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Chapter 1
            
Introduction

‘I know that this sounds like a cliché, but really, it’s not you …’
         
I stopped listening at this point. I knew what was coming. In my mind I had already dumped myself several times before Lizzie finally got round to doing it. I stared down into my coffee, which had been slowly forming a crust of dried froth, and let the rest come.
‘You’ve been absolutely wonderful. I just don’t think I am ready for a serious relationship at the moment.’
She was clever, fun, talented and unbearably beautiful. My mother had already said she wanted me to marry her, but I had lost her in a personal best time of six weeks.
I returned home in a downtrodden, yet contemplative mood. I didn’t get it. I couldn’t see where I had gone wrong. I had been nothing, or so I thought, but my nicest, funniest and most caring self with her. What seemed to have gone down a treat in the early days quite simply stopped working, practically overnight, around the third week. Suddenly calls went unreturned, kisses were quickly retracted, and eye contact was avoided. If I had wanted the signs to be any clearer they would have had to be written in letters ten feet high. The end was inevitable.
         
‘Perhaps you were too nice,’ my friend, Flora, playing the shoulder to cry on, suggested to me a couple of days later.
         
‘Don’t be ridiculous.’
‘You’ve got to play the game – play hard to get.’
The words ‘hard to get’ rang in my ears – they reminded me of something. Then it clicked. ‘You mean, like, restrict my supply?’
         
She rolled her eyes, a reaction that I was used to getting whenever I translated something, quite unnecessarily, into economic language.
‘I guess you could put it like that. But the important thing is that if you give them too much early on they will take you for granted and won’t find you attractive.’
I finally understood. ‘So, you are saying that I should restrict my supply to increase my value?’
         
‘Oh William, please grow up.’
A few days passed. The initial shock began to wear off. Perhaps we weren’t right for each other anyway. I was probably more in love with the idea of being in love with her than actually in love. Anyhow, I shouldn’t really have expected it to end in any other way. I had been at university for a year, and I still hadn’t managed to get myself a girlfriend (not one that lasted more than six weeks anyway). I had gone on plenty of dates – some more successful than others – but nothing of any substance had materialised. Whenever I did find a girl I liked, I let my emotions build up too much steam, and she would soon be running for the hills. And yet, in the economics seminar room, I had always prided myself on my ability to think rationally, and get myself out of even the most complex of problems, however many variables or lines of working were involved. Things had to change.
         
I got thinking about the post-dumping conversation I’d had with Flora. The idea that I had over-supplied myself seemed to have a lot of truth in it: people don’t want to go out with someone who just about anyone could get with. You’ve got to limit your supply, or play hard to get, so that when they do eventually get you it makes them feel special. That simple lesson got me thinking about what else I might be able to learn from applying the economics that I was studying during the day to what I was doing so badly in my spare time: trying to find a girlfriend.
The clear-cut rational world of economics, I thought, must surely be the perfect coolant for my overheated emotions. No longer was I to be the hapless romantic, desperately in search of love, wandering aimlessly from one girl to the next, lost in the mysterious world of women. I was to become an investor in the market for relationships, and use the rational, incisive tools of economics to try to get me a whopping return. Whether this would put me on the path towards enlightenment and eternal happiness, or the fast track to a life plagued by loneliness and dejection – I couldn’t say. But one thing was for sure: I would become the Romantic Economist.
         

         



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter 2
            
About this Book:
Assumptions and Qualifications

I first realised that I needed to introduce the book in this way when I decided to share a few of my ideas with a group of girls at a flat party. I was telling them about supply and demand, or playing hard to get, and it was going pretty well.
         
‘You just need to restrict your supply to increase your price,’ I told them, while they gazed at me as if I was some kind of dating sage.
‘Amazing, that’s so true. Tell us more, Will.’
         
I told them a bit about signalling preferences, bargaining power and inelastic demand. They liked it. Perhaps my idea for a book wasn’t so bad after all. Then I went for gold: the efficient market hypothesis.
         
‘Basically, if we assume the market for relationships is perfectly informed, then if you’re single, it follows that you’re probably single for a reason.’
The looks of awe and admiration I had been basking in for the last fifteen minutes vanished, to be replaced by mingled looks of fury and pity. Evidently all these girls were single, and I had effectively just told them this was because there was something fundamentally wrong with them. I quickly backtracked.
         
‘You do understand that this is just a theory, a theory based on some pretty grandiose assumptions? Of course the market is not perfectly informed. The fact that you three lovely girls are all single is testament to that!’
They had already stopped listening, and were looking for someone, anyone, else to talk to. A friend of mine had been eavesdropping on the last bit of the conversation.
‘That’s probably the most spectacular crash and burn I’ve seen you do yet, Will. I’m guessing that’s the first time you’ve tried out that little routine.’
Yes it was a crash and burn, but I did salvage something pretty valuable from the wreckage: I learnt that if you happen not to think like an economist, you will find just about everything an economist says completely wrong, or downright offensive. These girls had taken my conclusion – single girls are single for a reason – to heart (to put it mildly), and ignored the rest of the argument.
         
As you will discover when you read on, economists like to simplify things (often to absurd degrees), at least to begin with, so that they can uncover hidden truths about the way people behave. Assuming that individuals are rational and self-interested and always perfectly informed is merely a useful first approximation of human nature, which we can then use as a starting point for economic models. If economists started off with people acting the way they did in real life, a combination of rational and irrational, self-interested and altruistic, then our models would be just as complicated as the thing they were trying to explain. We would spend our time drawing life-sized maps of the world, which wouldn’t be of any use to anyone.
         
