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The market doesn’t care
Mary Corcoran a and Kevin Albertson b

aSchool of Social Sciences, University of Keele, UK; bManchester Metropolitan University Business School, UK

IMPACT
This article theorizes some consequences of skewing relational (care) labour into more transactional
forms of marketized public service areas; with particular reference to contracted criminal justice
services in England and Wales. The authors attribute this to an interplay of the incentives of the
corporate sector and those of governments which form a collective ‘artificial intelligence’
promoting marketization. This creates unintended consequences. Whereas corporate incentive
structures minimize transaction costs and optimize profit, recent UK governments have
incentivized economic productivity over socially beneficial indicators in public services. The article
finds that narrowly transactional calculations of value in the commissioning of care services may
produce short-term fiscal incentives for commissioners (usually the state) and corporate suppliers
and ‘care resellers’, but generate longer-term supply-side problems. The article concludes by
signposting how more pluralistic forms of collaboration among government, commerce and third
sectors can be differently—and more socially—conceived. There are lessons to be learned in the
article for all capitalist economies.

ABSTRACT
Governments marketize the delivery of care supposedly for reasons of economic efficiency or
innovation. The authors theorize that marketization is, in fact, motivated by government incentives
which increase transactional activity, creating the illusion of (economic) growth. This occurs at the
cost of devaluing relational aspects of social care, with consequences for workers and users. The
voluntary sector is especially construed as a domain where social productivity is supposedly reliant
on strong relational values, and distanced from primarily transactional, profit-pursuant activity.
Marketization of this sector presents a clear example of depreciating relational values relative to
transactional economic activity.
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Introduction

This article identifies the jeopardies that can arise as a
consequence of skewing relational (care) labour into more
transactional forms. We examine the primacy of
transactional calculations of value in the contracting and
commissioning of these services to highlight how narrow
economic valuations may produce short-term fiscal
incentives for commissioners (usually the state) and
corporate suppliers and ‘care resellers’, but generate longer-
term supply-side problems. In turn, this is linked to
criticisms that excessive emphasis on narrow performance
metrics and ‘payment-by-results’ regimes devalues the
status of much relational labour and diminishes monetary
compensation for the full—social—value of caring service.

There are lessons to be learned here for all capitalist
economies—notwithstanding the focus of this article is on
the UK. In particular, we illustrate our theorization referring to
the time period which saw the expanded integration of
voluntary sector productivity in offender management in
England and Wales. The national offender management
model, adopted in 2005, opened up swathes of probation and
resettlement contracting opportunities to the voluntary sector
until the failed privatization of offender probation (the
Transforming Rehabilitation programme: 2014–2020; see
Maguire & Raynor, 2006) dashed confidence in that strategy.
While reorganizing to meet the demand for contracting out
extended opportunities to provide care and support services

—such as housing, community supervision, substance misuse
programmes, education, advisory and health services—the
voluntary sector experienced an intensification of competitive
and output-oriented service models in order to function
within mixed-market service economies. We argue this
furthered shifts from relationally-oriented to transactionally-
oriented service delivery—undermining innovation and
efficiency in the sector and accentuating the appropriation of
value from these services by subtracting emotion work as a
monetizable element of care work. Transactional costs are
factored into market-based paradigms, but associated social
costs and benefits are not fully accounted for in such models.

Defining penal ‘care’

It is necessary to clarify the meanings surrounding care in a
penal context, as these are often understood as binary
values—especially where they are positioned as adversarial
concepts (for example: either protection or restraint;
attention or supervision; rehabilitation or punishment). In
practice, it is a domain assumption that ‘caring’ segues with
sanctioning powers and obligatory compliance—a
phenomenon known as the ‘penal-welfare matrix’. For
example, prison authorities have statutory duties not only
to incarcerate individuals, but to keep them in ‘safe and
secure custody’ and to ‘rehabilitate’ them—implying legal
duties of care (HM Government, 1999). Police, prison and
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probation officers structure aspects of their occupational
identities around their caring roles and the burdens of
emotional labour (Crawley, 2013). In other correctional
settings, such as probationary, community supervision or
treatment services, criminal justice mandates are implicated
in programmes to different degrees of gravity. For example,
individuals may attend addiction treatment or domestic
violence perpetration programmes as an element of their
sentence. Non-attendance or non-co-operation are
potentially sanctionable as a breach of sentence. Providers
(often third sector or for-profit) are usually contractually
obliged to monitor and report on clients’ progress (Maguire
et al., 2019). Treatment and offender management practices
rationalize that involuntariness and precautionary sanctions
are necessary to secure client engagement for their own
good, thereby facilitating tacit cultures of ‘coerced care’
(Seddon, 2007).

