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Abstract
This interpretivist paper breaks new ground by exploring how everyday actors understand
‘the economy’ as a whole, demonstrating that ethnographic methods can help reveal
understanding of complex and nebulous concepts like ‘the economy’. I conducted in depth
interviews and focus groups with residents from two contrasting districts of a city on the
south coast of England. Nearly ten years on from the crisis, there are varying patterns in
understandings of ‘the economy’. Most high income participants, regardless of their political
beliefs, understand the economy in a way that is similar to that of elite actors. They use it as
a neutral umbrella term for impersonal forces. However, lower income participants,
regardless of their political beliefs, understand the economy to be ‘rigged’ by both ‘the rich’
and economic experts acting in their interests. Participants mention the financial crisis and
the banks often, despite the fieldwork being conducted in the more proximate shadow of
the UK’s 2016 referendum on the European Union. However, a central contribution of the
paper is a plea for political economy to conduct more ethnographic fieldwork. Ethnography
reveals deeper insights, particularly of lower income groups’ beliefs, than surveys or
studying economic conditions alone. We need a greater emphasis on longitudinal studies to
track more accurately how everyday actors’ beliefs change over time.

Introduction
Rosa is in her late 40s and was brought up on the large council housing estate that surrounds the
school where she now works. She is deeply attached to it and volunteers in the local neighbourhood
centre, but, like most people her age on the estate, when she left home she could only get housing
on the outskirts of the city. As well as the school, she has also worked in factories and as a
telephonist and brought up a son, partly reliant on in work benefits. I ask her how she defines the
term ‘the economy’ and she laughs.
Economy now? Bottomless pit. Rip-off Britain. I think the economy is built on being ripped
off actually … The trickle-down effect of the economy; I’ve seen little cartoony videos of
that. I’ve said ‘oh yes, definitely get that!’ And at the start of the recession they say ‘oh we’ll
have to be in a recession because we can’t afford the national health system, but, hey, let’s
throw a few billion pounds into the stock market so the rich don’t get poorer, and we’ll just
take all the money from the poor and let them be poorer’. I do feel that has been done in
the last few years, big time.
Rosa is articulate and political. She talks fast and animatedly, expressing an underlying anger that
alternates with despair. She fears social breakdown. The other residents of the city I interview are
sometimes less confident, but many of them share her perception of ‘the economy’ as rigged, where
‘the rich write the rules’ (Mica, aged 30). They also mention the 2008 financial crisis often, despite
the fact that the fieldwork for this research started in June 2016, in the immediate aftermath of the
referendum on the European Union.
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This paper presents some of the findings from an ethnographic study of everyday actors’
understanding of ‘the economy’. My central argument is that even eight or nine years on, the 2008
crisis looms large in everyday actors’ beliefs about ‘the economy’. The story participants in this study
tell about 2008 is a remarkably similar one, whatever their political beliefs or income levels. They are
critical of the banks and governments’ treatment of the banks. However, the stories diverge when it
comes to underlying understanding of ‘the economy’. Despite reservations, higher income
participants still understand ‘the economy’ to be a neutral term for largely impersonal forces, but
lower income participants understand it to be rigged. Lower income participants distrust narratives
that put ‘the economy’ ‘beyond contestation’ (Bourdieu 2002). This holds true regardless of the
economic policies or political parties they support.
The fieldwork suggests that everyday actors do not just accept or contest elite narratives in ways
that can be deduced from survey questions or studying economic conditions. Ethnographies reveal
insights surveys cannot. However, there is no prior political ethnographic study of everyday actors’
perceptions of either the financial sector or ‘the economy’ I can compare my findings with.
Therefore the paper proposes that political economists need to conduct more ethnographic
fieldwork, to build a more accurate understanding of how everyday actors’ beliefs about ‘the
economy’ change over time.
First, I set out the epistemological and methodological approach. My perspective is interpretivist
ethnographic. Second, I present participants’ beliefs about the banks and the banking system, which
many participants relate to the 2008 crisis. Third, I present participants’ underlying interpretation of
the term ‘the economy’ and how it varies according to income. Fourth, I argue for an ethnographic
research programme in political economy.

