
Journal Issue 3 2014

Brave new work
Lynda Gratton explains how we can prepare for  

the labour market of the future

Theodore Zeldin argues for a reimagining of employment

Charles Clarke questions how we tackle the toughest policy problems

Did you know?
RSA House can host dinners, parties, meetings  
and more. Catered by Harbour & Jones,
recently awarded Event Caterer of the Year!

To book your event contact us on

020 7930 5115
or email house@rsa.org.uk
www.thersa.org/house



 
Your nominations are a great way to add the expertise 
and enthusiasm of friends and colleagues to the 
Fellowship community. You can nominate them online 
at www.theRSA.org/nominate. We will send a 
personalised invitation on your behalf and notify you 
if your nominee becomes a Fellow.

 

Do you know 
someone 
who would 
make a great 
Fellow?

Help the RSA to engage others in our work to build  
a more capable and inclusive society together.
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The RSA believes all should have the freedom and power to turn their ideas into reality. 
Through RSA Catalyst we support RSA Fellow-led ventures that aim to tackle a social 
problem in a sustainable way.  We award grants of £1,000 – £7,000, and support projects 
by helping them to crowdfund and by mobilising other Fellows, such as those in our 
RSA SkillsBank. 

To find out more and apply for support, visit:  www.thersa.org/catalyst

Have you identified an innovative solution to a social problem?
Is your idea in its early stages of development?
Do you see value in working with some of our 27,000 RSA Fellows?

Case study: Warblr
Crowdfunding target: £50,000

Florence Wilkinson FRSA wants to connect people with 
nature and gather data to aid conservation by building 
a smartphone app that people can use to recognise 
different birdsongs. 

Florence developed the idea after her business partner 
Dan Stowell studied birdsong during a PhD at Queen 
Mary University. The pair are aiming to raise £50,000 via 
a crowdfunding campaign which would allow them to 
fix bugs in the prototype and get capacity to launch 
it in Spring 2015. In their first four days crowdfunding 
they have raised £8,000 and have one month to go.

RSA Catalyst provided Florence with help to prepare 
her crowdfunding campaign through a workshop with 
Fellows with expertise in marketing to plan how to get 
the crowdfunding campaign out to a wide audience. 
In addition, we ensured Florence pitched the app to 
RSA Fellows at November's RSA Engage event.

Find out more and back the campaign via the RSA's 
crowdfunding area at bit.ly/rsacrowdfunding

Can RSA Catalyst help 
your venture crowdfund?
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The meanings we attach to words can trap us like bars caging 
our imagination. So it is with ‘work’. Of all its many connotations, 
the sense of work as toil, something onerous that is required of 
us, is the strongest. Confirming this association is the fact that 
work’s most common adjective is ‘hard’. The corollary of work as 
diligence and effort is that those who don’t work, or don’t work 
sufficiently hard, are both inadequate and irresponsible. 

But what if we expected pleasure or fulfilment from paid  
work? This is not to say that work would always be easy or 
instantly enjoyable, but overall might it be something we did 
for reasons that were intrinsic, not instrumental – “prosperity, 
promotion or power” as Theodore Zeldin said to me during our 
conversation for this Journal. 

The aspiration of good work has been a recurrent feature 
of future-gazing almost ever since industrialisation and the 
emergence of mass wage slavery. As Carl Frey describes,  
smart robots threaten to make human intervention largely 
redundant for another huge swathe of activities. Yet, as we know 
from recent history, technological progress doesn’t necessarily 
mean either fewer jobs or better jobs. 

“WHAT IF WE 
EXPECTED 
PLEASURE FROM 
PAID WORK?”

As economic and social factors herald rapid 
changes in the nature of work, both organisations 
and individuals must take this chance to shape it

Of course, many people have had the luck or determination to 
find work that they love. As Ben Dellot explains, RSA research 
finds that many among the growing army of self-employed see 
a lower income and longer hours as a price worth paying for 
greater flexibility and autonomy. 

But still the idea of work as suffering persists. Only a minority 
of workers report feeling fully engaged. What does it say 
about all the enlightened HR strategies and staff development 
programmes that, by common consensus, Monday morning  
is grim and Friday evening joyful?

Once we at the RSA started talking about the power to create, 
the question of how creative the Society is as an organisation 
was bound to become more pressing. A priority over the coming 
months is to find ways of working that more fully release the 
potential for creativity and fulfilment in our Fellows and employees. 
I ask myself why it has taken so long for this idea, which has 
frequently crossed my mind, to lodge there as an imperative.

So many people say they would like to change jobs, do 
something more enjoyable and fulfilling. Managers, too, aware 
of the evidence that more engaged and happy staff are more 
productive, are committed in principle. Yet, somehow we don’t get 
round to it or we pursue the ideal half-heartedly. 

Making work no longer work may be hard work. Shouldn’t it 
also be a labour of love? 

COMMENT

MATTHEW TAYLOR



RSA Journal Issue 3 201466

UPDATE

Online craft marketplaces are an increasingly popular way for people to buy 
and sell handmade goods. The RSA’s new report Breaking the Mould explores 
the reasons behind the growth of these platforms and examines what they 
might tell us about the changing nature of business. 

Speaking of the findings, Benedict Dellot, author and senior researcher at 
the RSA, said: “People selling on online craft marketplaces exemplify a new 
type of business owner: one who is driven to start up for creative reasons, has 
deep interactions with their customers and provides subtle peer support to 
fellow shop owners. Yet this is not a departure from capitalism but rather  
a return to its roots.”

The report has several recommendations for how to help people running 
hobby-like ventures. This includes making business support part of the BBC’s 
purpose, recognising smaller businesses in official government measurements, 
and tweaking search engine algorithms to highlight smaller firms to consumers.

BREAKING THE MOULD

MAKER SPACE
The RSA Innovation Hub, in 
collaboration with Fab Lab London, 
opened on 19 September. The Hub, 
based at Bank in the City of London, is 
home to the Great Recovery project.  
As the RSA’s first practical ‘maker 
space’, it will be a centre for circular 
economy innovation where industry 
groups and professionals can meet, 
collaborate and create.

The partnership with Fab Lab will 
accelerate the incubation of new ideas, 
with CNC machinery, 3D printers and 
technicians on hand to help prototype 
new products. The main workshop 
allows for tear-down and design-up 
activities, as well as being an exciting 
venue for networking and exploratory 
events. There is also a comprehensive 
materials library showcasing ‘challenge’ 
or ‘opportunity’ materials.

Nat Hunter, co-director of Design, 
said: “We are understanding what we 
are making, considering why we are 
making it and analysing the impact of 
the products we make. We are bringing 
together designers, technologists and 
entrepreneurs to redesign products and 
business models and to learn new skills.”

 Get involved and find out more at  
fablablondon.org
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FELLOWSHIP

Young people who cannot bank on mum and dad are now banking on 
Student Funder, a peer-to-peer lending project that funds students looking 
to further their postgraduate education. 

While the Student Loans Company does not fund master’s or professional 
courses, it is estimated that only 2% of graduate students receive bank 
loans. Coupled with the advent of £9,000 tuition fees, this lack of funding 
is having a huge knock-on effect. The Higher Education Statistics Agency 
reports a 17% fall in the number of UK-domiciled students beginning 
postgraduate courses. 

“Some master’s and professional courses are required in certain 
professions, but the lack of finance keeps thousands of talented candidates 
from these opportunities,” explained Juan Guerra FRSA, the entrepreneur 
behind Student Funder. With RSA support, the project is addressing this gap, 
providing funding for more than 65 young people on professional and master’s 
courses since 2012. 

Founded by people who struggled to fund their own educations, Student Funder 
aims to help thousands overcome financial barriers to education and improve their 
career prospects. Now working for Rolls-Royce, Rehan Khan was one of those to 
benefit. “Student Funder helped me fund my master’s when I most needed it,”  
he said. “Thanks to that, I finished my course and landed the job.”

In June, the RSA marked 100 years of Fellowship by awarding this 
successful Catalyst venture the RSA Fellowship Centenary Venture Award. 
The prize gives Student Funder a further £3,000, enabling it to start new 
collaborations and share progress at six Fellowship events across the UK. 

The runners-up were 3-2-1-Ignition* and Incredible Edible, which each take 
away £1,000 to share progress at two Fellows’ events across the UK.

Founded by Rick Hall, 3-2-1-Ignition* uses pop-up shops to bring empty 
retail spaces to life with a host of science, technology, engineering and  
maths activities. Catalyst funding helped launch the pilot in Nottingham last 
autumn, and the pop-up shop later made an appearance at the Barbican  
in London.

Incredible Edible is a Todmorden-based project that grows and raises 
awareness of local food. RSA Fellows Pam Warhurst and Mary Clear started 
the project in a bid to find an inclusive way of enriching their local community. 
Their theory was that food would inspire people to take action – and it 
worked. The UK network alone has more than 50 independent groups, while 
the worldwide movement stretches from Canada to New Zealand.

CENTENARY AWARD WINNERS 

“LACK OF FINANCE KEEPS 
THOUSANDS OF TALENTED 
CANDIDATES FROM THESE 
OPPORTUNITIES”

As the music industry faces a huge period of change,  
a new short film and accompanying report Channelling 
Talent, from the RSA’s Action and Research Centre, 
shows that what we mean by ‘talent’ depends on the 
networks of information we participate in. 

Set up to explore the role of social networks in 
recognising and rewarding talent within the music 
industry, the project brought together musicians, 
sociologists from the University of Manchester, 
journalists and educators to explore the role of 
networks in shaping not only our exposure, but also 
our definition of talent, arrived at through the influence 
of social interactions and relationships over time.

The report found that existing channels for talent 
within music are not serving society well. Ability is more 
evenly distributed than the resources to develop it and 
more widely than the concentrated financial rewards 
enjoyed by superstars and executives. Concentrations 
of power within social networks mean much of the 
UK’s talent is neglected as a consequence. 

The report recommends that music institutions 
support talent by publishing their definition of talent 
as part of their mission statement, and continually 
evaluating the effectiveness of initiatives that are 
supposed to support talent. Lead author Jonathan 
Schifferes said: “We should challenge the assumption 
that social connections will always provide a shortcut 
to success. We have a right to demand better, 
especially when public and charitable funding is 
involved in developing talent.” In a time of flux, music 
companies, colleges and media need to ensure their 
networks are efficient channels for talent, broadening 
the power to create for everyone’s benefit.

 Find out more at www.thersa.org

CHANNELLING TALENT

NETWORKS
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UPDATE

EDUCATION

Over recent years, teacher quality has 
been recognised as one of the most 
important factors in improving student 
outcomes. In a new report, Licensed  
to Create, Dylan Wiliam, deputy director 
of the Institute of Education, described 
this as “a shift from treating teachers as 
a commodity to regarding teacher quality 
as a key element in educational policy”. 

While this shift recognises the 
importance of improving the quality  
of our teachers, there is little consensus 
on how we best achieve this goal.  

Labour’s Tristram Hunt recently 
proposed a teacher (re)licensing 
scheme as a way to improve quality; 
with Licensed to Create, the RSA 
has brought together a wide range of 
perspectives to explore this idea, with 
11 authors offering insight from practice, 
academia and politics on how we could 
improve teacher quality. 

The RSA offers its own take on  
how to use this licensing idea to  
explore the role of teacher creativity,  
with an animation that recasts  
teachers as designers. Headteacher 
Tom Sherrington’s essay neatly  
sums up this approach: “Design is 
a form of creativity that suggests 
deliberate, planned innovation built 
on a foundation of research-informed 
professional wisdom.” 

The RSA makes five recommendations, 
including empowering a new Royal 
College of Teaching to introduce  
a teacher licensing scheme, managed 
through a peer-reviewed portfolio 
process and involving the subject 
associations.

 See the animation and download the 
publication at www.thersa.org

LICENSED  
TO CREATE 

RSA SHORT

Since its release in September, Matthew Taylor’s RSA short film, The Power  
to Create, has attracted over 31,000 views online.

 The animated short asks how can we allow everyone the freedom and 
opportunity to develop their creative capabilities to the full and, in doing so, 
stand better equipped to tackle the complex challenges we face as a society.

 Chief executive Matthew Taylor introduced the concept of the power to 
create at his annual lecture in July and we’ve run several events to disseminate 
ideas we are exploring around unleashing creativity to achieve collective goals. 
These include a panel discussion with senior leaders from the RSA’s Action 
and Research Centre on what the power to create means for public services, 
communities and businesses; writer and adviser Charles Leadbeater on frugal 
innovation; and designer Alastair Parvin on design and democracy.

RSA Shorts is the sister series of the immensely successful RSA Animate. 
These compelling animated snapshots bring big ideas and inspiration to a  
broad and curious online audience. For The Power to Create, we reimagined 
Matthew’s insights in collaboration with animators TOGETHER and sound 
designer Simon Field.

 
 Watch the film at bit.ly/powertocreate

A MOVIE HIT
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Events and RSA Animate 
producer Abi Stephenson 
has selected the highlights 
above from a large number 
of public events in the RSA’s 
programme. For full event 
listings and free audio and 
video downloads, please visit 
www.thersa.org/events

HUMANITY ABOVE 
BUREAUCRACY

BUILDING  
NEW WORLDS 

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY 
OF CLIMATE CHANGE

DERELICTION TO 
DESIGN AWARDS

Jos de Blok visits the RSA 
to receive the 2014 Albert 
medal for his work as 
founder of the Buurtzorg 
‘neighbourhood’ model of 
health and social care, and 
to show how the model 
could work globally.  
The movement aims to 
simplify organisational 
structures and focus on 
developing meaningful 
and trusting relationships 
between nurses, patients 
and communities.

Where: RSA 
When: Monday  
17 November at 6pm 

Alex McDowell RDI is an 
award-winning designer 
and storyteller working at 
the intersection of emergent 
technologies and experiential 
media. In this year’s annual 
RDI address, he describes 
his work on the Rilao Project, 
a fictional city and narrative 
laboratory that allows us 
to imagine an alternative 
trajectory of social, 
political and technological 
development. 

Where: RSA 
When: Thursday  
27 November at 6pm 

Robin Hahnel, professor of 
economics at Portland State 
University, discusses what 
must be done, how it can 
be done and what political 
obstacles must be overcome 
if humans are to avoid the 
fate of lemmings.

Where: RSA 
When: Thursday  
4 December at 1pm 

Receiving the RSA 
Bicentenary medal at this 
event, Susan Woodward 
OBE, founder of the 
Space and Sharp Projects, 
explains how Manchester 
is redesigning urban 
environments to create more 
vibrant and resilient cities.

Where: RSA 
When: Thursday  
15 January at 6pm 

PREVIEW

FOR HIGHLIGHTS 
OF RECENT EVENTS, 
SEE PAGE 49
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W
e exist in a landscape that is constantly 
and rapidly changing and our working 
environment is no exception to this. 
Let me begin by sharing with you two 
recollections of my own journey of 

understanding, through this fast-evolving landscape.
I began my working life in the 1980s, in a world without 

personal computers, mobile phones or the internet. I can vividly 
recall typing my doctoral thesis on a typewriter – the copious 
use of Tippex stands witness to my inaccuracies. At the time, 
the computer program I used to analyse the data for my thesis 
required hundreds of punch cards and took more than 24 hours 
to complete a relatively simple statistical procedure. 

