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Preface to
the Report
able to shield themselves and recover more quickly.
Many people are excluded and disenfranchised
and feel that there is one set of rules for them and
another for elites.
The world is in a deep state of crisis, confronted
with violent conflicts and entrenched political
divisions, a cost-of-living crisis affecting both
global North and South, and the existential threat
of the climate crisis that manifests in extreme
weather events, all the while still grappling with
the devastating consequences of the Covid-19
pandemic.
This report–Crises of Inequality: Shifting Power for
a New Eco-Social Contract–shows that there is a
common thread that links these crises: growing
economic and social inequalities that both drive
and are driven by crises.
Our current system perpetuates a trickle-up of
wealth to the top, leaving no possibilities for shared
prosperity. It destroys our environment and climate
through over-consumption and pollution, and
offloads the steep costs onto those who consume
little and pollute the least. Increasing inequalities
in income, wealth, opportunity and social
outcomes intersect with inequalities in access to
rights and participation, which are under threat in
many parts of the world.
Taken together, inequalities create a gravity toward
multiple crises and shocks and make the effects
worse. Each crisis plays out in an existing pattern
of inequalities. This inevitably means that those
who are already disadvantaged or excluded face the
worst impacts, while those with more resources are

4

Our Common Agenda, a clarion call for greater
solidarity in the next quarter century, points to
the need for a renewed social contract that is fit
for the 21st century: a contract that responds to
the common and shared challenges we face and
rebuilds trust; a contract that is more inclusive of
all people and respects our natural home.
This report takes up the task of envisioning such
a contract, a new eco-social contract that will
halt the climate crisis and promote greater social
and economic justice in our globalized societies.
It calls for stronger universal social policies,
transformations to our economies to prioritize wellbeing and sustainable progress, and solidarity across
the globe in a renewed multilateralism.
This analysis is highly relevant for a wide global
audience as we strive to avoid and mitigate crises,
and work for a new world that moves toward
equality, sustainability and justice. I hope that it
both informs and inspires.

Paul Ladd
Director, UNRISD
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Report key
messages
ONE

Our world is in a state of fracture, confronted
with severe crises, increasing inequalities
and unraveling social contracts. Now is
the time to act to secure our future and coconstruct a new eco-social contract that
delivers for people and planet.

T WO

Today’s extreme inequalities, environmental
destruction and vulnerability to crisis are not
a flaw in the system, but a feature of it. Only
large-scale systemic change can resolve this
dire situation.

THREE

Inequality has been a driver, amplifier and
consequence of multiple and overlapping
crises—economic, social, political and
ecological. The result is a vicious cycle
which is disrupting the basis for human life
on this planet and eroding prospects for a
dignified and peaceful life for all. Vulnerable
and marginalized groups, who face multiple
intersecting inequalities, are worst affected,
falling further behind. Elites, on the other
hand, can largely shield themselves from
adverse impacts of crises and often even
exploit crises for their own gain.

FOUR

We can create pathways toward a new ecosocial contract based on a vision of justice,
equality and sustainability. To do this, we
need a new development model with three
key pillars: alternative economic approaches
that centre environmental and social justice
and rebalance state–market–society–nature
relations; transformative social policies based
on a fair fiscal compact; and reimagined
multilateralism and solidarities.

FIVE

Those in power work to preserve and
perpetuate a system that benefits the few at
the expense of the many. Only if we rebalance
existing power structures and create new
alliances can we achieve transformative
change. Progressive political leaders,
inclusive coalitions, active citizens and social
movements need to come together to cocreate a new eco-social contract for climate
and social justice.
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The World in a
State of Fracture:
Inequality, crisis and a
broken social contract
Introduction
There is perhaps no more telling example of
the way in which our current world order is bent
toward injustice than the Covid-19 pandemic,
simultaneously so universal and experienced so
differently from person to person and place to
place. The period since the virus was first detected
in early 2020 has been marked by extensive loss of
life, severe economic downturn, the rolling back
of many human development indicators and an
overall increase in poverty. Yet, at the same time,
it also brought significant gains for a very small
group of people, as wealth concentration at the top
has intensified since the pandemic began. Such an
extreme increase in human suffering matched by an
equally extreme increase in profit and privilege has
been the unfortunate refrain running through the
history of recent crises, growing louder with each
passing year. With a central focus on inequality, this
report starts from the premise that a system in which
a global health crisis can double the wealth of the 10
richest men in the world (figure O.1)1 while sending
more than 120 million people into extreme poverty2
signals a broken social contract, leaving behind far
too many people and failing to protect our planet.

2

The damage wrought
by Covid-19, HIV and
other pandemics is not
the result of the viruses
alone, but of how they
make space in, and
expand, the fissures of
our unequal society.

–Winnie Byanyima
Executive Director, UNAIDS
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Figure O.1 Global wealth distribution
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Only seven years ago the world seemed to
be set on a more hopeful path. In 2015, the
international development community agreed on
an ambitious agenda to “transform our world,”
with an unprecedentedly broad and transformative
development vision enshrined in the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development.3 Unlike the era of
the Millennium Development Goals, the new
agenda included an explicit commitment to
reduce inequalities within and between countries,
as stipulated in Sustainable Development Goal
10. With only eight years remaining to make
this ambition a reality, the context for achieving
the vision of Agenda 2030 has never been more
daunting because of a number of urgent challenges.
These include the unprecedented concentration
of wealth and income and disparate progress in
reducing poverty;4 the elite capture of political
processes and institutions;5 the rise of austerity,
privatization of essential services and rolling back of

the state;6 nationalism and right-wing extremism as
well as backlash against egalitarian and human rights
discourses and movements;7 insecurity, conflict and
increasing numbers of forcibly displaced people;8
evolving technology creating new divides both within
and between countries;9 and the climate crisis and
biodiversity loss threatening our very existence.10 The
Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated the corrosive
effects of the current system and the inequality it
has wrought,11 revealing its lack of resilience to
shocks, while in the context of Russia’s ongoing war
in Ukraine, energy and food prices have skyrocketed
and severe geopolitical tensions have emerged. The
result is a world in a state of fracture, and at its heart
is inequality.
Inequality has been both a root cause and an amplifier
of multiple crises—economic, social, political and
ecological. The unprecedented concentration of
wealth and income among individuals, groups and
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Figure O.2 Global trends
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corporations is a defining feature of the present
moment, one characterized by interconnected and
compounding crises which can be understood as
endogenous to the current economic system.12 In the
past three decades, the top 1 percent of humanity
has captured nearly 20 times the amount of wealth
as the bottom 50 percent.13 This wealth and income
concentration at the top is both a result and a driver
of elite power.14
Empirical evidence shows that inequality along
all dimensions is highly detrimental for our
societies and economies, undermining economic
development and poverty reduction, well-being
and health, democracy, participation and social
cohesion, as well as social, environmental and
economic sustainability.15
As inequality continues to increase within and
among countries as a result of neoliberal policies
and recent crises, vulnerable groups are especially
hard hit.16 Race, ethnicity, caste, citizenship status,
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gender identity, sexual orientation, age, disability
and a number of other factors continue to play a
crucial role in determining people’s capabilities and
social outcomes.17
The current sense of crisis and insecurity contrasts
with a picture of considerable development gains
throughout the world since the second half of the
twentieth century, including expansion in human
development for the majority of the earth’s people,
reduced poverty, greater longevity, advances in
gender equality, progress in reducing various
forms of discrimination, enhanced capabilities and
widespread access to technology. However, these
benefits have been unequally distributed, and past
gains can quickly be eroded when crises hit.18
This moment of crisis has not arrived in a vacuum
but has emerged in the wake of various trends,
including globalization, technological progress,
demographic change—such as ageing, migration and
urbanization—and shifting global power structures

