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For more than a decade, essays by Mike Cox and Rick Alm 
have been annual report staples for the Bridwell Institute and 
its predecessor, the O’Neil Center. Cox and Alm are still at 
the Cox School of Business, teaching and researching at the 
Bridwell Institute, but this year’s publication showcases the 
institute’s deep bench with essays from two other Bridwell 
economic researchers.

Ryan Murphy, who joined us in 2014, wrote “Sizing 
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Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
countries are poorer, not that the United 
States skimps on social spending.

• The COVID-19 pandemic had 
an exceptionally large impact on U.S. 
transfers and subsidies in 2020, but other 
dimensions of the size of government 
were mostly untouched. This provides 
some basis for optimism regarding a 
return to previous norms on the level 
of government spending over the next 
several years.

• To become a small government 
superstar, the United States would need 
to become a “night watchman” state, 
with spending at the federal, state and 
local levels limited to a minimal military, 
the provision of law, order and justice 
and some amount of veteran’s benefits. 
Minimal government isn’t for the faint-
hearted: Gored oxen will litter the way.

Measuring Government Size

Does the United States have a small or 
large government? The question may seem 
simple, but the answer is complicated. 
In looking at the size of government, a 
logical starting point is the parts of gross 
domestic product (GDP) directly taken 
up by the public sector – government 
consumption and government investment. 
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countries in Latin America; and a handful 
of wealthy countries. In addition to 
Hong Kong, Switzerland and the United 
States, Singapore ranks 18th, Taiwan 25th, 
Cyprus 29th and Ireland 39th. Sprinkled 
throughout the top quartile are several 
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at $9,158 per person. The United States 
is now comfortably (26 percent) above 
average in social spending.

Calculating social spending as a percent 
of GDP involves a numerator (social 
spending) and denominator (GDP). The 
United States falling below average is 
treated as evidence the numerator is low. 
What it actually means is that the United 
States is wealthier than Europe – i.e., the 
denominator is large. The OECD reports 
GDP share and per person spending next 
to each other on its website – yet most 
reports just focus on the GDP data.

COVID and Economic Freedom

So far, I’ve restricted my comments 
to 2019 – normal times, pre-COVID. 
How did the drastic policy responses 
to the global pandemic affect the size 
of government? EFW data covering 
2020, the pandemic’s first year, won’t be 
available until fall 2022, and efforts to 
fight the disease continued through 2021 
and into 2022. 

But we can already reach some tentative 
conclusions. The top U.S. marginal tax 
rates didn’t change, and the experts who 
assess state ownership of assets saw no 
change for the United States. Increases 
in the size of government would appear 
in either government consumption or 
transfers and subsidies, depending on 
whether the policy response was to buy 
stuff for people (consumption) or just 
give them money directly (transfers). The 
United States mostly did the latter, but 
Exhibit 3 provides data on both, along 
with government investment.

Government consumption and 
government investment worsened somewhat 
for the United States, but they remained 
within the historical data’s normal variation. 
In fact, the United States saw a much sharper 
decline in scores in government investment 

COVID-19’s Impact on Size of Government

EXHIBIT  3
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in response to the Great Recession a decade 
ago. Nothing to see here. 

For transfers and subsidies, what 
happened in COVID’s first year 
constituted a truly tectonic shift. On the 
10-point scale, the index value fell from 
6.02 to 3.93. Judged by the standards of 
the distribution of countries in 2019, the 
level of U.S. transfers and subsidies went 
from around the 25th
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and local taxes, with the federal income tax 
funding all levels of government.) It’s likely 
this imagined tax system would be even 
more progressive than the current system. 

The final piece is state ownership of 
assets. Our data source, determined by 
a panel of experts, is somewhat opaque, 
and I can’t quantify what it would take 
to sway the panel. By eliminating public 
schools, say, we would presumably also 
be privatizing a large segment of the 
country’s capital stock (i.e., the physical 
schools). This would do as much as 
anything to increase the private sector’s 
ownership of U.S. assets, so further action 
may not be needed.