More than a quarter of a century later, in 2013, while 
attending the World Economic Forum meeting at Davos,  
I watched a 13-year-old student from Lahore in Pakistan sitting 
on a panel with Bill Gates and senior professors from Stanford, 
MIT and Harvard University. The topic of the session was 

SHIFTING LABOUR 
LANDSCAPES
Technological progress and demographic shifts  
are heralding a rapidly changing labour market.  
How can we prepare for the new world of work?

by Lynda Gratton

LYNDA GRATTON 
IS PROFESSOR 
OF MANAGEMENT 
PRACTICE AT 
LONDON BUSINESS 
SCHOOL AND 
LEADS THE 
FUTURE OF 
WORK RESEARCH 
CONSORTIUM M
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the impact of online technology on learning, and this young 
woman had secured her place on the panel by coming top in 
one of the online software engineering courses that the Stanford 
professor had created. 

What strikes me about these two memories is how they 
underline the sheer velocity of technological innovation and the 
profound changes that we have seen and will continue to see. 

SHAPING INDIVIDUAL EXPERIENCE
The rather slow-moving typing of my doctoral thesis took 
place less than four decades ago. And yet, growing up, my own 
children never saw a typewriter. My experience of personal 
computers began in my 30s, but my sons, now in their 20s, 
began using computers in their late childhood. Today, I see 
nine-month-old babies interacting with their parents’ tablets 
and beginning to grasp how they function. What form will 
work take for these technologically savvy generations?

This is a question that my research team, the Future of Work 
consortium, is investigating through studying how teenagers 
think about the way they want to work. My guess is that 
the supreme confidence that these young people have with 
technology and social media will strongly influence the way in 
which they approach tasks and collaborate in a work context. 

Given that we now work in an environment of 24-hour 
connectivity, the impact of technological advance bleeds into 
our home lives as well. When I started my own career – as a 
psychologist at British Airways – I left work between 5.30pm 
and 6pm and could look forward to a peaceful evening with 
no internet or mobile phone to distract me. My weekends 
were equally undisturbed. I know few working people who 
enjoy such peace today. While this has obvious benefits in 
terms of responsiveness, it has its drawbacks. The effects of 
‘sleeping with your BlackBerry’ in terms of increasing stress and 
potentially decreasing creativity have been widely reported. 

My own insight on this comes from a study I conducted 
with Professor Hans-Joachim Wolfram on how managers 
across Europe responded to the permeable boundaries that 
technology creates between work and home. We found – 

and others have made the same observation – that there is a 
constant flow of energy between work and home. Sometimes 
this energy flow is positive. People gain a great deal from 
work; they learn new skills that can be transferred to the home 
environment and meet interesting people who excite them.  
At other times, the energy flow from work to home is profoundly 
negative. People leave work feeling frustrated and angry; they 
cannot switch off and feel guilty at home when they are not 
working. The differences between the two types of energy are 
determined both by the nature of the work and by the attitude 
of the person. A positive energy flow from work to home is 
more likely when the design of work allows the worker to have 
some autonomy over when and where they work, when they 
are prepared to use this autonomy and when they can build in 
times for recuperation. 

The forces of technology and globalisation that we are 
seeing are not only changing the nature of work, they are also 
reshaping labour markets and the sort of work we can expect 
to be doing. Perhaps one of the most interesting changes is a 
phenomenon that labour economists have called ‘the hollowing 
out of work’. This effect sees middle-skill jobs disappear as 
they are outsourced or replaced by technology, leaving only 
jobs at the ends of the skill continuum: those that require 
either low-end skills or high-end skills. The remaining low-skill 
work cannot be easily outsourced (such as food preparation) 
or has a physical element (such as caring work). Because of 
its relatively low-skilled nature, it is always available to new 
arrivals to the labour market (recent immigrants, for example) 
and so the wages are generally low. High-skill work remains 
because it has not yet been replaced by technology and cannot 
easily be outsourced: most professionals and some management 
roles fall into this category. We can expect this work to become 
more complex, as the easy parts continue to be replaced by 
technology, leaving the components that require more complex 
human skills such as creative tasks and those that require 
collaboration or negotiation. Of course, in most developed 
economies, these jobs are the most attractive and highly valued, 
requiring lots of preparation and a focus on ‘job-ready skills’. 

“A POSITIVE ENERGY FLOW 
FROM WORK TO HOME IS MORE 

LIKELY WHEN THE DESIGN OF 
WORK ALLOWS WORKERS  

TO HAVE SOME AUTONOMY”
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THE GLOBALISED TALENT POOL
And what of the Pakistani high school student at Davos?  
Her presence on that panel tells us of another fundamental shift 
in the landscape of work: it is indicative of the speed at which 
the globalisation of talent is taking place and knowledge can 
be shared, information absorbed and highly talented people 
identified. It gives us insight into the possibilities, for those who 
are able and motivated, of joining truly global working elites. 

Advances in technology – particularly social media and 
the internet – facilitate this globalisation by giving greater 
access to world-class education. The trend towards increasing 
numbers of people engaging in tertiary education also plays a 
part. According to an OECD study, young people from China 
represented 17% of the world population of graduates in 2000, 
and this figure will rise to 28% by 2030. 

Of course, these numbers are less significant if the standard 
of education is poor. But again, technology enables the spread 
of ideas to students around the world. Some of the highest-
rated university departments in the world – including Stanford 
and Harvard – now make their lectures available online 

and, more importantly, provide an examination process for  
remote students.

SPECIALISE TO SURVIVE
How can workers and companies capture the incredible 
benefits of these technologically motivated cultural shifts while 
mitigating the negatives? I have three suggestions.

First, it is crucial we invest in competency development.  
The age of the generalist is over and specialist skills that require 
preparation and practice, and cannot be replaced by technology, 
are increasingly valuable. Working lives that begin at 20 and 
end at 80 could soon be the norm. In this context, becoming a 
specialist in one area will not be sufficient. People will need to 
retrain, refocus and relearn at various points in their careers.

Second, individuals and organisations need to be courageous 
about harnessing the collaborative benefits of technology.  
In a survey developed by my Future of Work consortium, 
the overwhelming proportion of respondents – all of them 
employed by large corporations – reported that their 
personal experience of technology was significantly more 
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advanced than their corporate experience. As individuals, we 
should be demanding more of the companies we work for 
when it comes to technology, encouraging them to implement 
the tools we use in our everyday lives with a view to making 
work more effective. In turn, companies need to have an open 
mind about technology and be prepared to embrace new ways 
of working rather than fearing them. 

FACING THE FUTURE AS ADULTS
Finally, we need to acknowledge and reinforce a relationship 
between employer and worker that is less ‘parent to child’ 
and more ‘adult to adult’. Today, few people join a company 
believing they have a job for life, and many realise they need 
to take more responsibility for themselves. The changes, 
technological and otherwise, that I have discussed so far have 
accelerated the move from the parent-to-child model to the 
adult-to-adult model: one that is based on openness, trust and 
commitment-making.

It is impossible to behave in an adult way at work without 
understanding the consequences of your actions. That means 

employers must be open about the real nature of the work at the 
outset. For example, some jobs require a great deal of attention 
and have little autonomy or flexibility. In her study of the US 
labour markets, economist Claudia Goldin gave investment 
banking and corporate law as examples of this. There, flexible 
working is almost impossible and long working hours are the 
norm. Corporations need to be open about this type of job so 
that people can make an informed decision about whether to 
take them and how to manage the trade-offs they entail. 

Adult-to-adult relationships are built on transparency, but 
they are also built on trust. Trust is fundamental to adult-to-
adult relationships in the workplace; specifically, the capacity 
of workers and managers to trust each other. Home-based 
working is an example of where trust can be tested. Technology 
offers the opportunity for many people to work from home, 
but often they do not, because they understand implicitly that 
once they are out of sight, they are not trusted to be working 
hard. There have been recent developments in collaborative 
technologies that create ways of recognising work and building 
reputation – even for those who are not in view.
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One such development is the advent of commitment-making: 
commitments are a means by which people in a company can 
communicate to one another about what they will do, how 
they will do it and how they will be held accountable for it. 
At Californian company Morning Star, all team members 
are self-managing professionals. At the core of this working 
model are personal mission statements: every year, each 
Morning Star employee negotiates a Colleague Letter of 
Understanding with the associates who are most affected by 
his or her work. It is essentially an operating plan in which 

MEET YOUR MATCH
FELLOWSHIP IN ACTION

It was during a difficult period in 2009 while trying to change 
careers that Neil Bachelor was inspired to set up Omnifolio,  
a psychometric job-matching service which aims to help people 
identify their individual skillsets. “It’s about trying to help people 
understand more about themselves and their transferable 
skills,” said Neil. “We then match that against existing job roles, 
identifying any potential skill gaps so they can undertake formal 
training or whatever may appropriately fill those gaps.”

With a background in occupational assessment, Neil 
hopes Omnifolio’s data-driven approach will ultimately bring 
“Wikipedia-style disruption” to labour markets by helping 
employees understand better the sorts of jobs and working 
environments that will suit them, while giving employers more 
confidence when making hiring decisions. 

Funding from the RSA to develop the website and create a 
video has been crucial. “The RSA has been fantastic at putting 
me in touch with people,” said Neil. “Within a few days of me 
applying for the Catalyst programme, I was speaking to Tony 
Watts, one of the world’s leading career guidance experts.” 

 To get involved, visit www.omnifolio.org

the employee takes responsibility for initiating communications 
and the coordination of their activities with fellow colleagues, 
customers, suppliers and industry participants. It demonstrates 
that, with a bit of imagination, it is possible to reconcile 
conflicting needs for freedom and control and create a highly 
effective and deeply human organisation. 

Of course, there are some aspects of the world of work that 
never change. Work can be a source of excitement, purpose 
and productivity and also of frustration and exhaustion.  
In my view, tomorrow’s workplace can help us develop the inner 
resilience that we need to tip the balance firmly in the direction 
of the former. Our future working lives will be characterised 
by empowerment, flexibility and collaboration, all of which 
will help us adapt to the combined forces of technology and 
globalisation that are shaping the world in which we work. 

Across the world, there is much debate about who is 
responsible for supporting these profound changes. Is it up 
to corporations to reach out to train students, governments 
to support job-ready skills, or young people to jump into 
high-value occupations? In India, where tertiary education 
is poor, corporations including TCS, Infosys and Wipro are 
forming alliances to develop curricula, train teachers and build 
classrooms, thus affecting the lives of millions of young people. 
In Singapore, the government has created groups that include 
representatives from educational establishments, corporations 
and government ministries, to coordinate and ‘signal’ to the 
student community those skills that will be most valuable in the 
future, with a major focus on science, technology, engineering, 
and math (STEM) skills. In Germany, the well-oiled apprentice 
system places thousands of young people every year into craft-
based training, often with a technology and engineering focus. 

Looking back to my own stumbling response to technology  
and globalisation, it is clear that if individuals, families, 
corporations and indeed countries are to take their place in this 
new world of work, they will need a great deal more foresight, 
determination and coordination than we ever needed those four 
decades ago. 

“WITH A BIT OF 
IMAGINATION, IT IS 

POSSIBLE TO RECONCILE 
CONFLICTING NEEDS FOR 
FREEDOM AND CONTROL”
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 O
ver the course of the 20th century, 
technological advances translated into 
unprecedented increases in living standards 
for the vast majority of workers in each 
successive generation. Yet today, less than 

one in five workers in America believe that the generation 
currently entering the labour market will lead better lives 
than themselves. As formerly middle-class jobs have been 
automated away, the US economy has experienced stagnant 
wages and falling employment. While the digital age may have 
brought undisputable gains for consumers, there is increasing 
concern that innovation has taken a turn on labour. This 
raises questions about the US economy’s capacity to create 
meaningful and self-fulfilling jobs for workers in the future.

In his famous chapter on machinery, published in the third 
edition of The Principles of Political Economy and Taxation 

WORK IN THE  
DIGITAL AGE
The future world of work promises a new age  
of automation. So where exactly do humans  
stand in a 21st-century labour market?

by Carl Benedikt Frey and Thor Berger
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in 1821, the British economist David Ricardo argued that 
the substitution of workers by machines may “render the 
population redundant”. Although the idea of technological 
unemployment did not materialise during the 20th century, 
there is growing concern that Keynes’ prediction of mankind 
failing to find uses for its labour is now coming true.

This concern reflects the expanding scope of work that 
computers are able to perform. In the past, they have been 
phenomenal at performing tasks that can easily be subdivided, 
routinised and expressed as a set of programmable rules, 
but less so where work cannot easily be simplified into rule-
based activities. Hence, as industrial robots have replaced 
manufacturing workers in performing routine tasks along 
assembly lines, many low-skilled workers have been 
reallocated to jobs consisting of unstructured manual tasks, 
such as occupations in the services and transportation sectors.

Computers, however, are increasingly making inroads into 
domains not long ago perceived as inherently human. Rapid 
advances in machine learning and mobile robotics, associated 
with the increasing availability of big data, are making an 
increasing number of complex tasks 
automatable, by transforming them into 
well-defined problems. 

Driving a car in rush-hour traffic, 
for example, was long seen as 
something a computer would never 
be capable of – emulating human 
perception has been a central 
challenge to programmers for decades.  

CARL FREY IS A 
RESEARCH FELLOW 
AT OXFORD MARTIN 
SCHOOL AND 
SPECIALIST ADVISER 
TO THE HOUSE OF 
LORDS SELECT 
COMMITTEE ON 
DIGITAL SKILLS. 
THOR BERGER IS A 
DOCTORAL STUDENT 
AT LUND UNIVERSITY

AUTOMATION
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Yet, driverless cars are today roaming the Californian 
highways. Similarly, computers are increasingly encroaching 
on the jobs of physicians, most prominently exemplified 
by Watson – the IBM supercomputer that beat the human 
champions of Jeopardy! – which is now being retrained as 
a doctor. With the capacity to store all available medical 
information, digital diagnosticians may fundamentally alter 
the medical profession. 

Even complex scientific processes of hypothesis generation 
and testing are increasingly within reach for computers. 
Recently, KnIT, a system that mines scientific literature, was 
demonstrated to be able to generate novel and experimentally 
testable hypotheses from existing data. Doctors and scientists 
are unlikely to be out of work soon, but the tasks they carry 
out may change dramatically in the near future. 

Against this background, a 2013 Oxford Martin 
School study by Michael Osborne and one of the authors  
(Carl Benedikt Frey) shows that 47% of US workers could 
be replaced by computer-driven technologies over the 
coming decades. The study suggests that a wide range of 
occupations are susceptible to computerisation, including 
jobs in administration, transportation, logistics, services and 
sales. Workers in these jobs are typically less educated and 
earn lower incomes, suggesting that the next generation of 
big data-driven computers will mainly affect those in low-skill 
jobs, exacerbating already growing inequality. By contrast, 
the manufacturing technologies of the Industrial Revolution 
largely substituted for skilled labour, as the artisan shop was 
replaced by the factory system. The computer revolution of the 

20th century, on the other hand, caused the hollowing-out of 
middle-income jobs once created by the Industrial Revolution. 