A ‘hollow word’
Political economists have so far neglected empirical research into everyday actors’ underlying
understanding of the term ‘the economy’. What goes through everyday actors’ minds when they
hear politicians or others on the media talk about ‘the economy’? Such research might help us
understand whether and how everyday actors’ economic beliefs are changing, but it cannot be done
by survey. All the participants in this study have a clear sense of their everyday economies. However
‘the economy’ at the more abstract level is a nebulous and complex phenomenon. When I ask
participants to ‘define’ it, as a survey might, their answers are sketchy; they nearly all define ‘the
economy’ as a neutral and umbrella term for ‘things to do with money’. However, ethnographic
methods reveal there are strong variations in how participants subsequently flesh out the initial
definitions of what one participant describes as a ‘hollow word’.
Is there any existing research we can draw on? Qualitative empirical research by economists into
understanding of ‘the economy’ is of limited use. Either they base it on neoclassical precepts, as in
the case of studies of understanding of the 2008 crisis, (Leiser et al 2010, Gangl et al 2012 but see
social psychologist O’Connor 2012 for a contrast) or their focus is on how beliefs affect ‘the
economy’, not how they affect political behaviour (Verges and Bastounis 2001, Darriet and
Bourgeois-Gironde 2015, Roland Levy et al 2016). Economy.org, campaigning for pluralist economic
literacy, recently conducted a study to explore how everyday actors understood ‘the economy’
mainly using survey with some ethnographic interviewing (Norrish 2017). The New Economic
Foundation (2018) conducted ethnographic interviewing to explore how people frame ‘the
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economy’ now, in order to work out how to reframe progressive policies so they attract more
support. However, neither of those two studies focused on how or why understanding varied within
the population.
My approach is interpretivist (Bevir and Rhodes 2003, 2015, Rhodes 2017). Interpretivists believe
reality is socially constructed and that beliefs and actions are constitutive of each other, which is
what leads us to emphasise the importance of conducting empirical research into beliefs (Rhodes
2017:19). Interpretivists do not assume they can read off what people believe from studying their
demographic features or economic conditions. Beliefs are holistic, located in wider webs. Therefore,
in the cases of perceptions of the 2008 crisis, understanding of ‘the economy’ or trust in economic
expertise, it is important to explore interconnected beliefs. Actors face dilemmas, or circumstances,
which can be material or in the shape of ideas. Actors are situated in contexts, but they have agency.
They use creative reasoning to adapt beliefs in the face of dilemmas. Therefore, the Interpretivist
approach is to ask people what they believe and then attempt to interpret any patterns in beliefs.
The wealth of data that emerges is usually nuanced and messy, what Rhodes calls ‘complex
specificity in context’ (2016:211). In the case of this research, the pattern of beliefs that emerge on
banks and 2008 is remarkably similar, regardless of participants’ economic circumstances or other
beliefs such as political affiliation. However beliefs about the underlying ‘economy’ diverge between
the two districts, one high income and the other low income, to the extent that I argue economic
circumstances do shape beliefs about ‘the economy’, strikingly, whatever other political beliefs
participants hold.
Interpretivists often use ethnographic methods (Rhodes 2017: chapter 4). Ethnography can be
defined broadly as
A story about a group of people and their sociality, culture and behaviours… a narrative
based on systematically gathered and analysed data (Madden 2017: 16).
Ethnographic methods reveal meaning from the bottom up using participants own words and
therefore have the advantage that they may lead to better understanding of marginalised groups’
beliefs than surveys do. Mckenzie, working from the sociological tradition, argues in her
ethnographic study of working class leave voters’ narratives, that studies like hers are necessary
because
Elites in the political classes as well as middle class ‘cosmopolitans’ now seem to have lost
any sensible way to interpret such narratives and markers without recourse to demonizing
and sermonizing, defaulting to corrosive narratives about a ‘feckless poor’ that recalls
Victorian-era poverty discourses (2017).
Mckenzie says what emerges from working class Leave voters in her study is a ‘shared reading of
their unfair and unequal social positions’. They were ‘fundamentally dissociated’ from pro Remain
reasoning. Like Mckenzie I believe there are many different forms of reasoning. One, whether a
belief about Leaving or Remaining or about the underlying nature of ‘the economy’, is not more
legitimate than any other.
The ‘gold standard’ method for ethnography is lengthy participant observation or ‘immersion’ in the
lives of those the researcher is studying. Cramer does ethnography from an interpretivist
perspective in a three year study where she repeatedly ‘gatecrashes’ lunch and coffee clubs in rural
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Wisconsin to explore what she comes to call their political ‘rural consciousness’ (2016: chapter 2). I
chose a methodology of some participant observation in tenants meetings, community centres and
talking to people on the doorsteps of the two districts I studied. I then conducted interviews and
focus groups with an ethnographic sensibility (Pader 2006). Researching with an ethnographic
sensibility meant in practice



fieldwork in as natural a setting as possible, such as participants’ own homes,
attempting to understand the participants’ webs of belief and context by asking them to
recount their economic life histories,
 semi structured interviews in the sense that the order of questions and follow up questions
varied,
 following Agar and Macdonald’s (1995) practice of focus group after interview,
 listening with great attention to try to work out what participants were taking for granted,
 writing up detailed descriptive fieldnotes, which I subsequently used in analysis alongside
transcripts,
 and acknowledging my position as a university educated researcher from a high income
background and critically reflecting on it throughout the research process.
As Crewe says in her anthropology of the Commons, I was intent on ‘uncovering assumptions and
then finding connections and patterns’ (2015:6).
I used rigorous thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006, 2013) to analyse transcripts and fieldnotes
and discussed preliminary findings with participants in the focus groups (Tracy 2010). I attempted to
keep the work accurate, authentic in its representation of participants’ voices; in the writing up for
this paper I include many direct quotes from participants. I have aimed for comprehensiveness and
consistency in triangulating findings with other sources of evidence (Rhodes 2017: 50-51).
On the doorstep, when I asked residents if I could interview them about ‘the economy’, they often
responded that ‘the economy’ was something to dread. Some were also worried their lack of
knowledge about it would be exposed. I had to develop an approach in the interviews and focus
groups that would allow participants to talk freely about ‘the economy’ using their own terms. I
asked about economic life stories. Also, drawing on social representation theory methods, I
concretised ‘the economy’ by asking about eight components of it, one of which was banks, as well
as ‘the economy’ itself1.
I conducted the fieldwork on the south coast, in one of the poorest of England’s cities, despite its
proximity to London. Although I did not aim for an exact representation because the sample is too
small to generalise to the population, I wanted to explore whether understanding varies within the
population. I therefore chose two contrasting districts of the city. I conducted in depth interviews
and focus groups with 60 residents, from the leafy, professional and wealthy ‘Church district’, and
from the much lower income ‘Hill district’ two miles to the north. Their economic experiences
ranged from living off the state pension to living in a house worth twenty times the original sale
price. Nearly half (28) were women. I made efforts to seek out participants from the range of
1

The eight components I chose, adapted from economic psychologists Williamson and Wearing’s 1996 study,
are employment, taxation, government spending, debt, economic effects of migration, trade, inflation and
banking. Social representation theory (Moscovici 1988) suggests people understand complex or nebulous
phenomena like ‘the economy’ by anchoring it to where it connects with more familiar experiences.
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nationalities and ethnic backgrounds in the city but only two non UK citizens and six participants
from black and ethnic minority backgrounds agreed to take part, so I am reluctant to identify trends
that might relate to ethnicity or nationality; follow-up research would need to be conducted to
explore this subject further. In terms of political beliefs, I asked participants how they normally
voted in general elections. Age, occupational group and political affiliation2 of all participants are set
out in the tables below.

