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Activity:      

Nobody Knows Everything
Lesson Overview:  Based on television game shows in which contestants are pitted against an audience group, this activity is designed to illustrate what Frederic von Hayek famously identified as the “knowledge problem.” Explaining why economic systems that depend on centralized allocation of resources have been unable to produce wealth and comfortable standards of living for citizens, Hayek pointed to the difficulty of gathering the knowledge necessary to effective use of resources:

“[K]nowledge of the circumstances of which we must make use never exists in concentrated or integrated form, but solely as the disperse bits of incomplete and frequently contradictory knowledge which all the separate individuals possess. . . . “(Hayek, 519-20)

Hayek argued that the central task of economic systems is “. . . rapid adaptation to changes in the particular circumstances of time and place” (Hayek, 524), meaning that economic decision-makers must first know about those “particular circumstances” before they can make decisions about how to best allocate resources.  The fragmented, dispersed nature of knowledge presents a formidable obstacle to centralized decision-making in normal times; how much more imposing must that obstacle be in the chaos of disaster?
Hayek went on to explain how market institutions overcome the knowledge problem, using price to carry the necessary information to decentralized decision-makers.  (See Lesson 2, point 2 for a more detailed explanation of Hayek’s analysis.)  This activity is designed only to establish the importance of local knowledge in economic decision-making and to help students understand that even the best of intentions cannot overcome the “knowledge problem.” 

It is common for people to react to the overwhelming destruction of natural disasters by assuming that large-scale centralized response is necessary to deal with the aftermath.  Stories of the inevitable failures and mistakes that plague such Herculean relief efforts are then met with disgust at the stupidity or venality of the officials in charge. This quick activity puts students in the role of the decision-makers. Ask to respond to the “specific circumstances of time and place,” they learn the importance of local knowledge, the difficulty of accessing the right knowledge at the right time, and the reality that even good intentions and hard work may not suffice to overcome the “knowledge problem,” especially in the urgent circumstances of disaster.  The activity sets the stage for further study of the roles that different institutions – markets, government, and non-profits – can play in the aftermath of disasters.
Time Required:  1 class period

Materials:

· overhead transparencies or PowerPoint slides of the game questions and answers 
· small prizes – candy, homework points, etc. – 3 or 4 per student
· (Optional) Role cards for contestants

Procedures

1. Challenge students to play your classroom version of “1 vs. Many.”  
· Option:  Create role cards and distribute them to students before starting the game.  Color code the role cards so all potential contestants’ role cards are the same color.  Challenger role cards can be a variety of colors and some of them should include the bits of local knowledge necessary to answer the contest questions correctly.  (See sample contestant role cards, below.)
2. Use Visual #1 to explain the rules of the game:
Round 1:

· Each person in the room will be given a _____ (small prize – candy, etc.)
· The selected contestant will stand at the front of the room with his/her prize. 

· The contestant will be asked one question, to be answered aloud at the end of the 10 second time period.  During the 10 seconds, the challengers (other class members) will each write the answer on a sheet of paper at their desks.  Answers must be specific; categories or generalities – like “food” will not be accepted as correct answers.
· When the question is repeated, the contestant must answer aloud.  

· If the contestant’s answer is correct, he remains in the game, and receives the prizes from all the challengers who answered incorrectly.

· If the contestant’s answer is incorrect, she forfeits her prize and returns to the challenger pool.  The challengers keep their prizes and a new contestant is chosen.

Subsequent rounds:  

· If the contestant from Round 1 is still in the game, then only the contestant and the challengers who also had the correct answers will participate in round 2. (Optional:  You may wish to double the prizes to all who remain in the game, so that the stakes are higher with each successive round.) 

· If there is a new contestant, play the next round exactly as round 1 was played, distributing one new “prize” to each class member.

3. Play several rounds of the game.  Four questions and answers are included in the game materials and more can be created to address disasters in current events. (See copy of PowerPoint slides, below.) 
· News coverage of “human interest” stories in disasters is a good source of real-world examples that can be turned into contest questions.  Because the purpose of the activity is to impress students with the impossibly vast amount of knowledge that a central planner would need to respond effectively to disaster, it is important to use verifiable anecdotes rather than stories “based on real events” or imaginary scenarios.  (See the Case Study, “Sample Illustrations:  Knowledge of the Circumstances of Time and Place,” in Lesson 2 for explanations and the sources of the 4 contest questions included in this activity.)
4. Debrief:

· Who was successful and who was unsuccessful in answering the questions and why?  
· If no role cards were used, it’s likely that no one will answer any of the questions correctly – and those who do will do so by chance.  Students should note that they just did not have knowledge of the specific circumstances.
· If students were given role cards, those with the knowledge of local circumstances will know the right answers, and this is an important point to bring out in the discussion.  The expertise and experience of the contestant cannot substitute for local knowledge. 
· What characteristics of the contestants were important in getting the answers right?  What characteristics don’t seem to have mattered much?  Why? Again, emphasize that knowledge is local – people who’ve been there, lived there, worked there, have knowledge that others do not have.  Although experience, compassion, qualifications, honors, etc. are important personal characteristics, they don’t help much without the necessary knowledge.  Help students to recognize that while caring and hard work are important qualities, they may not be enough to produce the desired outcomes. 
· Think about the challenger who has the knowledge and information that would help.  Why isn’t it likely to figure in the decision-making about disaster response? As Hayek pointed out, it’s difficult to find out who has the knowledge, and it’s also difficult to getting the knowledge from the local source to the decision-makers. To see the magnitude of the problem, imagine the Vietnamese student (See role cards, below.) trying to call the heads of international disaster relief efforts to tell them about his experience with elephants.
· Frequently, there is a great deal of criticism of government and international agencies’ (like the UN) response to disasters, and the news media often features stories pointing out mistakes and ineptitude.  What does this activity suggest about explanations that blame problems that surface in disaster relief on the stupidity or lack of compassion of officials in charge?  Students should begin to recognize that explanations based on “uncaring or stupid people doing bad or stupid things” not only aren’t very satisfying, they also aren’t very convincing.  Help students to articulate that our ability to respond to crises like disasters is shaped in large part by the institutions we charge with the task – that, at a very basic level, “the system” determines the effectiveness of the people working in it.  Having now identified one of the problems of disaster response – the gathering, communicating, and processing of the necessary information – students are ready to look at which institutions are best suited to that task. 