However, it does not necessarily follow that services are
mere vehicles through which penal logics suppress
alternative models of caring. Rather, care and control cannot
be easily disaggregated, and therefore links between these
objectives are complex, taking sometimes subtle forms, and,
crucially, are managed or brokered by staff working directly
with service users. Faced with the contradictions of
situational decision-making, workers exercise discretion in
regulating or sometimes counteracting rules or conditions
that they may judge to be unsuitable for their service users
(Lipsky, 1980). Staff may therefore broker the rules through
perceived expressions of care by resisting, ameliorating or
unwittingly aggravating conditions (Corcoran & Fox, 2013).
As we discuss below, conflicts can arise when relationships
are perceived by staff to be undermined in rationalized,
transactional working environments.

Theorizing the incentive to marketize

In the following section, we theorize the continuing drive to
marketize ever more aspects of economies of care, despite
continuing problems with that approach. Historically, this
commenced with the transference of care from the ‘private’
relational domain (represented by family, religious groups,
charities, volunteer groups) to the public/corporate
economic (transactional) domain (Hall, 1992). The
momentum of marketization gathered pace as charities and
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) increasingly
received government funding to provide public services
under privatization programmes (Salamon, 2015). In this
context, marketization involves the accentuated
commoditization of care.

The actors in the economy

The increasing reliance on market forces to, in effect, deliver
government policy has been much noted in the
criminological and social sciences literature (see, for
example, Albertson et al., 2020 and references therein).
Often such marketization has been justified as promoting
efficiency (usually economic efficiency) based on sound
evidence. However, if we consider the privatization of
probation in England as an example, it has been informed
rather less by ‘evidence-informed practice’ and rather more
by ‘policy-based evidence’ (Senior, 2016, p. 423; and cf.
Weiss, 1979 with respect to the use of evidence in social

policy in general). This debate is clearly ongoing: as
highlighted by Stafford et al. (2023).

This begs the question: On what basis are these policy
decisions made? In the following, we seek to theorize this
question. In light of the tendency for policy to skew
evidence, we consider government’s stated and revealed
preferences to induce a theory which explains the
adherence of public policy to marketized principles.

It has been argued, (Lincoln, 1854, p. 221) that ‘The
legitimate object of government, is to do for a community
of people, whatever they need to have done, but can not
do, at all, or can not, so well do, for themselves in their
separate, and individual capacities’. It would appear that
one of the many things that communities of people cannot
do on their own is spontaneously to form mutually
beneficial societies. As Hobbes (1651, chap. XIII) would have
it, without overarching co-ordination, government and a
social contract to promote human commonwealth, people’s
lives would be ‘solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short’.
Hobbes envisaged such a government, commonwealth or
state as an automaton (ibid., introduction); what we might
nowadays term a collective intelligence or artificial
intelligence: AI. The frontispiece of Hobbes’ book makes
this clear with the ruler, ‘Leviathan’, shown being made up
corporally by the individuals who both obey, comprise and
motivate it.

This observation has further been developed by
economists in their models describing decision-making in
the various sectors of an economy: individuals; households;
firms; and government (cf. Zsolnai, 2018, p. 151). These are
modelled as autonomous decision-making agents. It is
reasonable to regard individuals as examples of
intelligence; households, firms and governments are
analysed as forms of collective intelligence or AI. Such
analyses are not limited to economics; we may note
modern corporate law in the USA which definitions
corporations as ‘artificial persons’ (Cornell Law School,
2023). Thus households, firms and governments can be
modelled through the consideration of their motives as if
they were but a single ‘artificial’ intelligence.

Persons, artificial or otherwise, have their own incentives
and will develop algorithms designed to achieve these. Any
analysis of the interplay between the corporate and
government sector must therefore be clear as to what is
the incentive structure of each. We examine each of these
below.

The incentive structure of the corporate sector

In The Theory of the Firm, Holmstrom and Tirole (1989) argue
(p. 63) firms (economic corporations) may be modelled as a
single entity representing ‘a complex joint decision process
within a network of agency relationships’ designed to
‘minimize transaction costs’. That is to say, inter-personal
relationships are subordinated to the process of increasing
returns from economic transactions; such transactions
arising from production and sale of goods and services.
Below, we consider firstly the mechanisms of production
and the likely algorithms developed to promote corporate
goals in this aspect of the economy. We go on from there
to consider the sale of such output.

As noted by Albertson and Whittle (2022) the prime inputs
of economic production are not, as some would have it,
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Labour and Capital (Robinson, 1953) but, rather, Resources,
Knowledge and Energy: RKE. Without these three inputs no
economic production is possible. Humans contribute to
production, of course: but their input may be classified as
one, other or both in the provision of energy or knowledge.