Ages
15
10
Ages

5
0
18-29

30-39

40-49

50-59

60-69

70-79

80-89

Occupational groups (SEC)
30
20
Occupational groups (SEC)

10
0
Occ gp A/B Occ gp C1

Occ gp C2

Occ gp D

Occ gp E

Party affiliation
25
20
15
10

Party affiliation

5
0
Non
voter

Labour

Green

Centre Lib Dem Centre
left
right

Cons

UKIP

Tables 1, 2, 3 Ages, occupational groups and party affiliation of the 60 participants

In what follows I present participants’ beliefs fully, quoting at length, showing themes though
quoting and also sometimes giving numbers of participants expressing certain patterns of beliefs.
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Non voters in the political affiliation table include non-voters, and those not eligible to vote as non UK
citizens or because, in the case of 18 year old students I interviewed, they were too young at the last election.
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‘Greedy bankers who cost people twice’
Banks were one of the eight aspects of ‘the economy’ I asked about in the course of interviews3. I
asked participants ‘what do you understand about banks or the banking system?’4 Some were
profoundly affected by the 2008 crisis and still are. Diane, in her mid 30s, is married with children.
Her husband was a painter and decorator earning high wages just before 2008 so they bought a
house. When his wages declined following the crisis they could not afford to meet the payments and
had to sell the house at a loss. Nearly ten years on, they are still in heavy debt, to the extent that
they are in a debt management plan. She works for two minimum wage jobs, cleaning and in a care
home, and hardly sees her husband because he has to do the childcare until she returns and he can
go to work. She describes her experience of 2008 as ‘a black hole’.
Younger participants under 30 remember less about the crisis. Therefore, I temporarily exclude both
younger participants’ answers and two who had to end their interviews early. Out of the remaining
46 participants, ten only commented superficially, such as about their local bank. The remaining 36
were all critical about banks in a general sense. Of those 36, 24 spontaneously raised banks’
behaviour around the time of the 2008 crash. Therefore, over half of participants over the age of 30,
when I asked what they understood about banks and the banking system, gave answers that related
to the 2008 crash. This finding is significant. It reflects a high level of awareness not manifest for any
other recent economic or political event in the interviews and focus groups (apart from the
referendum). It suggests that 2008 looms large as a historic event. It is also striking how all of those
mentioning the 2008 crisis, regardless of their incomes or political beliefs, all agreed that banks were
responsible for it or behaved badly during it. I explore the themes participants raised in greater
detail; first banks’ behaviour, then governments’ approach.
Many participants express sadness, anger or a mixture of both. As well as ‘saddened’ by 2008
(retired teacher, Joseph5), participants thought banks behaved ‘abominably’ (counsellor, Rachel) and
were ‘totally discredited’ (retired executive, Peter) by the crisis. Many participants from both
districts mention bankers’ greed. Retired GP, Jane, sums up many others’ comments:
[Banks] are run by human beings who are very fallible, who are greedy.
Rosa, (40s), who works in a school, thinks they ‘rip people off’. Shirley, retired designer, that they are
probably ‘creaming it…too wealthy for their own good’. Shelley, a carer, (50s), believes that their
‘wage increases every year’ are too high and
I just think they’re greedy. They don’t think of the poor man, someone trying to set up a
business or something like that. They don’t really help as much as they should.
Manufacturing executive Fawad says corruption in banking is ‘systematic’ and ‘they all collaborate in
it’. Gareth, (40s), argues that ‘[banks] allowed one part of the banking system to infect the other’.
3

Out of the eight aspects, participants answered more confidently about ‘banks’ than about inflation,
government spending, taxation or trade but had less to say on the subject than on employment, economic
effects of migration and debt.
4
I did not choose the term ‘financial sector’ because I wanted to keep the language and terms used as close to
ordinary talk as possible.
5
In the rest of the paper I present participants’ quotes using pseudonyms to protect anonymization, including
age and sometimes other details.

6

While some like Gareth mention the role of American institutions or the sub-prime mortgage
market, none excuse British based banks.
What do participants believe about governments’ handling of the banks and whether they have
reduced the chance of another crisis? Jane (70s) comments,
You would have thought the banks know what they’re talking about, but they didn’t. And
you still wonder whether they have learned their lesson.
Some believe there has been too much of the wrong kind of government intervention, skewed
towards big business as in the case of the bank bailout. Fawad contrasts the lack of bailout for Tata
steel with the bank bailouts. Property manager Alan is one example of a participant who not only
describes themselves as free marketer and economically liberal, in favour of free movement and
trade, but also believes that government should act to prevent abuses of the market. The post-2008
bank bailout was an unfair use of taxpayers’ money. Instead, government should have briefly
nationalised banks, imposed conditions and tighter regulation, including promoting competition and
preventing cartels. Ross, a teacher (30s), says
I guess [the 2008 crisis] is partly [the banks] fault and partly the fault of governments who
refuse to regulate them in the way that they were regulated before. There were certain
checks and balances that were put in place that were there to be a safety net and they were
breached.
Healthcare worker Gary (40s) comments:
Well basically they spend people’s money they haven’t got and then the people have to put
money back in when banks are back to normal. So it cost people twice.
Stephanie (50s), a GP, echoes the common feeling of unfairness with
And they don’t seem to have suffered from the crash…and the government seems to have
bailed them out at everybody else’s expense, with no real repercussions…[ which is] unfair.
Retired university librarian Michael (70s) says they have ‘excessive power’ and ‘permeate
government’. Carer Shelley comments; ‘bankers - they rule the country don’t they?’
Many participants, whatever their income, believe 2008 has damaged trust. Retired nuclear waste
technician and driver Elliott says
Well at one time everybody used to trust the bank until all that business a few years ago.
Harry (50s) sums up a sense that they could be relied on more in the past, when he talks about his
job auditing in the NHS;
One time we used to say in the health service… ‘we wouldn’t expect to get this amount
wrong in the banks so why would you expect it to go wrong in the health service?’ But it has
been slipping for a good 20 years now, so the whole ethos and the whole way that banking is
done isn’t as precise or as safe as I think it was at one stage.
Eight or nine years later, trust has not returned. Gary (40s) says
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That trust is going to take a long, long time to get back.
The 2008 crisis appears to have undermined faith in the economic system which has not so far
returned, a finding backed by survey evidence (Torcal 2014, Edelman Trust 2017). How might
perceptions of 2008 also have affected underlying understanding of ‘the economy’ itself’?

