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SUMMARY

Our economies are broken. Inequality is rife; climate change and ecological destruction continue on
a dangerous and untenable path; the undervaluing of the care economy pushes women deeper into
time and income poverty; hunger and food insecurity are on the rise; and violent conflict is
increasing. These crises are driven by an extractive, profit-driven and neocolonial economic system
that delivers ever-greater profits and capital for the owners of wealth, while systematically
exploiting workers and people living in poverty, particularly people in marginalized communities. It is
also a system built on exploiting and neglecting nature and carers, making them invisible and
ignoring their role in sustaining our economies.

A core feature of this economic system is its focus on gross domestic product (GDP) as the primary
indicator of economic and social progress. GDP is the signifier for a pervasive narrative that
unlimited, unquestioned GDP growth is the key to achieving other political goals, such as greater
equality, wellbeing and an end to poverty. Through such myths, GDP has moved from being an
instrument and indicator of some limited value to being a goal in itself. GDP growth cantake place in
a manner that is inclusive and that tackles inequality, but as a metric, GOP on its own has no way of
examining what is being produced, how it is being produced, and who it benefits.

Moving beyond GDP is both a call to abandon a dysfunctional economic indicator as a guiding metric
for policy and a broader invitation to think about living in an economy that focuses on social
prosperity! — and on a liveable planet - rather than pursuing GOP growth for its own sake. This
requires metrics that can serve as a compass to tell us where to go, how we are progressing, and
how well different policies will serve us in getting there. Importantly, it requires centring Indigenous
knowledge systems and values, and the voices, solutions, and perspectives of feminist? and
decolonial3 thinkers from the Global South.

Movements and thinkers from the Global South have been calling for radical alternatives for years,
and there is increasing public support in high-income countries to move beyond GDOP. Polling carried
out by the Women’s Budget Group found that almost 7 out of 10 people say that wellbeing should be
used to measure the success of economic policy.”

WHAT’S WRONG WITH GDP?

GDP was created in the Global North in the 1930s as a measure of economic growth and activity, yet
it has become the yardstick against which all economic progress is measured. Its limited focus
reflects the narrow-minded, Eurocentric and outdated framing that shaped its creation. It is high
time for a reboot that reflects the reality and the needs of society today.

While GDP per capita has been steadily rising globally, so has inequality. Between 1995 and 2021,
the richest 1% captured 38% of all new wealth created in the world, and the poorest 50% just 2% of
all new wealth created.® This incredibly unequal and unfair distribution, and its negative effect on
wellbeing, is not reflected in GDP and is often presented as an ‘inevitable’ stage of GDP growth.

The suggestion that the world can grow its way out of inequality is environmentally disastrous. Even
just to lift the majority of humanity above the levels of extreme poverty, with inequality at its
current level, would involve our global economy being many times the size it is today - something
that would destroy our planet. But planetary boundaries are not taken into account: the global
economy is overshooting six of nine boundaries identified by the Stockholm Resilience Centre, 8
almost entirely driven by high-income countries where GDP growth has rapidly increased resource
use to four times sustainable per capita levels.
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At the same time, inequality drives the climate crisis: the world’s richest 1% have a per-capita
carbon footprint 30 times higher than the level compatible with the 1.5°C Paris Agreement goal.”
The poorest 50% have a far smaller footprint, while suffering the worst of the consequences of
climate change.

Nevertheless, GDP ignares harm to the environment, such as the impacts of economic activity on
climate change, land and biodiversity. After centuries of causing harm through colonialism, the
excess emissions of high-income industrialized countries are continuing those harms, while
vulnerable countries and communities bear the brunt of climate change.

GOP measures the value added of goods and services produced and traded in the marketplace, but
itignores crucial areas of our economies. It largely ignores unpaid care, and some elements of
informal work,®® which is done disproportionately by women, especially those living in poverty and
from groups that experience discrimination based on race, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality and
caste.

Women and men do 16.4 billion hours of unpaid care work a day.1% Around 76% of this is undertaken
by women, 1t with 606 million women of working age performing unpaid care on a full-time basis.1?
The invisibility of care work in the formal economy has led to it acting as a hidden subsidy to the
market ecanamy. Of the total number of hours worked weekly around the world, 45% are in unpaid
care work, 13 with its contributions excluded from GDP calculations. From a gender perspective, this
means that 65% of women'’s working hours overall are unpaid and do not contribute towards GDP.

Care activities and ecosystems only become valuable (and counted in GDP) when they are resources
that can be owned, controlled and sold; for example, both extractive and reparatory environmental
activities are counted as positive contributions to GOP, but maintenance and preservation beyond
the market economy do not count.

