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An economist's version of The Way Things Work, this engaging volume is part field guide to
economics and part expose of the economic principles lurking behind daily events, explaining
everything from traffic jams to high coffee prices.The Undercover Economist is for anyone who's
wondered why the gap between rich and poor nations is so great, or why they can't seem to find
a decent second-hand car, or how to outwit Starbucks. This book offers the hidden story behind
these and other questions, as economist Tim Harford rangesfrom Africa, Asia, Europe, and of
course the United States to reveal how supermarkets, airlines, and coffee chains--to name just a
few--are vacuuming money from our wallets. Harford punctures the myths surrounding some of
today's biggest controversies, including the high cost of health-care; hereveals why certain
environmental laws can put a smile on a landlord's face; and he explains why some industries
can have high profits for innocent reasons, while in other industries something sinister is going
on. Covering an array of economic concepts including scarce resources, market
power,efficiency, price gouging, market failure, inside information, and game theory, Harford
sheds light on how these forces shape our day-to-day lives, often without our knowing
it.Showing us the world through the eyes of an economist, Tim Harford reveals that everyday
events are intricate games of negotiations, contests of strength, and battles of wits. Written with
a light touch and sly wit, The Undercover Economist turns "the dismal science" into a true
delight.

From Publishers WeeklyNattily packaged-the cover sports a Roy Lichtensteinesque image of an
economist in Dick Tracy garb-and cleverly written, this book applies basic economic theory to
such modern phenomena as Starbucks' pricing system and Microsoft's stock values. While the
concepts explored are those encountered in Microeconomics 101, Harford gracefully explains
abstruse ideas like pricing along the demand curve and game theory using real world examples
without relying on graphs or jargon. The book addresses free market economic theory, but
Harford is not a complete apologist for capitalism; he shows how companies from to Whole
Foods to Starbucks have gouged consumers through guerrilla pricing techniques and explains
the high rents in London (it has more to do with agriculture than one might think). Harford comes
down soft on Chinese sweatshops, acknowledging "conditions in factories are terrible," but
"sweatshops are better than the horrors that came before them, and a step on the road to
something better." Perhaps, but Harford doesn't question whether communism or a capitalist-
style industrial revolution are the only two choices available in modern economies. That aside,
the book is unequaled in its accessibility and ability to show how free market economic forces
affect readers' day-to-day.Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier
Inc. All rights reserved.From Bookmarks MagazineHarford exposes the dark underbelly of



capitalism in Undercover Economist. Compared with Steven Levitt s and Stephen J. Dubner s
popular Freakonomics (*** July/Aug 2005), the book uses simple, playful examples (written in
plain English) to elucidate complex economic theories. Critics agree that the book will grip
readers interested in understanding free-market forces but disagree about Harford s approach.
Some thought the author mastered the small ideas while keeping in sight the larger context of
globalization; others faulted Harford for failing to criticize certain economic theories and to
ground his arguments in political, organizational structures. Either way, his case studies some
entertaining, others indicative of times to come will make you think twice about that cup of
coffee.Copyright © 2004 Phillips & Nelson Media, Inc.Review"This is a book to savor."―Richard
Lowenstein, New York Times"Beautifully written.... An Economics 101 class, taught by the most
popular professor on campus. Harford shows readers how to think like an economist,
demonstrating how theories like David Ricardo's 1817 treatise on farm rents can be applied to
coffee shop locations and the cost of oil.... If the ideas are allowed to penetrate, to sink into the
arid topsoil of a mind too long out of school, they can change the way a reader sees the world.
Once you understand that a 'green belt' of undeveloped land around a city drives up rents, you
start seeing green belts everywhere."―Mary Wisniewski, Chicago Sun-Times"The Undercover
Economist is a rare specimen: a book on economics that will enthrall its readers. Beautifully
written and argued, it brings the power of economics to life. This book should be required
reading for every elected official, business leader, and university student." ―Steven D. Levitt,
Professor of Economics, University of Chicago, and author of Freakonomics: A Rogue
Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything"A worthy and often entertaining attempt to
render 'the dismal science' considerably less dismal."―Warren Bass, Washington Post Book
World"A playful guide to the economics of everyday life, and as such is something of an elder
sibling to Steven Levitt's wild child, the hugely successful Freakonomics.... Harford does not take
himself too seriously. He is at his best illuminating the economics of small things.... In general, as
befits a covert operative, his tone is quizzical and low-key, rather than bombastic and
judgmental. For anyone schooled in blackboard economics, The Undercover Economist
succeeds in taking the chalkdust out of the subject."―The Economist"Harford's fetching book is
part a field guide to economics in action and part an expose of Economics 101 principles lurking
beneath the action.... He is out to convert his reader into a more savvy consumer, no matter how
hard advertising puffs, and into a more savvy voter able to dig out the truth behind the tall stories
that politicians may tell."―William H. Peterson, Washington Times"If you need to be convinced
of the ever-relevant and fascinating nature of economics, read this insightful and witty book by
Tim Harford. Using one interesting example after another, The Undercover Economist
demonstrates how economic reasoning―often esoteric and dull, but totally accessible in
Harford's hands―helps illuminate the world around us. Indeed, Harford's book is a tour de
force." ―Jagdish Bhagwati, Professor of Economics, Columbia University, and author of In
Defense of Globalization"Harford writes like a dream―and is also one of the leading economic
thinkers of his generation. From his book I found out why there's a Starbucks on every corner,