Impersonal forces versus rigged: understanding of the term ‘the economy’
In this section I explore the underlying understanding of the term ‘the economy’. When I ask
participants to define ‘the economy’ and ‘economic’ most of them pause. ‘The economy’ is a
‘nebulous’ concept. Economy.org asked respondents in an online poll for an open ended ‘definition’
of economy and answers were quite thin (Norrish 2017). I got similarly thin responses. Participants
find it difficult to go into any depth or be precise beyond these kinds of statements:
The economy relates to tangible wealth, money or properties or something (David, 70s,
retired medical consultant)
Finances and money (Elena 30s, carer)
As David says, ‘the word itself is rather hollow’. Therefore in this section I draw not just on how
participants defined ‘the economy’ but also what they said about the eight aspects of ‘the economy’,
their own everyday economic life stories and beliefs about sources of economic expertise. I draw on
their interviews and focus groups as a whole.
Understanding of the term ‘the economy’ diverged significantly between the two districts. I argue
that economic circumstances shape understanding of the term, regardless of political affiliation. I
outline participants in the higher income district’s understanding of the term first, before moving
onto lower income participants.
Impersonal forces

High income participants appear to be at ease with using ‘the economy’ as a term. I conduct an
Nvivo word frequency search for participants’ use of the word ‘economy’ during interviews and
focus groups. All 23 occupational A and B participants, 38% of all participants, made 115 references
to ‘the economy’ compared with the 37 C,D and E participants, 62% of the total, who make only 59
references. Participants from occupational groups A and B are therefore three times more likely to
use the term ‘economy’ than those from C1, C2, D or E. High income participants’ frequent use of the
term ‘economy’ implies they identify with it in some way. Retired university librarian Michael uses
the term ‘the economy’ in ways that mirror many other high income participants:
But I’m also very conscious that, despite my own relative preference for not living life
thinking too much about this bit of money or that, the economy is very important. It matters
a lot in our lives in all sorts of ways. Healthcare, social care and education and so on. And
therefore I understand that what happens in this country, particularly to our young people,
depends on whether we have a strong economy.
Michael appears to understand ‘the economy’ as an umbrella term for inter-connected forces or
activity which then affects resources available for social goals. High income participants often say
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they want a ‘strong’ or ‘healthy’ economy. Retired teacher Richard takes this support for ‘the
economy’ further with a sense of ‘the economy’ as national. For him ‘the economy’ is
The national state of play, largely. I think of what happened in 2008, the crash you know,
that affected everybody and everybody’s form of employment or their living was affected.
You only had to go to the bank and no, no, no, you can’t have that loan et cetera, you know.
People had to, you know, rough it a bit and they hadn’t before that. Everybody became very
aware at that stage that the national economy was terribly important.
I keep an eye on the economy; I’m interested in, as I said before, the movement. Some
industries have flourished, some have sunk without trace and it’s very sad for those
people…I’d hate to see us go down or have serious difficulties.
Many high income participants say they are interested in the economic news. Harry, in his 50s, says
‘I think it’s very interesting and I like to hear success, I want to hear success for everyone’s sake’.
While ‘the economy’ has been through hard times there is the potential of it to benefit and many
say they have benefited, particularly from rising house prices, one focus group of high income
participants over 50 agreeing their economic lives had come at a ‘golden time’.
Despite the emphasis of Richard on ‘the national economy’ many also highlight the effects of global
forces on ‘the national economy’ (Fawad, Alan, Joseph, Rachel, Michael, Peter, Paul, Helen).
What do high income participants say about their economic ideas? Their political beliefs tend to be
clustered in the centre. In a focus group, retired executive Peter articulates a sense that it is in the
British tradition to have a more welfare based capitalist system. He says
A number of American economists are famous for saying this, ‘there is only money and in
the end everything reduces to money and if you can make a profit out of it, then great’. But I
think in other societies, and I would hope that Britain’s still one of those, we have a slightly
different view, that it’s the welfare, the happiness, the standard of living, the quality-of-life
the respect for the environment, things of that kind that are also important and should also
be taken into account.
The other participants in the focus group indicated they agree with him. Throughout the research
many, including Conservatives, expressed unease that austerity has hit the poor disproportionately,
that treatment of the banks following 2008 has been perceived as unfair and that low wages
disincentivise work. Conservative voter Rachel, 50s, says the problem with the UK is that it should
behave more as if all its residents are members of a club. There is a strong undercurrent of unease
with the neoliberal direction of ‘the economy’ in recent years for two reasons. First, many recognise
the last decades have seen rising economic inequality and undermining of the welfare state. Retired
executive Peter says that the traditional British attachment to welfare has been
dismissed by economists who then have other policies which may well maximise profits or
wealth or income or benefit certain groups, but not to the benefit of the country as a whole.
Second, some argue regardless of the rising economic inequality, neoliberalism ‘has not worked’ to
deliver a strong economy. Peter also criticises it for that reason, saying:
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Those assumptions were made and policies were decided on, on the basis they were
reasonable. Did it turn out? … And if it doesn’t work then you should replace it, or move it
on or do something.
Seven high income participants express explicit support for neo-Keynesian ideas. However, most
express unease with ‘the economy’ of the past few decades without expressing a firm commitment
to alternatives. Many of the high income participants are critical of economics as a discipline. In a
focus group I ask ‘who do you think economic experts are?’ They are stumped for an answer.
Peter: in the country today?
David: I go back to what I said at the beginning that you can get two different experts with
completely opposing views and I find that very, very difficult, I really do. I just don’t
understand it…
James: …I’m struggling to think
David: who is it? Boris? (laughter)
Jane: these aren’t economists. Boris isn’t an economist. Isn’t it true that people who have
won Nobel prizes for economics say different things? You have a recession and you either
spend your way out of it or you don’t spend your way out of it. I mean common sense it’s
such a vast, vast topic…
David: it’s quite interesting; you asked that question and we are a bit dumbfounded. None of
us are saying there’s a giant of economics that we would agree ‘this is the person that we
wish would sort us out’. It isn’t there.
Peter: and yet we would have done in the past; in the 40s and 50s we would unquestionably
have said Keynes, in the 70s and 80s people probably would have said Friedman or Hayek.
Retired marine architect James, one of the most favourably disposed towards economics as a
discipline, acknowledges that there are ‘very complicated macroeconomics’ involved in trying to run
a country, but in part because of the interaction between economics and politics, ‘let’s not try and
pretend that we can solve all the problems using economics because we often get it wrong’. Many
perceive economics as a ‘pseudo-science’ rather than a pure science like medicine (retired medical
consultant David). Divisions within economics reduce how much people can depend on ‘economic
experts’. Comments on the nature of economics which affect perceptions of economic expertise
include:
Economics is very subjective; it’s not an objective science. You know you have monetarists
and you have Keynesians, it’s a matter of opinion largely. (Market researcher Milo 20s).
This is what it feels like when you read about news and politics; you just hear people’s
opinions…So it seems like you’re lost between people’s subjective [views] to actually know
the reality (Student Lachlan 20s).
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And anyway, yeah experts and experts, that’s what I mean by two people looking at the
same problem, lot of experience and they take diametrically opposing views, and they get
quite nasty in their condemnation of the other side as well (Retired teacher Richard 80s).
It depends who they are doesn’t it? One person says one thing and another person says
another (Retired teacher Alice 80s).
What confuses me is that you can hear economists who presumably are knowledgeable
having completely different opinions and that clearly is confusing for a layperson (Retired GP
Jane 70s).
You know, if you said to doctors, ‘how do you treat pneumonia?’ you wouldn’t have great
camps of people. They all know, but when it comes to the economy, you get the
traditionalists and you’ve got all these words like Keynesian (Retired medical consultant
David 70s).
The focus group leave the subject of economic expertise hanging in the air:
James: on experts, not sure. In the hard sciences in general people, including the press,
would say they trust experts. If you want to build a bridge you’d probably best go to a bridge
builder, somebody who knows something about bridges. That’s not true of economy.
Peter: (ironic). If you want to build an economy you go to an economist?
In summary, despite the often expressed unease with the direction of ‘the economy’ in past decades
and particularly since 2008, high income participants, whatever their political beliefs, still tend to
understand ‘the economy’ to be a term they are familiar with and a phenomenon they are
interested in. They use the term as a neutral umbrella for impersonal forces. They are critical of
economists for being divided. Their trust in financial expertise has been undermined by the banks.
However, they imply that the right kind of experts could play a part in improving ‘the economy’.
Rigged
When directly asked to define ‘the economy’ most low income participants6 give similar answers to
high income participants, such as Elena, that it is to do with ‘finances and money’. Such answers
imply they share high income participants’ understanding of ‘the economy’ as an umbrella term for
impersonal forces. However, whereas in the rest of their interviews and focus groups high income
participants flesh out the definition in ways that support the original perception of impersonal
forces, low income participants reveal a different understanding such as when Linda says
I think it’s about the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer (laughs). That’s how I see
the economy.

