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A note to readers


There are at least four different reasons why you might want to read this booklet:



  	Personal advantage: There are many suggestions on how to have an economically successful and happy life.


  	Personal moral development: You are almost certain to gain a better understanding of the moral aspects of your behaviour within your economy.


  	To gain theoretical knowledge: Economic theorists might be excited by the idea that encouraging citizens to behave in particular ways could improve the performance of the economy while being broadly consistent with the personal motives of citizens. It is obvious when you consider the many examples in this booklet but hardly discussed in economics.


  	For ideas to improve your country: Politicians and civil servants might be inspired by the many ideas for a more successful and sustainable economy in which fewer citizens feel resentful.






Introduction


The economy of a society is a system that has been designed and has evolved to harness natural forces. Economies have been refined over millennia as people have learned more about them and developed ideas for improved performance.


An economy functions according to rules and the decisions of participants in it. Economists and journalists often talk about the roles of governments and central banks in managing the mechanisms and performance of economies but ordinary citizens also have a crucial role.


Having a better understanding of how to do our fair share of the work needed to sustain our society and make our economy work efficiently benefits us as individual citizens directly and society as whole, benefiting us as individuals indirectly too.


The mechanisms of an economy and the best ways to work with them are not entirely obvious to participants. It is unrealistic to expect every citizen to learn them without help. Instead, we should teach everyone how to be a good economic citizen and provide enough understanding of economic mechanisms that this advice makes sense.


This is particularly important when there are also people spreading incorrect ideas on the same topics. It does not help when people try to get money from speculative crypto tokens, think their wasteful consumption is good because it creates jobs, or angrily resent others for ‘hoarding’ wealth.


The following pages explain what citizens should know.


Key areas


This section discusses some important aspects of the economic citizen's role.


Take care to approach these objectively and do not be influenced by feeling that you might occasionally be a bad economic citizen. Nobody is perfect and in economically developed countries like the UK almost everyone wastes resources, many of us have had useless jobs, we don't always take care in our choices, and so on. Me included.


This booklet is not going to attack you as a bad person. It just gives information and explains mechanisms. If you decide to act a little differently in future then that is entirely a matter for you. I have gradually changed some of my behaviours over the years as I have worked out more of the details.


The booklet does not propose new laws or penalties. It proposes only education to back up the incentives already in place in countries like the UK.


Be cooperative


Being cooperative is perhaps the most important aspect of being a good economic citizen. Individuals gain by cooperating for mutual advantage with others and that is good for others too.


Individuals also gain from developing lasting economic relationships with others. Buyers and suppliers enjoy the ease of repeat business and the chance to adapt to each other for greater efficiency. This happens when both sides are fair, considerate, and, occasionally, a little flexible and forgiving.


Even where purchases are infrequent and repeat business is not a major consideration, developing a reputation for being cooperative and fair is helpful. Suppliers gain sales with minimal effort. The modern use of internet reviews has increased the importance of reputation because now it is so clearly visible. This again helps our economic system work efficiently.


In contrast, a person who unfairly exploits the ignorance, trust, or desperation of others must continually find new victims and work hard to escape a growing bad reputation. Opportunities to cooperate for mutual gain will be few. The impact of such uncooperative, unfair, untrustworthy individuals for the economy as a whole is to create extra costs as other participants take more precautions.


Being cooperative includes not cheating or lying and not breaking agreements, rules, or the law.


Shop around


We should carefully consider alternatives when buying. This requires thought and information gathering. It is not as effective to just buy the most obvious brand or buy the cheapest alternative without considering differences in quality or other attributes.


Shopping around is not just good for the individual directly. It also encourages good suppliers and products. If we don't do it then some companies will avoid pressure to innovate and improve while other companies that are improving will grow less slowly. Shopping around now brings better options in future.


Consequently, shopping around is good for the economy as a whole, good for others, and indirectly good for the individual shopper. Knowing all this, the individual shopper may be a little more motivated to do their fair share of the shopping around.


Sell with information


Shopping around is made easier by informative sales messaging, which is usually preferred by buyers. Providing evidence that helps the buyer (e.g. a customer or potential employer), or helping them find such evidence, is crucial to reducing uncertainty and making wise buying decisions.


