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Abstract: This article provides insight into the lay economic reasoning pro-
cess through a qualitative gamification-method study conducted in Ukraine. 
Rather than economically naive individuals, laypeople in the study present 
themselves as Schützean well-informed citizens who are aware of expert 
knowledge and capable of using a metapragmatic register of critique in the 
discussion of the economic reality at hand. The doxic elements of lay eco-
nomic knowledge, as an obstacle for metapragmatic reasoning, were also re-
vealed in the study. The Ukrainian context of the research ensured that the 
respondents’ economic claims were, on the one hand, largely separated from 
their political opinions, and on the other, problematized the functioning of the 
economic institutions, which would remain uncontested in other conditions. 
The paper engages in discussion with the recent literature on lay economic 
knowledge and advocates the abandonment of reductionist perspectives on 
the subject in further research.
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Introduction

The economy is actively shaped by both the rational and non-rational motiva-
tions of its human actors. Akerlof and Shiller (2009, p. 3) describe non-rational 
motivations as animal spirits, the emotional drives of economic actors that un-
derlie economic fluctuations and come into play to resolve situations of uncer-
tainty. To safeguard the economy from such influences, economists advocate for 
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programmes on financial literacy (Fritz, 2021, p. 29) designed to refine laypeo-
ple’s economic reasoning. However, the impact of these programmes is negligible 
(Swedberg, 2018) or even dubious (Artur, 2012; Clarke, 2015). Thus, lay economic 
thinking remains an economic force with which experts have to cope. Social val-
ues inform the market behaviour of economic actors, fuelling, for instance, the 
so-called housing crisis (Lux et al., 2017; Doling & Elsinga, 2013) while policy-
makers adapt their governance to people’s imagination of the economy (Diess-
ner, 2023) or face the consequence of being discredited and replaced in favour of 
populist economic agenda exemplified by Brexit or the Trump presidency in the 
United States (Po Sang, 2020).

Researchers in the lay economic knowledge domain tend to depict it as an 
affective, normative and narrative perspective on economic issues. Emotional 
reasoning, based on communitarian norms and values, conflicts with the ob-
jective and genuinely rational reasoning in which experts engage. For instance, 
Shiller (2017) describes how people perceive significant economic events such as 
the Great Depression in narrative terms, Vila-Henninger (2017) and Haferkamp 
et al. (2009) elucidate voters’ justification of economic policies based on social sol-
idarity norms, and Lillquist et al. (2020) demonstrate that the citizen’s perception 
of public debt is based on affective imaginary rather than being proof-driven. In 
terms of generalisations about ways of thinking, van Bavel and Gaskell (2004) 
distinguish between systemic and narrative modes of economic thinking used 
by both experts and laypeople. In their empirical research conducted in Chile, 
they found that experts attempted to colonise economic discourse via the sys-
temic mode, while laypeople resisted using a ‘culturally situated narrative mode 
of thinking’ (van Bavel & Gaskell, 2004, p. 435). More recently, Swedberg (2018), in 
calling for research into folk economics, draws on the ancient distinction between 
expert (episteme) and lay (doxa) knowledge. Sociologists, he argues, should 
study the varieties of doxic knowledge present in the various ways people think 
about the economy.

Our aim is to contribute to this ongoing debate with our empirical research, 
which reveals a hitherto neglected instrumental use of expert knowledge in lay 
reasoning typically invoked to critique the current economic reality and its gov-
ernance by experts. By employing an innovative gamification technique for data 
generation, we obtained and analysed conversational qualitative data on laypeo-
ple’s casual reasoning. The participants in our study – while generally accepting 
expert knowledge as valid – were able to selectively borrow useful pieces from 
expert knowledge to criticise the expert paradigm in its own terms. In demon-
strating the inadequacy of abstract explanations of economic phenomena by com-
paring them to the observed reality of economic and institutional backwardness 
in Ukraine, Ukrainian laypeople challenged the factual accuracy of technical ex-
pert knowledge. The fact that Ukraine was marked by general public scepticism 
towards the institutional order during the research period (2016 and 2020) facili-
tated unveiling the complexity of lay thinking about the economy by our research. 
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The reasoning of Ukrainian laypeople appears to be not only imaginative in the 
sense of its being subjective and culturally situated (Jessop & Oosterlynck, 2008; 
Swedberg, 2018), but also conceptually grounded and evidence-based. However, 
this does not mean that lay critique exposes expert knowledge as socially and 
politically conditioned and therefore flawed (van Bavel & Gaskell, 2004; Mosse, 
2018); rather, it only shows that lay critique also recognises and is aware of expert 
knowledge on occasions of its practical inapplicability.

Drawing on the conceptualisation of critical registers by Boltanski (2011), we 
documented how people used the metapragmatic register of critique in combi-
nation with the practical foci and doxa frequently described in the literature. To 
support this insight, we invoke the theoretical model of the well-informed citizen 
proposed by A. Schütz (1964), which describes fittingly the observed reflexive use 
or rejection of expert knowledge in the economic thinking of Ukrainians. The ex-
isting literature on folk economics and economic imaginaries presents only a fraction 
of what lay economic thinking is and overlooks the well-informed aspect of lay 
reasoning. A recent exception is Po Sang’s (2020) study of laypeople employing 
proof-driven reasoning equivalent to that of experts on China’s economic reces-
sion in Hong Kong discussion forums. The main contribution of our research 
is an empirically supported claim that, in addition to the affective, normative 
and practical narrative reasoning that economists and sociologists typically syn-
onymise with lay economic thinking, laypeople are able to choose an interpre-
tatively adequate manner of reasoning in accordance with a given situation and 
employ cohesive logic based on the choice made. In particular, the ability of lay-
people to utilise expert knowledge throughout their reasoning gets little to no 
attention within current economic sociology.