6

Four older participants define it in the more old fashioned way as to do with efficiency, eg Jean, retired
health assistant living on the state pension defines the economy as being ‘careful’: ‘You have to be careful
what you are doing you know, you must remember that you have to have the rent paid each week, my
insurance has to be paid each week you know you have to be careful what you do with money you know’.
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The first difference is that low income participants tend to see ‘the economy’ as a more constricted
‘umbrella’ in the sense that their economic lives interact with ‘the economy’ at fewer points than
those from the higher income district. Linda, who is a carer living on benefits, spells out that she has
not been on holiday abroad, cannot borrow from a bank and has no savings or mortgage. While ‘the
economy’ impacts on her family’s employment, she is less self-interested in interest rates and
exchange rates than higher income participants.
The second difference is the interpretation of ‘the economy’ or ‘economic’ as negative rather than
neutral terms. Linda interprets the eight aspects of ‘the economy’ featured on the interview prompt
cards (debt, government spending, taxation, employment, trade, migration, inflation, banks) as
negative phenomena:
What I’ve told you about banks… it’s the same as really with the debt thing, banks come in…
it’s all the same circle. All your little things you’ve got [on the cards], that is a circle and there
is a little human being in the middle of that circle and bit by bit he hits every single level of
what you’ve said. You know he goes through that in his lifetime and he experiences every
single bit, every word there [on the cards] he’ll experience, and it’s just so sad.
For Martin ‘the economy’ is a negative term because of inequality:
[The economy is] good, bad and indifferent (laughs). I think it varies. It depends how you
look at it. You look at some people and you just wonder how they survive. They are living
literally every day wondering where their next penny is coming from. And then you look at
another side of people and they haven’t got a care in the world. They probably wouldn’t
even know how much money they’ve got in the bank.
There is less reason to listen to economic news because that is also likely to be depressing. Elena,
30s, finds the economic news depressing because of how cuts may affect her:
Yeah it’s always full of dread isn’t it? ‘What are they planning now oh no, who’s it going to
hit first?’
Retired clerical worker Julie says,
I might get a morning paper once a week but I certainly wouldn’t specifically go into
anything to do with finances because I probably think they’re going to upset me.
The third difference is a greater sense of powerlessness to affect ‘the economy’. One of the focus
groups contains this exchange on how powerless participants feel in the face of economic forces:
Mica: so I don’t feel connected to it I feel like I’m a …victim of circumstances of the economy
so I feel like I just have to sit back and take it like…if taxes are being raised.
Shelley: yeah because there’s nothing we can do. We’re not powerful enough to be able to
do anything about it anyway…we’ve just got to get on with things.
Linda: accept what the rich dish out to us…If you’re just a regular person they don’t hear it
because you’re nothing to it, you’re not going to contribute or give nothing.
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In the extract above Linda says we ‘accept what the rich dish out’. In another focus group of older
low income participants Elliott and George make the same kind of comment to Beverley when she
says she wants the government spend her taxes where she wants:
Elliott: but they don’t.
George: no they don’t. They spend it where they’re looking after their rich friends.
Elliott: where it suits them, look after themselves and then you’re left with whatever is left
down the line.
Fourth, many in the low income district believe the rich write the rules in ‘the economy’. Linda says ‘I
think money talks, that’s a simple fact of life…’. Julie, retired clerical worker, says to add to her
definition of ‘the economy’, that ’the bank thing’s economic, all those years ago’. Buts she adds that
despite the ‘economic wrongdoing’ banks were not punished. A focus group of low income
participants takes it for granted that the rich write the rules:
Shelley: [the rich] are always looking at ‘right, we want to keep our riches so we will make
this rule, we’ll make that rule’.
Linda: nobody ever wants to lose their money.
Mica:… majority of [the rich] are like ‘what about my money? I inherited all my money and I
want to keep it all…’
Linda: my parents worked hard for that (laughs).
Mica: how can me and my friends keep it all?
To recap, the four differences in interpretation of ‘the economy’ between high and low income
participants are that for the latter, it is less of an umbrella term, more negative, exerts more power
over them and the rich write the rules for it. I argue a term that encapsulates these is ‘rigged’. Rosa
elaborates on ‘the economy’ as rigged against people like her. As well as believing ‘the economy’
‘rips people off’ she believes it represents itself falsely and is a ‘ruse’ because in fact the real work is
done by ‘grafters’ who do not see the benefits. She does listen to the news, but is deeply sceptical.
False economy there is a very big false economy… I think the economy is built on people
being ripped off actually I don’t think there’s real financial valuation on anything that we are
buying and selling.
Umm I would watch it [the economic news] obviously because I am interested in the pound
and how it’s depreciating and what you can’t buy with it anymore and things like that, but
not really interested in the stock markets and what’s going up and what’s going down
because again it’s like a ruse as it were. ‘Oh we’ll show you’, but actually that ain’t what it’s
really built, based on. It’s built on graft, isn’t it? Someone, somewhere, is grafting for those
peaks and it ain’t the managers.
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But I watch it because actually it’s best to know than not to know even if you don’t like what
you know, or see. I don’t really believe any of it to be perfectly honest, but you’ve got to see
it to not believe it.
Do low income participants have the same concerns as some high income participants about the
increasing lack of connection between economy and society? Low income participants may see ‘the
economy’ as negative and not benefiting them but they have less of a perception of it as
‘impersonal’ because they believe powerful people play such a significant role in manipulating it. I
counted across all of the interview and focus group transcripts of over 60 hours of talk about ‘the
economy’ for references to social groups including the terms rich, poor, better off, worse off, high
income, low income, middle class and working class. The table below illustrates that low income
participants make many more ‘personalising’ references in their talk than high income ones.7 This
finding reflects how much low income participants believe rich and powerful people play a part in
‘the economy’, reinforcing their sense of it as rigged. I suggest they therefore see ‘the economy’ as
both less neutral and ‘impersonal’ than higher income groups.
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By AB participants

60
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By CDE participants
By CDE participants
By AB participants
References to
rich, middle
class etc

References to
poor, working
class etc

Table 4 Nvivo count from all interview and focus group transcripts of references to rich, poor etc

Of the personalising terms both high and low income participants use, ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ are more
popular than others like ‘middle class’ or ‘working class’. Table 4 also shows that whenever
participants mention social groups, they mention the rich more than the poor. They see the rich as
more relevant to talk about ‘the economy’ than the poor.
In a focus group, the depth of Linda’s analysis in of different districts of the city shows how wide she
believes the gulf between rich and poor is. She describes stumbling on a very wealthy enclave in the
middle of a council estate.
Linda: do you know the strangest thing happened to me yesterday I was going to B’s house
and I got lost and I cut down this little road off the main road off Z [lower income district of
7