Informative sales messaging is also an effective way to sell if your offer is objectively good. It helps buyers find the best products and select them without delay or doubt. It can be particularly useful with new products.


E.g. Imagine that two companies make very similar hatchback cars. One advertises its car using videos that show attractive people driving the car on holiday but give no information about the car other than its appearance – and even that is hard to see because of the camera angles and rapid edits. The other company advertises its car using more informative videos that show attractive people driving the car and explaining its new features, efficiency, and how it produces less pollution than some other cars. The slower visual pace allows viewers to see the shape of the car more easily. The ads say where to get much more detailed information on all these matters.


The sales produced by advertisements are notoriously hard to predict but it is obvious that the informative advertisements will be preferred by buyers who are shopping around.


Again, this is good for the seller individually and for buyers and the economic system as a whole.


Invest savings thoughtfully


People investing their savings want good returns and low risk but they and their advisors also perform an important service to society. They should direct money (i.e. support) to companies with good prospects of providing valuable services efficiently and away from less worthy ventures.


Ideally, investors will perform fundamental analysis of companies, markets, technologies, and social trends to evaluate investments. Failing that they should have their money directed by others who do that analysis. If the ideal is not practical then investors should set policies or choose funds and use at least some information relevant to fundamental analysis to guide their choices. For example, they might invest in a company because they have been its happy customers.


E.g. Many savers today think of guiding their money to support sustainable technologies and stay away from fossil fuels. They might not have time in their lives to study individual companies, technologies, and products but they can delegate that work to a professional manager.


If too many investors just react to prices (e.g. track indices) or try to guess future price changes from past prices, without doing the fundamental analysis, then prices can become unrealistic. Money is not directed effectively, the wrong companies get encouraged, and market prices may become unstable with the possibility of sudden reversals and losses. Those lazy investors have left others to do the vital mental work and so damaged the economy.


When investors do their fair share of the mental work they can get slightly better returns and less risk for themselves directly, and also create a more stable, realistic market that reduces risk for everyone. They also help direct support to the companies and projects that most deserve it.


Develop useful skills


This includes developing your skills and developing the skills of others. At work a person can develop their own skills through training, coaching, and self-study. Self-study is a powerful activity; it is only necessary to think of knowledge that would help, find a source of it, and make the effort.


Formal education typically provides very limited opportunities to acquire directly useful skills. However, it does provide opportunities to develop study skills that can later be applied to work training and self-study.


Developing useful skills benefits the individual, who gains an advantage, and others who benefit from the learner’s increased abilities. Taking the trouble to coach others, perhaps sharing technical tips with them, benefits the coach because it makes their team more effective and allows more delegation. It also benefits the economy more widely because people become more capable.


Choose useful career roles


Individuals benefit from choosing roles that are useful to others, whether or not they are paid jobs. Being an unpaid carer for your own children or a family member is just as much a career role as anything you might be paid to do. What matters is that you are useful to someone.


It is particularly beneficial to choose roles that support our basic needs (e.g. food, shelter, childcare, sanitation, transport, healthcare, education) directly or indirectly. Demand in those sectors tends to be a little more reliable in the long run. Choosing careers in these areas is good for the individual but also good for society.


It is better still to choose such roles when there is a strong demand for them and weak supply. For a young person thinking about careers, this involves thinking ahead to what is likely to be in demand and under-supplied.


In contrast, choosing a career in a sector that people can do without or that harms people and might be regulated out of existence is risky for the individual and bad for society.


Another problem is aiming for a career that attracts far too many people. These tend to be glamorous careers, such as in entertainment. Many people who follow an early dream try hard but do not get the luck they need and eventually have to change course. Others realize their mistake earlier and the damage is less.


A ‘career’ today rarely involves joining an organization in one’s youth and then staying there, with some promotions perhaps, until retirement 45 years later. Many of us have suffered redundancy, sometimes more than once, and have had to switch to significantly different roles often. This makes it all the more important to focus on finding roles and skills that help others.


