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1. Are you in a relationship with someone other than you?




a) Yes

b) No

c) It’s complicated.

d) Relationships are for weak people.




2. If someone asks you if you’re happy in your relationship, you would say:




a) “He completes me.”

b) “We’re in a good place right now.”

c) “It could be better.”

d) “No, not really. Can you help?”




3. The last time you had sex was:




a) This morning

b) Last week

c) My memory doesn’t go back that far.

d) By sex, do you mean intercourse?




4. You come home from work, the hallway’s a mess, the refrigerator is empty, and no cocktail is awaiting you. You say: “__________, __________? It looks like __________. Why don’t you ______________________________ and I’ll __________?”




a) Is everything okay, sweetie; / you had a hard day; / take a load off; / run a nice bath for you.

b) Wow, what happened here; / someone didn’t have time to clean up; / take care of the situation; / be down when you’re done.

c) Are you serious, dude; / a petting zoo in here; / get to work for once; / pour myself a Manhattan.




5. The most common fight you have with your partner is about:




a) Housework

b) Kids

c) Sex

d) Fighting




6. About how long does a typical fight with your partner last?




a) 15 minutes or less

b) Between 15 minutes and an hour

c) More than an hour, but less than a day

d) We never stop fighting.




7. The division of labor in your house is:




a) We split everything 50/50.

b) In theory, we split everything 50/50.

c) He picks up his socks every other Wednesday.

d) I do everything because, otherwise, nothing would get done.




8. When something’s bothering you, you:




a) Bring it up immediately, work through the issue, and come to a mutually agreeable resolution

b) Stew until he asks you what’s wrong

c) Post a status update for your 1,800 closest friends about what he did to hurt your feelings

d) Interrogate him until he breaks




9. The two of you communicate:




a) Extremely well

b) Well

c) Moderately well

d) “Communication” isn’t our strong point.




10. Your definition of compromise is:




a) A give and a take

b) I know I’m right, but I’ll throw him a bone this one time.

c) Okay, fine, but I’ll remember this.

d) Because I said so




11. When you try to talk, in earnest, about your relationship, he usually:




a) Listens and responds

b) Says “Sure thing!” and then sets the timer

c) Goes to his “safe place”

d) Sticks his fingers in his ears and says, “I’m not listening I’m not listening I’m not listening.”




12. The last nice thing you did for him was:




a) Can’t say, this is a family book

b) Encouraged boys’ night out

c) Braised pork shoulder—and potatoes!

d) Woke up next to him




13. Over the years together, you have:




a) Worked through rough patches and come out stronger

b) Worked through rough patches that have left you both a bit scarred

c) Struggled through rough patches, but are still together

d) Come close to breaking up a few times, and still might




14. Money is:




a) Something we share equally and that affords us a measure of happiness

b) Something we fight about occasionally

c) Something he thinks is self-replicating

d) Our undoing




15. The quality I love about him most is:




a) His mind

b) His body

c) His soul

d) Give me a minute



ANSWER KEY

Mostly A’s: It sounds like your relationship is pretty good. Buy this book to keep it that way!

Mostly B’s: Not bad, but plenty room for improvement. You should definitely buy this book.

Mostly C’s: Cloudy with a chance of breakup. You need to buy this book.

Mostly D’s: Glad I’m not you. This book might not help you, but you should buy two anyway.
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Introduction

Robert, a handsome thirty-eight-year-old San Francisco entrepreneur, wanted to have sex last night. It had been a tough couple of weeks: A major investor in his energy drink company had bailed out, his marketing director had left to join a rival start-up, and this afternoon, the supplier of his secret Balinese ingredient threatened to double its cost estimate.

Joanne, Robert’s wife, was not even remotely in the mood to have sex. She was beat. She’d spent the day on conference calls with grouchy New York traders, missed lunch, nearly rear-ended an Escalade racing to pick up her kids from soccer practice, and still had a stack of overdue bills to pay. She wanted to watch 24 reruns, eat a few Mallomars, and go to bed.

Should Joanne have had sex with Robert?

Robert would say yes. She’s his wife, for Pete’s sake—that’s what she signed up for. Is it too much to ask his own wife to agree to fornicate with him on occasion, especially when he’s totally strung out and the last time they did it was three weeks ago? Doesn’t she realize he has needs?

Joanne’s girlfriends, if asked, would tell her no way—she doesn’t have to put out every time Robert comes knocking. She’s not some concubine in his harem. She needs to set boundaries, listen to what her own libido is telling her. Doesn’t he realize she’s had a rough day, too?

But there’s a third answer to the question: the economist’s answer. The economist would advise Joanne to strip away all the simmering resentments and scorekeeping, the questions about who’s more tired and who’s less horny, and keep things simple with a basic cost-benefit analysis: Would the marginal cost of having sex with Robert—nine minutes of sleep, a third Mallomar—outweigh the benefits—an orgasm, a happy husband, a peaceful home?*

Welcome to a new way of managing your love life: using economics to minimize conflict and maximize returns on life’s biggest investment—your marriage.

