
Pick up a container of lemonade in a grocery store, and you are holding the result of 
work performed by people you will probably never meet. Someone grew the lemons. 
Someone supplied the packaging. Other people prepared the beverage, transported it, 
arranged its delivery, stocked the shelf, and maintained the system that accepts your 
payment. The drink may take a few minutes to enjoy, but getting it into your hands 
required a network of decisions and relationships. An economy is the system through 
which people organize the production, distribution, and consumption of goods and 
services. Production means creating goods or performing services; distribution means 
getting them to the people and places that use them; consumption means using them to 
satisfy needs or wants. These activities connect a farmer’s field to a factory, a factory to 
a store, and a store to a family’s kitchen. Understanding an economy begins with 
learning to see those connections. 

Mikaila Ulmer’s Me & the Bees Lemonade offers a memorable place to begin. According 
to the company’s account, Ulmer started selling lemonade as a young child in Austin, 
Texas, drawing inspiration from her great-grandmother’s recipe and adding honey. An 
early opportunity to supply a pizza business helped move the idea toward packaged 
drinks, and the company subsequently reached retailers including Whole Foods Market. 
Ulmer also secured a deal with Daymond John on Shark Tank. This young Black 
entrepreneur’s achievement involved moving from an individual sale at a stand toward 
participation in a much larger commercial network. A retailer is a business that sells 
goods to their final users, such as a grocery store selling a drink to a shopper. Reaching 
retailers expanded the places where customers could encounter her product. The 
milestones are documented in Me & the Bees’ company history; the examples that follow 
illustrate economic relationships rather than describe its private finances or particular 
supplier arrangements. 

Begin with the person buying the lemonade. Economists often place that person within a 
household, which can consist of someone living alone or several people living together. 
Households make decisions about earning, spending, saving, and caring for their 
members. The word helps us discuss economic activity without assuming every person 
lives in the same kind of family. A household might purchase groceries, pay for 
transportation, and use electricity while also supplying the work that makes those 
services possible. The grocery shopper could be a teacher, a warehouse employee, a 
business owner, a retiree, or several of these over a lifetime. That matters because 
“consumer” and “worker” describe roles rather than permanently separate groups of 
people. The employee stocking beverages can finish a shift and become a customer at 
another store. The owner selling a product also purchases products made by other 
businesses. 

On the other side of the purchase is a business, an organization that brings resources 
together to provide goods or services for sale. Economists also use the word firm to 
mean a business, whether it employs two people or thousands. A beverage firm needs 
ingredients and packaging, but it may also purchase accounting, design, transportation, 
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and equipment maintenance. Businesses therefore participate as buyers as well as 
sellers. Imagine a small drink company hiring an independent designer to create its label. 
The drink company is the designer’s customer, even though it serves customers of its 
own. When that designer purchases software, another business enters the relationship. 
This helps explain why opportunities extend beyond the most visible brand. A successful 
product can create business for printers, repair technicians, delivery companies, and 
many other specialists whose names never appear on its packaging. 

The places and arrangements through which buyers and sellers interact are called 
markets. A market can operate in a physical location, through a website, or through 
negotiations between companies. When someone purchases lemonade, the transaction 
takes place in a product market, where goods and services are exchanged. When a 
company recruits a delivery driver, it participates in a labor market, where employers 
seek work and people offer their time and abilities under agreed conditions. The driver 
supplies a service and receives compensation; the company receives work and pays for 
it. Later, that driver can use earnings to purchase food, clothing, or other services. The 
direction changes with the transaction: a person can receive money for work and then 
pay money for a product. OpenStax’s explanation of economic models uses these 
relationships to connect households and firms. 