Workers who see themselves replaced by machines will need 
to shift into jobs that are less susceptible to computerisation. 
As many of the safe havens for low-skilled workers are now 
disappearing, this will provide a challenge. Despite recent 
technological advances, work requiring human creativity 
and social intelligence – skills where humans will hold  
a comparative advantage – will be the jobs of the 21st century. 
For workers to stay competitive in the labour market, they 
will have to acquire social and creative skills.

NEW WORK IN THE 21ST CENTURY
While technological change destroys old jobs, it also creates 
employment opportunities in entirely new occupations and 
industries. Consider the example of the computer itself.  
With its origins in the 18th century, the term ‘computer’ 
initially referred to an occupation; literally, one who 
computes. The coming of the electronic computer meant that 
the routine activity of carrying out repetitive calculations 
by human workers gradually was transferred to machines, 
freeing up human workers to perform less dreary and mind-
numbing tasks. Yet at the same time, the computer created 
many new occupations, such as computer programmers, 
database administrators and software engineers.

As computers have displaced secretaries, assembly-line 
workers and cashiers, a central question is to what extent 
are employment opportunities created by the digital 
revolution able to replace the jobs made redundant? 
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Historically, revolutionary technologies such as the 
automobile and the railroad have created vast employment 
opportunities. Relatively speaking, however, the technologies 
of the digital revolution have created little new work. 
A recent study found that less than 0.5% of the US 
labour force is employed in technology-driven industries 
created since the turn of the century, such as internet 
auctions, web designing and video and audio streaming.  
These industries have not created many jobs for ordinary 
workers: people working in digital industries are much better 
educated than the average population and earn more than 
twice the US median wage. Such high-skill demands make it 
unlikely that these jobs will provide the opportunities that the 
20th-century factory floors did for the many.

RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES
While the digitalisation of the economy poses a number of 
challenges, it also presents a wide range of opportunities.  
The concentration of entrepreneurial talent has been the engine 
of progress over recent decades, with Google, Facebook, 
Bloom Energy and Tesla Motors all based in Silicon Valley. 
Nevertheless, the digital revolution has reduced the cost of 
distance, easing interactions across locations. As a result, 
those in geographically distant places have unprecedented 
access to global markets and information. 

Most digital products can in principle be produced 
anywhere for a global market. Even more traditional goods 
have become increasingly mobile. Online marketplace Etsy, 
for example, allows small-scale artisans to reach customers 

all over the world through its online marketplace. For the 
geographically isolated, the internet provides unparalleled 
possibilities for self-realisation and to apply their ingenuity 
to solving problems. Thus, while location is still important, 
geography is no longer the limiting factor it used to be. 

Digital technologies offer the possibility of making education 
and training available more cheaply. Online training has grown 
exponentially, with the proliferation of Massive Open Online 
Courses (MOOCs), and many Ivy League universities provide 
free online lectures by the world’s leading instructors. In this 
digital age, a high-quality education is available to anyone 
with a computer and internet access. Though it remains to be 
seen how these training programs can be made more effective, 
policymakers would do well to support the development of 
alternative ways of retraining and educating workers.

Similar advances in finance, such as peer-to-peer lending 
and crowdfunding, mean seed funding has become more 
available to entrepreneurs. Crowdcube, for example, 
provides an alternative to banks, business angels and venture 
capitalists, by allowing start-ups to access seed funding from 
‘the crowd’. Additionally, digital innovation requires less 
capital; according to a recent survey of mobile app developers, 
the average cost of developing an app was $6,453. This makes 
becoming an entrepreneur open to more ordinary people.

Although these developments offer a wide range of 
opportunities, a number of challenges lie ahead. As the 
pace of technological progress becomes ever faster, lifelong 
careers are likely a thing of the past. Since the early 1970s, 
the average tenure of male workers has declined by 25%, 
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suggesting that while our parents had careers, in the future 
we’ll have gigs. Moreover, within five years, Millennials – the 
generation in their late teens to early 30s – will constitute half 
of the workforce; a generation steeped in digital technology, 
with demands for more flexible jobs. To accommodate a more 
flexible labour market, welfare systems must be redesigned 

to accommodate the changing norm away from full-time, 
lifelong employment. Social safety nets should encourage 
entrepreneurial risk-taking and ease shorter stints in the labour 
market, with more frequent shorter spells of unemployment. 

A more fundamental concern is the existing political, 
economic and social interests invested in maintaining the 
technological status quo. While legal and regulatory barriers 
to new technologies may protect jobs in the short term, these 
will reduce the long-term prospects for growth if they stifle 
innovation and arrest technological progress. It is time for a 
grand bargain that supports progress, while also addressing 
the related challenges through policy actions that build a more 
inclusive society.

Some 150 years ago, western societies began their economic 
transformation as millions left agriculture for a life in the 
bustling industrial centres. In the 19th century, 80% of US 
workers were employed in agriculture. Today, that number 
is less than 2%. Anyone predicting how the labour market 
would change over these 100 years would be hard pressed to 
envision the new work created. That droves of new jobs would 
be created in the industrial cities to soak up the millions who 
left the countryside would be nearly unthinkable.

Today, we stand at the brink of a similar technological 
revolution. The future of work will look very different to 
the factory floors of the 20th century. How we manage this 
transition boils down to how well we adapt and while the 
challenges today are no less daunting, history shows that 
where creativity and human ingenuity meet them, economic 
growth and wellbeing improve at an unceasing pace. 

“THE MOST 
SUCCESSFUL 

BRANDS STAND  
FOR SOMETHING”

FILLING THE GAPS
FELLOWSHIP IN ACTION

Black Country Atelier (BCA) is a team of designers, engineers 
and scientists who visit schools and colleges to share their 
passion for smart technology with students. Designer and 
founder Jing Lu started BCA after realising there was a gap 
between industry practice and what pupils were learning. 
“The students were really hungry for modern design tools like 
computer aided design and manufacture,” explained Jing.

Taught by industry specialists, students learn the practical 
application of modern design tools. “We want to develop these 
projects and lead interested students into work placements and 
real practice to stretch them,” said Jing. 

A generous grant from the Comino Foundation is supporting 
BCA’s three-year ‘Manual of Modern Making’ project. 
Dedicated to working with four RSA Academies, it aims to 
transform students’ learning of design and technology using the 
latest techniques in digital fabrication technologies. 

 Find out more at www.blackcountryatelier.com
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S
elf-employment is the economic topic du jour. Barely 
a week goes by without another news article or 
opinion piece lauding or lamenting it. The reason?  
The number of people working for themselves is 
booming. The self-employed community has grown 

by almost a third since 2000 and by more than half a million 
since the economic crash in 2008. One in seven people can now 
say they work for themselves.

Some have questioned whether this really is such a dramatic 
increase, given that the total proportion of the workforce that 
is self-employed has only grown from 13% to 15% during the 
recessionary period. But a couple of percentage points mean big 
numbers in a big economy. Indeed, since the start of this year, 
220,000 more people became self-employed; the equivalent of 
all the residents of Brighton setting up shop in the space of  
a few months.

So what is behind the rapid increase? 
The answer, of course, depends on 
who you talk to and what you read.  
For those on the left, including many in 

OUT OF OFFICE?

More and more people are working for themselves, but are 
they choosing to leap or are they being pushed?

by Benedict Dellot

BENEDICT DELLOT 
IS A SENIOR 
RESEARCHER AT 
THE RSA

the trade unions, the growth in self-employment is indicative of 
a deeper malaise in our economy, with many people forced to 
create their own jobs in the absence of conventional ones. Here, 
the talk is mostly of odd jobbers who are scratching around for 
work and yearning for more secure employment.

The reality is a little more complex, and the notion that most 
of the newly self-employed have been forced into that position 
has little grounding. A recent RSA/Populus survey found that 
only 27% of those who started up in business in the past five 
years did so to escape unemployment; a considerable minority, 
but a minority nonetheless. Likewise, there is little to back the 
claim that the ranks of the self-employed are being swelled  
by droves of low-skilled jacks-of-all-trades. The largest  
increases in self-employment have actually come from the 
professional occupations.

This is not to say that the opposite is true. Many on the right 
believe that the boom in self-employment is testament to a 
resurgent entrepreneurial spirit, and will cite success stories of 
start-ups in Silicon Roundabout as evidence. But again, 
hyperbole does not always reflect reality. The vast 
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majority of the newly self-employed run one-person businesses, 
and few will ever take on staff or become fast growing start-
ups. The RSA’s segmentation of the self-employed community 
identified six tribes, only one of which – the ‘Visionaries’ – 
exhibits significant high-growth intentions.

UNDERSTANDING THE BOOM
The growth in self-employment lies as much in structural 
changes to our economy as it does in the short-term cyclical 
fluctuations of the past few years. The number of people working 
for themselves has in fact been growing year on year since at 
least the turn of the century. One reason for this is that the 
UK economy has continued to shift away from manufacturing 
towards service industries, where small businesses and their 
owners are better able to thrive.

Another major long-term factor is the increasing 
sophistication of technologies. Simply put, the advent of the 
internet and its related platforms have sent the cost of doing 
business into freefall, in part because of the diminished need for 
bricks and mortar premises and marketing spending. Not only 
has this been beneficial for those hoping to start conventional 
businesses, it has also made it viable to run a part-time business 
in just a few hours a week. The number of people running ‘5–9’ 
ventures on top of their day jobs continues to grow, aided in 
part by sites like e-commerce website Etsy and other ‘sharing 
economy’ platforms.

Shifting demographics have also had a noticeable impact on 
the self-employment figures. There is an emerging consensus 
among commentators, for example, that our ageing population 
is one of the biggest drivers of the boom. A greater number 
of healthier retirees means more people are able and willing 
to work past the age of 65, whether it be to keep their minds 
active or to top up their pensions. The number of over-65s in 
self-employment has expanded by 140% since 2000, more than 
double the rate of growth seen in any other age group.

Furthermore, the UK is experiencing a baby boom, with the 
number of births in 2012 reaching its highest level in more 
than 40 years. One of the by-products of this is a new wave of 
parents looking for working patterns that offer them greater 
flexibility in caring for their children. Another demographic 

driver has been the sustained level of immigration into the 
country. The number of migrants entering the UK each year has 
rarely dipped below the half million mark over the past decade, 
and many of these will have started their own business upon 
arriving. Immigrants and their children are more than twice as 
likely as British-born citizens to work for themselves.

Important cultural changes in our society are having an 
impact too. The political scientist Ronald Inglehart argues there 
has been a gradual shift since the 1970s from ‘materialist’ to 
‘post-materialist’ values, where people prize autonomy and self-
expression over tangible possessions. Likewise, Moisés Naím 
has written of an ‘expectation revolution’, whereby increasing 
access to travel and communication tools has exposed people 
to new ways of living and working. This has fuelled people’s 
desires to escape the hierarchy and work for themselves.

A WELCOME TREND?
There is, then, no simple or straightforward explanation 
for the increase in self-employment – new mindsets, shifting 
demographics and changing consumer desires having all played 
a part. What is clear is that the trend is likely to stay with us 
for the foreseeable future. Indeed, based on the growth rates of 
the past few years, the RSA estimates that the number of people 
working for themselves could outgrow the size of the public 
sector workforce as early as 2018. Self-employment may soon 
become the new normal.

“STUDIES SUGGEST THE 
SELF-EMPLOYED ARE 

HAPPIER IN THEIR WORK 
AND MORE CONTENT 

OVERALL IN THEIR LIVES”
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This raises the question of whether self-employment is really 
such a good thing, and a form of work we should encourage.  
A cursory glance at the statistics suggests that going it alone 
can be financially precarious. The full-time self-employed earn 
a fifth less than their counterparts in typical employment, and 
their income has fallen by 10% in real terms since the turn of 
the century. Even accounting for misreporting and undeclared 
earnings, deciding to be your own boss is likely to leave you 
out of pocket.

This is to say nothing of the wider benefits that self-employed 
people forgo, including employer contributions to pensions, sick 
pay, training and maternity cover. According to one estimate, 
the loss of employer contributions to pensions amounts to more 
than £90,000 over the course of a lifetime. Then there is the 
important, yet often overlooked issue of isolation: working for 
yourself can mean being cut off from the wider world for days 
at a time. 

Nonetheless, studies suggest the self-employed are happier 
in their work and more content overall in their lives.  
The RSA/Populus survey found that more than 80% of people 
who work for themselves say they are more satisfied than they 
would be in a conventional job. Indeed, the government’s  
wellbeing measurements show the self-employed are the 
happiest and least anxious of all labour groups, except retirees. 
One study suggests that the number of hours worked during 
the start-up period is positively correlated with job satisfaction.

A similar paradox applies to the attitudes of the self-employed 
to job security. Interviews conducted during the RSA/Populus 
survey indicated that, contrary to what one might expect, 
many of the self-employed feel they are more secure, not less. 
While working as an employee exposes you to the whims of 
management and shareholders, it seems that the self-employed 
feel that the degree to which they are successful depends largely 
on their own actions. Moreover, one of the benefits of self-
employment is that you are likely to have multiple streams of 
income; if one dries up there may be others to tap into.

The fulfilment that self-employment can offer is of course 
partly explained by the freedom and autonomy it confers. 
Answering only to yourself, working on your own terms and 
setting your own hours are all inherently valuable traits of 
work that serve to boost wellbeing. But there are other tangible 
benefits to being self-employed, including the flexibility to 
care for your loved ones, more control over factors that affect 
your own physical and mental health and, in some cases, the 
option to live where you would like. It is not difficult to see 
how these benefits will become increasingly important as our 
society ages and chronic health conditions become more and 
more commonplace. 

Then, there is the meaning that comes from working for 
yourself to consider: running a business is a very rich human 
experience. Beyond purely making a profit and earning a living, 
the real draw of self-employment lies in the sense of purpose it 
provides, and the opportunity to leave your mark on the world. 
The very act of selling your services can be a hugely rewarding 
and validating experience.

This speaks to a simple but fundamental truth: that the path 
to happiness comes from an active life rather than a passive one, 
even if the latter may be an easier option. For many, deciding 
to go it alone is a creative compromise. They forgo material 
benefits, often work very long hours and seldom take long 
holidays. But they are willing to endure this hardship – even 
revel in it – for the sake of greater freedom and meaning, or, in 
the words of John Steinbeck, for the chance to “bite deep into 
living”. The debate about the pros and cons of self-employment 
will doubtless rumble on, but we should not forget the basic 
human urge at the heart of it. 
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JOB’S WORTH
When it comes to being happy, work is key.  
But finding fulfilment may be more within our 
control than we think

by Sonja Lyubomirsky

WELLBEING
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I
t is a well-known and oft-repeated ‘fact’ among 
psychological researchers that interpersonal 
relationships show the highest correlations with 
happiness. In other words, the most significant and 
striking attribute of a happy person is the strength of 

their friendships, familial bonds and intimate relationships. 
Thus, imagine my surprise when I discovered something quite 
different while doing a meta-analysis (a ‘study of studies’) of 
225 investigations of wellbeing. What I learned was that one 
factor actually towered over social life in its connection with 
happiness. That factor was work.