Over-simplified economic theories which are completely blind to the real world are just as bad. Economists often draw maps that are neat, elegant and easy to read, but they miss out all the smaller roads and subtle contours which are often essential to us reaching our destination. The theory is therefore only half of the battle. The theory provides a benchmark. What would happen if we all acted rationally? What would happen if we were all perfectly informed? The next step is for us to compare our theory to real life, to see whether it is correct, and to try and explain any inevitable differences.
         
Some economists fail to take the second step, insisting that it’s not their theory that’s wrong and needs adjusting, but the world that is misguided. Of course, such an approach can be useful, up to a point. Economists aren’t just there to explain why everything is so inefficient, but to suggest ways of improving our lives. John Maynard Keynes liked to compare economists to a dentists, with the difference that the economist uses models and data, rather than drills and fillings, to cure society of its various aches and pains. As social scientists, however, they are also there to explain why there is the difference between the theory and reality; what other factors are at play that make us stray from the perfectly rational outcome?
         
In other words, economists try and explain why markets fail. This is, in a way, what this book is about. But I am not so much asking why markets fail, as why my love life has, at times, been such a catastrophe, and seeing if I can use economics to try and put that right. It’s a memoir with an economic twist, if you will.
         
Before getting to the interesting stuff, I am going to lay out my key assumption for the book, and explain a little more about the person that this book is about. The Romantic Economist is a bit of an oxymoron. Love and rationality don’t mix that well, most of the time. Usually it’s the philosophers, psychologists and biologists who tell us about how we fall in love and attract the opposite sex. But I want to offer an alternative account, loosely based on my own experience, in which I assume that we are all self-interested rational individuals, who are simultaneously consumers and suppliers in the market for relationships. We consume the opposite sex, and we are also consumed by them. We all have a market value, and want to get good value, or ‘bang for our buck’, from what we consume, just like in any other market for goods or services.
         
Please don’t get your hopes up, gents, this is not a book about how to get a girl into a bed. You already have The Game for that. Nor is it about money. You won’t learn the magic formula that calculates the exact minimum amount of money that you have to spend on your girlfriend to keep her happy. There’s a difference between The Romantic Economist and The Unromantic Bastard. It’s about a young man trying to make sense of something he doesn’t understand, using something that he does. Whether the tools he chooses are always the right ones, is another matter.
         
I’d be the first to admit that applying the language of economics to the world of personal relationships can make us a little uncomfortable. But it’s hardly a new concept. The idea that people have a market value, rather than intrinsic, or absolute value, has been around for centuries. Thomas Hobbes, the 17th-century political philosopher says, in Leviathan:
         
The value or worth of a man is, as of all other things, his price … therefore is not absolute, but a thing dependent on the need and judgement of another. An able conductor of soldiers is of great price in time of war present or imminent, but in peace not so. A learned and uncorrupt judge is much worth in time of peace, but not so much in war. And as in other things, so in men, not the seller, but the buyer determines the price. For let a man, as most men do, rate themselves at the highest value they can, yet their true value is no more than it is esteemed by others.

What Hobbes is saying here is that we are essentially worthless, and we are only valuable to the extent that others think we are. In short, we are prey to the opinions and demands of the market. One day the market might want blondes, the next brunettes, one day a wit, the next a muscleman, and those blondes and brunettes, those brainboxes and sporting heroes, will see their price vary accordingly.
         
Evidence of the market for relationships can also be found much closer to home than 17th-century political philosophy. We refer to it in our everyday language. It is common to speak of ourselves as being ‘back on the market’ when we’ve recently ended a relationship, or, if we are still in one, going out and flirting with people to be reassured that we ‘still have market value’. Similarly, referring to someone as being ‘damaged goods’ can easily be seen as reference to that person’s fall in value, usually after they have been involved in some kind of scandalous affair or traumatic break up.
         
Online dating is perhaps the most clear-cut example of market principles surfacing in the world of romance. We give a description of ourselves (the goods supplied), and a description of what we want (the goods demanded). Suppliers are then matched up with consumers by the website (the broker). They then go on a first date (the trial period) to see if they want to go out (to trade, exclusively, on a long-term basis).
I appreciate that most of the time this book will only give one side of the story, the man’s, but pretty much all the theories in this book can easily be turned on their head to give the female perspective. As we are all simultaneously consumers and suppliers in the market for relationships, and the theories either focus on the supply side (i.e. making yourself more attractive to the opposite sex) or the consumer side (i.e. deciding which person to pursue) each will have a mirror image in which the roles are reversed. I did consider trying to write a balanced account, taking into consideration how men’s and women’s views might differ, but the problem with that is I am not a woman – a man’s perspective is the only one that I can write from honestly and, I hope, insightfully.
         
I hope – for my sake, if no one else’s – that having read this section, when you see girls referred to as ‘assets’ that are ‘consumed’ or ‘invested in’ by boys, and time spent with a girlfriend as a ‘sunk cost’, you won’t find your skin crawling quite as much as it otherwise might have done.
Nonetheless, if you still feel the urge to rip up this book at any stage, just try and think like an economist, and bear in mind the assumptions I am making when I arrive at my conclusions. If you do that and still think I am a sexist bastard who exploits and objectifies women, please forgive me.
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