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ABSTRACT Financial markets grow more and more important for society and its members. People, 
including school students, should meet these current as well as future competence requirements 
relating to financial literacy. However, the conditions determining the requirements for financial 
education are highly dynamic and are becoming more and more complex. So a point exists when the 
learning results of school education as well as lifelong financial education will not be sufficient to solve 
the financial problems people are confronted with. It might thus be more effective to take care of legal 
conditions, which are easier to handle. Generating such conditions requires civic competences in order 
to establish political pressure. Civic power of judgement without core financial and general economic 
expertise is not convincing and effective, because to achieve one’s political objectives in a democratic 
society it is necessary to be in possession of the relevant arguments. Further, financial literacy without 
civic competence remains just on a reactive competence level instead of providing students with 
political agency. These two dimensions, i.e. financial literacy and the corresponding civic competences, 
have thus to be understood as parts of an integrative concept of economic education. 

Introduction 

Taking as a premise that world finance, financial service providers and individual financial decisions 
will grow more and more important for society and its members, school students – as well as other 
people – have to be prepared accordingly, i.e. in respect to current competence requirements as 
well as future ones. This premise is highlighted by the impression that the current financial and 
economic crisis seems widely incomprehensible for most people. 

The conditions determining the requirements for financial education are highly dynamic and 
highly complex. A problem is that many competences become obsolete with time. They have a 
‘rate of depreciation’, and in financial education this rate is somewhat high. Due to the socio-
political salience of financial decisions there is systematic interaction of financial and citizenship 
education. Now, in citizenship education (intended to prepare for participation in democratic 
decision taking) this rate of depreciation can be considered lower, since the conditions of political 
order do not change with the same speed as the conditions of financial markets, and because the 
small print, which yields an imbalance between financial service providers and the individual, is not 
so important in political processes. In any case, school students should acquire domain 
competences and meta-competences guiding further adaptation to the dynamic conditions. This 
applies both to financial education, though its success in relation to better decisions by the learner 
might be limited, as well as to citizenship education, although its success in relation to better rules 
framing financial decisions might be limited. However, within a democratic context it is necessary 
to build on autonomous citizens with a potential for rational decisions and agency. 
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Autonomy in view of the complexity of the modern world requires a certain kind of reflexive 
meta-competence (cf. Rychen 2003, p. 74), i.e. the ability to judge whether one knows enough to 
cope with a current situation or how one can acquire the knowledge and advice that is lacking. 
Canto-Sperber and Dupuy (2001, p. 83) conclude that one of five key competencies for ‘Good Life 
and Good Society’ is ‘competencies for coping with complexity’. They assume that also on the level 
of meta-competences one can specifically train to cope with complex practical problems (as long as 
the problem is applied or situated because equally complex formal judgments are difficult or 
impossible to perform for the same individual). However, they recognize the problem that where 
conditions are too complex, as, for example, in economics, this educational strategy no longer 
works. 

Our basic assumptions against this backdrop are: 
(a) It is necessary to educate students to become financially literate consumers while they are at 

school. This remains, however, largely unmet as adequate endeavours are scarce (Reifner 
[2006, pp. 22-23] gives an overview concerning this claim in schools all over Europe). 

(b) There is a tipping point when the learning gained in school as well as lifelong financial 
education are not or will not be sufficient to solve all financial problems people are confronted 
with as adults, because these problems are becoming more and more complex. 

(c) As a consequence, a requirement emerges to (legally) determine conditions of financial 
conditions to be easier to comprehend if these are getting too complicated (and too harsh) to 
be understood and to be endured by average citizens. 

(d) Evolving comprehensible conditions of financial transactions requires citizens with civic 
competences in order to determine limits and alternatives to constantly striving and failing to 
make ends meet. These specific civic competences are to be understood as parts of an 
integrative concept of economic education. 

Civic power of judgement without core financial and general economic expertise will not be 
convincing and effective, because to achieve one’s political objectives in a democratic society it is 
necessary to be in possession of the relevant arguments. Further, financial literacy without civic 
competence remains just on a reactive competence level instead of providing students with agency 
and participative capability. It should be clear from this assumption that we consider competences 
to include a volitional dimension. 

