
models that purport to reach precise
numerical conclusions, economics
must return to its roots in the all-
too-human imprecision of the real
world.

Economic giants such as
Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and
John Maynard Keynes could nev-
er land a university job today, he
writes. They failed to produce
precise econometric forecasts.
Their analytical tools were mere
words, not mathematics. They
studied real human behavior in
markets that actually existed and
drew insights from history, psy-
chology, and sociology.

Harvard political scientist
Harvey Mansfield writes that
while individual economists are
generally sober and cautious,
when they get together they give
way to boyish, irrational exuber-
ance over the accomplishments
and prospects of their discipline.
Yet they “failed to predict a crisis
that has wiped out nearly half the
wealth invested in the stock mar-

ket and elsewhere.”
Economics, like all sciences,

perhaps, aims at the reduction
and control of risk. Who among
us, asks Mansfield, now believes
that risk has been diminished
and control over our lives vindi-
cated by economics?
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productivity of 394 cashiers work-
ing for six stores in a national
supermarket chain. They found
that the introduction of a single
superworker boosted the speed of
the entire group by one percent.
Such top achievers scanned and
sometimes bagged 30 percent more
items than their slowest counter-
parts. The slower cashiers appar-
ently felt “peer pressure” to pick up
the pace in the presence of the
faster scanner to avoid shame, or
even informal or formal “sanctions”
for free riding, the authors con-
clude.  And the closer a cashier was
stationed to one of the speed
demons, the more likely that
cashier was to step it up. But the
opposite did not happen. The faster
workers seemed unaffected by the
rate of their coworkers and didn’t
flag. Once speedy, virtually always
speedy, the authors found.

The sociology of the checkout
world could save supermarket
chains and other group production
enterprises big money, Mas and
Moretti write. Worker productivity
is greater when high-skilled and
low-skilled workers are scheduled
on the same shift. For the firm they
studied as a whole, achieving the
optimum mix of workers could
have saved 123,529 hours of labor
annually. At current wages, this
adds up to $2.5 million every year.
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Speedy Spillovers

When a speedy cashier

steps up to a register in a row of
supermarket checkout stations
staffed by slower-moving clerks, a
surprising “spillover effect” occurs,
write Alexandre Mas and Enrico
Moretti, economists at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley. The
other cashiers who can see the
faster worker speed up.

Mas and Moretti studied the
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T H E  S O U R C E : “Peers at Work” by Alexan-
dre Mas and Enrico Moretti, in American
Economic Review, March 2009.

Economists resume business as usual in the wake of economic devastation they failed to predict.

Placing even a single
superworker among
slower ones will boost
the speed of the
entire group.