Theoretical background 

Lay reasoning has always had a significant impact on the economy. On occasion, 
this has led to the creation of price bubbles (Shiller, 2015), or in contrast, its con-
servative nature has hampered economic innovation, with the protracted accept-
ance of life insurance being a point of reference (Zelizer, 1979). In academic re-
search, these massive manifestations of lay thinking have been viewed – more or 
less with scepticism – as cases of logically failing fast thinking (Kahneman, 2011), 
herd behaviour (Shiller, 2015), or situationally bounded rationality (Simon, 1986). 
In contrast to economists, sociologists do not tend to suspect ordinary people of 
being inferior in their ability to reason and act – i.e., of being ‘judgemental dopes’ 
(Garfinkel, 1967, pp. 66–68). Indubitably, sociologists view the reasoning of ordi-
nary people as massively constrained by sociocultural structures; however, these 
are variable external limits that are not inherent in thinking itself. In this sense, 
experts are also ordinary people, but they have had the chance to contemplate 
specific facets of the world without practical everyday life constraints – that is, to 
pursue theoretical knowledge with passion (Weber, 1919/2004, p. 8). 
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In his little-known article, Alfred Schütz, homme d’affaires and sociologist, 
characterises modern society as a function of people’s belief that nobody can 
understand the lifeworld in its entirety – that is, only partial knowledge of the 
lifeworld is possible (Schütz, 1964, p. 120). This partial knowledge is socially 
distributed in such a way that we can identify three ideal types of actors: ex-
perts, ordinary people1 and well-informed citizens. The expert’s knowledge is 
narrow but systematic and based on evidence. The ordinary person has broad 
and vague knowledge, yet this knowledge is sufficient for all practical purposes. 
In between these poles stands the well-informed citizen who possesses broad, 
evidence-based and practical-oriented knowledge. These are pure types, which 
means that anyone ‘is at any moment simultaneously expert, well-informed citi-
zen, and man on the street, but in each case with respect to different provinces 
of knowledge’ (Schütz, 1964, p. 123). An expert on cooking may be an ordinary 
person in physics, but a well-informed citizen in political matters. In particular, 
a well-informed citizen differs from other types of actors in being able to make 
an informed decision about ‘who is a competent expert and even to make up his 
mind after having listened to opposing expert opinions’ (Schütz, 1964, italics in 
original). If this is relatively unimportant in fields such as physics and art history, 
it is critical in the domains of practical human activity, including economic prac-
tice. The citizen who aims to be well-informed must be capable of transcending 
the practical mode of reasoning and questioning others’ definitions of reality, as 
discord between different situational definitions is inherent in modern societies.

Especially during social change (e.g., societal transformation or crisis), dis-
sonance between various institutional definitions set by experts and definitions 
rooted in the lifeworld becomes manifest; the adoption of one definition has a 
significant impact on understanding a crisis and the measures taken to overcome 
it (Lodge & Wegrich, 2011). Boltanski (2011) identified a distinction between two 
registers of critique available to people when they want to voice their discontent 
with social matters. The first is pragmatic critique characterised by ‘ignoring dif-
ferences of interpretation of what is happening’ (Boltanski, 2011, p. 61); for exam-
ple, one may make a complaint about a neighbour making noise at night because 
it disturbs their sleep. The second is the metapragmatic critique, which points 
out that institutions do not produce the expected reality; for example, when the 
market fails to make the fair exchange of goods and services possible or when 
the state fails to protect its citizens (Boltanski, 2011, pp. 105–107). A prerequi-
site for the use of the metapragmatic register is the reflexivity of the actor. It is 
not enough to say that something is wrong from one’s perspective (i.e., factual, 
moral, affective or rational perspective), but it is also necessary to state – from a 
general perspective – how that thing should be in a given situation. 

In the economic field, experts believe that generalised truth must be ex-
pressed in technical terms, which is predicated on knowledge of economic facts 

1  ‘The man on the street’ in the original.
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and theories (Dekker & Kuchař, 2020). Accordingly, economists view ordinary 
people who lack specialised economic knowledge as operating only in a prag-
matic mode; when a layperson criticises something, economists assume they are 
using this mode of criticism to shift the situation towards a more advantageous 
state from a subjective standpoint. For well-informed citizens, however, institu-
tional critique has a metapragmatic character because the rightness of – institu-
tional – action is by default linked to values, normative standards and the factual 
state of affairs. (Boltanski, 2011, p. 69). 

Building on Schütz’s concept of the well-informed citizen, we move beyond 
the two idealised attitudes of a condensed view of economic affairs previously 
identified (Swedberg, 2018; van Bavel & Gaskell, 2004), which correspond to two 
distinct ways of knowing and reasoning. The first stance is expert knowledge, 
which is coherent, abstract, systematic and evidence-based (Swedberg, 2018). Ex-
perts use precise economic constructs devoid of emotional connotations to reason 
about the economy as a sort of mechanism in which everything falls into place. If 
the market does not work as it should, experts explain it in terms of inefficiency 
or weak governance, but never as the product of vile intentions. Folk econom-
ics places the lay position at the other end of the spectrum. Laypeople reason 
based on communitarian values and pragmatic orientation (Haferkamp et al., 
2009; Vila-Henninger, 2017; White, 1984). Their view of the economy is affective-
normative, and they perceive institutions and processes either as the best possi-
ble order of things or as an arena in which individuals and groups with different 
interests and a propensity to break the rules compete. Laypeople pragmatically 
criticise a malfunctioning economy from the perspective of the harm being done 
to their personal interests – being essentially a typical rational actor – or due to 
perceived injustice inflicted on some social group. In contrast to these opposition-
al types, well-informed citizens have a broader horizon of relevance; they do not 
limit themselves to purely practical utility or that which is important from a sci-
entific point of view. Their attitudes compel them to use both types of knowledge 
(Schütz, 1964, pp. 130–131). Although firmly grounded in the reality of everyday 
life, they seek out bits and pieces of expert knowledge and use the perspective 
of experts to understand not only the immediate situation but also its potential 
future outcomes. Although they cannot match experts in the systematicity and 
comprehensiveness of their knowledge of the economy, they are able to use evi-
dence and theoretical knowledge to discuss the economy in a relatively unbiased 
manner. Simultaneously, they recognise the importance of communitarian val-
ues and consider economics a societal component in which people coexist. Ulti-
mately, they care about both the abstract correctness of their claims as well as the 
societal genesis and impact of economic phenomena on simple folk.

This conceptualisation does not aim to depict actual experts or laypeople, 
but rather describes the potential and apparent ways in which laypeople under-
stand and reason about the economy. Real-world experts also incorporate some el-
ements into their theorising that can be considered irrational (Klamer, 2007; Tarim 
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et al., 2023). Many laypeople are also able to operate with complex economic terms 
in their reasoning, although they might reinterpret them differently from experts. 

The last important concept relevant to economic thinking, as observed in 
our research, is doxa or doxic knowledge, which has a phenomenological ori-
gin but has been popularised by the social inequality sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 
(1984, p. 471). Doxa, to Bourdieu, is ‘an adherence to relations of order which, be-
cause they structure inseparably both the real world and the thought world, are 
accepted as self-evident’ (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 471). It is a practically oriented and 
tacit form of knowledge acquired during socialisation. In contrast to Swedberg, 
who contrasts doxa with episteme and labels it an attribute of lay reasoning (2018, 
pp. 8–10), according to Bourdieu, doxa is specific to a particular field of knowl-
edge – say, expert or lay knowledge – and is the product of symbolic power in that 
field. Therefore, doxa is maintained by a right-thinking (orthodox) majority in a 
given field, which polices the application and maintenance of common knowl-
edge by silencing any argumentation assumed to be incorrect (Bourdieu, 1977, 
pp. 168–169). In this sense, doxa discourages people from taking the metaprag-
matic stance because it makes any questioning or even debate about self-evident 
matters heterodox. However, doxic knowledge does not transform lay actors (or 
experts) into judgemental or cultural dopes; rather, social norms constrain the 
repertoire of reasonable actions available to social actors in specific situations 
(Lux et al., 2017).

