
Economist for the Real World 

The path for this truck driver’s son from Sun Prairie, Wisconsin, to Chicago, where he heads one 

of the most prestigious economics faculties in the world, began on a Stevens Point golf course. "I 

was recruited hard by the golf coach," recalled John List. 

Obviously, fiscal matters played an 

important role as well. An economics class 

at Sun Prairie High School had sparked an 

interest in the subject, which led to List 

being invited to sit in on some lectures 

during a campus visit for potential Pointers. 

"The courses were small and like a family," 

said List. "It felt like we were having a 

conversation with the professor. It was an 

environment where I could ask questions 

and those questions would be answered. It 

was direct, non-confrontational contact." 

List headed to Point with a plan. "I wanted 

to be a golf pro and a stockbroker," he said. 

Despite eventually becoming an NCAA 

All-American in golf, he soon realized that 

his two goals might not be compatible, 

especially when one requires spending long 

hours in a "pit," wearing a suit and tie. 

Then, fate intervened. "Practicing with the 

golf team one day, I saw four economics 

professors out playing." said List. "I wanted 

that job." 

To help pay his rent and living expenses, List and his girlfriend would go to sports card shows, 

where they traded and bargained for memorabilia, applying basic economic principles along the 

way. "I was learning to run field experiments at sports shows," he said. List was on his way to 

becoming a leading expert in experimental economics, which involved testing economic theory 

in the marketplace. 

After earning his Ph.D. from the University of Wyoming in 1996, List taught at the University of 

Central Florida, the University of Arizona and the University of Maryland. He also served two 

years as Senior Economist on the President’s Council of Economic Advisors under President 

George W. Bush. In 2005, he joined the University of Chicago economics department. He was 

named Homer J. Livingston professor of economics in 2011, and became department chair the 

following year. 



 

List’s research at the University of Chicago involves using field experiments to explore 

economic questions. According to List, who is considered a pioneer in this particular area, field 

experiments force the researcher to understand everyday economic phenomena. In other words, 

economics is about creating sophisticated mathematical models, but also exploring what 

motivates people to be predictably unpredictable in their normal lives. "I believe adding 

behavioral elements to economic models is important. Life is a laboratory," List explained. 

 

List’s office is in downtown Chicago but his connection to UW-Stevens Point remains close. In 

2008, he and his father, August, established the List Fellowship, which offers students the 

opportunity to come to the University of Chicago and work with the best economists in the 

world. Among their number are List and his colleague, Steve Levitt, author of Freakanomics and 

Superfreakanomics. 

 

"We have Nobel Prize winners walking the halls of our department and fellow Pointers have the 

chance to rub elbows with them. [That's] priceless," said List.  

 

Fellowship recipients are advanced economics undergraduates anticipating graduate study. To 

date, two fellowships have been awarded.  

 

"We should never forget the people who helped us get where we are," said List. "I wanted to give 

back something that money can’t buy." 

 

The University has returned the favor on at least one occasion. In 2008, List was honored as 

College of Professional Studies Distinguished Alumnus. "This award truly cements what Point 

meant to me," he said. 

 

List also is a noted author. Of his seven published books, the best 

known commercially is The Why Axis: Hidden Motives and 

Undiscovered Economics in Everyday Life (PublicAffairs, 2013), 

written with fellow University of Chicago professor Uri Gneezy. 

"The book," said List, "takes economics from the ivory tower to the 

living room." 

Currently, List is working on a textbook titled Principles of 

Economics with co-authors from Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology and Harvard University. "There is an element in every 

chapter that reflects something I learned at Point," he notes. "Of 

course, it includes the mathematical rigor and conceptual issues—

the second language of economics. But it also includes that family-

like approachability that was so important to me at Point. I want to 

draw the readers in and convince them they need to know these 

things." "I hope this book and my work confirm I am doing 

something to make my teachers at Point proud." 

 


