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THE INTERSECTION OF SOCIAL WORK AND ECONOMICS, 
VALUES AND PERSPECTIVES 

SW 849: Fall 2017 
Mondays, 2:00pm-5:00pm 
Instructor: H. Luke Shaefer 

lshaefer@umich.edu 
 

Office Hours 
By appointment, Room 5104 Ford School Building (Weill Hall) 

For appointments, email dsiwik@umich.edu 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Economics is an essential language of social welfare policy and administration. Policy makers in areas 
such as public income transfers, health care and social service delivery, and economic development must 
understand fundamental principles of economic theory including markets, incentives, margins, supply 
and demand, and market failures. The Intersection of Social Work and Economics explores these issues 
and relates them to the work of social workers and social policy analysts. 
 
Microeconomics analyzes the behavior of people, households and firms and the dynamics and outcomes 
of product and labor markets in which these actors interact. Although microeconomics is often viewed 
as an apologia for free markets, much of it explores market failures: ways that unregulated competition 
fails to achieve efficient or equitable outcomes. Partly in response to market failures, the U.S. economy 
is not a pure market economy. Rather, it is a “mixed” economy; a politically-determined blend of markets 
and public interventions meant to either support market activities or to correct problems that markets 
create (although sometimes intervention ends up aggravating problems or creating new problems). This 
course will prepare students to engage in normative and positive analyses of the role of the public and 
nonprofit sector in a mixed economy.1 
 
The first few sessions of the semester will consist of an economics “mini-course.” Students will learn 
fundamental principles of microeconomics and apply this knowledge. The second part will consist of an 
exploration of the application of these principles to areas of special interest to social workers, such as 
anti-poverty transfer programs, early childhood intervention, health care reform. 
 
COURSE OBJECTIVES 
Students are expected to: 
 Master some fundamental concepts and tools of microeconomics 
 Understand the basic nature of markets, and understand the consequences of market failures 
 Apply these concepts to issues of importance to social workers 
 Discuss how values and perspectives prevalent in economics and social work intersect 
 
TEXTS 
 Optional: Paul Krugman and Robin Wells (2005). Microeconomics. New York: Worth Publishers. 

                                                 
1 Language from the introduction section is made up of some unknown mixture of writing by Luke Shaefer and Harold 
Pollack at the University of Chicago, with whom I first taught a course like this. Thanks Harold. 
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• Any mainstream microeconomics textbook from the past decade will be fine. I have a few 
copies of this one, and you are welcome to one 

 Charles Wheelan (2002). Naked Economics: Undressing the Dismal Science. New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company. 

 Milton Friedman (1962). Capitalism and Freedom. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir. (2014). Scarcity: The New Science of Having Less and 

How It Defines our Lives. New York: Picador. 
 Kristin Seefeldt (2017). Abandoned Families: Social Isolation in the Twenty-First Century. New 

York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
Participation 
Students are expected to attend classes, to read assignments with care, and to be prepared to answer 
questions about the readings. For many students, adequate preparation may take 8+ hours each week. 
Participation in a Great Debate will be counted toward students’ participation grades. 
 
The Great Debates 
Together we will use this class as a forum to discuss and debate some of the most important issues facing 
social policy analysts and social service administrators. For these debates, the class will be turned into a 
legislative body, and will vote on the issue in question after hearing compelling arguments from both 
sides. All students will research and present one side of a debate topic. These presentations will draw 
from a few outside sources and will be approximately 10 minutes long (for each side), followed by 10-
15 minutes of debate by the class. A sign-up sheet for the great debate will be distributed during the first 
few weeks. 
 
Problem Set 
One problem will be collected and evaluated. This will display and expand your mastery of course 
materials. Some problems are intuitive and graphical, designed to sharpen your intuition and qualitative 
understanding. Others are specific and numeric. Both kinds are important. The problem set can be done 
collaboratively with other students in the course.  
 
Final Paper 
During the second half of the course, students will select a paper topic that is relevant to the course 
material and complete a 10-page paper on it. Students should have their paper topic approved by the 
instructor well in advance of submission. Topics should focus on the intersection of social work and 
economics. They can include a deeper exploration of a topic discussed in class, or an exploration of a 
relevant topic not included in the course content. 
 
Final Exam 
An open book, time-limited examination will be given at the end of the semester. This exam will take 
much the same form as the problem set + questions coming from the course readings. It must be 
completed independently. 
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GRADING 
 

Attendance/Participation 15% 
Problem set 25% 
Final Paper 35% 
Final Exam 25% 

 
 
CLASSES 
 
Class meetings are used to pose and to answer questions, to review, elaborate on and extend text 
materials, and to apply analysis to practical issues. Students’ questions are highly important and useful. 
Questions that reflect misunderstanding and confusion contribute as much or more to the class as 
questions that reflect mastery of the material. Consequently if you find something confusing, bring it 
up! Other students likely share your confusion, and will be grateful for your bravery. 
 