Concerning the, already mentioned, limited effectiveness even of such an integrative concept 
of economic education, it has to be added that there is a complex trade-off in relation to the limited 
time resources which can be allocated to it in education. On the one hand, it might be very difficult 
and it might not be possible to achieve better general rules through political participation, though it 
might be easier to educate for political agency, including basic financial competence. On the other 
hand, it is individually more controllable to implement one’s financial planning, though it will be 
harder to teach the necessary sustainable knowledge, cognitive competences and meta-
competences as well as an individual’s readiness to use them. We will not be able to provide clear 
decision criteria for this trade-off, as the effectiveness of financial and civic education as such is 
debated. It is impossible to weigh the effectiveness of financial and civic education in relation to 
each other. However, we will follow the current debate on the effectiveness of financial education, 
as it is structured by the question whether educational, ‘nudging’ or regulatory measures should be 
taken. 

To present our argument in the remainder of the article we will first outline what general 
financial education means and why market-based systems in general and regulatory developments 
in recent years in particular literally provoke a demand for general financial education. We will 
then critically discuss the question of whether financial education leads to better financial 
decisions/behaviour and increases financial well-being. This raises also the question of whether the 
educational efforts which individuals can reasonably undertake, or legal amendments, e.g. limiting 
the excesses of financial markets, should be the way to cope with financial challenges. Conceiving 
financial education as subset of general economic education, we will conclude by illustrating which 
competency goals combining financial education with economic citizenship education should be 
part of an integrative economic education. To illustrate our argument we will mainly use German 
examples as these are best known to us. Nevertheless, we seek for general validity. 
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Financial Competences to Cope with Socio-economic Challenges 

It is widely acknowledged that the altered and dynamically developing framework of the market 
economy demands increased financial knowledge, awareness and agency from the individual. So in 
recent years, growing awareness of the necessity of financial education is noticeable. This is 
reflected in statements from supranational organizations like the World Bank and the European 
Commission (Commission of the European Communities, 2007) as well as the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2005), which also drafted a number of basic 
implementation guidelines (e.g. OECD 2008, 2009). In addition, an unmanageable number of 
different initiatives exists (an overview for Canada, the USA and Great Britain is available at SEDI 
[2004]). 

The analysis of the financial market focuses on the more and more complex market 
conditions for the individual consumer. This particularly refers to its virtualization and 
deregulation, resulting also in a flood of information and a permanently growing variety of 
financial products (Cole & Shastry 2009, p. 2). It is not only an excess supply of information, but 
often also a misleading one. The European Commission (2012) examined 562 websites in its 
Member States, which offer consumer credit online. Due to manifold deficiencies, altogether 70% 
of the websites were criticized. For example, concerning legally required information, a systematic 
categorization of credit cost differentiated by its components (leading, for example, to the 
difference between effective and nominal interest rate) and information about contract length were 
lacking. Some 20% of the websites even featured misleading information. This illustrates that in 
addition to more or less justified faith in consumer protection rules people would need more 
critical knowledge and a more sceptical attitude in order to cope with this financial ‘information’. 

However, such a background is lacking for most people. According to a representative survey 
which was recently commissioned by the German Banking Association (Bankenverband, 2012) 
only half of the adult German population believe themselves to be familiar with monetary and 
financial questions. The survey revealed that 55% of those surveyed possess ‘hardly sufficient’ or 
even ‘insufficient’ (25%) knowledge for adequate financial planning, for example concerning their 
pension plan. There is a series of studies that states deficiencies in financial education (for an 
overview, see Macha & Schuhen, 2011, pp. 146-147). Not least because international surveys reveal 
similar ‘bad’ results (see, for example, SEDI 2004, p. 8; Ford & Jones 2006, p. 59), financial literacy, 
i.e. in the sense of a basic education for all, appears on the agenda of different actors of educational 
sciences and education policy. 

A salient example of where the dynamics of financial markets and limited financial 
competence interact is the field of consumer credit. Consumer credit is growing substantially in 
volume in many countries. In 2011, for example, the banks in Germany offered consumer credit 
amounting to 230 billion euros (Scherer, 2012). In parallel, the number of over-indebted German 
households remains roughly at the peak level that was reached in 2007: in 2010 more than three 
million households were bankrupt, even though the average burden of debt decreased from 32,000 
to 27,000 euros (Knobloch & Reifner, 2011, pp. 11, 33). Also in Greece over-indebtedness 

is related to the unreasonable credit expansion, that preceded the economic crisis. Household 
credit rose from 24 billion euros in 2001 to 117 billion euros in 2008. Numbers concerning 
consumer credit are even more striking: consumer credit rose from 12 billion euros in 2003 to 35 
billion euros in 2008. Greece has the biggest proportion of consumer credit in relation to GDP 
(loans and credit cards) in the Eurozone countries: 15.1% in 2008. (Mouzouraki, 2012, p. 15) 

The development of credit card debt in the USA presents a similar view. It has risen by early 2009 
to an average of $19,000 per household. The following sharp decline to a current plateau of around 
$15,500 is, however, not due to people becoming more careful with their expenditure. It is due to 
credit card companies writing off uncollectable debts (Chen, 2012). 

