
Institutions and development 

Course outline 

Some of the perhaps most important questions in social science concern the causes of differences in 

economic development and economic growth across countries. Why are some countries much poorer 

than others? What factors account for the fact that some countries grow while others stagnate? What 

lessons can be learned from history when designing new development policies? 

 

We explore to what extent differences in institutions can explain differences in economic development 

and economic growth. In the spirit of the Nobel Laureate economist Douglass North (1990), we take a 

broad approach to institutions and examine both formal institutions such as constitutions, law, and 

property rights and informal institutions as such customs, traditions, and codes of conducts. A key 

feature of these institutions is that they rarely change and crucially affect economic behavior. For 

instance, lack of clearly defined property rights reduces the ability to obtain credit, and a lack of trust 

reduces to willingness to engage in economic exchanges. Differences in institutions are therefore a 

plausible cause for persistent long-run differences in economic development and economic growth. 

 

The first week will focus on understanding better which sets of institutions have fostered economic 

development historically. In the second week, we discuss the importance of the persistence of 

institutions for current differences in economic development and economic growth. 

Course material 

All course material can be found at  www.ralfmeisenzahl.com/sommerakademie.  

Course format 

Each class is divided into 2 blocks, each with a duration of 1.5 hours. Within each block, one student will 

present a paper for 45 minutes, followed by a group discussion of 45 minutes. The course language is 

English. 

Paper assignments 

Most of the papers we will discuss are empirical. However, the papers differ in their use of advanced 

statistical techniques. We will assign papers based on how much prior knowledge of such techniques is 

necessary to understand the paper. The paper assignments can be found on the reading list. The course 

website also includes a detailed schedule of the classes. 

Student presentations 

An integral part of this course are the student presentations. While important, a presentation should not 

focus on the technicalities of a given paper. Rather, a presentation should put the paper in a broader 

context and address questions such as: 

- What question does that paper answer? What is the main (economic) mechanism? 

- Most papers provide historical case studies. What is the historical setting? 

- Why did the authors pick a given case study? Can it tell us something more than just providing 

an example set in a specific country in a specific time? 

http://www.ralfmeisenzahl.com/sommerakademie


- If the authors use specific statistical methods, why do they do it? What are the problems 

researchers face when addressing the question a given paper asks and how can the paper’s 

approach allow the researcher to cope with these problems? 

Overall, the presentation should provide the audience a good overview of the paper, a thorough 

knowledge of the time period the paper is set in, how generalizable the results are, and provide the 

basis for the group discussion. 

To help students prepare their presentations, we will provide an introductory presentation on the 

course website. The introduction will cover the general outline of a presentation as well as some do’s 

and don’ts.  

Pre-course preparations 

To prepare for the course, all students should read the book “Why Nations fail”. It provides a non-

technical overview of the material we will cover in the course and will make it easier, to put the specific 

papers in context.  