CDE participants do make up a larger proportion of the sample as a whole; 60%.
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the city] and it’s like, it’s like I went in through a barrier into a different world. These were
the most beautiful houses…it was mortifying, the grass was all beautiful, and every single car
was a 17 or 16 number plate. Most of them had motorhomes. I was just driving up this one
little road.
Shelley: yeah I know the road you mean, it is wonderful.
Linda: and it comes to this circle…and then the next road’s bungalows, millions of little
beautiful bungalows. Then I drove back out into reality (laughter). Yeah but they just look
different don’t they, they even smell different (laughter)…It’s just, it was sunny and that
street (laughs, puts her head in her hands), I swear to you I drove into it and there were
people doing their gardens, and I thought ‘I’ve got my heating on because I’m cold and
they’re in their gardens digging up and everything like’. And I’m like ‘why did the sun decide
to come here?...(Laughter) why is this little road, this little circle, sat in this shitty place [near
the larger council estate]? …Do these people know they live here? (Laughter) do they know
who lives across the road?’
It was just mind blowing... And I kept looking back at it thinking that’s really strange... like I’d
gone into a time machine in my car and… this is what life could have been like. This is what
you could have had, but you ain’t! ‘Get back out!’ (Laughter)
Shelley: ‘Get back to your council estate!’
Recent survey evidence supports the finding that some participants understand ‘the economy’ as
rigged. 75% believe the UK’s economic system is effective in providing opportunities for people from
wealthy backgrounds, but only 5% believe it is effective for people from poor backgrounds (Populus
2016).
Distrust
I considered high income participants’ beliefs about experts and expertise in the section on
‘impersonal forces’ above. Here I focus on low income participants’ trust in experts and expertise,
trying to give the varying contexts for their comments where relevant. I ask participants who they
believe ‘experts’ are, without being specific. Participants respond in a variety of ways, for instance
either assuming experts means politicians, or, if we have just been talking about banks, mentioning
financial experts from that sector. Some interpret the term broadly almost in the sense of elites or
‘them’.
Low income participants’ distrust of experts seems stronger than that of higher income participants’.
First, they raise the issue that experts are distant from conditions on the ground, which none of the
higher income participants do. Mica, (30s), says about economic experts ‘I feel like they grow up in
such a different world than which they’re trying to impact’. Robert, former printer and now accounts
technician (50s), describes an aspect of distance between his everyday experience and the
aggregated figures produced by economic experts. He hints at how alienated ‘average’ figures make
lower income people feel:
I don’t think [the economic experts] actually probably see things from the grassroots. They
commentate on the City’s view. And the City’s view, nine times out of ten, is not what
somebody who is at the coalface, how they see it. They don’t see it like the price of milk
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going up or the price of bread or anything like that. They just see it as, oh yeah, the average
wage in this country is £25,000. Yes maybe, but in reality in [our city] it’s not. And I think
they generalise too much.
Second, whereas some higher income participants believe bank related experts have been
discredited by the crash, neoliberal experts have been successful and economic experts are generally
divided, they do not believe experts collude with the rich as much as low income participants do.
When I ask ‘who do you think are economic experts?’ low income participants in a focus group
laugh:
Mica: an expert for what? For all, for who?
Martha: an expert for what system do you want?
Shelley: experts for the rich.
Later Mica asks, ‘who benefits from it [expertise]?’ Linda answers ‘only them’. When I ask whether
the Governor of the Bank of England is an expert, Shelley answers ‘for him and his lovely money in
his bank’. When I ask another low income focus group what they would say to economists who
argue that migration is good for ‘the economy’, they agree with Beverley that experts are backing
employers’ profiteering and casualisation of contracts:
Beverley: [The economists] say [migration is] good, because [the employers] don’t have to
pay so much.
There are echoes of the perception of experts colluding with the rich in others’ comments about
why they do not trust them:
No. They talk as if they’re only in there for themselves (retired health assistant Jean).
Probably distrustful of [experts] because again, they’re biased, they’re usually employed by
a company that needs to make money therefore they’re skewed. So I’m very sceptical about
it (retired printer Tel).
The self-interested expert ‘spinning’ is also a more dominant theme than it was in the high income
district.
Well the thing is I think people have got ways of getting information. They can put a spin on
it which sometimes makes it sound alright when it actually isn’t, or perhaps things are going
the wrong way and you don't know just how bad the thing is because they put a spin on it.
So basically I don't necessarily trust the motives of the people that are delivering the
information (Julie).
They think they are [experts]. See they’re people who… they must be brainy, mustn’t they,
to be able to flannel some people (retired driver Stephen).
Low income focus group participants believe trust in experts has declined. When I ask ‘do you think
people used to trust economic experts more?’ they say:
Linda: than they do now, yes.
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Shelley: because it comes back to, you don’t trust anyone in the government or the bankers.
Moderator: but do you think that’s got worse?
Shelley: yeah definitely…
Linda: because they don’t have real people, they do not have real people.
The distrust of expertise shown by Leave voters, disproportionately low income, is a dominant
theme in commentary on the UK’s referendum on the European Union (Runciman 2016). Many low
income participants mention ‘porkies’ in the campaign (Elena, 30s) but that includes both Leave and
Remain voters and they often blame both sides. Gary (40s) echoes frustration about over definitive
predictions:
Well they keep getting it wrong, as simple as that. So, if you keep getting it wrong, it’s not
working…The same as, anything to do with the future they predict doesn’t seem to be true.
They seem to be getting it wrong more often than they get it right. Surely you should just
say, ‘this is what’s happening now, in the future it will either go up or down’. Nobody can
judge that I don’t think. (Laughs) But they’re smarter than me, so what do I know.
Beverley articulates a distrust of the way all politicians use economic statistics in the referendum
campaign.
Yeah well I think, okay, he can give me all these figures and everything, but I don’t believe
