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Recent years have witnessed a growing interest in behavioral trends in both economic theory 
and practical applications. As a science with vast potential for explaining complex market be-
haviors, behavioral economics is drifting away from the classical model of homo oeconomicus 
deployed by mainstream economics. 

This paper discusses the significance and role of the homo oeconomicus model in light of be-
havioral economics. It analyzes the direction of changes affecting homo oeconomicus, examines 
the definition of anomalies within the context of behavioral economics and discusses the anom-
alous status of homo oeconomicus. The paper proposes a hypothesis that the attitude charac-
terizing homo oeconomicus is unique and incidental. The presented interdisciplinary analysis 
relies on economics, behavioral economics, economic psychology, behavioral finance and the 
methodology of science to discuss the homo oeconomicus model. The paper reviews change 
trends in economics, which are largely propelled by advancements in behavioral economics. 

The key methodological tools deployed in this paper are theoretical analysis and a compila-
tion of extensive research findings. The results were used to formulate new theories advocating 
the development of a modern approach to the homo oeconomicus model, recognizing its sig-
nificance and the growing importance of behavioral economics. 

Initial remarks
Economic anomalies and the homo oeconomicus mod-
el receive broad coverage in the literature of econom-
ics. The aims of the present paper are to: 1) analyze 
anomalies within the context of behavioral economics, 
2) postulate the need to redefine the concept of homo 
oeconomicus or replace the term economic man with 

real man, and 3) examine whether homo oeconomicus 
can be classified as an anomaly in economics. New 
economic trends give rise to analyses and debates con-
cerning problematic areas. The investigated viewpoints 
are by no means regarded as established truths but are 
rather examined with a critical eye. 

This paper was inspired by the bold and scientifi-
cally intriguing hypothesis proposed by Leibenstein 
(1976), who suggests that homo oeconomicus is not 
a model case but an extreme form of behavior that sur-
faces under extraordinary circumstances1. This paper 
hypothesizes that homo oeconomicus is a manifestation 
of a very special form of behavior.
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The presented deliberations are of a  theoretical 
nature, which is not to say they lack practical signifi-
cance. The content of the paper has been organized to 
correspond with the aims and with topics expanded 
on in relation to the behavioral approach. A few re-
marks that will allow us to establish a scientific basis 
should be made from the outset. Two issues are im-
portant as far as the aims of the paper are concerned: 
the first is the dynamic development of economics, 
extending well beyond its former scope of interest; 
the second is the growing potential of the behavioral 
approach in economics. In an attempt to characterize 
contemporary economics, Wojtyna (2008, pp. 9-10) 
argues that the harsh criticism of economics does not 
stem from its stagnation. Rather, economics is a dy-
namic and rapidly developing field of science that ef-
fectively colonizes other areas of life. Lazear (2000) 
relies on a more figurative comparison to address im-
perialistic trends in economics. He defines economic 
imperialism as an extension of economics to include 
topics that go beyond the classical scope of issues. 
Ludwig von Bertalanffy’s systems approach is an early 
example of a theory that anticipated the expansion of 
economics to other areas of life. Issues concerning the 
explanatory potential of behavioral economics, due 
to a psychological approach, are raised by (Camerer 
& Loewenstein, 2004, p. 3), whereas (Camerer, Loew-
enstein, Precel, 2005, p. 1) touch not only on imple-
menting elements of psychology in economics but 
also extending them to other regions of knowledge.  
“In the last two decades, following almost a century 
of separation, economics has begun to import in-
sights from psychology. “Behavioral economics” is 
now a prominent fixture on the intellectual landscape 
and has spawned applications to topics in economics, 
such as finance, game theory, labor economics, public 
finance, law, and macroeconomics” (Camerer et al., 
2005, p. 1). 

This means that postulates arguing that econom-
ics remains in lethargy are clearly undermined by 
the achievements noted over the past fifty years. The 
new field of academic inquiry, behavioral econom-
ics, put an end to the inertia in economic thought. 
Behavioral economics combines various fields of 
study, often unrelated, that are unified by a  com-
mon goal, namely, an attempt to explain anomalies 
in mainstream economics. 

Behavioral economics – the potential 
of the discipline
As a worthy representative of the social sciences, be-
havioral economics has achieved what its mother, eco-
nomics, had been unable to accomplish. It sheds light 
on human nature and restores psychology, a field hith-
erto unaccounted for in economic analysis, to grace 
(Schwartz, 2008, p. 8). In addition to being the focal 
point of behavioral economics, psychology is also an 
area of particular interest in this paper. 