what Bob Geldof needs to learn to make development aid work properly, and how not to get
duped in an auction. Reading The Undercover Economist is like spending an ordinary day
wearing X-ray goggles."―David Bodanis, author of E=mc2 and Electric Universe"Informative
and engaging.... Readers will find out why organic tomatoes are almost never found next to
regular tomatoes at the supermarket, who really benefits from tariffs, and how China became an
overnight economic success. A great choice for all public libraries."―Library Journal"Most
people think economics is boring, difficult and irrelevant. In fact, economics is fascinating,
comprehensible and highly relevant. As Tim Harford demonstrates brilliantly in this enjoyable
book, the powerful underlying ideas of economics can, in the hands of the right person,
illuminate every aspect of the world we inhabit." ―Martin Wolf, Associate Editor and Chief
Economics Commentator, Financial Times, and author of Why Globalization Works"Most people
think economists are boring, opinionated and wrong. Tim Harford is often right, always
opinionated, but never boring. He shows how economics can be used to illuminate our everyday
lives. Whether you want an explanation of the price of a cup of coffee or of poverty in the third
world, Harford has it all." ―John Kay, author of The Truth About MarketsFrom the Back
Cover"The Undercover Economist is a rare specimen: a book on economics that will enthrall its
readers. Beautifully written and argued, it brings the power of economics to life. This book should
be required reading for every elected official, business leader, and university student." --Steven
D. Levitt, author of Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of
Everything"Harford writes like a dream--and is also one of the leading economic thinkers of his
generation. From his book I found out why there's a Starbucks on every corner, what Bob Geldof
needs to learn to make development aid work properly, and how not to get duped in an auction.
Reading The Undercover Economist is like spending an ordinary day wearing X-ray goggles." --
David Bodanis, author of E=mc2 and Electric Universe"If you need to be convinced of the ever-
relevant and fascinating nature of economics, read this insightful and witty book by Tim Harford.
Using one interesting example after another, The Undercover Economist demonstrates how
economic reasoning -- often esoteric and dull, but totally accessible in Harford's hands -- helps
illuminate the world around us. Indeed, Harford's book is a tour de force." --Jagdish Bhagwati,
author of In Defense of Globalization"As Tim Harford demonstrates brilliantly in this enjoyable
book, the powerful underlying ideas of economics can, in the hands of the right person,
illuminate every aspect of the world we inhabit." --Martin Wolf, Associate Editor and Chief
Economics Commentator, Financial Times, and author of Why Globalization Works"Most people
think economists are boring, opinionated and wrong. Tim Harford is often right, always
opinionated, but never boring. He shows how economics can be used to illuminate our everyday
lives. Whether you want an explanation of the price of a cup of coffee or of poverty in the third
world, Harford has it all." --John Kay, author of Culture and Prosperity: The Truth About
MarketsAbout the AuthorTim Harford writes the "Dear Economist" column in the Financial Times
Magazine, in which he draws upon the latest economic theories to provide tongue-in-cheek
answers to readers' personal dilemmas. Formerly an economics editorial writer at the Financial