It follows that those in a position to enclose and
commodify these prime inputs: resources; knowledge; and/
or energy—in general owners of land or intellectual
property—are in a privileged position. Without these,
production is not possible. Thus, those with the power to
deny the right to use the means of production are in a
position to charge a ‘fee for access’ (Albertson & Whittle,
op. cit.). Albertson and Whittle, however, do not consider
that the value of production is realized through sale of
output. Building on their argument, it follows that those
who determine who may (or may not) be allowed access to
markets can similarly charge for access to the means to
trade. Corporate intelligence is incentivized both to
produce and sell—and achieving sales revenue requires
access to markets.

As a result of possession by some (and hence
dispossession of others) of the means of production, or the
right to trade in transactional markets, there is the potential
wealth may accrue, not to those who create it, but to those
who control access to the energy, resources and markets on
which production and trade depend. Those who may
charge a fee for access are in a position to accumulate what
economists term ‘unearned income’, or ‘economic rent’ or a
‘toll’. This problem of such unearned incomes is well known
in economics and dates back to Smith, Ricardo and Mill (see
Sayer, 2018 and references therein). In general, the greater
the proportion of national income which accrues to those
who those who may charge economic rent, the less
efficient the economy becomes. This is because resources
will be directed towards appropriating income and wealth,
rather than creating social value (ibid.).

Following Holmstrom and Tirole (1989), it seems reasonable
to assume that corporate actors will seek to reduce the cost of
transactions, insofar as their expenditure in concerned. We
would therefore expect to see many of the costs of
production, for example, declining public resources, pollution,
congestion, the impact of work on health and safety etc. to
be pushed out of transactional markets and remain
unaccounted for. As such, costs may not adequately be
accounted for—this will lead to social inefficiency.

In sum, firms operating in transactional markets will seek
to have as much value created in the market as possible, as
it leads to opportunities for value appropriation and
increasing incomes; with as great a proportion of costs as
possible falling outside of the market. In practice the
corporate sector is motivated to privatize social production,
but to socialize private costs, so as to increase profits.

The incentive structure of government

If we may accept that governance of the state is likewise
carried out by AI, it seems important to consider:

. What is its incentive structure.

. What is it programmed to deliver.

. What are the prospects for perverse incentives to create an
existential crisis?

Some political scientists have postulated that the incentive
of government is the self-perpetuation of governing
functions (Foucault, 2009; Poulantzas, 1994). However,
politicians beg to differ. The incentive structure of the state,
insofar as the leaders of the UK’s main political parties are
concerned, is that it should promote ‘growth, growth,
growth’ (BBC, 2022a, 2022b). Growth, in this context, is
both implicitly and explicitly economic growth; generally
defined as increasing national income—or real income (that
is to say with the impact of price inflation taken out).
National income, GDP, is variously defined. In the UK it is
(supposedly equivalently) defined (ONS, 2016) as (i) the
total value of UK output, (ii) the total income generated by
such output and (iii) the total expenditures on all finished
goods and services produced within the economy. In short,
GDP measures the sum of money changing hands in the UK
economy, and the machine of government is incentivized
to ensure more of it changes hands every year.

It is by no means clear that increasing the amount of
money which changes hands annually in the UK is strongly
linked to human wellbeing (this is critiqued in a humorous
vein in Adams, 1979, p. 1). Apart from anything else, such a
measure of wellbeing ignores the distributional impact of
financial transactions—that is to say, who benefits, and who
does not from increasing national expenditure.

Further, given that increasing expenditure creates ‘growth’
under this definition, government will be motivated to
promote policy which will encourage the transformation of
relational interactions (for example parents looking after
their own children) into the transactional realm. As we have
discussed above when theorizing the motivation of the
corporate sector, it is not clear that creating transactional
markets for such services will necessarily lead to their
efficient production, nor contribute to the social good
insofar as they may crowd out relational incentives.

As a result of policy based on perverse incentives, the
promotion of increasing national spending as a proxy for
human wellbeing may distort the economy away from
human flourishing (Fioramonti, 2017). Those who
developed growth as a measure were well aware of this at
the time, and the debate over what ought to be excluded
from GDP is well documented by Fioramonti (ibid.). For
example, the economist Simon Kuznets wanted to exclude
from GDP expenditure on: harmful activities; advertizing;
illegal activities; financial speculation; elite housing; and the
costs which arise from earning a living (for example
commuting to and from work) amongst other dis-services
(ibid., pp. 93, 94). Sadly, all such dis-services are included in
current GDP statistics: In short, these dis-services are all
(wrongly) counted as supporting human flourishing in a
growth-incentivized paradigm.