What underlies the success behavioral economics 
has enjoyed? As an experimental science, behavioral 
economics combines economic deduction with psy-
chological induction (Hilton, 2008, p. 21), economic 
logic of choice with psychological analysis of human 
behavior (Maital & Maital, 1993, p. 3), and formal 
and normative models of economic behavior deter-
mined by principles of rationality with a psychologi-
cal approach to financial decisions made by humans 
(Zaleśkiewicz, 2011, p. 20). Economics and psychol-
ogy play complementary roles in sciences that  human 
choices (Hogarth & Reder, 1987, p. 1). The achieve-
ments of behavioral economics largely result from ap-
plying the scientific approach: behavioral economics 
is an experimental science (Camerer & Loewenstein, 
2004, p. 8) that uses the scientific approach to test 
and better understand economic theories. As noted 
by Crawford (1997, p. 207), experimental data are 
frequently the most important source of information 
and are no less reliable than casual empiricism or in-
trospection. According to Guala (2003, p. 5), the ex-
perimental approach to economics allows for genuine 
scientific knowledge to be introduced into the philoso-
phy of science. Bardsley et al. (2010) notes that the rise 
of experimental economics should provoke a degree of 
methodological controversy. 

The experimental turns in economics mark a clear 
departure from the earlier gained methodological wis-
dom and have happened very fast. When put in such 
a way, the term experimental economics can naturally 
be used to encompass all experimental studies (see 
Bardlsley, 2010, p. 2).  Behavioral economics is largely 
based on experiment, e.g., the studies conducted by 
Tversky and Kahneman (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; 
1984; Tversky & Kahneman, 1981) are no different 
from a laboratory experiment investigating individual 
decision-making with a particular focus on decisions 
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involving risk. These studies were conducted on small 
groups of decision-makers who were asked to choose 
one of the alternatives in a  decision problem. Such 
tactics allow for the decision-makers’ answers to be 
observed under laboratory conditions, based on which 
conclusions regarding their behaviors under actual 
conditions can be drawn. The provided example refers 
to an experiment carried out among individual market 
participants, but experimental economics also involves 
the decisions of groups of individuals, such as markets, 
voting bodies, organizations and institutions (Plott & 
Smith, 2008). On the other hand, experimental econo-
mists understand “the term “behavioral economics” to 
refer to work, whether experimental or not, that uses 
psychological hypotheses to explain economic behav-
ior” (Bardlsley, 2010, p. 2). It is worth adding that the 
actual method of the experiment was drawn from psy-
chology and that the observation of the relations be-
tween a  subject and its environment is an important 
issue in experiments conducted within the field of be-
havioral economics. 

How are human beings portrayed by behavioral 
economics? Human nature is filled with inherent de-
viations that prevent the maximization of utility (un-
derstood as the optimization of choice). Some devia-
tions exist in all human beings; others are encountered 
in individuals and may coincide with other prejudicial 
attitudes (Etzioni, 2011a, p. 280). People pass judg-
ments, make choices, are guided by their aspirations 
and feelings, are often irrational, and develop unique 
sets of decision-making heuristics (Camerer & Loew-
enstein, 2004; Kahneman & Tversky, 1973; Kahneman 
& Tversky, 1974). Tversky and Kahneman (1974, p. 
1124; 1979) have demonstrated that when faced with 
a choice, an individual relies on unique strategies that 
run far from scientific theory. “All decisions, regardless 
of how shocking, outrageous or ingenious, are general-
ly the result of a cognitive process popularly referred to 
as thinking” (Zawiślak, 2011, p. 171), and the causes of 
misguided decisions may be rooted in man’s perceptive 
and cognitive abilities. They are often a consequence of 
incomplete knowledge or lack of skill. This principle 
can be applied to coordinate and explain individual 
consumption and saving patterns, political strategies 
of nations, employees’ and managers’ actions, global 
finances and economic crises. “We will never really 
understand important economic events unless we con-

front the fact that their causes are largely mental in 
nature” (Akerlof & Shiller, 2009, p. 1). This assump-
tion stands in opposition to the neoclassical approach, 
which postulates that human beings are unrestrained 
in their optimal decisions, self-control, plans, inten-
tions, ability to overcome problems, internal barriers 
and profit calculations (Mullainathan, 2007, p. 85). 

Neuroeconomics and cognitivism are becom-
ing essential theoretical frameworks in econom-
ics research. They support the development of new 
economic models that account for the abilities and 
cognitive capacity of the human brain (Lohrenz & 
Montague, 2008, p. 457). Evolution has endowed 
man with intelligence, reflex action and intuition – 
unique perceptual skills that play an important role 
in various types of economic activity. This means that 
in addition to basic, innate facilities, cognitive factors 
play an equally important role that cannot be overes-
timated (Witt, 2008, p. 500).

Due to the crucial role emotions play in the deci-
sion-making process, studies in the field of neuroeco-
nomics seem promising in regard to the psychological 
bases of making economic decisions. Using specialized 
tools, such studies (referred to as Brain Imaging) allow 
us to observe how the brain functions. As noted by Ca-
merer et al. (2005, p. 12), “Brain imaging is currently 
the most popular neuroscientific tool. Most brain im-
aging involves a comparison of people performing dif-
ferent tasks – an “experimental” task and a  “control” 
task. The difference between images taken while sub-
ject is performing the two tasks provides a picture of 
regions of the brain that are differentially activated by 
the experimental task.” This makes it possible to pre-
pare a “brain map”, which reflects the activity of indi-
vidual parts of the brain in a decision situation and to 
correlate them with specific economic decisions. 

