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Whose economy? 

The authors of the Whose Economy papers and the ideas, comments and 
observations of participants at the four Whose Economy seminars reveal that the 
model of the economy that has dominated the UK for most of the last century has 
proved itself outmoded, outdated, and has failed all but the few.  

The seminars explored to what extent persistent poverty exists alongside high 

economic prosperity, leading to significant inequalities in income and wealth, 

and in life chances and lifestyles, between individuals and communities. They 
asked why this is the case and, why, despite decades of economic growth, 

regeneration and anti-poverty policies, many Scots face a life characterised by 

high mortality, economic inactivity, mental and physical ill-health, poor 

educational attainment, and increasing exclusion.  

Presenters in the seminars explored the roots of poverty in Scotland, examining 

their historical and structural origins and how, in recent decades, the economy 
has shifted from one based on manufacturing to a service-led, supposedly 

‘knowledge economy,’1 with retail and call centres expanding as manufacturing 

declines. Yet, as explored in the seminars, work in such an economy is not 
necessarily a route out of poverty, as many jobs do not pay enough to live on. 

Discussion probed deeply into the implications of this mode of economic 

development, particularly for those experiencing poverty. As the contributions to 
this series of papers show, being poor in a rich country like the UK is intensely 

stressful, and made worse by stigmatisation both in the media and as result of 

political rhetoric. Pressures to consume stem from a culture that elevates 

passions and image above relationships, community contribution, and care for 

others and the environment. 

A way forward 

Yet the seminars contained an undercurrent of optimism, that it is possible to 

overcome poverty, both in Scotland and the UK. As the sixth richest country in 
the world2 we certainly have adequate resources to do so. Participants called for 

the allocation of these resources in a more effective and sustainable way. 

They acknowledged a greater role for businesses – whether by paying taxes, 
increasing their employment of people further from the labour market, or by 

offering decent jobs in sustainable industries. Higher expectation needs to be 

placed on businesses to deliver social sustainability, particularly in return for the 
array of state support that businesses receive. 

Many seminar presentations and several of the papers in this series explained 

how social protection measures such as education, minimum wage regulations 
and social safety nets are strong mechanisms to increase equality. They argue 

that social protection needs to be advocated and delivered as a collective good on 

which we all depend and from which we all benefit, not as a financial drain. 
Social protection needs to be funded fairly – by progressive taxation so that those 
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with most ability to contribute (often due to an unequal head start in life) do so, 
and those who need support at various points in their life receive it, according to 

their needs.  

The seminars also considered the scope for collective ownership – particularly of 
renewable energy projects – to enable community development and lead to 

greater equality. While the limitations of community ownership were heeded, 

participants in the seminars saw shared economic activity through collective 
ownership and, crucially, shared decision-making and agenda-setting, as crucial 

in creating a new way of doing things. 

Participants were clear that this needs to be more than merely reclaiming the 
economy at the margins: the economy needs to be repositioned to serve the 

people, not the other way around. Public contracts, for example, need to deliver 

real, tangible benefits for local communities from business activity that takes 
place on their terms (not simply token benefits at the margins to secure consent). 

This also means genuine participation in all economic activity – sharing 

ownership, sharing work, and sharing rewards. 

More broadly, the discussion at all four of the seminars called for an 

interrogation of economic growth, how we pursue it and how equally the 

benefits from growth are shared. Many participants have linked this to better 
measuring of our prosperity – that is not limited to the narrow measurement of 

economic growth – as a means to reframe what constitutes the ‘success’ of the 

economy and the ‘success’ of communities and individuals. To this end, the 
Oxfam Humankind Index, developed through widespread public consultation, 

will enable Scotland to measure itself by those aspects of life that make a real 

difference to people. It will enable the people of Scotland to hold policy-makers, 
and those who implement and deliver policy at all levels, to be held to account. 

So what next? 
For Oxfam, the seminars demonstrate the need for a radical re-think of our goals 
– those of individuals and of the complex world of policy-making and economic 
processes – to refocus on the true purpose of the economy.  

We will shortly set out a picture of a new prosperity, a shared future where we 
are simply better at sharing, where there are fewer extremes of money and 
wealth, esteem and status, power and position. In particular, at the heart of this 
new prosperity is a community-led economy which focuses on the quality and 
distribution of growth, where the assets of communities and the value of 
individuals are utilised and enhanced to promote social and environmental 
sustainability. 

Oxfam’s advocacy work in Scotland will seek to build momentum behind this 
vision, working with our strategic partners and linking with new partners to 
build a robust case for a new way of doing things. The Humankind Index is an 
important part of this, but translating the messages from the Index into coherent 
policy changes will require the expertise, energy and support of a wide range of 
organisations. 
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In many ways Oxfam’s programme work in Scotland is already getting on with 
this task, demonstrating different ways of working together to shape outcomes in 
communities and for individuals. We will look to the work of our programme 
partners for not only inspiration, but for evidence of what works, for challenges 
to the received wisdom, and for the model of a socially and environmentally 
sustainable economy. 

 

 

Notes

 

1  Scottish Executive (2001)  

2  International Monetary Fund figures (2009) 
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