Failing to adequately plan credit-based consumption can lead to personal insolvency, which is 
usually anything but a pleasant social experience. An interesting aspect in Germany is the 
particularly drastic increase in personal insolvency of young people between the ages of 18 and 25. 
This age group is a salient risk group (SEDI, 2004, p. 9; Bürgel, 2012, p. 10). In Germany the overall 
process from being over-indebted to becoming debt-free takes 15 years on average. The legal 
insolvency framework, however, defines the duration of good financial conduct at only seven 
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years. For Knobloch and Reifner (2011, p. 36) this unnecessary long actual duration originates in 
the hesitant behaviour of those who are bankrupt. They consider the acquisition of adequate 
agency as one means of choice to improve this situation. Accordingly Reifner (2011, p. 13) 
conceives the standard financial literacy approach as insufficient and puts forward a financial 
competence approach. This financial competence comprises not only an appropriate knowledge base 
but also self-confidence in financial decisions, hence improving (speeding up) financial agency. 
According to this argument we claim that an approach which focuses on mere practical knowledge 
and attitudes to financial literacy is insufficient. Students need systemic knowledge, including 
particularly about the interplay of markets and policy. The educational objective, therefore, is the 
acquisition of financial agency as well as reflective competences, potentially leading to civic agency 
and an altogether ‘economically mature citizen’. This also draws the line which links financial 
education with a – democratically legitimized – market economy. 

A further important field where the dynamics of financial markets and limited financial 
competence interact is the trend to shift responsibility for financial provision from the government 
to the individual. This problem is even more aggravated by the demographic developments in 
most developed countries, i.e. ageing societies. The individual financial pension or health insurance 
plan is becoming more important, while public schemes are being cut. In Germany, for example, 
the catalogue of benefits of the statutory health insurance is becoming more and more restricted. A 
set of fees has been implemented which patients have to pay, e.g. when they need a prescription (a 
minor but salient part of this has just recently been changed as a kind of campaign goody). 
Regarding the pension plan in Germany, an individual provision covered by capital as a supplement 
to the public pension is propagated and fostered. The individual is thus obliged to make decisions 
about adequate products as well as about the amount to save in order to acquire the desired living 
and health standard, particularly when retired. In relation to statutory pensions, private schemes 
would require the ability to differentiate between nominal and real pension payments, an 
assumption regarding one’s future income developments, an understanding of the discounting of a 
pension cash value, etc. (Lusardi, 2004, p. 160; Lusardi & Mitchell, 2007, p. 206). So in general, 
there might be a positive correlation between financial literacy and financial well-being; e.g. 
Behrman et al (2012) conclude from a broad Chilean survey that a positive 0.2 deviation in financial 
literacy relates to an increase of $13.800 in net wealth. This does not, however, say much about 
causality. 

The problem of the relation between the dynamics of the market society and the limits of 
adequate competence is not restricted to financial decisions; it is a general one. Apart from the 
increasing complexity of financial markets, the mere existence of a market economy implies that 
people are constantly confronted with ever more complex economic decisions. In a society which 
is regulated like this, the relationships between its members are based on money, and therefore 
knowledge about the use of money and competences to use it are prerequisites to participating in 
society. Accordingly, Schlösser et al (2011, p. 24) determine as core areas of financial education not 
only accumulating assets, insuring oneself and dealing with indebtedness, but also everyday dealing 
with money, which, for example, includes keeping a book of household accounts and using cashless 
money. 

So, overall, given the structure and the further developments of situations where individuals 
are confronted with the necessity for rational financial decisions and behaviour, one would assume 
that everyday knowledge is completely insufficient to cope with these situations and that (better) 
financial education is a way to (re)gain autonomy. 

Does Financial Education Lead to Better Financial Decisions and Behaviour? 