Interesting findings were presented by Sanfey et al. 
(2003, p. 1755), who proved the significance of emo-
tions when making decisions in the Ultimatum game. 
Ultimatum is a  form of an offer made by one player 
to another. The first of two players receives a certain 
amount and is obliged to divide it between himself 
and the other player. If the other player accepts the 
offer, the money is distributed between the players 
according to the proportions proposed by the first 
player. However, if the offer made by the first player 
is rejected by the second, neither receives any of the 



356 Justyna Brzezicka, Radosław Wisniewski

10.5709/ce.1897-9254.150DOI: CONTEMPORARY ECONOMICS

Vol. 8 Issue 4 353-3642014

money. The results of studies conducted by Sanfey et 
al. (2003) using magnetic resonance imaging show that 
in cases where the game results in the rejection of the 
offer by the second player, areas of the brain respon-
sible for emotion and perception are stimulated, with 
the increase in the first indicating the significant role 
of emotions in the decision-making process. Follow up 
studies by Sanfey (2007) also highlight the significance 
of the social context in this process. 

The significance of the achievements of behavioral 
economics can also be observed where the theory of 
games is concerned, which aims to assess optimal be-
havior in the case of a conflict of interest. The theory 
of games enables social interactions to be described 
and the differences between theoretical models and 
experimental data to be recognized using mathemati-
cal tools. “The dialog between theory and observations 
created an approach called “behavioral game theory,” 
which is a formal modification of rational game theory, 
aided by experimental evidence and psychological in-
tuition. The modifier “behavioral” is a  reminder that 
the theory is explicitly intended to predict behavior 
of people (and collectivities such as firms), and draws 
as directly as possible on evidence from psychol-
ogy to do so” (Camerer, 2003, p. 465). Ho, Camerer 
& Chong (2007) use a one-parameter theory of learn-
ing in games, namely, self-tuning experience weighted 
attraction (EWA). In their work, the self-tuning EWA 
model can turn from a weighted fictitious game into an 
averaging reinforcement, learning as subjects equili-
brate and learn to ignore inferior foregone payoffs. The 
theory was tested on seven different games. The func-
tions in the self-tuning EWA seem to be robust across 
games. The basic conclusions are replicated in those 
games that have incomplete information, with choices 
made by groups rather than individuals. 

The aforementioned social context should not be 
ignored when dealing with the topic at hand. Behav-
ioral economists have taken Aristotle’s observations 
one step further: man is by nature a  social animal, 
and human relationships are not always consciously 
formed but deeply affect an individual’s thoughts 
and actions (Etzioni, 2011a, p. 282). The Behavioral 
economist manifesto was formulated nearly a century 
ago, but certain patterns have been reincarnated and 
transferred to the realm of behavioral economics. Al-
though BE does not make a literal reference to Watso-

nian behaviorism (Watson, 1913), the observation that 
humans, similarly to animals, are dependent on their 
environment and circumstances, indicates a powerful 
relationship between Darwinism and cognitive psy-
chology (Lea, 2008, p. 513), whereas the connections 
they form within a system, where societies, work and 
friendship function, are of a permanent nature (Bau-
meister, 2005).

Elements that are dependent on human nature are 
an indispensable part of economic life. Although they 
are absent from many classical models, their signifi-
cance is growing rapidly, as demonstrated by recent 
and numerous publications in the field. The above 
comparison can be used to reformulate our main 
hypothesis: does the homo oeconomicus represent an 
anomalous attitude in light of the achievements in eco-
nomic theory?

Anomaly in behavioral economics
The main aim of research in behavioral economics is 
to explain hitherto unexplored issues that have been 
regarded as anomalies. This term is frequently used in 
the behavioral economics literature to expose irregu-
larities in mainstream economics. The areas margin-
alized by conventional economic theory are the focal 
point of behavioral economics. “Rarely has a  field in 
economics been so strongly dominated by one set of 
authors as has been the case with anomalies” (Frey & 
Stutzer, 2007, p. 3). 

The above observations are exemplified in this chap-
ter. The problem of anomalies has been systematized 
due to overlapping fields of research that investigate: 
1) the nature of anomalies, 2) areas where anomalies 
occur, and 3) the role and significance of anomalies.

An anomaly is a contradiction between standard de-
cision theory and reports of subjects’ behavior (Smith, 
2005, p. 144). The shift in emphasis to behavior made 
the concept of anomaly the focal point of behavioral 
economics, which, in the simplest of terms, addresses 
the behavior of subjects. 