CRISES OF INEQUALITY

(figure O.2). These long-term trends have on the one
hand presented opportunities for human progress in
terms of growth, poverty reduction and well-being.
On the other hand, they have often produced highly
unequal outcomes within and between countries
and with regard to different social groups, as well as
new risks and profound environmental impacts. This
report argues that this outcome is partly due to the
way in which long-term trends were shaped by policy
approaches associated with the neoliberal shift that
was spearheaded by several countries in the global
North in the early 1980s. This shift has created a
context and vicious cycle of rising inequalities,
instability and crisis.19 In this process, benefits were
distributed unequally while costs were offloaded
onto subaltern groups, global South countries and
the environment,20 hollowing out social contracts
and destroying the global commons.21
To understand how we got to this moment, the report
will analyse how the age of neoliberal globalization
and related policy choices are at the heart of the
present challenges, having paved the way for the
current model of unsustainable hyperglobalization,
which creates an inescapable gravity toward
inequality and crises. It reveals how deep fractures
run through societies and economies, manifesting
in inequalities, segregation, polarization, conflict
and social exclusion, and what their root causes are;

SHIFTING POWER FOR A NEW ECO-SOCIAL CONTRACT

and it explores how broken social contracts can be
reformed and transformed into eco-social contracts
to overcome current challenges, protect people and
planet, and set us firmly onto more sustainable
pathways.

In today’s era of rentier
capitalism, there has
been a plunder of
the commons. … In
the process, social
inequalities have
worsened by more than
can be measured by
monetary incomes.

– Guy Standing
Professorial Research Associate,
SOAS University of London
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Inequalities in
Times of Crises:
A Vicious Cycle

Crisis by design
Over the past halfcentury, the efficient
operation of the
market for the pursuit
of private profit has
been allowed to run
roughshod over any
notion of the public
good.

–Mariana Mazzucato
Professor, University College London

When taking a deeper look at the system which has
ushered in an age of crisis, we understand that the
inequality, environmental degradation and lack of
resilience it has produced is not an unfortunate byproduct, but rather built in by design. As this report
demonstrates, inequality and crisis are intimately
linked, bound together in an escalating spiral,
with each reinforcing and compounding the other
to a point of extreme vulnerability, disparity and
unsustainability.
We understand crises as systemic threats and
disruptions that undermine livelihoods and social
provisioning and put individual or collective
response mechanisms under stress, often leading
to a reversal of past achievements and hard-fought
progress, and pushing vulnerable and marginalized
groups further behind.22
Our current economic model of neoliberal hyper
globalization produces and reproduces inequalities,
is prone to volatility and fails to stay within planetary
boundaries. Instead, the economy serves to create
and reproduce crises in various spheres (see figure
O.3),23 from economic and financial crisis; to the
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Figure O.3 Crises and inequality
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When rich voters (5th income quintile)
and poor voters (1st income quintile)
disagree on an issue, poor voters are
on average 31% less aligned with their
representatives than the rich.48

6.2M

124M

114M

In the US, Hispanic, Black,
and American Indian and
Alaskan Native (AIAN)
people are about twice
as likely to die from
Covid-19 as their white
counterparts.53
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7
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crisis of climate change, biodiversity loss, pollution
and unsustainable resource use; to the care crisis,
marked by steep inequalities in both who receives
care and who gives care, with a disproportionate
amount of unpaid care work placed on women; to
a political crisis that is characterized by increasing
power asymmetries, backlash against democratic
values and human rights, decreasing trust and
eroding state legitimacy, and unprecedented levels
of protest and violent conflict. The Covid-19
pandemic is a “great revealer” of the inherent flaws
of this system, both in terms of the conditions
that led to it, specifically the closing-in of human
civilization on natural ecosystems, and the outcomes
it has produced. Acknowledging this would allow
us to move to a bolder agenda for transformative
change, addressing the structural drivers of crises
and inequalities.57
How did we arrive at this model? Despite the
opportunities that state-led development and
early globalization during the post-Second World
War era offered for poverty reduction and social
progress, there was a radical shift toward market
fundamentalism in the early 1980s. This was
spearheaded by governments and institutions in
the global North and led to increased instability,
inequality and uneven development. Despite efforts
to counteract the adverse impacts of liberalization,
deregulation and privatization policies through a
“social turn”—a gradual shift in ideas and policies
which reasserted social issues in development
agendas around and after the UN Social Summit
in Copenhagen in 1995—fundamental challenges
remained unaddressed.58 Social protection strategies
focused on targeting the poor through social
assistance programmes (for example, conditional
cash transfers), while social services, employment
and the macroeconomic drivers of inequality and
crisis continued to be sidelined.
The period of the neoliberal turn was characterized
by stalling industrialization and a multiplication
of economic and financial crisis, from the debt and
structural adjustment crises in Latin America and
Sub-Saharan Africa leading to a “lost decade” in
the 1980s, to the banking, currency and financial
crises afflicting Latin America, Asia and transition
countries in Eastern Europe and the former
Soviet Union in the 1990s and early 2000s. The
financial crisis of 2008, which originated in the
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United States and quickly spread across the world,
revealed the detrimental impacts of the neoliberal
turn on institutions, stability and livelihoods, and
the overreliance on market instruments to address
growing imbalances and social exclusion. The
crisis resulted in a severe disruption of the global
economy, with highly negative spillovers to national
economies. It was driven by inequalities that had
built up during the era of neoliberal globalization,
in particular rising income and wealth inequalities,59
and accelerated by a risky incorporation of vulnerable
groups into financial markets. Structural factors
such as racial and gender inequality (in particular
of single-parent households) and worsening class
distribution of income contributed to the crisis.60
As the crisis unfolded, inequalities increased further
due to adverse impacts on labour markets, household
assets and access to public goods. Policy responses to
the crisis had mixed impacts on inequalities, mostly
favouring big corporations, banks and creditor
countries rather than vulnerable groups. After an
initial array of countercyclical policies, austerity
and fiscal consolidation measures gained ground
once fiscal space was exhausted and market pressure
increased.61 This gave way to a scenario of skewed
and slow recovery that has come to be known as the
Great Recession.62
In addition to frequent economic and financial
crises, the world is confronted with an unprecedented
environmental crisis rooted in colonialism and
exploitative resource extraction from the global
South that has fueled industrialization in the global
North as well as an economic system prioritizing
profit over people and planet.63 Many planetary
boundaries, the outer limits at which humanity can
continue to develop sustainably, have been exceeded,
with both ecological and social consequences and
without achieving basic development standards and
social rights for all.64 The majority of CO2 in the
atmosphere has been created by rich industrialized
nations, with the United States and Europe
accounting for over half of the global total as of
2020.65 Between 1990 and 2015, the wealthiest 10
percent of humanity accounted for 52 percent of
cumulative emissions, with the top 1 percent alone
accounting for over 15 percent.66 While poor and
marginalized people contribute the least to climate
change, they are also the most likely to be harmed by
it and have the fewest resources to cope with it (see
box O.1).
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Box O.1 Transformative adaptation in coastal cities: Lessons from Ho Chi Minh City and Jakarta
Rapid and uneven urbanization and economic growth makes coastal cities home to many people vulnerable to climate
impacts. The number of urban slum dwellers has continued to growa and led to more people highly exposed to flooding
and living in overcrowded housing with little tenure security, poor water and sanitation, poor access to social services
and unable to have their voices heard by political leaders.b Urban upgrading is an attempt to tackle this situation by
removing precarious settlements along rivers and canals to reduce exposure and relocate people to improved housing.
However, in practice, this has forced many low-income and marginalized people to the outskirts of the city and unsettled
their livelihoods.
In Ho Chi Minh City, low-income migrants are the most vulnerable group as they are often not registered or
recognized as citizens, which limits their access to administrative resources and information. They have reported
unstable livelihoods as a result of urban upgrading projects, as well as a lack of transparency in project planning
and implementation. In general, upgrading projects focus most often on technical aspects, while social and cultural
considerations, including restoring the livelihoods of affected people after resettlement, are left unresolved.
In Jakarta, participation in and communication between the city and its residents has improved, but the overall
development vision for Jakarta remains that of a world-class waterfront city with little to no room for informal
settlements (kampung). Researchers and civil society representatives have pointed to the important knowledge,
creativity and potential of kampung dwellers who have been living with floods and adapting to them for a long time.
While from an official perspective it is argued that large-scale infrastructure measures and upgrading efforts are
necessary to protect the people of Jakarta, ignoring localized adaptation knowledge from kampung practices in city
planning represents the continuation of business-as-usual approaches that tend to favour elites and reproduce existing
inequalities.
UNRISD research has shown that much can be done in order to meet the needs and preferences of the affected
households when more emphasis is placed on social impacts and support systems. Transformative urban upgrading
and inclusive adaptation requires governance reforms that allow for learning from local experiences, and that harness
the potential of individual leadership and innovation that is currently undermined by hierarchical decision-making
structures.
a

