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FREAKONOMICS HOMEWORK 

 
 
1. Tell us about a Freakonomics Radio episode you thought was good and why. 
  
See audio: Part 1 - The Suicide Paradox 
  
  
2. Tell us about a Freakonomics Radio episode you thought was not-so-good and why. 
  
See audio: Part 2 - Did China Eat America's Jobs? 
  
  
3. Give us three ideas for future podcasts including the various elements you would 

collect, the people you would interview, research you would rely on, and explain why 
you think it’s worthwhile topic. 
 

 

AND JUSTICE FOR SOME 
 

I see this story as part of a larger episode about legal defense for the poor. For decades, there 
has been a widely acknowledged “crisis” in indigent defense, with public defenders so 
overworked that their role in the justice system has been reduced to facilitating convictions. 
And even though the majority of criminal defendants are poor enough to qualify for a 
government-appointed attorney, and billions are spent on it every year, not much has 
changed. Why is that? And what, if anything, can be done? In addition to the story below, I’d 
do a separate interview with a someone like, Derwyn Bunton, who’s public defender office was 
so overworked and understaffed that he refused to take on new clients. 
  
Making Public Defense More Like the Private Market 
 
If you’re arrested for a crime and can’t afford a lawyer, you’re entitled to one. What you’re not 
entitled to is a choice of who represents you. That’s the way it works in every county in the 
country … except one. In Comal County, Texas, indigent defendants choose their attorneys. 
It’s part of an experiment they’ve been conducting for the past couple years. And the theory 
behind it is this: if poor criminal defendants can choose their lawyers, like folks with money can, 
a private-market dynamic will kick in and defendants will get better service. And as it turns out, 
they do! Defendants who chose their lawyers were 2.5x more likely to get probation instead of 
jail. Now, other jurisdictions are also thinking about implementing a similar client-choice 
system. 

http://adrianma.xyz/freakonomics-homework
http://adrianma.xyz/freakonomics-homework
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2016/09/07/when-the-money-runs-out-for-public-defense-what-happens-next#.qrmE0sYMM
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2016/09/07/when-the-money-runs-out-for-public-defense-what-happens-next#.qrmE0sYMM
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/inside-new-orleans-public-defenders-decision-to-refuse-felony-cases/
https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/images/abanews/LouisianaProjectReportFinal.pdf
http://www.jmijustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/The-Power-of-Choice_29-MAR-2017.pdf
http://www.jmijustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/The-Power-of-Choice_29-MAR-2017.pdf
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Still, the program hasn’t been without problems. And some of its biggest skeptics are public 
defenders, who worry the system invites ambulance-chasing lawyers. 
  
To tell this story, I’d start off with a montage of TV cops saying, “You have a right to an 
attorney.” I’d take listeners to Comal County jail, where criminal defendants are getting 
booked. I’d follow them as they flip through the attorney directory (it’s like catalog-shopping 
for a lawyer), and talk to a law professor who believes that private-market dynamics can create 
better outcomes for poor defendants. Finally, I’d talk to a public defender who’s worried that 
clients may choose against their own interests. 
  
 

GOLDEN YEARS, SHMOLDEN YEARS 
 
By the year 2020, a quarter of all American workers will be older than 55. This trend has 
implications for everything from the social safety net, to the labor market, to our individual 
mental and physical health. For this episode, let’s look at the financial, cognitive, and social 
challenges facing older workers. Below are a few segments that would fit within this theme. 
 
Riding the “Silver Tsunami” 
Rather than forcing older workers into retirement, some companies are devising ways to 
squeeze more productivity out of them. Take this BMW plant in Germany. In anticipation of its 
workers getting older, it built a whole assembly line, designed to accommodate their needs. 
Features of the new line include on-site physical trainers, slower production lines, ergonomic 
seats, and softer floors. What did BMW get in return? The line saw a 7% productivity bump in 
one year, equaling the productivity of lines staffed by younger workers. To help tell this 
anecdote, I’d look to a German economist like Axel Börsch-Supan of the Munich Center for the 
Economics of Aging, or Ursula Staudinger of the Columbia Aging Center.  
 