To summarise our theoretical argument, we conceptualise the attitude of the 
well-informed citizen as forming their personal explanations for the economic re-
ality based on expert knowledge, social values and available evidence. The pecu-
liarity of this attitude is not that it stands somewhere between the expert and the 
everyday attitude, but that it transcends both, which are only partially relevant 
to the interpretation of what is happening in the economy. What is at stake, then, 
is not primarily the correctness of knowledge but its relevance to the situation at 
hand. Even the generally correct expert economic knowledge might be rejected 
as an explanation or guide to action for specific situations in the lived world. The 
main goal of lay economic reasoning is to ensure the actor a dignified position 
in society. In this regard, the significance of morality and fairness is paramount, 
specifically for normative reasoning about the economy. Well-informed citizens 
should be able to produce complex and metapragmatic critiques of the economy 
by making certain types of available knowledge relevant – that is, knowledge that 
situates economic action in a broader social context.

Context of the research

Because our research uses data obtained in Ukraine, we briefly outline the socio-
political and economic situation in Ukraine. This contextualisation is necessary, 
as previous research has indicated that the economic reasoning of lay actors is 
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linked to their political worldviews (Bénabou & Tirole, 2016; Boyer & Petersen, 
2018). Major events in economic history are also discussed, as they provide oc-
casional context for the economic reasoning of Ukrainians.

Before 1991, Ukraine was part of the Soviet Union’s planned economy sys-
tem, which largely failed to provide citizens with a range and variety of goods 
comparable to that provided by Western capitalism, resulting in – inter alia – 
the fetishisation of consumption as a means of status distinction in post-Soviet 
Ukraine (Wanner, 2005). The subsequent liberalisation of the economy was in-
tended to reverse this situation, with a promise of overall economic growth and 
the privatisation of municipal assets, such as state-owned enterprises and real 
estate. Although the latter was half completed, with the notable exception of land 
privatisation, the results of the former were close to disastrous. The liberalisation 
of markets was accompanied by severe economic shocks and manipulated by an 
emerging class of entrepreneurs with influence in politics – the oligarchs (Dab-
rowski & Antczak, 1995; Puglisi, 2003).

This peculiar historical development raised suspicions in the minds of 
members of the populace about both state-socialist ideology and free-market ide-
ology. It has also bred distrust of the political and economic elites and the eco-
nomic programmes they employ to legitimise their power (Elster et al., 1998). The 
consequence of this is extremely weak politico-economic identification among 
Ukrainians, which has been captured in public opinion surveys. For example, the 
findings of a study by Baliuk et al. (2018) reveal that almost two-thirds of Ukrain-
ians did not identify themselves on the ideological spectrum. This finding was 
confirmed by a World Values Survey study in which 41% of the respondents se-
lected the ‘don’t know’ option when asked to classify themselves on the left-right 
political scale, while another 20% selected the option at the midpoint of the scale 
(Haerpfer et al., 2022). Together, these two groups form a majority that is devoid 
of standard ideological preferences. Conceivably, the preference held by the re-
mainder of the population may be a right-wing ideology. However, the popular-
ity of right-wing political parties in Ukraine has been low throughout Ukraine’s 
modern history – compared to, for instance, Central Europe – which might be 
explained by Ukrainians adhering to the ideals of civic rather than ethnic nation-
alism (Shulman, 2004).

Ukraine’s ideological vagueness in the economic domain is advantageous 
for research on lay reasoning because it indicates a low likelihood that this rea-
soning is merely an extension of a personal political worldview. Undoubtedly, 
cultural and educational factors are still relevant, as are specific elements of his-
torical memory and the country’s unique institutional settings. For example, Eu-
romaidan (the 2013–2014 surge of demonstrations and civil unrest) was followed 
by an economic recession: in 2015, people were reeling from hyperinflation (In-
ternational Monetary Fund [IMF], 2021a), while Ukraine’s GDP lost almost half 
its value (IMF, 2021b). The public sector remains vast due to incomplete privati-
sation (World Bank, 2017; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
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ment [OECD], 2021). This is complemented by a strong perception of corruption 
(Transparency International [TI], 2021) and the presence of a shadow economy 
(Department for Strategic Planning and Macroeconomic Forecasting [DSPMF], 
2022), which is indicative of the poor functioning of public and private institu-
tions in Ukraine. Consequently, distrust and suspicion of state and economic in-
stitutions are pervasive across all parts of Ukrainian society. 

We are aware that research on lay knowledge in a society that struggles 
with persistent inefficiencies and repeated social, political and economic shocks 
will not yield insight into reasoning under conditions of relative economic stabil-
ity – that is, a prosperous economy with institutions functioning in a largely un-
controversial manner, as is typically the case in Western states (Leiser et al., 2016). 
The war in Ukraine began with the Russian invasion of Crimea and Donbas in 
2014, which possibly pushed Ukrainian economic reasoning even further into ob-
scurance. However, the Russo-Ukrainian war, especially before its escalation by 
the full-scale Russian invasion in 2022, should not amalgamate or substantially 
rearrange the qualities and relevance of expert, lay and well-informed citizen rea-
soning, by e.g. shifting the spectrum of what is covered by the word crisis, or af-
fect the trust in state economic institutions by the performance of a state military. 
Rather, research in the context of primarily economic instability in the years of 2016 
and 2020 in Ukraine provides insight that deepens our awareness of how laypeo-
ple react to uncertain financial situations and how they reflect on their ability to 
effect change. Such a setting unveils economic reasoning that would otherwise 
remain hidden, thus permitting the examination of situational influences on lay 
economic thinking.

Research methods

To capture the complex structure of lay reasoning, we utilised a board game-like 
technique for data generation. This approach has proved successful in previous 
research (Barker, 1979; Čanigová, 2022; Hájek et al., 2020; Holthus & Manzenre-
iter, 2021; Swan, 2012). Games were used to facilitate conversations among the 
participants about socially sensitive issues such as economic reasoning. Nobody 
wants to look like an antisocial or economically incompetent person, which might 
have happened if the research participants were required to articulate their per-
sonal reasoning in a research interview setting. With games, the participants can 
instead project themselves into an in-game role if they are worried about losing 
face (Goffman, 1967, p. 12). The game design thus allowed us to induce the par-
ticipants to exhibit how laypeople construct and negotiate acceptable, legitimate 
knowledge of various economic phenomena and to investigate how this lay eco-
nomic knowledge and reasoning are related to its practical application.

The game comprises two sets of cards that are meant to be matched. The 
first set (blue cards) contained cards conveying constructs that represent various 
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economic actors, institutions and processes (e.g., ‘Banks’, ‘Credit’, ‘Welfare Ben-
efits’, ‘Taxes’ and ‘Inflation’). The second set (orange cards) bore various state-
ments, ranging from broad definitions (e.g., ‘Capitalising on Savings’ and ‘Stable 
Profit’) to evaluative expressions, which typically had positive or negative con-
notations (e.g., ‘Result of One’s Own Mistakes’, ‘Road to Riches’ and ‘A Noose 
Around the Neck’). Several cards in both sets represented abstract or everyday 
life dichotomies, for example, ‘To Be Old’ and ‘To Be Young’, ‘Manifestation of 
My Own Responsibility’ and ‘Responsibility of a State’.

