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The Story of Robert and Susan Davis( And Why They're so Damn Homest!)

Abstract

A fascinating real-world example of microeconomic theory can be used to analyze the above "Cleaver"
family. The thought process behind a certain decision made by Robert and Susan represent game theory
and dominant strategies. In a scandal that shook suburbia, Robert and Susan Davis each had extramarital
affairs that could have led to the devastating end of a picture-perfect marriage. Decisions made by each
are analyzed and predicted below using the game theory model. The adulterers each planned strategies
regarding their secret love-affairs to bring about the "best" outcome for themselves. Although Robert and
Susan may not have realized why they made the decisions they did, game theory can help explain how
each arrived at his/her final decision.
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The Story of Robert and Susan Davis

(And Why They're so Damn Honest!)
by Paul D. Halley

| magi ne that Robert and Susan Davi s, ages 38 and 42, have
been married for twenty years. The two dated in coll ege, nmarried
after Susan's graduati on and now have two ki ds, a six-figure
i ncomre and live in Chicago's northwest suburbs. Al is well for
t he Davises until the truth cones out about Robert, Susan, Pierre
and Ananda.

A fascinating real -world exanpl e of mcroeconomc theory can
be used to anal yze the above "O eaver"” famly. The thought
process behind a certain decision nade by Robert and Susan
represent gane theory and domnant strategies. In a scandal that
shook suburbi a, Robert and Susan Davis each had extramarital
affairs that could have led to the devastating end of a
pi cture-perfect marri age. Decisions nmade by each are anal yzed and
predi ct ed bel ow using the gane theory nodel. The adulterers each
pl anned strategies regarding their secret |ove-affairs to bring
about the "best" outcone for thensel ves. A though Robert and
Susan may not have realized why they nade the decisions they did,
gane theory can hel p explain how each arrived at his/her final
decision. To start, it is necessary to understand t he backgrounds
and val ues of the Davi ses.

For several nonths, Robert has felt that he was negl ect ed
by his wi fe. A though he harbors no feelings of resentnent toward
her, Robert has acconpani ed Amanda, hi s assistant, to nany
“"No-tell" notels. Rddled with guilt, Robert is contenplating
telling his wife of his affair. A though fearing his wfe's
reacti on, Robert has much to gain by clearing his consci ence. He
does not wish to jeopardize their relationship. But, if Robert
doesn't tell his wife, he nust live with the guilt of his
actions, thus leaving his relationship with his wife to suffer
fromhis inability to comuni cate.

Susan has also fallen prey to the sane desires as Robert,
attaching herself to Pierre, a French chef. She too | oves her
spouse, and wants to keep her narriage alive. For ease in
story-telling, assune Susan faces the sanme agoni zi ng deci si on
Robert does, and renenber, neither Robert nor Susan knows of the
other's secret.

Bef ore anal yzi ng t he deci si ons nade by Robert and Susan, it
Is extrenely inportant that we recogni ze the Davis' val ues. They
formthe basis for assunptions needed to anal yze their decisions
and the fact that neither of the two know of the other's affair.
Agai n, assune that Robert and Susan have identical val ues and
pl ace great inportance upon honesty and comruni cati on. A though
realizing the possibility of separation, each is contenplating
telling the other of their affair, for nore than anything el se,
eaﬁh wants to cl ear his/her conscience and be honest to the
ot her.

It is unrealistic to expect "happiness” in a narriage to be
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measur abl e, but to anal yze the deci si ons nade by Robert and Susan
requi res sonme sort of happiness scale. Arbitrarily, | have
chosen a scale of 1 to 10 with 1 being | east happr and 10 bei ng
most happy. As you can see, if both decide to tell their other
unsusBectlng hal f, each wll receive a happi ness benefit of 9.
Each benefits fromthe receiving of the other's honesty, the
speaking of their own truth and the increased communi cati on

bet ween the two. Each recei ves high benefits as the two can now
happi |y begin the rest of their lives together. If each renains
silent, the marriage wi |l sonehow reflect the | ack of

communi cati on between the two and the pressure each feels to
speak their guilty conscience, therefore, each receives a | ow
benefit of 3.

QG her cells reflect those benefits recei ved when one spouse
tells the other without reciprocation. The proclai ned adul terer
Is left feeling ashaned and solely responsible for the disruption
between the two. If Robert tells Susan about Amanda (or Susan
about Pierre), Susan wll be angered, resulting in alower
rating, but she also benefits fromRobert's telling of the truth
and her own | essening of her guilty conscience, as Robert's
unf ai t hf ul ness has sonewhat abdi cated her actions. By not
reci procating Robert's truth, Susan | eaves Robert feeling |ike a
home- w ecker with an extrenely lowrating, yet she is sonmewhat
synpat heti c towards Robert (as she slept around al so), not
totally abolishing Robert for his actions. Therefore Aranda
receives benefits of 6, because she can now sonewhat justify her
actions, letting her conscience "breathe alittle easier", yet
not as nmuch as if she confessed to Robert, resulting in a 9.
Robert then receives a happiness rating of 4. He recei ves higher
benefits than the 3 for not confessing, because he does clear his
consci ence by bei ng honest, yet he does not receive as nuch as if
the two both confessed and received 9' s because he believes that
he is the only adulterer of the two. Susan, who we still assune
to have the sane val ues and behave in the sanme way as Robert,
recei ves the sane benefits as Robert did above and vice versa if
she tells of her affair with Pierre.

Theref ore, both Robert and Susan have dom nant strategies
because each can optim ze benefits by telling the other,
regardl ess of what the other does. Anal yzing Robert's deci sion,

I f Susan confesses, Robert receives a 9 for confessing or an 8
for not confessing. If Susan doesn't confess, he receives 5 for
confessing or 3 for not confessing. Therefore, Robert should

conf ess under any circunstances, assumng he i s a happi ness
maxi m zer by choosing options w th higher benefits than
alternative options. The sane process determ nes Susan's dom nant
strategy, as she receives benefits of 9 for confessing or 8 for
not con eSS|n? I f Robert tells the truth, and 5 for confessing or
3 for not contfessing if Robert remains silent. Therefore Susan
shoul d al so confess no natter what Robert does, provided she al so
maxi m zes her happi ness benefits.

Thi s gane theory nodel cannot be considered a prisoners'

di l emma, for Robert and Susan, acting in their own self-interests
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by telling the other or his/her extranarital affair, do not
expect to gain nore benefits than the other by telling the truth.
There is no contest between the two to feel happier than the
other, as both are assuned to value their egalitarian narri age.
Therefore, the only incentive to tell the other is in clearing
one' s own consci ence and bei ng honest with the other. The Davis’
narrla%e is a partnership and neither wants to inflict pain or

| oner happi ness benefits upon the other. If each feels that being
honest is nore inportant than keeping silent, which each does,
the results of confessing will be greater than if each kept their
feelings and pasts bottled up without telling a soul.

The dom nant strategy equilibrium which is also a Nash
equilibrium 1is for both Robert and Susan to tell each other the
truth and clear their consciences. The confess-confess strategy
I's a Nash equilibriumbecause Rob shoul d confess whet her Susan
confesses or doesn't confess, and simlarly, Susan should confess
whet her Robert confesses or doesn't confess. Therefore, the
strategy in the upper-left cell represents a Nash equilibrium and
the outcone | would expect to occur.

di agram
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