Dodman et al. 2019a; b Dodman et al. 2019b.

Sources: Huynh and Nguyen 2020; Simarmata and Surtiari 2020; Tran and Krause 2020; UNRISD 2021a, 2021b

The destruction of our natural environment is not
the only crisis threatening humanity in current times.
Care is a society-wide service performed by a variety
of actors that is essential for the maintenance of our
social, economic, political and cultural institutions,
and for our continued existence. However, the
capacities of societies to engage in such forms of
social reproduction under our current economic
system are under severe pressure.67 Though a
fundamental feature of how families, societies and
economies are organized, it is largely neglected in
social and economic policy, and therefore carries
many injustices and inequalities. While these
are longstanding structural issues, the Covid-19
pandemic brough this reality to the forefront, as
the centrality of care, and the overwhelmed systems
that provide it, became increasingly evident. This

imbalance between the need for care and the failure
of systems to provide it in fair and ethical ways is
what defines the care crisis. The heavy emphasis on
the social provision of care, in particular households,
leaves a large deficit in care, one exacerbated by the
fact that the number of persons in the world in need
of care is growing:68 in 2015, 2.1 billion people in
the world were in need of care, and that number is
expected to reach 2.3 billion by 2030.69 And while
the number of people in need of care is increasing,
shifting social arrangements, such as changing gender
and family structures, render the social provision
of care more tenuous. Advances in women’s rights
have resulted in the participation of more and more
women in the labour market. This has increased
demand for care as women navigate employment
and care responsibilities, and has also increased the
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double burden on women to combine productive
and reproductive work.70 Further, institutional
provision of care is largely insufficient in most of
the world: the care sector has been historically
chronically underfunded, and recent trends toward
austerity have decreased state provision even further.
Additionally, the amount of time and resources
needed to be dedicated to care and domestic work is
highly influenced by the availability of social services
and social infrastructure such as energy, water and
transportation, as well as the quality and accessibility
of education and health services.71 These factors
have a particularly significant impact on women,
who take on a disproportionate share of unpaid
labour, spending on average three times as many
hours as men on unpaid care and domestic work.72
Meanwhile, the paid care sector is characterized by
an erosion of working conditions, understaffing
and low pay, often experiencing further downsizing
during crises or political shifts.73
The care crisis is a long-term systemic crisis that has
become more severe in the aftermath of the global
financial crisis in 2008 and the Covid-19 pandemic.74
The Covid-19 pandemic has demonstrated the
essential value of care work, both paid and unpaid,
as well as intersectional inequalities associated with
the sector relating to gender, class, race, ethnicity or
caste, informality and migrant status. Inequalities
and underinvestment in care provisioning lead to
heightened risk for both caregivers and care receivers,
greater economic losses for care providers and the
entire economy, and increased amounts of unpaid
care work delivered by women and girls, creating
time poverty and undermining their capabilities.75
Political crises of various kinds are making headlines
daily, from presidents being ousted by military
forces, to elected political leaders caught in
corruption scandals or gradually undermining
democratic institutions, to new military conflicts
such as the most recent Russian invasion of Ukraine
that has resulted in a brutal war. Political crises
have a bearing on the political order and challenge
existing social contracts, even if not all lead to
a complete breakdown or radical change of the
political order. Some symptoms of crisis include
increasing protests and decreasing levels of trust.
People are taking to the streets in unprecedented
numbers to express mounting political and
economic grievances and discontent with political
leaders.76 Much of the growing discontent and
disenchantment in democratic capitalist regimes
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The focus of economic
policy needs to shift from
a narrow emphasis on
market production and
exchange—specifically the
growth of gross domestic
product—to a broader goal
of social provisioning that
redefines the economy to
include both market and
non-market production
and processes.

– James Heintz
Professor, University of Massachusetts Amherst

has been related to the multiple crises analysed in
this report, which have adversely affected equality,
social mobility and economic security.77 The reasons
for declining trust are mainly attributed to economic
insecurity and poor or corrupt governance,78 but
also to rising inequality.79 Further, the democratic
political fabric is threatened by the growing political
influence of big corporations, shrinking policy
space due to technocratic policy making and policy
conditionalities which delegitimize governments,80
and illiberal democracies and rising populism.81
Finally, the Covid-19 crisis has not only revealed the
unequal structures in our societies but also acted as
an amplifier of existing inequalities and pushed the
less powerful and more vulnerable further behind.
The pandemic spread quickly over the globe,
putting health systems, state capacity and people’s
resilience under severe strain. Death rates for Black
Americans were 2.4 times higher than those for
whites.82 Women have been more likely to lose their
jobs during the Covid-19 crisis, stalling or even
abandoning their careers and financial security.83
Lockdowns have amplified gender-based violence
and violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals.84 The
pandemic has also intensified challenges migrants
and refugees face in accessing social, economic and
political rights in host countries.85 Persons living in
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While higher-income groups and countries
can shield themselves more effectively against
the negative consequences of climate change,
environmental crises and pandemics than lowerincome groups and countries can, they are
increasingly realizing that they cannot fully detach
themselves from crisis impacts and their social and
political consequences. Moments of crisis unsettle
conventional thinking about development
paths, disrupt accepted world views and present
opportunities to rethink and change direction
away from business as usual. The realization
that everyone depends on the global commons
and public goods and that no one is safe until
everyone is safe opens a window of opportunity
to create a new eco-social contract geared toward
greater social inclusion, equality and ecological
sustainability.