WHY ECONOMICS (AND NOT, SAY, AROMATHERAPY)?

Many people think of economics as dull, wonky, and irrelevant to their daily lives. Those people are not entirely wrong. It’s called “the dismal science” for a reason. Economists, it is true, have been known to write papers riddled with impenetrable equations, Greek letters, and words like autarky, satisficing, and monopsony.† But that’s just so no one else can understand what they’re saying.

At its core, economics is way simpler than all that. It’s the study of how people, companies, and societies allocate scarce resources. Which happens to be the same puzzle you and your spouse are perpetually trying to solve: how to spend your limited time, energy, money, and libido in ways that keep you smiling and your marriage thriving.

Think about it: Here you are, two ambitious, opinionated, stressed-out adults, trying to live in the same house together, prosper together, maybe raise kids together, and, with any luck, take pleasure in spending the rest of your natural-born lives together. This is not easy. For all intents and purposes, your marriage is a business, a business that flourishes in boom times but at other times feels like running a marathon the morning after a night of too many margaritas. It feels like work.

All kinds of work.

There’s the administrative work that goes into maintaining some semblance of a home, which is a whole lot more complicated when two people are in the mix. Someone might consistently pick up after himself, for example, while someone else leaves a trail of apple cores, unmade beds, and sweaty gym clothes. If there are kids, then someone has to make sure those kids have done their homework and are fed, clothed, and in bed by seven, and sometimes that someone is unexpectedly doing it alone because the other person decided to go to happy hour with friends from work, and happy hour turned into dinner, which turned into a late-night beer-pong tournament.

There’s the emotional work that comes with living with someone who’s not you and who therefore has different preferences and styles of communicating. She might prefer to talk for three days straight if that’s what it takes to resolve an argument, while you would rather fill your pockets with granite and walk into the ocean. He might like camping and you might like opera, and since there’s only one free weekend to do something fun together, someone either caves or you both stay home and watch QVC.

There are the little things—the work of compromising on the perfect house, of calculating where to cut costs when money’s tight, of deciding whether it’s cruel to name your first child after Aunt Flo. And the big things—the work of being nice to each other after a terrible fight in which mean things were said, of staying up all night worrying if you made the right decision moving to the city for her new job, of letting him discipline the kids, of picking your battles, meeting halfway, letting things slide. In other words, when the going gets tough, remember that it’s not you—or him—it’s the dishes. Love isn’t the problem—it’s the business of love most of us need help with.

And for that, we need to dip into those scarce resources we mentioned earlier. We need to find the time, muster the energy, feel the love, weigh the costs of being flexible and the benefits of standing our ground.

This is where a little economic know-how comes in handy. By thinking like an economist, you can have a marriage that not only takes less work, but that feels like a vacation from work. The trick is to a) boost those precious resources, and b) allocate them more intelligently. Do that, and before you know it, you’ll be on your way to a better return on your marriage.

We believe in economics because it doesn’t discriminate between the sexes, between who’s “right” and who’s “wrong,” who communicates better and who talks worse. It doesn’t talk down to you or attempt to psychoanalyze. It doesn’t care who won the last fight or whose turn it is to control the remote. Instead, it offers dispassionate, logical solutions to what can often seem like thorny, illogical, and highly emotional domestic disputes.

In this book, we’ll show you how to apply basic economic principles to get the most out of your resources. Meaning: have more sex, wash fewer dishes, argue more effectively, have more sex, survive the lean years, negotiate more successfully, have more sex, and, believe it or not, get your spouse to do things he’s never done before, like clean the gutters. Or listen.

WHY US?

Because we’ve spent the better part of the last decade toiling away in the trenches of The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times, where news about economics and business has been part of the air we breathe. Because we’ve covered financial meltdowns, crunched GDP data, pored through SEC filings, deconstructed jargony acronyms like TARP, RMBS, and ABS CDOs, and talked to some of the top dogs in finance and economics, including Tim Geithner, Hank Paulson, Lloyd Blankfein, and Buzz Aldrin (okay, so Buzz isn’t a finance guy per se, but he went to the moon!).

And because we also, at a certain point, got married.

Which means we started grappling with the kinds of issues our married friends had long said they grappled with but we either didn’t understand or smugly thought they should get over. Like how to find time for each other when you both work sixty hours a week. How to get along when one of you is pregnant and puking and the other one is … not. How to divide up the housework and bill paying without leaving blood on the floor. How to compromise when it’s all his fault. How to keep being polite to your in-laws now that they’re officially your in-laws. How to agree to disagree about what defines “too risky” when it comes to parenthood and motorcycles. How to keep the flame alive. How to give each other space. How to stop fighting in the car.

We wanted solutions.

HOW WE DID IT

We decided on a two-pronged approach: first economics, then love.