The question is now, however, whether financial education really leads to better financial decisions 
and behaviour. This is an at least partly contested assumption. As one of eight ‘basic principles for 
the provision of high-quality financial education schemes’ the Commission of the European 
Communities (2007, p. 8) stated: 

Consumers should be educated in economic and financial matters as early as possible, beginning 
at school. National authorities should give consideration to making financial education a 
compulsory part of the school education curriculum. 
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This Europe-wide objective implies that financial education at school will have a positive effect on 
the – later – behaviour of students. 

There are at least two issues which make the idea that better financial education in schools 
would sustain long-lasting better financial behaviour questionable. First, the general prevalent 
assumption that an increase in financial education leads to more rational financial planning and 
thus better individual (and social) welfare has to be questioned. Second, many of the problems and 
problematic trends mentioned are particularly challenging for groups with constrained access to 
(further) financial education because like school drop-outs or migrants they did not receive 
sufficient schooling and are thus also more likely to have low incomes. This becomes a vicious 
circle, because the better and higher one’s school leaving certificate, the higher the probability for 
participation in further education (e.g. for Germany: Bundesministerium für Bildung und 
Forschung, 2011, pp. 30-31). In the following we will focus on the first problem, as it is more 
concerned with learning effects. 

There are different studies that establish the success of training measures in relation to 
financial education. Exemplary is a large-scale US survey: half of the adults polled could not carry 
out simple interest calculations for an investment or credit period of five years. They did not know 
the difference between a nominal interest rate and an effective interest rate. Some 78.5% gave the 
wrong answer to the following question: ‘Let’s say you have 200 dollars in a savings account. The 
account earns 10% interest per year. How much would you have in the account at the end of two 
years?’ (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2007, p. 215). The same survey revealed that anticipatory financial 
planning regarding retirement not only leads to a higher retirement income but is also significantly 
correlated with financial education (p. 222). Further studies among adults identified a positive 
relation between participation in a seminar on retirement planning and systematic capital 
accumulation (Lusardi, 2004, p. 164). However, it is not certain if the self-selection of the 
participants in the voluntary seminars was not the determining factor rather than the knowledge 
acquired in the seminars. 

Other elaborated studies on the effect of financial education have been published by Cole & 
Shastry (2009) and Mandell (2009). Cole and Shastry (2009, p. 3) stated a clear positive relation 
between financial education and participation in the financial market. They appreciate this result 
because in their view financial education is relevant also for the functioning of the market 
economy: 

For the household, participation facilitates asset accumulation and consumption smoothing, with 
potentially significant effects on welfare. For the financial system as a whole, the depth and 
breadth of participation are important determinants of the equity premium, the volatility of 
markets, and household expenditure ... . Participation may also affect the political economy of 
financial regulation, as those holding financial assets may have different attitudes towards 
corporate and investment income tax policy than those without such assets, as well as different 
attitudes towards risk-sharing and redistribution. (p. 3) 

Like many of these surveys this statement leaves it open to critique whether more participation in 
financial education really improves financial well-being and effects more positive attitudes to 
market-based financial provision. It might also be the other way round: being better off and/or 
having more positive attitudes to the market economy may lead to higher participation and 
awareness in financial education. These doubts are valid, for example, because though the relation 
between educational level and participation in the market was high, it was not so much dependent 
on extra education as on the general educational level. Similar results also exist for tests on 
economic education in general. The general educational level is the best predictor for success in 
such tests (e.g. Gleason & Scyoc, 1995; Blendon et al, 1997). Surprisingly, a similar positive relation 
between general financial education at school and financial decisions cannot be found (Mandell, 
2009; Cole & Shastry, 2009). 

Cole and Shastry (2009, p. 31) conclude that despite the ambiguous results, learning 
opportunities for financial education are important: ‘We find that education is effective, but an 
additional year of schooling is [a] potentially life-changing event. In contrast, financial literacy 
courses tend to be short, covering basic topics’. Accordingly, they propose that financial education 
should be part of basic economic education, which should in turn have an appropriate weight 
within school education. 
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Comparable research results are completely lacking, for example, for Germany (Remmele et 
al, 2012, p. 118) – a fact which is hardly surprising given the inferior role of economic education in 
the German general education system. Nevertheless, the socio-economic dynamic requires also 
here that financial education is rethought. The complete lack or the inferior role of financial 
education in general education in schools in most of the European countries, accompanied by a 
lack of appropriate teaching materials (Ford & Jones, 2006, p. 64; Reifner, 2006, p. 22), is at least 
suboptimal. General education has as one of its main tasks to prepare students for living their lives 
autonomously, and this includes practical capabilities that secure people from social exclusion. 
Financial literacy seems to be one of several domains that are needed to enable people to partake in 
society and to orient themselves in a world based on money and the division of labour. Hence, the 
inevitability of money in all levels of our societies justifies the inclusion and partial primacy of 
financial education in general education. 

