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Objective of the Course 
 
In her best-selling book “Sex, Drugs and Economics: An Unconventional Introduction to 
Economics”, Diane Coyle characterizes what others have called the “dismal science1” as 
follows: “… economics is not a set body of knowledge about certain financial subjects. It 
is instead a method for thinking about any subject. There can be an economics of any-
thing – marriage, sport, crime, drug trafficking, education, movies, and even, yes, sex. 
Economics is one route toward understanding any aspect of human nature, and one of 
the most illuminating because of its analytical rigor” (Coyle 2004: xii). 
 
Thus, economics focuses not only on prices, incentives, information, and constraints, 
but also focuses on social interaction, since parents, teachers, customers, co-workers, 
managers and politicians play important roles in driving behavior. This approach has two 
major implications: 
 First, economics focuses on variables that parents, teachers, customers, co-workers, 

managers or politicians have a great deal of control over – namely information, deci-
sions, and incentives. 

 Second, the standard ingredients of the economist’s “toolbox” can (and should be) 
used to analyze a variety of social phenomena occurring in environments such as e.g. 
sport, culture and religion. 

During the course, we will discuss selected empirical papers from each of the three ar-
eas. In practical sessions, we will estimate models to explain e.g. the observable varia-
tion in player salaries and market values, wine prices, and exits from the Catholic and 
Protestant churches in Germany.   
 
Evaluation 
 
Students prepare a presentation based on three assigned papers and write a short em-
pirical essay (2,500 words) on one of the topics covered in the course. The essay will 
count 60% and the presentation 40%. 
 

                                                           
1  The term was first used by Scottish historian Thomas Carlyle in an essay criticizing the ideas of Thomas 

Malthus and John Stuart Mill, in which he argued slavery should be restored to increase labor produc-
tivity in the West Indies (Carlyle, T. (1849): Occasional Discourse on the Negro Question. Fraser’s Mag-
azine for Town and Country, XL, p. 672). 
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