Happy Birthday! You’re Fired. 
This December, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA) will turn 50-years-old. The 
federal law makes it illegal to discriminate against workers (over 40) because of their age. But 
since its passage, researchers say age discrimination in the workplace remains widespread and 
accepted. Sometimes it’s obvious, like an employer screening out job applicants based on their 
college graduation year. Other times it’s subtler, like a workplace culture where older 
employees are routinely put down. Either way, it’s a problem that will continue to affect 
growing numbers of us. To get at this story, I’d look to interview workers who’ve faced 
employment discrimination. This shouldn’t be too hard, as the EEOC currently gets over 
20,000 age discrimination complaints per year. I’d also talk to experts in the aging labor force, 
like Ruth Finkelstein of the Columbia Aging Center.  
 
The Retirement Gap 
We’ve heard of the wealth gap and the education gap. But what about the retirement gap? 
Research by the RAND Corporation shows that more Americans are working well beyond the 

http://www.co.comal.tx.us/CCL.htm
https://its.law.nyu.edu/facultyprofiles/index.cfm?fuseaction=profile.overview&personid=20270
http://www.asaging.org/blog/issues-impacts-and-implications-aging-workforce
https://hbr.org/2010/03/the-globe-how-bmw-is-defusing-the-demographic-time-bomb
https://www.mailman.columbia.edu/people/our-faculty/ums2103
https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/statistics/enforcement/adea.cfm
https://www.mailman.columbia.edu/people/our-faculty/rf2526
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traditional retirement age. But if you take a closer look at who these folks are, you’ll notice a 
disparity: those who work longer are often wealthy, healthy, educated and white. To explain 
what’s going on here, I’d look to Susann Rohwedder, an economists at the RAND Center for 
the Study of Aging. 
 
Why is the Retirement Age 65(ish)? 
Let’s start with a wee-bit of history … When the Social Security Act was passed in the 1930s, 
the age of eligibility for benefits was 65. Meanwhile, the average life expectancy was only 
about 61. So, what gives? Turns out, it all started back in 1881, with a German dude named 
Otto (German Chancellor Otto von Bismark, if you want to be all formal about it). Otto had the 
idea for the first government social security system. And at the time, it was controversial. Critics 
labeled him a socialist, to which he responded, “Call it socialism or whatever you like. It is the 
same to me.” In the beginning, the retirement age was set at 70 — the idea being, who the 
heck would live that long? A few decades later, the age was lowered to 65. Other countries 
and American states saw that and thought, “Hmmm, interesting idea …” and the rest is, well, 
you know. Since we can’t travel back to 1881, we could tell this story using music, voice actors, 
and where it’s available, archival tape. 
  
 

WAS RAISING THE DRINKING AGE TO 21 A MISTAKE? 
 

In 1982, over 26,000 people died in alcohol-impaired car crashes. That same year, a panel of 
experts led by Dr. Morris Chafetz recommended that Congress raise the national drinking age 
to 21. Within months, the federal government passed the National Minimum Drinking Age Act, 
which forced states to raise their drinking age or lose federal highway funds. Since then, annual 
drunk-driving fatalities have fallen by 60%.  
 
Despite this, Chafetz said the law has been a failure. Years later he would say, “It was the most 
regrettable decision of my entire professional career.” He and other critics said the law has 
created more problems than it has solved, and there is some evidence to back that up: alcohol 
is killing us at a rate not seen in 35 years; a 2007 Surgeon General’s report alcohol dependence 
disorder highest among 18-20 year-olds; and binge drinking is still a big problem among 
teenagers. 
 
The story of how the drinking age became 21 – and what happened afterwards – is about how 
good intentions can have unintended consequences; how the decision to support a higher 
drinking age became one scientist’s lifelong regret; and how a law meant to save lives could be 
costing lives. To tell this story, I would start off at a college campus party, where underage 
drinking is happening. Then, I would talk with Candy Lightner, founder of Mothers Against 
Drunk Driving; Chafetz’s son, who runs an alcohol education company; a health researcher 
who’ve studied the effect of the drinking age; and a college president who says it’s time to 

https://www.rand.org/about/people/r/rohwedder_susann.html
https://www.ssa.gov/history/ottob.html
https://www.ssa.gov/history/ottob.html
http://www.alcoholalert.com/drunk-driving-statistics.html
http://www.alcoholalert.com/drunk-driving-statistics.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/morris-e-chafetz/the-21-year-old-drinking_b_262264.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/morris-e-chafetz/the-21-year-old-drinking_b_262264.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2015/12/22/americans-are-drinking-themselves-to-death-at-record-rates/
http://www.camy.org/_docs/resources/fact-sheets/Call_To_Action.pdf
https://www.niaaa.nih.gov/alcohol-health/overview-alcohol-consumption/alcohol-facts-and-statistics
https://www.bu.edu/sph/2014/02/26/new-report-on-minimum-drinking-age-makes-strong-case-for-existing-laws/
http://www.theamethystinitiative.org/signatories/
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reconsider it. Ideally, I would also talk to parents who’ve lost a child to a drinking-related 
accident. 
 