SCHEDULE 
 
Session 1: September 11 
Introduction 
 Go over course syllabus 
 Introduction to some fundamental concepts of economics 

- Thinking like an economist 
- Introduction to markets 
- Opportunity costs 
- Budget constraints (Examples: food stamps block grants) 
- Economic models 
- Gains from trade (comparative advantage), with a normative discussion 

 Graphing in Economics 
 
Assignments for the next class 

1. Read Naked Economics, Introduction, Chapters 1 & 2 
2. Skim Krugman & Wells, Chapter 1-3 
3. Read “Robocalypse Now?” 

 
 
Session 2: September 18 
 Discuss Naked Economics 
 Supply and Demand Analysis 

- Examining demand curves & supply curves 
- Labor market equilibriums 
- The equilibrium price or market price 
- Shifts in the supply and demand curves 

 Applications of Supply and Demand 
- Reaching the market equilibrium 
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- Economic efficiency (good) 
- Surpluses and shortages 
- The effects of the War on Drugs on drug supply 

 
Assignments for the next class 

1. Read Naked Economics, Chapters 3 & 4 
2. Read Krugman & Wells, Chapters 4 & 5 

 
 
Session 3: September 25 
 The Market Strikes Back 

- Economic inefficiency (bad) 
- Price controls (Floors and ceilings) 
- Shortages and surpluses 
- The deadweight loss of taxes 

 Elasticity 
- Price elasticity of demand/ Price elasticity of supply 
- Income elasticity of demand 
- Substitutes and complements 
- Taxes and market equilibrium 
- Application: Who bears the burden of the tax? 

 
Assignments for the next class 

1. Read Naked Economics, Chapter 6 
2. Read Krugman & Well, Chapters 13, 14, 19-21 

 
 
Session 4: October 2 
 Market Failures- Introduction 

- Monopoly, monopsony 
- Price discrimination 
- Oligopoly 

 Public goods 
 Externalities (positive and negative) 
 Social Insurance 

- Moral hazard 
- Adverse selection 

 Great Debate: Sin Taxes—Efficient ways to reduce undesirable behaviors, or regressive punishment 
of the poor? 

 
Assignments for the next class 

1. Raj Chetty, David Grusky, Maximilian Hell, Nathan Hendren, Robert Manduca, and Jimmy 
Narang “The Fading American Dream: Trends in Absolute Income Mobility in the United 
States,” Science 356 (6336): 398-406, 2017 
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2. Turner & Gourevitch 2017. How Neighborhoods Affect the Social and Economic Mobility of 
Their Residents. http://www.mobilitypartnership.org/publications/how-neighborhoods-affect-
social-and-economic-mobility-their-residents 

 
Session 5: October 9 

 Understanding economic mobility in the United States, trends, correlates 
 Place matters 

 
Assignments for the next class 
 Read Mullainathan and Shafir, Scarcity 
 Watch documentary Inequality for All 

 
 

ENJOY FALL BREAK, OCTOBER 16 
 
 
Session 6: October 23 
 Discuss the film 
 Discuss the arguments for Scarcity 
 How does this argument help us understand the context of poverty 
 Should poverty be a relative or absolute measure? 
 What would be in your measure of poverty? 
 What is your measure of inequality? 

 
Assignments for the next class 

1. Complete the problem set 

 
Session 7: October 30 
 The problem set is due at the beginning of class 
 Follow up on themes of scarcity and inequality 
 Great Debate 

 
Assignments for the next class 

1. Read Capitalism and Freedom (Friedman) 
 
Session 8: November 6 
 Freedom versus equality—which should win? 

o Government—friend or enemy of the poor? 
o Occupational licensure 

 Government and education 
 Capitalism and discrimination 
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Assignments for the next class 
2. Readings to be assigned on education reform, what do we know, and what don’t we know. 

 
Session 9: November 13 
 Conversation about school reform and implications of evidence for policy prescription 
 Great Debate 
  

 
Assignments for the next class 

1. Choose from a list of approved books, or suggest on of your own 
 
Session 10: November 20 
 Conversations and reports based on readings 
 Great Debate 

 
Assignments for the next class (all on Canvas) 

1. Prepare a 20-minute presentation on your paper 

 
Session 11: November 27 
 Student presentations on paper topics 
 15 minute presentations on topics 
 15 minutes of feedback from students and the instructor, to be incorporated into the final draft 

 
Assignments for the next class 

3. Read Kristin Seefeldt 2017. Abandoned Families, chapters 1-4 

 
Session 12: December 4 
 What does Seefeldt argue has been the result of current social policy constructions. 
 Great Debate 

 
Assignments for the next class 

1. Read Kristin Seefeldt 2017. Abandoned Families: Social Isolation in the Twenty-First Century. New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation, chapters 5-7 

2. Detroit Future City, 2017. “139 Square Miles,” report. 

 
Session 13: December 11  
 Wrap up, review. 

 
FINAL PAPER DUE DECEMBER 13 
FINAL EXAMINATION DATE TBD 
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