There seems to be a lot of scope for more people to choose useful career roles in the UK. This is suggested by the current populations of people in different roles. The data below come from slightly different years and some methodologies may be a little different but there are roughly 708,000 people working in the cultural sector (in 2021 according to Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, 2022), 674,000 in gardening (according to The Horticultural Trades Association), 527,000 in sport (Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, 2022, again), and 400,000 in the weddings industry (UK Weddings Taskforce). Are those large numbers? For comparison, there are about 360,000 working as nurses in the NHS (Nuffield Trust, 2022) and just 5,500 installing solar panels (Statista, 2022).


The fact that people are employed is not strong evidence that the jobs need to be done or that this allocation of people to roles is ideal for our society. Some demand is wasteful (e.g. for extravagant weddings) and it would help our economy if there was a lack of services to meet that demand. It would put up the price of the wasteful behaviour. Some demand is harmful (e.g. for tobacco). Some demand is reduced by lack of skilled people to meet it, as with solar panels now.


To some extent, the educational and career choices people make shape the demand they later face. For example, if there are many excellent barbers in a town then its citizens probably will get slightly more haircuts than they would have, maybe even trying the hot towel shave too. If there are no competent solar panel installers for miles around, the waiting times are long, and the prices are high then many people will be put off even getting a quote, few of their neighbours will have solar panels, and demand will be lower as a result. Clearly, this is not the ideal allocation of people to roles.


It is helpful for society if young people choose education and jobs wisely.


For the individual, a poor career choice could mean that an investment of time and money in learning does not lead to employment or leads to unreliable employment. Trying to get into an over-supplied role (usually a glamorous one) may lead to failure, perhaps after a period of low-income work.


Be useful in your roles


Having developed useful skills and gained a useful role, the final step is to carry out your role in a good way. In most roles it is important to use real resources (including your time) efficiently. If you buy for an organization then shop around. If you sell then do it with information, helping match customers to products that suit them. If you invest then do proper research. If you have control of important shared assets such as land or buildings then look after them and enhance them.


In some roles is is easy to see why your work is valuable to others. In other roles it can be difficult. Thought is needed.


E.g. A barber sees another great haircut they created every half hour or less. The difference made is obvious and the customer is usually pleased.


E.g. Imagine that a software developer has been part of a large project team for three years developing a system for a government department. Developing software is not directly useful but it should make users of the software more efficient at doing their jobs, which we hope are directly useful. The value is indirect in this sense.


Sadly, the project is cancelled before it has delivered any working software due to changing requirements and rising costs.  The risk of such cancellations makes it even harder for software developers to know the value their work, especially in big projects.


If your role includes supervision, management, or leadership then you should increase the economic value of the work done by the people you are working with. Think of yourself as providing management services to the people you supervise, manage, or lead so that they can be more useful. Try to do a good job and show them you are doing so. Share with them information about the environment in which they are working, the challenges faced, and the reasons for your decisions or proposals.


In the UK it is increasingly unacceptable to consider yourself a boss whose role is to maintain your domination of others and tell them what to do whether they like it or not. We no longer accept the idea that a person's ‘superior’ at work is also socially of higher status even outside the workplace.


Use real resources efficiently


Individuals gain from finding low-cost, low-effort ways to live a long and pleasant life. This can be achieved by using real resources (e.g. labour, energy, wood) efficiently.


E.g. There is no sense in paying to go powerboat racing at weekends if you enjoy walking in a local wood just as much. (Walking is also better for your spine and the environment.)


The priorities to think about include:



  	major purchases such as your home and vehicles


  	important systems within your home such as for heating and ventilation


  	repeated purchases such as favourite foods and heavily used household supplies


  	purchases of clothing


  	leisure and social activities


  	typical holidays


  	preferred modes of transport.





Collectively these are called your ‘lifestyle’ in this booklet.


Ideally, we should develop our lifestyles over time with careful, objective consideration of all relevant factors, including the real resource implications. However, we often do not achieve this ideal. Our choices are sometimes the result of:



  	childhood wishes formed with very little knowledge of the consequences, perhaps experienced as something we always wanted to do


  	what we got used to as children at home


  	what we had to do at school


  	copying or joining in with friends or to make new friends


  	instincts redirected (e.g. the desire for a child, grandchild, or friend redirected into having pets)


  	advertising


  	trying to solve problems in a poor way


  	pursuing a certain ‘look’ and only later realizing what it would take to achieve it


  	addiction.





