ECONOMIC SYSTEMS ELSEWHERE:  A COMPARATIVE ESSAY ASSIGNMENT

Objectives:  This project fosters analytical, writing, and research skills and allows students to examine the lives of Spaniards, Danes, Japanese, Italians, Finns, New Zealanders, or citizens of other so-called “advanced economy” states on an everyday basis and/or over the long run.  By looking at case studies for the given country as well as at comparative statistics, students can examine how everyday life in that country compares with life in other advanced economy states, including the United States.  
The objective is not to look at these comparisons narrowly, but rather to look widely at the quality of life overall in any of the given states and to even question what the term "quality of life" means.  A direct comparison with the United States is not made, but the exercise will allow students to make the comparison subjectively and will serve as a good basis for class discussion.
Directions:  Assign a research essay in which students choose any state with an advanced economy.  Ask students to examine the typical lives of  their citizens in the given state and to consider questions such as those below.  Faculty can emphasize areas of focus to reflect their respective fields, i.e., everyday life (sociology or anthropology), policy or ideology, (political science), finance and taxes (economics), social services (social work), development of the welfare state (history), etc.  Subject areas that students can examine can include:

· Transportation

· Environment

· Physical Health

· Mental Health

· Debt

· Vacation Time

· Labor Rights and Practices

· Leisure Activities

· Material Possessions

· Taxes

· Retirement Security and Lifestyle

· Housing

· Education 

· Contentment

· Etc.

Someone studying Greece could, for example, ask questions such as the following:
· How much free time, for example, do Greeks have away from work and how does that compare with others?  What do Greeks do with their free time?  

· How much time do Greeks spend with their children?  What variables account for the amount of time? 

· How do Greek citizens access health care and education?  How do they pay for these services and what quality do they receive in turn?  

· How healthy are Greeks in comparison with those in other industrialized states?  

· What is their life expectancy?  How does that compare with others?  

· What percent of the population is poor or homeless in Greece?  

· What health care is available for poor children?  

· What is the parental leave policy and practice in Greece and how does that compare with leave policies in other industrialized economies?  

· When parents work, how are children taken care of in the Greece?  

· How do Greeks typically commute to work?   

· How widespread is auto ownership and how much does the average Greek drive? 

· How big are houses in Greece and, when compared with other citizens in other states, does that correlate with happiness and contentment?  

Answers to such questions can be followed up with analytical questions that look at the causes and effects.  What accounts for the amount of time off from work, for example?  Public policy? Culture?  Or one can ask what the effects of time off are.  Does the amount of time off lead to more or less stress in society?  What are the comparative policy implications of the answers?
Much case study material will be available via Web searches (including journal articles, often for sale), but good university libraries will be the best source for books and (free) journal articles and their use is recommended.  
Comparative statistical databases are available via our Quick Comparative Rankings link and via our more comprehensive Statistical Databases link.  Both will provide data and comparative international rankings in health, economics, labor laws, security, etc.   
Alternative Approach 1:  Students can research these topics in groups and give class presentations in lieu of essays.  The opportunity for class discussion will be greater with this option. 
Alternative Approach 2: The assignment can be broadened to include comparisons with states that have less advanced economies.  It is expected that citizens of such states will rank lower in health and contentment rankings.  There will be surprises however, when students find that some such countries have higher rankings than the United States in some categories such as life expectancy, infant mortality, etc.  