KEY MESSAGES: CRISIS BY DESIGN

SIX

disadvantaged neighbourhoods have experienced
more severe impacts of the disease, whether
directly in terms of cases, or indirectly in terms of
effects on livelihoods and quality of life.86 Vaccine
inequality, the unequal access and roll-out of newly
developed vaccines for Covid-19 in high- and lowincome countries, as well as the huge difference in
fiscal stimulus measures between the global North
and South, are additional features of the crisis
demonstrating how existing global structures
and a lack of international solidarity reinforce
inequalities (see figure O.3). In addition, the
economic impacts of Covid-19 have been much
worse than those of the 2008 financial crisis, in
particular in South Asia and Africa,87 and led to
a 3.4 percent decrease in global GDP in 2020. At
the same time, the number of ultra-high net worth
individuals increased by 50 percent from 2020 to
2022.88
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Inequalities and crises are not inevitable, but to a
large extent the result of policy choices. Our global
economic system has ushered in an age of crises,
with inequality, degradation and threats to resilience
built in by design.
The shift toward market fundamentalism has
increased inequalities, instability and systemic
economic and financial crises, leaving all but the
wealthiest highly vulnerable to shocks.
The environmental and climate crisis, closely
related to global inequalities and unsustainable
economic systems, is reaching dangerous tipping
points. The richest individuals, corporations and
countries in the world are responsible for the majority
of CO2 emissions, resource use and pollution, while
vulnerable groups are most affected by the worst
consequences of climate change and environmental
destruction.
There is a crisis of care, and it is hindering social
development and progress toward gender equality.
The global economy is characterized by entrenched
patriarchal norms, a disproportionate amount
of unpaid care work shouldered by women and
communities, an undervaluation of care in the market
and deficiencies in public care provision.
Instability, insecurity, inequalities and the
concentration of elite power are undermining trust,
policy space and state legitimacy. Democracies
are eroding or backsliding, and civic space is closing
down. Political crises are multiplying, manifesting as
violent conflicts, increasing protests and collective
discontent, political polarization and media
capture, with severe consequences for democracy,
development and human rights.
The Covid-19 crisis has revealed and amplified
existing inequalities between rich and poor
people and between social groups, while erasing
development gains of the recent past. Vaccine
inequality and huge disparities in fiscal stimulus
policies between the global North and South
demonstrate how new layers of inequality and
injustice have been created.
11
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We were never going
to be in this pandemic
together. The world is too
unequal. A more accurate
description of its impact
is provided by the UN
Secretary-General: the
Covid-19 pandemic acted
like an x-ray, “revealing
fractures in the fragile
skeleton of the societies
we have built.”

– Naila Kabeer
Professor, London School of Economics

The age of inequality:
Intersecting inequalities
and power
Getting to grips with the multifaceted nature of
inequalities as both drivers and consequences of
crisis and unsustainable development, the report
unpacks vertical and horizontal inequalities, their
intersections and their linkages with power. Income
inequality and inequality related to group identity,
when intersecting, reinforce each other.89 Poverty
often exacerbates the structural violence and
discrimination already suffered by individuals who
belong to one or more marginalized category, for
example, women and LGBTIQ+ groups, minority
racial or ethnic groups, older or young persons,
persons living with disabilities, informal sector
workers, rural populations, and migrants and
refugees.
Overlapping privilege is the other side of the coin,
allowing us to explore how a small minority, the
top 1 percent or 0.1 percent of wealth owners and
income earners, accumulate disproportionate levels
of resources and power. Inequality is a relational
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concept, reproduced in interactions between people.
It is also a multidimensional concept that plays out
differently across time—that is, over the life course
and between generations—and space.
Inequality is not only a social and climate justice
issue but has adverse impacts on key development
indicators such as growth, macroeconomic
stability, poverty reduction, health, nutrition and
educational indicators, violence, social protection
and employment.90
Economic inequalities to the extent we observe today
are rooted in historical legacies and injustices and
have further thrived in the age of financialization and
hyperglobalization. They are driven by asymmetries
in global trade, investment and financial regimes,
and a policy and regulatory environment that fosters
the concentration of rents as well as tax avoidance
and evasion by leading multinational corporations.
While value is extracted at the lower end of global
value chains, huge costs are imposed on workers,
women, local communities and ecosystems.91
The flip side of increasing capital concentration
and business power is the increasing livelihood
insecurity of smallholders and micro-enterprises,
and a growing precarious and mobile workforce
made up of migrant, informal and gig economy
workers. These groups often lack social protection
and secure incomes and face heightened exposure
to risks in times of crisis.92
While within-country inequality dropped in the
period from 1910 to 1980 (while between-country
inequality kept increasing), it rose between 1980
and 2020 (while between-country inequality started
to decline; figure O.4).93
Between 1980 and 2020, the period of neoliberal
hyperglobalization and financialization, the top 1
percent of income earners captured 22 percent of
total world growth, versus 11 percent for the bottom
50 percent.94 Convergence between countries was
driven by the rapid growth of large economies
such as China and India, and by higher per capita
growth rates in the global South compared with the
OECD.95 However, the world’s poor population
continues to be concentrated in the global South,
whereas most of the rich live in the global North.
About 84 percent of multidimensionally poor
people live in sub-Saharan Africa (558 million)
and South Asia (530 million).96 Despite a decline
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Figure O.4 Global income inequality within and between countries, 1920–2020
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in relative inequality between countries, absolute
disparities between rich and poor countries, for
example, measured in average per capita income,
have increased.97 Finally, while convergence appears
in basic capabilities (countries in the low human
development group are catching up more quickly
than those in higher human development groups),
divergence appears in enhanced capabilities, for
example, life expectancy at older ages or share of
adults with tertiary education.98
Wealth distribution is even more unequal compared
with income distribution (see figures O.1 and O.4),
with the greatest concentration at the very top. This
accumulation has been accelerating in recent years,
reaching staggering numbers during the Covid-19
pandemic, during which a new billionaire was
created every 30 hours.99
Social inequalities, defined as disadvantages related
to group status and manifested in unequal social
outcomes, compound economic inequality,
resulting in entrenched structures of stratification
that constrain people’s life choices and well-being,
undermining social cohesion, democracy and
economic development.100 Groups affected by
historical injustices and lack of resources and power
are especially at risk.101 Indigenous peoples suffer
lack of access to appropriate public health systems,

1980

1990

2000

2010

2020

Source: Based on Chancel and Piketty (2021)

were not properly considered in the formulation
of Covid-19-related confinement measures, and
had limited access to preventive information, such
as updates about the disease in culturally and
language-appropriate formats.102 In the United
States, LGBTIQ+ people (16+) are nearly four times
more likely to experience violent victimization than
non-LGBTIQ+ people.103 Young workers, those
aged between 15 and 24, are twice as likely to live
in extreme poverty than adult workers. Eighty-five
percent of people without access to electricity live
in rural areas, with negative impacts on education,
health and income.104 It is the most vulnerable
citizens who face a disproportionate level of climaterelated risk (see box O.2).105 Around 2 billion
workers worldwide are informally employed (with
informal employment representing a larger share
of women’s work), accounting for 61 percent of the
global workforce, which means they tend to work in
vulnerable conditions and earn lower incomes than
people in salaried employment.106 Many vulnerable
groups do not benefit from any form of social
protection. Less than 20 percent of older persons
receive a pension, only 28 percent of persons with
severe disabilities receive disability cash benefits,
only 35 percent of children worldwide have access
to social protection and only 41 percent of women
giving birth are covered by maternity benefits.107
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Box O.2 Universities and social inequalities in the global South
Higher education (HE), historically a privilege of elites, is now recognized as a key to social mobility and greater equality
across gender and race, empowering disadvantaged groups and increasing their labour market opportunities.a In the past
several decades, more than one-third of secondary school leavers have been absorbed into some form of HE, up from onefifth in 2000.b But these increases are not evenly distributed across countries, and the increased participation in tertiary
education has not necessarily been accompanied by sufficient formal employment opportunities for new labour market
entrants, a situation that worsened during the Covid-19 pandemic.c Further, the demand for HE in many places in the
global South has exceeded the capacity of public educational institutions, which experienced budget cuts during structural
adjustment and subsequent fiscal crises. Growing demand has largely been satisfied by private providers, with impacts for
affordability and accessibility of HE.d Rich students overwhelmingly outnumber poor students in terms of attendance rates
and are much more likely to attend selective universities.e
Recent UNRISD research found that while availability of HE opportunities for school leavers and adult learners has
increased over the past decades, countries in the global South are still lagging behind compared with the global North.
The expansion of private or fee-paying HE as the main mechanism to expand availability of opportunities reflects both
fiscal constraints and international trends toward commercialization of public services. This has detrimental impacts
on access and equity in contexts where inequalities are high and most student cohorts are from low-income families. In
contexts where pressures for cost recovery and meritocracy compete with equity concerns, accessibility has been improved
through policies such as subsidized student loans and living support schemes, expansion of subsidized programmes in
public universities, quota systems favouring racial minorities in competitive entry exams, expansion of tertiary education
infrastructure outside urban centres and distance education.
Low-income or poverty status continues to be the greatest obstacle to access, with some minority ethnic groups and
women from better-off families having managed to access fee-paying HE. However, racial and ethnic minorities, low-income
students, students from public secondary schools or with parents with low educational attainment levels, or those living in
remote areas are still facing obstacles to access and completion, whereas female students are often overrepresented in
less prestigious and lower-return study programmes and institutions. This points to shortcomings in terms of horizontality
(uneven levels of prestige and quality across the HE system) and potential for social mobility in HE in the global South, with
intersecting vertical and horizontal inequalities determining to a significant degree who can access HE and on what terms.
For example, women tend to be overrepresented in less prestigious universities; non-degree programmes or private, feepaying programmes (with public, no-cost universities being the most competitive and highest quality in many countries);
and degree courses with lower earning potential. This, combined with inequalities in access to social capital including
family networks, labour market segregation, care responsibilities and other disadvantages described above, leads to lower
returns of HE for women compared to men.
a
e