In accordance with the viewpoint presented by 
Smith (2005, p. 144), an anomaly is the difference be-
tween behavior described by a  model or theory and 
actual observed behavior. When put in such a  way, 
an anomaly is understood as a  deviation of an ele-
ment of a model or theory from the actual model or 
theory, noticeable under the influence of the subject’s 
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behavior. Deviation should not have a pejorative over-
tone, although the family of synonyms for the word 
“anomaly” seems to carry a  negative connotation to 
the reader. Expressions such as aberrations, mistakes, 
and disturbances may suggest a certain disparagement 
of one group of models or theories compared to an-
other and may establish a hierarchy of importance or 
gradation among them. The issue of disputes that arise 
on the grounds of economic theories is not touched on 
by the authors of the present paper, who, as research-
ers, attempt to maintain a neutral stance. Instead, they 
attempt to systematize the approach to an anomaly, 
revealing its multi-faceted nature and focusing on 
the observable planes of homogeneity. In the authors’ 
opinion, an anomaly is the presence of certain clusters 
of the subjects’ behaviors that exhibit characteristics of 
changes in the structure of the system in which they 
function - an anomaly is a  trajectory of the course 
of the observed phenomenon. It can be described by 
a group of non-pejorative synonyms, such as dissimi-
larity, separateness, and divergence rather than conflict 
or collision. These expressions are not judgmental. An 
anomaly is desirable due to its driving force to nov-
elty. When wishing to refer to an anomaly, its repeti-
tive (multiple, repeated) nature should be emphasized, 
confirmed and established. Therefore, a one-time event 
is not an anomaly, nor is a phenomenon or behavior so 
established that it becomes typical or specific. In other 
words, an anomaly is an area filling the definition void 
and functional void between the above-mentioned 
extremes. When discussing the nature of an anomaly 
and its definition in later parts of the paper, the authors 
highlight the literature on anomalies and draw atten-
tion to the “large capacity” of the definition in relation 
to behavioral economics.  

Neoclassical economics and the debate surrounding 
the theory of rationality gave rise to numerous anoma-
lies. Since 1970, researchers in the fields of psychology 
and behavioral economics have been reporting results 
contrary to the accepted rational theory, focusing on 
what are called “anomalies” (Smith, 2005, p. 144).  Ac-
cording to Kahneman (2003a, p. 163), the full ratio-
nality model continues to provide the basic framework 
for models that investigate a family of anomalies, and 
anomalies occur when the agents “are fully rational, 
except for...” Kahneman also notes that “theories in 
behavioral economics have generally retained the ba-

sic architecture of the rational model, adding assump-
tions about cognitive limitations designed to account 
for specific anomalies” (Kahneman, 2003b, p. 1469, 
as cited in Koumakhov, 2009, p. 303). The behavioral 
economic model (BEM) loosens the rigid premises 
of the standard economic model (SEM) and explains 
a  broad spectrum of anomalies in SEM (Wilkinson, 
2008, p. 29). According to Etzioni (2011b, p. 1108), ef-
forts to reduce neoclassical assumptions to accommo-
date seemingly anomalous behavior, to minimize the 
importance of “stubborn facts”2 and to reinterpret facts 
to make them fit with the assumptions of the neoclassi-
cal paradigm did not prove satisfactory. This reinforces 
the argument that seemingly anomalous events in the 
neoclassical theory should be explained in the realm of 
behavioral economics. 

Behavioral anomalies play a highly significant role 
in global economic processes, and numerous research-
ers recognize the need for an in-depth analysis of these 
phenomena. DellaVigna (2009, p. 317) argues that be-
havioral anomalies are significant enough to affect the 
behavior of markets, institutions, businesses, employ-
ers, managers, investors and politicians. According to 
Gowdy (2008, p. 632), behavioral anomalies are crucial 
in the decision process, and their importance for ef-
fective economic policies cannot be overestimated. The 
above research implies that a  standard economic ap-
proach focused on strictly rational reactions to mon-
etary incentives is seriously flawed. 

Behavioral anomalies are also central to behav-
ioral finance, which evolved from the theoretical 
framework of behavioral economics. Behavioral fi-
nance (BF), a  limited field of study in comparison 
with BE, narrows the scope and definition of an 
anomalous event. BF focuses on the psychological 
mechanisms of the capital market to explore mar-
ket phenomena. “The aim of behavioral finance (...) 
should be to identify, explain and predict system-
atic anomalies on financial markets” (Ostaszewski, 
2010, p. 43). BF has developed a unique approach to 
an anomaly, which is understood as a situation that 
generates above average returns for investors. Szysz-
ka (2013) describes various anomalies as phenom-
ena that contradict the predictions of the classical 
financial theory. Numerous authors have relied on 
behavioral finance models to explain stock market 
anomalies (e.g., Thaler, 2005). 
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The cited examples illustrate that aberrant results in 
neoclassical economic theory are regarded a  priori as 
anomalies in the literature. Behavioral economics ag-
glomerates anomalies into a coherent whole and makes 
them the focal point of its research. Economic anoma-
lies and paradoxes discovered by psychology have been 
grouped along two axes. The first axis focuses on cog-
nitive limitations that cause anomalies. The second axis 
comprises efforts to fit anomalies with economic theo-
ries and transform them into “regular” events. There is 
also a  third, frequently neglected approach that pro-
poses analyzing stimuli and the subjects’ responses to 
anomalies (Frey & Stutzer, 2007, p. 4).

