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Synopsis

O ur country faces a multitude of problems and challenges. Included are 
rising college costs, widening income inequality, immigration, global 

warming, inadequate health care, and numerous others. There is certainly 
no lack of discussion and debate about these issues.

While solutions are often offered, the remedies are usually little more 
than generalities. The solutions are typically phrased as “we need to do 
more to—fill the blank.” Little attention is given to how the recommended 
solution will work, if it will work, how it will be funded, and if there is any 
solid research backing its claims. It’s little wonder our big national problems 
never seem to be solved.

“Real Solutions” is different. It offers specific, research-backed, ful-
ly funded recommendations for finally addressing our biggest challenges. 
The real solutions are not sugar-coated and they involve sacrifices. But they 
show our problems can be addressed—if we want to address them.

Michael Walden is uniquely suited to provide these real solutions. As an 
academic for over forty years, he knows the research behind the problems 
and how to address them. But as an academic who has worked with elected 
officials, business owners, workers, and everyday people, he knows how to 
translate academic findings into understandable plans. 

With “Real Solutions,” there’s finally a public policy book with both a 
firm foundation and logical and workable ideas for ending our debates and 
solving our most pressing problems.
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Page Excerpts

Introduction 

P eople want solutions to the problems they observe and expe-
rience, but the solutions offered are often too complex or too 

impractical. Half-hearted solutions make the provider of the solution 
feel accomplished even though nothing changes. Simplistic platitudes 
sound good but do not offer policy content.

This situation is unfortunate because the list of issues and prob-
lems that we face today is daunting. Look at education; recent achieve-
ment in K-12 schools has been flat.1 Even though college enrollments 
have reached record levels in the 21st century, one-third of college 
students require remedial training prior to taking college courses.2 
College tuitions have been soaring, which should motivate students 
to graduate on time.3 Instead, only slightly more than half finish in six 
years, and many of the rest don’t finish at all.4

Two necessities of life—health-care and housing—are becoming 
out-of-reach for more and more people. Rather than stemming ris-
ing health-care costs and making care more affordable, the Affordable 
Care Act (a.k.a. “Obamacare”) seems to have worsened the situation. 
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Medical bills may as well be written in Greek, and no one seems to know 
how costs are determined. At the same time, cities are expanding with 
trendy apartments and luxury condos, but average working people can’t 
afford these units, so they have to endure long commutes from outlying 
areas where their paycheck can be stretched further.

And speaking of paychecks and jobs, it seems like there are only two 
types: high-paying and low-paying, with little in-between. The great 
middle-class, which once dominated our country, is now a shadow of its 
former self. One reason that kids go to college today, even if they have 
no interest, is they think there are only two options in life—getting a 
college degree or being poor! Even if you have a college degree, doesn’t 
it seem like you need to know someone to get ahead? Isn’t the job mar-
ket rigged in favor of those with connections and against those (often 
women and minorities) without?

Creating more frustration is our tax system. Most people know they 
have to pay taxes, and they want to support schools, roads, police and 
firefighters, and the military. But did the same people who created med-
ical bills also write the tax laws? For most of us, if something can’t be 
understood, it can’t be trusted. Has the tax code been complicated to 
hide the favoritism it gives to those supporting political campaigns or 
paying for top accountants?

If we have it bad, what about our kids and grandkids? Unless poli-
ticians get their act together quickly, won’t the national debt bankrupt 
future families? Will tomorrow’s generations still be able to benefit from 
programs such as Social Security and Medicare? What will the environ-
ment look like? Will future generations be living with oppressive sum-
mers, rising sea levels, droughts, and floods caused by global warming? 
Maybe this is why the average household saves very little. Shouldn’t we 
all just party today because it’s all downhill from here? Perhaps this is 
why the average household saves very little money.

These paragraphs haven’t been very heartening, but they describe 
how many, maybe most, people feel. Perhaps it’s why teenagers today are 
more depressed than ever.5

Is there anything we can do? Are there real solutions to these real-life 
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problems? Fortunately, the answer to both questions is a definite yes. Yes, 
there are things we can do, and yes, there are solutions! In fact, there are 
actually commonsensical solutions. It’s why I wrote this book.