Sometimes our wasteful choices reduce our life satisfaction.


E.g. Imagine a married couple with two young children. They both find themselves busy, stressed, and tired nearly all the time. Why? Both have quite highly paid jobs to pay for their lifestyle but they involve long hours and, in her case, many trips abroad. When they are at home they are often tired and grumpy. They also have children to look after, including organizing someone to take them to their various after-school activities. This is a necessary part of their lives but other choices they have made that create work for them could have been avoided.


They have two large dogs, a large and lovely garden, three cars (a sports car for him, a saloon for work, and a large estate car for family journeys), and a big house. She likes to look good, which involves a daily regime and frequent visits to salons for beauty treatments and shops to buy more clothes. Despite having a gardener come in once a week, a cleaner twice a week, and a nanny they spend about four hours a day between them, on average, on completely avoidable activities. Although they enjoy many of these activities they do too many and also pull in labour (for the garden, house, and childcare) that could have been left available for others with greater needs.


This level of activity and fatigue was not something they deliberately chose. They just made the choices other people seemed to be making and now they are struggling with the consequences.


Sometimes, our wasteful choices are a poor solution to a real problem, such as anxiety over relationships.


E.g. Buying an Elvis impersonator suit and wig for a party may be a poor solution to the problem of having few real friends and fearing that you will be seen as boring at the party. Learning to build real friendships based on mutual, voluntary helping and non-harm is a better approach and just needs you to say and do the right things. There is no need to buy disposable plastic tat.


E.g. One travel agency has advertised that travelling abroad will make you more interesting. Perhaps research showed them that this is a common motive for travelling abroad. Better ways to be interesting include being a real friend to people (i.e. someone willing to listen and help) and having worthwhile information and ideas to share.


It is cheaper, easier, and more satisfying to find real solutions to life's problems. We can  also learn to find pleasure in simple things. Learning is often better than consuming.


In advanced countries like the UK, our problems from over-consumption are often bigger than our problems from under-consumption.


E.g. According to NHS Digital (2022), 26% of adults in England were obese in 2021 and 64% were either obese or overweight. Obesity is the result of over-consumption. Obesity was more common in the 20% of people who were considered financially worst off using the Index of Multiple Deprivation. There are some people in the UK who are underweight because they cannot afford enough food but they are a small percentage of the worst off 20% of people and a tiny percentage of the population as a whole. Problems from over-consumption are far more common.


If more people consumed only the food they needed then the cost of food for those financially worst off would be less and problems arising from being overweight or obese would be reduced.


E.g. While a small percentage of the population cannot afford the items needed for a comfortable life, many more find themselves struggling to find space for all their stuff. Most of us need to learn to acquire less and to sell or give away things we don't need without delay. This means that less new stuff has to be made.


Using real resources efficiently is important at home and at work. In the UK at present a tax anomaly means that wasteful, luxury consumption at work typically escapes taxation that we would pay if we bought the same items at home. That is a mistake in the tax laws, not a signal that it is good to be wasteful at work.


Using real resources efficiently is good for society too because if one person does not consume those resources then they are available to others. Using resources efficiently also tends to reduce pollution.


Avoid polluting


Pollution has emerged as one of the most important economic issues of all and, again, the ordinary citizen has a role.


Imagine that a householder has a bin full of waste from his home. It starts to smell bad so he tips it over his fence into his neighbour's garden. It is obvious that this is a bad thing to do. He should apologize, remove the mess, dispose of it properly, and probably compensate his neighbour with a gift too.


In principle, the pollution we each produce is like that bin of waste. We released it onto someone else's land, or onto common land, for our own convenience. It is harmful to them in some way. What we did was wrong and we should do something about it.


What complicates matters with pollution is that it is often invisible, it disperses into the environment, there was a period of many years before we realized it was in any way harmful, alternatives may not be available immediately, and removing the pollution from the environment is extremely difficult. This is true for greenhouse gases, micro-plastics, PFAS (long lasting molecules), particulates, lead in paint and fuel, CFCs and similar chemicals used as propellants and refrigerants, various pesticides and herbicides, and countless other ingredients that are less well known.