One may well wonder why governments are so fixated on
economic growth, even at the expense of well-being (Trebeck
& Williams, 2019). It is not as if other options are lacking,
ranging from: promoting ‘genuine progress’ (Kubiszewski
et al., 2013); degrowth (Hickel, 2020, 2021; for example
Kallis, 2011); a-growth (for example Van den Bergh, 2011);
and doughnut economics (Raworth, 2012, 2017, 2023). As
Kennedy (1968) points out, National Income ‘measures
everything in short, except that which makes life
worthwhile’. As a means to plan national expenditure
during wartime, GDP was invaluable—whether its pursuit is
appropriate in peacetime is another matter. However, as
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noted above, based on stated and revealed preferences, the
delivery of economic growth is the apparent goal of
governments—particularly in post-industrialized economies.
Whether this is in response to the preferences of the voting
public, we discuss briefly in our penultimate section below.

It seems reasonable to analyse the working of national
government as we would the impact of an AI which has
been given the task of maximizing financialized
transactions in the economy—purportedly to attain social
good—irrespective of the elementary contentions in this
justification. It follows that the formalization,
commoditization and sale of increasing proportions of
citizens’ activities will be encouraged over informal or
relational interactions. Indeed, there has been a marked
expansion of civic activity and volunteerism absorbed into
formal provision of social welfare in several capitalist
countries (Muehlebach, 2012; Putnam, 2000). As such, the
triumph of the GDP approach to broader domains of caring
labour may be seen in that we commonly refer, not to a
commonwealth, but to an ‘economy’ when referring to the
national provision of goods and services.

Implications of the model in the delivery of care

History indicates that governments on their own are
insufficient to produce community. Indeed, civic society
emerged to fulfil those roles in which the state was less
efficient or failing to act (Habermas, 1991). The voluntary
sector, in particular, is construed as a domain whose social
productivity is supposedly reliant on strong relational
values, and ideologically distanced from primarily
transactional, profit-pursuant activity (Hall, 1992).

From the above discussion, it is clear governments are
motivated to implement policy which will push as much
productive activity as possible into transactional markets.
Similarly profit-motivated corporate entities have incentives
to increase market transactions, insofar as their receipts are
concerned. The corporate sector will, however, be
motivated to transfer their costs outside of markets,
resulting in social inefficiency.

We may further note that transactional markets
themselves have been posited to be a form of intelligence
—co-ordinating economic activity through a so-called
‘invisible hand’ (Smith [1759] in Friedman, 1962, p. 112).
However, purely transactional markets may well be
relatively inefficient compared to markets complemented
with relational production—not least because there are so
many opportunities for inefficiency resulting from rent-
extraction in economic marketplaces.

This may explain why the relational value of ‘care work’ is
persistently under-estimated–despite being an essential
characteristic of the services economy: both the state and
corporate sector privilege transactional interactions because
of their underlying incentive structures. Specifically,
although care activities are indispensable features in many
areas of human service, in a market context they will be
susceptible to being inappropriately measured and
inadequately compensated so as to reduce the
transactional cost of delivery. This issue reprises long-
standing debates about methods of extracting surplus
labour value through deskilling, the reduction of labour
value by simplifying skilled processes and subdividing tasks,
and the separation of ‘care’ from paid ‘work’ which fulfils a

(frequently gendered) hierarchy of skilled and deskilled
labour (Newman, 2013).

Feminist theory offers a rich critical lens for understanding
how and why the reproduction of emotional labour is bound
to extractive labour value. Hochschild observed this link in
her classic study of the commoditization of what she calls
‘emotion work’ which is bought and sold as a feature of
modern care and service industries: ‘There are jobs…with
relatively low financial rewards and little authority, which
nonetheless require a high degree of emotion and display
management…Deep acting is more likely to be
experienced as part of the job’ (Hochschild, 1979, p. 570).

From this literature, we understand that emotions are
transactable parts of relational labour, but are also
expropriated because emotion-work is discounted as not
being ‘real’ skilled labour. Moreover, far from being
extraneous to the delivery of contract services, the
emphasis on being the ‘caring sector’ is framed by
voluntary sector contractors as their unique ‘selling point’,
the loss of which may jeopardize their distinctive edge over
commercial or statutory competitors.

This suggests that the relational and transactional,
properly theorized, are not in a binary conflict, but are in
complex and mutually sustained relationships. However,
profit extraction in care work is derived from the conversion
of relational activities into transactional values, thus
underlining the importance of commoditization of human
service or care industries.