GDP also does not accurately capture whether what is being produced is done so legally or illegally,
nor where growth takes place, as in the case of illicit financial flows to tax havens. In 2020, the Tax
Justice Network calculated that the Netherlands and Luxembourg were responsible for more than
USS36bn and USS27bn respectively of tax losses for countries around the world. !

GDP is anti-feminist and colonial because it sustains a framework of value creation and productivity
that only counts what can be monetized. Market relations are given precedence over family and
social relations, individualism over solidarity and interdependence, rational choice over wellbeing.
Women are rendered to the ‘private’ sphere and their work is invisible. At the same time, GDP has
helped erase Indigenous and alternative conceptions of what can and should be valued.
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What’s wrong with GDP?
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WHO PAYS THE PRICE FOR OUR FIXATION ON
GDP?

Economic policies based on the neoliberal, ' patriarchal!® logic of GDP growth have
disproportionately harmed women, girls and non-binary people, especially those who experience
intersecting inequalities, while benefiting the richest. Austerity measures, trade liberalization and
the lack of universal care policy coverage are just three examples of GDP-growth focused policies
that have had devastating consequences for women and marginalized groups.

The current neoliberal and neocoloniall” model is rooted in the colonial practices of resource
extraction, export-oriented production systems, and the imposition of Western economic logic,
which has destroyed ecosystems, undermined Indigenous knowledge systems, and displaced
communities across the world. This has directly increased food and water insecurity, poverty and
vulnerability to climate change.

For example, in Gambia and Ghana, which have a rich history of producing rice, yams and other
staple foods, colonial era concentration on cash crops such as groundnuts and cocoa led to
famine, chronic food shortages, malnourishment, and dependency on European colonizers for
imports.18

REIMAGINING A METRIC THAT MATTERS AND
WORKS FOR ALL

Many alternatives to GDP have been designed, but there is limited progress towards dislodging it as
the dominant metric, in part due to its ‘single indicator appeal’. Perhaps more significantly,
governments and the private sector elites have a vested interest in GOP, as they benefit from an
economy that is focused on its unquestioned growth.

Although many of the existing beyond GDP efforts are welcome signs of progress, they barely
challenge the current focus on GDOP, and do not have the scale, quality and ambition to forge a
radical alternative. Very few GDP alternative frameworks are explicitly feminist or decolonial.

A feminist, decolonial approach and mindset to GDP alternatives would put much more emphasis on
the impartance of community, social relationships and the environment.1® This is vital to reverse the
erasure of non-Western knowledge systems through the imposition of Western, patriarchal and
neoliberal GOP logic.

Winning public and political acceptance for a metric, without it being another neocolonial
imposition, depends on the inclusivity of the process through which it is developed. Indicators
reflecting Indigenous knowledge and perspectives need to be centred in the design,
implementation and review of the measure. These need to be rooted in a recognition and
acceptance of - and commitment to repair — the damages caused by colonialism and economic
imperialism.

Decolonial beyond GDP alternatives would factor in ‘wellbeing elsewhere’ - i.e. the positive or
negative contribution of a country’s decisions, policies and resource use on equality, social
prosperity and sustainability in other countries. For example, a metric could include indicators that
look at cumulative national carbon emissions to give a sense of a country’s responsibility for
historical emissions (in its own territories and elsewhere], along with losses and damages incurred
globally. This information could be key for supporting calls for climate reparations.
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GOP alternatives need to capture evidence from the entire economy, both paid and unpaid.
Importantly, they need to measure unpaid care (which is disproportionately carried out by women),
its distribution (within and between households, the state, the market and public sector), and how
it is impacted by macroeconomic policies.

Whatever the measure that takes us beyond GDP, the distribution of national income would need to
supersede any focus on simple averages, including at the household level. Inequality, and reducing
the gap between the richest people and those living in poverty, should be hardwired into how we
measure progress in our societies. The Palma ratio, for example, is an important indicator to
highlight levels of inequality, by showing the differences between the highest and lowest income
brackets.

Beyond GDP frameworks need to ensure that they support transformative work that radically shifts
our economic model towards one that puts human and environmental prosperity first. This does not
mean that growth is irrelevant; in fact, for most countries, there is an urgent need to grow the
incomes of the majority of people and the revenues of governments to facilitate human and
environmental prosperity. The key point is that narrowly defined growth is not an end in itself and
should never be a government'’s primary objective or end goal.

WHAT IS HOLDING BACK PROGRESS?