Times, Harford has worked at the InternationalFinance Corporation, for a major oil company, and
as an economics tutor at Oxford University. He lives in Washington DC.Read more
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David Swan, “Good Book for Economic Laypeople. A lot of people are going to draw
comparisons between The Underground Economist and the inexplicably popular Freakonomics
particularly since the author of Freakonomics is used as the leading quote on the cover. The fact
of the matter is that Freakonomics had very little to do with traditional economics per se while
Underground is pretty much an economics books with some coolness added to keep it
entertaining. The first chapter is essentially a primer on supply and demand.Tim Harford is an
economist from England who pushes a free-trade, pro-globalization agenda. In fact two of the
five authors with quotes on the back cover have pro-globalization books in their `Author of'
section. The second to the last chapter is a hard sell of globalization and the final chapter is a
portrait of the happy results of globalization in China. Harford also comes down on taxes saying
they are inefficient and destroy competitiveness. Instead of a progressive income tax he argues
in support of a flat sales tax. It all sounds like a sale of conservative economics which isn't
necessarily a bad thing as long as it's done with honesty and clear thinking (many conservative
economists have such an ideological bias that they become useless).The author spends a
chapter on healthcare in the United States and demonstrates how flawed it is. The system is
hugely expensive, highly bureaucratic, extremely patchy and unpopular to most American's.
Harford writes, "United States government alone spends more than the combination of public
and private expenditure in Britain, despite the fact that the British government provides free
health care to all residents" In fact no country spends more as a percentage of the GDP as
American's. Not even close. And as a final kick in the teeth American's aren't even particularly
healthy when compared to the rest of the developed nations. However, rather than look to his
own country's model for health care or Germany's or Canada's Mr. Harford looks to Singapore. It
seems as if the author has mind melded with the Bush administration in believing that
American's are over insured and need to look into Health Savings Accounts which to the best of
my knowledge don't address ANY of the problems the author recounted. The book contains
some real insight on why health insurance is often incompatible with a market based economy
but the idea that we should just scrap it in favor of only catastrophic health insurance seems to
deny that anyone could possibly be nickeled and dimed into poverty.The author also has some
interesting views on handling pollution. The idea is that companies can buy the right to pollute
using vouchers. Initially it seems to be a horrible idea but the thinking is that since businesses
regularly inflate the cost of keeping clean we ask them to put their money where there mouth is.
If the vouchers cost enough businesses will try to find cheap ways to stay under the emissions
threshold rather than pay the voucher cost and the problem is solved in a very market based
manner. On the other hand the author tends to discount environmentalism as a small cost (2
percent of manufacturing) and of little real concern to businesses. If this is true than why do
business interests in the United States spend millions on think tanks and lobbying if it's no big
deal? Global Warming is a huge deal and business seems willing to do just about anything to



suppress legislation.Besides globalization the author doesn't seem to really be an ideologue. He
is clearly a fan of market based economies but admits that participants often don't act sensibly.
He's no cheerleader for the stock market by pointing out that price to earning ratios of
companies are still vastly inflated and gives a great explanation on why internet companies lack
any scarcity power making their ridiculous stock values in the late 90's look like nothing more
than a fools dream. The Underground Economist is a very good book. Unlike Freakonomics it is
legitimately an economics book and most assuredly has an agenda. Not that that's a bad thing.”

Emc2, “An extraordinary primer on the basics of economics written for the general public: Tim
Harford is the Carl Sagan of economics. Mr. Harford is a renowned economist and a gifted writer
and communicator, who successfully achieved in this short and well written book the difficult
task of explaining to the general public the complexities of key economic principles in very
simple terms. However, do not be confused, this book, though equally entertaining, is no 
  
Freakonomics [Revised and Expanded]: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of
Everything

  
  
    . The author's 2008 book, 
  
The Logic of Life: The Rational Economics of an Irrational World

  
  