An illustration from criminal justice markets

Although relationships between the penal charitable sector
and statutory agencies have received scholarly attention
recently, this discussion does not focus on the debate
about the autonomy of charity staff per se (Tomczak &
Quinn, 2021). Here, our object is, rather, to illustrate how
the automation of care in penal sectors may be attributed
to the impact of New Public Management, including the
sweeping and undiscriminating use of performance-related
and audit metrics which create incentive structures
whereby providers are rewarded for accomplishing
measurable tasks, but in the process reduced efforts
devoted to unmeasured tasks (Newman, 2000; Power,
1997). These techniques may have been introduced to elicit
better governance, but in effect produce ‘unintended but
predictable negative consequences’ such as privileging
transactional over relational outcomes (Muller, 2018,
p. 169). We demonstrate the claim by reference to three
critical interfaces where interactions between state agencies
and charities have accordingly been subject to artificial
structures.

Artificial contract markets

From its Fabian roots to the welfare state and beyond, policy
thinkers framed the charity sector in the UK as a vital
institution in building the post-war resettlement. The
general pattern of semi-autonomous alignment between
charities and public services was brought up to date in the
1996 Deakin Report which formulated state–voluntary
sector relationships in terms of ‘partnerships’ and the need
for ‘compacts’ and formal understandings between them
(Deakin & Kershaw, 1996). Tony Blair’s ‘Third Way’ offered a
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new direction for state–voluntary sector relationships around
key policy agendas, which emphasised wider roles for
charities and business in public service delivery as part of
its programme for functional and fiscal reforms. From this
period, political agendas for reforming the delivery of
policing, probation, court services, prisons, and community-
based programmes, moved towards a mixed economy or
‘mixed market’ partnership approach.

In policy terms, the growth of penal markets (services and
programmes appertaining to private actors—both
commercial and voluntary sector) has since been seen as a
political solution to ‘wicked’ problems, i.e. deeply-ingrained
social problems with complex causes that require
protracted policy effort. In crime control, these include the
management of high and persistent levels of offending and
recidivism (reoffending), a concern with value for money
and reducing the fiscal cost of criminal justice interventions,
the desire to make public services more economically
efficient and to ensure that providers (business, public
sector and third sector) produce plausible evidence of the
effectiveness of their interventions.

It will be noted that these concerns, though legitimate, all
prioritize transactional over collaborative relations. UK
charities, following local government, schools, health
services, probation and prisons for example, are becoming
caught up in an artificial culture of competitive tendering—
with its pretence of level playing-fields among competing
agencies—even in services which are not likely to deliver
profits. Realistically, these are not ‘true’ markets, where
supply and demand interact to incentivize transactions, but
quasi-markets (Bartlett, 1995) where services remain
substantially under public control and ownership, and
where certain functions are put to market via public sub-
contracting.

The market, crucially, needs to be co-ordinated, even
before one factors in the complexity of imprisonment or
probation as practices; let alone the logistics of co-
ordination with allied social and policy agencies and
resources. Private sector companies are argued to be more
effective entities for increasing the coverage of public
services, but their performance depends on the competitive
pressures of the market or quasi-market. They will only
perform at their peak of social efficiency when there is a
financial incentive to do so. This is the implication of
utilizing markets to address social problems (as we have
noted above). Problems which are inherently social will not
optimally be addressed only through transactional terms.
Moreover, several contenders need to be contracted to
perform similar tasks if competitive pressure is to be kept
up. This, in turn introduces a source of friction into the
operation of probation, offender resettlement, housing or
relevant fields.

Several examples of serious contract failure or provider
withdrawal exposed government’s ‘symbiotic
overdependency’ on corporate oligopolies (Corcoran, 2011,
2014). Under the 2014–2020 Transforming Rehabilitation
reforms to the probation services, a radical and artificial
pyramid subcontracting model was used. Contracts were
awarded to prime contractors or ‘community rehabilitation
companies’ comprising large corporates and charities. These
subcontracted operational work to other businesses and
charities. Once the contracts were awarded, competition
was almost non-existent. Co-ordinating the different

agencies was difficult and the community rehabilitation
companies often did not know who operated in their area
of responsibility. Long-standing pre-existing partnerships
and supply chains were disrupted by vertical contract
command structures and by competitiveness (Corcoran
et al., 2018).

Fictional accountability measures based on output
metrics of limited scope

A misguided tenet of the transactional approach is that
markets are ‘just’ because they are morally neutral, that is,
they rely on the use of impersonal measures (output, cost/
benefit indices) to produce purely rational decisions which
are not swayed by bias or favouritism. This claim is
supported by reference to the superior objectivity of, often
quantitative, measures which reduce complex processes to
a simpler, ‘value-free’ calculus of outputs, and outcomes.

