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Economic Problems and Public Policies                           
 

ECON 309-003 (3 credits)        

Spring 2019         

Wednesdays, 7:20 pm – 10:00 pm     

Location: Planetary Hall 212 

 

Jordan K. Lofthouse 

Department of Economics 

jloftho2@gmu.edu 

 

Office hours: Wednesdays, 6:00 – 7:00 pm, or by appointment. My desk is in Buchanan Hall, Suite D101. 

Look for signs that say, “F. A. Hayek Program” or “Mercatus Center,” which are the same place. Use the 

main entrance of the Mercatus Center, then turn left at the reception desk. Continue until you see a large 

room with several rows of desks. My desk is the first one on the left, number D134-1. 

 

COURSE OBJECTIVES 

This course investigates core economic principles and theories as they relate to a variety of public 

policies. This course will use the economic way of thinking to analyze current and proposed public 

policies. Topics we will cover in this class will include environmental issues, economic regulations, and 

state-led humanitarian aid, among others. 

 

CLASS STRUCTURE  
This course will consist of lecture and class discussion. The lectures and discussions are a way to learn 

and practice the economic way of thinking as they relate to public policies. This class will focus mainly 

on positive analysis, but some normative analysis may be necessary. All discussions will be framed 

around economic principles. Active participation in the class is encouraged and expected. Diversity is one 

of the GMU’s core values. This class will support a diversity of perspectives, so please remember to be 

respectful of other people’s opinions and observations. 

 

The recommended prerequisites for this course are ECON 100 or 103 and 104. Students who have not 

taken these courses will need to supplement their studies on their own time. Students who are not familiar 

with political science or public policy may need to supplement their studies on their own time.  

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

Upon completion of this course, you will 

 

1. Understand the economic way of thinking. 

2. Understand basic principles/theories of microeconomics and macroeconomics. 

3. Be able to synthesize the economic way of thinking with a wide array of social issues and public 

policies. 

 

REQUIRED MATERIALS 

There are several required texts for this course, but many of them can be found online. The links to the 

online reading are in the scheduled outline of course events, which is below. Students will need to buy, 

rent, or borrow the following two books: 

1. Terry L. Anderson and Donald R. Leal. 2015. Free Market Environmentalism for the Next 

Generation. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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2. Christopher J. Coyne. 2013. Doing Bad By Doing Good: Why Humanitarian Action Fails. 

Stanford, CA: Stanford Economics and Finance.  

 

Note: Regulation: A Primer by Susan E. Dudley and Jerry Brito and Permissionless Innovation: The 

continuing case for comprehensive technological freedom by Adam Thierer can both be found online, but 

if you prefer a hard copy, the books can also be purchased. 

 

SCHEDULED OUTLINE OF COURSE EVENTS 
 

I reserve the right to make adjustments if it becomes necessary, but I will limit changes as much as 

possible. If a change to the schedule occurs, I will post an announcement in Blackboard, so please be sure 

to check Blackboard regularly.  

 

January 23 

 Class Orientation and Review of Economic Concepts 

● What is public policy? What is economics? 

● How do economics and public policy go together? 

● Review of core economic principles 

January 30 

 Intro to Public Choice Economics 

● Shughart, William F. “Public Choice.” The Concise Encyclopedia of Economics. 

http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/PublicChoice.html 

● “Virginia School of Political Economy I: An Introduction to Public Choice.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=54&v=4XsR82AUBIc 

● Boettke, Peter J. and Peter T. Leeson. 2004. “Liberalism, Socialism, and Robust 

Political Economy,” Journal of Markets or Morality 7(1): 99-111. 

http://www.peterleeson.com/Liberalism_Link.pdf 

● DiLorenzo, Thomas J. 1988. “Competition and Political Entrepreneurship: 

Austrian Insights Into Public Choice Theory,” The Review of Austrian Economics 

2(1): 59-71. https://mises-

media.s3.amazonaws.com/rae2_1_3_2.pdf?file=1&type=document 

 

