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Comparative Economics and Economics of Transition 
 
 
 
 

Professor: Vilém Semerák, Ph. D,. 
Contact: vilem.semerak@cerge-ei.cz 
 
 

 
COURSE INFORMATION: 
Many citizens of European countries do not quite understand the functioning of the European Union 

and often erroneously interpret the development of neighboring economies assuming that their 

economic and political systems function in a very similar way as their own country.  

The European “unity in diversity” is even more confusing for many decision-makers from across the 

Atlantic; many US decisionmakers are confused by the development of European economies and 

functioning of European institutions; and they often face the danger of wandering into troublesome 

blunders. 

This course attempts to provide both the background necessary for understanding the differences 

between the USA and Europe and of intra-European differences.  At the same time the course differs 

from similar courses offered at Western European universities by its emphasis on a particular 

dimension of intra-EU differences: the fact that only some European countries have experienced a 

set of huge economic experiments; at first the elimination of private property (and private business) 

and subsequent attempts to reintroduce market economies after the 40 year long experiment with 

central planning. Analysis of this experience provides an insight into factors which are weakening EU 

consensus on vital issues. 

 

The course covers two main broad areas: 

(i) Comparative economics & political economy of European integration.  

This part deals with differences between US and the EU, with analysis of the functioning 

of EU markets, as well as with intra-European differences. 

(ii) Economics of transition. 

This part focuses on the fascinating set of economic experiments launched in Central and 

Eastern Europe after 1989 - a fairly large group of countries which had been trying to rely 

on alternative economics models attempted a fast introduction of market economy 

instead.  

 

Besides providing an insight into actual economics issues in Europe, analysis of both European 

integration and of East-European transition provides very interesting lessons in institutional 

economics and in policy-making.  

This course will try to explain: 

 How has integration transformed Europe? Is it on the path to a homogeneous economic 

space? 
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 What types of policies are adopted at the level of the EU and which at the level of member 

states? 

 How important and persistent are differences amongst social and economic models of 

European countries? 

 Why does Europe so often appear to be just a junior partner of the USA or a weak player in 

global economic affairs? 

 Why Central and Eastern Europe remains specific and different from Western Europe? 

 Why and how did the attempts at non-market systems failed? 

 Why was the result of the process of transition so different from the original expectations? 

 

Course objectives: 

After taking this course, students should be able to gain insight into the following practical questions: 

1. How do European labor markets differ from the US market? Are Europeans working less than 

Americans? 

2. Do European financial markets differ from US markets and why? 

3. Why has Europe different rules on competition (and what this means for US companies)? 

4. Why Europe does not have its Amazon, Facebook or Google? 

5. Why was transition necessary?  

6. Why did the policymakers opt for some very specific policies, such as voucher privatization? 

7. Why was the convergence between East and West slower than expected? 

 

Course contents – main blocks and topics: 

I. Brief introduction to comparative economics and to transition issues 

a. Divisions in Europe: East-West, North-South 

II. European economic integration 

a. Brief historical overview: motives, constraints, and compromises 

b. Main European institutions, relations between national and EU institutions. 

c. Europe and trade: intra- and extra-European dimension 

d. Labor markets: do Europeans love leisure? Differences between the EU and the USA 

and intra-EU differences. 

e. European financial markets: stock markets and banks 

f. Rules, norms, and regulation. How bureaucratic is the EU and why? 

g. Politics and economics of monetary integration 

III. Economics of transition 

a. Alternative systems in history: USSR, China, Yugoslavia, main problems of such 

attempts and their analysis 

b. Transformation from central planning to market economics. Introduction, discussion 

of liberalization policies. 

c. Privatization: logic, methods, and results. 

d. Social and political implications of reforms 

I. Conclusion: the EU and the USA on global economic stage  
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Grading:  
Evaluation will be based on several components:  

Several (at least two) online quizzes will be organized during the semester. The total 

contribution of the quizzes to the final grade:   15%  

Attendance and participation:     10% 

(especially at the seminar session)    