Yet, as Frankfurt (2005, p. 20) reminds us, for a
craftsperson, it is ‘each minute and unseen part’ which
attests to the quality of the work. It is not clear how
financial performance metrics will motivate the production
of the ‘unseen’, and hence unrecorded, elements of quality.
Frankfurt posits that without such attention to quality,
production is not finely crafted or meticulous, it is shoddy
and, Frankfurt suggests (op. cit., p.21), an example of
‘bullshit’. Before we go on, it is worth unpacking this claim.

It might be supposed that payment-by-results regimes
and new managerialist practices—with their emphasis on
auditing outputs and outcomes—would successfully
capture and reward hitherto ‘invisible’ labour, for example
caring. However, success in contract delivery is often
measured by standardized, quantified performance metrics:
and such metrics can reward only that which is observed.
Ultimately, these metrics play a significant ideological
function by providing a reference point against which
monetizable activities can be measured.

Although the adoption of output metrics does not arise
necessarily from fraud or deception, (cf. Frankfurt, 2005,
p. 33) the artificial selectivity of data promotes ‘workplace
bullshit’ inasmuch as they disregard the relationship
between actual events and desired outcomes. In this sense,
metrics ‘are not concerned with the truth, inaccuracy, or
falseness of their message, but only in its efficaciousness in
promoting the desired agenda’ (McCarthy et al., 2020,
p. 256). Information may not be intentionally falsified but,
rather, is inserted into systems in such a way as to conform
with the direction in which reporting systems are designed
to hold, assess and communicate ‘data’ (du Gay, 2000).

There is a paradox that, even under managerialist audit
cultures, charities’ standing as the ‘caring sector’ continues
to be ‘sold’ (or, rather, advertized) as a unique selling point
of the third sector, even while this attribute, ‘care’, is placed
further beyond the scope of monetizable worth in the
contract economy. This exemplifies the contemporary
extractive economy within which the voluntary sector
currently operates. Compelling workers—through payments
metrics—to focus their efforts on a narrow range of
activities and relationships with clients weakens relational
and interpersonal bonds and degrades the experience of
work (Sennett, 2012, pp. 148–178). The idea of relational
work as something other than a commodity is central to
the voluntary sector’s self-conception of its contribution
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and methods, which are presented in terms of ‘gift
relationships’. It is usual that workers attribute significant
value to these transactions, regarding the gift relationship
as intrinsic to their relations with service users and as
exemplifying their skills (Titmuss, 1970).

Excessively narrow audit regimes thus stimulate diversion
of effort to that which gets measured, leading to: goal
displacement; gaming of the system; bias towards lower-
risk activities; and preferences for ‘manageable’ client
groups. Metrics are not the main culprit, but are features of
other rationalizing practices which encourage contractors to
trim their programmes and methods to reduce costs, thus
reducing the quality or intensity of interventions. As a result
of their provision of non-marketizable services, charities
consistently cite failure to recover full economic costs, or
the necessity to cross-subsidise loss-making—but socially
beneficial—contracts from their reserves or profitable
programmes as reasons for withdrawing from public service
contract markets (Davis & Clay, 2022, pp. 4–10).

The degradation of care

The combined effects of previous developments expanded
the effects of pervasive ‘bullshit’ ‘one of the most salient
features in our culture’ (Frankfurt, 2005, p. 1; and cf.
McCarthy et al., 2020) accentuating worker alienation by
draining meaning and value from front line service work. In
line with their statutory and for-profit partners in supply
chains, charity directors and managers prioritized metrics
which track lines of business activity and pay enhanced
attention to commercial return. Measurement-driven
approaches to outputs and outcomes were favoured over
the more multidisciplinary or prolonged client-centred
work. Staff were nudged towards ‘objective’ and ‘distanced’
dispositions towards ‘clients’, ‘customers’ or ‘service users’.
Workforces and volunteers reported widespread
depersonalization of relations with service users,
compounded by the loss of discretionary decision-making
to ‘tick box’ regimes (Maguire et al., 2019).

What is lost is a sense that connections and relationships
are ‘intangible assets’ in the form of knowledges that are
not a finite resource, but which are qualitatively valuable.
‘Soft’ outcomes are putatively intangible, and therefore
rendered immaterial to the calculus of value. Accumulating
evidence suggests that the preoccupation with
instrumentalist and positivist metrics prioritize simple,
linear, static and non-relational models of change over ones
that capture the complexity and dynamism of
organizational and social systems (Boydell et al., 2008, p. 210).