Economists organize this connection into the circular flow model, a simplified picture 
showing how resources, products, and payments move between participants. A model 
deliberately leaves out some details so that a particular relationship becomes easier to 
examine, much as a street map shows roads without depicting every tree. In the simplest 
circular flow model, households provide resources to businesses and receive income; 
businesses provide goods and services that households purchase. Notice that two kinds 
of movement are involved. There is the actual work or product, and there is the payment 
associated with it. When a warehouse employee earns wages, work moves toward the 
employer while payment moves toward the employee. When the employee buys a drink, 
the product moves toward the employee while payment moves toward the seller. The 
Federal Reserve’s circular flow lesson explains these opposite movements. They help us 
understand how earning and spending connect rather than treating them as unrelated 
events. 

A small calculation makes the relationship more concrete. Suppose an imaginary grocery 
store sells 100 drinks for $3 each, bringing in $300 before any sales tax. Those sales 
generate revenue, the money a business earns from selling its goods and services. 
Assume the store paid its supplier $180 for the drinks. The remaining $120 must still help 
cover employee compensation, rent, electricity, payment-processing fees, and other 
expenses. It is not automatically the owner’s take-home money. Profit, in the accounting 
sense, is what remains after the relevant business expenses are deducted from revenue. 
Meanwhile, the supplier receiving $180 has its own expenses and obligations. This 
example gives us a reason to be careful when hearing that a business “made” a certain 
amount. Selling $300 of merchandise, earning $300 in profit, and paying an owner $300 
are three different claims. 
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Follow the supplier’s payment farther, and the economy becomes more visible. Part 
might help pay a packaging company, part might cover transportation, and part might 
pay employees. A transportation worker may then use some earnings at a bookstore; the 
bookstore may pay a cleaning company; the cleaning company may purchase 
equipment. These are illustrative possibilities, not a record of where any particular 
customer’s dollars travel. Businesses combine receipts, pay bills at different times, 
borrow, and maintain balances, so the real process is more complicated than passing 
one identifiable bill around a circle. The useful insight is that one participant’s spending 
can become another participant’s revenue or income. That connection also carries 
difficulties. If the imaginary grocery store cuts its orders, its supplier may need fewer 
deliveries, and the delivery company may offer fewer working hours. The original change 
can reach people who never dealt directly with the shopper. 

Behind the payments is a supply chain, the connected stages and organizations involved 
in producing and delivering a product. For a packaged beverage, the chain can include 
agriculture, ingredient processing, packaging manufacture, beverage preparation, 
storage, transportation, and retail sales. This chain is related to the circular flow model, 
but it answers a different question: how does the product become available? Consider an 
imagined packaging delay. Customers may still want the lemonade, the recipe may be 
excellent, and the company may have enough ingredients, yet production can stall 
because suitable containers have not arrived. A business’s performance therefore 
depends partly on conditions outside its own workplace. This is interdependence, 
meaning participants rely on one another. Owning a company gives someone 
decision-making authority over that company; it does not give that person control over 
every road, supplier, machine, or delivery on which the company depends. 

Money also moves through financial institutions, including banks and credit unions, 
which provide services such as holding deposits, processing payments, and extending 
credit. Credit allows someone to obtain funds or purchasing power now under an 
obligation to repay later. Imagine a beverage producer receiving a large order but 
needing to pay for ingredients before the customer’s payment arrives. 
Financing—obtaining money to support an activity—can help bridge that timing gap. It 
does not guarantee that the order will be profitable, but it can make production possible 
before the sales proceeds are collected. Banking is more complex than simply passing 
an existing saver’s dollars directly to a borrower: commercial banks can create deposit 
money when they lend, subject to financial and regulatory constraints. The Bank of 
England explains this process. For our purposes, the essential connection is that 
payments and access to financing influence whether businesses can act on 
opportunities. 

Government belongs inside this economic picture as well. It employs people, purchases 
goods and services, collects taxes, provides services, and establishes rules under which 
many transactions occur. Imagine a delivery route that depends on a public bridge. If the 
bridge closes, a longer journey could require more fuel and working time. Repairing it 
involves engineers, construction workers, equipment suppliers, public funding, and 
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decisions about competing needs. The road network is part of infrastructure, the basic 
facilities and systems that support economic and social activity. Schools, water systems, 
and communications networks provide other examples. Government spending can 
become revenue for a contractor and wages for employees, while taxes affect the 
resources available to households and businesses. We cannot understand the delivery 
company’s situation by examining only its trucks; we also need to consider the systems 
that allow those trucks to operate. 