Of course, it is not just any type of work that makes 
people happy; it is rewarding and successful work.  
Indeed, fulfilling jobs, a productive worklife and a comfortable 
salary contribute to a worker’s happiness in myriad ways. 
The cross-sectional evidence, for example, demonstrates that 
people who have jobs characterised by autonomy, meaning 
and variety – and those who show superior performance, 
creativity and productivity on the job – are significantly 
happier than those who do not. Supervisors are happier than 
those lower on the totem pole, and leaders who receive high 
ratings from their customers are relatively happier as well.

The income that a job provides is also associated with 
happiness, though perhaps not as highly as many of us would 
expect. Most surveys report correlations between income and 
happiness in the range of .13 to .24 (small yet statistically 
significant), but those correlations are higher for people 
whose financial situation is dire, uncertain or fails to meet 
their basic needs. In other words, money has more of an 
impact when it keeps us from being poor.

Of course, work affords us much more than income and the 
promise of prosperity. It offers a sense of identity, structure  
to our days and significant and meaningful life goals to  
pursue. Last but not least, work supplies us with close  
colleagues, friends and even spouses or partners. The loss 
of all these things – which we may often take for granted 
– is highlighted when an individual loses his or her job. For  
example, a 15-year investigation of 
24,000 German residents revealed 
that those who became unemployed 
at some time during the study saw 
their wellbeing plummet and never 
quite recover.

However, the causal arrow between happiness and work 
can run both ways. That is, not only do productivity and 
creativity at the office make people happy, happier people 
have been found to be more productive and creative, better 
organisational citizens and less likely to suffer burn-out. 
The most persuasive data regarding the effects of happiness 
on desirable work outcomes (as opposed to vice versa) 
comes from longitudinal studies. For example, those who 
rate themselves as happy at age 18 achieve greater financial 
independence, higher occupational attainment and greater 
work autonomy by age 26. Furthermore, the happier a person 
is, the more likely she will be to secure a job offer, retain a job 
and become re-employed if she ever loses it. Finally, as one 
intriguing study has revealed, those who show more positive 
emotions on the job receive more favourable evaluations from 
their supervisors three and a half years later.

The same point about causality applies to income. Not only 
does greater wealth make people happy, happy people appear 
to be more likely to accrue greater wealth in life. Research 
has demonstrated that the happier a person is at one period 
in her life, the higher income she will earn at a later period. In 
one of my favourite investigations, researchers showed that 
those who were happy as college freshmen had higher salaries 
16 years later, when in their mid-30s.

Before we find yet another reason to be envious of very 
happy people – not only do they get to feel good, they get 
to have good jobs as well! – consider what the research 
on happiness and work suggests. It suggests that, when it 
comes to work life, we can create our own ‘upward spirals’.  
The more successful we are at our jobs and the better the work 
environment we have, the happier we will be. This increased 
happiness will foster greater success and an improved work 
environment, which will further enhance happiness, and so 
on and so on.

Many of us believe that we would be happier if we didn’t 
work, and many of us are wrong. No matter what type 
of work you do, know that it can provide a great deal of 
happiness and satisfaction, if you make it so. It is up to you 
to change how you perceive your work (for example, as a job, 
an important career or a true calling); how enthusiastically, 
creatively and productively you engage in it; and what you 
make of it. Research suggests people who are unhappy with 
their current job will likely be unhappy with their next one. 

“THE CAUSAL ARROW 
BETWEEN HAPPINESS 
AND WORK CAN RUN 

BOTH WAYS”
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T
he evidence of political disillusion is now 
commonplace. In the UK, it is most apparent 
in the small but growing support for the UK 
Independence Party (UKIP), notably in the May 
2014 European elections but also at various 

other times, including parliamentary byelections.
Indeed, the 2014 European Parliament elections generally 

showed support for such parties of protest and alienation. 
They include Le Front National in France, Beppe Grillo’s Five 
Star Movement in Italy, Geert Wilders’ Party for Freedom in 
the Netherlands and a host of others, some from a right-wing 
oppositionist position and some from the left. All are testimony 
to the force of the movement to reject the traditional parties 
of the post-1945 political settlement and the political systems 
they created. National parliamentary and local elections have 
shown the same tendency.

In the United States, the Tea Party movement expresses the 
same kind of rejection of the idea that any aspect of the state, 
or politics, can make a contribution to solving the social and 
economic problems their supporters experience.

Talented politicians have from time to time been able to 
bring this almost nihilist protest vote behind their own 
particular banner. For example, Alex Salmond boosted 
support for Scottish independence on 18 September far higher 
than the true extent of nationalist sentiment. It is part of the 
rhetoric of Marine Le Pen, to the extent that some believe that 
she really might become President of France in 2017.

The reason for the sometimes 
alarming rise of such sentiment across 
Europe and North America is pretty 
straightforward, but democratic 
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politics is not doing enough to address the problem properly. 
It is now urgent to do so.

A NEW WAY
Quite simply, the traditional democratic political parties have 
not been able to find resilient solutions to the concerns that 
millions of people have about the way their society is evolving. 
Under the pressure of accelerating change, those same people 
will look to others, using simplistic and unattainable rhetoric, 
to sort things out.

The solution is, therefore, fairly clear. The traditional 
democratic parties need to work together to ensure that 
politics fulfils its traditional function and provides the 
necessary solutions that command public confidence.

The pressure is much greater, because, in our globalised 
world, the extent of economic, industrial and social change 
is now so great, and its pace is accelerating so quickly, that 
the consequent problems that arise are actually increasingly 
difficult to solve. Just one example is the decimation of 
successful industries that employed millions of people – for 
example, coal, steel, shipbuilding and motor construction – 
yet became outdated and uncompetitive in a global economy. 
That creates a sense of displacement and a disempowering 
loss of identity that generates anger and despair. In such 
circumstances, it is tempting for elected politicians to chuck 
such issues into the ‘too-difficult’ box because they can’t find 
a way to sort them out.

This may happen for a variety of different reasons. The 
problem itself may not be clearly defined. Perhaps no 
solution can be identified that carries any degree of 
consensual support. Implementation may simply be too  
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time-consuming, too complicated and too difficult. The vested 
interests opposed to change, which always exist (though 
they sometimes sail under the flag of public interest), may be  
too strong. There may be genuine legal difficulties or 
international constraints.

And at the end of the day, the solution to every problem 
has to undergo the vicissitudes of the political process 
while jumping the hurdles of the parliamentary and media 
processes. That requires political energy and credibility from 
the government of the day and expends whatever store of 
political goodwill and ‘benefit of the doubt’ may exist.

However, the consequences of failure can be immensely 
serious. For example, the failure to tackle the ‘too difficult’ 
problem of financial regulation led directly to the disastrous 
crash of 2008.

TOO BIG TO SOLVE
Indeed, many of the problems that need to be addressed are 
long-term in nature, while the political process is of itself 
short-term. In addition, the 24/7 media cycle both calls for, 
and generates, immediate responses to the current ideas  
and challenges.

But the disastrous consequences of an inability – for 
whatever reason and however justified – to address popular 
concern are that citizens give up on traditional politicians and 
turn away from them as either hypocrites or failures. And they 
express that sentiment both by supporting populist parties and 
by loosening their often long-standing links with conventional 
democratic politics.

The list of actual policy and political problems where this 
is happening is getting longer and longer. Immigration is top 
of the list; millions of people are worried about its impact 
upon their own communities. Many people have the sense 
that immigration is uncontrolled and anarchic; that new 

immigrants do not share the same values and commitment 
to the overall society of the indigenous population; and that 
immigration has introduced unfairness into the allocation of 
jobs, housing and social services.

It is reasonable to want to understand why people are 
migrating to our communities and then changing them, and to 
have confidence that governments are controlling migration 
in an effective manner. Such concerns may sometimes not be 
based on fact, but they exist. They cannot be dismissed, as some 
mainstream politicians try to do, as symptoms of bigotry or 
harbingers of racist behaviour. Unattainable slogans, such as 
‘British jobs for British workers’ or ‘reducing net immigration 
to less than 100,000 people’, merely increase disaffection 
and make the problem worse. These popular concerns need 
truthful and justifiable answers from democratic political 
leaders who should be working together rather than engaging 
in a short-term pursuit of party advantage that just erodes 
public confidence.

Much the same is true of welfare reform. The subject 
arouses deep and understandable concerns about fairness and 
affordability. Inflammatory, sometimes untrue, accounts of 
abuse or fraud can create deep divisions. These accounts tend 
to have more traction in times of economic pressure.

The very long-term challenges of climate change and our 
ageing society, with consequential impacts on our patterns 
of living, work and income in old age, sometimes seem less 
politically immediate but are just as profound and just as 
capable of generating a lack of confidence in our governors.

And all of this creates a sense of alienation from our own 
identity: the feeling that power is distant, self-serving and 
unaccountable, and a concern that we are travelling to a place 
we are not all sure that we want to go.

In these circumstances of our rapidly changing world, 
people increasingly give their support to those political forces 
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that articulate those feelings of ‘Stop the world, I want to get 
off’ or, put more bluntly, ‘Bollocks to the lot of you’. 

So, democratic politics has to unfreeze itself, and quickly. 
The inactivity and impotence we see perpetually at Westminster 
simply showcases a desiccated political exchange that offers 
neither feasible solutions nor inspiration. US politics has 
descended into a gridlock between Congress and the president; 
government by executive order therefore dominates, meaning 
that major legislation on, for example, immigration has to 
await a more positive political climate. The presidency of 
France has become so weak that no initiative can command 
confidence for more than a few weeks.

COLLABORATE TO INNOVATE
The central idea has to be that people need to be engaged far 
more widely in the decisions and democratic processes which 
govern their lives. Democratic politics needs to be revitalised 
and unfrozen in a way that transforms the political experience 
of citizens. The responsibility for unfreezing democratic 
politics lies with the leaderships of all the democratic parties, 
not only those in government. The particular techniques and 
approaches will vary by country. Within the political culture 
of the UK, there are some approaches that might be followed.

First is agreement by the party leaders that an issue (or 
number of issues) would benefit from a non-partisan, long-
term approach. This does happen on relatively minor issues, 
for example in the cross-party support for the Millennium 
Projects and the 2012 Olympic Games. But more significant 
subjects, such as immigration, welfare reform, the ageing 
society, climate change and the funding of party politics, 
would greatly benefit from such agreement.

Second, where such subjects have been identified, a small 
group should be established to agree proposals and strategies. 
This should include authoritative representatives of the main 
political parties. Royal commissions, judicial inquiries and the 
like have often been more effective in kicking such issues into 
the long grass than in motivating serious action.

Such a group should be supported by the civil service and 
chaired by an individual with intellectual flexibility and 
the ability to secure political agreement. The group should 
engage, as appropriate, representative bodies and high-
quality expertise. It should involve the Treasury directly if, 
as in almost all cases, there are financial implications. This 
process should be public and, preferably, widely debated, but 
also brief and business-like. Even if this approach were to be 
followed in only one policy area, it would begin to change the 
culture of our politics.

The agreement by party leaders is essential since, without 
that, discussions will lack focus and short-termist thinking 
about political advantage creeps in on all sides. Media and 
popular cynicism will stem from the belief that such discussions 
are mechanisms for delay or for political advantage, rather 
than for seeking solutions. They have to be proved wrong. 
Other less important steps might help the climate for such 
an approach. For example, opposition parties could meet and 
be briefed by the civil service on a systematic basis, along the 

lines of what now happens before general elections.
Moves in this direction would mean that the adversarial 

structures of our party politics would need to shift from 
short-term point scoring and towards the true role of politics, 
exploring how solutions to our difficulties can be constructed.

All sides would gain politically from being involved in such 
a process. People want to see their political leaders trying to 
sort out the problems that we all face. They are contemptuous 
of, even if entertained by, political games, Punch and Judy 
knockabout and Just William-style partisan gang warfare.

Political conflict should try to focus on the areas of genuine 
and fundamental differences of philosophy, belief, policy 
and approach. Both government and opposition should 
consistently seek constructive discussion about the way in 
which we tackle long-term problems. For this to happen, 
Parliament itself has to elevate the role of rational debate. 
The most effective means of pushing action on these long-
term issues up the agenda is by powerful and public rational 
argument with the support and engagement of significant 
sections of public opinion.

However, despite some recent improvements, parliamentary 
practices are still stuck in the past, with little contemporary 
resonance. They tend to focus on outdated form rather than 
policy substance, and on adversarial short-term political 
competition for party advantage rather than serious 
consideration of long-term problems. Parliament should take 
steps to address these weaknesses and connect more closely to 
the electorate. 

The introduction of the alternative-vote system of electing 
MPs would reduce significantly the number of ‘safe seats’ 
whose outcome is a foregone conclusion and so reduce the 
justified perception that tens of millions of votes are irrelevant. 
We should make voting compulsory, possibly from the age 
of 16, as trialled in the Scottish referendum. Even without 
compulsion, a great deal more can be done to ensure that more 
people are on the electoral register and so entitled to vote. 
There should be far more ‘free’ votes where the party whips 
do not ‘recommend’ the correct vote. This could be done 
on a wide range of issues, including mainstream legislation, 
where the outcomes are not essential for the government. 
MPs could be encouraged to use a variety of means to test 
their constituents’ opinions before voting. Parliamentary 
select committees, perhaps including new ones for the English 
regions, could work more closely with the media to promote 
more long-term debate and hold local public services to 
greater account.

None of these is a dramatic measure, but each of them 
would push individual MPs to have more contact with 
their constituents, decrease the influence of the political 
party whips and encourage greater public engagement in  
political debates.

The answer to the increasing strength of the political  
forces of alienated populism is for all shades of  
democratic politics to see their role as a long-term provider of 
solutions, rather than a short-term scorer of political points. 
Change in that direction is now desperately needed. 
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MATTHEW TAYLOR: You’ve written a lot on work and the 
problem with people’s quality of experience. What have we 
got wrong in the way we think about and undertake it?

THEODORE ZELDIN: We have to respond to three 
revolutions that are changing the role that work plays in our 
lives. First, more and more of the work we do no longer suits 
the kind of human beings we have become. Education makes 
people more critical, curious and demanding; it encourages 
ambitions that go beyond just finding a job that pays a wage. 
It creates specialists, but then specialists realise that they are 
caught up in one of the most disabling epidemics of our time, 
which is isolation: social and cultural, as well as professional. 
Specialist jargon is incomprehensible to others. Advances in 
knowledge come from the marriages of different disciplines, 
and we have not developed methods to get them to meet. 

Second, repeated increases in the world’s population have 
resulted in new kinds of work being invented to meet the 
challenge of more people competing for insufficient jobs:  
first agriculture, then industry, then the service society and 
then the expansion of public employment; each followed a 
population explosion. Now, we have a billion young people 
coming into the world for whom there are no ready-made 
outlets, in an economy dedicated to cutting labour costs. 

