
  ABOUT THE BOOK


  Do you and your partner bicker over trivial things, and do you find yourself thinking about how much more fun life together used to be? If the answer is 'yes' to either or both questions, it's little wonder! Relationships are complicated, and they don't come with a user's manual. Until now.  Enter Spousonomics- a fun, original relationship guide which offers a brilliant, fresh twist to standard advice by showing how economics - that's right, economics - is the key to a happiness. For example...

  
  	The Laws of Supply and Demand - or how to kick-start your sex life. If having sex carries too many costs - too much time or energy - you won't do it enough. Lower your costs to get the bed springs bouncing again!

  	Moral hazard - or why your marriage is not too big to fail. If you're too forgiving there's a good chance your partner will feel they can operate without consequences. Beware! 

  	Game Theory - or redefining the notion of 'winning'. Resolving conflict requires cooperation and strategic thinking - so start anticipating your partner's moves to get ahead of the game. 

  

  Brilliantly researched and cutting through the noise of emotion and tired clichés, Spousonomics offers sound, practical advice that will help you to get your relationship back on track - and maximize returns on the biggest investment of your life.
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  DIVISION OF LABOR


  Or, Why You Should Do the Dishes


  THE PRINCIPLE, PART ONE


  Who should do what?


  It’s one of the first questions Fortune 500 companies, governments, and gas stations have to answer if they plan on getting anything accomplished.


  Consider your local Hess station. It wouldn’t exist without the truck drivers who delivered the concrete that was then poured and shaped into a foundation by a team of construction workers—not to be confused with the other team of construction workers who built the quickie mart, which is now staffed by a cashier in a green vest who sells the Ho Hos that were brought by the Hostess man with the “FBI: Female Body Inspector” T-shirt. There’s the guy who fills the underground tanks with gas, and the guy who pumps that gas into your car. Don’t forget the crane operator who lifts the number changer high up to the glowing Hess sign to swap out the number 7 next to “Premium” for a number 8 so that when you drive up, you can decide whether you want to spend $3.08 for a gallon of topnotch petroleum.


  Every person has his or her job to do in order to create the final product: a functioning—and, if Hess is lucky, a prosperous—gas station. The fuel-pumping guy can’t drop his hose and start delivering fuel, just as the number changer can’t operate the crane without risking tearing a giant hole in the roof of the quickie mart, where the cashier sits, printing out lotto tickets and offering customers directions to the nearest IHOP.


  This is what’s called “division of labor,” and it’s what makes economies function.


  Take a look around you. Every piece of furniture in your house, the boneless chicken breasts you eat for dinner, the car you drive, and the clothes on your back—they all owe their existence to a division of labor. Even the book you have in your hands right now came into being thanks to loggers, ink makers, printing press operators, glue producers, art directors, nagging editors, gifted writers, guys in suits who sign checks, and a group of deep-pocketed German publishers who pay the salaries of the suit-wearing check signers. There’s no way those gifted writers could fell a tree or pay anyone’s salary, much less their own. And maybe the ink makers could one day learn the art of glue producing, but it wouldn’t happen overnight, and the glue quality would probably never be the same, and . . . well, you get the idea.


  That businesses thrive when employees have specialized tasks is hardly a novel idea. It probably dates back to the cavemen, when certain hunters were prized for their good aim and others were aces at skinning and filleting bison. But in more recent times, the concept is often credited to Adam Smith, the father of modern economics.


  In 1776, Smith published his now seminal work, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Among the many insights that to this day form the basis of economic theory, Smith argued that the secret to a nation’s wealth wasn’t money, but labor, and specifically, a division of labor based on specialization.


  To prove his point, he used the example of a pin factory, saying that many more pins could be made in a day if each of eighteen specialized pin-making tasks was assigned to specific workers, rather than each worker making an entire pin from start to finish. Ten workers, he said, could produce forty-eight thousand pins a day if they specialized, versus perhaps just ten pins without specialization: “One man draws out the wire, another straights it, a third cuts it, a fourth points it, a fifth grinds it at the top for receiving the head.” And so on.
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  Adam Smith: An Extremely Smart Guy You Should Know About
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  Born 1723, Scotland. Philosopher, professor, private tutor, lifelong bachelor. Lived with his mother. Enjoyed talking to himself. Coined the term “invisible hand” to explain how markets are naturally efficient and self-regulating. Despite never having married, Smith was something of a Dr. Phil of his day, espousing untold insights into the often paradoxical nature of love. He believed, for example, that we are engaged in an eternal struggle between our passions on one side and a dispassionate “impartial spectator” on the other. He also believed we are driven by both self-interest and selflessness, or the urge to improve our own lives while also doing good for others. Kind of like when you want to stop on the way home to pick up flowers for your spouse but instead you stay late at the office to impress your boss.


  [image: img]


  Seems evident now, at a time when many of us take specialization for granted, when we buy iPods in Kansas that were assembled in China with parts made in Japan and the Philippines, when we work in offices where some people are in charge of hanging art on the walls and others unclog toilets. But until Adam Smith put quill to parchment, no one had quite articulated the benefits of dividing labor into its component parts or made such a compelling argument for running the world this way.


