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Goal: to make you love economics research as I do

• What is economics?
• What is exciting right now about economics research?
• What should everyone know about econ research?
• What is research consumption (vs. research production)?
• How I teach research consumption to

– First year undergraduates
– Juniors & seniors
– Graduate students
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Isn’t economics just about math and money?
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What is economics primarily the study of?

• Money
• Capitalism
• Decision making
• Scarcity
• Exploitation
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I would say “allocation under conditions of scarcity”

• We (an individual, a company, a government) have 
certain resources and decisions to make

• We also live under scarcity (“finite & limited resources”)
• Making decisions requires considering all the potential 

consequences of those decisions
• And so economics has also become about quantifying 

those unexpected consequences
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This gives economists a role in government & policy
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Source: https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/janet-yellens-confirmation-hearing-provides-a-glimpse-into-the-biden-era
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/01/business/cecilia-rouse-biden-economist.html

https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/janet-yellens-confirmation-hearing-provides-a-glimpse-into-the-biden-era
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/01/business/cecilia-rouse-biden-economist.html


And even in amicus briefs with the Supreme Court
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Sources: supremecourt.gov, Scotus Blog



We are living in a golden age of economics research
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Why do we have so much great research right now?

• Data
• Computing power
• Natural experiments (i.e., some were arbitrarily treated)
• Interest
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As well as celebrity economists
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Sources: https://static01.nyt.com/images/2010/09/16/opinion/Krugman_New/Krugman_New-articleLarge.jpg, https://emilyoster.net/about
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I do applied microeconomics research about health
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Natural experiments are crucial because real ones are

• Too expensive financially
• Too time consuming
• Logistically infeasible
• Unfair
• Unethical
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For example, here are experiments I could never run

• Randomly close half the abortion clinics
• Randomly give half the honors undergraduate students an 

F in my course to see how it affects their job prospects
• Decide randomly which REI or GRF grants to fund
• Randomly cut half the faculty’s salary by 30% to see how 

much more consulting they do
• Randomly raise half of faculty salaries by 30% to see how 

much less research they do (no need for outside offer)
• But I do have enough data to work on these topics if and 

only if I can find a natural experiment…
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Five key elements to set up applied microecon research

• Question
• Motivation
• Variation
• Counterfactual
• Data

(don’t worry – this will come up again later)
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Example: my work on using Uber as an ambulances

• Question: Did Uber Reduce Ambulance Volume?
• Motivation: Ambulances are expensive & inflexible
• Variation: Uber became available across the country
• Counterfactual: Some locations were early and some late
• Data

– Uber dates and service regions available on their website
– Can be confidentially matched by time and location to NEMSIS 

data on ambulance volume
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Source: Moskatel and Slusky (2019)



We scraped entry dates from Uber’s blog
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Source: https://newsroom.uber.com/us-kansas/uber-is-expanding-across-kansas/

https://newsroom.uber.com/us-kansas/uber-is-expanding-across-kansas/


Can get the covered ZIP codes from their map
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Source: https://www.uber.com/cities/lawrence/

https://www.uber.com/cities/lawrence/


Can then map the regions across the country
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Source: Moskatel and Slusky (Health Economics, 2019)



Uber reduced ambulance volume by at least 6.7%
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Aside: Economics has a strong working paper culture
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E.g., (from health econ): financial distress & abortion
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Source: Miller, Wherry, and Foster (NBER Working Paper #26662, 2020)



German school reopening did not spread COVID-19
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Source: Isphording, Lipfert, Pestel (IZA DP No. 13790, 2020)



Excel error in contact tracing; had to back out effect
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Source: Fetzer and Graeber (Warwick economics research papers series (WERPS) #1314, 2020)



Excel error in contact tracing led to 1500 COVID deaths
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Source: Fetzer and Graeber (Warwick economics research papers series (WERPS) #1314, 2020)



What problems do natural experiments solve?

• Selection (treated individuals not representative)
• Omitted variables (which are correlated with treatment)
• Reverse causality (outcome can cause independent var.)
• No counterfactual (what would have happened?)
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Why is this important? Causal analysis!

• Many (e.g., in medicine, epidemiology, psychology) think 
only real randomized control trials lead to causal results

• Then all observational studies are only “correlational”
• Then the media and public assume everything is causal
• I teach how to decide which studies to believe:

– Don’t assume that controlling on observables always help with 
selection on unobservables

– Don’t assume the counterfactual is always no effect
– Avoid the “shoot the doctors” mentality
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So how (& what) to teach: production vs. consumption
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Source: Professor Belinda Sturm from https://www.kansas.com/news/coronavirus/article244642707.html

https://www.kansas.com/news/coronavirus/article244642707.html


What do I mean by production vs. consumption?
• Research production:The act of participating in the 

creation of new research
• Research consumption: The act of reading and 

discussing existing research 
• But we mostly define “student research” as the former
• Even though “research consumption” can include all
• Production also excludes students who don’t have the 

right skills or are in fields that lack opportunities
• Research faculty do both production & consumption and 

so as a producer I am best able to teach consumption
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Major goal: enable everyone to be a research consumer

• I created courses to teach consumption at three levels:
– ECON 177 goal: read about academic literature
– ECON 641 goal: explain an academic paper to others
– ECON 919 goal: absorb a large volume of academic literature

