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Abstract 

Over the past number years the phrase UK plc has been used by 

various politicians, economists and journalists to describe Britain. 

Other terms are regularly used, that imply that the UK is just a big 

company or UK plc as illustrated by the Cameron quote at the 

beginning of chapter 1. Consequently, it makes total sense to 

assume that there are the same constraints on government 

finances as a household or business. Expressions such as living 

with our means which is used by Prime Minister Theresa May 

(Rushton and Donovan, 2018), balancing the books used by 

Chancellor Phillip Hammond (Hazarik and Hamilton, 2019) and 

Margaret Thatcher’s view that, governments have no money of 

their own (Thatcher and Harris, 1997) have all been used by 

mainly, but not exclusively, members of the Conservative party 

particularly since Margaret Thatcher became Prime Minister in 

1979.  

 

More alarmingly these terms and phrases were used after the 

Great Financial Crash of 2008, to justify the policy of austerity, 

which appears to ratchet up the need for politicians to continually 

excuse slashing public spending by implying that the economy is 

broke and that there is no more money (Blyth, 2015), but is this 

true on any level?  
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Beginning with the expression of UK plc I will be exploring other 

phrases which are used alongside UK plc such as balancing the 

books and asking where these terms come from and why they are 

used. Does the use of these terms imply that the UK is just a big 

company so we must balance the national budget and therefore 

austerity is not only needed but a necessity? Are there others who 

disagree with this idea? Using primary research I will also be 

asking if these ideas have affected the general public and 

comparing this with what leading economists say. Finally I will 

suggest areas where the labour movement and the wider society 

should concentrate.   

Key Words: - Austerity, Neoliberalism, Modern Monetary Theory  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

When launching a Conservative Green Paper in 2007 at an event 

in North London hosted by Greenpeace, David Cameron said: 

“We need to champion the potential of UK plc to compete 
aggressively in the new low carbon economy”  

(Cameron, 2007) 
 

After the Great Financial Crash (GFC) of 2008 (Ravenhill, 2017), 

the policy of Quantitative Easing (QE) was adopted. This meant the 

Bank of England created £445 billion, using this money to 

purchased financial assets, mostly in the form of government 

bonds. Effectively saving the failing financial sector by propping up 

bank that would have otherwise have crashed (Benford et al, 

2009). 

 

Two years later, in 2010, the then Coalition government embarked 

on a policy of austerity, which they insisted was necessary to 

balance the public finances. Austerity was a process of cutting 

government spending as a means to reduce the national debt (Lee 

and Beech, 2011). 

 

This was the starting point of my interest in economics, its influence 

on politics and on the real world, is the basic structure of my 

dissertation, economic ideas, political narratives and the effects 

those ideas and narratives have on real people. Primarily I was 

interested to understand where the then Labour government had 
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found money to bail out the banks, yet they had not raised taxes? 

After the 2017 general election the Conservative Government  of 

Theresa May promised an extra £1.5 billion to the Democratic 

Unionists for Northern Ireland, to secure their backing in 

Parliament, but again, taxes were not raised (Whiting, 2015). 

However when the same government was forced to pledge an 

extra £22 million for the National Health Service, the Chancellor of 

the Exchequer said that there would have to be a raise in income 

tax to pay for the increase (Ham, 2018).   

 

Starting with political speeches, I will identify terms such as, ‘living 

within our means’, and ‘the government has no money of its own’. 

Where do these types of phrases come from? What do these 

phrases imply when thinking about government spending and do 

they have any economic theories to support them? I will be trying to 

discover if I can identify how these ideas moved from economics 

into mainstream politics.    

 

Having identified the economic theory behind these ideas I will then 

be looking at alternatives. Dequech (2007) describes terms such as 

neoclassical, mainstream, orthodox, and heterodox economics 

which basically say that the prominent ideas governing economic 

thought are orthodox or mainstream and those ideas that oppose 

are called heterodox. These ideas can fall in and out of favour 
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therefore it is quite possible for ideas to swap places, however 

since 1979, neoliberalism is considered to be orthodox.  

 

After exploring the economic theory used to promote political ideas, 

and policies that suggest that governments must tax to spend, I will 

be examining the effect of the prevalent economic and political 

view on the UK workforce. Have these ideas affected the way in 

which workers think the country should be run? 

 

In chapter 2, I will be exploring the available literature which will 

guide my study. I will spate this chapter into distinct sections which 

will begin with politics, examining the phrases and words used to 

champion ideas such as ‘UK plc’, ‘there is no such thing as 

government money, only tax payers’ money’ and ‘governments 

must tax to spend’. Next I will be looking at the economic theory 

that supports these ideas and I have chosen Modern Monetary 

Theory (Wray, 2015), as an alternative economic theory to show 

that there is an opportunity for discussion. 

 

Having explored the areas of economic and political thought, I will 

examine how this has affected one area of working life, by looking 

at precarious working. After this the chapter 3 will look at research 

methods, how I designed my research and why I chose various 

methods.   
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Chapter 4 will be used to studying the findings of my research. 

Having looked at political and economic theory, I want to examine 

the effects these ideas have had on the UK workforce, chapter 5, 

where I will look at the arguments presented by my research and 

look at any anomalies that are apparent. Finally chapter 6 will be 

where I will be concluding by summarising the evidence I have 

found and highlighting the arguments that will answer the question, 

do we live in UK plc?, ending my dissertation with some 

recommendations for future work.  

 

In this first chapter I have outlined the basic structure of my study. I 

will be exploring ideas and theories that I will then use to answer 

the fundamental questions of my dissertation. Looking at the 

available literature I will be gathering evidence to support my 

argument that modern Conservative party economic policies are 

based on neoliberal ideas. To illustrate the real world effects these 

ideas have on the population of the UK, I have chosen to examine 

precarious employment practises to illustrate the effect of such 

ideas on real people and how it has affected their thinking. 

 

Moving on from this, in the next section I will look at the existing 

literature concerning the areas of political thought, economic theory 

and precarious working.   
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

In my introduction I have set out the foundations of my dissertation. 

I have provided an overview of my dissertation and highlighted 

several areas which I will be using to answer my dissertation 

question. I will now split my literature review into three distinct 

areas. Opening with politics, I will discuss various phrases or 

assumptions that lead us to believe that we live in UK plc. It is vital 

to understand this aspect of political thought to explain 

fundamentals of this mind-set. Next I will be moving onto the 

economic theories that underpin these phrases and are used to 

justify policy and lastly I will be looking at precarious working.  

 

In this part of my piece I will be breaking down the overall theory 

into three distinct areas. I will be looking at political rhetoric and use 

more examples to illustrate the political narrative. Next I will be 

investigating economic theories which would account for, or back 

up the use of these political terms and phrases. I will be contrasting 

neoliberal theory with Modern Monetary Theory to see if there is an 

alternative to the programme of austerity that is currently being 

pursued by the Conservative government which was brought in by 

the previous Coalition government. Finally I will be looking at the 

real world effect of these political and economic theories and I will 

use precarious working to highlight the real world effects of such 

policies before I move onto the next section of research.  
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The first phase which I will discuss includes the political phrases 

used by some politicians to justify austerity, highlight a set of such 

phrases and I will suggest their cumulative effect which is to 

support the idea that the UK should be run like a business or 

household.  

 

Politics  

Looking at the way that politicians couch their arguments it is clear 

that their use of phrases such as, ‘maxed out the credit card’ 

George Osborne (Hain, 2015), ‘living within our means’ Phillip 

Hammond (House of Commons official report, 2007), ‘there is no 

Magic Money Tree’ David Cameron (Wren-Lewis, 2018), are used 

to associate government finances with household budgets or 

running a business, is serving a bigger purpose.  