In the chapters ahead, I’ll take on your fears, frustrations, and wor-
ries about the economic situation now and in the future. With each 
problem, I’ll try to explain what’s happening, why it’s happening, and 
whether it will continue. In some cases, I argue that the situation is not 
as grave as many think, but in other cases I argue that the situation 
may be worse. I’ll also discuss some of the simple but incorrect solu-
tions offered for each issue, which I term “fake solutions.” Then I’ll give 
practical, “real solutions” that will address—and in many cases, solve—
the problem. Other, similar books often address these problems but fail 
to identify specific solutions. They end with generalities, which leave 
the reader feeling helpless and wanting more. In this book, I’ll give you 
more. My explanations and recommendations will always be clear and 
straightforward, without any of the unclear, ivory-tower mumbo-jumbo 
that plagues similar books.

Now, a little about me. I am a professional economist who has taught 
at North Carolina State University for over 40 years. I have “enlightened” 
thousands of students in the classroom, and I have written hundreds of 
academic articles and reports as well as a dozen books.

Unlike many academics, I have not spent all my time in classrooms, 
in my office, or talking to my colleagues. A large part of my professional 
time has been working with businesses and their employees, non-profits 
and their members, state and local governments, elected officials, and 
a variety of clubs and organizations. I have recorded a daily radio pro-
gram for more than four decades and have written a biweekly newspaper 
column for two decades. Each year, I average 80 talks and presentations 
to a variety of groups throughout North Carolina, and I have also been 
frequently (about 3,000 times at last count) interviewed by both print 
and air media. I am honored to have received several national and state 
awards for these efforts, among them the Order of the Long Leaf Pine 
from the Governor of North Carolina.

I get out and talk to real people in real jobs, and I have heard the 



questions about their worries, hopes, and dreams. I can talk corporate fi-
nance to businesses, but I can also talk kitchen table economies to families.

It is important for you to know this is not intended to be a political 
book. I have not written it to promote a particular political point of view 
or philosophy. My intention is not to support or oppose any elected of-
ficial or candidate. But I do have some biases—or beliefs—based on my 
training and experience as an economist, and here they are:

First, I believe in the power of incentives. The quickest way to get 
someone or some organization to do something is to give them an incen-
tive to do it. Often this is a financial incentive, but it doesn’t have to be.

Second, people will pay more attention to their decisions if they 
have “skin in the game.” This means a person has a stake (usually finan-
cial) in an outcome over which they have some influence. If they can 
either benefit or lose from an outcome, they will care more about what 
actually occurs.

Third, prices are influenced by supply and demand. Oops, I just 
slipped into (what some would consider) economic mumbo-jumbo. 
Supply is simply how much of a product or service businesses will pro-
vide when they are paid a certain price. Demand is how much of a prod-
uct or service users will buy when they pay a specific price. More sup-
ply reduces prices, while less supply raises prices. It’s the opposite with 
demand; more demand raises prices, while less demand reduces prices.

Fourth, competition is good for buyers. The more companies trying 
to get your business, the more the companies will cater to buyers’ needs, 
and the more likely prices will be lower.

Fifth, I believe in evidence-based recommendations. One myth 
about academics is that their recommendations are only based on what 
happens in theory with little care for practical outcomes. While I am 
sure there are some academics like this, most that I know, especially 
economists, are not. In this book, my analysis and recommendations are 
backed up with facts and evidence.

Sixth, I believe recommendations should be made using common 
sense. Too often “experts” hide behind complexity and claims that prob-
lems and their solutions are too complicated for the average non-expert 
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to understand. This is B.S.! Physicists may be able to make this argu-
ment, but not social scientists like economists, sociologists, and psy-
chologists. Economics can be complicated, so it can be easy for someone 
like me to say: “Just trust me, the explanation is too complicated.” I have 
always believed economic relationships should be explained in everyday 
language. I’ve always followed this approach in the classes I’ve taught. 
(And as a bonus, this is my same recommendation I have for investment 
advisers. If advisers can’t explain an investment in terms you can under-
stand, then get a new adviser!)

Seventh—and lastly—I believe in individual choice as much as pos-
sible. I think that the freedom to make one’s own decisions is one of the 
most attractive features of our country. I’ve been told this many times by 
foreign-born students. This doesn’t mean I believe in anarchy, particularly 
when one person’s actions can adversely affect others. Still, when moti-
vating someone to do something by their own free will is an option, I’ll 
choose that route over ordering a person to make a specific choice. I see 
the most important role of education as equipping people with the skills 
and information necessary to make choices benefiting them the most.

There you have it. You know who I am, what I’m trying to do in this 
book, and how I’ll try to do it. And one last thing: I’m an optimist by 
nature, so I believe we can find solutions to almost any problem! In the 
chapters ahead, I hope I can convince you to agree with me.
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