The cards were initially placed on a table front side up so that the players 
could get acquainted with the text written on them. The cards were then turned 
face down – thus concealing the text – and shuffled, after which the game began. 
The objective of the game was to collect the most pairs of term and definition 
cards. For each game move, a player selected two cards – one blue, one orange 
– and turned them upwards, revealing the text. To collect a pair and thus earn a 
point, the player had to convince his teammates that the definition on one card 
matched the concept on the other. Other players could comment on or object to 
the validity of the pairing. If the pairing of the two cards was contested, an argu-
ment aimed at reaching a consensus regarding the meaning of the pair of selected 
cards ensued among the players. If the majority agreed that the cards were a valid 
pair, the player could collect them; otherwise, the player had to leave the cards 
in play. The participants took turns until only the cards which were not viable to 
match left. The game ended when nobody could make a pair. The matches were 
supervised by lay moderators who explained the rules, resolved blocked debates 
if necessary, and regulated the game’s overall flow. All conversations were re-
corded and used as data for the research analysis.

In total, 10 matches were conducted in which 35 individuals participated, ex-
cluding the moderators. The number of players per match ranged from 3 to 5, and 
the length of a match varied between 30 minutes and over 2 hours. The sample of 
participants was purposely constructed to cover various social backgrounds in 
Ukraine and comprised both genders, all age categories, the employed and un-
employed, and students and pensioners. Eight of the 10 matches were conducted 
in Kyiv, one in Lutsk and the other in a small village in the Ivano-Frankivsk re-
gion. A portion of the study sample was recruited by the lead researcher and the 
other by a local research agency, DigData LLC. The first wave of the study was 
conducted in 2016 and the second in 2020; there were no significant differences 
between the findings of these two waves. A list of the participants and matches is 
included as supplementary material. 

The recorded arguments contain rich insights into the ways laypeople 
produce and intersubjectively validate economic knowledge in a spontaneous 
manner – similar to casual conversations at a bar, a social event, and during a 
family encounter or in chit-chat between friends. We analysed the arguments 
qualitatively to determine the meaning patterns in the participants’ reasoning. 
We did not measure the associations between the cards quantitatively because 
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the study sample was small, and more importantly, the pervasive contextuality 
of accounts and arguments justifying the card pairings would make numerical 
analysis meaningless. Moreover, our aim was not to measure the economic lit-
eracy of Ukrainians but to explore the variety of ways in which they reason out 
economic matters. It is also worth noting that group consensus on card pairing 
was often based on shared doxa, or at least in apparent conformity to doxa; there-
fore, the cards were simply paired by the players with minimal, if any, argument. 
This tacit coordination rendered any attempt to uncover the motives and reasons 
for the consensus speculative.

To address the specifics of the data, the analysis was conducted in the fol-
lowing manner. All recorded arguments were transcribed and coded using the 
Atlas.ti software. We conducted our analysis with a focus on instances of disa-
greement about the congruence between pairs of cards. This approach was ben-
eficial because during the argument, the players were compelled to explicate their 
thoughts in order to convince the other players. In addition, an argument, by defi-
nition, requires active involvement; in contrast, the players appeared disengaged 
when there was tacit consensus. Across all instances of disagreement found in 
the data, three generalized approaches irreducible to one another were identified; 
these are presented at the beginning of the Results section. 

In terms of gender, education and socio-economic background, no system-
atic differences were found in our results. Individuals of all backgrounds and 
genders in the sample were able to use the metapragmatic register, sought to be 
well-informed, and were able to use or understand any generalised type of rea-
soning that was recognised in the data. Some groups tended to have an opinion 
leader, but it appears that such a leader was defined much more by the inter-
personal relationships between players than by gender, education or profession. 
For example, Layla (a player in Match 9) stated that she works as an economist. 
Contrary to what one might expect, she was not the opinion leader in the group; 
instead, this role was shared by Heorhiy and Oksana, who also appeared to be 
more knowledgeable in economic terminology.

Findings

In general, the participants exhibited high fluidity in their ability to justify their 
oftentimes random card pairings. People in different groups were also able to 
pair a construct card with the definition cards of opposite meanings. This indi-
cates that a plausible and, ultimately, incorrect definition was often sufficient to 
conclude the argument.

The following three generalized approaches were identified from the data: 
(1) The default approach was textbook reasoning, which involves searching for 
correct but abstract definitions. This approach is associated with expert reason-
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ing; (2) expert perspectives were challenged for their inadequacy in explaining 
the economic reality at hand or a lifeworld perspective; and (3) expert perspec-
tives were challenged by normative reasoning based on social values. This disa-
greement did not necessarily involve a clash of perspectives of a different kind. 
Rather, it would happen that two players argued about the correct definition of, 
for instance, the central bank, with the arguments of both players staying at the 
abstract level of economic orthodoxy. The identification of these approaches is 
reflected in the structuring of the findings presented subsequently, along with 
other aspects identified in the lay arguments, such as the use of the metaprag-
matic register of critique or the doxa-driven obstacles to such critique.

Recognising expert knowledge in lay economic reasoning

In the introductory section, we demonstrate that lay knowledge of the economy 
is often considered to be at odds with that of experts. It is portrayed as incom-
plete, imprecise or even contradictory, but functional for practical purposes in 
situations of uncertainty (Simon, 1986; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974; van Bavel & 
Gaskell, 2004). We did not contest this in our research, as it corresponds to the 
phenomenological analysis of the lifeworld. Lay knowledge is a product of sub-
jective experience sedimentation and a natural attitude towards the world, which 
relies on a different system of relevance than the theoretical-scientific attitude 
(Schütz & Luckmann, 1973). Rather, we were curious about how lay actors inter-
act with expert knowledge to become what Schütz (1964) called well-informed 
citizens. In this vein, our first finding is that lay participants who consistently 
used specialised terminology and demonstrated expert-like knowledge of eco-
nomics enjoyed a dominant position in the arguments. Across all the matches, 
those whose argumentative style most strongly resembled that of experts were 
the key players in establishing group consensus. Consequently, these participants 
were recognised as well-informed citizens, in contrast to others with no special-
ised knowledge of economic matters.