Carter and Hujo 2021; b McCowan and Bertolin 2020; c ILO 2021a; Marginson 2016; d UNESCO 2017;
Guzmán-Valenzuela 2016.

Sources: Ayelazuno and Aziabah 2021; Gaentzsch and Zapata-Román 2020; Lebeau and Oanda 2020; McCowan and Bertolin 2020;
Simson and Harris 2020

Economic and social inequalities both drive and are
driven by political inequalities, as elites accumulate
influence and power to preserve and perpetuate a
system that benefits the few at the expense of the
many. There are significant data to suggest that
political systems bend toward the preferences of
elites. These preferences vary to some extent across
groups and places and are often related to elite
perceptions of inequality and poverty,108 but elites
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are found to be overwhelmingly more satisfied
with the system than average citizens, participate
more and have more representation in politics.109
Elites wield influence over policies and legislation
through various strategies, including influencing
the electoral process through business networks
and lobbying, media control or outright state
capture.110 The largest companies have considerable
sway over the global economy, as their investment
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The material and
symbolic consequences
of racism must be treated
as defining elements
of the political agenda.
The institutional and
power structures that
fuel racism must be
transformed.

– Jailson de Souza e Silva
General Director,
Instituto Maria e João Aleixo (IMJA)

is increasingly essential for economic and political
stability worldwide.111 In 2015, 69 of the world’s
top revenue generators were companies, while only
31 were states.112 In times of crisis, the influence
of business in politics is often heightened and
consequences amplified, as the state acts to protect
them from shocks. For example, during the 2008
financial crisis, responses centred around bailing
out banks and creditors rather than minimizing the
impact on vulnerable groups. During the Covid-19
pandemic, corporations have played an outsized
role in shaping policy responses,113 including, for
example, eliminating liability for workers’ health
and safety, receiving tax cuts and stimulus money,
and arguing for weaker environmental regulation.114
Political inequality has significant implications for
the possibilities for realizing progressive change,
with particularly devastating impacts for vulnerable
groups. Women and minorities face challenges
stemming from social norms that place them at the

bottom of power hierarchies, as well as institutional
barriers and limited access. While women have
achieved an expansion of basic capabilities such as
voting rights, there has been little improvement in
advanced capabilities such as active participation in
political decision making:115 only 26 percent of all
seats in national parliaments are held by women.116
Further, LGBTIQ+ identifying respondents to a
survey conducted as part of an UNRISD project
on LGBTIQ+ inclusion in political decision
making indicated that they felt they could not
engage in political processes without the risk of
discrimination, and that if they did, their position
would not be taken into account as much as that of
their cisgender heterosexual counterparts.117 Progress
toward reducing emissions is also often highly
curtailed by elite influence, as wealthy individuals
and companies are able to wield their resources
and power to influence environmental policy and
commitments at national and global levels.118
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KEY MESSAGES: INTERSECTING INEQUALITIES AND POWER
ONE

High levels of economic inequality, often
converted into steep power imbalances,
undermine sustainable development and
prevent transformative change. When
intersecting with inequalities related to
group identity such as gender or race,
they can lead to protracted situations of
marginalization and oppression.

T WO

Economic inequalities, which have
spiraled upward during neoliberal
globalization, lie at the heart of power
asymmetries and elite domination. While
an overall decrease in global inequality
between countries has been driven
by a small number of large emerging
economies, gaps in terms of income
and other development indicators have
expanded for many developing countries.
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THREE

Social inequalities between groups along
lines such as gender, race, ethnicity
or caste, age, disability, citizenship
and other characteristics are based on
and reproduce hierarchies by applying
discriminatory rules and practices. These
social inequalities often intersect with
poverty and a lack of economic resources,
negatively impacting people, the economy
and equity. Marginalized groups fare
less well with regard to social outcomes,
with intersecting forms of inequality
compounding vulnerability.

FOUR

Political inequalities and power
asymmetries drive and are driven by
social and economic inequalities, as
elites accumulate influence and power to
preserve and perpetuate a system that
benefits the few at the expense of the
many. This is a more than challenging
context for realizing progressive change
and has particularly devastating impacts
for vulnerable groups and the environment.
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PA R T I I I

A New Eco-Social
Contract for a More
Equal, Just and
Sustainable World
Toward a new eco-social
contract: Actors, alliances
and strategies
In a world of multiple crises, rising inequalities
and social injustice, large numbers of people
are beginning to question the principles, values
and public institutions our societies are founded
upon, what philosophers such as Hobbes, Locke
and Rousseau have called the social contract.119
In this report we argue that the social contract
that has dominated the twentieth century—an
implicit bargain between economic imperatives of
growth and productivity, and social imperatives of
redistribution and social protection—has broken
down and cannot sustain the transformative vision
of the 2030 Agenda. During the age of neoliberal
globalization, increasing inequalities and multiple
crises have undermined social contracts in different
contexts, producing a political crisis of trust and
legitimacy and a crisis of social reproduction, while
humanity has not yet found an effective mechanism
to secure the protection of nature or the rights of
future generations.