This assumption, however, would also justify the claim for ‘nudging’ (Thaler & Sunstein 
2008) people into rational decisions and behaviour by specifically structuring the external 
conditions, because even if people are slightly educated and try to make responsible decisions there 
are external situational conditions which are much more influential than the level of their 
education. It makes, for example, a big difference whether pension schemes are an automatic part 
of a new labour contract or if employees have to actively decide in favour of the pension scheme 
(by ticking a box). Madrian and Shea (2001, pp. 1151-1158) exemplify this with a company where 
86% employees participated in a default pension programme while only 37% took part when they 
had to actively tick the option. 

There are many other psychological mechanisms which distract subjects from – seemingly – 
rational decisions. Concerning the question whether to learn and to acquire some financial 
competences, people have to deal with the problem of intertemporal preferences: the costs of 
education for the learner are immediate, while the benefits are – if at all – in the future. ‘Many 
behavioural economists take the view that the best response is not informing consumers of the 
problem or trying to change them but institutional design and regulation that recognises the 
psychology’ (Meza et al, 2008, p. 3). Contesting the assumption that – even if financial education 
would increase financial competences – financial competences are effective in relation to financial 
behaviour, Schwartz takes a similar position. He claims 

that decision-making biases have a far more powerful influence on retirement planning than has 
financial capability. The implication is that policy should be oriented to designing better 
programs to improve retirement planning without relying exclusively on rational and well-
informed choices by individuals. Another conclusion is that trying to foster financial capability 
will be not only expensive and difficult but also relatively ineffective. (Schwartz, 2010, p. 17) 

Thaler and Benartzi (2004) describe the positive effect of the ‘save more tomorrow’ scheme, where 
people commit themselves not to use a substantial part of their current earnings but of their future 
increases in salary. Based on such experiences, Thaler and Sunstein (2008) propose a ‘liberal 
paternalism’, which aims at structuring situations in order to ease rational decisions (the 
justification of this approach might, however, at be least partly flawed; see Schnellbach, 2012). 

A further constraint for the practical efficiency of financial education is that – even if it were 
effective in relation to financial knowledge, attitudes and agency – financial service providers react 
to the market conditions, i.e. among them the level of financial education, and optimize their 
products in this respect. Also, critical meta-competences with regard to finance will hardly be 
suited to keep track of the creativity of insurance agents and the like. 

To nudge people in the rational direction has thus the potential to mitigate the effect of the 
previously mentioned tipping point. When learning can no longer be sufficient to cope with 
relevant financial problems, because these problems have become too complex, then the external 
guidance of one’s decisions is the easier and also more economic way. However, the paternalistic 
enactment of rationality by the government hardly complies with the autonomy of individuals in 
democratic societies. 
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Individual Responsibility or Public Task? 

As we have shown, it is a political problem to find a balance between the individual and financial 
markets. It is unclear whether educational efforts and/or behavioural nudging, still leaving the 
responsibility with the individual, or legal limitations of financial markets should be the way to an 
adequate balancing. The claim for individual responsibility, implicit in the deduction of educational 
requirements from societal conditions and trends, can be considered as questionable. The reference 
to changing (partly precarious) living conditions to propagate the responsibility of individuals (and 
schools) for better financial education is sometimes seen as (hidden) societal surrender to world 
finance: ‘skills connected with “bank accounts”, learning how “to access need” and understanding 
“the importance of saving for the future”, as for an education or pension, are grounded on the 
assumption of the planned withdrawal of the state in this regard’ (Gibson, 2009, p. 67). So it might 
be argued that policy is responsible for protecting citizens from financial risks through appropriate 
regulations of welfare systems and (consumer friendly) regulations of financial markets. Thus it 
might be held a policy failure if people have to make more and more decisions concerning their 
financial security. 

