
Economics 4221 
Political and Public Choice Economics 

Fall 2022 
 
Instructor: Dr. Billy Mertens  
Office:  Econ 12 and Zoom: https://cuboulder.zoom.us/j/5838330659 
E-mail: mertens@colorado.edu Email is by far the best way to contact me.  I check my 

email and respond (if time) every M,W,F between 9 and 10am.  If there is not 
enough time to respond to all emails during that time, then I will respond in the 
afternoon every weekday (usually between 1:30 and 3pm). I typically do not 
check emails at other times or over the weekend, but there are some exceptions 
such as exam times.  We can set up times to Zoom over the weekend if you give 
me plenty (2 weeks) of advance notice.  

Web:  canvas.colorado.edu  
Office Hours:  In Econ 12: M,W,F 1:15-2:05pm  
 On Zoom: T,R 8:50-9:50am 
 
 
Course Description:  
Political and public choice economics can be defined as the analysis of decision-making in non-
traditional market settings, specifically political market settings, using economic models.  
Essentially, the individual utility-maximizing agent that acts in economic markets also acts in the 
political arena.  Therefore, any policy outcomes are the product of interactions among individuals 
in political markets.  In this framework, it is apparent that governmental decisions are the result of 
rational optimizing behavior, even if they do not lead to policies that maximize national welfare.  
The public choice field can be roughly divided into two subfields, institutional political economy, 
and social choice theory.  The former looks at the role of institutions in government outcomes 
from a positive (in the economic sense) point of view.  The latter examines how different voting 
procedures affect incentives and thus results in a normative (welfare-oriented) sense.   
 
This is an upper-level undergraduate course that demands a lot of work (reading and writing), but 
that 



the market equilibrium will and won’t be efficient, market failure, types of market failures, and 
corrections for market failure. 
 
A strong math background will make this course easier. Math involves rigor and a way of 
thinking that facilitates economic thinking. In addition, graphs and simple mathematical 
descriptions of economic problems provide insights that would be difficult to convey with only 
words.  
 
 
Readings & Required Materials: 
1. All readings for this course (there are a lot) come from Economics Journals and will be 

posted on Canvas. 
2. You will need a 4-function or financial (not a graphing) calculator for some exams. 



Learning systems:  
1. Lecturing: explaining difficult material not easily learned on your own with text, groups, etc. 
2. 



More Information on Assessment: 
Exams 
There will be three cumulative exams and a cumulative final.  These will be given in class on the 
days listed.  No exams will be dropped.  To be fair to everybody, I will not answer ANY 
questions during exams (even about typos) – this puts everyone on equal footing during the 
exams.  Tests will consist of short-answer questions and some longer problems.  The exams will 
all be cumulative, and the material does build on itself, so it is important to understand all the 
concepts as we go. Exams will be given in class on the days listed.  If you miss an exam with 
a valid excuse (e.g., illness), then the weight of your final will be increased.  Please do Not 
feel the need to try and reschedule an exam no matter the reason you miss one.  We simply 
reweight the final in all circumstances.  If you know in advance that you will miss an exam, 
sometimes we can arrange for you to take it a day or two early. Note that the exam dates 
below are not tentative – exams will be given in class on the days listed.   NO EXAMS 
WILL BE DROPPED!!!!!!
 
Exam Schedule: all exams will be taken in class!    
Exam 1: Friday, September 23!"       



Fortunately, the fields of public choice and political economy have some journals that are very 
‘readable’ at the undergraduate level.  Your goal with the group-led discussions is to make one 
article of your choosing very understandable to the class.  The class will have read the article 
(there will be a short quiz on the readings that will count toward the final grade), so it is your job 
to make the paper even more clear, and primarily to motivate a successful discussion about the 
article. You should try and answer questions as the author would.  It is not your job to 
critique the article – all articles have already been critiqued by PhD referees before being 
published.  However, if you find follow-up articles that critique the paper it is fine (and even 
encouraged) to cite those articles. The groups leading the discussion will have studied their 
paper in great detail, but I expect the rest of the class to have read all of the papers and be ready 
to discuss them – rude and counter-



 
 



Students,	faculty	and	staff	must	upload	proof	of	vaccination	and	boosters	or	file	for	an	
exemption	based	on	medical,	ethical	or	moral	grounds	through	the	MyCUHealth	portal.		
The	CU	Boulder	campus	is	currently	mask-optional.	However,	if	public	health	conditions	
change	and	masks	are	again	required	in	classrooms,	students	who	fail	to	adhere	to	masking	
requirements	will	be	asked	to	leave	class,	and	students	who	do	not	leave	class	when	asked	
or	who	refuse	to	comply	with	these	requirements	will	be	referred	to	Student	Conduct	and	
Conflict	Resolution.	For	more	information,	see	the	policy	on	classroom	behavior	and	the	
Student	Code	of	Conduct.	If	you	require	accommodation	because	a	disability	prevents	you	
from	fulfilling	these	safety	measures,	please	follow	the	steps	in	the	“Accommodation	for	
Disabilities”	statement	on	this	syllabus.	
	
If	you	feel	ill	and	think	you	might	have	COVID-19,	if	you	have	tested	positive	for	COVID-19,	
or	if	you	are	unvaccinated	or	partially	vaccinated	and	have	been	in	close	contact	with	
someone	who	has	COVID-19,	you	should	stay	home	and	follow	the	further	guidance	of	the	
Public	Health	Office	(contacttracing@colorado.edu).	If	you	are	fully	vaccinated	and	have	
been	in	close	contact	with	someone	who	has	COVID-19,	you	do	not	need	to	stay	home;	
rather,	you	should	self-monitor	for	symptoms	and	follow	the	further	guidance	of	the	Public	
Health	Office	(contacttracing@colorado.edu).		If	you	are	sick	and	will	need	an	excused	
absence,	unless	you	are	incapacitated,	you	must	notify	me	



Religious Holidays 