A range of different voices from social movements,
trade unions and business sectors have begun to
call for a new social contract,120 including the UN
Secretary-General, most notably in his Our Common
Agenda report,121 though visions differ on what an
ideal social contract should look like. Indeed, it
is important to recognize the variety of normative
and real-world social contracts as well as the power
asymmetries and structural inequalities shaping
them. Real-world social con
tracts tend to be far
removed from a notion of free and equal persons
creating a society based upon rules to which all
agree.122 Rather, social contracts reflect existing power
structures and inequalities at multiple levels and in
varied forms, often creating de facto contracts of
domination.123 They often do not grant broad-based
political participation to non-elite groups, focusing
in the best case on other legitimizing factors such
as security or welfare provision.124 More often than
not, they are the result of elite bargains and market
power.125
17
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Social contracts can be found in any society. There
is a large diversity among them, each emerging
from different contexts and shaped by historical
and contextual factors. In Africa, communitarian
approaches dedicated to the common good
such as Ubuntu—“I am because we are”— imply
that individuals define themselves through their
relationship with the community.126 Buen Vivir, the
Living Well paradigm, a holistic vision inspired by
Indigenous knowledge and values that promotes
harmonious relationships between humans and
nature, is the normative foundation for national
development strategies in the constitutions of
Bolivia and Ecuador.127 Another communitarian
approach is Ecoswaraj, or ecological self-rule or selfreliance.128 It combines the concept of Swaraj, used
by Gandhi in India’s independence struggle, with
ecology. As with any social contract, communitarian
philosophies and imaginaries are not insulated from
economic and political interests. They need constant
engagement with grassroots movements and others
who defend their intrinsic meanings.129
Recent history shows that social contracts are not
set in stone but renegotiated when contexts change,
or when contracts are losing legitimacy and support.
Countries have created new social contracts at
critical junctures, in response to regime changes,
citizens’ demands and social struggles, embarking
on a variety of institutional and policy reforms. For
example, in Africa, social contracts were rewritten by
independent post-colonial governments concerned
with nation building, state legitimacy and social
cohesion, contributing to economic and social
development.130 During the neoliberal era, social
contracts associated with welfare capitalism or
nation building were increasingly undermined and
replaced by new types of contracts that emphasized
individual responsibilities to the detriment of
communal values, redistribution and public
provision, leading to increasing inequalities and a
weakening of public institutions.131 Constitutional
reforms associated with democratization processes
(see box O.3), progressive land reforms, or
expansion of social rights during the period of the
social turn that brought social policy back onto
development agendas in the 1990s and 2000s are
different examples of how social contracts have been
renegotiated, often with real benefits for vulnerable
or previously excluded groups.132
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Box O.3 Renegotiating social contracts
in the aftermath of the Estallido Social
(social outburst) in Chile
Protests in Santiago, Chile in October 2019 were
triggered by a hike in metro fares but quickly turned into
a rally against inequality and high costs of privatized
education, health and social security systems. They
united around 1.2 million people, including many
middle-class citizens, in what was the largest protest
march since the country’s return to democracy in
1989. Increasing living costs and constraints on
social mobility were associated with the neoliberal
economic regime that was imposed in the early 1980s
under the Pinochet dictatorship and which produced
disproportionate benefits for wealthy economic and
political elites, with few fundamental modifications
since the democratic transition. While the country
had seen mass protests before, in particular those led
by the student movement demanding free education
services in 2012 and a march of one million in 2016
calling for a reform of the country’s privatized pension
system,a the 2019/2020 protests reached a new
scale, prompting the government to declare a state of
emergency in the capital city and resulting in violent
clashes with security forces.b The protests in Chile not
only gained broad media attention across the world
but also achieved concrete government responses
addressing their claims, the most important one being
direct election of a constitutional convention tasked
with drafting a new Magna Carta, replacing the muchcriticized constitution dating from the Pinochet era.
However, Chilean citizens who were asked to vote on
the draft text–which proposed various radical changes
such as more rights for Indigenous Peoples, women and
nature–in September 2022 rejected the proposal with
a large majority. Clearly, the road to building a new ecosocial contract is not without obstacles.
a

Pribble 2017; b DW 2019.

Considering the linked economic, social, ecological
and political crises faced worldwide, organizations
and movements are calling for the creation of a
new social contract among people, between citizens
and governments, and between people and nature.
The United Nations has a strong voice in this
process, based on its charter and its comprehensive
human rights framework; its different organizations
working for peace, security, economic stability
and sustainable development; and the emerging
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Ordinary people should
be front and centre in
developing green climate
policies. ... People have
a range of resources
and creative potential to
influence the process:
as voters, as wealth
owners, as consumers, as
citizens and as holders of
knowledge.

– Kumi Naidoo
Advisor, Community Arts Network (CAN)
and Green Economy Coalition (GEC)

climate governance regime. The 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development represents a high-level
global consensus and commitment of UN member
states on the key objectives that a new eco-social
contract needs to fulfil.
This report posits that the social contract needs
a fundamental overhaul if we aim to achieve
sustainable development for all; it must become
an eco-social contract, incorporating the ecological
dimension and creating a new contract for the planet
and future generations. This new eco-social contract
needs to be grounded in a broad consensus between
different stakeholders, embarking on a democratic,
inclusive and participatory decision-making process
at multiple levels, and feeding evidence-based policy
proposals into decision-making forums. The basic
idea of a new eco-social contract is to foster a range
of deliberative processes at local, national, regional
and global levels, in different sectors and with
different sets of stakeholders, to arrive at a shared
vision, concrete objectives and commitments and
accountability mechanisms.
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the UN Charter), how to arrive there and how to
finance them. Achieving such a consensus might not
be a smooth process, nor a quick fix, but it should
be a democratic, inclusive and transparent process.
Bargaining for a new eco-social contract also requires
being explicit about normative foundations and
values. We need to rethink the current principles
and values that guide our societies and economies
and that underpin the policies and institutions
needed to overcome urgent development challenges.
Based on the evidence and analyses presented in
this report, we argue that a new eco-social contract
should be instrumental in reconfiguring a range of
relationships that have become sharply imbalanced—
those between state and citizens, between capital
and labour, between the global North and the
global South, and between humans and the natural
environment. It should be based on rebalancing
hegemonic gender roles and relations rooted in
patriarchy, remedying historical injustices and
strengthening solidarity at community, national and
global levels. New eco-social contracts can be guided
by a vision that aims to make social contracts more
inclusive, just and sustainable by applying seven
principles: human rights for all; progressive fiscal
contracts; transformed economies and societies; a
contract for nature; historical injustices addressed;
gender justice; and solidarity.

For a new eco-social contract to be sustainable, there
has to be a broad societal and global consensus
regarding the questions of what the common public
goods are (for example, keeping global warming
under 1.5°C, providing decent work for all, and
maintaining global peace and security in line with
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KEY MESSAGES: A NEW ECO-SOCIAL CONTRACT
ONE

The twentieth-century social contract, while
delivering social progress and greater wellbeing for many, left many behind and ignored
planetary boundaries. A new eco-social
contract for the twenty-first century needs to
be fully inclusive and grapple with historical
injustices such as colonialism and slavery as
well as contemporary challenges, while shifting
and restructuring economies and societies
to halt climate change and environmental
destruction.
T WO

There is not one social contract, but
many. As we move toward a new eco-social
contract there is much to learn from the
diversity of communitarian visions and
country experiences in all parts of the world.
Decolonizing knowledge is crucial for shifting
power asymmetries.
THREE

Existing social contracts have often been
renegotiated in times of crisis and at critical
junctures, opening a window of opportunity to
build better futures. There is, however, a risk
of backsliding through elite-driven and populist
bargains and a backlash against equity and
human rights.

FOUR

A new eco-social contract should be created
through deliberative processes at local,
national, regional and global levels, in
different sectors and with different sets of
stakeholders. To arrive at a shared, equitable
vision and transform it into tangible results, we
need normative, regulatory and policy changes
and concrete objectives, commitments and
accountability mechanisms tailored to local
contexts.
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A new development model
for social, economic and
environmental justice
If we want to harness crisis as an opportunity for
change, the time to act is now. A new development
model is needed that promotes social, economic
and environmental justice, reduces inequality and
addresses economic, social, environmental and
political crisis drivers. We propose a model that
is grounded in an integrated approach consisting
of three pillars that are mutually reinforcing (see
figure O.5): alternative economic approaches
that centre environmental and social justice and
rebalance state–market–society–nature relations,
transformative social policies underpinned by a fair
fiscal contract, and reimagined multilateralism and
strengthened solidarities.
Alternative economic approaches need to overcome
the key contradictions laid out in this report: the
exploitation of people and planet and growing
inequalities that erode the social contract. They also
have to provide a counter-narrative to the belief that
free markets and the private sector on their own can
deliver sustainable growth and development.133 And
they need to put key relationships on a new footing—
those between states and markets, between different
market actors and along global value chains, and
locally between markets and communities.
Different actors, including governments, trade
unions and international organizations, are
proposing a Green New Deal, which will require
international cooperation and a rethinking of
multilateral institutions to ensure the rules work
to promote social, economic and environmental
justice, while guaranteeing it is also a good deal
for the global South.134 Civil society and climate
justice organizations in particular often propose
just transition projects and plans that envision
fundamentally different futures, are rooted in
solidarity economy thinking and tackle different
dimensions of existing injustices and inequalities
intersectionally.135 Business actors are increasingly
active in seeking ways to incorporate environmental,
social and governance concerns into their operations,
and new approaches to corporate sustainability
reporting as proposed by UNRISD are a step toward
measuring progress toward sustainable development
more effectively while providing incentives to apply
more transformative approaches.136 Overarching
economic policy concerns are related to the
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Figure O.5 A new development model for social, economic and environmental justice