February 6 

 Intro to Market Process Theory and the Economics of Knowledge 

● Boettke, Peter J. and Peter T. Leeson. 2003. “The Austrian School of Economics, 

1950-2000,” In Warren Samuels, Jeff Biddle and John Davis, eds. A Companion 

to the History of Economic Thought. Oxford: Blackwell. 

http://econfaculty.gmu.edu/pboettke/pubs/the_austrian_school_of_economics_19

50_2000.pdf 

● Hayek, F. A. 1945. “The Use of Knowledge in Society.” The American 

Economic Review, 35 (4): 519–30. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1809376 

● Kirzner, Israel M. 1997. “Entrepreneurial Discovery and the Competitive Market 

Process: An Austrian Approach,” Journal of Economic Literature 35(1): 60-85. 

http://econfaculty.gmu.edu/pboettke/summer/summer%20docs/kirzner1997.pdf 

● Baumol, William. 1990. "Entrepreneurship: Productive, Unproductive, and 

Destructive."  Journal of Political Economy 98 (5, Part 1): 893-921. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2937617 

February 13 

 Regulations 

http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/PublicChoice.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=54&v=4XsR82AUBIc
http://www.peterleeson.com/Liberalism_Link.pdf
https://mises-media.s3.amazonaws.com/rae2_1_3_2.pdf?file=1&type=document
https://mises-media.s3.amazonaws.com/rae2_1_3_2.pdf?file=1&type=document
http://econfaculty.gmu.edu/pboettke/pubs/the_austrian_school_of_economics_1950_2000.pdf
http://econfaculty.gmu.edu/pboettke/pubs/the_austrian_school_of_economics_1950_2000.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1809376
http://econfaculty.gmu.edu/pboettke/summer/summer%20docs/kirzner1997.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2937617
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● Regulation: A Primer by Susan E. Dudley and Jerry Brito, Chapter 1 through 4. 

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/RegulatoryPrimer_DudleyBrito_0.pdf 

February 20 

 Regulations 

● Regulation: A Primer by Susan E. Dudley and Jerry Brito, Chapters 5 through 9. 

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/RegulatoryPrimer_DudleyBrito_0.pdf 

February 27 

 Environmental Policy 

● Free Market Environmentalism, Chapters 1 through 5 

March 6 – Book Review 1 Due by 11:59 p.m. 

Environmental Policy 

● Free Market Environmentalism, Chapters 6 through 10 

March 13 – Spring Break, No Class 

March 20  

 Rent-Seeking in Policymaking 

● The Pathology of Privilege by Matthew Mitchell. 

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/Mitchell_Pathology_web_v3.pdf 

March 27 

 Occupational Licensing 

● White House. 2015. Occupational Licensing: A Framework for Policymakers. 

Washington, DC: The White House. 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/licensing_report_fi

nal_nonembargo.pdf  

● Casselman, Ben. 2016. “Licensing Laws Are Shutting Young People Out of The 

Job Market.” Five Thirty Eight. https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/licensing-

laws-are-shutting-young-people-out-of-the-job-market/ 

● Patrick McLaughlin, Jerry Ellig, and Dima Yazji Shamoun, “Regulatory Reform 

in Florida: An Opportunity for Greater Competitiveness and Economic 

Efficiency,” Florida State University Business Review 13, no. 1 (Spring 2014): 

95–130. 

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/McLaughlin_RegulatoryReformFlorida_v

1.pdf  

● Matthew D. Mitchell, “Occupational Licensing and the Poor and Disadvantaged” 

(Mercatus Policy Spotlight, Mercatus Center at George Mason University, 

Arlington, VA, September 2017). 

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/mitchell_-_policy_spotlight_-

_occupational_licensing_and_the_poor_-_v1_1.pdf 

April 3 

  Price Controls and Other Economic Regulations 

● Rockoff, Hugh. “Price Controls.” The Concise Encyclopedia of Economics. 