 

David Cameron said that the UK Labour Party had maxed out the 

credit card (Dennison, 2018). This would imply that the UK 

government had a credit card on which public spending was 

recorded. Some might say that it was clever of Cameron not to 

actually say that the UK government had a credit card, instead he 

made the statement and allowed the public to draw their own 

conclusions.  

 

Leading members of the UK Conservative Party have used similar 

language to justify the policy of austerity, for example, there is no 
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magic money tree Theresa May (Lister, 2018) and Britain can only 

spend what it can afford’ George Osborne (Tyrie, 2013). 

 

Austerity is a policy of the Coalition government which basically 

means large cuts to public spending. As I have highlighted the 

austerity policy’s focus on the national debt and the argument that 

because the Labour Party had over spent, it was time to cut back 

and rebalance the national budget (Rushton and Donovan, 2018). 

 

However, it is puzzling as this was not the first time that a Tory 

government had argued that public spending had to be cut. In 1979 

the then Tory government said in its White Paper, Government 

Expenditure Plans 1979-84, that public expenditure is at the heart 

of Britain’s present economic difficulties (HM Treasury, 1979). 

 

Lee (2011) points out that in 1979 and again in 2010, both 

Conservative governments, in Coalition with the Liberal Democrat 

2010, argued that public spending was the main obstacle to 

economic prosperity. He continues to argue that the Coalition 

government used techniques such as repeatedly pointing to the 

£43 billion annual cost of public debt repayment, yet they did not 

say anything about Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs report 

that the amount of tax not being collected and therefore owned to 

the exchequer, was in the region of £42 billion in the year 2008-9 
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alone. This is commonly referred to as the tax gap (HM Treasury 

2010).  

Although on both occasions the answer to the national economic 

problems was public spending cuts, in 2010 the issue was the 

public debt and in 1979 the issue according to Sir Keith Joseph 

was the union problem which was making the UK labour force far 

too inflexible and so hampering growth (Joseph, 1979). We will 

explore this theme more in the forthcoming chapters. 

 

Economics  

The case for a free market economy was first put forward by Adam 

Smith, who is generally regarded as the founding father of orthodox 

economics. In his book Wealth of Nations which was written at the 

beginning of the capitalist age, Smith first discussed the idea of the 

invisible hand. Put crudely; this can be seen as the profit motive, in 

this way Adam’s argues that by using the free market idea, traders 

do not need to be told to act as they are in the pursuit of profit 

(Smith, 1793). These ideas were very powerful and eventually 

moved society from feudalism to capitalism (Sweezy, 1978)  

 

Neoclassical economists such as Hayek and Marshall believed 

that, left alone, the economy would settle at a position of full 

employment. In 1929 there was the Great Depression which saw 

huge numbers of unemployed throughout the industrialised world. 

Consequently it became clear that the neoclassical faith in the free 
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market equilibrium that is the economy’s ability to self-adjust to 

ensure full employment was misplaced. Poverty, unemployment 

and the general poor health of working people were all important 

factors that illustrate the world in which John Maynard Keynes lived 

in when he wrote his book 'The General Theory of Employment, 

Interest and Money' in 1936 (Stanford and Biddle, 2008). In this 

book Maynard Keynes, argued that when it came to the public 

good, markets could not be left alone and that government 

intervention was needed to ensure full utilisation of all available 

resources within a given economy. To a greater or lesser extent 

this argument concerning the amount of government intervention, 

still defines both economic and political thinking. Economists like 

Krugman, Mitchell and Watts all have differing ideas of how much 

government involvement there should be in the economy.  

 

Cockett harked back to neoclassical economics and argued that 

the free market was the root of neoliberalism and that any 

government intervention was to be discouraged. Cockett agreed 

with Friedrich Hayek, in opposing the Keynesian policies followed 

by most countries after World War II and, as he saw it, the rise of 

socialistic collectivism. Amongst those who agreed with this 

neoliberal ideology were Milton Friedman, Alan Walters, Keith 

Joseph, Ralph Harris, Alfred Sherman, John Biffen and Geoffrey 

Howe (Cockett, 1995). 
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The key tenants of Neoliberalism include a strong belief in the 

virtues of the free market, private property, flexible and obedient 

labour force and small government. Neoliberalism means 

deregulation, privatisation of public services and no government 

interference in the market at all. Neoliberals see government 

activity as skewing the natural equilibrium of the free market 

(Eagleton-Pierce, 2016).  

 

During the 1970s and 1980’s, two of the most well-known disciples 

of these economists championed by Hayek were Milton Friedman 

and Keith Joseph who were strong advocates of ‘free market’ 

economics. Friedman and Joseph were a huge influence on the 

British Conservative politician Margaret Thatcher who argued for a 

break away from the, at the time, orthodox Keynesian economic 

thinking, in favour of the neoliberal or monetarist approach.  

 

Keith Joseph in particular was a major player in the adoption of 

neoliberal economic policies. Joseph set up his own economic 

institute or think tank which was called the Centre for Policy 

Studies. The sole aim of this group was to influence political policy 

and as Joseph admitted himself, it was his intention to, convert the 

Tory party (Yergin and Stanislaw, 2002). To help with this 

conversion Josepha recruited the MP for Finchley to be his vice-

chair, who was the future Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher.     
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This group of people are very import when understanding the 

political discourse used today. As Richard Murphy says, ‘Many 

politicians refer to UK plc, as if the country operates like a 

company.’ (Murphy, 2015 p.101).He goes on to say that this idea of 

a country being run just like a business or household is not very 

difficult to pinpoint as this was a direct result of Margaret Thatcher 

who’s view of running a country in the same way as her father ran 

the family grocery business. Murphy considers this as a small world 

view of national economics which follows the idea that if money 

coming in through tax receipts exceeds money going out through 

public spending then all is well, however if the opposite is true 

disaster awaits. 

 

Between 1929 and 1979 neoliberal views were heterodox theory, 

battling to argue against the economic policies of John Maynard 

Keynes. Keynes’ view was that the government was the only body 

who had the legal, political and moral authority to raise standards 

for all. He believed that governments had a duty to create demand 

and therefore employment because unless money was activity 

used, it was worthless in an economic sense (Keynes 1936). What 

Keynes means here is that at the time of writing one way that a 

country’s economy is measured is by its’ Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) crudely put, this is a measure of monetary transactions 

within the economy (Johnson, 2013), therefore if money is left idle 

then the economy slows or stops, leading to recession.  
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After the Second World War, the economic consensus held by 

most governments covered four main areas which determined 

economic policy, these areas were:- 

1. Full Employment 

2. Price Stability 

3. Economic Growth 

4. Balance of payments equilibrium  

(Donaldson and Farquhar, 1988) 

Therefore it is important to consider that economics is not a 

scientific discipline. Wolff and Resnick (2012) discusses three 

distinct economic and political choices which are Neoclassical, 

Keynesian, and Marxian. 

 

Evidently this was a problem for the proponents of neoliberalism, 

and clearly there are more than one only way economics and 

politics can be persuaded. Consequently during the early years of 

monetarism another phrase that was popularised by the 

Conservative government, which was, ‘There Is No Alternative’ 

which became known by the acronym TINA, originally coined by 

the 19th century classical liberal thinker Herbert Spencer. John 

Londen asserts that Margaret Thatcher used this term to assert the 

dominance of the economic and political elite and to ensure that 

they would be no serious consideration of alternatives to neoliberal 

policies (Londen, 2014).  
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Stephanie Kelton (2015) argues that this neoliberal ideology has 

been responsible for the present problems being experienced in 

the global economy where anything but a free market approach to 

economics and politics has been frowned upon. However since the 

2008 financial crisis which has become to be known as the Great 

Financial Crisis (CFC) (D Kenourgios and D Dimitriou 2015). Many 

including Courvisanos, Doughney and Millmow, (2016) have being 

looking for and starting to, offer alternative heterodox economic 

ideas and are calling for pluralism in economics.  