Wagner’s law exists for a reason. When a 
society grows wealthier, its citizens expect 
government to perform an expanding 
number of functions. Going for a perfect 
10 would force the United States to try 
“repealing” Wagner’s law and get rid of 

most government programs. I will not 
sugarcoat the pain and sacrifices that 
would be needed, and I will not blame 
anyone for wishing to get off the train 
before the United States reaches 10. 

EFW isn’t rooting for a perfect 10 for 
any of its 165 countries. The index is 
a descriptive tool assessing the relative 
freedom of economic institutions. 
Countries are left to decide for 
themselves what’s best for their wealth 
and welfare, and what they decide may 
come short of a perfect 10 in the size 
of government. All I’ve done is describe 
what the United States would face in the 
quest for the extreme.

The Economic Freedom of the World Report and a full data set is 
available at the Fraser Institute’s website. https://www.fraserinstitute.
org/studies/economic-freedom-of-the-world-2022-annual-report.

The methodology  that adjusts countries upwards or downwards 
to account for Wagner’s law is discussed in greater detail in Ryan H. 
Murphy. 2022. “Breaking Wagner’s Law: Which Countries Have the 
Most Limited Government?” Public Finance Review 50, no. 4: 484-509.

Concerning the upper limits of the size of government, see Steven 
Karceski and Edgar Kiser. 2020. “Is There a Limit to the Size of the 
State? The Scope Conditions of Wagner’s Law.” Journal of Institutional 
Economics 16, no. 2: 217-232.

Concerning Sweden’s historical experience with the welfare state, 

https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/economic-freedom-of-the-world-2022-annual-report
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/economic-freedom-of-the-world-2022-annual-report
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/tables/dt16_236.15.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/tables/dt16_236.15.asp
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Some places are richer and others  are 
poorer – that’s the way of the world. The 
dichotomy isn’t static. Poorer places can 
sometimes find their way to growth and 
progress, and richer ones can sometimes 
lapse into stagnation and even decline – 
that, too, is the way of the world.

The factors contributing to economies’ 
waxing and waning have been a topic of 

A Tool to Study Metro Areas’ Growth in Population, Output and Jobs 
By Dean Stansel

endless debate between advocates of a 
more dynamic private sector and activists 
favoring a more expansive public sector. 
Economics can’t properly resolve this 
debate’s moral and philosophical aspects, 
but it can generate and evaluate empirical 
evidence on how well opposing economic 
systems perform.

 An important tool in this inquiry is the 
measurement of economic freedom – a 
specialty of the Bridwell Institute. 

Discussions on economic freedom 
probably began in earnest with the 

publication of Adam Smith’s Wealth of 
Nations in 1776, but measurement is a 
relatively recent innovation. About 35 
years ago, Nobel Laureate economists 
Milton Friedman, Gary Becker and 
Douglas  North joined a host of other 
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Great Recession were associated with 
quicker recoveries in MSAs, measured by 
unemployment rates and incomes.

This essay marks the updated index’s 
official debut. However, with the 
Mackinac Center’s Michael LaFaive, 
I recently used it to examine the 
relationship between metro economic 
freedom and labor market outcomes. We 
found MSAs with the highest economic 
freedom had 10 times faster population 
growth and two and a half times faster 
employment growth than those with the 
lowest freedom. The least-free MSAs had 
an unemployment rate a third higher.

Ranking the MSAs

Nobody ever mistook Rapid City for 
New York. The chasm between the two 
symbolizes the important population-
driven differences separating the larger 
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Rank* Metropolitan Statistical Area 2012-17 Change

1 Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO   8.3%

2 St. Louis, MO-IL  7.5%

3 Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell, GA 6.8%

4 Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia, NC-SC 6.4%

5 Raleigh, NC 6.3%

6 Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise, NV  5.9% 

7 Indianapolis-Carmel-Anderson, IN 5.6%

8 Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL  4.9%

9 Salt Lake City, UT  4.5%

10 Louisville-Jefferson County, KY-IN 4.3%

Ten Largest Increases

EXHIBIT  5

Ten Largest Decreases

Rank* Metropolitan Statistical Area 2012-17 Change

53 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA -10.3%

52 New York-Newark-Jersey City, NY-NJ-PA -8.8%

51 San Diego-Carlsbad, CA -8.3%

50 
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EXHIBIT  6A
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the eighth largest increase. Nearest to 
the top in Texas was Austin at 20th. By 
contrast, California and New York are 
well-represented among both larger MSAs 
with the lowest economic freedom and 
the biggest erosions from 2012 to 2017. 

