
Public Finance Great Festive Debate 

THIS HOUSE BELIEVES THE 
CHRISTMAS EXTRAVAGANZA IS A 

WASTE OF TIME AND MONEY 



Thank you for coming to our Festive Debate: 
 

THIS HOUSE BELIEVES THE CHRISTMAS 
EXTRAVAGANZA IS A WASTE 

OF TIME AND MONEY 

 
With a note of acknowledgement to: Prof Joel Waldfogel … (University of Minnesota) 

 

“The deadweight loss 
 of Christmas”, American 
 Economic Review (1993) 

Scroogenomics (2009) 



The deadweight loss … of taxes 

 
Amsterdam’s 
narrow houses 

Salt-less Tuscan bread 



? ? ? But I hate wearing 
tartan shorts, mummy ! 

Why can’t I wear a  
Christmas bow-tie like 
Norman’s? 

Scroogenomics caption competition 



FOR THE MOTION 
 

 

Eric Crampton,  

Head of Research,  

New Zealand Initiative 

 



The argument against Christmas 

• Christmas gift exchanges waste time, money and 

effort relative to very feasible alternatives. 

 

• While economists love voluntary exchange, is 

Christmas really voluntary? Really? 

 

• In whose fevered imagination does it make sense to 

have everybody schedule their holidays at the same 

time? 

 



My best case for Christmas 

o We should be reluctant to claim that voluntary 

interactions are inefficient. 

 

o The giver’s joy counts too. 



A voluntary Yuletide? 

• Go home tonight and try it! 

 

• Christmas gifts aren’t about giving, they’re about 

signalling. 

 

• Economists know that social conventions around 

sending costly signals can be harmful. 



Gifts as Signal 



Silly season losses 

• The business rush in advance of everyone 

disappearing; 

 

• Congestion in vacation destinations; 

 

• Seasonality losses in schooling and elsewhere 

 



A Festivus for the Rest of us 



AGAINST THE MOTION 

Bronwyn Croxson,  

Chief Economist,  

Ministry of Health 

 



Nominal expected expenditure by country,  
Euro per household, 2012 (Source: Deloittes Spending Survey 2012) 



John Lewis Partnership (UK), nominal 
weekly sales, to 28 December 2013 





http://hayekcenter.org/?p=5596 
 
 

http://hayekcenter.org/?p=5596
http://hayekcenter.org/?p=5596


Nominal expected expenditure, US 
$ per household, 2014 (source Deloittes) 



Nominal expected expenditure , NZ 
$NZ, 2014 (source: Mastercard) 

1/4 NZ households plan 
to spend > $200 on gifts 

54% NZers plan to buy 
gifts for >6 people 





“I have never met an 
economist who mistakes 
Christmas gifts for an 
inefficient attempt to 
maximise consumer surplus” 
(Kristian Niemietz) 



FOR THE MOTION 

Patrick Nolan,  

Principal Adviser,  

New Zealand Productivity  

Commission 

 



The Christmas rush 



More efficiency, less sentiment 

• Paul Samuelson: economics is the “study of how 

societies use scarce resources to produce valuable 

commodities and distribute them among different 

people” 

• The Christmas extravaganza falls within this 

definition. It is about “how people use resources” 

o From feast of St Nicholas 

o To Haddon Sunblom and Coca Cola (1931) 

o And on and on … 



More efficiency, less sentiment 



You shouldn’t have … 

Source: Welker’s Wikinomics 



Broken window fallacy 



Let’s see the back of the Christmas 
extravaganza 



AGAINST THE MOTION 

Anne-Marie Brook,  

Principal Adviser,  

The Treasury 
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“If you cannot 
get rid of the 
family skeleton, 
you may as well 
make it dance.” – 
George Bernard 
Shaw 
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Questions and Comments 



I wanted a purple towel !! 

Scroogenomics Caption Competition 



The winning team will receive… 


