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About Onward 
 
Onward is a not-for-profit thinktank registered in England and Wales 
(no. 11326052). Our mission is to renew the centre right for the next 
generation, by coming up with bold new ideas and reaching out to 
new groups of people.  
 
You can find out more about us on our website at 
www.ukonward.com and @ukonward on all major social media.  
 
About Social Enterprise UK 
 
Social Enterprise UK is the largest network of certified social 
enterprises in the UK and the leading global authority on social 
enterprises. Together with our members we are the voice for the 
sector. We have led public policy for 15 years, helping pass the Social 
Value Act, and are a strategic partner to government. We exist to 
increase the profile of the sector and build the markets for our 
members - working with some of the UK’s biggest companies to 
support them to bring social enterprises into their supply chains. Our 
members reflect the diversity of the sector ranging from local grass-
roots organisations to multi-million-pound businesses. We see social 
enterprise as the future of business. 
 
About this report 
 
This report is a summary document of the discussion. 
 
The events were held under the Chatham House Rule, so all 
comments below are anonymised and the discussion summarised.  
 
For more information, or to explore how you might partner with 
Onward in future, please contact office@ukonward.com.  
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Foreword 
 
The centre right has been in power for a decade but its economic 
foundations have shifted. The Government that was elected in 
December harnessed an electoral coalition whose instincts are more 
interventionist and less wedded to a smaller state than any recent 
Conservative Government. In the last three months, the Cabinet has 
shown itself to be primarily non-ideological and pragmatic in response 
to an unprecedented pandemic and deep recession.  
 
Yet, even in these extraordinary times, there are principles that have 
shaped the centre right economic agenda in the past and which can 
be deployed once again to develop new ideas to fresh challenges. 
These include a belief in the role of institutions, to mediate interests 
and give stability to an otherwise unstable world, and a commitment 
to using innovation and decentralisation, rather than command and 
control, to support entrepreneurship and growth.  
 
At the same time, there is clearly little value in dogma today and the 
centre right will need to be flexible, focusing on the real concerns of 
citizens and the structural weaknesses of the economy, to foster a 
rapid and lasting recovery from the current recession.  
 
 
Will Tanner 
Director, Onward 
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Introduction from Social Enterprise UK 
 
The centre-right is facing fundamental challenges where some 
orthodoxies and principles need to be worked for different times.  
 
A core tenet of centre-right governments over the past forty years has 
been faith in the power of markets and enterprise. However, despite 
significant deregulation, tax cuts, new investment funds and various 
government initiatives to boost productivity over the past decade, we 
have experienced sluggish growth and regional inequalities have 
remained entrenched. 
 
Getting to the bottom of this must be the heart of any centre-right 
levelling up agenda.  
 
So far focus has been almost entirely on the state. Shifting power 
from central to local government, better infrastructure and more 
funding for public services.  
 
But focusing only on the state will not be enough. Greater London, for 
example, has had devolved powers for over twenty years yet 
productivity in the capital is lower than it was in 2007. Since 2016, 
public capital investment has increased by 15%, but private 
investment has hardly grown at all.  
 
Unless the centre-right has something to say about the private sector, 
it will fail to deliver on its own ambition to level up the country. We 
believe that social enterprises offer some solutions for politicians that 
believe in free markets and entrepreneurship whilst recognising that a 
myopic focus on profit can actually hinder performance.  
 
It has been a privilege to work with Onward in considering fresh ideas 
for the centre-right. There is much more to do, but hopefully this 
paper can spark a much needed debate. 
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Summary 
 
This session considered what economic policies the centre right 
should prioritise in the recovery and where the balance of tax reform, 
regulatory change, jobs growth and public investment might lie as we 
emerge from the crisis.  
 
At the centre of the discussion was the Government’s ambition to 
‘level up’ regional growth and the need to ensure policy is pragmatic 
and practical rather than ideological or ineffective. The pandemic will 
likely compound the structural weaknesses in the economy - from low 
productivity to weak investment and skills gaps - so it was also clear 
that policymakers and thinkers should be prepared to be radical.  
 
The discussion accepted that debates about tax and spend were 
largely settled for the foreseeable future, with little appetite for fiscal 
retrenchment and growing support for a larger state. In responding to 
this, there was acceptance that policymakers need to move beyond 
the orthodoxies of the 1980s and think about how to best use public 
spending, simplify, rather than necessarily reduce, taxes and 
regulation, and remove long-standing barriers to growth.  
 
Strategies for achieving the Government’s economic and social goals 
included decentralisation of power, a renewed emphasis on domestic 
manufacturing, policy certainty and utilizing the potential of the Net 
Zero transition for economic growth.  
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Key points of the discussion 
 

1. Levelling up is fundamental to the new centre right economic 
strategy. There was a strong sense among the group that the 
Government must not make the same mistakes of its 
predecessors, who have pledged to bridge the regional divide, 
but failed. One interesting way to leverage growth and 
investment in lagging regions may be social investment, which 
typically crowds into places, especially towns, where private 
capital is lacking. The group discussed the case for retaining 
Social Investment Tax Relief and agreed that the 2 million 
people employed in social enterprises reflects an opportunity 
where more orthodox market responses have failed.  