 

One of the more interesting reactions to the GFC is the activists 

group Post-Crash Economics Society, (Matthewson, 2019) started 

by a group of students from Manchester University who campaigns 

for alternatives to the orthodox main stream neoliberal economics 

that is being taught in many UK economics departments. A 

problem that has been highlighted by many student groups around 

the world, Fischer, (2017) is very active in a group called, 

‘Rethinking Economics’ with its own website available at  

 

This site lists student groups around the world, which all argue that 

the flaw in economic teaching is proven by the failure to predict and 

prevent the CFG (Rethinking Economics, 2019) 

 

Evidently this is a challenge to the main stream and the universally 

accepted view of economics therefore over the past few years 
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leading heterodox economists such as Stephanie Kelton, have 

been developing new ideas which further contradict neoliberalism. 

There are various theories that have been formulated to challenge 

the neoliberal view and to illustrate this; I have chosen to focus on 

Modern Monetary Theory (MMT) which is one heterodox 

alternative. 

 

Modern Monetary Theory 

Proponents of MMT include, Warren Mosler (2010), L. Randall 

Wray (2015), Stephanie Kelton (2015), Bill Mitchell (2015) and 

Pavlina R. Tcherneva (2011), have argued for a fresh economic 

understanding, which is MMT although it is sometimes referred to 

Neo-Chartism.  

 

Economist such as Paul Krugman (2012) could be arguing that a 

simple return to Keynesian policies would be sufficient to deliver 

economic prosperity but this would ignore one of the main features, 

the balance of payments equilibrium or a balanced budget. It is 

important to recognise that when Keynes developed his theory, it 

was in accordance with the monetary system at that time, which 

was known as the ‘Gold Standard’.   

 

One feature of this system was that government finance was 

pegged to the amount of gold held in that country’s central bank 

and therefore the balance of payments would be reconciled by a 
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transfer of gold as payment between countries. After the Second 

World War, this system was slightly changed to make the US dollar 

the internationally accepted currency mainly because after the war 

the United States of America held roughly half the entire world’s 

gold stocks. Another feature was the fixed exchange rate between 

currencies; again this meant that all currencies were pegged to the 

US dollar which was in turn pegged to gold. These arrangements 

were set up after the Breton Woods conference of 1944 (Helleiner 

and Pagliari, 2009). 

 

Sovereign Currency  

One of the foundations of MMT is the acknowledgment that 

governments with their own sovereign currency are not the same 

as a household, council in the UK, state in the US or a business. 

This is because previous to the early 1970’s the international 

monetary system was based on the Gold Standard which restricted 

government  spending as it was pegged to gold reserves, the 

modern international monetary system is not so restrained and this 

new system is called a fiat money system.  

 

Paul Mason discusses this at length in his book, Postcapitalism. 

Mason describes fiat money as money that is not tidied to any 

other currency or commodity such as gold. Indeed many including 

Mason argue that modern money is simply a promissory note from 

the sovereign government  to pay the holder of that note to sum 
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stated, whether it be £5, $10 or ¥50. Yet it is vital to note that £5 

would be promised by the UK government, $10 by the US 

government and ¥50 by the Japanese government. These are the 

individual issuing governments and so the UK government makes 

no promise to honour the Japanese Yen or vice versa. While it is 

true that you can convert Japanese yen into pound sterling the 

exchange rate may mean that in reality you would not get the full 

value of ¥50 because that promise has been issued by the 

Japanese government not the UK government. However if we were 

still working under the Gold Standard the UK pound and the 

Japanese yen would have been locked into a set exchange rate 

(Mason, 2015) 

 

Whereas it is true to say that countries such as the UK, US, 

Canada, Australia and Russia are governments with sovereign 

currency’s this is not true of France, Italy or Germany or indeed any 

country that is part of the Eurozone. These countries gave up their 

sovereign currencies in favour of using the euro. One simple way of 

understanding if a country has sovereign currency is to look for a 

central bank. In the UK they have the Bank of England; the US has 

the Federal Reserve or Fed; Norway has Norges Bank and so on. 

On the other hand countries such as Spain, Greece, Ireland and 

other users of the Euro do not have a central bank of their own 

instead they use the European Central Bank (ECB) which is in 
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Frankfurt, Germany and the ECB is the central bank for all 19 

Eurozone countries (Mitchell, 2015).  

 

It is curious that writing in 1991, before the euro launch in 1999, 

Visser wrote about the issues that were faced by European 

countries because they have different currencies. He cites the 

writings of Hayek and highlights him when he said that government 

could not be trusted to provide sound money and that governments 

used their control of the monetary system to fleece the people 

(Hayek, 1978, Hayek 1984 as cited in Visser, 1991). Hayek argues 

that to take away monetary policy from government would be good 

for all Europeans but he does this without addressing the problem 

of economic and political realities as well as monetary and fiscal 

policy making. This is a huge problem as many would say that the 

Eurozone is an economic block without being a political block, 

unlike the US which is both. Yet it would be a mistake to view this 

in terms of left / right politics. The Eurosceptic Conservative MP 

Boris Johnson enthusiastically endorsed Connelly’s book, ‘The 

rotten heart of Europe’ (Connolly, 2013).   

 

This is interesting when reading Hayek, his arguments echoes the 

neoliberal idea that anything that gets in the way of the free market 

is wrong, even democracy. This idea is not as ridiculous as it may 

seem, when writers like Kuttner ask, can democracy survive global 

capitalism?’ (Kuttner, 2019) 
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Evidently there is a lot of criticism of the Euro and the Eurozone, 

particularly after the GFC, for various reasons however it is not my 

intention to discuss those issues here. I only mention the Eurozone 

to illustrate the difference between countries with sovereign 

currency and those without. Now I will return to discussing the 

reasons used by the Coalition government to introduce their policy 

of austerity.   

 

The Precariat  

Part of the neoliberal economic philosophy is to have a flexible 

workforce which could explain Keith Joseph’s targeting of the trade 

union movement explored earlier. The bedrock of neoliberalism is 

to remove anything that could potentially obstruct trade. When it 

comes to the workforce this means that a major problem is the 

presence of trade union or indeed any form of organised labour. 

Precarious working takes many forms therefore I will consider the 

gig economy and zero-hour contracts. When looking at the 

increasing usage of precarious employment that has been seen in 

the UK over the past 10 years. Those who are employed on these 

contracts have become to be known as the precariat (Standing, 

2014). McNamara et al. (2011) describes practises such as zero-

hour working, agency working and the gig economy are signs of 

the fragmentation of workforce, all of which have their basis in 

neoliberalism.  
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Burtch, Carnahan and Greenwood (2018) describe the gig 

economy as a situation where employment is agreed on a task by 

task basis, the term gig is used for musicians who are employed 

per session or musical performance. This means that employment 

could be a short as one hour or less; depending on the length of 

time needed to complete the task. It is important to bear in mind 

that employment is not governed by time but task and as such this 

could be seen as a return to older practises where workers were 

paid only for the work or product produced, which was at one time 

very common in coal mining and other industries (Hagan and 

Fisher, 1973).  

 

The nuanced difference here is that whereas workers were paid for 

product produced, workers in the gig economy are paid per task. 