  THE PRINCIPLE, PART TWO


  Now back to the question of who should do what. Division of labor is only part of the answer. It tells us that no one person should do everything and that each person should have a specialty. But it doesn’t say anything about how we go about deciding who’s best suited to hanging art or pumping gas, or which country should make the iPod’s display screen and which the hard drive. For some ideas on that front, we turn to British economist David Ricardo, who, four decades after Smith’s Wealth of Nations, came up with a theory called “comparative advantage.”


  The theory of comparative advantage says that it’s not efficient for you to take on every single task you’re good at, only on those tasks you’re relatively better at compared with other tasks. (See: Michael Jordan’s short-lived baseball career.) Or, as economists would put it, what matters is not your absolute ability to produce goods, but your ability to produce one good relative to another. Those are the things in which you have the comparative advantage.


  Comparative advantage is the foundation of free trade. The idea is that instead of each country making everything it needs for its people, it should specialize in what it produces relatively better and then trade these goods and services with other countries. Countries develop specializations for any number of reasons. They might have control over scarce resources, like Saudi Arabia with oil. They might have millions of people willing to make flat-screen TVs for a pittance, as China does. They might have unique weather patterns, as Spain does, with its windy plains and burgeoning wind-turbine industry. Or they might be1 in the middle of nowhere: New Zealand, for example, saw a spike in tourism after the September 11 attacks, when travelers were looking for destinations terrorists would never think to go.


  For David Ricardo, sitting in his Gloucestershire estate and ruminating on the notion of comparative advantage back in 1817, wind turbines and flat-screen TVs were the stuff of science fiction. Ricardo’s theory was founded on the much more rustic example of England and Portugal trading wine and cloth. Ricardo said that even if Portugal could make both wine and cloth more quickly than England could, it was still in Portugal’s interest to specialize in the one good it was relatively better at and trade with England for the other.


  Pay attention, because we’re going to tell you exactly how and why it pays to trade. First, take a look at the (hypothetical) amount of time it takes England and Portugal to produce one unit each of wine and knickers (cloth) when they do it all themselves and don’t trade.


  WITHOUT TRADE


  
    
      	Product

      	Portugal

      	England
    


    
      	1 pair of knickers

      	20 minutes

      	30 minutes
    


    
      	1 bottle of wine

      	10 minutes

      	60 minutes
    


    
      	Total time

      	30 minutes

      	90 minutes
    

  


  Given how much faster Portugal is at making wine and knickers, you’d think Portugal should make everything itself, right? Wrong.


  Here’s why:


  Going it alone, Portugal spends half an hour making a bottle of wine and a pair of knickers and England spends ninety minutes doing the same.


  Let’s say they decide to trade. Portugal makes two bottles of wine, since it’s relatively faster at wine than at knicker making, what with all the grapes growing everywhere. England makes two pairs of knickers, since it clearly has more sheep than vineyards. Then they trade—one pair of knickers for one bottle of wine . . . and suddenly Portugal’s got one of each for only twenty minutes of work. England had to put in only2 sixty minutes of work instead of ninety.


  WITH TRADE


  
    
      	Product

      	Portugal

      	England
    


    
      	2 pairs of knickers

      	n/a

      	60 minutes
    


    
      	2 bottles of wine

      	20 minutes

      	n/a
    


    
      	Total time after trade

      	20 minutes

      	60 minutes
    

  


  It’s like magic. Only it’s not magic. It’s math. Very, very simple math, we concede—math that doesn’t take into account all the other things the two countries make or the prices they could charge for their goods on the open market. It’s also true that England’s workers still wind up working longer hours compared with Portugal’s workers for the same rewards, but it’s undeniable that they’ve saved time relative to their pretrading workloads.


  Ricardo’s model illustrates a universal truth: There are great rewards to be had from trading smartly and great wastes of time and energy from trying to do everything yourself, or even from splitting things in half.


  Which is what takes us to the topic you’ve probably been waiting for: your marriage. Think of your marriage as a business comprising two partners. You’re not only business partners in the sense that you work together for the good of your company, you’re also trading partners who exchange services, often in the form of household chores. How should you decide who does what? Who should specialize in shopping for orange juice and who in cleaning windows? Who should provide clothes that are freshly laundered and folded, and who should put food on the table at dinnertime? We all wish these kinds of questions had easy answers, yet household labor issues are often the most divisive that couples face. They don’t have to be. Economics offers clear solutions. You’re about to meet three couples, each of whom were nearly undone by all sorts of seemingly inane duties that they were dividing in all the wrong ways.


  One couple, thinking that a fifty/fifty split was the way to go, made the mistake of having no specializations at all. Another couple miscalculated what their comparative advantages were, and a third couple discovered that specializations aren’t static and can sometimes change as the marriage itself changes.


  CASE STUDY #1


  The Players: Eric and Nancy


  Eric and Nancy had never heard of David Ricardo when they fell in love and decided to merge as lifelong trading partners. They weren’t familiar with the theory of comparative advantage, and if it came up at a dinner party—which, frankly, it never did—their eyes would very likely have glazed over. Eric was a photographer for glossy cooking magazines, and Nancy designed a line of teen clothing for one of those apparel chains that have an outpost at every mall in America. They were more artsy than economicsy.


  Yet economics—bad economics—dominated their lives. Without knowing it, they’d become a case study in how a bad division of labor can harm an otherwise well-matched couple. That’s because Eric and Nancy split the work not on the basis of who did which job best, but on what seemed fair. And fair, in their view, was a strict fifty/fifty split.