 
2. There is little appetite or case for austerity now but how we 

tax and spend matters. The group agreed that the politics of 
fiscal retrenchment are impossible and that we are clearly 
entering a cycle of higher tax and spend. There was relative 
acceptance of this, based on the low interest rate environment, 
market confidence in higher debt-GDP ratios, and the fact all 
countries are in the same position. However, the group also 
argued that this did not obviate difficult decisions on the public 
finances, with a case for higher taxes to pay for additional 
spending, rather than racking up higher debt. The group was 
clear that the Government should not just leave the hard 
decisions for the next administration, but seek to maintain the 
mantle of fiscal responsibility for future generations.  

 
3. Raising productivity will require action in the labour market. 

With the impending unemployment crisis looming in the months 
ahead, the group was concerned about active labour market 
policies, especially to prevent scarring among young people. 
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While the UK’s flexible labour market is an asset, it has 
downsides, not least the relatively low levels of protection and 
stability for many people. The group discussed what more 
government could do to address this, including investment in 
skills and retraining, job guarantees similar to the new Kickstart 
programme and encouraging greater employer investment in 
their workforce.  

 
4. Just-in-time supply chains may become just-in-case supply 

chains. The UK has a heavy reliance on overseas supply chains 
for manufacturing, including in the Far East. There were 
suggestions that in the Midlands and North, a boost for 
manufacturing could be the answer to boost productivity, while 
also increasing security of supply chains. There was a realisation 
that even some places in the regions that were hubs of 
manufacturing in the old economy may not be able to be reborn 
in the new one and that the cost of goods may rise to reshore 
industries in the UK. The importance is therefore on making 
these places good places to live, without false promises about 
rapid economic growth.  

 
5. Policy continuity and certainty is important. There was concern 

about the risks of recreating strategies afresh, especially in 
industrial and fiscal policy. While clearly the post-pandemic 
world will require new thinking, it was noted that the Industrial 
Strategy and infrastructure pipeline have been developed on the 
back of extensive research and data and new policy should build 
on, rather than seek to substitute, this work. This is particularly 
the case given the lead in times for policy delivery and the time 
pressure to support growth quickly out of the pandemic.  

 
6. The fiscal debate may be uncomfortable for the centre right. 

There was concern that the fiscal debate is now more conducive 
to left-leaning arguments on a larger state, taxes on business 
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and higher levels of borrowing. After the response to COVID-19 
there will need to be a new argument on fiscal discipline or the 
institutions that have so far given confidence to markets - the 
Office for Budget Responsibility in particular - will lose salience, 
driving up volatility and possibly borrowing costs.  

 
7. Decentralisation of power will be important to resolving 

governance issues within the economy. Some in the group 
strongly argued for more decentralisation of budgets and control 
away from Whitehall, citing the effectiveness of local knowledge 
and the invulnerability to abrupt political change as two key 
factors. Others with experience dealing with local authorities 
questioned the true effectiveness of their operations, and 
argued that other institutions may need to be developed to 
sustain a more local economic strategy.  

 
8. The potential for growth in a net zero economy should not be 

dismissed. The group were optimistic about the potential for a 
net zero transition to position the UK as a world leader in green 
tech, boosting productivity and jobs, and strengthening our 
standing in the world. There was an acknowledgement that 
some on the centre right do not take this issue as seriously as 
they should do as it has the potential to ignite a new wave of 
capitalism. 
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Conclusions  
 
The economic landscape has changed immeasurably and the need 
for a revival in centre-right economics has become considerably more 
pressing. The pandemic has placed the economy into a coma and 
threatens to snuff out private investment, close down viable 
businesses, and scar the prospects of the young if policymakers do 
not act quickly.  
 
There is room for the Government to set out a positive, investment- 
and innovation-led economic recovery that can better people's 
opportunities, boost long term employment and level up productivity 
rates across all parts of the UK.  
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Support Onward 

 
Onward is an independent, not-for-profit thinktank. We rely on the 
generous support of individuals and trusts, as well as partnerships 
with charities and businesses, to support our leading programme of 
research and events.  
 
Individual and Trust donations  
 
Onward’s core programme of research is funded by individual and 
trust donations. If you are an individual or represent a philanthropic 
trust and would like to support our ongoing research agenda, we 
would love to hear from you. We do not accept corporate funding for 
research reports.  
 
Please contact us on office@ukonward.com if you would like to 
donate by cheque or you can donate electronically using Onward’s 
account details below.  
 
UK Onward Thinktank Ltd  
Not-for-profit company no. 11326052  
Bank: Natwest  
Account number: 21328412  
Sort code: 50–10–05  
 
Please note that Onward retains copyright and full editorial control 
over any written research it produces, irrespective of funding.  
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Partnerships with companies and charities  
 
Alongside our research, we want to work closely with with charities, 
trusts and businesses, large and small, to further the political debate 
and bring the expertise and ideas from outside government to bear 
on the policymaking process. If you would like to partner with Onward 
as a sponsor of one of our roundtable events or conferences, or to 
join our Business Leaders Network to engage further with our work, 
please get in touch at office@ukonward.com.  
 
A commitment to transparency  
 
Onward is committed to transparency and will publish the names of 
individuals and organisations who give us more than £5,000 of 
support each year. This will be published on our website twice a year.  
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