• I also teach research consumption broadly, e.g.:
– American Public Square panels (3x)
– Testimony before the Kansas Legislature
– Briefed the Governor’s Council on Tax Reform
– Appearances on NPR and other podcast and TV
– 2020 Seaver Lecture for the Humanities Program
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ECON 177 is in the fabulous first year seminar program
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I created a class is on the Affordable Care Act
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Here are some articles consumed in ECON 177
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Source: https://www.vox.com/2015/10/14/9528441/high-deductible-insurance-Kolstad, https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2019/7/23/20703776/medicaid-
expansion-obamacare-health-care-2020

https://www.vox.com/2015/10/14/9528441/high-deductible-insurance-Kolstad
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2019/7/23/20703776/medicaid-expansion-obamacare-health-care-2020


Here are some articles consumed in ECON 177 (cont.)
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Source: https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2019/6/19/18691249/medicaid-work-requirements-health-care-reform-study-nejm, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/10/upshot/irs-letter-health-insurance-fine-study.html

https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2019/6/19/18691249/medicaid-work-requirements-health-care-reform-study-nejm
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/10/upshot/irs-letter-health-insurance-fine-study.html


ECON 177 project: beneficial change in health policy

• Scaffolded assignments throughout the 2nd half of term
– Proposal with two possible topics 
– Annotated bibliography (including one academic article)
– Rough draft (>1000 words)
– Presentation (in class, with slides)
– Final draft (<800 words)

• Happy to help students find a topic they care about
• “Too old to write a paper on a topic you don’t care about”
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I also created a capstone version of labor economics

35



Top journalists covering research only have B.A./B.S.
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So KU undergrads can learn the elements of a paper

1. Question
2. Hypothesis
3. Motivation—why should I care?
4. Variation—what changed?
5. Counterfactual—for whom did it not change?
6. Data
7. Results
8. Discussion—what are the consequences of this result?
9. Conclusion 
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E.g., consider my paper on women’s health clinics 

38

Source: Lu and Slusky (American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 2016); https://www.kcur.org/post/women-rural-kansas-longer-drive-can-mean-less-
health-care#stream/0

https://www.kcur.org/post/women-rural-kansas-longer-drive-can-mean-less-health-care#stream/0


Here’s how to apply this method to my paper

1. Question: Does access to women’s health clinics affect 
preventive care?

2. Hypothesis: Yes, with decreases in access leading to 
decreases in care

3. Motivation: Preventive care is important for good health 
and avoiding major health conditions

4. Variation: Women’s health clinics have closed around 
the country due to funding cuts

5. Counterfactual: But not all clinics
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Source: Lu and Slusky (American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 2016)



Here’s how to apply this method to my paper (cont.)

6. Data: Survey data on preventive care with respondent 
ZIP codes matched to quarterly data on clinic locations

7. Results: A 100-mile increase in driving distance 
decreases preventive care rate by ~15%

8. Discussion: This change could result in worse health 
and future health care costs and exacerbate existing 
health disparities

9. Conclusion: Preventive care rates decrease when 
women’s health clinics close
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Source: Lu and Slusky (American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 2016)



Students consume and present an academic paper

• Each problem includes an academic paper (11 in total)
• Students also work with me to choose a paper to present 
• I ask the students to email me what they’re interested in
• I then send the students 5-10 papers in that area
• The students then pick 3 as possible papers to present
• And then I pick 1 from those 3, avoiding duplicates
• “Too old to present a paper you don’t care about”
• Students write their own slides that follow the 9 elements
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Even my graduate class is majority consumption
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In each class we walk through four assigned papers
• Overview, Fundamental 

Theory, and Measurement of 
Health

• Health Insurance (Optimal)
• Selection
• Health Insurance (Applied)
• Medicare and Medicaid
• The Affordable Care Act
• Household Finances
• Health over the Business 

Cycle Hospitals and 
Competition

• Physicians, Nurses, and 
Malpractice
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• Geographic Variation, 
Productivity of Spending, and 
International Comparisons

• Health Behaviors (Alcohol and 
Smoking) 

• Health Behaviors (Obesity and 
Wellness)

• HIV/AIDS
• Pollution 
• Reproductive and Child Health
• Pharma and Opioids
• Race and Health
• Machine Learning
• COVID-19



The class has other assignments to teach consumption

• The students write a mock referee report (on a current KU 
econ student’s job market paper)

• The final exam consists of new job market paper 
abstracts, for which the students have to:
– Cite 5 papers from the class that are relevant
– Put this one in context
– Make 3 suggestions for next steps

• We spend a whole class practicing these tasks
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This class does help students with research production

• A scaffolded process that produces a research proposal:
– Written list of five original research questions 
– Annotated bibliography for chosen question with at least 10 

papers and a short paragraph (~100 words) about each
– A 3000-word written research proposal draft
– A presentation with slides to the whole class

• An abstract & introduction writing assignment
– The students are given published papers without those parts
– They then pick one and then read it and write those sections
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Beyond the classroom, I gave the 2020 Seaver Lecture 
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I’ve also testified about research to the KS legislature
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And to the Governor’s Council on Tax Reform

48



I hope I’ve shown how I teach research consumption

• Everyone can (& should!) consume economics research
• Add reading NYT’s Upshot or Vox or Slate to your day
• Sign up for emails of new NBER & IZA working papers
• Lots more on my website (slusky.ku.edu), including

– Syllabi for all my classes
– Recordings of podcast and panel appearances
– Slides for public lectures

• And please email me (david.slusky@ku.edu) and tell me 
what you’re interested in and I’ll recommend papers!
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Questions?
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Thank you!
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