Places with high economic freedom 
don’t have much room to rise; places with 
low economic freedom risk losing what 
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Bakersfield had the dubious distinction of 
the largest decline in economic freedom 
among the 383 MSAs.

Economic Performance 

To see how well the updated index 
works, I revisited the correlations between 
economic freedom and key indicators of 
urban areas’ well-being – income, jobs, 
the unemployment rate and population. 

I ranked the 383 MSAs by economic 
freedom in 2017 – from low to high, 
then simplified the analysis by creating six 
groupings of more or less equal size (383 
does not divide equally by six, leaving five 
groups with 64 MSAs and one with 63.) A 
series of graphs presents the results.

Giving markets and the private sector 
a larger role stimulates economic activity 
by enhancing incentives to work, invest, 
innovate, and start businesses. Price 
signals direct resources toward efficiently 
producing what consumers value. Bigger 
government often reduces these incentives 
and distorts these signals, imposing a drag 
on economic activity.

In the 2017-19 period, the three MSA 
groups with the least economic freedom 
in 2017 saw two-year income growth of 
just under 8 percent, not adjusted for 
inflation (Exhibit 6A). They did well – the 
U.S. economy was in high gear. The freer 
MSAs did even better. Income growth 
got progressively faster until it topped 11 
percent for the most-free group.

More opportunities for work contributed 
to the freer MSAs faster income growth. 
Where economic freedom was highest, 
employment growth exceeded 3.7 percent 
(Exhibit 6B). Net job creation slowed as 
economic freedom waned, bottoming out 
at less than 1 percent in the second least 
free category.

Slower job growth suggests higher 
unemployment in less free MSAs – and the 
data confirm it. Where economic freedom 
was weakest, the unemployment rate that 
year stood at just under 5.9 percent, well 
above the national average of 4.4 percent 
(Exhibit 6C). The three groups with the 
most economic freedom were all below the 
national average. 

Higher incomes, more jobs, and less 

unemployment – people are likely to find 
that kind of economy attractive. Population 
growth was 2.48 percent for the most-free 
MSAs (Exhibit 6D). The next two groups 
added fewer new residents, but the three 
least-free groups did significantly worse, 
none achieving population growth of 0.5 
percent. 

These four indicators contrast the 
economic dynamism of high economic 
freedom with the relative sluggishness of 
low economic freedom. The results parallel 
the findings of EFW for nations and EFNA 
for states. They’re also in line with earlier 
work on MSAs. Previous versions of the 
metro index found economic freedom was 
positively related to growth rates for income, 
jobs, and population, and negatively related 
to the unemployment rate. 

The updated metro index provides 
the most up-to-date data for studying 
economic freedom’s role in America’s urban 
economies. I look forward to seeing how 
economists will use the updated metro index 
to investigate increasingly diverse issues and 
hope the work will steer urban America 
toward greater prosperity.

 

Dean Stansel. 2019. “Economic Freedom in U.S. Metropolitan Areas,” 
Journal of Regional Analysis and Policy, 49, 1, 40-48. https://jrap.

https://jrap.scholasticahq.com/article/8147-economic-freedom-in-u-s-metropolitan-areas
https://jrap.scholasticahq.com/article/8147-economic-freedom-in-u-s-metropolitan-areas
https://jrap.scholasticahq.com/article/8147-economic-freedom-in-u-s-metropolitan-areas
https://www.deanstansel.com/s/MEFI-2022-dataset-for-researchers.xlsx
https://www.deanstansel.com/s/MEFI-2022-dataset-for-researchers.xlsx
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/economic-freedom-of-the-world-2022-annual-report
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/economic-freedom-of-the-world-2022-annual-report
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/economic-freedom-of-north-america-2021
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/economic-freedom-of-north-america-2021
https://www.mackinac.org/S2022-07
https://www.mackinac.org/S2022-07
https://www.mackinac.org/S2022-07
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Year in Review

The Bridwell Institute now works here ...