Observations

Over time, a functional conception of itself has gradually
been absorbed by the sector, which increasingly measures
its societal contribution by reference to its contribution to
the economy. Instead of prioritizing their substantive
purpose as the good of society, government and other
funders measure charitable success by its contribution to
reducing offending through better ‘offender management’
or related indicators of monetized worth such as increasing
public safety. The contribution of voluntary sector expertise
and knowledge are reduced to vulgar terms that are
consistent with the rationalities of resource efficiency,

caseload management and metric-based performance
underpinning payment-by results regimes.

A further complication is the evasion of the punishment
question by reframing penal contract delivery as a
transactional service like any other, rather than carrying
specific juridical, political or ethical weighting. One can
discern the operation of certain political defences against
unwelcome criticisms that commoditizing punishment
constitutes a breach of the social contract where solemn
powers of penal sanctions and restriction of liberty—which
ought to reside solely with the state—are outsourced to
private (charitable and commercial) actors. This is justified
by an implausible argument relating to the ‘division of
labour’ wherein government and the public sector are
responsible for the penal elements of discharging sentences
handed down by courts, while the ‘caring’ aspects only are
outsourced. By this logic, the public interest is restricted to
regulating contracts.

Some would argue contractors voluntarily enter into the
terms of market competition, including the risks of firm
failure. In contract law, if contracting providers are losing
money or failing to recover full economic costs, the fault
lies with them for miscalculating their outlay or
underbidding. However, this argument assumes that
contracting parties enjoy parity of standing, in the sense
that they have rough equality of market power in dictating
the terms of any contract. As Nietzsche (1908, p. 112) has
pointed out, ‘Justice is… reprisal and exchange upon the
basis of an approximate equality of power’. The doctrine of
formal equality ignores real world factors which shape
inequalities in the bargaining power of state funders. The
largest charities are overdependent on levels of state
funding (Corcoran, 2014), while smaller organizations—
which make up the majority of the sector—are highly
susceptible to fiscal cutbacks, especially since the economic
crisis of 2008.

Implications of the model

We propose that framing government and corporate bodies
as AI (as automatons, i.e. abstracted entities which come to
share a similar intelligence with respect to human
productivity) permits us to identify their stated and
revealed preferences. In the case of business, this is to
increase revenue and to reduce costs. Revenue may be
increased by taking control of (commodifying and
privatizing) the means of production. In the case of
government, it is to promote economic growth under the
assumption that this will promote social progress. The
political historian Karl Polyani (1945) predicted such as an
example of the melding of the mind of government and
the market economy into a composite which he called the
‘market state’. We also depreciate claims that government is
concerned with efficiency or effectiveness; rather, the
evidence shows that—both for government and business—
the incentive is to increase the value of economic
transactions.

Extraction of value from human labour is material to the
profit motive, and the mode of extraction dehumanizes the
relational. We suggest the commodification of the labour of
care, both as an economic project (raising measures of
productivity) and as individually performed and consumed
(through work and services), is taken to a socially inefficient
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extreme. Value extraction involves the treatment of people as
machines whose measured performance is to be maximized.
However, as Polanyi warned, (1945, p. 76) human labour is a
‘fictitious commodity’, it is not simply a tool to be produced
for sale to capital. To treat care as a saleable commodity
risks ultimately leading to the ‘demolition of society’ (ibid.).
Similarly Milton Friedman—whom no one would term a
socialist—has argued (1962, p. 112), the corporate sector’s
adoption of ‘a social responsibility other than to make as
much money for their stockholders as possible’ will
‘thoroughly undermine the very foundations of our free
society’. Both would appear to agree markets don’t—or
ought not—to care.

Increased oversight of government

If, as we suggest, the incentive for marketization comes not
from governmental necessity to promote innovation, hit
efficiency targets or generally to improve the market
metrics chosen, but in response to the incentive structure
which the governmental machine faces—to increase the
total transactional value of the economy—the solution to
marketization is to change the incentive structure: in short,
to increase the accountability of the government to the
people.

In the UK, there is evidence that the national government
has been out of step with the wishes of the electorate for at
least four decades. Under the so-called ‘first-past-the-post’
system employed to elect the government of the UK, it is
neither usual nor necessary for the governing party to
enjoy the support of the majority of the voting-age
population. The processes of marketization and
privatization may be dated back to the 1980s: Yet, the
government of Thatcher (1979–1990), which oversaw the
introduction of neo-liberal political–economic policies in the
UK, enjoyed only 43·9% of the vote in 1979, 42·4% in 1983,
and 42·3% in 1987 (Cracknell et al., 2023).