1 vs. Many
Rules:
Round 1:

· Each person in the room will be given a _____ 
· The selected contestant will stand at the front of the room with his/her prize. 
· The contestant will be asked one question, which must be answered aloud at the end of the 10 second time period.  Once I begin reading the question, everyone must be silent.  Anyone who talks will be eliminated from the game and forfeit the prize.

· During the 10 seconds after I read the question, the contestant will think about the answer, and the challengers (other class members) will each write an answer on a sheet of paper at their desks.
· Answers must be specific; categories or generalities – like “food” will not be accepted as correct answers.

· Challengers will put down their pencils.  The question will be repeated and the contestant will answer aloud.  

· If the contestant’s answer is correct, he remains in the game, and receives the prizes from all the challengers who answered incorrectly. The second round will be played with the contestant and only the challengers who answered correctly in the first round.
· A contestant who answers incorrectly forfeits the prize and returns to the challenger pool.  The challengers keep their prizes and a new contestant is chosen.

Sample Questions & Answers

	1.  Relief work clearing debris and teaching coastal communities in Banda Aceh, Indonesia after the 2004 Asian tsunami, was delayed until what vital resource could be acquired? 
	
[image: image12.jpg]





	2.  If you had been in charge of stocking government-run “stores” where survivors of Hurricane Katrina could spend relief checks for daily supplies, what 3 items would you have stocked?  (Note:  these are daily items people purchase to return to everyday activities, not emergency items like water, generators, gas or chain saws.)
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	3.  You run an abandoned animal shelter in a large metropolitan area.  You’ve been asked to go to a disaster area to manage an emergency shelter for lost and injured animals left behind when families evacuated the area. Food has been delivered.  Your shelter employees have rented a truck and donated money for supplies (other than food and water) that you’ll need.  What’s the most useful item you can purchase to take with you in the truck?
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	4.  What item do donors supply too much of (creating headaches for relief organizations) in the aftermath of a disaster?
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Answers:  1. elephants, 2. toilet paper, strawberry pop tarts, diapers,  3. turkey roasting pans for water, 
4. old clothes   (See Lesson 2 case study “Sample Illustrations:  Knowledge of Circumstances of Time and Place” for details and sources of these stories.

Sample Role Cards:  Contestants
	Contestant:

You have recently been recruited from your post in the government of the European Union to head a new United Nations agency to coordinate international disaster relief efforts.  Your background includes a stint in the Peace Corps right after you graduated from college, 10 years of service as a foreign diplomat in Africa and South America, 5 years in charge of fund-raising for a large non-profit organization, in addition to work with issues of migration and labor in Europe.  Your reputation for hard work, efficient management, an extensive network of connections to businesses and government agencies around the world were factors that made you come out on top in the competition for this important and prestigious job. 


	Contestant:
You are a decorated career General who served as a supply master for 4 decades in posts all over the world.  Your career was dedicated to make sure servicemen and woman had the food, clothing, shelter, tools, and equipment to do their jobs. Beginning as a warehouse worker. You moved up to supervision of larger and larger base commissaries, and ended your career in your nation’s capital overseeing the provision of the Army. You’ve been called out of retirement to oversee the ongoing provision of daily supplies in a large area of the country devastated by a massive earthquake.  Emergency water and shelter are provided for – you are in charge of setting up “shops” where people can spend emergency relief funds to buy everyday supplies beyond immediate needs like water.



Sample Role Cards:  Challengers
	Challenger:
You are a Vietnamese college student, studying in the United States.  As you watch the coverage of the massive tsunami that struck Indonesia, you are reminded of the devastating floods in your village when you were a child. At the time, you were fascinated by the elephants lifting toppled houses off village roads. The news footage from Indonesia makes you realize that the elephants weren’t just a circus show to the adults in the village.


	Challenger:
As a volunteer in the aftermath of the bombing of the World Trade Center on 9/11, you had the ironic task of getting rid of stuff!  Really – the volume of useless donations sent by well-meaning people was something you couldn’t have imagined – and most of your friends didn’t believe when you tried to tell them.  You figure that you must have spent literally 6 months of your life loading trucks to ship off used clothing!


	Challenger:

Watching the film footage of the disaster on TV reminds you of your college job at Wal-Mart when hurricanes Charley, Frances, Ivan, and Jeanne all hit your region of the U.S. within about a month.  Because the store reopened quickly, it was packed with customers all the time.  Sometimes you worked nights restocking.  And talk about strange things.  Sure, you figure people will need toilet paper, and when you think about it, the diapers make sense.  But semis full of strawberry pop-tarts? Go figure; they literally flew off the shelves!
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