
Reading club on Win Win Win 
Practical Suggestions 

By Daniel Bernardus 

 

Throug this reading club you can help people reflect about how they see economics in general, and 
their professional lives more specifically. Is it really all about money and self-interest? 

(For a powerpoint with an editable flyer, click here) 

 

My suggestion is to have four sessions in this reading club. 

Session 1 
The first session does not require introductory reading, but can be used to discuss the business case 
that can be found in chapter 18 of “Win Win Win”. The participants read the case, and come up with 
their answer to the questions at the end, either individually or in groups. If the number of 
participants allows, working in small groups is preferable.  

The business case contains many of the themes that come back throughout the book. For the person 
preparing the session you can find an excerpt from the “Love and Economics” book below, which 
points out some key ideas about the case.  

Excerpt from: Love and Economics 

Using the Business Case 

The business case in chapter 18 is not only centrally located in the book, it also has a central 
role in the novel. It is the true story of a failed takeover bid of a large company, but the 
names of companies and persons have been changed to respect their privacy. In the 
described failing takeover bid, relationships between people and institutions take on a 
central role.  

A simple way to use this business case is to ask the students to read the case and answer the 
questions at the end by themselves, in teams. The students can then be asked to present 
their findings to the class. The duration of this exercise is flexible, depending on the available 
time and the level of the students. 

The teacher may choose to leave the way to approach the case open or to give some more 
focused indications, depending on the learning goals. For instance, some students may be 
inclined to take a very institution-based approach to the case, and then it may be helpful to 
ask them also to pay attention to the relationships between the individual persons in the 
case.  

Possible focus points include: 

https://www.canyonsandstars.org/documents/reading%20club%20flyers.pptx


• Relationships between institutions 
• Relationships between persons 

o What ‘love types’ do we observe and why? 
o What development of trust do we see in the case and why? 

• Virtues and vices 
o For example, the importance of a listening attitude for long-term 

relationships 
• The role of money in relationships 

The business case can provide a valuable starting point for discussions about these and 
related topics. 

 

  



Session 2  
For the second session, the participants are asked to read chapters 1-9 of “Win Win Win”. These are 
chapters in which the main characters Miriam and Claudio are introduced, and some of their key 
relationships. The main characters have a double symbolism: they represent a type of love, but also 
a view of what it means to be human. Miriam represents “eros” or “need love” and a modern view 
of the human being, Claudio represents “philia” or “friendship love” and a classical view of the 
human being, and Patience (who is introduced a bit later) represents “agape” or “gift love” and a 
Christian view of the human being. In this first session of the reading club these symbolisms can be 
explored. 

During the session, I suggest starting with an open exchange about the impression the characters 
made on the participants. From there, try to make connections to the concepts above. The text from 
“Economics and Love” below can provide some inspiration. For a deeper understanding of the 
modern, classical and Christian view of the human being that inspired the main characters, I would 
like to refer you to “Freedom in Quarantine”. 

Excerpt from: Love and Economics 

Miriam, Claudio and Patience are multifaceted characters that have received inspiration 
from several angles. The inspiration that is most important for this booklet is that of the 
different love types in Lans’ economic thought. Before I go into that, though, I would briefly 
like to mention that they have also been inspired by different philosophical views of the 
human being, which I have elaborated upon in the booklet “Freedom in Quarantine”.1 From 
that angle, Miriam received inspiration from modern thought, Claudio from Classical Greek 
thought, and Patience from Christian thought. But for now we’ll focus on the economic 
angle. 

As we have seen before, Lans Bovenberg uses the Eros, Philia, and Agape love types to 
exemplify economic behaviors. In the story, these behaviors are represented by Miriam, 
Claudio, and Patience, respectively. Three other secondary characters exemplify the same 
love types: Miriam’s mother, her brother Tim, and Miriam’s father, respectively. Together, 
these characters allow for a nuanced and in-depth reflection on the love types.  

The characters are neither static nor independent in the story. Rather, through conflict and 
interaction, they develop and mutually enrich each other. This reflects a passage from an 
“out of balance” to a “more balanced” situation. Though not in any obvious way.  

 

  

 
1 Daniel Bernardus, Leonardo Polo. 2020. Freedom in Quarantine. Leonardo Polo 
Institute of Philosophy Press. ( https://www.danielbernardus.com/fiq-book-links)  

https://www.danielbernardus.com/fiq-book-links


Session 3 
For the third session participants are asked to read chapters 10-17. These chapters contain an 
explanation of the economical theory. There are many things to discuss here. You could either start 
with an open approach, “what struck you?” / “what did you find most interesting?”, go through the 
chapters in a more structured way, or combine these two approaches. For more insights on what can 
be helpful see the longer excerpt from “Economics and Love” below titled “using the economics 
chapters”.  