Burtch, Carnahan and Greenwood, highlight information technology 

as the main influencer and that the utilisation of software, 

applications such as Uber (taxis service) and Deliveroo (delivery 

service) allowed employees to download an app to their personal 

smart phone and then the employer can use this application to 

assign tasks. In this way, tasks are offered to workers and if the 

worker agrees to fulfil the task they are paid, yet they are not 

guaranteed future tasks and therefore employment. Added to this it 

is the workers responsibility to provide adequate facilities such as a 

smart phone, installation of the application and the means of 
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transportation however this area of work practise is an ever 

changing one. Trade Unions and workers have been arguing that 

this form of employment only benefits the employer whilst giving 

the employee no protection whatsoever and because the worker 

has to provide so much equipment and ensure maintenance to 

carry out the task. Consequently this can mean that workers are 

sometimes being paid less than the legal minimum wage.  

 

This argument has been support by Steven Hill in his book ‘Raw 

Deal’ (Hill 2017). Hill highlights that the taxi service Uber, takes a 

minimum of 30percent from each individual job with the remaining 

70percent going to the driver. However the driver must maintain the 

car, pay for petrol and cover all remaining costs. Only then does 

the driver get a wage, obviously this means that 30percent of an 

Uber driver’s working time is completely unpaid and so someone 

working 50 hours per week would be working 15 hours for the  

Uber company for no pay at all  (Hill, 2017). 

 

Todolí-Signes, A. (2018), highlight the legal cases brought against 

employers such as Uber and Deliveroo. On the 1st June 2018 a 

Labour Court ruled that one Deliveroo rider was in fact an 

employee rather than self-employed.  Such practises have been 

common in the construction industry for many years yet are 

beginning to been challenged.  
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Headlines such as 

‘Union hails victory in fight against "parasitic" payroll and job 
agency companies that exploit construction workers’                        
(Penman, 2018) 
 
‘Plumber wins workers' rights battle against Pimlico Plumbers’ 
(BBC 2018) 
 
‘Uber loses right to classify UK drivers as self-employed’ (Osborne 
2016) 
 
All show that this whole area is constantly being tested and argued 

over. Case law is changing the definitions of employee and 

employer as well as what is self-employment. Clearly the area of 

precarious employment is very prevalent at the time of writing so 

this is why I have chosen to examine the role of zero hour contracts 

which will be subject of my next section.  

 
Zero-Hour Contract 

Zero-Hour Contract (ZHC) is a type of employment where the 

employer does not guarantee any hours of work to the employee. 

Therefore this could be viewed as agency work where the contract 

is a direct relationship between the employee and the employer 

and so cutting out the agency itself. The House of Commons 

Library uses the following description:- 

The expression "zero-hours” or “nil hours” contract is colloquial 
term for an employment contract under which the employee is 
not guaranteed work and is paid only for work carried out.  

(Pyper and Harari, 2013) 
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UK Workforce 

To understand the full impact of ZHC it’s useful to look at the 

makeup of the UK workforce. The Office of National Statistics 

(ONS) does a huge amount of work with statics and publishes lots 

of interesting data concerning the UK’s economy, population and 

general society whether at national, regional or local level. For the 

sake of accuracy I will be using ONS data in this part of my study.  

 

To gauge an up to date figure of the UK workforce we can use data 

from the ONS, who reports regularly on various aspects of the 

economy. In April 2019, the ONS published figures which stated 

the total seasonally adjusted UK workforce stood at 35,371,000, 

illustrated in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1 
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Following data from this same source, ONS (2019) we can see that 

the UK workforce has increased from 25,555,000 in 1952 Q2 to 

35,371,000 in 2018 Q4. Accordingly it is evident that the UK 

workforce has grown by 9,816,000 or a shade under 10 million in 

66 years an increase of roughly 28percent. 1 

Amongst the substantial amount of work produced by the ONS, 

there is data on ZHC, on the 19th February 2019 the ONS released 

its lasted work on this area and its next due date for future 

publications is 13th August 2019.  

 

Figure 2, shows that the use of ZHC’s has increased, yet it is an 

interesting fact that whereas data from the overall workforce can be 

compared from 1952, the records of the use of ZHC’s can only be 

monitored from Oct-Dec 2000, which possibly means that ZHC as a 

form of employment is a very new phenomenon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            

1
 Davis, (2013) explains that the use of the Q1 – Q4 system refers to allocated 

periods; therefore Q1 is January to March; Q2 April to June; Q3 July to 
September and Q4 October to December. A quarter is often shown with its 
relevant year, as in Q1 2018 or Q1/18 which represents the first quarter of 2018. 

 

Figure 2 
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The increase in the use of ZHC’s in the UK workforce from 224,524 

in 2000, to 844,038 in Oct-Dec 2018 giving us an exact picture of 

the explosion of ZHC’s in the eight years concerned. This reveals 

an increase of 619,514 individual ZHC being used in the later part 

of 2018 and represents a percentage increase of 73 percent in the 

use of this form of employment, or to put it another way, 

considering the 2000 figure of 224,524, the 2018 figure presents a 

staggering 375 percent increase in the use of zero hours contracts.  

 

If this data is examined a little closer, it is possible to extract other 

facts about ZHC’s. The ONS has recorded the use of ZHC’s by 

age, which means that I can see who is more likely to be on a ZHC. 

The figures I have used form part of a bigger data set which is too 

large to reproduce here and so I have picked out several curious 

details. Clearly the huge increase in the use of ZHC’s is not 

uniformly spread across the whole age range of the UK workforce.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 
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Studying Figure 3 it would appear that the huge raise in ZHC’s has 

been most prominent in the age range 50-64, where the number 

were 107,393 in 2000 and thus has practically doubled to 200,217 

in 2019 which can be seen on Figure 4. So whereas amongst other 

age ranges the increase is relevantly small which can be seen in 

the figures in Table A, which I have put together using data from 

the ONS. 

Table A Numbers ZHC per age group in 2018 

16-24   =  73,127 

25-34   =  19,513 

35-49   =  62,996 

50-64   =  92,824 

65+   =  10,256 

 

Evidently the biggest increase in the use of ZHC is found amongst 

16-24 and 50-64 year olds. The figure for the 65+ could be small 

due to the change in retirement law, The Employment Equality 

(Repeal of Retirement Age Provisions) Regulations 2011. This 

meant that the default retirement age of 65 was scrapped which 

enabled workers to carry on working. Whether this was a good 

development is not the concern of my study but it could account for 

the small increase of ZHC’s for the 65+ age group.  

 

Certainly it can be seen that the use of ZHC’s are on the increase 

and therefore so is precarious working but now I will draw out 

another interesting aspect of ONS’s study of this form of precarious 

work. That is the length of time individuals have been with 

employers and are on ZHC’s too. 
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Figure 4 is another area of work carried out by the ONS within the 

same data set. This figure disclosed that there are worrying signs 

that ZHC’s are being used where that possibly should not be. The 

number of workers who were with an individual employer for 10 

years or more was a huge 92,204, 5-10 years 97,159, 2-5years 

221,724, 1-2 years 157,663 and less than 12 months 269,765... all 

of these figures are shocking but bearing in mind that full 

employment rights are applicable only after 2 years or 24 months 

continuous employment, these figures are very worrying indeed.  

 

Moving onto Figure 5 the ONS has asked all workers on a ZHC, if 

they would like to work more hours.  

