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A NOTE BEFORE YOU READ

This work is offered for education and leadership development. It is not legal, financial, accounting, investment, medic-
al or psychological advice; take the advice of a qualified professional who knows your circumstances. Companies and
events are described from the public record as the author understands it; characterisations are the author’s analysis. Ex-

amples are illustrative, and no particular outcome is promised to any reader.

ABSTRACT

Half past five on a Thursday, in an office that is emptying. A woman in finance is still ac her desk, fin-
ishing a reconciliation that is not hers. Its owner is out with a sick child, and the numbers are due to
the controller in the morning. Nobody asked her to do it. Nobody will pay her for the hour. If she does
not do it, nothing in her contract will have been broken, and nobody in the firm will be able to say ex-
actly what went wrong when the controller's report arrives a day late with a gap in it. She does it. Three
weeks later, when her own father is in hospital, the colleague whose child was sick takes her month-end
close without being asked, and does it well. Neither of them writes this down. Neither of them would

call it economics.
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THE ECONOMY NOBODY INVOICES

CHAPTER ONE

The Economy Nobody Invoices

Half past five on a Thursday

Half past five on a Thursday, in an office that is emptying. A woman in finance is still at her desk, finishing
a reconciliation that is not hers. Its owner is out with a sick child, and the numbers are due to the control-
ler in the morning. Nobody asked her to do it. Nobody will pay her for the hour. If she does not do it,
nothing in her contract will have been broken, and nobody in the firm will be able to say exactly what

went wrong when the controller's report arrives a day late with a gap in it.

She does it. Three weeks later, when her own father is in hospital, the colleague whose child was sick ctakes
her month-end close without being asked, and does it well. Neither of them writes this down. Neither of

them would call it economics.

It is economics. It is, by some measures, the larger part of the economics of any organisation that works.
The contract specifies the job. It cannot specify the thousand acts that make the job go well: the hour
stayed, the draft sent carly, the mistake caught in somebody else's spreadsheet, the new colleague shown
where things are, the client's mood passed on before the meeting. Every one of those acts is a gift, in the ex-
act sense the anthropologists gave the word a century ago. It is offered without a contract. It is received, or
not. And it is returned, later, in a different form, or it is not, and the difference between those two out-

comes is the difference between a team that holds and one that slowly comes apart.

This book is about that economy: the one nobody invoices.

What the book claims

The claim of the book can be put in one sentence, and the rest of it is the evidence and the practice. Reci-
procity is not the soft part of economics. It is a structure, with rules as exacting as any contract, and a lead-
er or a household that learns to read those rules can design exchange that people return with interest of

their own choosing,

Each half of that sentence is doing work.
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The first half corrects a mistake made from two directions. The hard-nosed version of the mistake treats
goodwill as decoration: pleasant when it is there, irrelevant to the numbers, and replaceable by a suffi-
ciently clever incentive. The soft version treats it as the opposite of economics: a sphere of pure generosity,
without rules, which business can only spoil. Both are wrong in the same way. They imagine that a gift has
no structure. It has a great deal of structure. The French sociologist Marcel Mauss found, in 1925, that
across every society he read about, gifts came bound by three obligations, to give, to receive and to return,
and that breaking any of them had consequences as serious as breaking a contract. Seventy years later, ex-
perimental economists in Zurich and elsewhere measured the same obligations in laboratories and found
that most people honour them, that many will pay out of their own pockets to defend them, and that they

collapse in predictable ways when they are mishandled.

The second half of the sentence is the practical promise, and it is carefully limited. It does not say that a
leader can make people reciprocate. Nobody can. A gift that is extracted is a tax. It says that exchange can
be designed so that people choose to return it, and that the size and shape of what they return is theirs to
decide. The book's tools are built for that design. None of them is a lever. All of them are ways of secing

what is already moving, and of not stopping it.

0(/ hy now
There are three reasons this is the moment for the book, and they come from three different directions.

The first is the shape of modern work. A growing share of what firms depend on cannot be specified in ad-
vance. Knowledge work, care work, creative work and service work all rely on judgement exercised in mo-
ments that no job description can anticipate. The more a firm's value lies in that kind of judgement, the
more it lies in the economy nobody invoices. A factory in 1914 could, with enough supervisors, specify a
good deal of what it wanted. A hospital ward, a software team or a catering kitchen in this decade cannot.
Their output depends on what people choose to give beyond the minimum, and the minimum is not

enough.

The second is the evidence. For most of the last century the economics of the gift lived in anthropology de-
partments, and a business reader who wanted it had to translate. That has changed. Since George Akerlof's
paper "Labor Contracts as Partial Gift Exchange” in 1982, and the experimental programme that followed
it through the 19908 and 2000s, economists have measured reciprocity with the same instruments they use
for prices. The findings are not all flattering to the idea. Some of the most famous results have faded on
closer inspection, and Chapter 3 of this book sets out exactly which ones. But the core has held, and it is

now possible to say with some precision what reciprocity does, where it fails, and what wears it down.

The third reason is what has gone wrong in the meantime. In the same decades that the evidence on reci-
procity was accumulating, many organisations moved in the opposite direction. They introduced finer met-

rics, individual bonuses, tracking software, fines for lateness, rewards per suggestion. Each of these may
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make sense taken alone. Taken together, they amount to a large, unplanned experiment in pricing what
used to be given. One of the clearest findings in this book is that such experiments often reduce the very
behaviour they were meant to increase, and that the damage can outlast the incentive. A leader who has

spent a decade adding prices to a gift economy deserves to know what the research says about that.

Who the book is for

The book is written for three readers, and it tries to serve each without boring the others.

