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Abstract: This commentary focuses on the role of social structures in 
shaping agents' capacity to plan and pursue future-directed goals in poverty. 
Robust institutional scaffolds support our future-directed agency better than 
precarious ones because they allow us to treat our ability to meet our basic 
needs as stable background conditions rather than as problems we must 
constantly be attuned to solving. 

 

De Courson, Frankenhuis, and Nettle (CFN) make an important contribution to our 
understanding of a set of seemingly contradictory findings about poverty across 
economics, psychology, and sociology. Unlike some alternatives, the Desperation 
Threshold Model (DTM) doesn’t require that we employ a radically different explanatory 
framework from the well-known utility curve model or, critically, that we attribute irrational 
behavior to those in poverty. By unpacking the importance of the threshold of needs and 
the incomplete divisibility of those needs, CFN can explain variation in how people in 
poverty respond to risk. In what follows, I focus on a part of the picture the authors mention 
but do not elaborate on—the role of social structures in shaping not only agents’ 
perceptions of risk but also the forms of future-directed agency available to those in 
poverty.    

 

The DTM focuses on the risk/utility calculations faced by those making decisions in poverty, 
such as whether to play the lottery or engage in crime. But one of the most important ways 
in which agents pursue valuable and potentially life-altering goals is not through risky one-
off choices of this sort, but through temporally extended pursuits such as higher education, 
buying a home, or starting a business. Prospective agency of this sort requires that we 
settle on future-directed goals, sustain them over time, and prioritize them over more 
immediate goals (Bratman, 1987; Duckworth et al., 2007; Morton & Paul, 2019; Seligman et 
al., 2016). Agency of this sort involves a certain kind of risk: college debt can be crippling, 
mortgage rates rise, and recessions happen. But institutional structures mediate how risky 
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such ventures are and how we think about their riskiness in our deliberation (Morton, 
2024a, 2024b). 

 

Consider a wage worker who works a variety of precarious jobs—DoorDash, Uber, and 
hourly-paid shift service work. He can afford his basic needs, barely, but doesn’t have 
access to retirement savings, unemployment insurance, or health insurance. Fortunately, 
he is healthy. However, he worries that his ability to meet his basic needs would be easily 
compromised by an illness, a car breakdown, or a downturn in the economy. He is just 
above the threshold but cannot count on remaining there. Now, compare him to someone 
with the same income but who lives in a country with an expansive safety net that 
encompasses publicly provided healthcare, unemployment insurance, and a generous 
retirement scheme. Both workers are above the threshold, but they are not similarly 
situated with respect to their prospective agency.  

 

The difference can be attributed to the social structures in place. For the fortunate worker, 
the structures provide a scaffold for pursuing long-term goals because they are generally 
stable in a way that precarious work is not. The precariously employed worker needs to be 
attentive to the possibility that illness, a car breakdown, or an economic downturn could 
thrust him well below the threshold. Both workers might be right above the threshold now, 
but the second worker is more secure in his expectation that he won’t fall far below the 
threshold. This difference is critical to their assessment of risk, of course, but also to their 
ability to plan. The one who feels that his ability to meet his needs is secure can rely on 
those scaffolds as he thinks about the future. The first worker cannot, and so his future-
directed deliberation is infused with the background hum of precarity. His plans could 
easily be for naught if his income fluctuates or if he gets sick.  

 

In her Tanner Lectures, Esther Duflo (2012) suggests that one way in which people in 
wealthier countries benefit is that some of the risks we contend with are taken care of for 
us by background structures that help us drink safe, clean water; save for retirement; and 
have access to life-saving medicine. These background structures not only change the 
risks we take but also the shape of our decision-making. They silence considerations that 
are salient for others who are not so fortunate. Those making decisions in countries where 
water is unsafe, medicine is unregulated, or retirement saving vehicles are inaccessible 
must contend with these factors in their decision-making. By contrast, when those needs 



are reliably met by robust institutions, they can be rationally ignored. The advantage here is 
not just material, but agential (Morton, 2024a). 

 

Duflo’s point is critical in understanding how structures impact subjective appraisals of 
resource adequacy, which the authors note play an important role in how we contend with 
risk. Robust scaffolds support our future-directed agency better than precarious ones 
because they allow us to treat our ability to meet our basic needs as stable background 
conditions rather than as problems we must constantly be attuned to solving.  

 

An important extension of the DTM research project would be to examine whether people’s 
expectations of those scaffolds affect how people above the threshold perceive the 
riskiness of their long-term projects. We can ask not just whether people are above or 
below the threshold, but about the robustness of their position there, how that expectation 
is mediated by social structures, and how that plays a role in the pursuit of potentially 
transformative long-term goals.  

 

Works Cited: 

Bratman, M. (1987). Intention, Plans, and Practical Reason. Cambridge University Press.  
Duckworth, A. L., Peterson, C., Matthews, M. D., & Kelly, D. R. (2007). Grit: perseverance 

and passion for long-term goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92(6), 
1087-1101.  

Duflo, E. (2012). Human values and the design of the fight against poverty. Tanner Lectures, 
Harvard University. https://economics.mit.edu/sites/default/files/2022-
08/2012.05%20TannerLectures_EstherDuflo_draft.pdf  

Morton, J. M. (2024a). Inequality in planning capacity. Journal of Applied Philosophy, 41(1), 
56-65.  

Morton, J. M. (2024b). Trapped in the present: poverty and the undermining of prospective 
agency. Political Philosophy, 1(2). https://doi.org/10.16995/pp.15255  

Morton, J. M., & Paul, S. K. (2019). Grit. Ethics, 129(2), 175-203.  
Seligman, M. E., Railton, P., Baumeister, R. F., & Sripada, C. (2016). Homo prospectus. 

Oxford University Press.  

 

 

https://economics.mit.edu/sites/default/files/2022-08/2012.05%20TannerLectures_EstherDuflo_draft.pdf
https://economics.mit.edu/sites/default/files/2022-08/2012.05%20TannerLectures_EstherDuflo_draft.pdf