them. I don’t believe them because I never do believe the figures. To me they sort of pick a
number out of the air and they think ‘that’s a good figure!’… They do it to scare people. You
can tell I’m an old-fashioned person.
It is not clear whether it is her distrust or antipathy to statistics that makes her, as she says, ‘an old
fashioned person’. In a different section of the study, a majority of participants, including Beverly, in
answers on employment volunteer that they have distrusted employment statistics for decades.
There may be a long standing backdrop to distrust of official statistics that came to the surface in
accusations of ‘project fear’ during the referendum campaign. During the referendum campaign,
Beverley says she made a big effort to watch the debates and listen to the politicians’ arguments,
some of which obviously drew on ‘economic experts’. But she concludes:
And after listening to them for several hours, I thought, they haven’t said anything, they
never said anything that would convince me to either stay or go. I just have to make my own
mind up what I think. Them saying this and this and this, they were both contradicting each
other, they weren’t sort of saying things that I would have thought ‘oh, you’re telling the
truth there!’ Well I didn’t think they were telling the truth anywhere so, when I hear things
like that I think pah! (sighs).
Political survey work on declining trust is well established. Norrish (2017) cites a 2017 You Gov poll
finding only 5% of participants trust politicians when they talk about their field of expertise. Torcal
(2014) finds trust declining as a result of perceived mishandling of ‘the economy’ post 2008. Findings
that low income is positively correlated with distrust are also consistent and well established. The
2017 Edelman trust barometer finds only 18% of what they call the general population but 23% of
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the informed population (high income, college educated, and/or close followers of the news) trust
the Chancellor of the Exchequer Hammond to communicate honestly. A February 2017 YouGov
survey found only 18% of those in C2, D and E households state they trust economists’ statements
compared with 30% of adults in ABC1 households (Norrish 2017). Other survey evidence finds job
insecurity (Wroe 2014) and low income (Alesina and Ferrera 2002, Li et al 2005) are negatively
correlated with trust including of financial institutions (Bennett and Kottasz 2012).
This study allows participants to say why they do not trust, to explain their reasoning against the
backdrop of their profound disillusion with ‘the economy’. It provides some contextualisation for the
surveys. From their perspective, distrust of economic expertise is understandable.
Shared underlying understanding of ‘the economy’
Economic circumstances in each district tend to produce a common understanding of the shape and
nature of the official economy, even when participants go on to express divergent beliefs about the
most appropriate policy options. I illustrate this with Martin’s beliefs. He is a lifelong Conservative
voter. As a Conservative he is opposed to what he sees as excessive taxation for people on his kind
of low wage in a security firm. He believes the NHS is ‘a bottomless pit’ and that Labour is too
‘frivolous’ about public spending and government debt. However, despite his support for
Conservative economic policies, he shares much with other more left-wing low income participants
about how he understands the underlying nature of the official economy. He believes his own
everyday economy has not been rewarded for the effort he puts in
It’s always been about hard work. It’s go out and earn your money but then it’s whether
you’ve got the money to spend at the end of it.
He distrusts economic experts and politicians, arguing that ‘the economy’ is ‘extremely manipulated,
by politicians’. He expresses anger at how rigged the system has been post- 2008 saying
There’s a great saying in a recession the rich get richer which definitely happens, you see it
all the time, people are scrimping and saving, scraping to buy anything and you’ve got
people buying supercars …It’s an upside down pyramid in wealth. The top 1% have got
pretty much the whole wealth certainly if you look across the world the top 5% own 90% of
the wealth. How can that be justified?
Similarly one of the low income district’s other Conservatives, Beverley, shows her support for a
Conservative perspective on social class when she says all those who ‘work’ are working class
regardless of their income. She supports low tax and benefit policies. However, Beverley still shares
with other low income participants deep distrust of political and economic elites and makes
statements like ‘I never do believe the figures’ and ‘I don’t like listening to the news at all because I
think, oh no, it’s so depressing’. In the same way, left wing Church district participant Peter still
shares an underlying understanding of ‘the economy’ as of impersonal forces with more right wing
Church district participants.
The insight that people from similar economic backgrounds share an underlying understanding of
‘the economy’ despite supporting different economic policies is an important one. It is often
overlooked in surveys which ask participants to select which left right policy options they support
without exploring their underlying understanding of ‘the economy’ itself.
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Ethnographic research programme
The paper shows some participants listen to elite narratives less than we might expect. Political
economic work which assumes that all everyday actors do is to either accept or contest elite
narratives may miss the nuances in how everyday actors’ beliefs about nebulous phenomena such as
‘the economy’ change. Surveys that study individual level characteristics such as correlating income
and trust do not give the whole picture about why people distrust.
This study was limited to one city on the South coast. A geographic contrast, such as in Mckenzie’s
(2017) comparison of working class Leave voters in both Nottingham and the East End of London,
would add insights.
I conducted the fieldwork in 2016-2017 during one of the most dramatic years of British political
history. I noticed that as events happened they were at the foreground of people’s minds to give as
examples and this emphasises the historical contingency of ethnographic study. I suspect some kind
of shift in beliefs about ‘the economy’ might be happening but it is frustrating that there is no
previous ethnographic study to compare my findings with. I hope future ethnographers will be able
to use this study as a benchmark to track changes over time. There is a need for more political
ethnographies on understanding of ‘the economy’ that explore different regions and times.
Furthermore, is the finding in this study that economic circumstances shape underlying
understanding of ‘the economy’ even though people sharing that understanding go on to support
different policies and parties significant? More ethnographic studies exploring the link between
underlying understanding and political behaviour would shed light on this.