Individuals in the UK cannot avoid producing at least some pollution. It is a product of the technologies we currently rely on. However, there are some things we can all do. This includes avoiding obvious pollution such as having an open fire at home (especially if it burns coal), a bonfire in the garden, and smoking. We can also adopt cleaner technologies when they become available and affordable for us (identified through paying attention to news of pollution and shopping around) and we can avoid wasteful consumption, as discussed above.


We can avoid dropping litter and fly-tipping, dispose of our waste according to the best advice locally, and participate diligently in recycling schemes.


While it is obvious that pollution must be tackled for the long-term good of people and other life on earth, our approach needs to be structured so that it makes attractive economic sense for individuals in the short and long term, as far as possible. Economic citizens also need to understand the issues and be willing to take a long-term, collective view at times. They should not freeload on the efforts of others.


Individuals should understand that the costs of their pollution (cleaning it up, limiting harm done, finding alternatives), though typically borne directly by others, will eventually hit everyone and, often, their children. For example, costs get spread around when companies raise their prices to claw money back and when governments use taxation for similar purposes.


E.g. One consequence of global warming is that the climate zones of the world are moving. The Sahara desert is growing, along with similar regions at similar latitudes. People living in some areas are finding they cannot survive and have to move. There is a risk of increasing migration, unrest, and conflict. These changes will eventually come back to the heavy polluters in developed countries.


The costs of mitigating the harm done by pollution are often difficult or even impossible to separate out.


E.g. Premiums for home insurance will tend to rise because of increases in extreme weather but this will probably be hard to separate out from other factors changing insurance claim costs, such as people having more property or living in riskier areas (e.g. flood plains). Nevertheless, climate will have an effect.


E.g. The extra costs caused by climate change will also be hard to indentify within the budgets of construction projects such as for buildings, roads, drainage, and flood defences. These too will tend to be higher over time for various reasons in addition to climate change. But climate will have an effect.


The actions to take immediately and energetically are those that (1) develop attractive alternative technologies and that (2) implement such technologies. These must make direct economic sense to individuals and companies because the benefits to those people soon outweigh the costs. For example, insulating buildings, improving the energy efficiency of motors, and using video calls instead of travelling all save real resources and money. Switching to electric vehicles saves resources (and will get cheaper over time) and will provide cleaner air and less noise pollution.


Something will make sense to an individual or company economically if it is the best thing that can be done with the resources needed, or near to it, from their point of view, ignoring the societal benefit. They may also be attracted to actions that benefit them compared to their current position, even if they are not the very best thing that can be done, and there is a societal benefit too. Governments can sometimes help by imposing taxes that make us pay something up front for the damage our pollution will cause. This helps incorporate societal benefit in our personal economic calculatons.


Crucially, it may never be necessary to implement technologies that impose a heavy cost now for only a long-term, collective benefit (i.e. that are not economically attractive to any individual or company). This is because the actions that are economically attractive may absorb the society's entire ability to make changes and because, over time, the set of attractive technologies will usually expand, offering an expanding set of opportunities for improved lives along with lower pollution and even removal of pollution in some cases.


To get near to our limit of change capacity we need to increase the number of people with the skills needed. Governments have a key role in this because they can influence what is taught in schools and other educational establishments. However, individuals can also think about what will be needed and get those in-demand skills.


(It is not just the supply of individuals with the right skills that is the limiting factor. There is a limit imposed by the capacity of the society as a whole. All actions that make a society more efficient with human labour will contribute to the capacity to make changes, directly or indirectly.)


Take good care of assets that benefit others


Extremely wealthy individuals have often achieved their wealth by taking good care of assets that benefit others (typically companies, land, or buildings available to rent). The individual gets control of the assets, improves them, and builds their long-term value. The individual may obtain income from the assets and use some of it to acquire more assets, which they also improve and care for with the same skill and diligence. Society benefits because those assets are well cared for by someone with proven ability and willingness.


Being wealthy in this sense means control of, and responsibility for, assets. It does not necessarily mean massive personal spending on wasteful luxury consumption.


The person's wealth reflects their past and anticipated contribution to the economy. (It is the anticipated contribution that is built into the market prices of assets.)