Library of Economics and Liberty. 

http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/PriceControls.html 

● Roberts, Russ. 2007. “Munger on Price Gouging.” EconTalk Podcast. Library of 

Economics and Liberty. 

http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2007/01/munger_on_price_1.html 

● Macro Musings Podcast: “Don Boudreaux On Free Trade, Protectionism, And 

The China Shock.” https://seekingalpha.com/article/4221554-macro-musings-

podcast-don-boudreaux-free-trade-protectionism-china-shock 

April 10 

 Humanitarian Policy 

● Doing Bad By Doing Good, Chapters 1 through 4 

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/RegulatoryPrimer_DudleyBrito_0.pdf
https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/RegulatoryPrimer_DudleyBrito_0.pdf
https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/Mitchell_Pathology_web_v3.pdf
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/licensing_report_final_nonembargo.pdf
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/licensing_report_final_nonembargo.pdf
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/licensing-laws-are-shutting-young-people-out-of-the-job-market/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/licensing-laws-are-shutting-young-people-out-of-the-job-market/
https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/McLaughlin_RegulatoryReformFlorida_v1.pdf
https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/McLaughlin_RegulatoryReformFlorida_v1.pdf
https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/mitchell_-_policy_spotlight_-_occupational_licensing_and_the_poor_-_v1_1.pdf
https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/mitchell_-_policy_spotlight_-_occupational_licensing_and_the_poor_-_v1_1.pdf
http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/PriceControls.html
http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2007/01/munger_on_price_1.html
https://seekingalpha.com/article/4221554-macro-musings-podcast-don-boudreaux-free-trade-protectionism-china-shock
https://seekingalpha.com/article/4221554-macro-musings-podcast-don-boudreaux-free-trade-protectionism-china-shock
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April 17 – Book Review 2 Due by 11:59 p.m. 

 Humanitarian Policy 

● Doing Bad By Doing Good, Chapters 5 through 8 

April 24  

Innovation 

● Thierer, Adam. 2016. “Permissionless Innovation: The continuing case for 

comprehensive technological freedom.” Chapters 1 through 3. Arlington, VA: 

Mercatus Center at George Mason University. 

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/Thierer-Permissionless-revised.pdf 

May 1 

 Innovation 

● Thierer, Adam. 2016. “Permissionless Innovation: The continuing case for 

comprehensive technological freedom.” Chapters 4 through 6. Arlington, VA: 

Mercatus Center at George Mason University. 

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/Thierer-Permissionless-revised.pdf 

May 8 – Scheduled Final Exam Time (No Final Exam) – Final Policy Paper Due by 11:59 p.m. 

 

GRADING AND ASSIGNMENTS: 

 

Your grade will be based on the following: 

● Reading Reactions (30% of final grade)  

● Participation in Class Discussion (10% of final grade) 

● Book Reviews (40% of final grade, or 20% per book review) 

● Final Policy Paper (20% of final grade) 

 

Grading Scale 

A+ 97-100 B+ 87-89 C+ 77-79 D 60-69 

A 93-96 B 83-86 C 73-76 F <60 

A- 90-92 B- 80-82 C- 70-72   

(Grades will be rounded to the nearest whole number. For example, an 89.5 will be rounded to a 90). 

 

Reading Reactions: Short reading reactions will be administered at the beginning of every class 

throughout the semester, starting January 30th. I will ask one or two short questions about the readings, 

and students will be expected to write several sentences to demonstrate their engagement with each 

week’s assigned readings. Come to class prepared to write about and discuss the readings that are listed 

for each day in the scheduled outline of course events. For example, there are four readings listed on 

January 30th. The reading reaction on January 30th will pertain to those four readings. 

 

There are no makeup reading reactions, and students must be on time to receive one. Once collected, 

reading reactions will not be distributed to latecomers. I will drop the two lowest reading reaction scores 

at the end of the semester to provide some cushion for unexpected events. 