Third, the unceasing search for greater efficiency has 
brought an intensification of work: relentless pressure, futile 
meetings, mindless red tape, over-complex legislation and 
less of the pleasure of a worthwhile task completed using 
all one’s skills, with achievement properly recognised. So 
I am investigating how we can revise our criteria and our 
understanding of what we should expect from work today. 

TAYLOR: I’m aware that the statistics 
about people’s experiences in work are 
quite confusing; you can get whatever 
you want to get from them. If you ask 
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about basic job satisfaction, you get quite good statistics, 
but if you ask about deeper measures such as autonomy, 
being appreciated and feeling your skills are fully used,  
then the figures are much less positive. I’m interested in why 
you think these people are giving these different answers to 
these questions.

ZELDIN: The jobs that exist today were invented to fulfil 
particular industrial and commercial purposes. Employers 
want recruits who will fit into existing organisations and 
systems, whereas the young are now being educated to 
develop and express their individual personalities and no 
longer just to obey and conform. Education is creating a new 
kind of human being, each one unique, who is encouraged to 
look upon life as an opportunity to venture beyond family or 
local traditions, to discover the world, to experience novel 
sensations and to broaden their knowledge. This clashes with 
the prospect of spending a whole existence in one place or one 
trade, performing narrowly limited tasks. Work has not yet 
been reconceived as a social and cultural activity, as having 
as its primary objective, from the individual’s viewpoint, the 
aim of enhancing intellects, imaginations and sensitivities, 
bringing strangers together and stimulating them to learn 
from one another, rather than being a system to produce 
goods and services judged in monetary and quantitative 
terms. The new generation is demanding that work should 
make them feel more alive, rather than battered, drained of 
energy and made to repeat routines that use only a fraction 
of their intelligence. Earning a living is no longer a sufficient 
ideal, because it implies that work and living are separate 
activities. You spend most of your life doing work. If work is 
not life, then what the hell is it?

TAYLOR: One of the things that has changed in the way 
people think about work is the view that any is better 
than none. And the statistics support that in terms of 
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health and, as you say, isolation. Do you think that view 
makes it more difficult for us to have this conversation about 
quality of work?

ZELDIN:  We need a new philosophy of work and of 
business. The existing one is contradictory, cobbled from 
outdated sources. Originally, work was for slaves, God’s 
punishment for sinners. The most ancient goal of labour was 
leisure, to earn enough so as to be able to stop work and do 
what one really wanted to do. This tradition has inspired the 
gradual reduction of working hours, although many people, 

whether well or badly paid, are now, in effect, part-time 
slaves. Then moralists invented the idea that working was  
a virtue because it prevented idleness, frivolity and debauchery; 
some religions added that each person was called by God to 
a particular occupation; more hedonistic societies proposed 
that excellence in a particular skill transformed work into 
pleasure and self-fulfilment, and that its routines diminished 
insecurity. However, there are too many people now who are 
not sure what their true vocation is, or how to choose one, or 
how to avoid boredom, which is one of the symptoms of the 
epidemic of isolation – exclusion from activities which others 

“IF WORK IS NOT LIFE,  
THEN WHAT THE HELL IS IT?”
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find interesting. The entertainment industry has not provided 
a lasting remedy.

Moreover, once people achieve a certain level of material 
prosperity, the excitements of competition and career 
advancement, status and power cease to be as attractive 
as deeper personal, artistic and moral satisfactions. Once 
business is seen as the buying and selling of time, of one’s own 
and other people’s, it poses the question of how one can make 
the most of it and redesign work to give one a full taste of 
life, just as people ceased to limit themselves to their ancestral 
diet and developed gastronomy, which involved discovering 
foreign foods and transforming cooking into an inventive 
art with no boundaries. There are plenty of precedents for 
the redesigning of work. The whole idea of work was turned 
upside down when huge masses of people left their fields and 
allowed themselves to be locked up in factories or offices all 
day. The introduction of regular hours, of the 9 to 5, was 
an epoch-making break from the custom of working at  
a leisurely and variable speed, interspersing it with chatting, 
playing cards, drinking and other occupations. My book,  
An Intimate History of Humanity, shows how ambitions and 
the expression of the seemingly unchangeable foundations of 
life – love, friendship, fear and many other emotions – have 
been repeatedly reinvented over the centuries.

TAYLOR: You have written eloquently and challengingly 
about gender. Are you surprised that the feminisation  
of work has not had a deeper impact on how we think about 
work? Had I said to you 50 years ago that the biggest change 
in the workforce would be its feminisation, would you not 
have suspected that change would lead to a greater emphasis 
on quality, fulfilment and relationships at work?

ZELDIN: Women decided that the way to move forward was 
in the same way as men had done; that is to say, to get power 
and to use it to improve their opportunities. But they did not 
get the results they expected. They have obtained entry into 
occupations conceived by men, but in doing so they have been 
reinforcing and legitimising the existing system. Most chose 
to adopt the same methods to win an equal place in the world 
of work as trade unions did, by collective pressure, compelling 
those in power to take notice of their abilities and dignity 
and give them more responsibilities in existing occupations.  
Only a few have devoted their efforts to inventing work that 
would suit them better.

I see private life as being the model on which we could 
re-orient our thinking about the future of work, instead of 
the military model that we have at the moment, in which 
the efficient attainment of a limited range of pre-set targets 
determines organisation and guarantees reward. Today, 
people have consistently been telling pollsters that they 
value family and friends more than anything else and that 
they would sacrifice almost anything else for them. It is in 
private life that they devote themselves most assiduously 
to understanding each other, despite their differences, 
and to creating mutual trust, appreciation, affection and 

encouragement. Private life provides us with nourishment 
as essential as food and is more basic than possessions.  
To combine private with public ambitions, we need a different 
vision of what we expect of work, and new methods to reach 
goals which have hitherto seemed unattainable.

TAYLOR: There is all sorts of evidence that workers who 
are happier, more autonomous and more trusted are less 
likely to take sick days off, are more productive and are 
easier employees in many ways. Why is it, then, that large 
organisations find it so hard to create the type of work that 
brings out the best in their employees?

ZELDIN: Employees are normally chosen more for what 
they can contribute to the organisation than to enhance 
their personal aspirations, many of which are unknown 
to the employer. Internal frictions and resentments are 
almost inevitable. Medicine today is becoming increasingly 
individualised – the same treatment is no longer 
expected to cure the same ailment in everyone – but most 
organisations are established to pursue goals and methods 
set independently of the particular individuals whom they 
employ. Our existing arrangements need to be rethought  
to suit increasingly unpredictable and diverse individuals, each 
one a unique mixture of hopes, prejudices and memories derived 
from different civilisations. Our expectations and structures 
need new intellectual foundations. Change through laws, 
decrees and institutional rules seldom has the expected results;  
and unexpected religious challenges are now introducing 
formidable complications. It makes no sense to repeatedly 
patch the system after every crisis, as though the world has 
not changed since big corporations produced their solution 
for work over a century ago.

TAYLOR: The idea of change only coming through policy, 
law, regulations and even through spending money on 
programmes is coming under assault, and this, I think, is an 
exciting moment. But when you say to politicians that their 
power may not reside in rules and budgets but in their power 
to convene, they react like bodybuilders who have been told 
they have to bulk up only using cuddly toys. They cannot 
compute that this could possibly be the case.

ZELDIN: That is true. And one might add that nations are 
now much less powerful than they were in the past. They are 
going bankrupt but imagine that they are immortal, oblivious 
of the fact that much mightier civilisations have collapsed 
and disappeared many times in the past. Authority can no 
longer take its credibility for granted. 

TAYLOR: One of the trends that we have tracked here at the 
RSA is the rapid growth in self-employment. Some of it is 
illusory, because it is involuntary self-employment – workers 
being put on to agency contracts, for example – but a lot 
of it stems from a growing desire for the flexibility 
and autonomy that it offers. Do you think this move 
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towards self-employment is a good thing? Could a world 
where many people are self-employed represent the kind of 
new approach to work that you advocate?

ZELDIN: It is interesting that the desire to be self-employed 
is higher in the US, Britain and other wealthy countries than 
it is in, say, south-east Europe. When people are emerging 
from centuries of precarious poverty, they place greater value 
on the payment of a salary at the end of each month and will 
do anything to earn that regular income. Then, of course, 
they feel that regularity chains them down too much and they 
want to escape. I have been doing some work in London, 
where I observe how it is increasingly difficult to sustain a 
small independent business providing a local service.  Rents 
are too high and price competition from multiple chains and 
the internet too severe. Immigrants in particular are helping to 
revive the traditional, more sociable idea of a small business, 
offering personal relationships to customers who often 
come in just for a chat, not necessarily to buy, in search of a 
community spirit. It is the very opposite of what supermarkets 
offer, but poor communities have little money to spend to 
keep such shops alive. Middle-class young people who try  
to earn an independent living by offering personal services  
to those who have money often have a hard time too. 

My answer is that self-employment on the margins of 
dominant big organisations is a temporary and partial 
solution. So too are legislative or financial encouragements 
to self-employment. I am investigating what each occupation, 
and each sub-profession, can do. I am inviting firms in each 
industrial and commercial sector to investigate how their 
own speciality can pioneer new practices that would be 

attractive to the next generation. In science and technology, 
it is normal for firms to devote substantial sums to research 
and development, even though only a minority of their efforts 
will be successful. Research and development is also needed 
into new kinds of interaction with workers and customers. 
I am trying to get firms to establish such experimental units 
on a small scale, side by side with their normal activities. 
We cannot invent solutions out of our heads; we have to try 
things out.

TAYLOR: I want to move on to the topic of conversation. 
What do you see as the relationship between interpersonal 
conversations and the national conversation? It feels at the 
moment that the national conversation in politics and the 
media is shriller, more negative and more polarised than ever 
before. How does that relate to the kind of conversations  
we are having in pubs, in shops, at home and in workplaces?

ZELDIN: I think the word ‘conversation’ is being misused. 
There is no genuine conversation when people speak but 
ignore or misunderstand what others say. One vote for 
every person is only a beginning, particularly when 49% 
of an electorate may not be listened to.  The great hunger 
today is to feel recognised, appreciated and understood as 
an individual, which requires intimate personal knowledge.  
I have organised face-to-face conversations in innumerable 
organisations and enterprises, bringing together people 
in pairs who know each other only superficially or not at 
all, and I am constantly astonished by how they lament the 
rarity of opportunities to discuss what matters most to them  
and value the guidelines of the ‘Menu of Conversation’, which 
prevents them lapsing into gossip or repetition of bee-in-the-
bonnet obsessions. As for pubs, a brewer’s survey revealed 
only a fifth of pub-goers had satisfying conversations there.

TAYLOR: We have a new worldview that we call the power 
to create. At its heart is the idea that we have an opportunity 
for all citizens to live lives of which they are the authors. 
That Aristotelian notion of the good life has, until recently, 
been something only the elites of society could aspire to, 
but we now can imagine a time when it is available to all. 
We are acutely aware of the barriers to this in the existing 
concentrations of power and wealth, in our institutions and 
in the continuation of elitist notions such as the idea that 
only a certain number of jobs can be creative. Do you broadly 
subscribe to the idea that we could reach a point where all 
citizens can live that kind of rich, substantive life?

ZELDIN: I don’t think that one can be the sole author  
of one’s own life; one needs the input of other people.  
It is not only poets who need a muse. We have so far  
believed there are only two choices: collective action or 
individual initiative. I have been exploring the role of the 
couple, not just those who fall in love, but also couples of the  
mind who develop the skill of drawing inspiration from 
one another, in conversation or from reading, including 

PAINTING A PORTRAIT
FELLOWSHIP IN ACTION

Could you help change the way we think about work? During 
his conversation with Matthew Taylor, Theodore Zeldin laid 
down a specific challenge for the Fellowship: “The RSA has 
people with interesting jobs in different professions and they 
are interested in how else things could be. I’d like to invite 
each to explain their aspirations in the light of what experience 
has taught them and to collaborate with the Future of Work 
programme at Oxford University to see how those aspirations 
could become reality. 

“Our project involves people creating self-portraits by talking 
to a student who will record it and submit a text. The benefit 
for students is that they visit people in a variety of occupations 
and discover what work is really like, supplementing the narrow 
focus of their academic speciality. We then invite firms to carry 
out small experiments alongside their main activity, so that 
they can say ‘Look! This is how things could be.’ The RSA 
Fellowship could be doing what Robert Owen did in New 
Lanark: trying out something different.”

 To get involved, email info@oxfordmuse.com
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from people with whom they disagree. Dividing people into  
supporters and opponents is not the only way to get nearer 
to the truth. 

TAYLOR: If you had to choose one idea of yours to put up 
in lights in Piccadilly Circus forever, which idea would it be?

ZELDIN: I would put one word in Piccadilly Circus, and  
it would be ‘think’. We have developed a great resistance  
to thinking. Thinking is a social activity; it is allowing other 
people’s ideas to come into your head, mashing them up with 
your own and therefore becoming a more sociable person. 
‘Reason’, the word that I would have put up in the 18th 

century, has discredited itself by making so many mistakes, 
and so we have replaced it with ‘feeling’; we aim to ‘feel 
good’ no matter what we think. But we have brains – that 
is what makes us uniquely human – and we are capable  
of doing amazing things with them, so I would like to restore 
thinking to its place of honour. 

Theodore Zeldin’s new book, The Hidden Pleasures  
of Life, linking the evolution of work with new perspectives 
on relationships, national and religious loyalties, gender and 
generational challenges, will be published in March 2015. 
To pre-order a signed copy of the book, email  
info@oxfordmuse.com

“WE CANNOT INVENT SOLUTIONS 
OUT OF OUR HEADS; WE HAVE  

TO TRY THINGS OUT”
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C
all waiting, endless conference calls, mandatory 
Skype meetings no matter where you are or what 
time it is, urgent weekend business trips to deal 
with what could have waited until Monday, just-
in-time everything, sleeping with the smartphone 

beside the bed, checking email at night, longer and longer 
workdays week after week, without a break. 

In ‘real’ time, everything speeds up until time itself seems 
to disappear; fast is never fast enough, it has to be done now, 
instantly. To pause, delay or stop is to miss an opportunity 
and give a competitor the edge. Speed becomes the measure 
of success: faster chips and computers, faster networks 
and transactions, faster product cycles, brains and kids.  
Faster lives. 

The cult of speed is a modern phenomenon. In his Futurist 
Manifesto, Filippo Marinetti declared: “We say that the 
world’s magnificence has been enriched by the beauty of 
speed.” A profound shift in cultural values occurred with the 
advent of modernity and modernisation: with the emergence 
of industrial capitalism, the primary values governing life 
became work, efficiency, utility, productivity and competition.  
When Frederick Winslow Taylor took his stopwatch to the 
factory floor to increase the efficiency of workers’ activities, 
he began a high-speed culture of surveillance so memorably 
depicted in Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times. Then, as 
now, efficiency was measured by the 
maximisation of rapid production 
through the programming of  
human behaviour.