 

Figure 4 
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Out of the same sample of 844,037, those who did want to work 

more hours numbered 119,614. Surprisingly 539,454 said that they 

did not want to work more hours, some maybe reassured that this 

could mean that these workers are happy to be working on this 

form of employment, yet it is puzzling for various reasons. If these 

workers are on true ZHC’s one question would be, how do they 

know the amount of hours they will be asked to work the following 

period? If workers are saying that they do not want more hours, I 

would argue that they do know the hours required of them and that 

this could mean that they are on a set rota or shift pattern and 

therefore should be employed on a standard contract of 

employment whether that be full time or part time. Another aspect 

that is not considered by the ONS is whether extra hours would 

affect workers’ rights to benefits. Indeed the Conservative 

government’s own universal credit policy has been designed to top 

up income of workers who fall short of minimum standards of 

earnings (Royston, 2012). 

All the same, there have been many examples where universal 

credit has acted against workers and indeed the normally 

Figure 5 
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Conservative supporting newspaper The Sun, published an article 

entitled, ‘WELFARE SHAMBLES The 7 shocking ways Universal 

Credit is FAILING revealed – and how to get help’ (Borland, 2018). 

 

Considering this, would it not be reasonable for the ONS to ask 

these workers why they would not like to work more hours or if they 

would prefer a permanent contract of employment? 

 

In this chapter I have discussed the idea of UK plc. I have shown 

where this concept originated; starting with politics I have shown 

examples where UK politicians have used the expression UK plc. 

Developing this I have argued that this idea is linked to orthodox 

economics, which says a country is run on the same lines as a 

business or a household. This it is meant to emphasise that both 

households and business expenditure is constrained by the funds 

that they can earn and similarly so is government expenditure. 

Other phrases such as, maxing out the credit card, living with its 

means and balanced budgets are all used by politicians to 

encourage the idea that a country is run exactly like a business and 

so justifying usage of the term UK plc. 

 

I explored where these ideas originated and I argued that Keith 

Joseph was the primary political force behind these ideas being 

heavily influenced by the work of economists Friedrich Hayek, 

Milton Friedman and the Austrian and Chicago schools of 
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economics, who argued against the orthodox economic thought of 

the post war years which followed the work of John Maynard 

Keynes. I pin pointed Margaret Thatcher as the politician, who 

pushed these ideas to change the UK economy toward the 

neoliberal, free market economy which is prevalent today in 2019. I 

compared the political arguments of the late 1970’s with the 

justification for the policy of austerity in 2010. Both of which argued 

for more deregulation and competition in the market place, arguing 

that free market economics would again, save the day. I have 

showed that this is not the only view and that many economic 

schools of thought do not agree with the neoliberal policies that 

Thatcher introduced. I have considered the TINA idea which means 

that there is no alternative and argued against this by selecting 

Modern Monetary Theory to explain an alternative view of how 

economics works. The very basics of which argues that  

households and businesses are users of a currency but 

governments are issuers of that same currency and so these two 

groups are very different and I will explore this more in my research 

work.  

 

Part of the neoliberal argument is that cutting red tape and 

deregulation frees up the market and so the answer to slow 

economic growth is to rip up the rule book to free business from the 

shackles of bureaucratic regulation. To illustrate this deregulation, I 

chose to look at the deregulation of the UK workforce, precarious 
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working, the raise in the use of ZHCs and the gig economy. Using 

official data from the Office of National Statistics, I showed that 

ZHC’s are indeed on the increase together with forms of precarious 

working used by companies such as Uber and Deliveroo. I argued 

that the use of ZHC’s has crept into the wider workforce and this 

was one way that employers have copied the agency model of 

employment, employing workers directly on ZHC’s themselves.  

 

Examining the data, I highlighted the use of ZHC’s which effected 

younger and older workers more than others and suggest some 

reasons for this. I have suggested that they are problems with the 

questions that the ONS use and maybe the kinds of questions 

asked could be improved to draw out better more revealing 

information.  

 

In the next chapter of my work, I will go onto to research more on 

precarious working in the UK workforce; it is my aim to investigate 

further the idea of UK plc. As part of the neoliberal agenda, a fully 

flexible workforce is desirable and so I am looking to find evident of 

the presence of precarious working and whether workers have 

noticed an increasing use of precarious employment within their 

places of work. To do this I have utilised online questionnaires 

which I have used social media to invite any interested people to 

put forward their experiences anonymously. With the cooperation 

of the Unite the Union education department, I have followed this 
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up by using the same questionnaire to invite participants of trade 

union training courses, again anonymously, to express their views 

and experiences within their workplaces.    

 

I will consider the use of quantitative and qualitative research 

methods and account for my methodology and I will examine what 

my research has revealed. As my questionnaire is totally 

anonymous I am only interested in recording the views and 

experiences of workers and their workplaces. Hopefully this new 

data will be useful to illustrate the level of fragmentation of the 

workforce and who this is affecting. The main focus of my research 

is on the South Wales area but I am hopeful that my use of social 

media will spread my results across the UK, yet I do acknowledge 

that the main bulk of my first hand research will be from a specific 

area.   
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Chapter 3 

Research Methods 

In the previous chapter I have looked at the available literature 

covering the areas of political ideas, the economic theories and the 

precariat. Moving onto methodology, the aim of my research is to 

examine attitudes to the idea of UK plc. I have used part of my 

research to utilise a quantitative ethnographic study amongst three 

distinct groups of people. By this I am using the term ethnography 

as ‘the understanding of the social world through the involvement in 

the daily practise of human agents’ (O’Reilly, 2012, p11). After 

looking at the political and economic rhetoric of recent years, I want 

to know if this has affected workers thinking.  My research was 

conducted over a 6 month period and it involved an open group, a 

trade union activists group and economists, of course the open 

group could include both trade unions and economists too.     

 

Epistemology  

When conducting any form of research, researchers have a huge 

responsibility. Deiner and Crandall maintain that the paramount 

issue for researchers is to do no harm. They believe that harm can 

mean many things, physical harm maybe obvious but there are 

other forms too. Researchers could inflict mental stress onto others 

through subjecting participants to a loss of confidence, build-up of 

stress or by inducing them to conduct reprehensible acts (Deiner 

and Crandall 1978: 19).  
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Ethnography deals with the neutrality of the researcher, Lumsden 

(2012, p.16) says that ‘value neutrality is a myth and an 

unattainable goal in qualitative research’. The very act of research 

can be invasive and affect results. Working as a trade union 

organiser I was not keen not to speak to workers face to face nor 

was I even in the room when the survey was being conducted. I 

have seen myself, that sometimes workers do give the answers 

they think, are wanted rather than their truth. I believe this can be 

innocent and motivated purely by a desire to help but this could 

invalidate results. Also members of the open group may not be 

accustomed to being asked for their opinion and so again this could 

affect results and this was my main reason for holding surveys 

through third parties. I requested that the lecturers did not help in 

anyway but discussions within the group were to be allowed. My 

reasoning here was that worker speaking to worker would be a 

good way of stimulating discussion and help my research 

 

Research Design 

Before any academic research project is undertaken, several 

aspects must be considered. Initially the type of research methods 

must be assessed, Babbie says that all research is either deductive 

or inductive, which means that basically, deductive research follow 

a path of what to investigate. This could be described as 

conducting research first and then building conclusions to state a 
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hypothesis whereas inductive research starts with an idea or theory 

and it’s this theory that leads to research (Babbie, 2013: 22). 

Clearly on this occasion I have started by asking a question which I 

am testing.  

 

The main aim of my research was to find the truth. This would be 

then used to test my central question, even if I personally did not 

agree with the answers. After thinking a great deal, I decided to ask 

questions utilising both questionnaires and interviews, I would 

speak to two main groups of people. I held interviews with 

prominent economists; initially I contacted them by email and 

followed this up with questions or In the case of Martin Watts, I was 

lucky enough to be able to ask questions face to face.  