, is actually more Freakonomics style.Have you heard of price elasticity and price signals,
scarcity power, market failures, marginal cost, externalities, asymmetric and imperfect



information, moral hazard, stock prices and random walk, and game theory?Mr. Harford
manages to explain the concepts behind this jargon in simple words with everyday life examples,
allowing you to understand why the production cost of the cheapest oil fields in Saudi Arabia
and Kuwait is just around $2 a barrel but we ended paying $50 (or up to $140 last year); why we
pay $3 for a cappuccino but coffee growers in the third world just get a few cents for each cup;
the rationale behind congestion pricing (the entire Chapter 4 is devoted to this controversial
policy and how it also applies for curbing pollution); the economic reasons behind the failures of
the US health insurance system; and the predictability of the stock market (the current financial
crises proves Harford's point, who wrote about the "rational fools" in March 2005, and within the
context of the dot-com bubble). In general terms, the first seven chapters provide the reader an
opportunity to grasp key concepts and principles in the field of microeconomics.The three last
chapters of the book take a different approach as the book turns more into the territory of
macroeconomics, exploring equally interesting and up-to-date issues regarding economic
growth, international trade, competition, the theory of comparative advantage, and of course,
globalization. The reader is introduced to these concepts with a chapter on Cameroon, used as
a case study to explain the reasons for poor countries being poor, and highlighting the role
corruption, weak institutions, and trade barriers. The last chapter in contrast, presents how
China was able to achieve explosive growth rates during the last three decades, growing faster
than any country in history, rising from Mao's disastrous economic experiments through the
power of market and prices. Chapter 9 is a must read, as he discusses the main issues
regarding globalization in a nutshell. Here Mr. Harford courageously debunks several myths
regarding the alleged negative environmental impacts and other associated evils of
globalization. Not surprisingly he wisely chose the examples of Cameroon and China to support
his point of view.This book comes very handy for the layman especially during these days of
global economic crisis. I have a background on economics, and I do highly recommend it for
anyone planning or having second thoughts about studying economics, the book will provide
you with quite a general picture of what economics is really about. I also recommend it for those
citizens interested in understanding a bit more about key economic principles, its everyday
application, and who do not want to be easily fooled by politicians, interest groups, the media,
nor even by many of the so-called "experts" and "gurus". The world would be a better place if
every voter in the planet could grasp the basic concepts presented in this book.”

Bama Fan, “Relevant even 15 years later!. This book covers a wide range of topics and looks at
them from a fresh perspective. Harford can go from how the operators of coffee shops decide to
set up and price their items to comparing his writing abilities to E.O. Wilson to the structure of the
government of Cameroon and how it affects the global economy and it still comes out being very
interesting! This book is one that will certainly bring up some topics that are more timely for
when it was initially published, however the concepts that are brought up are still relevant and
interesting. Harford is someone who is curious, perceptive and utilizes a style that is easy for



anyone to follow. I learned several things I hadn't heard about that were very intriguing and the
book overall was well written and applicable even today for a good understanding of various
things. It's a good one!”

Madz, “Such a great book!. I had to buy this book for school for Econ class. It’s very informative
and a great read. It’s where did well and very easily understood. I will definitely be saving this for
my collection.”

cartoisb, “Intro to Economics and Argument for Globalisation. The Undercover Economist is a
clearly-written and thorough introduction to economics using practical examples such as coffee
shops and grocery store pricing, auctions, congestion charges and health care systems. There
is a second dimension to the book, however, in that the author, while demonstrating the
economic concepts, makes and argues a case in support of free trade, laissez-faire economic
policy and globalisation. He generally makes a strong case, but the analysis is patchy at times.
For example, in making his argument for why globalisation is a good thing, he mentions the
foreign exchange market as a key point but he never adequately explains it. Overall, this is an
accessible and fairly light read, which is recommended for anyone looking to improve his/her
understanding of economics.”

Philip M, “A highly recommended book - informative, interesting and thoroughly enjoyable.. Tim
Harford has written a brilliant, enjoyable book, completely demystifying economics by
demonstrating its relevance to everyday life.This book explains so much – from why the gap
between the rich and poor countries is so great to how supermarkets, airlines and coffee shops
succeed in extracting more money from us. In doing so he covers a wide range of economic
principles, from scarce resources, market power, efficiency, price-gouging, market failure, inside
information and game theory.Harford describes in detail how the New Zealand government sold
a 3G mobile license for just NZ$6, whilst the UK raised over £22 billion for similar licenses. And
his analysis of the Chinese economic revolution is extremely illuminating – combining it with an
explanation of why globalisation is beneficial to the whole world.”

