
 
 
 
 

Identity Economics  
 

George A. Akerlof 
 

 ISEO 
June 24, 2010 



•  Rachel Kranton. 

•  Initially thought identity was just tastes. 

•  Four papers:  
–  Economics and Identity: QJE (2000). 

–  Schooling and Identity: JEL (2002). 

–  Organizations and Identity: JEP (2005). 

–  Macroeconomics and Identity: AER (2007). 

•  Book: Identity Economics (2010). 



Economics: About Incentives 

•  Freakonomics: 
–  About price theory. 

 

•  Missing Motivation in current economics: 
–  The Missing Piece. 

 

•  Important economic problems. 

 
 



Standard Method of Economics 

•  Maximization of Utility (Individuals). 

•  Maximization of Profits (Firms). 
•  Classification of Motive.   



The Missing Motivation: Norms 

•  Pareto. 

•  Opinions how they should, or how they 
should not, behave. 

•  Views how others should, or should 
not, behave. 

•  Depends upon their identity: 
– Who people think they are. 



Ideals 

•  Example: 
– Religion and religious leaders. 

•  Principle: 

– People tend to be happy when they live up 
to how they think they should be. 

–   They are unhappy when they fail to live up 
to those norms.  



Other Examples 

•  Teacher. 

•  Dignity at work. 

•  Betty Friedan. 

•  Merry-Go-Round.   



•  Millions of women lived their lives in 
the image of those pretty pictures of 
the American suburban housewife, 
kissing their husbands goodbye in 
front of the picture window, depositing 
their stationwagonsful of children at 
school, and smiling as they ran the new 
electric waxer over the spotless kitchen 
floor.  They gloried in their role as 
women, and wrote proudly on the 
census blank: “Occupation, 
housewife.”  





Protocol for Adding Identity to 
Economics 

•  How does the decision maker conceive of 
herself? 

•  What is her ideal?  
•  How does utility depend upon distance 

between ideal behavior, e*, and actual 
behavior, e?  

•  How do others affect identity utility?  
•  If this is true motivation, we have no choice: 

Must be in utility function. 



Outline 
 

•  Economics of Minority Poverty. 

•  Economics of Education. 

•  Economics of Organizations. 

•  Economics of Gender in the Workplace. 

•  Economics of Gender in the Household. 

•  Macroeconomics. 

•  Five functional changes to economics. 

•  Conclusion. 



Economics of Education 

•  Traditional Questions: 
– How Much Education? 

– Returns to Education? 

– Effectiveness of Programs? 

 



Literature on Education 
•  History of Education: 

–  Emphasis on immigrant experience. 
–  Imposition of Identity. 

•  Shopping Mall High: 
–  Failure to Impose Identity. 

•  Adolescent Society and the Bishops: 
–  Role of the leading crowd. 
–  The role of bullying. 
 
 
 
 
 



 Students form groups with strong 
independent sub-cultures in order to 
produce and consume friendship, 
emotional support, socializing, gossip, 
parties, competitions between schools, 
prestige from belonging to a high 
status clique.  They set norms for 
academic engagement, pressure 
teachers to “go easy,” and punish 
group members who violate peer 
norms. 



Economics of Organizations 
•  Standard Economics: 

– Give right incentives. 

– Careful reading: system will be gamed. 

•  Solution: 
– Employees identify with organization or 

with their jobs within it. 
•  Example: Teachers/US Universities. 

 

 

 



Gender and the Work Place 

•  Traditional Economics: 
– Division of Labor according to 

Comparative Advantage. 

•  Identity Economics: 
– Gendered tasks.   



Economics of the Household 
•  Evan and Nancy Holt 

 



Macroeconomics 
•  Traditional Economics: 

– Stabilization policies do not work. 

•  Identity Economics: 
– With considerations regarding how 

employers and workers should or should 
not behave, stabilization policies do work. 

– Government should stabilize 
macroeconomy. 

 



Directly Care About Identity. 

•  Self-Destruction. 

•  Example: 

– Beauty Practices. 
 

 



Identity Externalities 

•  US Civil War. 
 

 



Manipulation of Others 
•  Advertising. 

•  Politics. 



Time Inconsistency 

•  We become different people. 



Choice of Identity 

• Housewives and Motherhood. 

• School Choice. 

•  Immigration. 



Conclusion 

•  Identity and Narrative. 