The first is a leader of people, at any scale: a chief executive, a head of department, a shift manager, the
founder of a firm of twelve. She already knows that the best of her organisation's work is not in the con-
tract. She may not have a vocabulary for it, or a way to measure it, or a way to argue for it in a room that

wants numbers. This book gives her all three, and a sequence for putting them to work.

The second is a person who advises leaders: an organisational consultant, a human-resources director, a
board member, a coach. He needs to know what the evidence will bear and what it will not, because he will
be asked. Every claim in the book carries its source, and every source carries a sentence on what it cannot

show.

The third is a household. Families, couples, friends who share a flat, grown children and their parents: these
are the oldest gift economies there are, and they run into every prob]em a firm does, often with less room
to recover. Chapter 11 is written for them, and most of the tools in the book work at a kitchen table with a

change of two or three words.

How the book is built
The book follows the idea in a deliberate order.

Chapters 2 to 5 set out the idea and its evidence. Chapter 2 goes back to its origin, in Mauss's essay and in
Akerlof's reading of a fair day's work as a gift, and corrects two myths that have grown up around it
Chapter 3 is the fair critique: the fine that increased lateness, the gift wage that wore off after the first few
hours, the payment that nearly halved the supply of new blood donors among women, and the neurochem-
istry of trust that has not replicated well. Chapter 4 reads reciprocity as a living system, with roots, an im-
mune response and a circulation that balances over seasons rather than rounds. Chapter 5 works the idea

through Henry Ford's five-dollar day, a famous gift wage and one of the most ambiguous.

Chapters 6 and 7 are two deeper cases, both documented in public sources. Chapter 6 follows the wage gift
at scale, through the warchouse retailer Costco and the comparison that the management scholar Wayne
Cascio drew between it and its nearest rival. Chapter 7 goes to two communities that have kept a gift eco-
nomy running far longer than any firm: the irrigacors of the plain of Valencia, whose water tribunal has

met in public for centuries, and the Japanese time-credit system for elder care known as fureai kippu.
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Chapters 8 to 11 are the practice. Chapter 8 is a field manual: a thirtceen-week sequence, week by week,
with the roles and decisions written out so that a leader can run it. Chapter 9 is about measurement, which
is the hardest problem in this subject, because the thing being measured is damaged by being measured
clumsily. Chapter 10 is about the hard conversations: with a board that wants a business case, a union that
suspects a trick, a partner firm, a sceptical colleague and a family. It includes scripts. Chapeer 11 is the

household chapeer.

Chapter 12 closes the book with the living—systems reading of the whole, and one image to keep. The work-
book at the end gathers every tool from every chapter in one place, with two ninety-day plans, one for a

leader and one for a household.

Every chapter from 2 to 12 ends with a tool written out in full. They are meant to be used, and most take

less than an hour.

Where th€ bOOk stands n tl’l(ﬁ 1’101,156

This book is one of a series drawn from Ammanuel Santa Anna's Ecstatic Economics, which reads money and
markets as living systems. That book makes a large argument: that modern economic life has been built on
a belief in universal scarcity, that the belief lives in the body as much as in the mind, and that older and
newer traditions alike point toward an economy grounded, in the book's words, "in flow rather than accu-
mulation, in relationship rather than isolation, in sufﬁciency rather than craving, in reciprocity rather than
extraction.” This book takes one strand of that argument, the gift, and works it out in detail, with the evid-

ence and the tools a leader needs.

Its sibling volumes take other strands. Elinor Ostrom's work on governing the commons (The Pasture Was
Never Empty) shows how communities enforce the obligation to give back without a state or a market to do
it. Karl Polanyi and Albert Hirschman (The Embedded Market) explain why markets pulled out of social re-
lationship tend to wear that relationship down. The history of gainsharing (The Gain Was Always Shared)
and the evidence on employee ownership (Owning the Work) follow what happens when the gift wage is
made structural; so that the people who give effort share in the gain it produces. And the volume on
scarcity as a design choice (Enough by Design) asks what changes when the goods that matcter most are che
ones that grow by being shared. Each of these is cited where it bears on the argument. All of them, and the

rest of the house's work, are at hautelumiere life.

What the book does not do

It is worth saying plainly what is not here, so that nobody buys the book for it.

It does not offer a formula for how much discretionary effort a given raise will buy. No such formula exists,

and the evidence in Chapter 3 suggests that the search for one is part of the problem.
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It does not promise results. The tools have been built from the research and tested against the cases, but
every organisation and every family is its own system, and what is returned in one will not be returned in

the same way in another. That is not a defect of the method. It is, as Chapter 12 argues, the nature of a gift.

It does not offer investment advice of any kind, and nothing in it should be read as a recommendation

about any SCCUTity, ﬁrm or fund.

And it does not romanticise. Ecstatic Economics is direct on this point, in its account of the gift traditions it
draws on: "Gift economies were not utopias." The potlatch could be coercive. A gift can dominate as easily
as it can bind. Chapter 3 and Chapter 5 spend a good deal of time on the gift that controls, because a lead-

er who does not know what it looks like is likely to build one by accident.

Tl’le Coneagu€ at halfpast ﬁVe
Go back to the woman at her desk on Thursday evening,

Everything this book has to say is already in that scene. The hour she stayed was a giﬁ, with no contract be-
hind it. Her colleague received it, which is the step most people forget. The return came three weeks later,
in a different form, unasked: Mauss's third ob]igation, discharged. The firm benefited twice and recorded
neither. And the whole exchange was fragile in ways that are easy to miss. A manager who had thanked the
wrong person, or a bonus scheme that paid for hours logged, or a rota that made the second gift im-

possible, could have broken it without anyone intending harm.

That fragility is the reason for the book. The economy nobody invoices is also the economy nobody pro-
tects, because nobody is quite sure it is there. The chapters that follow are a way of seeing it, and of keep-

ing it moving.
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