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Fun, Games, Excel and Economics

Welcome to this session! 

This will be an active session, so please be ready to move around.

I would also like to request that you only use the materials provided for 
the activities- don’t use your own mobile phones or pens please. The 
reasons will become clear soon!



About Me

• Matt Dalziel

• Lives in Hobart

• Teacher of Economics for 8 years

• Teacher of Business Studies for 9 years

• Previously involved with outdoor industry

• No ICT training

• Not a fan of PowerPoint



Motivation for these Activities

• To improve my own understanding of economic concepts

• To improve student understanding

• To provide visualisations of some economic concepts

• To take static models and ideas and make them more dynamic

• To model the use of Excel

• To entice Year 10 students into my Economics class



Required Attributes for Success 



Activities Today
1. The Trade Game 2. Comparative Advantage 



The Excel Component

• Excel is not the main game here!

• Excel is just a handy way of recording and analysing the data

• The concepts, activities and the insights should be the focal points



Disclaimer

I’ll apologise in advance for switching modes on you. At times I will:

• Treat you like colleagues with equal or greater knowledge and skills

• Slip into teacher mode and act as if these are new ideas for you

• I’ll also apologise in advance for a disjointed presentation. If anyone 
can advise me on how to embed live excel data in a spreadsheet that 
works in presentation mode, see me later.

Sorry!



Activity 1: The Trade Game

You will each receive a small (very small) gift. You are now better off 
than you were before this session. We will measure your levels of utility 
under a changing set of circumstances and conditions.

I would typically use this activity

• As part of my school’s enrolment process

• Early in the year in my Economics class

• It could also be used as part of the unit on international trade.



Goals

To explore and invite discussion on

• The economic problem

• Environmental sustainability

• Role of government

• Nature of markets

• Inequality

It would be great to hear from you about other ways this activity could 
be used.



Round 1 Conditions

Each of you will receive a free snack. This thing should be worth 
something to you.

There are, however, some conditions.

• You can’t eat it (yet)

• You can’t swap it either

• Please don’t destroy or bin the item (yet)



Round 1 Results

• Please rate the item received on a scale between 1 and 10

• A score of 1 would mean you don’t like the item and can’t think of 
anyone to give it to

• A score of 10 means it’s the perfect small snack for you right now

• Record the totals for the table and report back 
Person Satisfaction level (1-10)

1

2

3

4

5

6

Total for table



Round 1 Results

Table 1 Table 2 Table 3 Table 4 Table 5 Table 6 Totals

Round 1 45 45



Lessons from Round 1

This round simulated a self-sufficient household. Some conclusions:

• Without trade, your standard of living relies heavily on luck

• Preferences are not uniform

• Sharing goods evenly may still result in inequality

Table 1 Table 2 Table 3 Table 4 Table 5 Table 6 Totals

Round 1 45 45



Round 2 Conditions

We’ll now relax the assumption that we’re self-sufficient. Your table is 
your tribe. Consider the rest of the tables to be filthy barbarians.

• You can now trade at your tables

• Only trade if at least one party is made better off



Round 2 Results

• Please rate your item on a scale between 1 and 10

• Record the totals for the table and report back 

Table 1 Table 2 Table 3 Table 4 Table 5 Table 6 Totals

Round 1 45 0 0 0 0 0 45

Round 2 0

% Change -100% #DIV/0! #DIV/0! #DIV/0! #DIV/0! #DIV/0! -100%



Lessons from Round 2

This round simulated a tribal or village economy. Some conclusions:

• Trade makes us better off

• These gains are measurable

• Differences in preferences are essential for trade

• We can be made better off with no additional resources

• Inequality may widen despite more people being better off

We could also discuss other issues to do with trade.



Information Asymmetries

Sometimes it is simple to determine the 
value of something…



Information Asymmetries

And sometimes it’s not so easy…



Information Asymmetries

Specialist knowledge is 
sometimes required to 
ascertain value. 

Primary school kids get this!