Last year, a new name. 
This year, a new address. 
The Bridwell Institute packed up 

everything of value in January 2021 and 
moved from its long-time quarters in the 
SMU Cox’s Crow Building to a shared, 
10th floor suite in Expressway Tower, a 
mirrored-glass, SMU-owned edifice just 
across Central Expressway in what the 
university has dubbed its East Campus.

SMU Cox describes the relocation as 
temporary, but the Bridwell Institute’s 
sojourn will last more than two years. The 
return to the main campus won’t come until 
the summer of 2024, with the completion 
of a $140 million reconstruction and 
expansion of the school’s three buildings 
on Bishop Boulevard. 

“We miss the comradery and 

Bridwell 
Institute

2021-22 Annual Report

convenience of being in the SMU Cox 
complex,” said Robert Lawson, the 
Bridwell Institute’s director. “We’re going 
to do our best to carry on our research 
activities and programs from this side 
of the highway – including the student 
reading groups. Whatever the hitches 
and glitches, it will all be worth it when 
we finally settle into a modernized office 
suite in Bolin-Bridwell Hall.”

As part of a $15 million donation from 
Tucker Bridwell, a 1974 SMU Cox MBA 
graduate, and his wife Gina, the 12-year-
old O’Neil Center for Global Markets 
and Freedom became the Bridwell 
Institute for Economic Freedom in 
September 2020. Half of the Bridwells’ 
donation goes to Brolin-Bridwell Hall, a 
new building under construction on the 

business school’s northwest corner, facing 
Bishop Boulevard.

Real estate aside, the additional 
resources will allow us to improve our 
programs and activities, including research 
on the relationships among economic 
freedom and economic performance. 

The COVID-19 pandemic’s restrictions 
disrupted Bridwell operations from the 
spring of 2020 through most of academic 
year 2020-21. We had to limit face-to-
face contact in the office, cancel some 
events, hold others via Zoom, curtail 
travel for conferences and learn to teach 
classes remotely. 

The pandemic had little impact on 
academic year 2021-22, allowing the 
institute to restore normal operations, 
with in-person events and programs. 

... while construction crews work on its new offices.
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The Bridwell Institute staff had no additions 
or subtractions in academic year 2021-22, and 
duties and titles remained the same:

• Lawson, the Jerome M. Fullinwider 
Centennial Chair in Economic Freedom, 
completed his seventh year as director of 
the O’Neil/Bridwell organization while 
continuing to teach MBA students and 
research on economic freedom. 

• Meg Tuszynski, research associate 
professor, finished her fifth year as assistant 
director and led the institute’s reading groups 
and other student programs while continuing 
her research activities; 

• W. Michael Cox, founding director of 
the O’Neil Center in 2008, co-authored 
the latest in a series of Annual Report 
essays dating back to 2009 while focusing 
on teaching MBA students and leading the 
institute’s Texas research; 

• Richard Alm, writer-in-residence, 

Robert Lawson

Albert W. Niemi

W. Michael Cox Richard Alm Dean StanselMeg Tuszynski
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https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/economic-freedom
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The Bridwell Institute has become a magnet for research on 
measuring economic freedom and its consequences. Our conferences 
and seminars bring together economists from colleges, universities 
and research centers for discussions on using national, state and 
metro indexes in their research projects.
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https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/economic-freedom
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Cox and Alm wrote two columns about 
the Texas economy for Dallas-based D CEO
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Capitalism and Socialism

In the spring, Stansel led two groups and 
Lawson and Tuszynski one each. The theme 
was “Capitalism, Socialism and Human 
Flourishing.” Participants read and discussed 
works by such authors as Adam Smith, 
Karl Marx, F.A. Hayek, Milton Friedman 
and Joseph Stiglitz.

Forty-eight students used the readings 

as a basis for discussing such questions 
as: What do “socialism” and “capitalism” 
mean? What is the best way for societies 
to organize their economic systems? How 
do societies ensure scarce resources are 
channeled to highly valued uses? What can 
we learn from the experiences of countries 
with differing systems of government? 