The authority of these lay experts was based on the fact that they did what 
everyone else was trying to do – only better. All laypersons in our sample val-
ued economic expertise. The typical argument aimed to be as close as possible 
to what economic expertise was thought to be. In their arguments, participants 
were able to achieve a high degree of precision, much higher than the game cards 
indicated, as the following excerpt from the transcripts illustrates:

Layla: I have [the cards] ‘Social Benefits/Welfare’ – ‘Fast Profit’. I suppose the state 
pays you welfare, either due to unemployment or for a child. Well, it is a fast profit. 
Oksana: A tiny one [laughs], but profit.
Heorhiy: To me, it’s not much of a profit; it’s basically a benefit. Profit is when you’ve 
invested and earned something. But what did you invest here when you received a 
benefit? 
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[The players engage in a debate about profit being possible only after some sort of investment, 
which is resolved when the more fitting expert term suddenly occurs to Oksana.]
Oksana: It’s income!
Heorhiy: It’s income, yes, but it’s not profit. It’s not like you’d cripple yourself inten-
tionally to receive the benefit. 
(Match 9)

In this example, Layla began with an argument that social benefits could be con-
sidered a fast profit because – although it was not said – they require little time 
to process. The argument was accepted by Oksana with an ironic remark sig-
nalling that the congruence is not strong. However, Heorhiy objected to such a 
pairing, as it is inconsistent with the expert definition of profit. In the process of 
the lengthy argument about economic terminology, which is omitted from the 
excerpt, Oksana suddenly remembered the concept of income as a more fitting 
term to describe social benefits. Heorhiy agreed with her but insisted on the dis-
tinction between the concepts of income and profit, which showcases the degree 
of insight and finesse in laypeople’s usage of economic terms. 

The overall tendency of such expert-like statements indicates an aspiration 
to reach the same conclusion as experts, which was achieved in relation to the 
degree of knowledge at hand possessed by the players. Even a vague acquaint-
ance with the term in question was enough to compel players to present as much 
knowledge as they possessed – knowledge gained from economic courses or 
books. In dire cases, Wikipedia or other encyclopaedia-like sources came into 
play to resolve a debate, which further proves that laypeople normally pursue 
recognised and theoretical explanations about the economy.

This largely explains how laypeople think about abstract economic facts – 
they simply recall bits of expert knowledge to the best of their ability. However, 
laypeople must consider the economy beyond abstract specialised knowledge; 
they cannot ignore the reality of everyday life interactions and behaviour within 
the economic system (i.e., their immediate personal involvement with the con-
crete reality of the economy). Thus, the two layers of economic reasoning merge 
in laypeople: an issue can be explained from both the abstract (expert) and con-
crete (everyday life) perspectives. In contrast to expert knowledge, lay reasoning 
possesses an additional layer of complexity.

What is the place of economics in the lay critique of identified problems within the local 
economic system?

If the reality of everyday interactions and their portrayal in specialised defini-
tions are consistent, laypeople readily subscribe to expert discourse. However, in 
our study, the participants’ experiences of actual economic reality often did not 
correspond to the abstract specialised knowledge taught in economics schools. 
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There are several reasons for this. One recurring justification for this dissonance 
was the local Ukrainian context, as seen in the following example of an exchange 
between a young couple and their friend:

Jane: ‘Road to Financial Stability’ – ‘Mortgage’. [Everyone sighed].
Dane: Let’s put it this way. I disagree with this statement in Ukraine, but elsewhere 
in the world – yes.
Mark: Yes, yes. Overall, here there’s no mortgage as it ought to be in the first place.
Dane: Well, there is a state-provided mortgage already, but it’s for a very limited 
number of people.
Mark: Yeah, there’s like only ten thousand people who can obtain it annually. But 
elsewhere in the world, yes, you receive it with 1 to 2 percent interest to pay.
Dane: So, after all, this pair of cards counts. I reckon that – again – not in Ukraine. 
But in the world, yes.
Mark: Well, in Ukraine, it’s absent, basically. So yeah. 
(Match 7)

Mark and Jane, being a young family, have some detailed knowledge about mort-
gages, as they are in a stage of life during which people consider taking one. 
The sighing here – an expression of sadness – is explained by the unfavourable 
conditions in Ukraine for people who plan on buying a house. The players jointly 
pointed out that a real mortgage – which is guaranteed by the state – is not acces-
sible to most people. Although there is a banking product called a mortgage, it 
does not perform the functions of a mortgage; instead, it is essentially a consumer 
loan due to its high-interest repayment rates. Local institutions were criticised 
for not working as declared; thus, abstract knowledge of economics was used to 
criticise the reality at hand.

The extent to which Mark and Dane are accurate in their assessments of 
what is obtainable outside Ukraine is irrelevant here. They understand the con-
nection between mortgages and financial stability as a general economic truth, 
a component of expert knowledge, and they use it to criticise the local rules for 
mortgages. To put it differently, expert knowledge is not declared false per se; 
it is only recalled for criticism in the here and now with reference to their inter-
subjective knowledge of the lifeworld. The everyday life experience of laypeople 
thus serves as the basis for deciding whether expert knowledge, as perceived by 
laypeople, should be used as a confirmation or critique of the observed function-
ing of the economy.

A similar pattern emerged when speaking about an institution that is 
tightly associated with economic expertise, that is, the National Bank of Ukraine 
(NBU), which is the Ukrainian central bank. It is important to note that the bank 
was blamed for mishandling the 2015–2016 monetary crisis, but there were also 
experts who defended the NBU’s actions (Adamyk, 2016). Here, we present short 
excerpts from the transcripts of two different matches:
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Polly: ‘Plague’ – again – ‘Central Bank’. [Everybody laughs].
Valeriy: Agreed!
Polly: No. I disagree. I don’t consider it a plague in a civilised state. 
(Match 2)

Mark: ‘Good Invention’ – ‘Central Bank’.
Dane: Well, to think about a central bank as a positive phenomenon. Actually…
Mark: …that was the idea. [Laughs] .
Dane: Well, in developed countries, perhaps. 
(Match 7)

In the first excerpt, laughing was not merely a reaction to the unexpected congru-
ence between a core state financial institution and a deadly disease, behind the 
laughter was a shared depreciative opinion regarding the actions of the NBU 
during the 2015–2016 crisis. Polly, however, refused to ascribe this negativity to 
central banks in general but pointed out that the ‘uncivilised’ Ukrainian state was 
to blame. Similarly, in the second excerpt, Mark reasoned – and laughed – that the 
‘idea’ of a central bank is positive; in other words, it could be a good invention. 
However, Dane replied that this was only the case in developed countries, not 
Ukraine. This implies that, contrary to expert abstract knowledge, in Ukraine, the 
central bank is actually not a good invention.

When the participants refer to ‘civilised’, ‘developed’ countries or just 
‘elsewhere in the world’ where economic institutions work like in economic text-
books, they do not provide any evidence for this notion, and, equally, nobody 
asks for evidence. In reality, it is highly doubtful that any country’s institutions 
would fulfil all normative requirements of economic science, as there are nuances 
and controversies to be found everywhere that allow an institution to be criticised 
from a normative point of view. The participants’ imagination of a ‘civilised’ state 
serves as a useful rhetorical device to portray the local institutions as partially or 
entirely failing in their role. Furthermore, they simultaneously replace the insti-
tutional utopia of abstract economics with the heterotopia of the lifeworld (Fou-
cault, 1986), thus invalidating the mechanical application of idealised theoretical 
knowledge to the real world. 