 

Methods 

I drew up a list of questions avoiding leading questions; I used 

these surveys for question an open group of participants which 

encouraged anyone who wished, to take part anonymously. One 

strand of my research I used the social media platforms, Twitter 

and Facebook (Appendix 1). Part of these results was collected via 

an online survey which is available at 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/RHP7S85 . 

The online survey was available to any member of the public who 

wished to contribute; I distributed the link via social media and by 

direct messaging or email to friends and colleagues. I encouraged 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/RHP7S85
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all my contacts to pass my survey onto anyone that maybe 

interested. These surveys were gathered from November 2018 and 

May 2019, I received 38 online responses.  

 

I then opened up my research to workers taking part in educational 

courses with Unite the Union. After getting agreement with the 

lecturers, I received a further 35 hand completed surveys, 73 in 

total. paper copies of my survey were handed out and activists 

were asked, if they would complete it (Appendix 2). These people, 

both women and men, attended Unite the Union training courses 

between January and May 2019, in South Wales. A total of 35 

workers filled in surveys, an example can be seen in appendix 5. 

On average these workers had been employed for 22 years. The 

longest serving trade unionist recorded 44 years and the shortest 

just 3 years 

 

The third area of research was conducted with people who were far 

more used to be asked their opinion, basically asking the same 

questions I was interested to see what the professionals had to 

say. Therefore I reasoned that they would be happy to be quoted 

and give their views freely. After contacting many economists I was 

very lucky to have interviews with American economist Larry 

Randall Wray, professor of Economics at Bard College and 

Australian economist Professor Steve Keen (Appendix 3). I also 

spoke to both Emeritus Professor Martin Watts and Professor Bill 
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Mitchell who I meet at a conference in Birmingham, England. 

Although it must be recorded that several economist either failed to 

respond or as in the case of Distinguished Professor of Economics 

Neil Wallace, simply said Sorry, but I cannot (will not) answer your 

questions. Clearly this could be due to time restraints or other 

reasons but although this was true of both Professor Larry Randall 

Wray and Professor Steve Keen, they did point me in direction their 

own writings.  

 

I decided to separate my research into two areas and I was 

deliberately identifying three distinct groups to survey. The first was 

an open group which contended general workers the second was 

trade union activists but of course trade union activists could be in 

the open group too, and the third was economists. I designed this 

strategy to allow comparisons to be made between these three 

groups.   

.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Mitchell, Mosler and Watts, 2019) 
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Ethics 

Apart from the group of economists, all other participants were 

totally anonymised. I thought this was the most effective way to 

draw out meaningful results from both the open group and the 

trade union activists group. Using online anonymous surveys 

ensured that the open group could speak freely without the 

prospect of discovery. I was determined to be as open as possible 

with participants whilst making them as comfortable as possible to 

access the truth.  

 

In this chapter I have discussed methodology. I have covered 

topics such as epistemology, research design and ethics, I have 

shown how I have conducted my research and explained the 

issues that I considered whilst designing and conducting my 

research. In the next chapter I will be looking at my findings and 

drilling down to draw out findings to consider.  
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Chapter 4 

Findings and data analysis 

In the previous chapter I have explained what methods I have 

chosen to use to conduct my research. I have considered issues 

such as ethics and ethnography. I have explained that I have two 

general areas of people to interact with; these are general workers 

and professional economists. Using a mixture of anonymous 

surveys and face to face interviews I have been able to study data 

and compare differing responses from these two groups, 

separating the first group again into general public and trade union 

activists. 

 

Open Group 

The first group of people I will analyse will be the general members 

of the public. The main aim of the study of this group is to gauge 

the experiences and views of both general members of the public 

and shop floor workers.  

 

Looking at the data in Appendix 4, when asked about the quantity 

of precarious workers at each workplace 50 percent of respondents 

conformed that they do have agency workers on their sites, 44 

percent have contractors, 21 percent have self-employed workers 

and 10 percent have workers on Zero Hours Contractors. Yet 

surprisingly 34 percent have said that they have no precarious 

workers at their place of employment.  
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Using data from question 5 the following chart can be compiled in 

Figure 6. 

 

What is interesting here is that it would appear that the findings for 

the question concerning the amount of precarious workers at each 

workplace, looks very evenly spread, between 100 percent full time 

employed and 50 percent fulltime employed, closer examination 

reveals that 50 percent of all those who responded said that 

precarious working accounts for between 30 percent and 50 

percent of employment contracts. Only 10 percent say that 

everyone at their place of work is employed on fulltime contracts.  

Also when asked if workers had noticed an increase in the use of 

non-full time staff, the split is almost 50 – 50, 47.37 percent of 

workers said that they had seen an increase in the usage of 

precarious employment contracts. 

 

Figure 10 Figure 6 
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Moving to the influence of political ideas on working people I asked 

these two questions:- 

 In 2014 Chancellor George Osborne said, 'UK plc would 

grow by a better than forecast 2.7 percent in 2014'. Do you 

think that we run the UK like a business? 

 The UK government  must tax to pay for public services like 

the NHS, Armed Forces or schools 

The answers from these questions were very interesting. When 

asked directly, if the UK should be run like a business, 36,84 

percent either agreed or strongly agreed, 52.63 percent either 

disagreed or strongly disagreed, the remaining 10 percent neither 

agreed nor disagreed. 

 

When asked if the government has to tax to pay for public services 

such as the armed forces, 65.79 percent either agreed or strongly 

agreed, with 23.68 percent either disagreed or strongly disagreed, 

and again the remaining 10 percent neither agreed nor disagreed. 

This is interesting as this would suggest that even those who don’t 

believe that the UK should not be run like a business; still believe 

that taxes pay for public spending. Returning to precarious working, 

from these short and simple questions it would appear that at least 

half of the workplaces where participants worked did employ 

between 30 percent and 50 percent of non-permanent workers. 

Again from the sample of workers who responded, it’s clear that 50 

percent of these workers had seen an increase of precarious 

employment practises where they worked. 
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Evidently these findings would suggest that more work would be 

needed in this area as further questioning could be used to account 

for these anomalies but for the purpose of this study it would 

suggest that the suggestion from the neoliberal view that a country 

is run like a business or company has prevailed into the 

understanding of the people I surveyed. Particularly when it is 

remembered that most of the workers surveyed are generally on 

the left of UK politics and therefore this could account for the 

general acceptance of the austerity measures brought in since 

2010.    

 

This is reflected in the research questions of do we live in UK PLC 

and whether these ideas are having on the UK workforce. It is 

satisfying that workers were encouraged and confident enough to 

share their ideas. It would seem that these ideas have had an 

effect on those workers I surveyed and affected the way that these 

workers believe that the country should be run.  

 

Now I will move onto the next group of people I have chosen to 

interview, the trade union activists. I have basically used the same 

questions to ensure that I could get answers to the same kind of 

questions.   
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Trade Union Activists 

Comparing the data given by these trade unionists, it was 

interesting to see some big differences between open group of 

people that I surveyed and trade union activists; although there 

could have been trade union activists in the general group too. 

When questioned about the levels and types of precarious working 

at their place of work, 34 percent of the open group said that they 

have no precarious workers at their place of employment. Yet 100 

percent of the trade union activists reported some form of 

precarious employment practise, with 80 percent of this group 

saying that they had seen an increase in precarious working 

compared to 50 percent of the open group.  

 

However looking at both these figures, there is a clear majority of 

people whether members of the open group or trade union activists 

who have witnessed a dramatic raise in these forms of 

employment.  

 

When asked if that we run the country like a business, and whether 

the government  must tax to pay for public services, the results 

were telling, as detailed in figure 7 and figure 8. 