With the transition from mechanical 
to electronic technologies, speed 
increased significantly. The telegraph, 
telephone and stock ticker liberated 
communication from the strictures 

SPEED TRAPS
Our modern-day obsession with speed is putting both our 
minds and the world’s resources under unparalleled pressure – 
is it too late to get off this ride? 

by Mark C Taylor
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AT COLUMBIA 
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LATEST BOOK, SPEED 
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WENT AND WHY WE 
HAVE SO LITTLE LEFT, 
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imposed by the physical means of conveyance. In previous 
energy regimes, messages could be sent no faster than people, 
horses, trains, ships, automobiles or airplanes could move. 
Immaterial words, sounds, information and images, by 
contrast, can now be transmitted across great distances at very 
high speed. During the latter half of the 19th century, railway 
and shipping companies established transportation networks 
that became the backbone of national and international 
information networks. Once the transatlantic cable (1858) 
and transcontinental railroad (1869) had been completed, the 
foundation for the physical infrastructure of today’s digital 
networks was already in place.  

Fast-forward 100 years. During the latter half of the 20th 
century, information, communications and networking 
technologies expanded rapidly and the transmission speed 
increased exponentially. But it wasn’t just data and information 
that were moving faster. Moore’s Law – according to which, 
the speed of computer chips doubles every 18 months – now 
seems to apply to life itself. The faster we go, the less time we 
seem to have. 

There is a profound irony in these developments. With the 
emergence of personal computers and other digital devices 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s, many analysts predicted 
a new age in which people would be drawn together in a 
‘global village’, where they would be freed from many of 
the burdens of work and would have ample leisure time to 
pursue their own interests. This was not merely the dream of 
misty-eyed idealists but also the prognosis of sober scientists 
and policymakers. In 1928, John Maynard Keynes delivered 
a lecture to impressionable undergraduates at the University 
of Cambridge in which he confidently predicted that: “For the 
first time since his creation, man will be faced with his real, 
his permanent problem; how to use his freedom from 
pressing economic cares, how to occupy the leisure, 
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which science and compound interest will have won for him, 
to live wisely and agreeably and well.” In 1956, Richard 
Nixon forecast a four-day work week in the near future, and 
a decade later, a Senate subcommittee heard expert testimony 
that, by 2000, Americans would be working only 14 hours  
a week.

Obviously, things have not turned out this way. The 
technologies that were supposed to liberate us now enslave 
us, and Henry Ford’s policy of eight hours’ work, eight hours’ 
leisure, eight hours’ rest seems a quaint memory of a bygone 
era. Where, once, social status was measured by how little 
a person worked, today, it is often measured by how much 
a person works. If you willingly unplug to recuperate, you 
become an expendable slacker. 

While these changes are driven by social, political, economic, 
and technological forces, they are also inseparable from a 
new form of financial capitalism that has emerged in the past 
several decades, at the heart of which lie three interrelated 
values: individualism, growth and speed.

Financiers from the Gilded Age of the late 19th century up 
until the Reagan/Thatcher and Clinton/Blair eras have been 
committed to the ideology of competitive individualism, 
which encourages competition at the expense of cooperation. 
Increasing competition is supposed to lead to greater 
economic growth. And there are three ways markets can 
expand to create this growth: spatially, through opening 
new factories and stores in new places (more than 35,000 
McDonalds in 119 countries); differentially, by creating a 
variety of products to increase consumer choice (48,000 

different items in the average American grocery store); and 
temporally, through accelerating the product churn (three-
week product cycle in Zara stores). When spatial expansion 
and differential production reach their limits, the dominant 
strategy for growth becomes increasing the speed of economic 
transactions. We have been conned into the addiction to speed 
by a financial system that creates endless desire where there is 
no need. 

The social, economic, psychological and environmental 
consequences of this are profound. The much-discussed 
wealth gap is, in fact, a speed gap; different economies operate 
at different speeds. In previous forms of capitalism, wealth 
is created by selling labour or stuff; in financial capitalism, 
wealth is created by trading signs that are financial or 
monetary signs of other signs such as options, derivatives, 
swaps, collateralised mortgage obligations and Bitcoins.  
With the advent of algorithmic trading, such virtual assets 
grow much faster than real assets. A worker can produce only 
so many motorcycles and a teacher can teach only so many 
students but, in high-speed, high-volume markets, billions of 
dollars are won or lost in nanoseconds. Wealth begets wealth 
at an unprecedented rate. No matter how many new jobs are 
created, the wealth gap created by the speed gap will never be 
closed unless there is a fundamental change in values. 

Changing demographics in the coming decades will 
compound these problems. While the financial economy grows 
at an accelerating rate, there will be increasing demands for 
human services like education and healthcare. For the past 
several decades, the best and the brightest students have 



www.thersa.org 39

headed to Wall Street rather than the classroom and, with 
a growing elderly population, the healthcare system faces 
similar problems. In both sectors, digital and networking 
technologies can help meet these demands, but cannot replace 
the vital role of human beings whose labour does not scale at 
the rate of virtual assets. Financial incentives will have to be 
increased and supplemented by greater government support.

In addition to the economic and social effects of speed, 
it is important to stress the psychological consequences.  
The stress and anxiety of managers trickles down to workers, 
and the anxiety of parents trickles down to children. As 
new technologies continue to invade our lives, the list of 
maladies attributed to their use continues to grow. Nowhere 
is this problem more evident than in what can only be 
described as an epidemic of attention-deficit-hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), especially in children and young people.  
Physicians, concerned about the inability of their patients to 
concentrate, freely prescribe Ritalin, which is speed, while 
students staying up all night to study take Ritalin to give them 
a competitive advantage. Rather than resisting these pressures, 
parents exacerbate them by programming their children for 
what they believe will be success, from pre-kindergarten. 

Finally, commitment to endless high-speed economic growth 
creates unsustainable pressure on the earth’s limited resources. 
Expanding the market by accelerating product cycles creates 
an enormous amount of waste, much of which is toxic and 
cannot be recycled. Many western countries ‘solve’ their 
e-waste problem by exporting it to China and Africa, where 
environmental restrictions are more lax and, therefore, the 
pollution is much greater. In addition, the rapidly expanding 
virtual economy requires a continuous supply of precious 
metals, sources of which are dwindling, and consumes vast 
amounts of energy, most of which not clean. To guard against 
the possibility of even an instantaneous delay, companies 
operate huge server farms, which use only a fraction of their 
capacity, to back up their systems. Since these facilities run on 
fossil fuels, this massive waste of energy is contributing to the 
acceleration of climate change at an alarming rate.

It is now necessary either to slow down or face systemic 
collapse. The values that have allowed western capitalism 
to thrive for two centuries now threaten its future: growth, 
individualism, competition, utility, efficiency, choice, 
consumption, adaptability and, above all, speed. And the 
values it has repressed now need to be cultivated: sustainability, 
community, cooperation, generosity, recollection, reflection, 
deliberation and, above all, patience. The redistribution of 
resources and wealth among nations and peoples is neither 
a free option nor a socialist dream; it is a practical necessity 
forced upon us by unavoidable parameters of constraint. 

A growing awareness of these problems has led to the 
emergence of the ‘Slow Movement’: slow food, slow cities, slow 
design, slow living. While these initiatives are encouraging, 
they operate at the local rather than the systemic level and 
they are too slow to meet the growing problems speed creates. 
Paradoxically, speed must be arrested quickly.

The most effective and efficient way to move from the 
personal to the systemic level is to encourage sustainable 
practices by adjusting the financial disincentives and incentives 
in the market. Economic disincentives include taxes on 
carbon emissions or eliminating subsidies that hide the cost of 
unsustainable practices. For example, water scarcity is one of 
the most urgent problems of the 21st century, but water is not 
priced properly in many locations, resulting in a misallocation 
of this precious resource. Taxing water use and eliminating 
subsidies that encourage sub-optimal consumption will 
encourage the most efficient use. Similarly, a carbon tax that 
requires individuals and companies to pay the government for 
the carbon emitted would provide a known price for carbon.  

Economic disincentives can also be used to slow down 
high-speed, high-volume financial markets. The institution of 
a transaction fee for every trade executed would both increase 
the cost of this practice and create an additional revenue 
stream that could be used to subsidise other programmes 
to slow growth. Economic incentives, on the other hand, 
can be used to encourage the development of sustainable 
technologies and practices. For example, the use of subsidies in 
alternative energy projects has enabled the rapid development 
of technologies that reduce the cost of generating emission-
free energy to the point where it is cost competitive with 
traditional energy sources in some markets, even without 
subsidies. Another example would be extending the policy 
of ‘cap and trade’, where emitting companies and plants are 
allocated ‘credits’ from the government that allow them to 
emit a certain amount of carbon each year. If they need to 
emit more, or have excess credits, they can trade with other 
industry participants. While some regional cap-and-trade 
systems have been launched in the US, the current economic 
and political climate is, unfortunately, not favourable to 
taxation and regulation, which makes the timely enactment of 
these measures difficult, if not impossible.

 Within the long arc of history, our obsession with speed 
is a recent development that reflects values that have become 
destructive. Complex systems are not infinitely adaptive; when 
they collapse, it happens suddenly and usually unexpectedly. 
It might still be possible to develop tactics and strategies to 
adjust interactive networks in ways that make it possible for 
them to function effectively within their unavoidable limits. 
But time is quickly running out. 

“THE VALUES THAT HAVE ALLOWED 
WESTERN CAPITALISM TO THRIVE 

NOW THREATEN ITS FUTURE”
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I
f there is one lesson the global economy has taught us 
over the past few years, it is that we cannot simply bail 
out, stimulate or print money to get out of an economic 
crisis. However, all over the world, skills transform 
lives, generate prosperity and promote social inclusion, 

and many countries have significant scope to equip more 
people with better skills to collaborate, compete and connect 
in ways that drive their economies forward. 

The central message emerging from the OECD’s new 
Survey of Adult Skills, is that what people know and what 
they do with what they know has a major impact on their 
life chances. Around the world, the median hourly wage of 
workers scoring at Level 4 or 5 in literacy – those who can 
make complex inferences and evaluate subtle truth claims or 
arguments in written texts – is more than 60% higher than for 
workers scoring at Level 1 or below (who can, at best, read 
short texts to locate a single piece of information identical to 
the information given in the question). In the UK, these effects 
are almost three times as large as the average across countries, 
signalling the strength of the UK labour market in extracting 
value from skills but also the risks of exclusion among those 
who are not prepared. Those with low literacy skills are also 
more than twice as likely to be unemployed. 

These relationships go far beyond earnings and employment.  
In all 23 countries surveyed, individuals with poorer foundation 
skills are far more likely than those with advanced literacy 
skills to report poor health, to believe they have little impact 
on political processes, and not to participate in volunteer 
activities. At the aggregate level too, the distribution of skills 
relates closely to how the benefits of 
economic growth are shared among 
individuals and social groups. 

However, the co-existence of 
unemployed graduates and employers 
who say that they cannot find people 
with the skills they need underlines 

SCHOOLED  
FOR LIFE
In an increasingly competitive global workplace, young 
people do not just need more qualifications but a truly 21st-
century education to equip them for a changing world

by Andreas Schleicher
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the idea that more education does not automatically translate 
into better economic and social outcomes. In the UK, this is 
also reflected in an above-average share of young people who 
are neither in education nor work. To succeed in converting 
education into better jobs and lives we need to better 
understand which skills drive outcomes, ensuring that the 
right skill mix is being learned, and help economies to make 
good use of them. 

It is also noteworthy how much information literacy and 
numeracy skills vary for individuals with similar qualifications, 
both within the UK and when comparing the UK with other 
countries. While the Survey of Adult Skills only assesses 
some components of the knowledge and skills certified by 
educational qualifications, proficiency in literacy, numeracy 
and problem solving represents outcomes that are expected to 
be developed through formal education. The UK ranks much 
higher internationally in the proportion of 25–34-year-olds 
with university degrees than among the literacy or numeracy 
skill in the same ages. Even more striking is that a large share 
of Japanese 25–34-year-olds who have only completed high 
school do as well as a large share of UK graduates. 

The essential starting point is to better anticipate and 
respond to the evolution of skill demand. Government and 
business need to work together to ascertain present and future 
skill demand, and use this to inform education and training. 
As economists Autor, Levy and Murnane have shown, 
there have been major shifts in the economic underpinnings 
of industrialised countries over the past decades. In many 
countries, the steepest decline in demand is no longer in the 
area of manual skills, but in routine cognitive skills. 

When we can access the world’s knowledge on the internet, 
routine skills are being outsourced and jobs are changing 
rapidly, accumulating knowledge matters less and success 
becomes more about ways of thinking that employ creativity, 
critical thinking, problem solving and judgement; about 
ways of working using collaboration; about tools for 
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working, including the capacity to recognise and exploit new 
technologies; and, lastly, about the social and emotional skills 
that help us live and work together. 

Conventionally, our approach to problems was to break 
them down into manageable bits and pieces, and then to teach 
students techniques to solve them. But today we create value 
by synthesising the disparate bits. This is about curiosity, 
open-mindedness, making connections between ideas that 
previously seemed unrelated, which requires being familiar 
with and receptive to knowledge in fields other than our own. 
If we spend our whole lives in the silo of a single discipline, we 
will not gain the imaginative skills needed to connect the dots;  
and that is where the next invention will come from. 

The world is no longer divided into specialists with deep 
skills and narrow scope, and generalists with broad scope but 
shallow skills. What counts today are versatilists; those who 
can apply depth of skill to a widening scope of situations and 
experiences, gaining new competencies, building relationships 
and assuming new roles. They are capable not only of 
constantly adapting but also of continually learning, growing 
and repositioning themselves in a fast-changing world.

Equally important, the more knowledge we can access, the 
more important it is that we have the capacity to make sense 
of this content and question or seek to improve the accepted 
knowledge and practices of the time. In the past, we could 
tell students to look at an encyclopedia when they needed 
information and they could generally rely on it to be true. 
Today, literacy is about managing non-linear information 
structures, building our own mental representation of 
information, dealing with ambiguity, interpreting and 
resolving conflicting information that we find on the web. 

Perhaps most importantly, in today’s schools, students 
typically learn individually and at the end of the school 
year, we certify their individual achievements. But the more 

interdependent the world becomes, the more we need great 
collaborators and orchestrators. Innovation today is rarely the 
product of individuals working in isolation but an outcome 
of how we mobilise, share and link knowledge. Success will 
come to those who master the new forms of collaboration. 

The OECD’s Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) is an attempt to measure schooling 
outcomes in those terms. It looks at the ability of 15-year-old 
students not just to reproduce what they have learned, but 
to extrapolate from what they know and apply it to novel 
situations. The UK is an average performer. In contrast, 
55–64-year-old Britons score much better than their peers on 
the Survey of Adult Skills. It seems young Brits are entering a 
far more demanding labour market not much better prepared 
than the generation leaving for retirement.

One area where the UK could learn from countries like 
Denmark, Germany or Switzerland is to strengthen the 
relevance of education to the world of work. The OECD’s 
Learning for Jobs analysis shows that skill development is far 
more effective if learning and work are linked. Compared to 
government-designed curricula taught exclusively in schools, 
learning in the workplace allows people to develop ‘hard’ skills 
on modern equipment, and ‘soft’ skills, such as teamwork, 
communication and negotiation. 