With a view to the promotion of economic education in English schools Gibson (2009, p. 68) 
goes as far as to take financial education as a form of indoctrination: 

Education has become one of the prime carriers of this socio-economic project. It has acted as a 
conduit for ensuring that this new vision of social regulation is congruent with the economics of 
neo-liberalism. Developing the skills of financial capability in education has been intended to 
naturalise neo-liberalism and gives it an implicit endorsement. 

While skills to handle situations in an economic context have been a by-product of school 
education so far, the new curriculum makes its acquisition mandatory (Gibson, 2009, p. 66). In 
consequence, according to Gibson, it is necessary to equip pupils with a critical power of 
judgement as well as with alternative visions to neoliberalism rather than equipping them with 
financial skills. 

Without the same political verve Reifner (2011, pp. 19-20), too, points out that certain 
problems cannot be dealt with on the level of education or nudging. For him over-indebtedness is 
not so much a problem of education or rational behaviour as it is a consequence of an increasing 
discontinuity of income and increasing expenses (due to privatization of public services). From his 
point of view, improved protection of debtors is necessary, which means systematic changes that 
cannot be replaced by educational measures. He names as possible amendments among others: 
financial supervision by governments, standardized financial products, liability of financial service 
providers, state-funded consumer associations (pp. 6-7). Financial education thus only 
complements the empowerment of people to put pressure on financial service providers and 
enabling them to defend their interests. 

As a consequence of such a critical perspective and the aforementioned decrease of school-
learnt capabilities, financial literacy and education aiming at such literacy cannot be sufficient to 
deal with the current developments. There are issues where it is a task of civic agency, and thus an 
integrative economic education aiming at preparing the ground for such agency to reduce the 
necessities and impossibilities of financial decisions. Therefore, it is not sufficient to equip the 
individual with skills and knowledge to participate in money-society but he or she should be 
enabled to judge on the political and societal conditions, and to proceed towards civic agency. Our 
suggestion to raise participation from an everyday life skill to a (potential) civic participation level is 
to integrate financial literacy into a general educational concept of economic education. 

Financial Education as a Subset of General Economic Education 

Conceiving financial education as a subset of general economic education, we will now conclude 
by illustrating which competency goals combining financial education with economic citizenship 
education should be part of an integrative economic education. Focusing on two approaches we 
have developed together with colleagues, we will also show how such a curricular approach can be 
justified. 



Bernd Remmele & Günter Seeber 

196 

However, before we outline integrative conceptions of economic education, we take a short 
critical look at standard but limited approaches. In the debate on financial education in view of the 
described socio-economic changes, in most cases practical knowledge within a given setting at a 
given time is in the foreground. Related objectives and contents are somewhat reactive and less 
emancipatory. This is understandable as many authors are concerned with adults and among them 
those with specific learning problems. Many publications focus on the goal of equipping individuals 
with specific knowledge which enables them to effectively manage financial resources (cf. Pang, 
2010, p. 660; critically: Barry & Breuer, 2012, p. 2; Remmele et al, 2012, p. 46). The focus lies on 
contents like maintaining a bank account, saving, budget planning, credit and debt management as 
well as retirement planning and risk spreading (cf. Commission of the European Communities, 
2007, p. 4; Reifner, 2011, p. 19; Schlösser et al, 2011, p. 24). As a salient example, Gibson (2009, 
p. 65) criticizes the standards for financial management in schools, summarizing different official 
publications, e.g. from the Department for Education and Skills or the Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority in England. He summarizes the following elements: 

making real choices about spending and saving; develop skills to think ahead about financial 
needs; knowing how to “budget”; learning “how to save for the future” …; bank accounts, 
spending, looking at mobile phone tariffs and how to access needs …; learning about risk and 
reward; investment and trade; personal budgeting; mortgages; interest rates; and balancing credit 
cards … 

Apart from the inadequacy concerning the goals of general education, of these curricular 
approaches there is furthermore the problem that even these strongly pushed approaches are 
rather badly implemented. So, even though the Commission of the European Communities (2007, 
p. 6) considers that financial education should start in school and should be embedded in a 
profound economic knowledge, an according curricular incorporation can only be found in eclectic 
forms. The localization of economic education is, however, difficult to explore. It is, for example, 
typical in German curricula of secondary I schools leading to a graduation after nine or ten years of 
full-time schooling that within a domain ‘household management’, nutritional education as well as 
budget questions are included. Even where financial education belongs to the regular curriculum, 
as, for example, in the United Kingdom (Gibson, 2009, p. 65; Pang, 2010, p. 661) or in a number of 
US states (Cole & Shastry, 2009, p. 13), the actual number of hours of instruction is unknown or 
negligible (cf. Davies & Durden 2010, p. 422; SEDI, 2004, p. 11). 