Two assignments:     15%  

Final exam:       30%  

 Brief final team essay:         30%  

 

  

 

Grading Policy: 

Letter Grade Percentage Description 

A 93-100 Outstanding work 
A- 90-92 
B+ 87-89 

Good work B 83-86 

B- 80-82 

C+ 77-79 
Acceptable Work C 73-76 

C- 70-72 
D+ 67-69 

Work that is significantly below average D 63-66 

D- 60-62 

F 0-59 Work that does not meet the minimum standards for passing the course 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UPCES Non-Discrimination/Harassment Policy 

The UPCES program in Prague promotes a diverse learning environment where the dignity, worth, and differences of each 

individual are valued and respected. Discrimination and harassment, whether based on a person's race, gender, sexual 

orientation, color, religion, national origin, age, disability, or other legally protected characteristic, are repugnant and 

completely inconsistent with our objectives. Retaliation against individuals for raising good faith claims of harassment and/or 

discrimination is prohibited. 

 

UPCES Diversity Policy 

UPCES fully embraces diversity and strives to create a safe and welcoming environment for students from all backgrounds. 

Prague is a wonderfully diverse community and UPCES is no different. All students should feel at home while studying 

abroad and UPCES will do its utmost to make sure that becomes a reality. Although unique challenges may arise, we believe 

that students from all walks of life will encounter wonderful opportunities for enrichment as they explore a new culture while 

studying abroad. 
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Course materials  
Books and chapters from book: 

R. Baldwin & C. Wyplosz (2019): The Economics of European Integration, 6th edition 

G. Roland (2000): Transition and Economics: Politics, Markets, and Firms (Comparative Institutional Analysis). 

MIT Press – several selected chapters will be used. 

A. Aslund (2013): How Capitalism Was Built: The Transformation of Central and Eastern Europe, Russia, the 

Caucasus, and Central Asia 2nd Edition Rosser & Rosser (2003 or newer): Comparative Economics in a 

Transforming World Economy – chapter 1: How do we compare economies? 

Journal and working papers: 

Aslund (2018): Ten lessons from a quarter of a century of post‐communist economic transformation. 

Economics of Transition, Vol 26, Issue 4 

Acemoglu & Robinson (2006): Paths of Political and Economic Development. In Wittman & Weingast (eds.): The 

Oxford Handbook of Political Economy. 

Becker & Olofsgard (2018): From abnormal to normal - Two tales of growth from 25 years of transition. 

Economics of Transition, Vol 26, Issue 4 

Ericson (1991): The Classical Soviet-Type Economy: Nature of the System and Implications for Reform. Journal 

of Economic Perspectives, Vol 5, No. 4, Fall 1991 

Estrin, Hanousek, Kočenda, Švejnar (2009): The Effects of Privatization and Ownership in Transition Economies. 

Journal of Economic Literature 2009, 47:3, 699-728 

Fernandez & Rodrik (1991): Resistance to Reform: Status Quo Bias in the Presence of Individual-Specific 

Uncertainty. The American Economic Review, Vol. 81, No. 5 (Dec., 1991), pp. 1146-1155 

Gutiérrez & Philippon (2018): How European Markets Became Free: A Study of Institutional Drift. NBER working 

paper 24700/2018 

Kornai (2000): Ten Years after 'the Road to a Free Economy': The Author's Self-Evaluation.  

Levy & Peart: (2008): Socialist Calculation Debate. In the New Palgrave Dictionary of Economics 

Olofsgard, Wachtel, Becker (2018): The Economics of Transition Literature. Economics of Transition, Vol 26, 

Issue 4 

Roland (2018): The Evolution of Post-Communist Systems. Economics of Transition, Vol 26, Issue 4 

Stiglitz (1999): Whither Reform? Ten Years of the Transition 

Tsebelis (2015): Lessons from the Greek crisis. Journal of European Public Policy Volume 23, 2016 - Issue 1 

Williamson (2002): Did the Washington Consensus Fail? 

EBRD: Transition Reports  

 

 

 