Several times, the utopia of economics was challenged emotionally, which is 
another way in which lifeworld experiences enter research debates. With expert 
knowledge, the economy is an emotion-free system inhabited by more or less ra-
tional actors. Neoclassical economists discard the problem of emotions by trans-
lating them into utility-maximising strategies deployed by actors (Loewenstein, 
2000). Nonetheless, everyday life experiences involve emotions; we are heartened 
if we succeed and frustrated if we fail to achieve our goals or match our values. 
Emotional detachment is at times hard to maintain when speaking about eco-
nomic phenomena encountered in the flesh and by which one is personally af-
fected. The discrepancy between the reality delineated in expert knowledge and 
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its real-world embodiment can be unexpected and drastic, and it is our research 
participants who might be the ones to face the implications. In the following ex-
ample, a study participant outlines his experience with land privatisation while 
trying to pair the ‘Land Market’ and ‘Human Scourge’ cards:

Nick: Look. I will just give facts. I have land in Koziatyn. There was a fuss with its 
privatisation that was ongoing for years – fuss upon fuss. First of all, our state was 
very corrupt at the time when it all started, and just getting a document was unreal. 
(…) eighty goddamn ares2 almost – yeah, a lot of land. The thing is, when the land 
is privatised, it is easier to manage, gift and so on. My mother wanted to privatise it 
from the start. And it still isn’t because it’s, damn it, basically impossible to do. Do 
you understand? It remains state-owned. Bang. Full stop. It’s like banging your head 
against a brick wall! 
[This speech by Nick was a success, as it suppressed David’s resistance, and the cards were 
paired. Several rounds later, the topic of Nick’s unfortunate land ownership situation re-
-emerged when the ‘Privatisation’ and ‘Utopia’ cards were drawn by him.]
Nick: (…) As I say, it’s an individual case. But it makes a utopia out of it. In gene-
ral, why couldn’t I? I can privatise anything anywhere, basically. Except for certain 
things in our country. 
(Match 10)

In his argument, Nick, incited by the ‘Privatisation’ and ‘Utopia’ cards, does not 
challenge the expert definition of privatisation but suspends its validity for the 
current situation. He acknowledges the partiality of his experience with the state-
ment, ‘It’s an individual case’. Nevertheless, when he says ‘it makes a utopia out 
of it’, he is referring to the expert definition of privatisation. In his experience, 
what is institutionally labelled privatisation is not what he, as a layperson, un-
derstands as privatisation. The long struggle with false institutional promises 
produces negative emotions in him. Even after years of trying, he cannot claim 
ownership of the land he considers his property. Nick’s account showcases how 
a bad individual experience with a malfunctioning institution nullifies the actual 
relevance of its abstract definition – his negative experience justifies his argument 
that privatisation is utopian.

There is another way in which emotions keep expert knowledge from be-
ing taken seriously. Experience with an economic crisis can block the legitimacy 
of abstract knowledge that is predicated on normal conditions. That is not to 
say that expert knowledge is rejected because of its general falsity; rather, it is 
rejected because it proved to be false in times of crisis. Although this rejection 
can be viewed as a cognitive error, the error is intentional. Consider the following 
exchange regarding inflation:

2  0.8 ha.
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Arthur: There, ‘Inflation’ – ‘Human Scourge’.
Valeriy: Yeah, can be.
Viola: But it is useful when there is inflation…
Polly: But it is a human scourge!
Viola: [sighs] If not for it, we’d have no troubles at all. 
(Match 2)

Viola points out the positive side of inflation, arguing that it is intrinsic to a 
healthy economy, which is an argument drawn from mainstream economics. On 
the other hand, Polly implicitly refers to an economic crisis during which every-
body lost money due to inflation to get the players to immediately relate to infla-
tion as something horrible. This permits Polly to insist that inflation is principally 
a negative phenomenon. Considering the value of expert knowledge vis-à-vis 
Polly’s emotions, Viola decided to opt for emotional solidarity – and a cognitive 
error. Because people were severely impacted by inflation during the crisis, dis-
tant and abstract economic explanations could not be adopted.

In this section, we described two forms of refusal to embrace abstract eco-
nomic knowledge and related institutions that are typical among laypeople: local 
particularism and negative emotions. This critique of the true but distant utopia 
of expert knowledge demonstrates laypeople’s ability to use the metapragmatic 
register, which is indispensable to the Schützian well-informed citizen. Gener-
ally, we would consider the lay critique regarding inflation, the inaccessibility 
of mortgages with a decent interest rate, the performance of a central bank or 
lengthy land privatisation procedures to be a pragmatic critique of the economy 
stemming from the practical interests of the individual. We also tend to perceive 
the critique as subjective and rooted in personal experience and/or emotions. 
However, in the arguments during the matches, expert definitions of economic 
phenomena were juxtaposed with concrete institutions or events within the local 
setting to make their incompatibility apparent. Therefore, we propose that this is 
a metapragmatic critique – a critique of the institutions that do not produce the 
reality they are expected to produce.

The incorporation of moral values in economic reasoning challenges instrumental 
rationality

In addition to the heterotopic and emotional obstacles to laypeople accepting ex-
pert economic knowledge, we also found that social values and morality play a 
crucial role that deserves separate delineation. During this type of argumenta-
tion, the participants challenged expert knowledge not by referring to the dys-
functionality of the local economic order but instead by referring to the injustice 
in society. In their ethical reasoning, laypeople often sought to replace abstract 
conceptualisations of institutions merely fulfilling their role in the economic sys-
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tem with concrete agencies and actors. These were viewed as morally fallible, as 
seeking to maximise their agenda and power and as twisting the rules in their 
favour. 

In our data, we recorded several instances of value-driven judgements con-
demning pure, economically rational behaviour. We present some examples, or-
dered from the least evaluative to the more judgemental. 

Maria: For some, crisis; for some, stability. As Naimish says, if you see blood spilling 
in the streets, it’s time to make trade deals. For some, war is a fortune; for some, 
it’s not. And some arrange crises artificially to make money. Take oil, for example: 
nowadays, some earn a lot from it, while others lose their jobs. 
(Match 3)

Here, Maria is ostentatiously implicit in saying that making money during a cri-
sis or creating a crisis to make a profit from it is immoral, even if rationally justifi-
able. Her statement is factually correct but is different from how economics ex-
perts would describe the situation – not only regarding her implicit moralisation 
but also in relation to pointing out the interest groups manipulating the economy. 
In lay thinking, a crisis is always problematic, unnatural and easily attributable 
to someone’s misbehaviour. In the following excerpt, Jake explicitly condemns 
fabricating a crisis for profit’s sake.

[Group 5 was dominated by the expert-like argumentation of Pavlo, which makes the ensuing 
consensus around an ethical critique of economic crisis even more significant.]
Jake: ‘Crisis’ – ‘Unfair Institution’. Crisis can be unfair if it is fabricated. In that case, 
these cards can match. 
(Match 5)

In the next excerpt, Brian considers people stimulating inflation for their own 
profit to be parasites.