 
4. Name five worthwhile and gettable interviews for FREAK-quently Asked Questions.  
 
 

Nikole Hannah-Jones 
  

Occupation: Staff Writer, NYT Magazine 
  
Background: Hannah-Jones reports on systemic racial discrimination in housing, 
policing, and education. She has written extensively on how school segregation is 
maintained, not just by governmental policy, but also by individual choice.  

  
Quote: “We began moving away from the ‘public’ in public education a long time ago. 
In fact, treating public schools like a business these days is largely a matter of fact in 
many places.” — NYT Magazine 
  

Tim Wu 
 

Occupation: Law Professor, Columbia Law School 
 
Background: No person may be more responsible for framing the debate around “net 
neutrality” than Tim Wu. Wu coined the phrase, arguing that government regulation 
was needed to protect free speech on the internet. As the FCC begins a rollback of net 
neutrality rules, the debate is heating back up. In addition to writing about the rise and 
fall of media empires, he recently wrote about how advertising has shaped our 
economy, the internet, and our psyches.  
 
Quote: “Fame, or the hunger for it, would become something of a pandemic, 
swallowing up more and more people and leaving them with scars of chronic attention-
whoredom.” — The Attention Merchants 

 

Ajit Pai 
 

Occupation: Chairman, Federal Communications Commission 
 

Background: Ajit Pai is President Trump’s FCC Chairman. He’s been with the agency 
for several years, and has a history of favoring a hands-off approach to telecom 
regulation. Currently, he’s in the process of rolling back Obama-era regulations, 
including those on net neutrality.  

https://www.nytimes.com/by/nikole-hannah-jones
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/12/magazine/choosing-a-school-for-my-daughter-in-a-segregated-city.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/21/magazine/have-we-lost-sight-of-the-promise-of-public-schools.html
http://www.law.columbia.edu/faculty/tim-wu
https://www.amazon.com/Master-Switch-Rise-Information-Empires/dp/0307390993
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/03/books/review-attention-merchants-tim-wu.html
https://www.amazon.com/Attention-Merchants-Scramble-Inside-Heads/dp/0385352018
https://www.fcc.gov/about/leadership/ajit-pai
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/19/technology/ajit-pai-fcc-telecom-deregulation.html


Adrian	Ma	 	 Freakonomics	Homework	

	 5	

 
Quote: “The economic literature is pretty rich on this, that preemptive regulation is 
appropriate when there's a major market failure, when the Internet is broken.” — NPR 
 

Peche Di 
 

Occupation: Model and Founder, Trans Models 
 
Background: Di is a former Thai beauty queen and the founder one the country’s first 
modeling agencies that exclusively features trans men and women. She also created a 
dating app for transgender individuals, called Teadate. This year, she was included in 
Forbes’ 30 under 30 in fashion. 
 
Quote: “I wanted to create work for myself and for other trans people that struggle 
within the fashion industry because it is not as inclusive as it could be.” — Forbes 

 

Chris Christie 
 

Occupation: Governor of New Jersey 
 
Background: Every state has its share of money problems, but New Jersey’s are worst 
than most: its pension system is the worst-funded in the nation; its property taxes are 
the highest; and its Medicaid system, which covers 1-in-5 residents, is threatened by the 
GOP health bills being floated in Congress. During Christie’s tenure, his approval rating 
plunged from a high 70% to the current low of 15%.  
 
Quote: “Poll numbers matter when you’re running for something. When you’re not 
running for something, they don’t matter a bit. And I don’t care.” — Politico 

 
 

http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2017/05/05/526916610/fcc-chief-net-neutrality-rules-treating-internet-as-utility-stifle-growth
https://www.forbes.com/profile/peche-di/
https://www.forbes.com/30-under-30-2017/art-style/#5e7c528b1e13
http://nj.gov/governor/
http://www.nj.com/politics/index.ssf/2017/04/us_public_pension_debt_rises_157b_with_help_from_n.html
http://www.nj.com/politics/index.ssf/2017/04/nj_still_has_highest_property_taxes_in_nation_stud.html
http://www.politico.com/states/new-jersey/story/2017/06/20/christie-on-15-approval-rating-i-dont-care-112922

	Derwyn Bunton



