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 Economic Crisis

Redecorating in a Recession
Charlie Brover, Denise Deagan, and Solange Farina

In January 2009, the former CEO 
for Merrill Lynch, John Thain, 
made news for his extravagant 
spending. He spent lavishly to 
redecorate his office at a time 
when his company was failing 
and planning to lay off workers. 
The table on the right lists some 
of the items he bought.

1. How can we get a sense of how much money 
Thain spent to redecorate his office? Let’s assume 
you work 8 hours a day five days a week for $20 
per hour. How long would it take you to make this 
much money? Is it reasonable to use this money to 
redecorate an office? Why or why not?

2. If you had to redecorate one room in your 
house, how much would that cost you? Choose 
a room with your group and estimate the cost of 
your redecorating project. How does it compare to 
John Thain’s redecoration? (You may use furniture 
catalogs if available.)

Sources: <www.nytimes.com/2009/01/27/business/27bank.
html?ref=business>; <www.fiercefinance.com/story/big-layoffs-
coming-merrill-lynch/2008-12-01>; <www.cnbc.com/id/28793892>

The authors are members of the New York City Math Exchange 
Group (MEG).

ITEM PRICE

Area Rug $87,784

Mahogany Pedestal Table $25,713

19th Century Credenza $68,179

Pendant Light Furniture $19,751

4 Pairs of Curtains $28,091

Pair of Guest Chairs $87,784

George IV Chair $18,468

6 Wall Sconces $2,741

Parchment Waste Can $1,405

Roman Shade Fabric $10,967

Roman Shades $7,315

Coffee Table $5,852

Commode on Legs $35,115

Hiring designer Michael Smith $800,000

TOTAL:

How can we better comprehend the big 
numbers that have become the stuff 
of daily newspaper and TV reporting? 
As teachers, we wanted to pose some 
problems in the classroom that would 
help students make sense of these big 
numbers while engaging them in questions 
of economic and social fairness. We 

developed “Redecorating in a Recession” 
as an open-ended problem with multiple 
solutions.

This problem gives the class a chance 
to think about: “What is reasonable?” “How 
should money be allocated in a society?”

For more on big numbers, see “Making 
Sense of Billions and Trillions” on p. 20.

Note to the Teacher


