VIEWPOINT

How we feel about our economic prospects is as much due to our general mood as to hard economic facts
Oliver Hartwich on how a country’s sporting success just might boost the population’s economic mood

Economy can kick a winner
A touch of sporting optimism
could get us through the financial
crisis, writes Oliver Hartwich

A

FTER last year’s
avalanche of bad
news, Australia’s
economists probably needed the
summer break more than
anybody else. Yet it’s unlikely
their holiday mood will last
long back at work.
Dark clouds are hanging
over the economic horizon.
Recession is looming, unemployment rising and the
Budget heading for its first
deficit in years. There are
hardly any news stories that
could make the economics
profession happier, so it
seems. Or are there?
Maybe our economists
have only been reading the
wrong parts of the newspapers. If they skipped the
business sections and went
straight to the sports news
they would look into the
future with a bit more optimism. At least that’s what
economic research from
Germany suggests.
Four researchers from Bonn
University have written a fascinating study. Unfortunately,
they still managed to give it a
terribly dull title: Seemingly
Irrelevant Events Affect Economic Perceptions and Expectations. But the idea behind it
is so cheeky that it may even
cheer up the most pessimistic
economic forecaster — that a
country’s economic future depends on its sports results. To
test this hypothesis they conducted opinion polls among
Germans before and during
the soccer World Cup in 2006.
Soccer is a big thing in
Germany, but the researchers
wanted to know, could it also
be an economic factor?
So they asked citizens for
their assessment of the economic situation and their expectations for the next year. Apart
from the World Cup, there was
hardly any other news at the
time. And yet, the Germans

became more and more optimistic about the economy’s
future as their team went on a
winning streak that no one had
thought possible. In the end it
finished third.
The researchers looked at
the polling data from all
angles but the result always
was the same: There was no
explanation for the sudden
boost of economic confidence
other than the unexpected
performance on the field.
The connection between
the two may not be obvious.
After all, why should GDP
grow faster only because your
team
has
just
beaten
Argentina in a penalty shootout? But apparently that’s
what the Germans believed.
In fact, the researchers even
managed to put a number to
it. They calculated that to
receive the same shift in
economic
optimism
you
would have had to give them a
23.5 per cent increase in net
monthly household income.
As curious as this economic
research appears at first, there
are some important lessons.
And they probably don’t just
apply to soccer-obsessed
Germans, nor do they only
hold during world cups.
The first lesson is this: How
we feel about our economic
prospects is as much due to
our general mood as to hard
economic facts. As it turns
out, homo economicus is not
just a number-cruncher but a
human being. If his football
team wins, he feels better.
But if this first lesson is true,
then a second lesson follows:
How bad our current economic
crisis will turn out to be for
Australia does not only depend
on China’s growth, American
bank collapses or some fiscal
stimulus packages. It will be
equally important whether we
still manage to see and hear the
positive news in the overall
noise of the crisis talk.

And there still are surprisingly many things you could
feel good about. Petrol is
much cheaper than it used to
be only half a year ago. When
you are buying a new car you
can hope for some pretty good
bargains, too. First homebuyers not only benefit from
higher government grants but
also from much reduced mortgage rates. Altogether, if you
belong to the more than
95 per cent of employees who

will keep their jobs in this
crisis, chances are you will
actually be able to increase
your quality of life because of
falling costs of living.
The worst thing that can
happen in a downturn is to
lose sight of the things you
may feel positive about. But to
be confronted by bad news
day in, day out is hardly a
recipe for creating optimism.
Perhaps instead of indulging
in the doom and gloom that

this economic crisis brings, we
should all remind ourselves
that not everything is lost.
Apart from that, we can
only hope for other things to
save us: Australia retaining
the Ashes or an Australian
player winning a Grand Slam
title again. And one more
thing: economists starting to
read the sports news.
Dr Oliver Hartwich is a research
fellow at the Centre for
Independent Studies.

The world stage
‘‘IN the 1966 science-fiction film
Fantastic Voyage, scientists shrink
a submersible craft, complete with
a two-man crew and medical team,
to the size of a molecule and inject
it into the body of a diplomat to
destroy a clot in his brain. In a
major step towards that surreal
surgical scenario, researchers at
Australia’s Monash University have
built and demonstrated the
prototype of a motor about twice
the width of a human hair. This
could one day be used to power a
similar microbot small enough to be
injected into the human
bloodstream to scrape plaque off
artery walls, transport drug
payloads and even extract cells to
test for cancer. Methods of
minimally invasive techniques, such
as laparoscopic or keyhole surgery
and an assortment of operations
that use catheters, are already
preferred by surgeons and patients
alike because of the damage
avoided when compared with the
open-body scalpel method. But
these have their limitations too
because damage is not always
avoidable. The width of a catheter
tube can, for example, in some
cases puncture narrow or
weakened blood vessels. Also,
catheters, despite their small size
are still fairly rigid and cannot
reach the delicate narrower
channels of the circulatory system.’’
The Times of India
‘‘IT WAS a relief to see a stay issued
in Federal Court yesterday in the
scheduled execution of a
Montgomery County man who might
have been behind bars when his
alleged murder victim was killed.
Doubts have lingered over the
conviction of Larry Swearingen for
months, ever since a medical
examiner essentially recanted her
pivotal testimony about the probable
time of death of the victim, college
student Melissa Trotter. Yet state
courts have declined to examine the
expert’s changed testimony on its
merits, citing a technicality to move
the case along.’’
Dallas Morning News, US

Have your say
Tell us what you think at
www.couriermail.com.au/oursay/
viewpoint

BETTER BUSINESS
THROUGH BETTER BRIEFS.
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An invaluable 1/2 day workshop. Monday 9 February [8:30am-12:30pm], Brisbane.
What: The entire success of a marketing campaign hinges on the quality and inspiration of ‘the brief’– whether it’s the brief from the client to the agency,
or the account manager/planner to the agency team. This workshop will build a mutual understanding of what constitutes a great brief.
It will show you what agencies expect from the client brief and what clients should expect from agency briefs.
It will then go into the practicalities of how to fill out a good creative brief and, just as importantly, the philosophy behind it.
For: .Account Managers and their Client Partners, Product or Brand Managers, Planners, Researchers.
Speaker: Paul Blockey [Senior Strategic Planner, Clemenger BBDO Sydney].
Certificate: An AFA Certificate of Participation will be issued.
Where: AIM, Springhill, Brisbane.
Fee: AFA Members $356; Non Members $396.
EARLY BOOKING SECURES PLACE. ENROLS CLOSE THURS 5 FEB [unless by special arrangement].
For info or to enroll:

www.afaadschool.com.au or contact Hanns Bergs [qld@afa.org.au, or 0438 806 195].

AFA AdSchool is the only industry training & education program fully run and accredited by the Advertising Federation of Australia. We offer a wide
range of advertising, media, marketing & sales short courses and workshops for continuous professional training and ongoing development. Taught
by practicing industry professionals, courses cater for all levels from trainee to senior executive, as well as those looking to break into the industry.
afaqld0028-T308-briefs-10x7clr
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