  They divided everything in half. They had a joint checking account into which their roughly equivalent salaries were deposited directly and from which they transferred the same allowances every month into their individual checking accounts to spend as they pleased. They had a mutt named Moo Shoo whom they took turns walking every other morning. When Eric cooked, Nancy cleaned. When Nancy cooked, Eric cleaned. They rotated laundry, bill paying, in-law calling, trash days. Eric was in charge of cleaning the upstairs bathroom. Nancy handled the downstairs.


  On the outside, Eric and Nancy’s system made them seem like the perfect modern couple. Their friends marveled at how they defied stereotypes: Eric knows how to use a Swiffer! Nancy gives him so much space! He’s so accommodating! She goes to Home Depot without him!


  There was only one kink: Eric and Nancy weren’t happy.


  The Problem: The Fifty/Fifty Marriage


  Here’s a puzzler: Think of a successful business whose employees work the exact same hours and do the exact same amount of work for the exact same pay.


  Still thinking?


  That’s because, outside of assembly lines, there aren’t many.


  From your grocery store to your money manager’s office to the website you get your news from, businesses are organized around specialization. Employees have distinct tasks that require different sorts of expertise and command higher or lower salaries. Bond traders know the bond market inside and out, stock traders are more proficient in stocks. There are people who sell the ads that appear on The Wall Street Journal’s website and people who write the stories, and neither group knows very much about what the other does all day.


  Imagine what would happen if those ad guys started spending half their time writing articles and reporters spent half their time selling ads—all in the name of fairness. It would be a disaster.


  The specialization model also applies to the broader economy. Some countries grow bananas, some produce cars, some make tank tops.


  The same logic applies to marriage. In insisting on a “fair” division of labor, Eric and Nancy had created a monster. For all their focus on fifty/fifty, some days things could feel a little too egalitarian.


  Like when the laundry hamper would overflow with dirty clothes and an exhausted Nancy would say to Eric, who was busy shopping for old camera equipment online, “I did the laundry last time—it’s your turn.”


  Or when Eric, chopping onions for a lamb tagine, saw Nancy watching Law & Order and thought, “Wait a minute, why am I spending all this time on a fancy meal when all she ever makes is mac and cheese?”


  Or the time Nancy’s parents were coming for dinner and she and Eric spent the day arguing over whether Eric cleaning his office really counted as “housework” as much as Nancy mopping all the floors—since, said Nancy, his office wasn’t a “communal living area.”


  This was life at Eric and Nancy’s house. Each one constantly monitoring the other’s workload, keeping mental bar graphs of who had done more and who had fallen behind, sounding the unfairness alarm whenever it seemed the split was starting to shift into the—gasp!—sixty/forty range. “Everything was a debate,” said Nancy. “We spent so much time fighting over who was doing more and who needed to pick up the slack, it’s amazing we got anything done at all.”


  “It got to the point where if I was dusting and Nancy was painting her nails, I’d drop the duster and check my email just so I didn’t end up doing more than her,” said Eric.


  They posted two chore logs outside the kitchen and checked them frequently to ensure no one was cutting corners.


  As you can see in the “basic chore log” below created by Nancy, even opening the mail counted as a chore. In fact, once Nancy realized how much time she was spending on the mail, she decided it was only fair to hand off making the bed to Eric.


  Not to be outdone, Eric created an “advanced chore log” that included onetime jobs. These tended to be more time-consuming and intensive. Eric thought he was being especially clever when he delineated his tasks into “easy,” “harder,” and “pain in the butt,” lest Nancy think that he was getting away with all the simple stuff.
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  Figure 1: Basic Chore Log


  Eric and Nancy knew on some level that they could be, to put it kindly, “petty” about the housework, but their paranoia invariably got the best of them. Nancy worried about becoming the stereotypical “housewife” who did everything for her husband—the very role she’d watched her mother play. And what did it get her mother? A bad back and a husband who never said thanks.
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  Figure 2: Advanced Chore Log


  Eric worried about being taken for granted, too. He had his own baggage—old girlfriends who took advantage of his easygoing disposition and got him to cater to their every whim. Nancy wasn’t like that, but baggage was baggage, and Eric was still on guard.


  Yet by keeping score constantly, Eric and Nancy were becoming the worst of themselves. They were turning into the Bickersons.


  The scorekeeping wasn’t the only problem with fifty/fifty. There was also the fact that they didn’t like the same jobs equally. Eric, for example, hated walking the dog. What was grosser than picking up dog poop? Nancy found walking the dog meditative, a chance to relax. When it came to laundry, Eric liked his whites and darks separated. Nancy threw everything in together, which deeply annoyed Eric.


  So why was Nancy still doing laundry and Eric still walking the dog?


  If you put the question to them, they wouldn’t have a good answer. In fact, we did put the question to them, and here’s what they said:


  Nancy: “Eric isn’t open to the idea that walking the dog can be pleasant. Also, he thinks if he complains about it enough, I’ll give in and do it all myself. Not gonna happen. I just find it interesting that he thinks he should be able to enjoy the rewards of dog ownership without doing any of the work.”


  Eric: “It would take Nancy two extra minutes to separate the laundry. Two minutes! But no. She won’t do it. It’s like she’s trying to get me to do the laundry myself. No way I’m falling for that.”