Ripple, “Clear and well written introduction to economic ideas that impact on the real world. Tim
Harford’s “Undercover Economist” is a clear and well argued read. You don’t need any prior
economic knowledge to understand his key arguments and he explains things in clear and
simple language.The book is along the same lines as a raft of populist social/science books -
perhaps the most obvious comparison is with Steven Levitt’s “Freakonomics”. However, while
the two share an easy reading quality, Freakonomics is more concerned with micro economics
(and human decisions) while Harford also covers macroeconomic arguments. Of the two, I found
Harford’s more interesting and insightful. It seems more concerned with explaining things than
going for the shock value. That’s not to say that there are not some contentious issues - the



economic view of sweatshops for example won’t thrill everyone but his arguments are well
reasoned.There is a clear development of Harford’s approach - from the importance of scarcity
right up to looking at the reasons for China’s development. The content of the chapters is cross
referenced so you get a real sense of an argument building.The concept of Harford as an
“undercover economist” is the only area that doesn’t live up to the promise. Sure there are times
when he uses the idea to explain why things are as they are from an economist’s point of view -
notably looking at coffee prices - but while there are times when it is a useful device, for much of
the book the undercover concept is a bit spurious. It’s really more of an explanation of why the
world is as it is economically.It’s both an enjoyable read and a very good and clear introduction
to some key economic ideas that will give some useful examples to explain the key ideas.”

San Patch, “Economics with a face. My knee jerk reaction to economists is that they tend to be
dull, serious-minded people, who make fancy predictions using sterile models, and couch it all in
arcane speak that makes the rest of us mere mortals cringe at the relative modesty of our
intellectual gifts. Therefore, it is a relief when a practitioner of the dismal science can take off his
lab coat and speak the language that the rest of us speak. It is this clarity - and heaps of wit to
boot - that makes Tim Hartford's the Undercover Economist akin to a breath of fresh mountain
air into my somewhat cluttered urban living space.Tim Hartford uses economic theory, originally
propounded by David Ricardo, to explain some very mundane problems. For example, why is a
cup of coffee at London Victoria so expensive? Or why is Fair Trade coffee so expensive? Like,
Sherlock Holmes, he uncovers the answer: scarcity power. Yes, companies - and people,
including you and me - will try to maximise our scarcity power. As soon as we have enough
scarcity power, we'll charge the customer as much money as possible. One way companies do
this is to price target.Hartford shares some fascinating examples about game theory and price
targeting. Have you ever wondered why the seats on economy class are so much worse than
those in business class? Or why buying Fair Trade coffee is important to Starbucks? Answer:
Price targeting. Companies will use price as an means to get information on what you are willing
to spend money on, and then tailor the product to meet your need (while charging the maximum
amount of money that they can).Hartford then turns to the question of economic development in
poor countries. (I really liked this section of the book). Why is a country like Cameroon so poor?
There are certainly no glib answers. However, Hartford presents a few reasons why poor
countries remain poor. The most important reason he gave was that of incentives: people only
behave according to the rewards that they perceive will accrue to them. And the incentives for
investment, education, institutional development are missing in countries like Cameroon.
Therefore, no matter how many bleeding-heart campaigns "End Poverty" campaigns that Bob
Geldof and Bono, Cameroon (and half the world) will remain poor except the incentives change.
Sounds too pessimistic? No, I don't think so. As a Nigerian, I know, even if I grudgingly admit it,
that Hartford is right on this point.The book concludes with Hartford's take on globalisation and
China's phenomenal economic growth. Hartford convincingly makes the case that the poor are



poor because they are not integrated into the global economy, and that globalisation is not a win-
lose game as often portrayed in the media; high-tariffs may make a few interest groups better off,
but it makes the rest of us worse off.The Undercover Economist is written is a clear, accessible
style. It is laced with interesting anecdotes from the author's experience, which are delivered
with (sometimes cynical) wit. I thoroughly enjoyed the book. I felt like a Watson trailing a worldly-
wise Sherlock Holmes as he solved yet another mystery; I could almost hear Holmes, I mean
Hartford, say "elementary, my dear, elementary". The book reminds us to challenge our tired
assumptions about globalisation and economics. Any why does it matter? Because, as Tim
Hartford puts it, "economics is about people". Economic growth does make a difference to
people's lives. It's a message that I, as Nigerian, can relate to. The book deserves my 4 stars”

The book by Tim Harford has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 1,207 people have provided feedback.
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