that was an extreme situation), and how to integrate partial post-labor systems with the rest of an 

economy that isn’t there yet (Alaska’s partial UBI works because many still have jobs or other 

support; if nobody worked, the payment would need to be much larger or differently financed). 

8. Research Gaps and Future Directions 

Despite growing attention, Post-Labor Economics is still an emerging field, and many critical 

questions remain unanswered. Based on our review, we identify several key areas where further 

research is needed to better understand and navigate a post-labor transition: 

● Empirical Measurement of Automation’s Impact: We need better metrics and data to track the 

actual displacement of human labor by automation across different sectors and regions. Current 

studies often produce widely varying estimates of how many jobs are at risk (Frey & Osborne’s 

high estimates vs. others' more modest ones, for example). Improved methodologies—perhaps 

analyzing task-level data, AI capabilities, and firm adoption rates in real time—could clarify 

what fraction of tasks or jobs are truly being automated and how quickly. This would help 

target policy (e.g., which regions will need the most help) and also validate or refute the more 

extreme post-labor predictions. 

● Distributional Dynamics During Transition: More research is needed on how different 

distribution mechanisms (basic income, job guarantee, profit-sharing schemes, etc.) interact 

with the labor market during a protracted transition where some sectors automate faster than 

others. For instance, if we introduce UBI while 50% of jobs still exist, how does that affect 

wages, prices, and the willingness of people to take remaining jobs? Or how do partial basic 

income programs affect entrepreneurship and education choices? These dynamic effects are not 

well-understood and are crucial for phasing in policies rather than waiting until after jobs 

disappear. 

● Psychological and Social Impacts: The individual and social psychological consequences of 

large-scale labor displacement are under-researched. How will identity, self-worth, and social 

cohesion hold up if work is no longer the center of life? Small-scale studies and historical 

analogies exist, but we lack longitudinal, culturally diverse research on what happens to 

communities that shift to dependence on non-work income. For example, will we see increased 

depression or liberation or both? Research from social psychology and sociology, including 

cross-cultural studies (since attitudes toward work and leisure vary widely by culture), will be 

vital in designing interventions to maintain mental health and social inclusion. 

● Global and Developmental Implications: Most post-labor discussions focus on advanced 

economies. But developing countries with different labor market structures and lower 

automation adoption might face unique challenges or delays. If advanced countries automate 

and reshore manufacturing, developing countries could lose the traditional manufacturing path 

to development (as robots in rich countries outcompete cheap labor abroad). How can 

developing economies adapt? Possibly by leapfrogging to service or creative industries, or 

focusing on regional trade. We need research on post-labor scenarios in low-income countries, 

which might involve different timelines, and how global inequality might shift if capital-rich 

nations automate and others lag behind. 

● Interdisciplinary Integration: The phenomenon touches economics, computer science (AI 

capability), sociology, psychology, political science, ethics, and more. Greater integration of 

these disciplines is needed to produce comprehensive models. For instance, an integrated 

model might include an AI technology diffusion component (from computer science), an 

economic model for labor markets, a social model for cultural adaptation, and a climate model 

if we consider ecological impacts. Such ambitious models could inform scenario planning. 
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Currently, research often happens in silos: economists model dollars, engineers project tech, 

ethicists theorize justice. Bringing these together will improve the robustness of any 

recommended policies. 

● Ecological Dimensions: The relationship between widespread automation and environmental 

sustainability is not fully explored. Automation could increase efficiency and reduce waste 

(positive for climate), or it could accelerate resource use by enabling hyper-production and 

consumption (negative). How might a post-labor economy address climate change? Would 

people consume more energy because they have more free time to travel, or less because they're 

satisfied with simpler pursuits? Could automation help in renewable energy deployment and 

climate mitigation? These questions need attention so that the post-labor vision aligns with 

urgent ecological goals. 

● Cultural Variation and Values: Post-labor scenarios might play out differently depending on 

cultural attitudes towards work, leisure, collectivism, and individualism. For example, some 

cultures might readily accept a stipend for all and focus on family and community, whereas 

others with a strong work ethic might experience more psychological strain. Cross-cultural 

research on perceptions of AI and basic income is needed. Also, studies on how to frame and 

implement policies in ways that resonate with different cultural values (perhaps using pilots in 

various countries) would be useful. 

● Non-Market Value Creation: As non-market activities (like volunteer work, open-source 

projects, caregiving) become central, we need better frameworks to recognize and perhaps 

compensate these contributions. Current GDP-based metrics will undercount societal well-

being in a post-labor world. Developing new indicators of economic health and progress that 

include non-market production (maybe a "Gross National Welfare" index, etc.) would help 

guide policy. Also, mechanisms to channel funding to important non-profit endeavors (like 

community arts or elder care cooperatives) might be needed—research on creative funding 

models for these is a gap. 

● Technological Governance Models: While we've begun conceptualizing algorithmic 

governance, concrete models for democratic oversight of automated systems remain 

underdeveloped. This includes legal frameworks (how to assign liability when AI makes a 

decision), standards for transparency, and public understanding. Pilot projects where city 

governments implement an AI policy with citizen juries overseeing it, for example, could yield 

insights. There's a gap in moving from theory to practice in AI governance. 