Overall, these approaches are mainly limited to skills which are relevant for everyday life, and 
no further claim to personal development or agency in the field of economic policy is formulated 
beyond that. Therefore they are at least incomplete if applied in school education, which aims at a 
more integral humanistic and democratic education, which is not reduced to mere practical 
usefulness in a given setting. Also missing are attitudinal and volitional dimensions in relation to 
further learning or political awareness in relation to the changing conditions in different relevant 
markets. The normative claim regarding participatory skills results from the requirements that a 
democratically legitimized market economy poses on the individual and is part and parcel of 
general economic education (see Schlösser, 2001). 

Integrative conceptions of economic education thus need a different curricular approach. For 
example, Birke and Seeber (2011, p. 181) have recently proposed to integrate regulatory aspects in 
definitions of competences for consumers of financial services – above the level of basic education. 
In addition to, for example, ‘making consumer decisions with regard to preferences and budget 
constraints’, ‘considering product and market information relevant for decision-making’ or 
‘describing the interests of producers and consumers and the resulting conflict potential’, the 
concept also includes ‘analyzing conditions for efficient markets’, ‘analyzing and assessing the main 
ideas of economic systems’ or ‘realizing the benefit of informal and formal (e.g. consumer 
protection laws) regulations for the consumer’. 

One of the above-mentioned concepts tries to model competences of economic education for 
general education schools, i.e. with the aim of standardizing school outcomes (Retzmann et al, 
2010). Building on the overall goals of general education, i.e. enabling students to act 
autonomously, responsibly and appropriately, the competence model distinguishes three 
dimensions, which are co-present in (most) economically shaped situations. The first dimension 
focuses on the individual who has to take (rational) decisions in view of different alternatives. The 



Integrative Economic Education 

197 

second dimension focuses on social interactions, where one has to consider the interests, wishes 
and values of others (in relation to their own) in a responsible way when interacting with economic 
purposes. The third dimension focuses on proper (systemic) analysis of individual judgement, 
which implies, among others, insight into economic concepts, including the necessity of regulation 
and the possibilities of changing the rules of regulation. For the relation between financial 
education and economic education this means that situations where financial decisions have to be 
taken cannot be detached from the implications of more general economic concepts. 

So, on the one hand, this approach is in line with a more conceptual approach like that of 
Pang (2010, p. 662), who identifies a set of economic core concepts and concludes: ‘financial literacy 
is seen as a function of student understanding of a limited set of interrelated economic concepts 
that can be used as tools for making sound financial decisions’. On the other hand, we would 
highlight sound economic judgements on relevant regulation as a further goal of financial literacy 
education. 

Due to circumstantial reasons this first concept elicits cognitive competences only and does 
not consider attitudinal or volitional competences. Our second approach elaborated competence 
requirements of basic economic education for adults and does not adhere to this limitation 
(Remmele et al, 2013). This approach differentiates three essential spheres for economic agency 
which have to be addressed in economic education: consumption, work, and economic citizenship. 
To put economic citizenship in such a salient position hence takes up the above-mentioned 
critique. In this book economic consumer competences are described in short form as the ability ‘to 
plan, make and implement decisions relating to purchase, financing and hedging with regard to the 
actual and prospective individual needs as well as to develop awareness in regard to these abilities 
to act’. Work-related economic competences are ‘to recognize opportunities of shaping one’s 
professional biography and to develop the readiness for self-dependent implementation’. In this 
condensed form the basic competences of an economic citizen are defined as the ability ‘to 
recognize the existence and impact of regulatory policy on the individual life situations as 
consumer or somebody generating income as well as the changeability of regulatory elements’ 
(p. 115). 

