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I. Content 

The economics of politics is the application of economic theory to political processes (aka "Political 
Economics"). In contrast to traditional public economics political actors are assumed to maximize 
their own utility instead of general social welfare. In recent years, this approach has proven to provide 
valuable insights into policymaking and its resulting economic and social outcomes. In this course 
students learn to use economics in the context of policymaking and interpret empirical findings. They 
are introduced to the basic concepts to understand voting and elections, political institutions and their 
influence on policy outcomes, political actors and their incentives as well as a selection of important 
topics related to political decision-making such as the influence of the media or corruption, etc.  

 

 
II. Concept  

The course combines the application of basic economic theory with the discussion of empirical 
research designs to understand real-world mechanisms. Students are expected to prepare the reading 
assignments before class in order to participate in class discussions and academic discourse.  

This course is the natural companion to the course “Public Choice” by Prof. Bruno Jeitziner. The course 
by Prof. Jeitziner introduces the traditional concepts of political decision-making and fundamental 
topics such as rent seeking, the bureaucracy, the legislature, interest groups and campaign 
contributions, or political business cycles. Public Choice or Political Economics are often used as 
synonyms. The present course is complementary to the topics treated by Prof. Jeitziner with minor 
overlaps in the presentation of the basic models. This course has a strong emphasis on research design 
and the application of modern economic and econometric tools. 

 

 

III. Teaching assistance  

Yannick Schmutz 
Chair of Public Economics 
University of Fribourg 
Boulevard de Pérolles 21, office F512 
1700 Fribourg  
Phone: +41(0)26 300 82 70  
Email: yannick.schmutz@unifr.ch  

mailto:yannick.schmutz@unifr.ch
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IV. (Preliminary) Program 
 
Date  Subject 
 
  The basic models  
23.02. Introduction 
  Mueller (2003) Ch. 2 & 3, Besley & Burgess (2002) 
 
02.03. Collective decision making: voting & elections  
  Grossman & Helpman (2001) Ch. 2.1-2.3, Mueller (2003) Ch. 12 
 
09.03. Testing electoral models 
  Chattopadhyay & Duflo (2004), Lee, Moretti & Butler (2004) 
 
  The main players  
16.03. Politicians: Incentives & selection  
  Levitt (1996), Ferraz & Finan (2011), Alt, Bueno de Mesquita & Rose (2011) 
 
23.03. Voters: voter paradox & voter behavior  
  Mueller (2003) Ch. 14, Wolfers (2007), Schelker (2017) 
 
  Topics and Applications 
30.03. Ballots: compulsory voting, postal voting  

Bechtel, Hangartner & Schmid (2015), Hodler, Lüchinger & Stutzer (2015), Schelker & 
Schneiter (2017) 

 
06.04. Political competition 
  Gavazza & Lizzeri (2009), Besley, Persson & Sturm (2010) 
 
13.04. No lecture 
 
27.04. Constitutional rules  
  Persson & Tabellini (2004a,b), Funk & Gathmann (2013) 

 
04.05. Media and democracy  
  Snyder & Strömberg (2010), Ferraz & Finan (2008) 
  complementary: Prat & Strömberg (2013) 
 
11.05. Corruption 
  Shleifer & Vishny (1993), Fisman & Miguel (2007) 
 
18.05. Political rents and weak democracies, final discussion  
  Hodler & Raschky (2013) 
 
25.05  Reserve 
 
01.06  Reserve 
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