These research gaps highlight that while interest in Post-Labor Economics is growing, the field 

is far from complete. Addressing them will likely involve collaborative efforts across academia, 

industry, and government. 

Furthermore, given the stakes, experimentation is crucial. We may need to treat some regions or 

communities as "living labs" for trialing policies like UBI, reduced work weeks, heavy automation 

with strong social support, etc., to learn by doing. Ensuring such experiments are ethically done and 

inclusive is itself a research challenge (and a political one). 

Finally, an overarching future direction is public engagement and foresight. The public should 

be involved in envisioning the kind of post-labor future they want. Future studies exercises, scenario 

workshops, and dissemination of research findings in accessible ways will help society at large 

prepare mentally and culturally for the changes that may come. 

9. Conclusion 

Post-Labor Economics represents an ambitious and multifaceted inquiry into what may be one 

of the most consequential transformations of the 21st century: the potential obsolescence of human 
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labor as the linchpin of economic production and distribution. This review has synthesized current 

academic thinking across theoretical frameworks, transition mechanisms, distribution strategies, and 

governance challenges related to this prospect. 

A clear theme is uncertainty. Fundamental questions remain unresolved about the pace and 

extent of automation-driven labor displacement and about the best ways to organize an economy 

that is not structured around full employment. Some scholars are convinced that technology will 

outpace our adaptive abilities, leading to a future where traditional jobs are scarce; others believe 

human labor will remain essential in various forms, or that new kinds of "work" will emerge. This 

uncertainty is not merely technical but deeply social: it ties into questions of human purpose, social 

justice, and what constitutes a good life. 

Despite this uncertainty, a number of insights emerge from the literature: 

● The transition will likely be uneven and require active management. Automation is unlikely to 

hit all sectors and regions uniformly. We can expect pockets of high unemployment and others 

of persistent human employment. This demands tailored, flexible policy responses rather than 

one-size-fits-all solutions. Early interventions (education, retraining, social support) can make a 

big difference in outcomes. 

● Ownership and distribution arrangements will shape whether a post-labor future is dystopic or 

utopic. If the status quo of concentrated capital ownership continues, there is a risk of extreme 

inequality and social instability—a scenario where a small elite benefits from automation while 

masses suffer "technological unemployment." Alternatively, with deliberate redistribution 

(through UBI, public dividends, or social ownership models), the benefits of automation could 

be widely shared, potentially ushering in an era of broad prosperity and leisure. Essentially, 

who owns the robots will indeed largely determine who benefits (Freeman, 2015). 

● Rethinking social values and structures is as important as economic policy. A successful 

navigation to a post-labor society will likely require valuing contributions outside the formal 

labor market, fostering community and purpose through means other than jobs, and updating 

our education and cultural narratives to de-emphasize work as the sole source of identity. 

Societies that proactively cultivate alternative sources of meaning and social cohesion will 

handle the loss of work better than those that do not. 

● Multiple futures are possible. The literature outlines everything from egalitarian utopias of 

creativity and leisure to neo-feudal nightmares of mass poverty under robot overlords. The 

actual path will be determined by choices made in technology design (will it augment or 

replace humans?), in policy (will we cushion the falls and spread the gains?), and in politics 

(will the voices of the many shape the new system, or only the powerful few?). There is nothing 

preordained about how an AI-rich economy will distribute its spoils—that is a matter of 

collective decision. 

● Interdisciplinary and democratic approach needed. No single field has the answer; economists, 

technologists, ethicists, sociologists, and political scientists must collaborate. Likewise, 

involving citizens in dialogue and decision-making can improve legitimacy and outcomes. As 

these changes accelerate, broad public discourse (not just academic debate) on post-labor 

futures will be crucial to guide responsible innovation and policy. 

As of 2025, we are likely still in the early stages of this potential transformation. Automation is 

advancing but not yet at the point of making human work obsolete across the board. This is perhaps 

a window of opportunity. It allows time for further research (to reduce uncertainty), small-scale 

experimentation with new economic policies, and gradual cultural adaptation. In that sense, 

discussing Post-Labor Economics now is not premature; it is necessary foresight. The hope is that, 

armed with knowledge and creativity, humanity can navigate the transition in such a way that 
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automation becomes a tool for emancipation (freeing people from drudgery and scarcity) rather than 

a force of marginalization. 

In closing, whether a largely labor-free economy ultimately materializes or not, examining it 

prompts us to ask fundamental questions about the role of work in human life and how our economic 

systems can better serve human well-being. Even incremental moves in the direction of Post-Labor 

Economics—such as shorter working weeks, more robust social safety nets, and democratized 

technology—could yield benefits by reducing insecurity and enriching lives. Thus, the study of post-

labor scenarios is valuable not only for futurism but for critically evaluating the present and 

expanding the realm of policy imagination for creating a more just and fulfilling economic system for 

all. 
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