For economics, we hit the library, read the classics, maxed out our credit cards on Amazon, fell deep into the econosphere (who knew economists love to blog?), and boned up on the latest studies on everything from incentives to game theory to the art of the trade-off. We immersed ourselves in various schools of economic thought, including neoclassical, in which human beings are thought to act rationally, and behavioral, which borrows heavily from psychology and assumes we’re not at all rational. We interviewed dozens of economists—some of them pretty famous—and squeezed them for all the wisdom they had, not only about their research, but about how to apply that research to marriage. They turned out to be a surprisingly romantic bunch, offering us advice like: Never let your own happiness outweigh that of your spouse. Always try to anticipate his next move before launching into a negotiation. Divide the housework not fifty/fifty, but according to who does what better. Don’t be afraid to use incentives to get what you want. Be willing to lose an argument. Sometimes, go to bed angry.

Once we had a handle on the economics, we turned to love. We hired professionals to conduct our Exhaustive, Groundbreaking, and Very Expensive Marriage Survey, in which roughly one thousand people nationwide answered more than sixty probing questions about the highs and lows of married life. We asked them how they convince their partners to do things they don’t feel like doing (answer: Have sex), why they have sex when they don’t feel like it (answer: To get their partners to do things they don’t feel like doing), whether they’ve gained or lost weight since they married (answer: Gained), how much they’re saving (answer: Not enough)—and wish they were saving (answer: Much more)—for retirement.

Finally, we embarked on a coast-to-coast listening tour. Logging thousands of frequent-flier miles and countless hours in the car, we traveled the country in the name of research, talking ourselves into the living rooms of couples from New York to San Francisco, Minneapolis to Miami. We attended a weekend marriage workshop in Seattle, where we questioned renowned experts John Gottman and Julie Schwartz Gottman about what makes relationships work (one answer: Overcoming “regrettable incidents”). We talked to bankers, doctors, coaches, writers, real-estate agents, comedians, lawyers, teachers, architects, chefs, engineers, English professors, construction workers, musicians, stay-at-home moms, and stay-at-home dads. We asked hundreds of complete strangers—as well as some close friends—to reveal intimate aspects of their private lives. And, with the help of a little food (and beer), they actually did!‡

When it was all over, we were convinced: Economics is the surest route to marital bliss. For example, once you understand the concept of division of labor, you can solve your housework disputes once and for all. Feel like one or both of you has let yourself go lately, is maybe taking the other one for granted just a little bit? Moral hazard is the likely culprit. Problems sticking to your promises, planning for the long term? All a matter of making better intertemporal choices and then following through on them. The solution to circuitous arguments that seem to last all night: Stop being so loss-averse. And sex. Sex! One of married life’s most persistent conundrums—merely a function of supply and demand.

The result of our efforts, we believe, is a relationship book unlike any other. It’s Not You, It’s the Dishes isn’t squishy. Our approach doesn’t require that you look each other in the eye until you weep tears of remorse. Or that you keep an anger log, a courage journal, or a feelings calendar. It’s straightforward, no-nonsense, solutions based. It works. It’s for anybody who wants a stronger, happier, more fun marriage and, while they’re at it, wouldn’t mind learning a few things about negative sloping demand curves and nerdy guys named Schumpeter.

A NOTE ON METHODOLOGY

Each of the case studies we present in the following chapters is real. Names and dates and identifying details, however, might not be. That’s because hundreds of real-life people were kind enough to share some remarkably intimate information with us, and since we didn’t want to be responsible for a wave of divorces or torched friendships, we promised them anonymity. Our own spouses, on the other hand, were promised no such thing, and they do make brief appearances in the chapters that follow. But being loyal practitioners of what we call “spousonomics,” each did a cost-benefit analysis and concluded that the benefit of keeping us happy (translation: doing what it took to help us write our book) far outweighed the cost of keeping their idiosyncrasies (translation: lovable qualities) private.


*There’s no right or wrong answer to the question—it depends on a range of factors, from who’s answering it to the lunar cycle. But if you’re curious how Joanne replied, her answer was no, the marginal cost would not outweigh the benefits. She thus agreed to a quickie after dinner, fell asleep immediately, and left Robert to finish the dishes.

†English: self-sufficiency (autarky); settling for what’s good enough (satisficing); and a market controlled by one buyer (monopsony).

‡Surefire ways to get people to tell you about their marriages: 1) beer; 2) pizza; 3) sushi; 4) talk to each partner separately; 5) ask how they met and what they liked about each other; 6) offer prizes.




1
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 top-notch 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.


Adam Smith: An Extremely Smart Guy You Should Know About
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(1.1 image credit)

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.



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 be 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 only 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.

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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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 economists 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 chores.

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






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: 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.

[image: ]

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












The Problem: Market Failure
























The Solution: A More Efficient Market






































CASE STUDY #3

The Players: Sam and Ashley











The Problem: Incentive Compatibility











The Solution: Learning a Few New Tricks
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