Please note that, as the length of the excerpt below denotes, there is too much material to be 
discussed exhaustively in one sitting. Still, the overview below may be helpful to select what you or 
the participants find most interesting or worthwhile to focus on.  

Excerpt from “Economics and Love” 

Using the Economics Chapters 

The “Win Win Win” novel contains several chapters that explain and illustrate specific 
economic concepts and theories. These are chapters 11 through 16. We will go through 
these chapters in turn.  

Chapters 11 and 12 
Chapter 11 introduces the central economic ideas of the book. Narratively, it contains a 
flashback in which the narrative point of view changes from main character Miriam to her 
fellow student Claudio. In this chapter, Claudio tells the story of how he attended a lecture 
by economist Dr. Loffels and unsuccessfully attempted to ridicule him. At the end of the 
chapter, he is invited to Dr. Loffels’ office, who explains more about his theories and ends up 
inviting him to the business case competition the book is about. 

Chapter 12 illustrates key concepts in chapter 11 through three scenes:  

1. Miriam meets a father and his two daughters, who try to sell her candy;  
2. Claudio tries unsuccessfully to buy breakfast at a gas station; and  
3. Patience decides to be honest and pay the full amount when filling up the 

gasoline tank in her car, when she could have easily not done so because of a 
malfunction in the antiquated tank system. 

One way to use these chapters is to ask students to read chapter 11, and make notes on the 
key ideas in that chapter. These key ideas include: 

General ideas 
• Economics is about relationships, and relationships importantly contribute 

to our happiness. 
• Reciprocity in economics is not as exclusively self-interested as Homo 

economicus would have us believe; rather, it is complex and multi-
dimensional. 

• Some forms of reciprocity are unconditional, but those who are not 
unconditional are not necessarily selfish. 



History of economic thought: Adam Smith versus the Neapolitan School 
(Genovesi) 

• Smith and the Neapolitans agree that economic activity accompanies civil 
life and that trade is a civilizing factor, a place where virtues can be fully 
expressed.  

• Smith thinks that “Society may subsist among different men, as among 
different merchants, from a sense of its utility, without any mutual love or 
afffection.” 

• Genovesi disagrees and says that the human person has a certain 
special type of sociality, namely reciprocity, which sets human beings 
apart from animals. Therefore he thinks market relations are relations of 
mutual assistance, and so they’re neither impersonal, nor anonymous. 

• For Genovesi, the private and public domains are not so strictly 
separated, and they share in the logic of reciprocity.  

• Genovesi would say you can become friends with your colleagues or 
clients. 

 
Further core ideas 

• Bruni simulates society with different game theory strategies inspired by 
different reciprocity styles. 

• Homo economicus was originally meant as a model to get as many win-
win arrangements as possible in society, even if people seek their self-
interest.  

• Self-interest is not the same as greed. 
• People can collaborate for different reasons and through different 

mechanisms: hierarchy, free exchangeability (competition), and voluntary 
commitment. 

• These mechanisms can correct ‘lack of balance’, lack of win-win 
collaboration, in society. 
 

Once key ideas have been identified, the students can read chapter 12 and see how these 
concepts come back in each of the three scenes in that chapter. They could answer the 
following questions: 

1. Who behaves like Homo economicus in these scenes, and who doesn’t? 
2. Which other reciprocity styles can you identify? Which is leading in every scene? 

(Options are: Non-collaboration & cautious reciprocity or Homo economicus, 
brave reciprocity or friendship, generous reciprocity or gift). 

3. The employees of the gas station that don’t give Claudio his pizza can be said to 
be self-interested, but are they also greedy? Why or why not? 

4. What do you think best describes the motivation of the man at the gas station in 
the third scene: hierarchy, free exchangeability, or voluntary commitment? Why? 

You can use any form of answering these questions you prefer. One option is to first have 
the students discuss it in group, and then have them provide their feedback to the whole 
class. 



Chapters 13 and 14 
Chapter 13 discusses the core ideas of Luigino Bruni’s book “The Wound and the Blessing”. 
These are introduced through a conversation between Miriam, Claudio and Patience in the 
car in the first part of the chapter.  