The discussion presented in this chapter fulfills the 
first aim of this paper, which is to analyze anomalies 
within the context of behavioral economics.

Homo oeconomicus in behavioral 
economics – change trends
The belief that homo oeconomicus is an authentic at-
titude is an immanent characteristic of classical eco-
nomics, but a  discussion about homo oeconomicus 
would not be complete without a reference to this con-
ceptualization that stems from behavioral economics. 

Behavioral economists formulate explicit reserva-
tions to the homo oeconomicus and question the va-
lidity of the classical model in economic analyses. The 
shortcomings of the original homo oeconomicus model 
result mainly from: 1) the implied absence of complete 
information in the decision process, 2) the omission 
of learning, 3) marginalizing the inherent attributes 
of human nature, and 4) the assumption that subjects 
are fully rational. Behavioral economics introduced to 
economics research a  positive rather than normative 
psychological model that deals with what is as opposed 
to what should be (Katona, 1975, p. 41).   

The maximization of economic profit and the pos-
session of complete knowledge about the environment 
should be verified to account for routine and oppor-
tunistic actions that result from limitations in the op-
erating environment. The classical homo oeconomicus 
is like a cyborg calculating costs and profits: he lacks 
passion, does not give in to temptations, and is not 
greedy nor altruistic. The literature, on the other hand, 
provides us with a series of reports regarding integrity 
in regard to behavioral economics (Bolton & Ocken-
fels, 2000; Fehr & Schmidt, 1999; Kahneman, Knetsch 

& Thaler, 1986; Rabin, 1993), confirming the complex-
ity of people’s motives and altruistic inclinations. The 
studies of Rabin (1993) contradict the assumption 
that people work only in their own interest, not car-
ing about “social goals”. The paper presented a model 
that accounts for the “element of integrity”, that is, the 
readiness of people to sacrifice their own materialis-
tic well-being to help someone who is kind or punish 
one who is not, although the model does suggest that 
behavioral implications are greatest when the material 
consequences are not too significant. General results 
that can be applied to specific economic situations 
were also indicated in the work. The studies of Fehr 
& Schmidt (1999, p. 818) confirm that there is a frac-
tion of people who are also motivated by fairness con-
siderations and that the classical theory of the homo 
oeconomicus with purely egotistical motives is not 
observed in real life. Thaler discusses the preferred 
changes in the process of adapting homo oeconomicus 
to reality. A  reduction in the model of information 
processing capacity, the introduction of emotions 
and, consequently, a  better understanding of human 
cognitive ability (Thaler, 2000) are required to adjust 
homo oeconomicus to its operating environment. The 
neoclassical homo oeconomicus model, which ignores 
the above elements, is clearly “antibehavioral” (Mul-
lainathan & Thaler, 2001, p. 1094). 

Second, traditional economic models disregard the 
learning process and assume that the subject solves 
a given problem at the first attempt. When the learn-
ing category is introduced into the model, homo oeco-
nomicus learns rapidly; he draws conclusions from 
a single mistake and finds ways to avoid future errors 
(Thaler, 2000). 

Third, the homo oeconomicus theory oversimplifies 
human nature and undermines the validity of claims 
that are based on it, whereas behavioral economics 
emphasizes the attributes and shortcomings of human 
nature that are vital for economics (Katona, 1980, p. 
3). The work of Damasio (2008) indicates that emo-
tions are indispensable for daily activities. The brain is 
responsible for coordinating emotions and decisions, 
and dysfunctions in this area of the brain lead to de-
cisions that are ineffective and irrational. This fact is 
also confirmed by studies in the field of neuroeconom-
ics mentioned earlier (see Sanfey et al., 2003; Sanfey, 
2007). According to Thaler (2000, p. 120), homo oeco-
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nomicus will eventually evolve into homo sapiens, and 
his actions will be more dependent on environmental 
conditions. 

Fourth, although rationality is not the main topic 
of our discussion, it should be briefly overviewed due 
to its strong correlations with homo oeconomicus. “For 
the economist, rationality means choosing in accor-
dance with a preference ordering that is complete and 
transitive, subject to perfect and cost-lessly acquired 
information” (Blaug, 1995, p. 334). This attitude rep-
resents the neoclassical homo oeconomicus who maxi-
mizes utility or profits. The principle of full rationality 
is questioned in literature, and the homo oeconomicus 
model loses its validity. The need to build economic 
models based on quasi-rational subjects is generally 
accepted (Thaler, 2000, p. 136) because conventional 
rationality is helpless (Zawiślak, 2011, p. 171), and it 
significantly constrains the homo oeconomicus model 
(Adamkiewicz-Drwiłło, 2008, p. 241). 