7 Principles for building a new eco-social contract
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question of how to best create an economy that is
stable, sustainable and dynamic, creates decent
and productive employment, and is conducive
to innovations and technological progress that
help to tackle the big challenges of our time while
minimizing incentives for negative behaviours such as
greed and corruption. The current economic policy
environment tends to favour powerful economic
actors such as multinational corporations and big
business to the detriment of smaller entities, some of
which are operating based on greater environmental
sustainability and democratic governance. The state
role has often been reduced to fixing so-called market
failures and providing an enabling environment for
investors.137 In the context of globalization this has
often meant the liberalization and deregulation
of the market, monetary stabilization policies and
socializing investment risks of for-profit enterprises,
which allows them to rake in huge profits without
paying the costs related to their operations.138 To
make our economies more inclusive, sustainable and
productive, it is imperative to rethink and retrofit
the role of the state in economic development.139
This would involve changing relations between
states and markets, better governance of global value
chains and new relationships between market actors
and communities, embedding economic activities
back into social and territorial contexts that are
more conducive to inclusiveness, human rights and
sustainability.
Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) is an alter
native economic approach that can meet these
requirements. By institutionalizing collective action
and re-embedding the economy into society and
promoting forms of production, exchange and
consumption that protect both people and the
planet, it aims to realize emancipatory purposes
within economic spheres and the wider political
economy.140 By facilitating environmentally and
socially sustainable production, exchange and con
sumption, SSE recentres the commons and strikes a
new equilibrium between the economy and society
to ensure that everyone has what they need to live
well, the essence of a new eco-social contract.141 As
this report shows, appropriate legal frameworks
and public policies are critical to promote SSE and
maximize its potential of making economies and
societies more sustainable (see box O.4).
Transformative social policy and a fair fiscal contract
play a key role in shifting the current development
model toward social and climate justice.142 They are
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at the core of a new eco-social contract, benefiting
the economy and society, strengthening social
cohesion and trust, and providing legitimacy and
credibility to governments. Institutionalized, longterm, universal and human rights-based approaches
to social protection, which empower all segments
of society to play a role in the development of their
communities, are key to reducing inequalities and
building resilience in the face of future shocks
and crises.143 Transformative social policies have a
particular role in redistributing unpaid care work
in society and supporting social reproduction, tying
together the spheres that have been separated and
which led us into the current crisis scenario. Social
policy is also highly important for stabilizing the
economy through so-called automatic stabilizers
(when the economy contracts in a downturn, tax
receipts decrease and transfer payments increase, and
vice versa during booms), for production through
investing in a healthy and educated workforce, and
in terms of redistributing market income to increase
equality, with positive impacts on growth and
poverty reduction.144 Social insurance and assistance
programmes protect people against lifecycle and
market risks and are key instruments to cushion
the impacts of crises, shocks and humanitarian
emergencies.145

The Self-Employed Women’s
Association’s (SEWA)
experience of organizing
informal-sector women workers
for over five decades in India
has shown that, to address
the multiple challenges these
workers are facing, there is
a need to strengthen their
collective agency, bargaining
power and leadership to help
them fight against unjust
working conditions and bring
them voice, visibility and
validity as workers.

– Reema Nanavaty
Director, Economic and Rural Development,
Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA)
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Box O.4 Promoting SSE through public policies: Guidelines for local governments—Dakar
In Senegal, SSE has been promoted as a response to a growth context that failed to trickle down to provide broader social
development gains. The Senegalese economy has been growing at an average annual growth rate of more than 6 percent
in recent years (2016–2019), driven mainly by domestic demand, fueled by public spending and household income growth,
including remittances from Senegalese workers abroad. Despite economic growth, unemployment and underemployment
rates reached 16.9 percent and 27.7 percent respectively in 2019, with rates being higher in rural areas and for women.
In 2019, the unemployment rates for women and men were 27.6 percent and 8.6 percent respectively. The majority of
Senegalese citizens do not think they share the benefits of economic growth, and poverty is entrenched.
SSE has played a key role in addressing this situation, most notably in the form of housing cooperatives and health
mutuals. In the context of rising costs of housing, the cooperative option has become an alternative for people who want to
own a house. In the Dakar region, more than 600 housing cooperatives have been established. In addition, more than 100
health mutuals have been set up since 2012. They provide health insurance, filling the large gap in public health provision,
and contribute to the improvement of health conditions of the population in both urban and rural areas.
Responding to the growth of the SSE sector and its benefits, the Senegalese government established SSE as a priority
sector within the framework of the Emerging Senegal Plan, placing it as the second most important among five major
initiatives. The government decided to promote and develop the SSE sector, noting that the productive and redistributive
function of SSE can help disadvantaged and marginalized people share in the benefits of economic growth and
consequently strengthen democratic society.
In June 2021, the Senegalese national parliament passed the SSE Framework Law, which introduced the official definitions
of the terms used in the SSE sector, special taxes for the sector and the creation of a National SSE Council to promote SSE
throughout the country. RACTES (Réseau des Acteurs et Collectivités de l’ESS—Network of SSE Actors and Communities)
played a significant role in providing inputs to the lawmakers and lobbying to pass the SSE Framework Law. In particular, its
recommendations on policies to promote SSE, drawn from UNRISD’s research on “Public Policies for Social and Solidarity
Economy: The Experience of the City of Dakar”a and “Guidelines for Local Governments on Policies for Social and Solidarity
Economy,”b have been adopted as Chapter IV. Mésures d’accompagnement et de promotion de l’ESS (SSE support and
promotion measures) of the SSE Framework Law.
a

Diop and Samb 2021; b Jenkins et al. 2021.

Sources: Diop and Samb 2021; RTES 2021

There is a need to reinvent ideas around care and
care ethics and how care work and care services
are valued in market and non-market spheres.146
Care needs to be at the centre of a new economic
and social model. Global trends such as ageing
and the Covid-19 pandemic have demonstrated
that we are at a tipping point of a care crisis. To
curb this development, we need publicly funded
(universal) care services, including health care, and
we need to improve the working conditions of care
workers, including domestic workers, while creating
a supportive context for unpaid caregivers through
policies that increase access to social services and
social protection and facilitate the combination of

paid and unpaid work, for example, through labour
market regulation and parental leave policies.147
Reforming the care economy and our approach to
care is an essential step toward a new gender contract
grounded in justice.
Transformative social policies, as opposed to
residual or targeted social policies, are based on
institutionalized rights and provide universal
coverage for all across the life course, for example,
universal child benefits and social pensions,148
social inclusion policies,149 extension of coverage of
social protection toward informal and self-employed
workers,150 basic income guarantees151 and minimum
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The achievement of proposals
[to democratize vaccine access]
is held back by constraints that
are mainly political, reflecting
the significant lobbying power
that large corporations have
with states across the world.
But such constraints are binding
only if citizens do not apply
sufficient counterpressure on their
governments. This is necessary not
only to ensure the vaccine equity
that is essential to deal with the
Covid-19 pandemic, but also to
achieve the international solidarity
that is a minimum requirement
for humanity to address other
existential threats such as that
posed by climate change.