  Eric and Nancy had once seen themselves as “partners”—sharing a life, merging their worlds, creating a strong union. But over time, they weren’t acting like partners, they were acting like bookkeepers. And that’s just bad economics.


  The Solution: Specialization and Comparative Advantage


  Eric and Nancy needed to go back to the economic roots of marriage. For centuries, marriage thrived thanks to specialization. Husbands and wives did what each had the perceived comparative advantage in. Husbands specialized in selling encyclopedias and drinking Negronis. Wives specialized in casseroles and sublimated rage. How could either one argue about whose turn it was to do the laundry when the husband was out all day closing deals and wouldn’t know a washboard from a checkers board?


  In the past fifty years, as the market economy changed, so did the institution of marriage. Technological innovations like washing machines meant women didn’t have to spend whole days doing laundry. Readily available clothes at malls made sewing redundant. Frozen dinners and microwaves meant quicker, easier meals. Women entered the workforce en masse, while men were forced to step it up at home, make dinner for themselves occasionally, and learn how to change diapers.


  Marriage, as the economists3 Betsey Stevenson and Justin Wolfers put it, began to shift from “a forum for shared production to shared consumption.” Whereas a man and a woman used to join their lives together because they needed to, now they join together because they want to. “Modern marriage is about love and companionship,” write Stevenson and Wolfers. “Most things in life are simply better shared with another person: This ranges from the simple pleasures such as enjoying a movie or a hobby together, to shared social ties such as attending the same church, and finally, to the joint project of bringing up children. Returning to the language of economics, the key today is consumption complementarities—activities that are not only enjoyable, but are more enjoyable when shared with a spouse.”


  So we get married because it’s fun. And it is! Sometimes. But there’s still plenty of work to do—and the problem is, there’s no longer a clear delineation between jobs. Who takes care of the house, the kids, the bills, the entire business of the marriage—the who does what—has become a giant question mark. For all the progress we’ve made, too many of us are like Eric and Nancy, still bickering over who should do the dishes.


  If arguing over chores seems petty to you, consider this: In 2007, the Pew Research Center conducted a survey that asked, “What makes marriage work?” The number one answer was faithfulness, followed by sex. Makes sense. But third, ahead of everything else, including kids, money, and religion: sharing household chores4.


  Other research backs this up. According to a 2009 survey of working women by the Boston Consulting Group, the second most common thing people argue about with their partners is household chores. That’s behind money but ahead of sex, work, and raising kids. In our own Exhaustive, Groundbreaking, and Very Expensive Marriage Survey, 73 percent of women said they did more than 50 percent of the housework, whereas only 40 percent of men said they did more than half the housework (you have to at least give the men credit for honesty). Motivations for doing more than their share also differed: The most common reason cited by women was, “If I don’t do it, it won’t get done,” while the most common reason for men was, “It makes me feel like a good partner.”


  Slightly disturbing that women tend to have a martyr complex about it, while men just want to be helpful, but whatever. The point is, Eric and Nancy weren’t the only couple in America keeping score. And, hopefully, they’re not the only couple that came up with a solution.


  “If we were ever going to get along,” Eric told us, “I knew we’d have to stop keeping score.” To do so, they adopted one of the oldest ideas in economics: dividing things up by comparative advantage.


  Like two countries, two married people also exchange goods and services, and each also brings to the table a different set of abilities and interests. By figuring out which of them has the comparative advantage in a range of tasks, from dishes to dog walking to bulb planting, Eric and Nancy could then decide who would specialize in what. And maybe, just maybe, they could reach détente.


  As an example, Nancy was better and faster at both doing the dishes and tidying up around the house. She was focused and had an I Dream of Jeannie knack for finishing things in the blink of an eye. Nancy wasn’t particularly proud of these attributes, but she knew she had them. And so did Eric. In econ-speak, Nancy had an absolute advantage in both dishes and tidying.


  Coincidentally, the time it took Eric and Nancy to do each of these tasks was remarkably similar to the time we said it takes Portugal and England to make wine and knickers. Imagine that.


  DAILY TIME INVESTMENTS


  
    
      	Task

      	Nancy

      	Eric
    


    
      	Dishes

      	20 minutes

      	30 minutes
    


    
      	Tidying

      	10 minutes

      	60 minutes
    


    
      	Total time

      	30 minutes

      	90 minutes
    

  


  WEEKLY TOTALS


  
    
      	Task, Frequency*

      	Nancy

      	Eric
    


    
      	3 nights dishes

      	60 minutes

      	90 minutes
    


    
      	3 nights tidying

      	30 minutes

      	180 minutes
    


    
      	Total time

      	90 minutes

      	270 minutes
    

  


  * Assumes Sundays are housework holidays.


  Given how much faster Nancy is at doing dishes and tidying, chores that typically get done six days a week in her house, does it make sense for her and Eric to split those two chores? Not really, but neither does it make sense for Nancy to do it all while Eric stares at the ceiling.


  What does make sense is a system based on comparative advantage. And Nancy has the comparative advantage in tidying, while Eric has the comparative advantage in dishes.