If, in contrast, a person has control of these assets but fails to take care of them then society loses and so, eventually, do they. Initially they may be attracted by the idea of short-term cost savings but these quickly backfire as asset deterioration comes to light.


A similar logic applies to less wealthy individuals who own their own homes. Those homes will usually last longer than their owners need them so we should both use the homes and take good care of them for future owners.


Build reserves when you can


An advanced society such as the UK's operates systems of mutual care. People help each other when they are in need. Mutual care is mainly organized within families, by the government, and by charities. We look after our children and then eventually they may help to look after us. We help people when they are sick, have no job, and in other situations.


However, there is a risk of this being abused by people who do not take opportunities to avoid hardship and simply let others do the work. An example of this is spending all your income quickly, with some of it spent wastefully, and failing to build financial reserves when you can.


A good economic citizen will take opportunities to build up financial reserves that help them ride out temporary financial problems. This shows consideration for others and helps the individual avoid (1) the stress and expense of forced lifestyle changes and (2) the extra expenses that can arise from being poor. These extra expenses can include high cost loans, pawn shop fees, and having to pay for services because you do not have the necessary machine at home (e.g. laundry, cooking, some repairs).


Another important reason for building financial reserves is to help yourself in retirement and old age. Economic high-contributors typically earn more than they spend during their most productive decades and can keep the surplus for retirement.


Pay taxes


Governments collect tax money to redistribute it to people who are short of money and to pay people to deliver public services such as healthcare and education. Taxation is part of mutual care; it is not theft.


Cheating to evade taxes (e.g. not declaring all your taxable income) is illegal and not acceptable.


The rules of taxation in the UK (and most other advanced countries) are far too complex and quirky, making it hard work to comply but also creating opportunities to pay less tax by careful planning.


To some extent, careful planning is acceptable for a good economic citizen. Some tax rules are silly or unfair. Citizens should pay fair taxes.


However, some tax planning that cleverly avoids taxes is so extreme that the tax avoidance is unfair. It is taking advantage of accidental loopholes and not acceptable even if it is, technically, legal.


A good economic citizen should obey tax laws and avoid extreme tax avoidance schemes.


Think ahead


Some mental behaviours support being a good economic citizen. One of these is to think ahead including into the long term. In particular:



  	When career planning, think about what people will need done in future, not just what was needed in the past.


  	When negotiating, think about what makes sense in a long-term economic relationship, not just what you can get this time.


  	When hiring people, think about your long-term needs, not just who you need now.


  	Recognize in good time when your business is facing a long-term fall in demand and help your staff leave gradually and enter growing sectors instead of making many redundant suddenly and without warning.





Respond to limited knowledge and control


We go through life with limited knowledge, limited control, and so limited ability to predict the future. This is often called ‘facing risk’. Responding to this requires making choices that open us to opportunity and guard against calamity.



  	Plan for the possible futures, not just your best guess, to reduce the probability of failure and increase the probability of improvement.


  	Make changes incrementally because this typically reduces downside risk and improves responsiveness to opportunities.


  	Develop reserves, responsiveness, and contacts that provide a buffer against adversity.


  	Keep learning and focus that learning on the uncertainties that matter most. Plan to learn and include the impact of learning in your plans.





Being rich and poor


Some people think all rich people are bad people; others think all poor people are bad people. Both views are wrong. There are good and bad economic citizens (and many in between) at all levels of wealth and income. Economically helpful billionaires have more impact individually but unhelpful billionaires do too. At the same time, the collective impact of the rest of us is far more.


How to be rich and good


You can be rich and good by being a good economic citizen.


Get rich in a good way


Get a large income by helping a lot of people at a price they are happy to pay. To do this you will need to do it better than others. Modern technology makes it possible for the good ideas and decisions of one person to affect the well-being of millions of others.


Use the money from this to expand the scale of what you do and so help more people.


Create and enhance assets (e.g. a company, buildings) that you own, which makes them more valuable. On paper this makes you wealthier even if you don’t necessarily have cash to spend on yourself.


If you take on employees to help you then pay them a reasonable amount to work efficiently and innovate.


Protect your wealth from cheats who want to get some of it without doing anything of real value. People like that will not do good with money.


