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The Problem with Capitalism

The current state of global and national in-equality and increasing environmental harm has led many to 
believe that Capitalism is reaching its end, and that a new means of organizing wealth is required.

The very nature of capitalism (ownership by the few) can only result in increasing in-equality, because 
invested wealth grows faster than wages can increase.

The hyper-competitive nature of capitalism also means costs are always being driven down.  
Accordingly labour costs will always face pressure to stagnate if not decrease. While unions 
previously helped protect workers from these conditions, off-shoring of labour in recent history has 
led to massive job losses in western industrial sectors.

Off-shoring of labour has also led to exploitative labour practices in target countries like Vietnam, 
Thailand and Taiwan.



The Problem With Capitalism

Share of global wealth of the top 1% and bottom 99% respectively; Credit Suisse data available 2000–2015



The Problem with Capitalism

Countries that produce mainly raw materials for production are paid exploitative amounts for their goods.

As goods are produced more and more cheaply, a ”throw-away” culture has resulted, highlighted by excessive 
consumption and disposal of goods. The environment has borne the brunt of these consumer attitudes. 

Environmental degradation has resulted from adverse production methods, dangerous emissions and 
industrial by-products, and poor land and water use.

Democracy is increasingly threatened, as well financed lobby groups secure outcomes that favour their 
industries, too often at the expense of society and the environment.

Politics are increasingly polarized, as the party system fragments into increasingly far right and far left 
alternatives making it difficult to make progress on policy.

Despite all this, We are continuously told that Capitalism is the the best of many bad options? Is it?
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Employee ownership - Premise

The current dominant ownership structures (Public markets and Private equity) work in direct opposition 
to positive environmental, social and worker outcomes.

Corporate Executives are incentivized and measured on corporate profits, regardless of the negative 
societal outcomes produced in the achievement of financial performance .

“Today’s dominant company ownership model—shareholder ownership of publicly traded companies — is 
profoundly at odds with true sustain-ability. This model is short-term in its orientation, requires 
constant growth, measures success by profit and share price, and externalizes environmental and social 
costs.”   – ”Ownership design for a Sustainable Economy” – The Democracy Collaborative, Fifty by Fifty.

New ownership structures are critical to solving these problems, and are the single most powerful way to 
re-align companies with the interests of the people who are most affected by them - their workers, 
and the communities that they live in. 



Employee ownership
Current ownership is characterized by large gaps between owners, and the companies they 

own, leading to a greatly reduced sense of responsibility and agency.
Employee ownership shrinks the gap between owners and companies.
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Employee ownership

Employee ownership aligns the interests of the business with the interests of workers, resulting in:

Improved working conditions

Better Wages and Pay structures

Improved Benefits

Long term executive decision-making as opposed to stock market-driven short termism

Improved employee performance due to sense of ownership, and share in equity

Community benefits when workers are local
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Mission-Driven Employee Ownership

A Mission-Driven Employee Owned firm is an employee owned firm with explicit targets/goals for improved 
impact on workers and the environment.

Research has been done by the U.S. based (pro employee ownership) group “Fifty by Fifty” that compares 
worker impact and environmental impact of Employee-Owned B Corps, Non-Employee-Owned B Corps 
and Benchmark Businesses.  B Corp designation was used as a proxy for environmental and societal 
mission.

From “Ownership design of a Sustainable Economy (Table 1: Comparative Impact Scores)”. 
-Fifty by Fifty 



Mission-Driven Employee ownership

Further research from Fifty by Fifty indicates that environmental impact does drop off steeply when 
employee owned firms are not Mission-Driven (see below).  Worker impacts however, persist (not 
shown in table).

From “Ownership design of a Sustainable Economy (Table 2 – Comparison of Mission-Driven 
firms to employee-owned firms without strong mission)”. -Fifty by Fifty 



Mission-Driven Employee ownership

These research results lead to the conclusion that there are 2 tiers of Employee ownership

1. Employee Ownership (non-mission driven) - for which we can expect improved worker outcomes, 
improved community outcomes and a contribution to reduction in wealth inequality at large.