  If instead of splitting each job, they specialize, Nancy would tidy up six nights a week and Eric would do the dishes. It would look something like this:


  COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE TRADING SYSTEM


  
    
      	Task, Frequency

      	Nancy

      	Eric
    


    
      	6 nights of dishes

      	n/a

      	180 minutes
    


    
      	6 nights of tidying

      	60 minutes

      	n/a
    


    
      	Total time

      	60 minutes

      	180 minutes
    

  


  In a week’s time, Nancy has saved herself thirty minutes and Eric has saved ninety minutes. The new system isn’t “fair,” according to their old definition of fairness, because technically, Eric is spending more time working than Nancy is. But was the old fifty/fifty system, when Eric was spending three hours more than Nancy on this stuff, any “fairer”? Eric and Nancy had simply assumed the old system was fair because neither one got stuck doing everything. In reality, they were losing months of their lives they could never get back.


  “The magic of comparative advantage is that everyone has a comparative advantage at producing something,” says economist Lauren F. Landsburg. “The upshot is quite extraordinary:5 Everyone stands to gain from trade. Even those who are disadvantaged at every task still have something valuable to offer.”


  In econ-speak, the extra total time Nancy and Eric now have—120 minutes, or 2 hours—represents the couple’s collective gains from specialization, which can be illustrated with the handy graph. A “labor vs. leisure” graph typically illustrates a basic economic trade-off: The more you work (labor), the more money you make, but the less free time (leisure) you have. Conversely, the more you sit back and relax, the less time you have to dedicate to work and the less money you make. Simple. Obvious. Sublime.


  Traditionally, in a graph like this, the y-axis (the vertical line) would show the amount of money you’re making from your labor, and the x-axis (the horizontal line) would give you the amount of free time you have. In our example, the labor is getting a clean house each week (well, not a totally spotless house, but one that’s tidy and has clean dishes), and the leisure is Eric and Nancy’s free time. The more time they spend cleaning, the less time they have to watch TV.
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  Figure 3: Nancy and Eric’s Gains from Specialization


  Without comparative advantage, it takes every minute of Eric and Nancy’s free time to have a spotless house six days a week, leaving them with zero TV time. If they work enough to have a fairly clean house, they’ll have two hours left over to watch TV. Fine.


  But if they decide to use comparative advantage, it takes two fewer hours to have a spotless house, leaving them extra time to watch TV.


  And keep in mind: TV is only one way they can use their gains—meaning all that extra time. They can also do other things they enjoy, like play Mastermind, sit in the backyard at sunset, or have sex. Moral of the story: Doing the dishes every night leads to more sex. Thank you, David Ricardo of Gloucestershire!


  CASE STUDY #2


  The Players: Nora and Andrew


  What happens when a couple’s situation changes and a well-calibrated comparative advantage system suddenly stops working?


  Kids are what changed the equation for Nora and Andrew. They met in their mid-twenties when they were living in Philadelphia and had the whole “opposites attract” thing going. Andrew was born in western Pennsylvania and had never lived outside the state. Nora had moved every few years as a child, spending part of her life overseas. Andrew was good with his hands, watched Eagles games at sports bars, and had a tight-knit group of high school buddies he still hung out with every weekend. Nora spoke French and German, her friends were artists or unemployed or both, and she thought the Eagles were a baseball team.


  They lived on the same block, and Andrew would spot Nora at the corner deli on weekday mornings picking up coffee and the paper. He thought she was cute and started saying hi to her, then expanded to discussions about the weather, until finally he asked her out.


  On one of their first dates, Andrew asked Nora what she liked to do with her friends. She said they spent a lot of time at cafés (“This was in the early nineties,” she said, “pre-Starbucks”), and she was shocked, yet charmed, when he said he’d never been to a café but would like to go to one with her someday.


  “At first I was like, ‘Where did this guy come from?’” Nora said. “But the way he was honest about it, not at all self-conscious, got my attention. We had such different life experiences, but Andrew never let himself be defined by his experiences—he’s a naturally curious person.” Over time, what really sealed the deal for Nora was that it was clear Andrew would make a great dad. “I saw him play with his nephews and he was so much fun with them,” she said. “He was engaged. He’d get out in the middle of the room and wrestle with them. I loved that.”


  Andrew also saw in Nora a great mother who, he hoped, would one day be as devoted to their kids as his mom had been with him and his siblings. “Nora had this independent streak that I admired, but she wasn’t extreme about it,” he said. “She also wanted to start a family and be a part of something bigger than herself.”


  For the first three years of their marriage, they both worked outside the home—he as an airline analyst and she as a Web developer. At home, they’d created a system for dividing up the labor that worked—it took into account their skills and also their interests, a system very much built around the ideas of comparative advantage.


  For example, Nora did the food shopping because she was more opinionated about what they bought, while Andrew kept the floors swept and the appliances dusted, jobs that played into his obsession with details. Nora took care of their social plans, and Andrew kept in touch with both sets of parents. Some things tended to be split down traditional gender lines, with Andrew taking out the trash, doing the recycling, and fixing stuff that broke and Nora doing the laundry, cleaning the bathrooms, and planting flowers in the window boxes.


  During these years—years that Nora calls the “glory days”—they were committed city people, walking or biking to work, enjoying a car-free, kid-free, anti-suburban life. If they ran out of coffee or craved late-night pints of Häagen-Dazs, they could run downstairs to the deli, the same deli where Andrew had first spied Nora. But when Nora got pregnant, they started to see the city differently. Hiking up three flights of stairs to get to their cramped apartment no longer seemed romantic. The prospect of pushing a stroller up and down cobblestone streets also lacked charm. The choice of free inner-city schools or break-the-bank private schools was one they hoped never to face. Yes, they wanted to expose their kids to a vibrant city life, but they didn’t want to exhaust or bankrupt themselves in the process.