Behavioral economists, particularly H.A. Simon, 
have developed their own position on the rationality 
of homo oeconomicus. Simon questioned the classical 
rationality theory; he noted its inaccuracies and limita-
tions and made suggestions for change (Simon, 1955).  
According to Simon (1957, as cited in Tyszka, 2004, 
p. 55), decision-makers who are limited in their ratio-
nality hope to achieve many simultaneous and often 
contradictory goals. They do not have access to com-
plete information about alternative choices and are un-
able to perform the required calculations or compare 
the alternatives. Simon also investigated information 
processing limits, the effect of psychological and social 
factors, the influence of philosophy and ethics on hu-
man choices, uncertainty, and imperfect (rather than 
perfect) competition, thus elevating the human model 
to a new level of behavioral complexity and reliability. 

The simplified assumptions about the subjects’ full 
rationality were useful in the development of the eco-
nomic theory, but they failed to reflect the behavior 
of real people, which is why they continue to attract 
growing criticism (Fetchenhauer et al., 2012, p. 695). 
Similarly, the simplified homo oeconomicus model was 
also necessary and useful; it served its functions (was 
widely applied in economic models) but is becoming 
outdated as time goes on. The simplified homo oeco-
nomicus model is being replaced with the model of 
a  real man, which incorporates features absent from 

the homo oeconomicus concept. Leibenstein (1978) 
proposed a theory that is more rooted in the context of 
the real world than homo oeconomicus. The model of 
a selectively rational man (SR) postulates that decisions 
are not driven by the desire to maximize or optimize 
choices but by attempts to find a balance between strict 
constructs and flexible options where choices are made 
selectively within a framework defined by the existing 
limitations. 

The homo oeconomicus model is subject to heated 
debate in the literature. The historical implications 
that have shaped the contemporary approach to the 
economic man and antagonistic viewpoints will not be 
discussed exhaustively in this paper, but several con-
cepts, particularly the most recent voices in the dis-
cussion, deserve a  closer look. Thaler (2000) accuses 
theoreticians of making the economic human out to 
be downright hyperrational, despite that irrationality 
can be seen in his behaviors. Nevertheless, despite the 
many flaws of the homo oeconomicus model, its propo-
nents argue that it offers a suitable prognosis for actual 
human behavior. 

(Thaler & Sunstein 2008, p. 15 and onwards) draw 
a clear line between homo oeconomicus (represented 
by the “Econ”) and homo sapiens (represented by real 
people) and argue that the former is a relic of theo-
retical economics that is unrelated to the real world. 
In his best-selling book, Sedláček offers highly valu-
able insights by comparing the homo oeconomicus 
concept with the economic metaphor of the invis-
ible hand of the market (2012, p. 271): “people have 
blind faith in its absolute power and omnipresence, 
and they regard it as a (invisible) solution to nearly all 
of their life (and global) problems; conversely, they 
believe that it is the source of all evil.” In his opinion, 
the weakness of the model stems from disregard for 
moral principles. “The real ideal of the philosophy 
behind mainstream economics is not even utility. 
This theory is at best hedonistic” (Sedláček, 2012, p. 
281). Meanwhile, economics should strive to develop 
utilitarian mathematics (which is possible due to the 
“inappropriate reducibility of human beings” (Etzio-
ni, 1988, as cited in Sedláček, p. 281) and prevent the 
neglect of moral values.

Frydman and Goldberg have developed an arbitrary 
view of both classical and behavioral models (Fryd-
man & Goldberg, 2007). They resort to the concept 
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of imperfect knowledge economics, which is based 
on the truism that market participants have imper-
fect knowledge, to criticize behavioral economist and 
classical theoreticians. The reason behind such strong 
criticism of both stances can be found in the lack of 
internal congruity in the two approaches due to the 
presence of a deterministic element. No one, including 
economists, is able to fully describe a change before it 
takes place (Frydman & Goldberg, 2007). 

In conclusion, a  few words should be said about 
two approaches to “saving” the homo oeconomicus 
concept. The first involves a  change in fundamental 
principles that underlie the homo oeconomicus model. 
The significance of the psychological background of 
economic decisions has been recognized, and greater 
emphasis has been placed on limited rationality, in-
complete knowledge, and the accumulation of knowl-
edge. These components can be used to redefine the 
homo oeconomicus model. The second approach pro-
poses to replace homo oeconomicus with the concept 
of a real man who possesses the above qualities. The 
above observation contributes to the fulfillment of 
the second aim of this paper, which postulates the 
need to redefine the concept of homo oeconomicus or 
to replace the term economic man with real man.