2. Mission-Driven Employee Ownership - for which we can expect improved worker outcomes, improved 
community outcomes, improved environmental outcomes and a contribution to reduction in wealth 
inequality.  

One thing Employee owned firms do well is preserve mission.  When mission already exists in a private firm, 
it is often lost when this firm goes public, or sells to a private equity fund or holdings company.  
Transitioning to Employee ownership increases the likelihood that the firms original values are preserved.
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Two Main Models

There are 2 main models for Employee Ownership, although others exist.

1. Worker-Owned Cooperatives - In the most popular version of this model, each worker owns a share, and 
each worker has equal voting rights, although control may be exercised through the use of an elected 
board, or other entity.  Workers also receive dividend payouts called patronage dividends, at the end of 
each year, reflecting hours worked, and sometimes scaled to their salaries.  This is the more 
comprehensive version of employee ownership, as employees have full decision-making power.

2. ESOPs- Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs) – this model is more focused on creating financial 
benefits for workers and increased financial equality, and less on democratizing decision making or 
worker ownership. Typically, a trust is established to hold a percentage (or all) of shares of a company, 
and employees hold accounts within the trust.  On exiting the company, employees receive a retirement 
or separation benefit, paid out from this trust. This amount is worked out by a formula that considers 
different factors e.g. Valuation of the company at time of employee exit, length of employment, 
employee salary etc. This formula will vary per company.



How to Get There
05



Moving Employee Ownership Forward

Few people are aware of Employee 
Ownership as an alternative

to Capitalism and Socialism. Significant 
efforts must be made to make this 

ownership model mainstream knowledge.

Companies Transitioning to Employee Ownership 
require Education and Capital. Capital can be in the 

form of loans to workers, which allow them to 
purchase the company. This kind of lending is often 

not available through traditional channels, so impact 
investors present the most likely source.



Useful Links and Resources

https://www.fiftybyfifty.org/about-fifty-by-fifty/

Fifty by Fifty, an initiative of the Democracy initiative, “Fifty by Fifty is “aimed at creating 
a more inclusive economy through employee ownership”

https://sharedcapital.coop/
Shared Capital Cooperative is “a national CDFI loan fund that connects co-ops and capital to build economic 
democracy”

https://www.project-equity.org/about-us/

Project Equity “helps businesses and communities discover the power of employee ownership”

”The Outline of Sanity” – Book by the Author G.K. Chesterton, discusses employee ownership under the 
wider umbrella of private ownership and Distributism, an alternative economic model.

https://www.mondragon-corporation.com/en/about-us/

Website of the largest Worker Cooperative in the World, based in the Basque Region of Spain, since 1956

https://www.fiftybyfifty.org/about-fifty-by-fifty/
https://sharedcapital.coop/
https://www.project-equity.org/about-us/
https://www.mondragon-corporation.com/en/about-us/
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Summary

1. Much of the business world now operates under Capitalist ownership structures, yielding outcomes that put our 
environment, communities and personal well-being at significant risk. Capitalism is erroneously assumed to be 
our best and only option.

2. Employee ownership, where employed has shown significant benefits for workers and communities. When 
environmental “mission” is built into the companies’ ethos, employee ownership tends to preserve 
this ”mission” and deliver on its promise.

3. Achieving increased employee ownership requires the dissemination of information about this model, as well as 
investment capital and education for transitioning firms and employees.

Final thoughts: All over the world we see disruptions to every aspect of our way of life, from healthcare to travel, 
to entertainment, to how we meet and communicate.  It is only in the area of the most fundamental 
determinant of our well-being, our economics, that we have been happy to accept the status quo, although it 
has long since failed to deliver on outcomes that could be considered sustainable and non-extractive.  It is a 
system that places production at the top of the list, and human and environmental welfare a distant second.  
As capitalisms’ shortcomings are laid bare, we are at a unique crossroads, and the moment is ripe to pursue a 
new path, towards a shared humanity that thrives rather than just survives.



THANK YOU