[The Inflation and Parasite cards were originally paired by Helena, but all the players jumped 
into the argument with their own versions as Helena shied away from explaining anything. 
The common solution was pragmatic: ‘inflation eats your money like a parasite’. Alongside 
this, Brian offered an alternative metapragmatic critique of the problem.]
Brian: Inflation can be made artificially if somewhere there sits some parasite that 
feeds at the expense of others. 
(Match 8)

Across these excerpts, there is a palpable sentiment regarding someone arrang-
ing an unfavourable situation to reap profit. These excerpts paint the economy 
as enjoying a natural and therefore just flow in ordinary times, and if a crisis 
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occurs, there might be non-natural and, therefore, suspicious reasons for it. In 
laypeople’s economic reasoning, it is unethical for someone to profit from the 
misfortune of others by purposely causing others to experience loss. When no 
harm is intentionally produced, no moral judgement is needed, as outlined in 
Pavlo’s explication:

Pavlo: ‘Inflation’ – ‘Complex Calculations’… When there’s inflation in the country, 
one may not only lose a fortune but also earn a fortune. If you get your bearings, 
if you are constantly engaged with it, [you can] make observations from certain 
preconditions where you can determine that there will be a collapse of the currency 
rate. And that money that you have – which you can withdraw without any danger 
to your life or business, so it won’t be lying in the bank – you can spend either on 
currency or on other material assets. 
(Match 5)

Pavlo described inflation as an opportunity to make a profit in the same vein 
as an economist would. This demonstrates that ordinary people can adopt the 
expert perspective and envision a crisis as an opportunity. It is worth noting that 
Pavlo takes an individual perspective, which on the one hand permits him to 
not consider the effect of the actors’ actions on the broader society, but on the 
other hand, shows that a situation of crisis is not the actor’s fault and is therefore 
exempt from moralisation. Other participants leaned towards a moralistic stance 
when considering speculative behaviour during crises, yet the excerpt above 
serves as proof that adopting a detached perspective is not inconceivable and 
that a layperson can make compromises regarding their moralistic stance if they 
are well-informed.

In summary, in the arguments in this study, the reasoning of homo economi-
cus was complemented by an ethical layer that can occasionally outweigh eco-
nomic rationality itself. Hence, the social dimension of lay economic theorising 
places judgement regarding the organisation of the economy on an additional 
moral scale, complementing the requirements for formally and factually correct 
statements. This is further evidence that lay economic reasoning is not only prag-
matic in its logic but that the metapragmatic register of the well-informed citizen 
is necessary for deciding when rationality should be put aside and yield to ethi-
cal considerations. 

Doxa may hinder laypeople from metapragmatic reasoning

Thus far, we have argued that well-informed laypeople, while thinking about 
economic matters, can embrace available expert knowledge or use the metaprag-
matic register to criticise such knowledge. At this point, it is necessary to admit 
that there is a barrier capable of blocking access to the non-pragmatic reflexive 



Articles

285

stance. When a particular item of knowledge on economic matters is common 
sense, it hinders laypeople from adopting alternative perspectives, including the 
expert perspective. Such knowledge acts as doxa. Empirically, it manifests in at-
tempts to close a debate whenever someone questions doxa, as in the following 
example: 

Valeriy: Yes, [‘Interest’ – ‘Stable Income’] suits me as well. We can’t judge everything 
based on our country, after all.
Arthur: Why is that?
Valeriy: Because this is the country we have – end of story. 
(Match 2)

The argument revolved around pairing the ‘Interest’ and ‘Stable Income’ cards. 
It was argued that, in Ukraine, interest does not represent a stable income, given 
the country’s economic instability. Notwithstanding, Valeriy decided to pair the 
cards because ‘we can’t judge everything based on our country’ – meaning that 
interest can be a stable income from a general perspective, and thus refusing to 
reason metapragmatically. When asked why Ukraine is not comparable to other 
countries, he replied with a typical doxic tautology, terminating the debate by 
asserting the ‘end of story’. The uniqueness of the institutional setting in Ukraine 
as a fundamentally flawed economic order was an unquestioned, shared tacit 
knowledge. Another example that captures the doxic belief in the radical alterity 
of the Ukrainian economic situation is as follows:

[The argument unravelled as the players paired the ‘Solidary Pension System’ and ‘Unfair 
Institution’ cards. Unfairness and, coincidentally, solidarity were too normatively charged 
for the players to reason from the perspective of an expert. Consequently, the argument devol-
ved into a denouncing of the local pension system from a moral point of view.]
Brian: In my understanding, this system we currently have can barely be considered 
solidary. With regard to pensioners and the benefits which they receive. Meaning, 
the thing you have on a card; it’s not what we have. This pension system is not the 
one you’re concerned with. It’s more (…) akin to what it ought to be, yeah.
Oleh: Well, you see, and I’m speaking from the position of this place where we play 
this game, the city and the state where we are living.
(Match 8)

A distrust of the institutional setting is so widespread and all-encompassing that 
it permeates and is integral to local lay economic theorising. Such an argument 
is an example of a leap in reasoning used to provide a single resolution to a set 
of complex problems without addressing the individual distinctions of each. The 
assumption of a broken system, which is universally shared by the research par-
ticipants, makes it possible to bypass evaluating any given institution and to con-
sider the institutions as malfunctioning from the start. 
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The second piece of doxic knowledge we identified in the debates refers to 
individual responsibility for one’s well-being. It is typically introduced as some-
thing obvious, such as ‘My mama always said …’ or ‘Not much to say here’. 

Alina: My mama always said, never count on those social benefits, welfare or a 
pension because someday they’ll simply get cancelled. Work, work with your own 
head, and then you will have money. 
(Match 1)

Mario: ‘Result of One’s Own Mistakes’ – ‘Bankruptcy’. Not much to say here. We all 
understand that bankruptcy is the result of one’s own actions. Guess I take these. 
(Match 8)

The emphasis on individual responsibility is possibly related to a lack of trust in 
the country’s institutional setting. As Alina argued, all social benefits may sud-
denly be cancelled. Alternatively, she emphasises the importance of being hard-
working and smart, which also highlights her middle-class background; how-
ever, for the blue-collar worker, the corresponding doxic attitude would probably 
be working hard ‘with her own hands’. For Mario, it is the individual’s respon-
sibility to be aware of the risks associated with entrepreneurship. It is common-
sensical that no one is to blame for economic suicide other than the entrepreneur 
when he or she is conscious that the state or market institutions do not provide 
any sort of safety net. At the same time, the acceptance of individual responsi-
bility is most probably a natural stance for any individual who is conscious of 
their actions. Although economic programmes infamously differ in the role at-
tributed to the individual responsibility of the actor, it has its place even in the 
most state-centric economies; for example, the Soviet Union determined that the 
responsible individual must work (Congress of Soviets of the Soviet Union, 1936, 
art. 12). We want to emphasise that in our understanding, doxic knowledge can 
be a false consciousness-style manifestation of class relations and can also stem 
from the specific position of the economic actor as a human (Akerlof & Shiller, 
2009), which differs from Bourdieu’s conceptualisation. In both examples, there 
were no objections from the other players, which further confirms the statements’ 
common-sensual nature.

