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Introduction

Can Economics Make You Happier?

Economists might not be the first people you would think of to give you advice on parenting, the intricacies of etiquette or the dark arts of seduction. Even at best the economist can seem a remote figure: infinitely rational, untroubled by indecision or weakness of the will, a Spock-like creature too perfect to be able to relate to mere human concerns. At worst the economist can look like a social naïf, if not an outright sociopath; a man (or occasionally a woman) who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.

At least such is the traditional image of the economist; and who is Dear Economist to disappoint? He is not, it would be fair to say, as sympathetic as more traditional agony aunts. He is blunt. He is rude. He loves jargon. When confronted with a woman who enjoys the dating game but worries that she might leave it too late to settle down, Dear Economist offers not a shoulder to cry on but a frank explanation of optimal experimentation theory. When a dinner party guest wonders how much to spend on a bottle of wine, Dear Economist ignores the Good Wine Guide and reaches for the Journal of Wine Economics.

And yet his advice can be surprisingly sound. In the six years since the Financial Times entrusted me with the awesome responsibility of answering letters to Dear Economist, I have even – whisper it – been known to take some of his counsel myself.

This shouldn’t be surprising. While Dear Economist’s bedside manner may leave something to be desired, economics itself is instinct to strip away social niceties and model problems simply can succeed in providing just the kind of no-nonsense counsel we expect from any good advice column. And modern economics is far removed from its traditional image. It is no longer dominated by unworldly mathematical supermen but by streetwise statistical detectives, and the debate between behavioural economists and rational choice theorists is throwing ever more light on what rational economic behaviour looks like when people behave less like Mr Spock and more like Homer Simpson.

As a result modern economists understand much about both how we should behave and how we sometimes fall short. If anyone is going to dispense advice with the supreme confidence of the super-rational know-it-all, who better than an economist?
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