 

Participation in Class Discussion: Throughout the semester, I will use a variety of different discussion 

strategies in order to give all students the opportunity to apply, critique, and extend the content offered in 

the readings and the lectures. These strategies will include pair-and-share discussions, small group break-

outs, round-table discussion, among others. Students will receive a grade for each class that they 

contribute meaningfully to the discussion.  

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/Thierer-Permissionless-revised.pdf
https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/Thierer-Permissionless-revised.pdf


 

5 

 

Book Reviews: Students are expected to submit TWO typed book reviews during the semester. The first 

book review will be of Free Market Environmentalism (due March 6th) and the second will be of Doing 

Bad By Doing Good (due April 17th). The purpose of this assignment is to practice clear, concise writing 

and critical analysis. A rubric and specific instructions regarding formatting, style, and substance will be 

posted on Blackboard near the beginning of the semester. Each book review has a firm maximum limit of 

1000 words. You can turn in the book reviews earlier, but no late reviews will be accepted. Please email 

book reviews to jloftho2@gmu.edu. 

 

Final Policy Paper: Students are expected to write a final policy paper, which will be the culmination of 

the class. Instead of a final exam, you will turn in your final policy paper at any time between May 1st 

and May 8th. The purpose of this assignment is to do in-depth research on a specific public policy and to 

analyze that policy using economic theories and empirical evidence. A rubric and specific instructions 

regarding formatting, style, and substance will be posted on Blackboard near the beginning of the 

semester. The final paper will be between six and eight pages, typed and double-spaced. Please email the 

final policy paper to jloftho2@gmu.edu. 

 

 

TECHNOLOGY 
Regarding electronic devices (such as laptops, cell phones, etc.), please be respectful of your peers and 

your instructor and do not engage in activities that are unrelated to class. Such disruptions show a lack of 

professionalism. If disruptions become too severe, you may be asked to leave class. 

 

SPECIAL ACCOMODATIONS 
If you have a documented learning disability or other condition that may affect academic performance 

you should: 1) make sure this documentation is on file with Disability Services (SUB I, Rm. 4205; 993-

2474; http://ds.gmu.edu) to determine the accommodations you need; and 2) talk with me to discuss your 

accommodation needs. Please see me immediately following the first class so that we can work together 

to make sure that you have what you need to succeed in this course. Visit http://ds.gmu.edu/ for more 

information on resources available to students at GMU. 

 

POLICY REGARDING AUDIO/VIDEO RECORDING & PICTURES 
For the privacy and comfort of your fellow students, audio and video recordings, as well as photography, 

is strictly prohibited during class. 

 

ACADEMIC DISHONESTY 

Cheating will not be tolerated and can result in a failing grade, dismissal from class, and expulsion from 

the university. If I suspect you of cheating, I will seek the appropriate punishment under George Mason 

University guidelines. Please review the George Mason University Honor System and Code. Please visit 

http://oai.gmu.edu/ to familiarize yourself with the full terms of the GMU Honor Code. 

 

NOTICE OF MANDATORY REPORTING OF SEXUAL ASSAULT, 

VIOLENCE, AND STALKING  

I am designated as a “Responsible Employee,” and must report all disclosures of sexual assault, 

interpersonal violence, and stalking to Mason’s Title IX Coordinator per University Policy 1412. You 

may seek assistance from Mason’s Title IX Coordinator, Jennifer Hammat, by calling 703-993-8730 or 

email cde@gmu.edu. If you wish to speak with someone confidentially, please contact one of Mason’s 

confidential resources, such as Student Support and Advocacy Center (SSAC) at 703-993-3686 or 
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Counseling and Psychology Services (CAPS) at 703-993-2380. The 24-hour Sexual and Intimate Partner 

Violence Crisis Line for Mason is 703-380-1434. 

 

PRIVACY 

Student privacy is governed by the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) and is an 

essential aspect of any course. Students must use their MasonLive email account to receive important 

University information, including communications related to this class. I will not respond to messages 

sent from or send messages to a non-Mason email address. 