The experience of these countries also suggests that hands-on 
workplace training is an effective way to motivate disaffected 
youth into re-engaging with education and smoothing the 
transition to work. They succeed in reducing school dropout 
rates by offering work experience, more relevant education and 
second-chance opportunities. Employers have an important 
role in training their own staff, while trade unions in these 
countries protect the interests of workers, ensuring that those 
in work use their skills adequately and see that investments in 
training are reflected in better-quality jobs and higher salaries. 

“SUCCESS WILL COME TO THOSE WHO MASTER 
THE NEW FORMS OF COLLABORATION”
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Preparing young people for their entry into the labour 
market with upfront education and training is, of course, 
only one facet of skills development; working-age adults also 
need to develop their skills so that they can progress in their 
careers, meet the changing demands of the labour market 
and maintain skills they have already acquired. Activities 
including work-related employee training, formal education 
for adults, second-chance courses to obtain basic literacy and 
numeracy skills, language training for immigrants and labour-
market training programmes for jobseekers, are all important. 
There may be more that can be done to dismantle barriers to 
participation in continued education. 

First, making the benefits more transparent can help 
increase the motivation of users to invest in adult education 
and training. Governments can provide better information 
about the economic benefits (such as wages, employment 
and productivity) and non-economic benefits (including self-
esteem and increased social interaction) of adult learning. 

Second, less-educated individuals tend to be less aware of 
opportunities or may find the available information confusing. 
A combination of easily searchable online information and 
personal guidance to help individuals define their own training 
needs and identify the appropriate programmes is needed, as 
is information about possible funding sources. 

Third, clear certification of learning outcomes and 
recognition of non-formal learning are also incentives for 
training. Transparent standards, embedded in a framework of 
national qualifications, should be developed alongside reliable 
assessment procedures. Recognition of prior learning can also 
reduce the time needed to obtain a certain qualification and 
thus the cost of forgone earnings. 

Fourth, programmes should be relevant and flexible enough 
in content and in how they are delivered, to adapt to adults’ 
needs. A number of countries have recently introduced one-
stop-shop arrangements, with different services offered in 
the same institution. This is particularly cost-effective as 
it consolidates infrastructure and teaching personnel and 
makes continuing education and training more convenient.  
Distance learning and the open educational resources have 
significantly improved users’ ability to adapt their learning  
to their lives.

And yet, building skills is still the easier part; far tougher is 
providing opportunities for young people to use their skills. 
The Survey of Adult Skills shows that use of skills is a strong 
predictor of productivity. Employers could offer greater 
flexibility in the workplace while labour unions may need to 
reconsider their stance on rebalancing employment protection 
for workers. Enterprises need reasonably long trial periods 
to enable employers to give those without work experience 
a chance to prove themselves and gain regular employment. 
Unused human capital represents a waste of skills and of initial 
investment in them. If unused, skills are bound to atrophy 
over time and, as demands change, may become obsolete. 
Conversely, the more individuals use their skills and engage in 
demanding tasks, both at work and elsewhere, the more likely 
it is that skills decline due to ageing can be prevented.

However, even developing skills and making them available 
to the labour market will not have the desired impact on the 
economy and society if not used effectively. The OECD Skills 
Survey shows that, in countries such as the UK, the mismatch 
between skills and qualifications is a challenge mirrored in 
people’s earnings prospects and productivity. 

Successful entry into the labour market at the start of a 
career has a profound influence on later working life and the 
‘scarring effects’ of a poor start can make it difficult to catch 
up. Strong basic education, along with vocational education 
and training programmes relevant to the needs of the labour 
market help to smooth the transition from school to work; 
so do employment rules that do not penalise young people 
compared with other groups, and financial incentives that 
make it viable for employers to hire young people who require 
on-the-job training. Such policies can help to prevent skills 
mismatch and unemployment later on.

High-quality career guidance services, complemented by 
up-to-date information about labour market prospects, can  
also help young people make sound career choices. Some 
countries also have effective active labour market measures, 
such as counselling, job-search assistance and temporary 
hiring subsidies for low-skilled youth and they link income 
support for young people to their active search for work and 
their engagement in measures to improve their employability.

None of this will work unless skills become everyone’s 
business: from government, which can design financial 
incentives, and education, which can foster entrepreneurship 
and offer vocational training, to employers, who can invest 
in learning, labour unions, whose demand for investments in 
training begets better quality jobs, and individuals, who can 
take greater advantage of learning opportunities. 

BREWING UP A STORM
FELLOWSHIP IN ACTION

“What are the big problems facing the planet? How are they 
going to be solved? The answer is bound to come from the 
creativity of young people,” said Andrew Hadley, CEO of 
Momentum World, the organisation behind 2020 Education.  
A platform for schools to share best practices and inspire 
others, 2020 Education won a £7,000 RSA Catalyst grant 
in 2012, helping it attract further funding from the EU. “We 
are asking schools ‘what are you doing that is interesting and 
you’re proud of?’” said Andrew. More recently, the group 
launched Time for Tea, a project to help young people air 
the issues that matter most to them. The idea is that groups 
conceive their message and send it, along with a packet of tea, 
creatively packaged, thus encouraging the receiver to have a 
cup of tea while mulling over the message. Although it is still 
early days, the project has already drawn the involvement of 
groups as far afield as India, Kenya and Zimbabwe. 

 To get involved, visit www.momentumworld.org
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UNLEASHING  
METRO GROWTH 
Giving our cities the power to run themselves  
is the best way to boost the UK’s economy 

by Charlotte Alldritt

W
hile global competitors are free to 
invest in their major cities, UK metros 
are at the mercy of central government, 
permanently bidding for a share of 
a fixed pot of national expenditure.  

The UK has the most centralised system of public finance of 
any major OECD country; sub-national taxation accounts 
for only 1.7% of gross domestic product (GDP), compared 
with 5% in France and 16% in Sweden. 

Yet, as centres of economic activity, attracting investment, 
skills and capital inflows, the scale and connectivity of city-
regions, or ‘metros’, means that urban economies are the 
beating heart of growth. Even as fertility rates decline, cities 
are growing, fuelled by domestic and international migration. 
By 2030, urban areas are expected to house 60% of the 
world’s population and generate up to 
80% of global economic growth.   

While, increasingly, our working 
lives are lived online – whether in 

accessing emails on the move, seeking new job opportunities 
or using social media to engage with customers – 
physical connectivity in business matters more and more.  
When Google relocated its European headquarters, it 
looked to London’s concentration of art galleries, creative 
talent and design colleges, as well as the capital’s transport 
links to the Continent and the wider world.   Other places, 
including smaller cities and rural counties, make a significant 
contribution to the economy. However, in considering how 
to lift the UK’s long-term trend rate of growth, we have to 
look to our major metros first. 

Over the past 12 months, the RSA City Growth 
Commission has considered how we can capitalise on the 
power of our metros to put the economy on a more inclusive,  
sustainable footing. Over the course of our inquiry, we heard 
time and again from city leaders, business and academics 
that the UK economy is falling short of its potential because 
our cities are stifled by the centralised decision-making  
in government.

CHARLOTTE ALLDRITT 
IS SECRETARY TO THE  
RSA CITY GROWTH 
COMMISSION

CITIES
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The Commission makes a series of recommendations 
designed to nurture the positive forces of agglomeration. 
These include: improved transport connectivity within and 
between metros (for example, enabling a ‘northern Oyster 
card’ to build on the ‘One North’ proposal from five northern 
cities); giving metros powers for strategic planning (so aligning 
housing, transport and related development); better-quality 
data for more informed decision-making and evaluation; and 
stronger links between universities and their local economies, 
such as launching a scheme to encourage graduates to work 
or set up businesses in the metros where they studied.    

The Commission argues that an ambitious process of 
decentralisation and devolution to cities further empowers 
metros to respond more dynamically to the needs and 
opportunities of their economies. In particular, we argue 
that those metros with sufficiently robust governance and 
accountability mechanisms should be recognised as having 
‘devolved city status’. This would grant them the same 
consultation rights as the devolved administrations  

To compete on the global stage, the City Growth 
Commission argues, UK metros need sufficient decision-
making powers and flexibility to become more financially 
self-sufficient. We cannot continue to rely upon redistribution 
from the most productive parts of the economy – Greater 
London and the South East – to meet the rising cost of 
public services. Instead, the question is how we can empower 
our cities to grow and start to close their fiscal ‘gap’ (the 
difference between their attributable tax revenues and their 
level of public expenditure).  

Scale is an important part of the answer. UK cities need to 
be free to strengthen their networks across the breadth of their 
travel-to-work areas, integrating transport links, fostering 
innovation, tailoring skills to meet the demands of the labour 
market and building partnerships between the public, private 
and civil society sectors. We need our major cities outside the 
capital, such as Manchester, Leeds and Birmingham, to do 
what London does for the South East, attracting investment, 
creating jobs and generating growth.

URBAN AREAS ARE EXPECTED TO HOUSE 60%  
OF THE WORLD’S POPULATION AND GENERATE 

UP TO 80% OF GLOBAL ECONOMIC GROWTH   

60%

80%
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within Whitehall decision-making and UK government 
structure. It would also enable, for example, devolved status 
metros to have the freedom to align local skills provision  
with the current and future needs of the labour market; 
greater borrowing flexibility (for example, borrowing from 
sources other than the Public Works Loan Board); powers to 
raise and retain a suite of property taxes; and the freedom to 
pool or align budgets without ring-fencing.

The Commission’s recommendations are bold, and we 
propose an ambitious timetable for change.  In the wake of the 
Scottish referendum, we cannot fall back on the old ways of 
‘doing government’ from Whitehall.  Our overtly centralised 
system is not working. We need a new arrangement, with our 
cities – many of which are already leading the way – at the 
heart of sub-national devolution.  The world of work and the 
nature of global competition will continue to change.  We need 
to unleash our metros if we are to create a more prosperous 
United Kingdom that will survive another 300 years. 

 The RSA City Growth Commission reported its findings on  
22 October. Find out more at www.citygrowthcommission.com 

T
he idea of decentralisation has long been discussed 
in UK politics. Might rhetoric soon become 
reality? If the recommendations of the RSA City 
Growth Commission continue to have traction,  
it feels – to some – like it could be within reach 

for the first time.
On 22 October the Commission launched its final report at 

the RSA. Reflecting on the UK’s political economy over recent 
decades, Lord Heseltine, former deputy prime minister and 
champion of local growth, gave the opening keynote speech. 
He was followed by Jim O’Neill, chair of the Commission; Cllr 
Sir Richard Leese, chair of the LGA City Regions board; and an 
illustrious panel including Amanda Clack, senior vice president 
of the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors.   

The launch of the final report, Unleashing Metro Growth, 
marked the end of a 12-month inquiry into how we can boost 
the UK’s trend rate of growth. The Commission focused on the 
role that metros (cities and their wider commuter belts) could 
play if given greater financial freedom and responsibility to 
grow and thrive. It also set out a range of supply-side measures 
designed to improve skills, transport, digital connectivity, 
housing and planning.  

The Commission acknowledged the complexities that are 
involved in decentralising power in the UK; the onus will 
be on Whitehall departments, as well as metro leaders, to 
prevent a return to the default mode of centralisation. It called 
on Whitehall to reform its structures and practices, and for 
all metros to increase their capacity for policymaking, risk 
management and accountable governance. 

Commenting on the impact of the Commission over relatively 
few months, O’Neill said: “We didn’t expect that, significantly 
before our 12 months were over, all the major political parties 
would accept our case for bold efforts to help diverse urban areas 
boost their growth rates, including the ‘Northern Powerhouse’ 
idea and devolution of some decision-making powers to them. 
We’ve got to build on this going into the Autumn Statement and 
the general election.” The RSA will continue to increase support 
for the Commission’s recommendations across Whitehall, 
Westminster and the metros over the coming months. 

CITY GROWTH 
COMMISSION 
RECOMMENDATIONS
The final report looks set to help kickstart  
the debate on devolving power

“WE NEED TO UNLEASH  
OUR METROS”
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There are four main ways for Fellows to 
engage with the RSA: 

 1Meet other Fellows: Network 
meetings take place across the UK 

and are an excellent way to meet other 
Fellows. Check out the events taking 
place, on the website.

2 Connect online: Like the RSA on 
Facebook, or follow us on Twitter  

@thersaorg using #thersa hashtag. 
There is also a Fellows’ LinkedIn group, 
our network www.rsafellowship.com, and 
blogs at www.rsablogs.org.uk

3 Share your skills: Fellows can 
offer expertise and support to 

projects via SkillsBank using a form 
available online. 

4 Grow your idea: RSA Catalyst 
gives grants and support for 

Fellows’ new and early-stage projects 
aimed at tackling social problems. 

Explore these and further ways to get 
involved at www.thersa.org

Julian Knight is the founder 
and creative director of Creative 
Futures, a multi-arts charity that 
seeks to raise the aspirations 
and achievements of children 
and young people through 
creative arts projects. 

Robin Chu is CEO and founder 
of CoachBright, a social 
enterprise that trains university 
students and graduates to 
coach underperforming children 
from low-income families. 

Zoë Palmer is a writer, 
presenter and founder of the 
Golden Company, an award-
winning social enterprise that 
works to improve the well-being 
and employability of young 
people through the stewardship 
of nature. 

Katie Benjamin works in digital 
services for NHS England, 
focusing on the NHS Choices 
website. Previously, she worked 
with marginalised populations in 
areas such as safer sexual health 
and drug use practices.

YOUR FELLOWSHIP

Here are a few more new Fellows who are working to drive social progress:

IN BRIEF

NEW FELLOWS

Loraine Martins joined 
Network Rail in 2012 
as the company’s first 
director of diversity and 
inclusion, taking the 
lead on making both 

the organisation and the rail industry a more 
open, diverse and inclusive business. 

Loraine is also the vice chair of Trust 
for London, an independent charitable 
foundation that tackles poverty and 
inequality in the capital. “I chair one of two 
grant committees and the London Living 
Wage initiative, which we have supported to 
get traction in addressing in-work poverty,” 
she explained.

Prior to her current role, Loraine ran 
her own consultancy, offering expertise 
on strategic leadership, stakeholder 
engagement and diversity and inclusion 
for a range of global businesses, including 
Arup and BP. She also worked for the 
Olympic Delivery Authority, ensuring that 
venues were designed “with a breadth of 
different uses and people in mind”.

Passionate about improving inclusion 
and diversity at work and creating more 
opportunities for employment and skills 
development, Loraine looks forward to 
building new working relationships with  
the RSA.

“I was honoured to be nominated,” she 
said. “It was really unexpected. It’s a brilliant 
opportunity to exchange ideas, learning and 
good practice with like-minded people.”

LORAINE MARTINS MICHAEL SLAVINSKY 

“We were all frustrated 
by the same problem,” 
said Michael, teaching 
and learning director 
at the Brilliant Club, a 
non-profit organisation 

that widens access to highly selective 
universities for non-selective state school 
pupils. “We were teaching students that 
were just as bright as anyone we had been 
at university with, but the pupils weren’t 
converting that mental agility and potential 
into places at highly selective universities.”

