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Ecosystems, economies and social systems often change suddenly, unexpectedly and 
catastrophically. We can usually deduce afterwards why these collapses have occurred, 
and with the benefi t of hindsight identify previously unknown thresholds or tipping-
points that have been exceeded. However, predicting these changes before they unfold, 
and (if necessary or desirable) avoiding them, remains a major challenge. I develop the 
concept of gilded traps, to capture the dynamics of linked social-ecological systems 
with two alternative, stable confi gurations. One is ecologically sustainable and eco-
nomically diverse. The other is unsustainable, but initially highly profi table. Critically, 
there is no economic incentive to avoid gilded traps until the longer-term conse-
quences are revealed, by which time reversal may be impossible. Using this concept, 
I’ll argue that the current hyper-abundance of American lobsters in the Gulf of Maine, 
often hailed as a fi shery success, is a social and economic disaster in waiting.
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