Future prospects
An overview of trends in economic thought supports 
a prediction of the type and direction of changes that 
will take place in economic theory. At present, alterna-
tive economics is more of a critique of the weaknesses 
in mainstream economics than a partner offering an al-
ternative set of tools for economic inquiry. In the future, 
however, the significance of behavioral economics will 
continue to grow as a field that analyzes the real mo-
tives and attributes of human behavior in a  complex 
and uncertain environment of contemporary economic 
systems. The described changes are already taking place, 
and we are all witnessing the behavioral transformation, 
which is also a  cultural transformation (Rubinstein, 
2006, p. 1). The rapid emergence of numerous publica-
tions has changed behavioral economics from a niche 
topic to one that is well represented in the major jour-
nals (Fudenberg, 2006, p. 694). A new area of inquiry, 
behavioral economics engineering, has emerged in re-
sponse to the failure of economics to address the chal-
lenges of the real world (Bolton & Ockenfels, 2012). 

Zawiślak (2011, pp. 363-364) argues that “the lim-
ited reliability of economic postulates stems from the 
fact that the perceived world undergoes continuous 
change (...). A pragmatist would point to the crisis of 
a paradigm in a theory which aspires to gain practical 
value.” This is a serious problem: if social and econom-
ic decisions are made based on inadequate theories, 
actions will bring unexpected consequences instead of 
the anticipated goals. Zawiślak also postulates the hy-
pothesis that “economics finds it very difficult to pres-
ent timeless, universal truths,” and he backs his claim 
with two arguments: 1) reality is changeable and auto-
matically invalidates all generalizations, and 2) human 
behavior is changeable when the principles discovered 
by theoreticians are deployed by the authorities.

Various authors have postulated the need to formulate 
a new paradigm based on the possibilities offered by be-
havioral sciences (Etzioni, 2011b, p. 1099; Hogarth & Re-
der, 1987, p. 4; Schwartz, p. 21; Sontheimer, 2006, p. 237; 
Wojtyna, 2008, p. 30; Zawiślak, 2011, p. 367; and others). 
Zawiślak (2011, p. 367) identifies four phases in the pro-
cess of changing the paradigm in economic sciences: 1) 
departing from the concept of a human being as an abso-
lutely rational homo oeconomicus, 2) accounting for ideas 
as value-forming factors, 3) accounting for exogenous 
variables outside an economic model that influence the 
price, and 4) focusing on the decision-maker’s psycho-
logical background, which is the primary mechanism in-
fluencing his actions. This process aims to develop a new 
paradigm based on behavioral economics. 

When referring back to the essence of a paradigm ac-
cording to Kuhn (Kuhn 1970), the behavioral sciences 
fulfill the criteria through which an “achievement” can 
be considered a paradigm. According to Kuhn (1970, p. 
10), we can talk about a paradigm when two traits occur 
simultaneously: the achievements represented by the new 
approach must be original and attractive enough to draw 
the attention of a constant group of adherents of a given 
theory away from competing means of carrying out sci-
entific work. At the same time, however, these achieve-
ments must be open enough to have left the new school 
with a variety of problems to solve. This term is intended 
to indicate that certain accepted examples of scientific 
practice, such as covering rights, theories, applications 
and technical possibilities, together build a model from 
which a coherent tradition of scientific research emerges.  
On the other hand, the economic revolution, whose sig-
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nificance is emphasized by Grobler (2006), has already 
begun. In this context, the anomalies themselves, their 
occurrence, and their infringement on the former as-
sumptions can become either a prediction and cause of 
scientific crises and revolutions to come or a prognosis of 
changing paradigms (Kuhn 1970, p. ix) 

The literature is full of reports that contradict the above-
presented optimistic pro-behavioral approach.  Fuden-
berg (2006) lists numerous objections regarding the form 
and methodology of behavioral economics studies. One 
example is the difficulty of presenting certain phenomena 
using formal models (e.g., framing and context). Another 
is the susceptibility of experimental data to manipulated 
results. For example, under the temptation of money priz-
es used in experiments, the answers may be dependent on 
the type of gratification and other factors, such as having it 
denied. Parts of many analyses also remain unexplained in 
behavioral studies, and the problem of results in strategic 
games in the form of equilibrium can arise as the result of 
a non-equilibrium process of learning, imitation, or adap-
tation. There is also a series of problems that stem from 
the experimental nature of behavioral economics. One of 
the main problems is “the problem of external validity or 
how to generalize experimental results to nonlaboratory 
settings,” Guala (2003, p. 5). 