After graduating from Oxford with a degree 
in European and Middle Eastern Languages, 
Michael went on to train with Teach First 
and then taught in Greater London for three 
years. In 2011, he left his post as head of 
languages at London Academy to join Jonny 
Sobczyk and Simon Coyle, who had founded 
the Brilliant Club that year. 

Three years on, The Brilliant Club has 
partnerships with highly selective universities 
throughout the UK and is rolling out its 
programme to reach primary and secondary 
schools across the country. Last year, it 
placed 250 PhD students in 200 schools, 
teaching undergraduate-style modules to 
5,000 students aged between 10 and 18. 

“The RSA fosters innovation, so I hope 
that we can benefit from this,” said Michael. 
“It also has a very strong education network, 
which fosters debate. I’m particularly 
interested in discussing pedagogy and the 
role of knowledge within the curriculum.”

Please send us your thoughts on the  
RSA Journal by emailing editor@rsa.org.uk 
or writing to: Editor, RSA Journal, Wardour, 
5th Floor, Drury House, 34–43 Russell Street, 
London WC2B 5HA. Or comment online at 
www.thersa.org/journal
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For more than 2,000 years, standards of living stagnated, 
caught between slight improvements in technology and the 

forces of Malthusian population increases. All this changed 
about 250 years ago, since the Industrial Revolution. Today, the 
typical person lives better than they did hundreds of years ago. 

Three explanations have been put forward for this. First 
is capital accumulation: the idea that if people save enough, 
productivity increases. Second is that we are better at managing 
resources. And third is that we have learned to do things 
better, to get more outputs from a given amount of inputs. The 
transformation to learning societies that occurred around 1800 
for western economies, and more recently for those in Asia, 
appears to have had greater impact on human wellbeing than 
improvements in allocated efficiency or resource accumulation. 

So what caused this dramatic change? The single event that 
stands out is the Scottish Enlightenment. What caused the 
Scottish Enlightenment would be the subject of its own lecture. 
But one cause is clear, and that’s education. Around 250 
years ago, the male literacy rate in Scotland was 75% and the 
cost of university education was one-tenth that of Oxbridge. 
Widespread education played a central role in the development 
of the Scottish Enlightenment. If, as I strongly believe, learning 
has given rise to these remarkable increases in standards of 
living, this has strong implications.

We learn through research, but we also learn a great deal 
in the process of production. Nobody learns about producing 
steel by reading a textbook. Knowledge about the production of 
steel resides only in the steel mill. So, the creation of a learning 
society is affected by our institutions, but markets alone will 
not do a good job of creating a learning society. There need to 
be systematic interventions by the government. 

No one really thinks that the private sector should be engaged 
in producing basic knowledge. It is produced by universities, 
by thinktanks. Was it a private pharmaceutical company that 
discovered DNA? No, it was government. Decoding the human 
genome was a public enterprise and the world was engaged in  
a global cooperative effort. But US company Myriad realised 
that if it could patent a certain gene, it could profit. It succeeded 
in getting the patents on two BRCA breast cancer genes. 

What was the potential benefit? It discovered the gene a little 
faster than the others. But what was the cost? It decided to 
exercise its monopoly power ruthlessly. When Yale discovered 
a better test for those genes, Myriad said they couldn’t use it, 
although Myriad’s was inferior. The result was that people died, 
where they’d been misdiagnosed. Finally, the Supreme Court 
said you cannot patent somebody else’s genes. Private returns 
have nothing to do with social returns. 

A patent system encourages people to take out of the patent 
pool as much as they can and to put in as little as they can but 
the most important determinant of the production of knowledge 
is prior knowledge. Reducing the size of the knowledge pool 
and access to it, reduces the flow of knowledge, the flow of 
innovation and encourages secrecy. We must think about an 
intellectual property regime that helps create a learning society. 

Finally, we have to understand the role of formal schooling 
versus lifelong learning. Today, everybody has access to 
knowledge on the internet so the real issue is not stuffing the 
brain with knowledge, but teaching people how to access it, 
evaluate it and put it into a theoretical framework they can 
understand. Fundamental changes in the labour market have 
changed the nature of education on the job. It used to be that 
people often had the same job for years. Now job turnover is 
high, employers are less willing to invest in formal education. 
There are new opportunities created by the internet but new 
challenges created by the changing labour market. 

The Enlightenment, creating a learning society and democracy 
have always been closely linked. That’s partly because science 
questions authority, and so does democracy. In the US, despite 
the fact our success has been based in technology and science, 
there is an increasingly anti-scientific mentality. Scepticism 
about global warming and evolution, a constant process of ‘re-
litigating’ the Enlightenment and decreasing budgets for science 
– these are the cause and consequence of a failure to create the 
kind of learning society needed for long-term success.  IM
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“PRIVATE RETURNS HAVE NOTHING 
TO DO WITH SOCIAL RETURNS”

REVIEW

Nobel Laureate economist Professor 
Joseph Stiglitz argues that what 
separates developed economies from 
less-developed economies is not just  
a gap in resources or output, but a gap 
in knowledge

CREATING A  
LEARNING SOCIETY
26 August 2014
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MORE FROM THE EVENTS PROGRAMME

The RSA Events programme welcomed its usual array of leading 
public thinkers and practitioners to its auditoria recently, including 
Sir Martin Davidson, CEO of the British Council, who asked 
whether creativity offers the UK a way ahead in an increasingly 
dangerous international environment; renowned psychologist and 
architect of the ‘marshmallow test’ Walter Mischel discussed 
willpower and its influence on all aspects of our society; novelist 
and philosopher Rebecca Goldstein argued that philosophy 
has a crucial role to play in our modern-day ethical dilemmas; 
health psychologist and author Vincent Deary discussed 
how habit structures our lives and explored the challenges of 
change; creativity and innovation expert Charles Leadbeater 
demonstrated what we can learn from social entrepreneurs in 
developing countries; and Jon Cruddas MP revealed how 
creativity can enable people to shape a better future for themselves 
and others.

For highlights of forthcoming events see page 9

These highlights are just a small selection of recent RSA events. 
All of these, and many more, are available as videos on our popular 
YouTube channel: www.youtube.com/user/theRSAorg

Full national and regional events listings are available at  
www.thersa.org/events

Everyone is aware that our world faces multiple crises and 
attempts to address them aren’t working. But there are two 

facts that have struck me recently. One is that the richest 300 
people in the world have more wealth than the poorest 3 billion. 
Second is that, even in the US, people are depressed about the 
future. When asked if life for our children’s generation will be 
better than it has been for us, 76% said no; only 21% agreed. 
That’s the worst result ever recorded in that poll. Einstein 
said that no problem can be solved from the same level of 
consciousness that created it. So what shift in consciousness is 
required to enable us to resolve global problems?

In my experience, true pioneers are fuelled by their vision of 
how a new world could be, and dare to take on what’s never 
been done before. Today’s pioneers are sufficiently in touch 
with the planet, with their inner voice, to know what needs 
doing and how to do it. Brilliance, charisma, eloquence – these 
are wonderful gifts that a leader can possess. But these gifts 
gain effect and coherence only when fuelled and sustained by 
inner power. In half a century of work in the world, the most 
important lesson I learned from observing people like Nelson 
Mandela and Desmond Tutu at close quarters is that inner 
work is the prerequisite for outer effectiveness.  

The quality of our awareness directly affects the quality of 
the results produced. This shift in consciousness is the diamond 
formed by honing self-awareness, practising selflessness, and 
observing and controlling the ego. This has been known by all 
the great spiritual traditions, but it needs now to be reclaimed 
for a secular world in crisis, in language that everyone can 
understand. Without leaders of this kind in every sphere and 
institution of our world, our chances of survival are grim.  

I’m certain that a different future for humanity is possible 
if humans wake up. Interestingly, this is happening now in 
the corporate world. Reflection, mindfulness and inner work 
are now seen as essential tools in many leading companies. 
But waking up means more than sitting quietly in meditation. 
It means a radical revision of values, and the young social 
entrepreneurs that I work with are at the cutting edge of this.

Last summer, I helped train a bunch from all over the world. 
Besides the technical skills they needed to research their 

Peace activist Scilla Elworthy 
discusses how shifting 
consciousness and a new set  
of 21st-century values can  
make a better world

PIONEERING  
THE POSSIBLE
9 October 2014

projects, build a website and raise start-up funds, they learned 
the inner skills that are vital in really transforming the world. 
Skills to build trust in their teams, to resolve conflict quickly 
and effectively, and speak truth to power. Self-awareness at 
this individual level can enable each person to wake up and do 
what’s needed to ensure a future for us all on the planet, and to 
change the world from the bottom up. 

It isn’t only the young. Today, there are thousands of highly 
paid professionals in their 40s and 50s quitting well-paid jobs 
to devote their skills to the good of the planet. These who are 
hunting truth, who are awake to the earth, who have woken up 
to what previous generations have done and refused to resign 
themselves to simply wait out the crisis, or relax into mindless 
consumption. They have the intelligence to see through the 
spin, to piece together a global picture of trends, and to realise 
the extent of the present crisis. And, crucially, they’ve got the 
courage to enter the darkness of what humans do, to see the 
worst results of destruction, and to stand up to put a stop to it. 
To create something alive and dynamic in its place.

If the mantra of last century was “what can I get?”, the 
mantra of this century will be “what can I give?” They’re 
willing to risk all that others would guard so jealously – career, 
fame, wealth – to try and make the world a better place. 
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I 
was recently commissioned to write a small piece entitled 
‘Decadence’ for a magazine’s Christmas issue, and my 
first thought was “lunch”. Just that. Lunch. A midday 
meal. What luxury, what heedless, sybaritic sport that 
would be!

I don’t know how this happened. I’m pretty sure we were all 
supposed to be working three hours a week on hoverboards or 
something by now. I feel robbed. Just as that other promised 
land, the paperless office, has somehow failed to materialise 
despite a proliferation of technology even better designed to 
realise that dream than the prophets foretold. So too goes the 
shorter working week.

In 1930 Keynes famously predicted that, within a hundred 
years, civilisation would have advanced so far that we would be 
able to meet all our material needs by working just 15 hours a 
week and be free to devote the rest to shits, giggles and drinking 
margaritas by the sea, mamacita.

Technology, once again, got our hopes up. It was supposed to 
free us all from the bonds of time and space. Fully functioning 
home offices, video-conferencing, the ability to write, amend 
and file documents from anywhere at any time meant seamless 
flexi-working, and job-sharing would allow us to kick the 
commute into touch, fit personal and family commitments into 
traditional business hours, bring work and life into balance and 
leave us all brimful of harmony and joy.

Those hopes have been dashed on the rocks of human 
psychology and consumer capitalism’s genius for survival (and 
the impossibility of finding a wireless home printer that works).  
Keynes’ prediction rested on the 
assumption that we would all be happy 
with one objective level of material 

wealth and comfort. In fact, what we actually like best, it seems, is to  
have a little bit more wealth and comfort than the people 
around us. So of course we can never actually reach that shining, 
sumptuously, beautifully-appointed-and-extended castle in the air.

In addition, it turns out that those physical and mental 
boundaries between home and work were quite useful. They 
stopped both employees and employers blurring the distinction 
between the two. Now that everyone is technically accessible all 
the time, guess what? Employers are accessing their workforce 
all the time. The latest research suggests that the average home 
worker ‘gives’ their employer an extra 24 days – almost five 
old-school working weeks! – a year. When your home is your 
workplace, your workplace is your home and your boss is still 
your boss, it becomes that much harder to say, “Hang on a sec, 
head honcho, Coronation Street’s about to start and I believe 
I’m off the clock.” Add to that a set of economic conditions 
that make us all increasingly fearful for our jobs and it becomes 
almost impossible not to go that extra mile and the miles and 
miles after that.

This all meshes very well with that other increasingly popular 
practice of late western capitalism, the adoption of zero-hours 
(zero sick pay, zero maternity leave, zero pension payments, 
zero protection) contracts. Once we are all working fragmented 
hours, sold to us as the luxury of a semi-bespoke arrangement 
acquiesced to by a benevolent corporation, it becomes  
easier for those corporations to argue – and easier for us to 
believe – that we have not earned the right to, well, rights, and 
a weekly income.  

The Man only used to own us from nine to five. Now he’s 
in our heads, pulling the strings all day long and making us 
grateful for it. Well played, sir! Well played. 

LUCY MANGAN 
WRITES FOR  
THE GUARDIAN IL
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Technological progress was supposed to usher in 
a life of leisure for all, but we’re working longer 
hours than ever. What went wrong?

by Lucy Mangan

LAST WORD



 
Your nominations are a great way to add the expertise 
and enthusiasm of friends and colleagues to the 
Fellowship community. You can nominate them online 
at www.theRSA.org/nominate. We will send a 
personalised invitation on your behalf and notify you 
if your nominee becomes a Fellow.

 

Do you know 
someone 
who would 
make a great 
Fellow?

Help the RSA to engage others in our work to build  
a more capable and inclusive society together.
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The RSA believes all should have the freedom and power to turn their ideas into reality. 
Through RSA Catalyst we support RSA Fellow-led ventures that aim to tackle a social 
problem in a sustainable way.  We award grants of £1,000 – £7,000, and support projects 
by helping them to crowdfund and by mobilising other Fellows, such as those in our 
RSA SkillsBank. 

To find out more and apply for support, visit:  www.thersa.org/catalyst

Have you identified an innovative solution to a social problem?
Is your idea in its early stages of development?
Do you see value in working with some of our 27,000 RSA Fellows?

Case study: Warblr
Crowdfunding target: £50,000

Florence Wilkinson FRSA wants to connect people with 
nature and gather data to aid conservation by building 
a smartphone app that people can use to recognise 
different birdsongs. 

Florence developed the idea after her business partner 
Dan Stowell studied birdsong during a PhD at Queen 
Mary University. The pair are aiming to raise £50,000 via 
a crowdfunding campaign which would allow them to 
fix bugs in the prototype and get capacity to launch 
it in Spring 2015. In their first four days crowdfunding 
they have raised £8,000 and have one month to go.

RSA Catalyst provided Florence with help to prepare 
her crowdfunding campaign through a workshop with 
Fellows with expertise in marketing to plan how to get 
the crowdfunding campaign out to a wide audience. 
In addition, we ensured Florence pitched the app to 
RSA Fellows at November's RSA Engage event.

Find out more and back the campaign via the RSA's 
crowdfunding area at bit.ly/rsacrowdfunding

Can RSA Catalyst help 
your venture crowdfund?
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Brave new work
Lynda Gratton explains how we can prepare for  

the labour market of the future

Theodore Zeldin argues for a reimagining of employment

Charles Clarke questions how we tackle the toughest policy problems

Did you know?
RSA House can host dinners, parties, meetings  
and more. Catered by Harbour & Jones,
recently awarded Event Caterer of the Year!

To book your event contact us on

020 7930 5115
or email house@rsa.org.uk
www.thersa.org/house