Conclusion
This study shows memories of 2008, nearly a decade on, still loom large. Many participants of all
income levels remember the banks’ role and their critical perceptions of the financial sector do not
appear to be moderating as time passes. The banks may have lost trust long term. Governments are
perceived as not having punished or regulated banks enough. This has led to resentment of a double
standard and further undermined trust in expertise.
How is understanding of the term ‘the economy’ changing? Is there a backlash against decades of
‘the economy’ being put ‘beyond contestation’? In the absence of previous ethnographic studies it is
hard to judge. However, this study provides a sense of how participants in this historic context
understand ‘the economy’ and suggests it is varied. There does seem to be unease among higher
income participants about the disconnection between ‘the economy’ and society. Some older
participants react to the crisis and continuing slow recovery by pondering whether a return either to
neo-Keynesianism or economic policy rooted in promoting social goals like equality is either possible
or desirable. However, if they are high income they still appear more likely to perceive ‘the
economy’ as a set of impersonal forces with the potential for positive benefit. They believe in the
possibility that the right kind of experts might help governments manage the aspects of it that they
can in a more effective way.
However, for lower income participants the very concept of ‘the economy’ as a set of impersonal
forces that is ‘beyond contestation’ may be in question because of the great extent to which the rich
have written and broken the rules.
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