When summarizing these discussions, it is worth men-
tioning the findings of Fudenberg (2006, p. 695) regard-
ing the assessment of behavioral economics in terms of 
three criteria of economic theories formulated by George 
Stigler (1965): “I think that theories (both in economics 
and more generally) should be judged by George Stigler’s 
(1965) three criteria: the accuracy of predictions, gener-
ality, and tractability. The standard model of individual 
behavior does very well in terms of generality and trac-
tability, but behavioral economics has helped highlight 
some areas where the standard model’s predictions are 
sufficiently wide of the mark that changes are valuable. 
The challenge for the field is to generate more accurate 
predictions without sacrificing too much on Stigler’s two 
other criteria.” Observations regarding the lower tracta-
bility of behavioral economic models have also been em-
phasized by Camerer & Loewenstein (2004, p. 4). 

Conclusions
It can be concluded that behavioral trends play an in-
creasingly important role in contemporary economics. 
Behavioral economics offers more realistic explanations 

of human decisions and macroeconomic processes 
than the neoclassical approach. It is rapidly invading 
other areas of life such as psychology and is entering the 
economic realm. It has been emphasized that although 
theoreticians are divided over the permeation of psy-
chology and sociology into economic theory, the social 
sciences will continue to place greater emphasis on fac-
tors that affect the decision process. The growing signifi-
cance of research into individual decision-making leads 
to the very center of behavioral economics. 

Homo oeconomicus has become a  stronghold of 
neoclassical economics. Generations of economists, 
politicians, entrepreneurs and institutions have relied 
on the homo oeconomicus model without giving much 
thought to the gap between reality and theories that 
often fail. Homo oeconomicus is an archetype that is 
losing its validity. An effective model that would fit the 
uncertain environment of the contemporary economy, 
a role that was to be fulfilled by homo oeconomicus, has 
not yet been developed. We should explore the depths 
of human nature, test the boundaries of the existing 
models and focus on areas that have been omitted in 
order to lay the foundations for a  new concept. The 
model should deliver an accurate representation of re-
ality or risk being irrelevant. It should distribute the 
main accents in such a way as to support the optimal 
substitution of relative simplification and the function-
al representation of reality based on structural data. 

The homo oeconomicus model should be adapted to 
the new reality by drawing upon our expanded knowl-
edge of human nature, rationality and decision-making. 
The definition of the economic man has changed con-
siderably throughout the centuries, as traditional society, 
where man was merely a  factor of production, evolved 
into a modern society that witnessed the birth of the indi-
vidual (Adamkiewicz-Drwiłło, 2008, p. 233). “Man is not 
rational, predictable, quantifiable, essentially good, resis-
tant to irrational determination (...) he is a creator and the 
first subjective entity in history” (Sepkowski, 2005, p. 11). 
A  universal homo oeconomicus does not exist because 
the criteria of rationality in a given social and economic 
system are closely correlated with the thinking patterns 
of the system’s members. A shift in emphasis to man has 
revealed that psychology, the human mind and emotions 
significantly influence economic processes. 

The role of the homo oeconomicus model (in its origi-
nal meaning) is diminishing in contemporary economics. 
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Neoclassical economics turned departures from conven-
tion into anomalies. It marginalized limited rational-
ity, incomplete knowledge and the complexity of human 
nature. Behavioral economics focuses on weaknesses 
and has turned them into strengths. Attempts should be 
made to reverse viewpoints, and the same approach can 
be used to relate behavioral economics to neoclassical eco-
nomics, where weaknesses are questioned and looked at 
as anomalies. The homo oeconomicus model seems to be 
the main weakness of neoclassical economics. From the 
neoclassical perspective, an individual endowed with the 
attributes of homo oeconomicus does not exist in reality; 
such an individual is an impossibility, an exception that 
proves the rule. The above discussion fulfills the third goal 
of this paper, which was to examine whether the homo 
oeconomicus attitude can be classified as an anomaly in 
economics. The main hypothesis can also be verified: 
homo oeconomicus may be classified as an anomaly – not 
in economics as a general science, but in behavioral eco-
nomics as a sub-field of economics. An extrapolation of 
the anomalous status of homo oeconomicus to general eco-
nomics would be yet another unwelcome simplification in 
its history. The revised goal is likely to be achieved in the 
future if behavioral economics continues to develop at the 
current rapid pace. 
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Endnotes
1   	 The hypothesis of the paper was formulated based 

on the Polish translation of Leibenstein’s book. It is 
described in the references section at the end of the 
paper, with the page of the cited material also refer-
ring to the Polish edition. Leibenstein emphasized that 
homo oeconomicus is a specific case of the SR (selective 
rationality) human theory he had proposed. The Pol-
ish version, translated into English, reads as follows: 
“Although the theory presented here does not entirely 
eliminate the homo oeconomicus hypothesis, it is in 
general entirely different. Homo oeconomicus occurs 
in it as a specific case” (Leibenstein 1976, p. 427). 

2 	 The author defines “stubborn facts” as facts that con-
tradict the key assumptions of a paradigm, in this case, 
the neoclassical paradigm (Etzioni, 2011b, p. 1108).