For the spring summit meeting on the 
SMU campus, our students joined their 

counterparts from a similar group at the 
University of Central Arkansas. 

About 60 students attended Lawson’s 
keynote lecture based on Socialism 
Sucks, a 2019 book he co-authored with 
Texas Tech’s Ben Powell. The SMU and 
Central Arkansas students read portions of 
Socialism Sucks during the semester.

Stansel served as Bridwell’s coordinator 
for these reading groups.

Advanced Reading Groups
Deeper Dives into Economic Thought

Murphy leads the Bridwell Institute’s advanced reading groups. To qualify, students had to complete at least one semester 
in the Bridwell-Armentrout program and get a recommendation from their reading group’s leader.

Murphy had a busy academic year 2021-23. He led five advanced reading groups, with 49 students.
The fall group centered on “Adventures and Misadventures in Science and Data Analytics.” Students read three books 

in their entirety: The Hot Hand by Ben Cohen, Science Fictions by Stuart Ritchie and The Data Detective by Tim Harford. 
They also read about 100 pages of The Scout Mindset by Julia Galef.

The spring group tackled “Capitalism and Comparative Economics,” with readings related to areas of economic freedom 
and three other variables in comparative economics – legal origins, democracy and state capacity. 

Students read parts of Creative Destruction by Tyler Cowen, The Mystery of Capital by Hernando de Soto, Capitalism 
and Freedom by Milton Friedman, The Clash of Economic Ideas by Lawrence White, Escaping Paternalism by Mario Rizzo 
and Glenn Whitman, Political Order and Political Decay by Francis Fukuyama, Seeing Like a State by James C. Scott, The 
Future of Freedom by Fareed Zakaria, Development as Freedom by Amartya Sen, Choosing in Groups by Michael Munger and 
Kevin Munger, 10% Less Democracy by Garett Jones and Rules and Order by F.A. Hayek.

They also watched all three parts of the Commanding Heights documentary.

Summer and Winter Sessions

Murphy also led summer and winter reading groups – when many students were away from SMU. The format was 
different. Rather than roundtable discussions, Murphy selected a theme and one book on the topic for all to read. Each 
student then chose a second book on the topic, making a presentation on it to the group. 

The summer theme was “Institutional Economics.” Everyone read Institutions, Institutional Change, and Economic 
Performance by Douglass North. Individual students read Law’s Order by David Friedman, Political Capitalism by Randall 
Holcombe, Coercion, Capital, and European States by Charles Tilly, Calculation and Coordination by Peter Boettke 
Hayek’s Modern Family by Steve Horwitz, Building State Capacity by Matt Andrews, Michael Woolcock and Lant Pritchett 
and State  Building by Francis Fukuyama.

In the winter, students focused on “Economic Growth, Progress and Technology,” with  Inadequate Equilibria by 
Eliezer Yudkowsky as their common reading. Individuals read The Complacent Class by Tyler Cowen, Extra Life by Steven 
Johnson, Innovation and Its Enemies by Calestous Juma, A Time to Build by Yuvel Levin, Moneyball by Michael Lewis, 
Radical Markets by Eric Posner and Glen Weyl  and From Zero to One by Peter Thiel and Blake Masters.



Bridwell Institute 2021-22 Annual Report26

Teaching Free Enterprise
Working to Improve Economics Education

Teaching and Mentoring
SMU Cox relied on Bridwell Institute professors to teach 

economics classes at the undergraduate, graduate and MBA 
levels. At SMU, education returned to in-person instruction after 
two years marked by distance learning due to the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Lawson taught 100 students in four sections of Managerial 
Economics – a core course on micro foundations – in the two-
year and executive MBA programs. Cox took on MBA-level 
Macroeconomics in addition to teaching two undergraduate 
classes in the summer session.

Davis shouldered a heavy teaching load, teaching 
Macroeconomics for MBA students and several courses for the 
new SMU Cox on-line MBA. Niemi continued to teach his 
popular Evolution of American Capitalism class. 