 

Answering the first question a staggering 66 percent of activists 

strongly agreed or agreed that a country is run like a business, 7 

percent disagreed and 25 percent didn’t know. Whereas in the 
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open group roughly 36 percent either agreed or strongly agreed, 

52.63 percent either disagreed or strongly disagreed, the remaining 

10 percent didn’t know.  

 

Even though these workers were strong activist within the trade 

union movement 25 percent had no view on whether the UK should 

be run like a business, with only 10 percent of the open group not 

holding a view. 

 

The next question concerning governments having to tax to spend 

on public services also bought out some surprising data.  

Figure 7 
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Here we have 77 percent of trade union activists agreeing or 

strongly agreeing that governments must tax to spend on public 

services. This is roughly similar to the 65.79 percent either agreed 

or strongly agreed, within the general public sample.  

18 percent of trade unionists strongly disagreed or disagreed with 

23 percent of the general public falling into this grouping. It is 

noteworthy that whereas in the general public 10 percent neither 

agreed nor disagreed, this figure fell to just 3 percent within the 

trade unionist group.  

 

Figure 8 
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Therefore this may suggest that trade unionist do think that the 

country should be run like a business but taxes do not pay for 

public services.  

 

Having examined what trade union activists and members of the 

general public think on these issues, I then moved onto research 

involving fulltime economists.  Basically asking the same yet more 

detailed questions I was interested to see what the professionals 

had to say.  

 

The Professionals  

When I asked the question, does the phrase UK plc imply that we 

run the UK like a business? The answer came quickly, Professor L. 

Randall Wray simply answered, the correct answer to all questions 

is NO. Professor Bill Mitchell answered in the same way indeed 

when he gave a speech at a conference I attended he included this 

in his myth buster section.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

(Mitchell, Mosler and Watts, 2019) 
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I asked if public spending was dependant of taxation and 

government borrowing and various responses made it clear that 

this is not the case. Indeed Professor Mitchell pointed me in the 

direction of this YouTube video where the President of the 

European Central Bank (ECB), Mario Draghi was asked if the ECB 

could ever run out of money. The simple reply was no, because 

sovereign money is legal tender issued by a monetary authority, in 

most cases by a nation-state's independent central bank like the 

Bank of England or the ECB (Medin, 2016). This is important 

because if this is true that central banks such as the Bank of 

England, can’t run out of money, statements such as the UK must 

live within its means to balance the national budget, must be 

incorrect. Also the idea that the government could or does put 

money into the envelope for the public spending is totally wrong, 

Professor Martin Watts explained that public spending is not 

dependant on anything, and is supported by the Bank of England’s 

Quarterly Bulletin, Money creation in the modern economy (Bank of 

England, 2014). Put simply when the government spends, the bank 

of England creates money by depositing numbers into the account 

of the companies or entities that have to be paid. This process has 

no connection with taxes raised or borrowing through government 

bonds.    

 

As Professor Wray pointed out, if we have a government debt we 

must have a private sector bank reserves. The reason 
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governments issue bonds is to allow private banks to do something 

with their reserves and drain their excess funds therefore this 

affects over all bank interest rates. If the government did not do this 

the bank interest rate would, over time, reduce to 0 percent. 

Professor Wray continues to explain that the term borrowing is a 

hangover from the gold standard system when all currency was 

pegged to the amount of gold each country had in its reserves. 

Consequently if a government with its own sovereign currency 

needed more of its own currency, for example the UK, it could just 

create it as described by the Bank of England. What is clear is that 

it is illogical for such a government to borrow its own money (Deficit 

Owls, 2016). 

 

I briefly spoke to Professor Bill Mitchell about his ideas on 

precarious working. He maintained that the raise in precarious 

working was a clear sign of the neoliberal agenda which used 

unemployment as an inflationary control. Warren Mosler agreed 

and suggested that it’s the very act of government s imposing taxes 

within its sovereign currency, creates unemployment.  Both 

Professors Mitchell and Wray argue that MMT has a jobs 

guarantee which would enable everyone who wanted employment, 

to get a job. Again they argue that ZHC, agency, contracting or the 

gig economy employment practises only proves that the neoliberal 

doctrine is alive and growing, with the aim of disciplining the 

workforce (Mitchell and Wray, 2005). 
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This Mitchell, Wray and Mosler argue is a waste of resource and 

bad for society in general. Mosler argues that his preferred 

terminology would not be a job’s guarantee, instead, he uses the 

term, job’s transfer. By this he means that a job guarantee would 

be a way of transferring an unemployed people into employment 

which would make them far for attractive to the private sector 

(Mitchell and Mosler, 2006). 

 

In this chapter I have looked at the findings and data from my 

research. I have discussed my three groups of participants and 

examined the answers they gave from my surveys and interviews.  

In the next chapter I will be studying the results of my research and 

I will be trying to tease out any anomalies and contradictions 

observed between the three groups that I have been working with.   
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Chapter 5 

Argument and discussion 

In the last chapter I examined the results from my research. I 

looked at the responses I gathers from my three groups and now I 

will see if I can draw out any points of interest to discuss. Looking 

back over the data I have sourced I can examine various themes 

and compare them to my central arguments. The three themes that 

I have been looking at are  

 

1/ Do we run the country like a business? 

2/ Does the government need to tax to spend on public services? 

3/ Has there been a raise in precarious working in the UK 

workforce? 

 

Over the course of my research I have been examining the effects 

of over 40 years of political ideology and on the UK workforce. 

Together with the real world reality, experienced by the open group 

and trade union activists, to illustrate this I decided to examine the 

use of precarious employment practises.  

 

Examining the data from the three groups, it would appear that 

there is gap in knowledge between the open group, trade union 

activists and economists. Large numbers of both the general public 

and activists think that the UK should be run like a business, yet 

less trade union activists believe that the government must tax in 
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order to pay for public services. This is interesting as I would 

expect that if people think that a country is like a business, it should 

follow that taxes pay for public services however more trade 

unionists within my sample reject this idea. So would this suggest 

that the constant reinforcement of these ideas in the media and by 

most political parties, have indeed changed the way the general 

public believes the UK has to be run, yet activities are still showing 

signs of defiance? Whereas the economists that I have spoken to 

totally reject both of these ideas instead the economists say that 

taxes have nothing to do with public spending. Indeed these 

economists say that governments must spend first in order to 

collect tax. Public spending creates money which is then used for 

private spending, savings or paying taxes in that same money. 

Public debt is merely public money that has been spent by 

governments but not yet taken back in taxes; furthermore the 

government debt is the same money that the public uses in 

everyday life. Countries with their own sovereign currency can 

afford to purchase anything that is readily available for sale within 

the same sovereign currency. Consequently such a government 

can never claim to have run out of money, unless it does so for 

political reasons.   

 

Moving to the question of precarious working, I have examined the 

data from the members of the open group and the trade union 

activists. Clearly both groups report an increase in the usage of 
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precarious working, whether that is ZHC, agency, gig or contacting. 

Both groups say that they have noticed an increase where they 

work. The economists explain this by highlighting the desire of 

neoliberal politics and economics to fragment the workforce. 

Clearly this would make unionisation of these groups difficult but as 

we have seen this is not impossible. Maybe this would suggest that 

whichever employment contract employers use, workers recognise 

the benefits of trade union membership and activity.  

 
In this chapter I have explored the research I have carried out with 

three distinct groups, general workers, trade union activists and 

economist. I have used a mixture of surveys and interviews to try 

and get to the truth as far as workers understand it and I have 

looked at the different answers that each group have supplied and 

compared how general workers and trade union activists not only 

differ between themselves but also are in sharp contracts to the 

economists group.  