An information asymmetry 
(such as used cars, Pokémon 
cards and some investments) 
will probably result in unfair 
trade.



Round 3 Conditions

This time we’re going to realise that all those people on other tables 
are actually OK and we’ll engage in some global trade. 

That’s it! Off you go.



Round 3 Results

• Please rate your item on a scale between 1 and 10

• Record the totals for the table and report back 

Table 1 Table 2 Table 3 Table 4 Table 5 Table 6 Totals

Round 1 45 0 0 0 0 0 45

Round 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Round 3 0

% Change -100% #DIV/0! #DIV/0! #DIV/0! #DIV/0! #DIV/0! -100%



Lessons from Round 3

We have now shaken off our prejudices and embraced global trade.

What we can see:

• More trade makes us even better off

• Sometimes markets need a little help



Round 4 Conditions and Results
If we’ve got time, I want to simulate one more condition. Let’s look at the 
impact of a financial institution that has a stock of savings. 

Table 1 Table 2 Table 3 Table 4 Table 5 Table 6 Totals

Round 1 45 0 0 0 0 0 45

Round 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Round 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Round 4 0

% Change -100% #DIV/0! #DIV/0! #DIV/0! #DIV/0! #DIV/0! -100%



Lessons from Round 4

• Banks can add liquidity to a market

• Speculation can sometimes perform a social role

But to be perfectly honest, the whole reason for the last round was for 
the poor people who got stuck with a potato….



Conclusion for Activity 1

There are many different ways this could work, but be careful:

Don’t use allergenic foods…



Activity 2: Comparative Advantage

For the next part we will split into two separate countries. I’d like to 
randomise the populations so we’ll go with an excel random number 
function. If the numbers are uneven (and they should be) we’ll find 
some other way to split off a section of the population.

Botswana Singapore



Sorting Out Populations

Think of a number between 1 and 10: remember this number!

Tell someone next to you.

Singapore Even

Botswana Odd



Activity 2: Scenario 1.1

Each country will produce 2 goods

Triangles Sums

570 ÷ 10 =
193 - 221 =
350 + 53 =
34 + 86 =
16 x 27 =
376 ÷ 8 =
565 - 122 =



Activity 2 Scenario 1.1 Instructions

• Divide your labour resources evenly

• You will have 3 minutes and 28 seconds (approximately)

• Sums must be completed in order on any sheet

• Only right answers will count

• Triangles should be fairly neat

• Only full triangles, cut along the edges, will count

• Get ready to produce!



Activity 2, Scenario 1.1 (Autarky)

Your time will be the duration of this clip.



Scenario 1.1 Results (Autarky)

Singapore Botswana Totals

Sums 65 41 106

Triangles 43 53 96

Total Units 108 94 202

Scenario 1.1: Self-sufficiency (no trade)
Each country splits its resouces between sums and triangle production 

equally.

Who should produce Sums? Singapore

Who should produce Triangles? Botswana



Scenario 1.1 Results (Autarky)
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Little known fact about Autarky

There doesn’t seem to be any poetry that contains the term ‘autarky’



Scenario 1.2 Instructions (Trade)

We’ll derive scenario 1.2 by simply having each country specialise in 
the area of absolute advantage. You don’t have to do anything.



Scenario 1.2 Instructions (Trade)

We’ll derive scenario 1.2 by simply having each country specialise in 
the area of absolute advantage. You don’t have to do anything.

We can represent this as data in a table:

Who should produce Sums? Singapore

Who should produce Triangles? Botswana

Singapore Botswana Totals Trade gain % gain/loss

Sums 130 0 130 24 22.64%

Triangles 0 106 106 10 10.42%

Scenario #1.2: Specialisation based on area of advantage (derived from #1.1)



Scenario 1.2 Results

Or we can represent this graphically:
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Scenario 2.1 Instructions

This scenario will model the situation when one country has an 
advantage in BOTH goods. 