The word institutions takes us further because, in economics, it often refers to the rules, 
practices, and organizations that shape how people interact. Consider a producer 
agreeing to deliver 500 cases of lemonade to a store. Both sides need a shared 
understanding of the quantity, price, delivery date, and payment terms. They also need 
some way to address a disagreement if the delivery is incomplete or the payment does 
not arrive. Contracts, dependable records, and systems for resolving disputes make it 
easier to plan beyond an immediate face-to-face exchange. Rules can also create costs 
or barriers, so their quality and application deserve examination. In this imagined 
transaction, clear payment terms might help a small producer schedule purchases with 
confidence. Unclear terms could leave the same producer uncertain about whether it can 
afford the next production run. Economic activity depends on the reliability of 
arrangements as well as the availability of materials. 

We can examine all these relationships at two different levels. Microeconomics studies 
the decisions and interactions of particular households, businesses, workers, and 
markets. Investigating why a beverage producer chooses one package size over another 
is a microeconomic question. Macroeconomics studies economy-wide patterns, 
including overall production, employment, and changes in the general price level. 
Investigating why spending is weakening across many industries is a macroeconomic 
question. “Micro” does not mean the business must be small; studying the pricing 
behavior of an enormous corporation can still be microeconomics. The distinction 
concerns the question being asked. Both perspectives are useful, and they connect: 
broad economic conditions influence individual decisions, while many individual 
decisions help shape broad outcomes. OpenStax distinguishes these two perspectives 
as complementary ways of studying the same economy. 

Suppose our imaginary drink company experiences falling sales. Looking closely at its 
own operations might reveal that a new package is difficult to open, a competing drink 
has become more appealing, or its products are frequently missing from store shelves. 
Those findings would point toward particular business problems. Looking across the 
economy might instead reveal that many households have lost working hours and are 
reducing optional purchases. Both sets of conditions could occur together, which is why 
the first explanation that sounds convincing may be incomplete. The response should 
depend on the cause. Redesigning a container could address a packaging complaint; it 
would not restore customers’ lost earnings. Equally, blaming the broader economy would 
offer little help if the company’s main problem were unreliable deliveries. Moving 
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between the individual business and its surroundings helps us avoid forcing every 
outcome into the same explanation. 

An economy also includes valuable activity that comes without a sale. A grandparent 
caring for a child may make it possible for a parent to complete a work shift. A relative 
helping a young entrepreneur prepare for a business event contributes time and ability 
even if no invoice is issued. A volunteer teaching a useful skill can strengthen 
someone’s capacity to work or operate a business. These examples matter because the 
simplest diagrams emphasize paid exchanges and can leave essential support in the 
background. A model’s usefulness does not make it a complete account of human life. 
Likewise, a thriving company does not tell us by itself how well every employee, supplier, 
or nearby household is doing. To understand the benefits of economic activity, we must 
ask where income goes, what work makes it possible, and which contributions remain 
unpaid. 

Ulmer’s journey from a childhood lemonade stand into retail stores gives us more to 
appreciate when we recognize these relationships. An idea becomes a product, a product 
reaches buyers through other organizations, and sales create obligations and 
opportunities throughout a network. The visible success belongs alongside the less 
visible work of coordinating orders, earning customer trust, arranging deliveries, and 
maintaining reliable relationships. We can now look at a grocery shelf and identify more 
than merchandise. We can recognize the work supplied by households, the purchases 
made by firms, the infrastructure supporting delivery, and the payments connecting 
participants. A shopper sees something to drink; a designer sees packaging work; a 
transportation owner sees a delivery opportunity; a producer sees a customer to serve. 
Learning how an economy works allows us to recognize those different positions—and 
to understand what participating in each one requires. 

 