Neither were the policies of the Thatcher government
approved by the demos. Amongst those policies, in line
with the preoccupation with returning to growth, were tax
cuts for the wealthy, a retrenchment of social security and
the privatization of public utilities and infrastructure. Yet,
the proportion of the British people who supported
reducing tax and spending was a tiny minority: It was
estimated to be only 9% in 1983, declining to 3% in 1990
and rising slightly to only 4% in 2016 (NatCen, 2017).
Similarly, privatization was (and remains) unpopular with
the British people whose assets were sold—or, rather,
undersold (Laurin et al., 2004)—essentially without their
approval. In 2017, for example, the majority of the British
people thought the NHS, Royal Mail, the railways, schools,
water corporations and energy companies should be in the
public sector (YouGov, 2017).

Before we move on from the discussion of the policies of
the Thatcher government, however, it is worth considering
how her own analysis echoes ours. We have noted the
corporate sector is modelled by economists as a network of
connexions between economic actors—giving rise to a
form of AI. We have argued government may be modelled
the same way. The overall approach of government over
the last four decades to monetize—to reduce to
transactional—interpersonal relationships has shaped our
approach to delivering social goods. Other relationships—

including: interpersonal; familial; professional; ethical; and
normative to specify only a few—have become weaker
even as transactional relationships have become
accentuated. This has had an impact, not only on
government policy, but on society as a whole.

Society can likewise be modelled as a network of
interpersonal relationships; as ‘a living tapestry’ as Thatcher
(quoted in Thatcher & Keay, 1987, p. 31) puts it. Thatcher
goes on to state ‘the beauty of that tapestry and the quality
of our lives will depend upon how much each of us is
prepared to take responsibility for ourselves and each of us
prepared to turn round and help by our own efforts those
who are unfortunate’ (ibid.). Our argument, in sum, is that
this tapestry is becoming unravelled as all the threads but
the transactional ones are being cut.

A consideration of social norms

To be fair to the machinery of government, we may reflect on
our own preferences. As Joseph de Maistre (1811) has noted,
‘Toute nation a le gouvernement qu’elle mérite’ (quoted de
Maistre in Shapiro, 2006, p. 485), ‘every country has the
government it deserves’. Notwithstanding, we may note in
passing the form of government makes a difference:
alternative forms of democracy, for example proportional
representation, are associated with lower inequality than
first-past-the-post systems (Verardi, 2005). Nevertheless, we
may well consider whether our society has collaborated in
this failure adequately to value the relational aspects of
care. If so, now would be an ideal time to reconsider our
own perspective. Society, no less than government, requires
re-programming to accentuate the relational.

The global Covid 19 crisis threw into sharp relief the gaps
between key (or critical) workers—often poorly paid—and
the corporate economy. The pandemic exposed as illusory
the narrative that the real economy was somehow
divorceable from the care economy. Post-austerity and
pandemic, the question of care remains an economic and
political imperative of our time (D’Alessandro & Floro,
2021). Public clamour for an economics modelled in care is
not mere sentiment but is proving to be a test for post-
industrialized economies, particularly when governmental
promises of a return to growth are not materializing.

An alternative model of corporate intelligence is available:
one in which, at the behest of citizens, the democratic state
responds to needs in ways that produce systems of care
which are productive (in the conventional sense of meeting
outcomes) while sensitized to their socially beneficial
functions. To do so depends on the public sector both
resourcing and engaging with citizens and civil society to
make such productive care possible. As Durkheim (1984)
would propose, the state may be the ‘brain’ co-ordinating
this, but citizens and civil associations are the hands doing
the work. This brain functions as an ‘organ of moral
thought’, i.e. in maintaining group life, as well as the
economy, implying the state must listen to, learn from and
mediate between the interests of citizens.

Conclusion

Successive UK governments have presented the illusion of
growth as a panacea to our economic and social problems.
Lack of democratic accountability notwithstanding, it has
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proven to be a comfortable, if empty, promise. In the absence
of appropriate social checks, the machinery of government
and of the corporate sector have extended transactional
markets into further areas of society which could otherwise
be understood as relational networks. This has led to the
unravelling, not only of social care, but arguably to our
society as a whole.

Our argument adds to the evidence that, in this context,
the market does not care—or, at least, it will only deliver
those parts of care which accord with increasing
profitability. If we wish to prioritize human-oriented social
policies, rather than transactionally-driven economic
policies in the process of government, we must learn how
to re-programme not only government but our own social
motivations. The market’s ‘invisible hand’ must be
restrained by the democratic state (Friedman, 1962, p. 112)
and by our resisting its encroachment into our inter-
personal relationships. Ultimately, the market may be a
useful tool, but it is a poor master.
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