A significant factor that holds GDP in place as the dominant global metric is its entrenchment in
national, regional and global institutions such as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the European
Commission (EC), as well as formal frameworks such as the System of National Accounts. GDP is
seen as a measure of a country's economic power, with important consequences for: borrowing
capacity; access to international markets and foreign aid; voting rights in multilateral institutions;
leverage in trade negotiations; and the measurement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

As a result of its entrenchment, the objective of GDP growth is deeply engrained in narratives and
culture around the globe that perpetuate the view that the monetized/market economy is what
matters, and so the only activities that count are those that produce monetary value or can be
priced. This is also an outdated reflection of what mattered or was valued by the original designers
of GDP.

Additionally, many rich elites and corporations have reasons to prefer keeping GOP as the primary
guiding metric for economic policy. Were it to be displaced by measures that take into account
social prosperity, inequality and the environment, the resulting shift away from policies that
prioritize growth at all costs, and towards a more just and sustainable economy, would limit their
power and their profits.

Many organizations, experts and activists that have been at the forefront of the beyond GDP
maovement self-critically claim that the reason there has not been large-scale progress is the lack
of a common language and shared ground on methodology. As previously noted, GDP also has a
‘single indicator appeal’. Most multidimensional frameworks of wellbeing tend to have too many
indicators, instead of a clear, smaller set of key indicators, which makes it difficult to get an overall
picture.

Although many of the existing beyond GDOP efforts are welcome signs of progress, they insufficiently
challenge the current focus on GDP and fall short in integrating both a feminist and decolonial
perspective. They do not measure up to what we need in terms of scale, quality and ambition to
forge a radical alternative.
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Why is GDP still the dominant guiding metric?
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Ilustration by Alex Bush

KEY PATHWAYS TOWARDS FEMINIST,
DECOLONIAL ALTERNATIVES

Dislodging GDP from its dominant position would require transforming narratives in academic
curriculums, political debate and popular media, challenging the perception that GDP growth is
universally positive. Cross-discipline, cross-movement and cross-institutional consensus will be
important to shape what radical alternatives look like, with feminist and decolonial critiques at the
centre. This could include the identification of possible ‘cornerstone’ social prosperity indicators
that are embedded in feminist and decolonial principles.

To ensure the alternatives reflect the priorities and values that are currently missing, a redesign
process would need to meaningfully engage women, Indigenous people and those in positions of
vulnerability. Likewise, efforts must be driven by globally diverse organizations and institutions,
centring voices from the Global South, and with active public participation in the beyond GDP
agendas to ensure broad inclusion throughout the policy cycle.

There is an opportunity for governments and institutions to invest in testing, piloting and scaling
alternatives, working with cities, regions and countries to build alternative frameworks and
supporting statistical infrastructure, drawing on the growing body of learning. This could include
providing political and financial incentives for adopting alternatives as economic policy drivers,
disentangling GDP from sustainable development indicator sets such as the SDGs, and creating an
intergovernmental body to consolidate knowledge and drive convergence on methodologies and
terminology.
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GLOSSARY

exploitation and oppression. Feminism is a
belief in social, political and economic
equality for all genders, rooted in an
understanding of how women and other
marginalized genders face structural
inequality and oppression due to existing
norms, stereotypes and power dynamics. At
Oxfam, our understanding of feminism is
rooted in 11 principles:®

. I'share power

. I challenge my behaviour

. I'support the feminist movement
. Nothing about us without us

1

2

3

4

5. Feminism is for everyone
B. There is no justice without gender justice
7.1 champion diversity

8. lvalue safety

9. ' want a supportive environment

10. I believe in freedom of expression

11. Eliminate gender-based violence

TERM DEFINITION REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING
Decolonial | Something that breaks from colonial and S. Tamale. (2020). Decolonization and
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thought, disrupting racial, gender and Daraja Press.
geopolitical legacies of inequality and W.D. Mignolo. (2011). 7he Darker Side of
domination. Western Modernity: Global Futures,
Decolonial Options. London: Duke
University Press.
Decoloniza | The act of achieving independence from S. Tamale. (2020). Decolonization and
tion colonialism, both historical and modern, and Afro-Feminism. Daraja Press. Quebec:
undoing the harm caused. Daraja Press.
Part of an ongoing process of shifting
decolonial power back to Black people, Oxfam. (2023). /nclusive Language Guide.
Indigenous peoples and People of Colour, Retrieved 8 June 2023, from https://pol-
who are calling for agency over their political [ joy-practice.oxfam.org/resources/inclu-
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Intersectio

Atheory based on the work of Kimberlée
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women in the United States. It draws https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-
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multiple and intersecting oppressions based K.
onrace, .Class,lgender, sexuality, ethnicity, Crenshaw. (1991). ‘Mapping the Margins:
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