This approach also tries to evade problems of justification by combining these fields with 
prevalent societal discourses. With this combination of the three fields of economic agency with a 
set of normative discourses (particularly consumer society, money-based society, democracy, 
working society, globalisation, ecological sustainability, knowledge-based society) it is possible to 
shape and base curricular claims in a way that is not only restricted to practical requirements. The 
reflection of societal discourses allows relating curricular claims to the developing ‘common sense’. 
To refer to relevant and broad societal discourses is about the nearest one can get to ‘common 
sense’ and the justification it might provide. As there is no basis beyond social communication 
which can provide justification, such a partly circular (non-vicious) approach is unavoidable. In 
relation to the problem discussed here, the following intersections of the fields of consumption and 
of economic citizenship and normative frames are of particular salience (the field of work can be 
neglected in the following): 

‘Consumer society’ as normative frame includes mainly two aspects; on the one hand, there is 
realistically no alternative to being a consumer in modern mass markets, and on the other hand, 
consumption patterns are an important aspect for self-affirmation and social perception (see Pleiß 
2001). In relation to the problems of the  ‘consumer society’, the curricular approach for basic 
economic education thus includes financial consumption/agency: to be able to see the trade-offs 
between immediate credit purchase against postponing consumption, and to execute budget 
planning. It includes for economic citizenship: knowledge of and readiness for political influencing 
of social policy, particularly that which is consumer and family related. 

‘Money-based society’ as normative frame refers to the increasing amount of money- or 
market-regulated social spheres and interactions, including the privatisation of insuring life risks (cf. 
Beck, 1998; Reifner, 2010). In relation to ‘money-based society’ the model includes for financial 
consumption/agency: knowledge and judgement about basic financial services (management of 
bank accounts, pension planning, etc.), knowledge about the dependence of (long-term) financial 
planning on complex and far-reaching economic developments. Concerning economic citizenship 
it includes: knowledge of and readiness for political influencing of the statutory conditions of one’s 
social security and creditworthiness. 
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‘Democracy’ as normative frame refers on the one hand to the inseparability of the economy 
and politics in our current Western societies. On the other hand, it builds on adequate citizenship, 
i.e. citizens which are sufficiently educated and sufficiently in favour of democracy to keep this 
social model alive (see Dahrendorf, 1995). In relation to ‘democracy’ the curricular approach for 
basic economic education thus includes for financial consumption/agency: knowledge and 
judgement about ‘consumer sovereignty’. Along these lines and concerning economic citizenship it 
includes: knowledge of and readiness for political influencing of the economic order; understanding 
of market processes. 

These main examples of the approach of Remmele et al (2013) show that on the one hand 
their approach tries to integrate educational objectives in relation to given practical requirements 
with a potential to politically shape these requirements. On the other hand, this approach uses 
prevalent discourses to justify the claims for specific educational objectives for adults. In adult 
education such claims need a deeper justification because adults are worthy members of society 
and learning objectives cannot be simply forced on them. The intersection of practical 
requirements and (critical) discourses and reflections on society thus includes normative frames 
which are relevant and resound legitimately in society. Because this approach is open for a wider 
critical discourse it can less easily be suspected to be ideology. 

Conclusion 

Taking such an integrative approach to a general concept of economic education picks up our 
above-mentioned critical tipping point from just adaptive financial to participative economic 
education and thus bridges the gap between financial and citizenship education. When adaptation 
on the level of better financial education (or behavioural nudging) is no longer possible or 
reasonable the political conditions have to be changed. 

As part of general education, integrative economic education can empower students to live 
their lives individually, to participate in society and to politically contribute to society (Seeber et al, 
2012, p. 68). Education has to integrate a systematic understanding in financial education which can 
be used to leave the participant level of economic interactions and enables learners thereby to 
acquire the perspective of citizens. Thus they can explain, interpret and assess government action 
in a market-based system. In that case, the ability to form a judgement does not only contain the 
competence to evaluate alternative individual decisions but also comprises abilities to assess 
political directives and to form a judgement regarding possible or necessary institutional 
amendments and – in the best case – to contribute to these changes. As long as, for example, 
students are broadly aware of the existence of a financial crisis, but not of its background and 
almost no one recognizes any personal concern (Aprea, 2012), a sound political reflection or civic 
engagement cannot be expected. An integrative economic education wants to close this gap. The 
domain-related knowledge will then be the base for an expansion of an economic perspective 
including social, political and ethical judgement principles. A democratically legitimized market 
economy relies on that. 

An integrative economic education which is conceptualized like this does not expose learners 
to the rigours of a dynamic environment but rather enables the individual to recognize the 
regulatory flexibility of their environment and empowers the individual to participate in these 
larger frames of society. 
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