 

In the next chapter I will be looking to identify some conclusions 

from all the information I have discovered. I will be reflecting on the 

main themes that I have been considering throughout this study 

and highlighting where there are differences and suggesting 

possible reasons for these differences.  

 

 

 



 CANDIDATE NUMBER 10T00026 

 

58 

Chapter 6 

Conclusions 

Throughout this dissertation I have been asking the questions  

 Do we live in UK plc? 

 Do we run government finances like a household or 

company budget? 

After looking at these questions I wanted to see if it was possible to 

identify the origins of these ideas and whether these ideas are 

having any effect on the UK workforce. 

 

To explore these themes, I studied political and economic thinking 

and discovered the two main differences in both political and 

economic arguments. 

 

I believe that the concept of the UK being like a business and 

therefore government finances must be run like a company budget, 

can be pin pointed to the era of neoliberalism. It was at this time 

that the economic ideas of Hayek and Friedman became the 

antidote to the ideas of Maynard-Keynes.  

 

To promote this idea of governments running the country like a 

business phrases such as UK plc became more and more 

prominent. By equating taxes to household income and public 

spending the household expenditure, the illusion was created that 

taxes were needed to spend on public serves.  
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This idea was used after the GFC to justify austerity, which cut 

public spending on the pretext that there was no more money. This 

built on the idea that Thatcher suggested which was that 

governments do not have money of its own, only tax payers’ 

money. As in the 1970’s the answer to this economic crises was a 

more flexible workforce and to examine this I used ZHC to test if 

there was an increase in the fragmentation of the UK workforce.  

 

Drawing out answers from the data I found from my research 

proved very interesting. From the sample of the open group and 

trade union activists it is clear that most do believe that the UK is 

run like a household or business. Yet when I looked that the 

responses about whether taxes paid for public services there was a 

clear difference. Less trade union activists believed that taxes paid 

for public services than members of the open group. This may 

suggest that being active within the UK trade union movement 

educated workers to either think differently, question the preceded 

assumption that taxes pays for public services or at the very least 

believe that government debt is not a problem. Yet thinking in 

terms of ethnography this may prove that after years of political and 

economic rhetoric, the constant assertion that the country must be 

run like a business or household has affected the open group into 

believing this as fact whereas there are very prominent economists 

who fundamentally argue that this is wrong. 
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Both groups reported a growth in precarious employment within 

their workplaces. This can be interpreted as a bigger push to 

undermine UK workers and to keep them afraid to speak out, 

particularly with the appearance of the gig economy. There is a 

general agreement that workers working within the gig economy 

are free to pick and choose their working patterns as they wish, 

however this doesn’t explain how workers are supposed to pay 

their bills and taxes without regular work.  

 

Moving onto the economists that took part in my research, the 

findings from this group were very different. Focusing on the two 

main questions of taxes paying for public services and running the 

UK like a business, their answers profoundly disagreed with both 

ideas. It was suggested that this was the whole point of 

macroeconomics which describes the basic differences between 

households / business economies and country economies. Many 

pointed to studies such as Modern Monetary Theory to argue that 

what seems sensible on a micro level, would be disastrous on a 

macro level.  

 

Indeed it is worth remembering that whereas many economists who 

disagreed with the UK plc idea, where very keen to explain why. 

Unfortunately the same could not be said for those economists who 

possibly would argue that the UK should be run like a business. I 

could not find one economist to support this case.  
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Summing up on my research I agree with the supporters of Modern 

Monetary Theory and this means that we do not live in UK plc. 

Kelton, Mosler, Mitchell and Watts all agree that any country with 

its own sovereign should not be run like a business, taxes do not 

pay for public serves and government spending is inevitably deficit 

spending but this is nothing to worry about. I have shown that from 

my small sample, the effect on the UK workforce in 2019 is a 

deeper fragmentation of employment practises. This means more 

precarious working, more individuation of employment and general 

weakening of worker rights and collective strength.  

 

I believe that I have proven that this whole view of the country and 

government finances is purely political. I believe I have 

demonstrated where this school of political thought started and I 

have identified the economic ideas that are unpinning these 

political policies. I have focused on precarious forms of 

employment and shown that within my research group many have, 

adopted as true, these political ideas and ways of viewing both the 

way the country is run and how government finances work.  

 

This would indicate that groups such as political parties, trade 

unions and universities must embark on a programme of education 

to change both the economic and political narrative. Students 

themselves are arguing that economic education in the UK is not 
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pluralistic enough and only promotes the one single neoliberal 

view.  Also there must be more work on the findings of ZHCs; the 

questions used by the ONS do not draw out important aspects of 

precarious working. For example, how does working for of 

employment affect individuals, their families and the larger 

community? As there could be a greater cost to the country as a 

whole in terms of physical, mental and over all wellbeing.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 

 

Appendix 2 

MA GLSC Dissertation 

MA GLSC Dissertation workers questions  
Thank you for answering these questions. The information given is totally 

anonymous and is for research toward a dissertation for an MA in Global 

Labour & Social Change 

1. How long have you been working, in years? 

 

 

2. Does your workplace use any of the following 

Agency workers 

Zero Hours Contracts  

Contractors  

Self Employed workers 

None of the above 

 

3. In 2014 Chancellor George Osborne said, 'UK 

plc would grow by a better than forecast 2.7 

percent in 2014'. Do you think that we run the 

UK like a business? 

Strongly agree 

Agree 
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Neither agree nor disagree 

Disagree 

Strongly disagree 

 

4. The UK Government  must tax to pay for 

public services like the NHS, Armed Forces or 

schools 

Strongly agree 

Agree 

Neither agree nor disagree 

Disagree 

Strongly disagree 

5. Roughly what is the split between full time 

staff and other workers at your workplace? 

All full time staff 

90 percent full time 10 percent (part time, agency, contractors etc) 

80 percent full time 20 percent (part time, agency, contractors etc) 

70 percent full time 30 percent (part time, agency, contractors etc) 

60 percent full time 40 percent (part time, agency, contractors etc) 

50 percent full time 50 percent (part time, agency, contractors etc) 

 

6. Over the past few years have you noticed a rise 

in non full time staff? 

Yes 

No 
NEW QUESTIO 
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Appendix 3:- Email to Economists  

My name is Robert Morgan and I'm currently studying for an MA in 

Global Labour & Social Change (part time) at Ruskin College, Oxford, 

UK. 

 

I am starting to do research for my dissertation and I was hoping to 

ask a few questions? I know that you are very busy but would be so 

kind as to answer the questions below?  

 

Many thanks for your work  

Kind regards  

Robert Morgan 

 

1/ In 2014 Chancellor George Osborne said, 'UK plc would grow by a 

better than forecast 2.7 percent in 2014'. Does the phrase "UK plc" 

imply that we run the UK like a business? 

 

2/ If the Government  can only raise funds through taxation or 

borrowing in order to spend on public services like the NHS. Does this 

mean the UK must live within its means to balance the national 

budget? 

 

3/ Phillip Hammond told Sky News (30th October 2018), that after 

Brexit he hoped for a, "deal dividend that allows us to put a bit more 

money into the envelope for the public spending review next year" So 

do taxes pay for public services such as the NHS, Armed Forces or 

schools?  

 

4/ In 2009 David Cameron warned that public spending could lead 

Britain to defaulting on its debt. Is this possible? 

 

5/ Some economists say that like any business, to compete in the 

global market the UK needs a flexible workforce, particularly after 

Brexit.  

Are initiatives such as the gig economy and zero hour contracts part of 

this flexibility?  
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Appendix 4 
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Appendix 5 

 

 