Crucially, keep your personal consumption modest. Do not be greedy even though you have the money to consume more. Don’t waste real resources such as labour, energy, water, and food. This leaves more for other people.


It is reasonable for your personal consumption of real resources to be a bit more than someone with less income and wealth. This is one of the incentives for you doing more for others. For example, you might consume twice the real resources of the average in your society while being 1,000 times as wealthy. (Personal consumption excludes your consumption while working, such as business travel.)


Real resource consumption and money expenditure are not the same. For example, you could use your money to have use of an ordinary sized home in an expensive area. Or you might buy the personal services of people who are unusually expert and charge at higher rates.


If you do all this then your cash reserves and the value of your assets will build up but you are a good person. That money is an indicator of your good standing in society and gives you power to do more. You have provided a lot of help to others but not asked for much in return.


The wealth you have built up does not show that you have exploited people. The people you helped and the people you employed all did so voluntarily because they thought it advantageous for them. They all benefited.


What if you have £100m in bank deposits and securities (which you can easily change into cash); does that make you a bad person? Not in itself. It depends on how you use your money.


Use your money for good


As a consumer, ‘vote’ with your money for the individuals, companies, and goods you want to see thrive. Think about your purchases and reward more than just a good product and price. Reward sustainability and kindness too.


Today it is almost impossible to hoard wealth. You would have to keep bank notes under your mattress to do that. If you put your money into a bank account then the bank will invest a similar amount in companies and other securities. A good bank will do research and direct the money intelligently to worthwhile ventures. If you want to have more control of how your money is used then you can direct the investment process yourself.


As an investor, direct your money wisely. Evaluate investments properly rather than just index tracking, and focus on businesses that will bring a brighter, more sustainable future.


As a philanthropist (perhaps later in life), think about your gifts and try to make them effective. Don't just give people money they might waste or even spend in ways that make their problems worse. If you have good ideas to help people then your money might be enough to turn those ideas into reality. (Something most people would not be able to do.) If others have good ideas then you can support them.


You are entitled to keep wealth so that you and your immediate family are secure into old age.


Teach your children how to be rich and good, then leave them money you didn’t need to spend on your own consumption.


How to be poor and good


Being poor does not mean you are a bad economic citizen. People are poor for many different reasons. These include being born into a bad situation, having low capability, and having a bad attitude. The common factor is that a poor person's activities tend to have a low impact individually, although poor people collectively have a large impact. In contrast, a talented billionaire can have a huge impact by contributing to the economic lives of many people.


The main priority is to make the best of whatever abilities you have to (1) look after yourself and (2) help others.


Do not waste energy and emotion on resentment or jealousy. Learn to enjoy a simple life. After more than 20 years on a low income I can recommend it personally. There's always someone with a more glamorous and impressive life; it doesn't matter.


Consider carefully the way you live and avoid decisions that waste resources, especially your time and energy. Keep things simple and easy. Avoid costly bad habits, especially if they harm your health. Shop around and don't waste money.


Seek skills and work that help people. Do not worry about getting a glamorous job; just get a useful job that is more likely to be stable and long-term. Avoid declining industries. The longer you work at something the more effective you can become, often leading to higher pay and job security.


Cooperate and do not cheat or break the law. Even small infringements can have consequences that are hard to come back from.


Build a financial reserve. Having savings worth just one month of your living expenses avoids expensive short term loans and overdrafts, and gives you some security. If you can get to a buffer worth several months of your living expenses then your life will be much less stressful. Do not spend all your money helping others and leave yourself with no buffer. In the long run this just makes it harder to help others.


Mistakes


Some typical mistakes


Some people do not understand enough of our economy to participate properly and instead grumble about ‘the system’. Mistakes a person might make if they do not understand the basics of being a good economic citizen include:



  	making career decisions without thinking about what others will need (e.g. following their dreams to be entertainers, choosing not to work, choosing a university degree that does not contribute to employability)


  	then struggling to get a job, not making career progress, or lacking money and angrily blaming it on the perceived meanness of others, ‘the system’, or ‘capitalism’


  	feeling a sense of failure, disappointment, or frustration because of having a job that is not glamorous or highly paid, or because others are paid more, even when the job is valuable to others and pays enough for a comfortable life


  	living a lifestyle too expensive for their income and income potential; making thoughtless, expensive purchases based on brand popularity; failing to build savings and, instead, getting into expensive and unnecessary debt


  	losing what money they have through day-trading or buying crypto-tokens.