How does such doxic knowledge hinder laypeople from taking a metaprag-
matic stance? According to Boltanski (2011, pp. 67–72), people use the metaprag-
matic register to indicate doubt and a distance between what is happening and 
what is supposed to happen. They ask, ‘Is this really that?’ In our case, for ex-
ample, the question is what makes the Ukrainian economy so unique that basic 
economic notions do not hold there. Doxa does not allow such questions because 
‘this is the country we have – end of story’. It demands that certain knowledge is 
taken for granted. 

Evidently, the two elements described earlier – a belief in the uniqueness of 
the institutional setting in Ukraine and the norm of individual responsibility – 
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represent doxic attitudes among laypeople towards the economy. This confirms 
the sociological claim that the portrayal of economic actors as driven only by 
profit-seeking rationality is imprecise and that the social influences of situated 
reasoning must be accounted for alongside economic rationality. The lay actor 
is situated at a crossroads of influences of various types, including rational and 
moral concerns regarding action, the declared and performed reality of economic 
actors, the suppression or welcoming of emotional reactions and reflexive taken-
for-granted knowledge, all of which are constitutional to the judgement of lay-
people. 

Conclusion and discussion

To transcend the widely accepted distinction between expert and lay economics 
and thus capture the complexity of lay thinking about economics, we have em-
ployed two concepts: the well-informed citizen, pioneered by Alfred Schütz; and 
the metapragmatic register, advanced by Luc Boltanski. With their concepts, we 
describe how ordinary people, across their economic reasoning, are capable of 
using expert abstract, rational knowledge when it is available to them but do not 
always embrace such knowledge. 

Unlike behavioural economics, we were not concerned with determining 
what hinders people from making rational judgements. This is a naive question 
for sociologists because we do not expect ordinary people to think about their 
everyday affairs in mathematical equations (Frerichs, 2011). Sociologists view 
ordinary people as conscious social actors in the economic field who consume 
rather than produce expertise. Therefore, in our study, the research question con-
cerns how ordinary people deal with theoretical knowledge, alongside experi-
ential, affective and normative knowledge, to cope with non-trivial issues. Thus, 
our research confirms once again that evaluating lay economic reasoning only 
on the cognitive rationality vs. irrationality scale – the instrumental rationality 
of homo economicus (Urbina & Ruiz-Villaverde, 2019) – does not do justice to its 
complexity.

It would be equally imprecise to present the reasoning of laypeople as inhe-
rently narrative and emotional in its character or as being based predominantly 
on social values, which is how it is typically portrayed in the research on lay 
economic knowledge (Haferkamp et al., 2009; Lillquist et al., 2020; Shiller, 2017; 
Swedberg, 2018; Vila-Henninger, 2017). This is a seemingly plausible angle to 
espouse when one attempts to make lay knowledge seem different from scientific 
reasoning. However, abstract expert-like reasoning was commonplace among the 
participants (Po Sang, 2020). Occasionally, laypeople used remarkably nuanced 
expert terminology in their statements and were able to adopt a detached ex-
pert perspective on economic issues. Even when expert-like reasoning was not 
adopted, participants usually signalled that they were aware of the expert per-
spective but did not consider it an adequate description of the economic reality.
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According to Schütz, a well-informed citizen can make a qualified deci-
sion about who is a competent expert. In the arguments around card pairing, 
we observed this capacity in several manifestations. First, in recognising expert 
knowledge as generally superior to lay knowledge, when an expert definition of 
an institution or a phenomenon was available, participants tended to endorse it 
over lay opinions; for example, the distinction between a social benefit, income 
and profit, the role of central banks and the opportunity structure in crises. Se-
cond, the participants were able to specify the conditions of the applicability of 
expert knowledge. Because publicly and freely available expertise is often only 
general and incongruent with specific situations experienced by people, its adap-
tation to the local context is necessary. Therefore, our research participants deli-
berated the plausibility of abstract expert knowledge vis-à-vis their everyday life 
experience and referred to – in particular – the socio-economic and institutional 
context of Ukraine. Third, broad refusals to embrace expertise were recurrently 
justified emotionally, which led to its replacement with a lay explanation (e.g., 
privatisation and inflation). Although it could be considered an irrationality akin 
to conspiratorial thinking (Leiser et al., 2017; Leiser & Shemesh, 2018), we argue 
that such a consideration would ignore the real institutional dysfunction causing 
affective reaction on the part of citizens. In this regard, consider the study by 
Peterson and Harvey (2015) for an analysis of the subjective effects of large-scale 
institutional failure. A frustrating experience with a particular institution may 
lead to the rejection of its expert definition, and the empty symbolic space is then 
filled with ad hoc, situationally adequate lay reasoning.

Although our research participants often pragmatically criticised the eco-
nomic situation in Ukraine, we also encountered instances of the use of the me-
tapragmatic register. For Boltanski, the key feature of metapragmatic critique is 
reflexivity, which raises the question of whether that particular institution work 
as expected – and if not, why. In the arguments regarding crisis, inflation and the 
opportunities inflation offers, some participants reflected on social values (e.g., 
not doing harm) that should be respected, even if adhering to that value transla-
ted to less or no profit. However, this does not imply a loss of personal responsi-
bility for one’s own welfare; the participants predominantly agreed that no one 
ever ceases being economically responsible for themselves, even when a crisis 
hits hard. The use of the metapragmatic register thus occurred when participants 
considered the institutional (i.e., expert and rational) definition of the situation, 
which did not match their lived experience, values or relevant doxic knowledge. 
The resulting critique was not partisan or one-sided but that of a well-informed 
citizen. Hájek (2018) discusses how economic bloggers play a similar role.

The interpretive ambitions of our paper must be moderated by acknowled-
ging the limitations of our research. Our findings are based on generalised 
discourse patterns from the gameplay debates of a relatively small sample of 
participants. Furthermore, the research was conducted in Ukraine, which had 
previously experienced significant economic crises and was characterised by a 



Articles

289

pronounced distrust of economic institutions at the time. Indeed, in a stable soci-
ety, lay economic knowledge overlaps in many ways with institutionalised expert 
knowledge and is generally accepted as economic doxa (Leiser et al., 2016). Thus, 
deviations from lay economic knowledge may appear to be a form of lay irratio-
nality. The weak institutions of Ukraine (TI, 2021; DSPMF, 2022) constitute a con-
trasting setting to Western countries with a stable economy, making Ukrainians’ 
critiques substantially more plausible than mere suspicion of their own country’s 
institutions, which can be found anywhere. The Ukrainian context is valuable 
precisely because of the inadequacy of its description in terms of economic doxa, 
which enables other types of reasoning about the economy to take the spotlight 
alongside the nevertheless relevant expert knowledge. The metapragmatic stan-
ce, which is neglected in times of institutional stability in favour of pragmatic 
reasoning, is adopted much more often in times of crisis in order for the actors to 
identify the situation they are in and describe why it is flawed, who is responsible 
and how things should be done right.
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