  So finally they did the thing that people do—six months before Nora gave birth, they moved to the suburbs. They found a hundred-year-old fixer-upper on the Main Line and set about fixing it up. Even though she was getting more pregnant and physically uncomfortable every day, Nora said, renovating the house was one of the most satisfying things she’s ever done.


  Then the baby came, followed two years later by twins. Nora decided to stop working full-time and to assume most of the responsibility for taking care of the kids. Andrew’s job paid enough for them to live well on, and he fully supported his kids being raised by their mom instead of a nanny.


  But what Andrew and Nora didn’t consider was whether Nora had the comparative advantage in child rearing, in terms of ability, patience, and enjoyment. The decision was fueled more by factors like money (Andrew’s job paid more than Nora’s, so giving it up would come at a greater cost to the family than Nora giving up hers) and social norms: Both assumed, because of the way6 they were brought up, that moms were naturally better suited to child rearing than dads.


  Further complicating things was that they never realized that Nora would end up assuming many of the household tasks Andrew used to do, simply by dint of being home more. Or that the amount of work around the house would quintuple. They had assigned new specializations based mostly on speculation.
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  IN PLAIN ENGLISH:


  Speculation


  A bad idea. In finance, people who “speculate” are typically people who want to make a quick profit. (Silly Bandz are hot? Let’s buy a hundred thousand!) The problem with speculating is that it usually doesn’t involve a ton of research, or forward-looking thinking, or even facts. It involves assumptions—optimistic assumptions.


  Marriage is one of the biggest speculative ventures around. You have no good reason to think it’ll pay off—roughly half of all marriages don’t—but you buy into it anyway, hoping, assuming, betting the odds that you’re one of the 50 percent for whom it will pay off. But here’s the rub: The only way you stand a chance of success is if you treat your marriage like a long-term investment, sticking it out when the going gets tough, profits stagnate, and shareholders revolt.
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  “Every friend of mine who stayed home with the kids said housework became an enormous source of friction with their husbands because the balance of power shifted,” said Nora. “Same with us. Andrew earned the paycheck, he paid the mortgage. Even though he never said anything overtly, the understanding seemed to be that since I was home, I’d do the housework.”


  In theory, Nora was fine with this. In practice, tensions started brewing immediately. She could usually get everything done, but all it took was one sick kid or one school holiday and Nora’s finely calibrated system came toppling down. She would demand help from Andrew the minute he walked in the door. “I became my worst nagging self,” she said.


  Nora said there was too much on her plate, and none of it felt hugely rewarding. Since she had to feed the kids before Andrew got home from work at seven, she found herself making two dinners a night: one for the kids and one for the adults. Since she did all the kids’ laundry anyway, she threw in hers and Andrew’s, too—and then folded it and then put it away. She was now shopping for five, making more social plans for the kids than she ever dreamed possible, putting things away and then putting them away again when they reappeared, wiping mud off sneakers, fielding calls from her parents and in-laws, and even sewing missing buttons. Sewing buttons—what was this, 1952?


  The Problem: Market Failure


  The system Nora and Andrew had set up without actually discussing it first was this: The value of Nora’s caring for the kids and taking care of the home was equal to the value of Andrew’s paycheck. He worked outside the home in exchange for her working inside, and vice versa."i


  But as Nora grew more resentful that so much stuff was falling in her lap—and really, let’s not pretend her and Andrew’s jobs were remotely equal—their system of exchanging goods and services (their market) was on the brink of collapse. Or, in econ-speak: Their market appeared to be failing. One sign of market failure: Nora was almost always in a bad mood, almost always her “worst nagging self.”


  In the real world, when markets appear to have failed, economists sometimes say don’t blame the market, blame the lack of a market.


  Steven Landsburg, an economist at the University of Rochester, gives the example of factories that pollute. Left to the free market, he says, factory owners will pollute the air, harming the environment and the people living nearby. But is that a failure of the free market or a failure to create a market for air? If there’s no market for air, you can’t charge a fee for polluting it, which means there’s no incentive for factory owners to use clean-burning fuel. Create a market for air7, charge for polluting that air, and factory owners will have an incentive either to not pollute or to pay for the privilege of polluting. “Inefficiencies arise from missing markets,” writes Landsburg. “Wherever there is an inefficiency, it is a good bet that a missing market is lurking (or more precisely, failing to lurk) in the background.”
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  Ten Signs of a Marriage Market Failure


  
    	Burned-out kitchen lightbulbs that go unreplaced for six weeks.


    	Military push-ups sound better than sex.


    	A bottle of wine. Per person. Per night.


    	A raised bump in the middle of the bed and sheets that haven’t been washed since last obligatory lovemaking session, seven months ago.


    	Indecision, especially around what to have for dinner, what to do Friday night, whether to go to bed at nine thirty or nine forty-five.


    	Love handles, man hooters, braidable pubic hair.


    	Eagerness to go to the dentist—on a Saturday.


    	Another dive into The Brothers Karamazov to fend off romantic advances.


    	Newfound interest in woodworking.