The implications for society when people do these things include:



  	education and labour wasted on low value roles


  	real resources wasted by thoughtless lifestyle choices


  	markets undermined by failure to shop and invest intelligently after relevant research, leading to slower innovation and market failures.





Why they happen


Why doesn’t our economic system completely prevent these behaviours? Incentives created by economic systems are crucial to how they operate and the UK’s economic system already has many helpful incentives built in (e.g. through prices, taxes, reputation mechanisms, and rule enforcement). However, the power of incentives is weakened if some participants:



  	do not notice the incentives (e.g. do not notice that a price has changed or that some prices are lower than others)


  	do not know how to respond to the incentive, perhaps not understanding the relevant mechanisms of the economic system


  	are motivated only by the direct, personal effects of their actions and not the indirect effects of their actions on others and the economy as a whole


  	think that responding to the incentive is in some way wrong and so refuse on principle to do so


  	deliberately undermine the incentives by controlling prices or other factors because they think the economic system should work in a different way.





This is at least possible in some cases. Consider the following:


Loving parents: Many children are insulated from economic realities by their loving parents. The parents wish their children to be happy and, to this end, give them what they want and do not burden them with knowledge of the efforts the parents made to provide what was wanted.


Influential jobs: Some influential jobs (e.g. politician, barrister, journalist, TV presenter) output only words and the rewards are often related to popularity and arguing skills rather than to people helped in practical ways. People in those influential jobs are insulated from economic realities to some extent. Their children, doubly so.


Public sector work: Public sector jobs are usually insulated from market forces (e.g. a central government department is a form of monopoly) and some also do not have strong systems of performance measurement with appropriate incentives. Here again, workers may be (1) less responsive to incentives to be useful efficiently or (2) less willing to share economic decision-making (e.g. by using market mechanisms).


Poor advice to young people: Young people are often encouraged to follow their dreams (often into an over-supplied entertainment sector) or do what they are good at (typically a sport, hobby, or something they have been doing at school).


Unhelpful political rhetoric: Wrong ideas about how an economy thrives are a typical feature of political rhetoric. On the political right, some argue that greed works and emphasize incentives and short-term selfishness at the expense of education and long-term cooperation. On the political left, others argue that incentives are evil and that people who back businesses financially or own assets used by others are getting money for nothing. Both these perspectives show a lack of understanding of the mental work that economic citizens can and should contribute to make the economy work well.


The solution


Since incentives on their own are not enough to ensure our economy functions as well as it can, we must do something more. Each economic citizen should learn how to be a good economic citizen and strive to be one.


Parents and schools can start this process early. Anyone can educate themselves by reading or viewing explanations as simple as those above.


If you agree then please share this with others.



References


Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport (2022). DCMS Sectors Economic Estimates: Workforce, January to December 2021. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/dcms-sector-economic-estimates-workforce-2021/dcms-sectors-economic-estimates-workforce-january-to-december-2021


Horticultural Trades Association (n.d.) Garden industry statistics. Available at: https://hta.org.uk/news-events-current-issues/industry-data/garden-industry-statistics


NHS Digital (2022). Health Survey for England, 2021: Data tables. Available at: https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/health-survey-for-england/2021/health-survey-for-england-2021-data-tables


Nuffield Trust (2022). The NHS workforce in numbers. Available at: https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/resource/the-nhs-workforce-in-numbers#1-what-kinds-of-staff-make-up-the-nhs-workforce


Statista (2022). Estimated number of employees in the solar photovoltaic industry in the United Kingdom (UK) 2020, by country. Available at: https://www.statista.com/statistics/468417/national-distribution-employment-solar-photovoltaics-uk/


UK Weddings Taskforce (n.d.). The UK Wedding Industry - Facts & Figures. Available at: https://ukweddings.org/key-facts

OEBPS/Images/cover design.png
How to be a

GOOD
ECONOMIC
CITIZEN

Matthew Leitch