We’ll let Excel decide which country will be more productive:

Singapore Disadvantage

Botswana Advantage



Activity 2, Scenario  2.1 (Autarky)

OK! Off you go…



Scenario 2.1 Results (Autarky)

So why would the more productive country want to trade with the less 
productive one?

And if they did trade, who should produce what?

Singapore Botswana Totals

Sums 56 42 98

Triangles 32 16 48

Total Units 88 58 146



Scenario 2.1- Comparative Advantage 

Comparative advantage is not intuitive, unlike Adam Smith’s notion of 
‘absolute advantage’. If your students don’t get it, they’re not alone.



Scenario 2.1 Results (Opportunity Costs)

As you know, we need to apply the concept of Opportunity Cost to 
determine the answer to this.

Who has the lowest opportunity cost for producing Triangles?

Who has the lowest opportunity cost for producing Sums?

Opp. Cost Singapore Botswana

Sums 0.571428571 0.380952381

Triangles 1.75 2.625

Botswana

Singapore



Scenario 2.2 Results (Trade)

As done in Scenario 1.2, we’ll simply extrapolate to simulate the trade 
condition. We’ll specialise as discussed in the previous slide.

Note that one good actually has a fall in production. The gain in the 
other good will outweigh this- but what if we don’t want a drop in 
anything?

Singapore Botswana Totals Trade gain % gain/loss

Sums 0 84 84 -14 -14.29%

Triangles 64 0 64 16 33.33%

Option #2: Complete specialisation (Theoretical)

Who has the lowest opportunity cost for producing Triangles?

Who has the lowest opportunity cost for producing Sums?Botswana

Singapore



Scenario 2.2 Results (Partial Specialisation)

Trade doesn’t have to be all-or-nothing.

• The less productive country should specialise as discussed previously

• The more productive country can split its resources as required

Singapore Botswana Totals Trade gain % gain/loss

Sums #REF! #REF! #REF! #REF! #REF!

Triangles #REF! #REF! #REF! #REF! #REF!

Option #3: Partial specialisation (no loss in any good)



Scenario 2.2 Results Consumption Possibilities

In Scenario 1.2, we demonstrated the results on a PPF. Trading 
effectively joined up the extreme ends of each country’s PPF, resulting 
in outward shift in production possibilities.

But we can’t do that with comparative advantage

To visualise the gains from trade we need to look at the Consumption 
Possibilities Frontier.



Scenario 2.2 Consumption Possibilities
In order to show a Consumption Possibilities Frontier, we need a ‘price’ 
for both Sums and Triangles.

We can determine one by looking at the opportunity costs

A suitable price is the average opportunity cost for each good.

Opp. Cost Singapore Botswana

Sums 0.571429 0.380952

Triangles 1.75 2.625

1 Sum costs 0.4762 triangles

1 Triangle costs 2.1875 sums



Scenario 2.2 Consumption Possibilities
These ‘prices’ help each country to determine what to produce.

It would be stupid for Singapore to purchase something from Botswana 
that they could produce more cheaply.

Opp. Cost Singapore Botswana

Sums 0.571429 0.380952

Triangles 1.75 2.625

1 Sum costs 0.4762 triangles

1 Triangle costs 2.1875 sums

What should Singapore produce?

What should Botswana produce?

Triangles

Sums



Scenario 2.2 Consumption Possibilities Frontier
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Activity 2 Summary

If I’m not very close to running out of time I’ll be amazed…

Activity 2 is not for beginning students- but it could be adapted.

The main point worth making is the counter-intuitive idea that a 
country can still gain by trading with another country even if it is much 
more productive



Activity 2 Summary

The ‘intuitive’ version is to discuss Usain Bolt: world’s fastest man AND 
(a little known fact) the world’s fastest accountant.

Should Usain Bolt do his own accounts or should he hire a less 
productive accountant?



Other Things I do with Excel

• The multiplier effect

• Circular flow of income model

• A finance template for a business plan

• A business simulation

• Graphing supply and demand from student choices

Other things I could do:

• Cost-benefit analysis

• Suggestions?