    	Soul death.
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  In Nora and Andrew’s marriage, as in many marriages, there was no real market for child rearing. Unlike the chores they had so seamlessly placed values on and exchanged during their solo years, the endless kid-related work was never discussed or evaluated. And because of that, their division of labor no longer made sense.


  The Solution: A More Efficient Market


  Nora and Andrew had options. One, Nora could go back to work and they could hire a nanny. Two, Nora could go back to work and Andrew could stay home with the kids. Three, Nora could go back to work part-time, Andrew could do the same, and they could share the child rearing. All those options, however, would mean less disposable income. And neither of them liked that prospect one bit.


  A fourth—and, we think, a better—option was to stick to their roles but to create a market, or more than one market, for some specific tasks that went into Nora’s job. That required assigning a value to these tasks and then essentially trading with Andrew for things of similar value. For example, Nora said, a week of doing the food shopping for five, cooking for five, and doing the laundry for five was worth at least one night of going to the movies and hanging out with friends—two things she never got to do anymore. Andrew could come home early one night and she could take the night off.


  “I had to get better at saying what I needed,” said Nora. “And when I thought about it, what I needed wasn’t actually that much. It was just, ‘Hey Andrew, Saturday I’m seeing so-and-so and you have to be home.’”


  That was the price she felt comfortable charging Andrew for her services as head of household chores. As it happened, that price was one that Andrew was more than happy to pay. The exchange helped them become a more efficient team.


  When we say efficient, by the way, we’re talking about a special kind of economic efficiency called “Pareto efficiency,” and it’s slightly different from the way most people think of the word. A Pareto-efficient situation is one in which nobody can be made better off without somebody else being made worse off. It may not be perfect, but it’s as perfect as it can be under the circumstances. If it’s possible for one party to become happier without making the other party any less happy, then the situation is not yet Pareto-efficient.
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    Vilfredo Pareto: He Loved His Cats
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    Pareto efficiency is named for the late-nineteenth-century Italian economist Vilfredo Pareto. He helped pioneer the field of microeconomics, but he was far less precocious when it came to love. His first wife dumped him8 for their cook. He and his second wife shared9 a villa with more than two dozen Angora cats. It wasn’t his wife who inspired his genius, but the cats, who would sit on his shoulders while he worked.
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  Think of pizza. We’re sharing a large pie that we decide to split in half: four slices each. After I eat three of my slices, I’m stuffed. You eat your four and you’re still hungry. Should I give you my extra slice? If I don’t, you’ll be hungry, and I’ll be no more satisfied than I already am. On paper, holding on to my slice is totally fair, since we’re staying true to the original fifty/fifty agreement. But it’s not efficient. That’s because there’s an option to make you happier without making me any less happy—the option to give you my extra slice. When I give you that slice, we’ve achieved Pareto efficiency.


  Too often, couples divide their labor without regard to this kind of efficiency. They get wedded to one system, even when there are simple ways to change it so that one or both of them are happier without making a dent in the other’s happiness.


  Nora and Andrew were stuck in just such a system. As a result, Nora felt overworked and resentful, and Andrew felt frustrated and flummoxed by Nora’s put-upon-ness.


  “I always wanted to work with her to fix things, I just had no idea what she wanted. One minute she wanted me to put a kid to bed, and the next she wanted me to get out of the room and let her do it,” Andrew told us. “Which is it, sister?”


  For Nora, the answer had nothing to do with putting any one kid to bed and everything to do with getting more time for herself. “As long as I’m the one home, it’s never going to be fifty/fifty,” Nora conceded. “But it can still feel fair.”


  Life need not be a fifty/fifty split for each person to be happy. It could be sixty/forty, or seventy/thirty, or even ninety-nine/one, depending on the people, the situation, and the willingness to put away the calculator and give and take based on what really works best rather than what we think should work best.


  In the fraught world of housework, looking for Pareto efficiencies is another way to redivide the labor and live happily ever after (at least until the next time life throws you a curveball—or another kid). Nora and Andrew, like Eric and Nancy, had achieved every economist’s dream: They created new resources—in this case, time for Nora and peace in the house—out of apparent scarcity.


  CASE STUDY #3


  The Players: Sam and Ashley


  Sam and Ashley were best friends for five years before they started officially dating. “It was very When Harry Met Sally,” said Ashley.


  Within a few months, they were already talking about marriage. Why bother waiting, they figured, since they knew each other so well already? They went shopping together and bought an engagement ring with two wedding rings to match. Ashley suggested they attend a premarital counseling workshop to get a few tips. Both she and Sam didn’t expect married life would be anything more than an extension of their long friendship and their brief courtship, but it couldn’t hurt to get some pointers from the experts.


  The workshop turned out to be useless—“a total waste of time,” Sam said. The last hour of the workshop was the most painful, since that’s when they failed their “compatibility test.” The instructor said they each came from such dysfunctional families that they were unlikely to have successful families of their own, and that getting married was probably a bad idea unless they were willing to immerse themselves in years of counseling first.


  Ashley and Sam got married a week later in a small ceremony in their friend’s backyard.


  Though she’d always heard the first year would be the hardest, Ashley said it was the opposite: “It was bliss. It was like having a slumber party every night with your favorite person.” She can remember only one fight their first year as a married couple, and she can’t even remember what it was about, though it might have involved one of them throwing a shoe, the other storming out, and then both of them coming back together to hug and kiss and apologize for causing the other person an ounce of unhappiness. Mostly they did what they’d always done together: go out to hear live music, linger at dinner parties, make pasta, take road trips, scour estate sales, and have sex a few times a week.