 

Some core ideas in the conversation include: 

• The difference between ‘we-based’ and ‘I-based’ thinking 
• Different mediators in relationships between people historically: God, the market, 

and the state. 
• A personal meeting has two sides: it can be a blessing, but can also result in a 

wound. 
• Modern thinkers like Machiavelli and Hobbes have wanted to avoid the wound 

without seeing the blessing. 
• According to Bruni, in western society the market is affecting more and more 

spheres of life. Economic cooperation, however,  should also include 
gratuitousness, free gift, and not only contracts, to bring back the human 
dimension.  

• The idea of something being “just business” and therefore neither personal nor 
ethical is not possible.  

• The ‘trust game’ makes clear that personal relationships influence interactions 
between people. 

• Studies on self-reported happiness show that money makes you happy up to a 
point; beyond that, it may even make you less happy, because it takes time away 
from relationships and things you like doing.  

• Bruni proposes the principle: ‘let not the contract do what friendship can do; let 
not friendship do what love can do.’ 

The second part of chapter 13 and the whole of chapter 14 are about the motivations of the 
three main characters. Why are they going to the competition?. A possible question to 
discuss about this chapter is: 

• Miriam blames Claudio for being irrational, and Claudio replies: “If you call that 
being rational, it’s not my type of rationality”. What two types of rationality conflict 
here? 

o The answer is: I-rationality or self-interest, and we-rationality. 

Chapters 15 and 16 
Chapter 15 contains another flashback in which Claudio explains a meeting Miriam and he 
had with Loffels to prepare for the contest. They talk about “Give and Take” by Adam Grant, 
and Loffels introduces more of Lans Bovenberg’s game theory approach to economics. 
Chapter 16 has a further conversation between Miriam, Claudio and Patience in the car, 
during which they think of examples illustrating Grant’s points, and discuss Bowles’ “The 
Moral Economy”.  

Students can be asked to get the main points from the chapters. These include: 

Lans Bovenberg’s approach to love, game theory, and economics 
• The Prisoner’s Dilemma can stand for eros or need-love 



• The Invisible Hand game can stand for agape or gift-love 
• The Stag Hunt game can stand for philia or friendship-love 
• Trust leads to a positive reciprocity cycle 
• Mistrust leads to a negative reciprocity cycle, which can be broken if someone is 

willing to engage for a while in unreciprocated collaboration.  
• The mechanisms of hierarchy, free exchangeability (competition), and voluntary 

commitment can be used if collaboration fails, as illustrated by the prisoner’s 
dilemma.  

Adam Grant, “Give and Take” 
• Grant introduces the reciprocity styles: ‘givers’, ‘takers’, and ‘matchers’ 
• He finds that givers are both least and most successful. The least successful are 

‘selfless’ givers, who don’t consider their own interests at all, while the most 
successful are ‘otherish’ givers who are able to give without losing sight of their 
own needs. Still, otherish givers are not matchers because they do not look for a 
balance between giving and taking all the time.  

• Giving may turn into a giver culture, where giving becomes a group norm. 
• The concept of success changes from a giver’s perspective: “Givers advance the 

world; takers advance themselves and hold the world back.” 

Claudio’s philosophical reflections 
• Claudio reflects on Aristotle’s notion of friendship: based on utility, pleasure, or on 

seeking the good, ‘Eudaimonia’ together.  
• Philosophers like to distinguish without separating 

Bowles, “The Moral Economy” 
• Governments shouldn’t think of their citizens as ‘Homo economicus’. The 

model of the ‘Homo economicus’ can be self-fulfilling by ‘crowding out’ 
social preferences. 

• Through institutions like the rule of law, governments can contribute to 
‘crowding in’ of social preferences.  

 

After reading these chapters, possible questions to discuss with students include: 

1. In Chapter 16, Miriam and Claudio give examples of big givers, big takers, and 
otherish givers. Can you think of other examples? 

2. Patience says: Slave trade “still exists when money is more important than 
people”. Do you agree with that statement? Why or why not? 

3. Can you think of examples where social preferences play a role in your daily life? 
What would contribute to ‘crowding them in’ or ‘crowding them out’?  

 

 

  



Session 4  
The fourth session requires most reading, chapters 18-36. This contains the development of the 
story, and shows how the main characters deal with the business case and how the relationships 
between them develops. A main point for discussion here is to see what the dynamics in the story 
and the ending tell us about the theme of the book. I think this session is particularly suited for an 
open discussion about take-homes as well. I would recommend reading the excerpt “Hand, Head, 
Heart, and More Than That” from “Economics and Love” in preparation for this session. 