– Jayati Ghosh
Professor, University of
Massachusetts Amherst

wage policies.152 They include essential social services
such as health and education as well as labour
market policies promoting productive employment
and decent work, while also expanding workers’
capabilities to flourish in their professional life and
foster their capacities to adapt to changing economic
environments.153 If well designed and implemented,
they can address intersectional inequalities, social
exclusion and stratification while creating a stronger
sense of citizenship and solidarity.154 Supporting
marginalized and vulnerable groups can be achieved
through affirmative action, awareness raising and
education, and measures to minimize discrimination
and bias in policy implementation.155 Integrated
approaches with a potential for creating synergies
between social policies and service delivery are of
particular importance, for example, integrated care
systems,156 and between social and environmental
goals, for example, eco-social policies.157
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Social policies need to be financed through a fair
fiscal contract,158 guaranteeing both the sustainability
of financing and the reduction of inequalities and
negative social impacts.159 Taxation has the highest
potential of contributing to demand growth,
economic stability and greater equality when it targets
high incomes, excessive windfall profits and related
wealth accumulation and speculative activities160
while providing incentives for sustainable production
and consumption.161 Successful fiscal bargains at the
national level require bringing economic elites back
into the social contract. Reforms at the global level
should foster global redistribution and sustainable
access to finance, reduce external debt in the global
South and curb financialization, tax competition
and evasion and capital flight.162
In a deeply integrated world where transnational
issues are becoming more and more important,
national policy reforms will only take us so far.
The third pillar of a new development model for
social and climate justice is a reformed global
governance system, grounded in reimagined multi
lateralism and strengthened solidarities, recognizing
the interdependencies of all people and between
humans and nature.163 This global regime should
create an enabling environment for security, peace,
human rights and sustainable development, and seek
to overcome the fractures and inequalities that are
dividing us. Reining in neoliberal hyperglobalization
and addressing global power asymmetries requires
strengthening rules and regulations that would reembed the global economy into social and ecological
norms, increasing the weight of the global South
in international relations and the global economy,
empowering civil society’s voice and impact in
multilateralism, and fostering solidarity and new
values. This new development model must be
underpinned by a transformative policy platform
that aims to reduce inequalities (see figure O.5).164
In sum, creating an economy and society that cares
and thrives requires us to rethink priorities, move
away from an exclusive focus on growth and profits,
and change institutions, policies and behaviours
that negatively impact our economy, environment
and social relations, at national and global levels.
The key question is then how to arrive at the
political support and financial means to put these
suggestions into practice. Alliance building is
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essential to effectively harness the power of the
many to rein in the influence of the few and to
rebalance existing power structures. Such alliances
take very different forms today than they did in the
past, adapting and changing in the face of evolving
economic systems, shifting identities, new forms of
politics and communications, new conceptions of
class, a transformed world of work and reimagined
notions of family and community. For example,
forms of collective resistance are emerging among
digital workers, who are making use of social
media to organize strikes and protests and establish
unions or alliances, as well as mobilizing legal
mechanisms to lobby for their rights.165 New forms
of collaboration are emerging among marginalized
groups as they apply various strategies to adapt to
rapidly changing environments while stabilizing
their livelihoods. They develop innovative strategies
to increase their capital base for investments, such as
in the case of fishers in Tamil Nadu,166 or co-produce
social services as a way to change their relations with
state and market providers, for example, in the case
of informal workers in India and Thailand.167 They
build networks of different types of actors, such
as between domestic workers and housewives in
Uruguay, to mobilize for labour rights and gender
equality.168 Alliances between trade unions and

SHIFTING POWER FOR A NEW ECO-SOCIAL CONTRACT

other workers’ associations have increased minimum
wages, improved occupational safety and health, and
made advances in other forms of labour legislation
through the use of social dialogue mechanisms and
the constructive contribution of experts.169
UNRISD research has shown that a combination
of progressive leadership inspired by the common
good and public interest and grassroots pressure
from below, by protesting citizens, progressive social
movements and civil society organizations, supported
by multilateral organizations and frameworks,
can go a long way toward more sustainable and
inclusive development approaches.170 Learning from
successful past experiences in fighting inequality and
which policies and political strategies have worked
provides lessons for future struggles.171 It is only
through this form of collective learning and acting
that we will be able to both identify the strategies
and summon the strength needed to support the
necessary eco-social turn, and build a new eco-social
contract. Such a contract must be based on a new
sustainable development model that is not only
more resilient toward crisis, but also much more
inclusive, egalitarian and in harmony with our
planet than previous ones.
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KEY MESSAGES: A NEW DEVELOPMENT MODEL

ONE

FOUR

We need a new development model for

Progress toward transformation at

social and climate justice. Implementing

regional, national and local levels can

the vision of a new eco-social contract will

be strengthened through a reimagined

require an integrated approach consisting

multilateral system and solidarities.

of three pillars that are mutually reinforcing:

International reform and regulation to support

alternative economic approaches that

transformative change is needed in multiple

centre environmental and social justice and

areas: curbing tax competition and evasion;

rebalance relations between the state, society,

improving social and environmental standards

markets and nature; transformative social

along global value chains; reversing the

policies financed by a fair fiscal contract; and

concentration of economic and political power

strengthened multilateralism and solidarities.

of the global business elite; and strengthening
global redistribution and cooperation. Power

T WO

Alternative economic approaches―such as
Social and Solidarity Economy, progressive
proposals for a Green New Deal and just
transition strategies―hold the promise to

asymmetries in multilateralism need to be
rebalanced by empowering the global South
and civil society actors.

FIVE

make our economies more sustainable and

Transformative change can be supported

equitable. To achieve this transformation,

by a new narrative, one that abandons the

states need to play an active developmental

myths of self-correcting markets, endlessly

role and expand their policy space, particularly

renewable natural resources and “trickle-

in the global South.

down” development. Such an approach must
address structural crisis drivers, entrenched

THREE

Transformative social policies are key tenets
of a new eco-social contract. They include
universal social protection and social services,
integrated care systems and labour market
policies fostering decent work and productive
employment. They need to be based on a fair
fiscal compact where rich people pay relatively
more than poor people while promoting
innovative financing instruments that support
the transition to sustainability.
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inequalities and internal contradictions
associated with neoliberal hyperglobalization.
Progressive leaders, active citizens and social
movements need to join forces to achieve
a truly inclusive vision of climate and social
justice.
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CRISE S OF
INE UALITY
Shifting Power for a
New Eco-Social Contract
There is perhaps no stronger evidence of the pressing need to redesign our global system
than the fact that a global health crisis doubled the wealth of the 10 richest men in the
world while sending upwards of 120 million people into extreme poverty. This UNRISD
Flagship Report shows how inequalities and crises reinforce and compound each other,
leading to extreme disparity, vulnerability and unsustainability. It argues that this is not
the result of a broken system but one in which inequality and injustice are built in by
design. The social contract has unravelled to the great detriment of people and planet.
The report associates the multiple crises and increasing inequalities we are facing with
policy choices promoted during the age of neoliberal hyperglobalization. It unpacks the
implications for sustainable development and for disadvantaged social groups through
the lenses of intersectionality and power.
To address inequality, break the cycle of multiple and interlocking crises, and work toward
a more equal, just and sustainable future, the report proposes the creation of a new ecosocial contract and a policy approach based on alternative economies, transformative social
policies, and reimagined multilateralism and strengthened solidarities.