  The second year: not so smooth. Neither one of them knew for sure how it all unraveled, but they started picking fights over small things, like the fact that Sam was always running late, disrespectful of other people’s (namely Ashley’s) time. Ashley would snap at Sam when he didn’t come home from work until after eight p.m., and he’d tell her he didn’t have a choice in the matter—it was work. “You always have a choice,” Ashley would say. “And your choice is work over me.” But the worst part for Ashley was how lazy Sam had gotten about the little things: He left his clothes strewn all over the bedroom; he didn’t clean his breakfast dishes; he never glanced at a bill; he left the car littered with empty soda cans and potato-chip bags; and it never occurred to him that a full laundry hamper was a cue to, like, do the freaking laundry.


  Sam had his share of gripes, too. Ashley was too tightly wound; she needed to “loosen up” and stop riding him about everything. Since when did she care so much about a few dishes in the sink or how neat the car was? He said she never gave him credit for all the stuff he did do—like mow their stupid lawn every week even though he hated lawn mowing, change the oil in the car (did Ashley even know the car required oil to run?), and routinely stop at the supermarket on his way home to pick up stuff for dinner. And who got up on Sunday mornings to make pancakes while someone slept in?


  Sam and Ashley had nothing in common with our fifty/fifty couple Eric and Nancy except in one regard: They, too, had become the Bickersons.


  Desperate, Ashley turned back to counseling. She signed them up for a thirteen-week workshop offered by the very same group that had warned them they’d fail as a married couple.


  Which was why Sam was amazed when Ashley asked him to go. He had zero interest, not only because he’d sworn off those people after the first experience, but because he didn’t want to argue about the fact that they were arguing. But then again, he also didn’t want to argue about the fact that he didn’t want to argue about arguing. In the end, he capitulated.


  The Problem: Incentive Compatibility


  Besides learning a few surprising things about their psyches—like that Sam was a natural “pleaser” who feared disappointing others and Ashley a “rescuer” who feared abandonment—they also pinpointed a key problem area that they never in a million years thought they’d have: housework.


  Turns out Sam and Ashley’s approach to dividing labor was similar to their approach to the rest of their marriage—dive in and ask questions later. It would never occur to them to sit down, make a list of chores, and divide them up carefully. Housework was trivial, something you figured out along the way. Love and friendship were all that mattered.


  “If you see something that needs to get done, do it,” Ashley said about her and Sam’s philosophy on housework. “We’re both adults.”


  Adults, yes. Good trading partners, no.


  Part of the issue was that many of these chores required more effort as married people than as single people. Sam rarely bothered mowing the lawn when he was a bachelor, and Ashley had far fewer bills to pay and socks to fold when she was living on her own. Each may have had the comparative advantage in those tasks—Sam could mow a lawn faster than Ashley because Ashley wasn’t sure how to turn the mower on, and Ashley was a quick folder because she’d worked summers during college at The Gap—but that didn’t mean they liked doing them. And because they didn’t necessarily like their jobs, they didn’t “just do it,” as Ashley assumed they would.


  Since the labor was divided based on comparative advantage, the system should have worked. But in practice, their lack of enthusiasm for their chores meant they had no incentive to do them—which in turn meant their comparative advantages were moot.


  In the real world, no matter how good a worker is at her job, she still needs an incentive to do the job. It’s called a “job”—not a “pleasure cruise”—for a reason. That incentive might be a paycheck, or a letter of praise from the boss, or a chance to get ahead. If any of those incentives moves her to work hard, then the system is “incentive-compatible.”


  When it comes to marriage, an incentive-compatible system can’t involve salaries or letters of recommendation. There’s no climbing the corporate ladder in the business of love. What it can involve is the security of knowing that the other person will do the job without being asked, prodded, pushed, or pressured. Each person has to know that the other will get the job done because he or she actually cares about the results. In this case, caring about the results is the only incentive that works.


  Unfortunately, we don’t always know what we’ll care about until we’re thrust into each other’s lives. Ashley, for example, didn’t know she cared so much about an overgrown lawn until she had neighbors whose lawns were always perfectly trimmed. Sam didn’t know how much he enjoyed home-cooked meals back when he was a bachelor and never home for dinner.


  Now that they’d been living together for a while, Sam and Ashley were discovering new things they really cared about—and things they didn’t. In the process, they also realized that housework wasn’t a trivial part of marriage you figured out as you went along.


  The Solution: Learning a Few New Tricks


  Back in the day when David Ricardo was sitting in his great room puzzling out the mysteries of global economics, comparative advantage seemed like a pretty straightforward approach to trade. Sure, England could put up greenhouses and make a go at becoming the world’s number one wine producer, but that would require an investment so massive that the costs would outweigh the benefits. Better to stick with sheep. And Portugal could hire a team of crack geneticists to clone a superbreed of sheep that could grow new wool every hour, but there was no such thing as cloning back then, and DNA wasn’t discovered for another fifty years.


  Point is, times have changed. Technology has made it easier than ever for countries to launch new specializations. Classic example: the “South Korean Miracle.” After the Korean War, poverty and unemployment in South
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