Excerpt from “Economics and Love” 

 Chapter 5. Hand, Head, Heart, and More Than That 

We have seen that different love types can be used to describe various economic behaviors 
or ‘reciprocity strategies’. One could ask whether the reverse also holds: do these economic 
behaviors tell us anything about love? I would briefly like to share some of my thoughts on 
this question with you, because these may come in useful for your class discussions. 

Through working with Lans for several years, it has dawned on me that his approach to 
economics could be described as an “analogous” or “symbolical” reading of the economics 
literature. I have seen in Lans’ lectures that this approach has great strength and intuitive 
appeal. Like any approach, it also has its limitations. I think it is a wise thing to fully exploit 
the strengths, and be aware of these limitations.  

The great strength and intuitive appeal of Lans’ approach lies in that the three two-player 
games (and for that matter Bruni’s four strategies) start to take on a meaning that goes way 
beyond what these games or strategies actually say. That is exciting. The behaviors capture 
essential elements of a very profound human capacity like love. The analogy and symbology 
opens new perspectives for us: love can start to be a part of what seemed to be, at least in 
theory, a very love-less field of human endeavor: economics and professional life in general.  

 

Beyond the limitations 
According to the Cambridge Dictionary, an analogy is “a comparison between things that 
have similar features, often used to help explain a principle or idea”, while a symbol is “a 
sign, shape, or object that is used to represent something else”. In this line, we can say that 
the economic behaviors represented by different collaboration strategies have similar 
features to behaviors exhibited by people who have various love types.  

It seems to me that a core asset of Lans’ thought is to make very clear that relationships are 
morally laden. The choice to collaborate with others or to refrain from doing so is not 
morally indifferent. Needless to say, an anonymous market transaction has a very different 
moral charge than a long-term in-person collaborative effort. But still, both do have moral 
connotations.  

Lans emphasizes that economists work in a goal-directed way. While that is true, it is also 
true that because of their empirical methodology, they do generally not theorize much 



about the goals themselves, even though there are some exceptions. Through my reading of 
the economics literature, it has become clear to me that the discipline of economics tends to 
exclude some features that are important to the understanding of love. For example, 
economics does not often theorize about human intentions, because they are not 
measurable, and therefore subjective. If we would, for example, compare economics to 
classical thought, we would see that whereas Aristotle distinguishes three types of 
friendship, based on the intention with which these are undertaken (for pleasure, for utility 
or for reaching the good life), economists would not care to distinguish these types as long 
as they do not lead to measurably different behaviors. This observation is not meant to 
belittle the discipline of economics in any way, only to make clear what it does and does not 
contribute to the understanding of love. 

The importance of intentions for ethics is illustrated by the classical example of a doctor and 
a murderer that stick a knife in someone’s chest. If we say that the material action they 
perform and the outcome were exactly the same, then still the murderer’s action would be 
morally reprehensible, whereas the doctor’s action is not. If the doctor performed his 
operation according to his best knowledge and ability, he would not be charged with murder 
even though the patient died. The intention here is the key to evaluating the morality of the 
action. 

In a similar vein, and in line with the concept of the “person” described in “Freedom in 
Quarantine”, the same behavior may carry different depths of analogous and symbolical 
meaning. If I give a ring to someone, it makes a difference regarding the symbolical meaning 
of that action whether I am a jeweler giving the ring to someone as a promotional stunt, or 
whether I am giving the ring to another person who has just accepted my marriage proposal. 
The economical transaction may be the same, the symbolical meaning is very different: in 
the first case I am trying to establish a good customer relationship; in the second case two 
persons are mutually giving themselves to each other. 

One important application of these thoughts is to the question of warmth in professional 
life. If we see Homo economicus as a model of our professional lives, we may observe that 
the cold and calculating mentality leaves little room for heartfelt interpersonal warmth. 
While the “stag hunt” and “invisible hand” models tell us nothing about the warmth with 
which we treat our colleagues, it is clear that the type of behavior they refer to is much 
more compatible with warm interpersonal interaction. 

All in all, I would say that the power of Lans’ economic thought is not in its exhaustive 
nature, but rather as much in what it says as in its capacity to point towards what lies 
beyond it. And it is just this pointing towards the ‘more’ in the human being that is an 
important part of the fundamental paradigm shift away from Homo economicus exclusivity 
in economics teaching. I think we can do our students a great favor by opening this vast 
panorama to them: love has a place in every aspect of our existence. Without losing sight of 
the dynamics proper to economics and the professional life, love has a place even there.  
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