Tuszynski handled five sections of Microeconomics and 

Macroeconomics for SMU Cox online MBA program.
Stansel, Tuszynski, Lawson and Murphy led student Reading 

Groups (see page 23). In April, Tuszynski had 10 students for 
a day-long undergraduate colloquium on the topic of “Public 
Choice and Government Failure,” co-hosted by the Bridwell 
Institute and the Institute for Humane Studies. 

As part of SMU’s Robert Mayer Undergraduate Research 
Fellows Program, Stansel served as a faculty mentor for two 
students, Oliver Forst and Anthony Farhat. Their project on 
the “Effects of COVID-19 on the Opioid Crisis: An Economic 
Perspective” culminated in an on-campus presentation and a 
poster session at an academic conference in San Antonio. 

Alm participated in a Highland Park High School mentoring 
program, advising junior Ben Keenan on a project to measure 
Texas’ comparative advantage in attracting technology companies.  

The COVID-19 pandemic continued to disrupt Teaching Free 
Enterprise (TFE), the seven-year-old Bridwell Institute program to 
improve economics instruction in high schools.

In the summer months, TFE’s busiest season before the 
pandemic, many school districts were still limiting in-person 
contact and relaxing professional development requirements. Once 
the school year started, teachers had fewer opportunities to take 
time away from their classrooms to attend our events.  

Despite the slow start, TFE bounced back in academic year 2021-
22. Attendance at 49 events totaled 993 teachers, a healthy increase 
from 381 teachers in pandemic-ravaged 2020-21. Attendance 
reached 1,500 in the academic year before the pandemic. 

“A low energy aura was pervasive in the professional development 
arena,” said Hughel, the program’s coordinator. “Things are 
starting to get back to normal. We’re already seeing positive signs 
for the upcoming academic year.”

TFE develops classroom-ready lesson plans for teaching dozens 
of economic topics – trade, economic progress, macroeconomics, 
taxation and public finance. Lawson, Cox, Stansel, Tuszynski and 
Alm led TFE sessions in academic year 2021-22, but faculty at a 

dozen other colleges and universities have also developed units.
Four new units were added in 2021-22. Three stand alone: 

Environmental Economics by Tuszynski, Economics of 
Entrepreneurship by Colorado State University’s Boris Nikolaev 
and Constitutional Political Economy by Ben Powell, Alexander 
Salter and Andrew Young, all at Texas Tech.

In Personal Financial Literacy III, Seton Hall’s Danielle Zanzalari 
extends her two earlier units to complete a package that covers 
many areas critical to everyday life – budgeting, saving, borrowing, 
investing, retirement, insurance and real estate.

TFE’s work continues to get 
recognition from educational 
organizations in other states. Tennessee 
held its first event this year, joining 
Arkansas, Kansas, Georgia and New 
Jersey. We are in discussion with groups 
in four other states. 

Finally, TFE added a new face. Ann 
Marie Tipps joined the Bridwell team as 
an economic education specialist in April. 
She’s been in the trenches, serving with distinction as a high school 
economics teacher for more than 30-plus years in the DFW area.

Ann Marie Tipps
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Public Outreach

Yeonmi Park endured years of deprivation and violence in her native North Korea before 
she escaped the communist country in her teens on a journey toward freedom and security 
in the United States.

The Bridwell Institute invited Park to tell her story at its spring Flourishing & a Free 
Society event. She was born in North Korea in 1993. Food was always scarce. School was 
a farce, teaching obedience above all else. North Korea is a society devoid of trust. “If you 
don’t trust, nothing works,” she said.

Medical care, if available, was often brutal. Park suffered a stomach ailment at age 13, and 
doctors cut her open without anesthesia.

 After that, she decided to take a huge risk. With the help of smugglers, she crossed a frozen 
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Data from the 2020 census show sharp increases in Texas’ 
minority populations over the past decade. Will the state’s successful 
economic model of low taxes and light regulations still work in an 
era of increasing diversity?

The Bridwell Institute’s fall Texas Economic Forum took up 
the question. Cox gave a preview of the research that became 
the basis for the 2020-21 Annual Report essay. Texas ranked 
among the 10 freest states – the group with the highest real 
after-tax earnings for Whites, Hispanics, Blacks and Asian 
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