
For me, it’s not necessarily an 
issue of  money. I’m not perfect – I 
fell asleep in my clothes three 
times last week – but I’m not a 
cheapskate. I once found a wallet 
and returned it with more money, 
just to confuse the owner. My greater 
issue is that evenly splitting the bill 
causes everyone to order too much. 
Economists have proven an even 
splitting of  the bill is an inefficient 
strategy, because if  10 people go 
to dinner, your obligation is only 
1/10th of  the bill, but everything 
you order contributes 9/10th to the 
rest of  the group’s tally. This gives 
all ten people an incentive to order 
more than they would if  each diner 
paid separately. I have to wonder if  
this is the kind of  stuff  economists 
were so busy working on that 
they didn’t have time to predict 
the 2008 financial crisis. And yes, 
restaurants know group tabs make 
the group order more and is why 
they’re so resistant to individual bills. 
Sometimes I wonder if  restaurants 
are only in it for the money.

Google shares my concern and 
recently applied for a patent on 
restaurant bill splitting. Seriously. It’s 
heartening to hear Google can still 
find time to address the group dinner 
crisis in addition to its primary 
mission of  collecting our porn search 
terms for the US government. I hope 
Google’s social concern doesn’t stop 
at bill splitting but goes on to create 
a formula to eliminate all downsides 
from group dinners. In case Google 
needs any help, here’s my formula 
for the perfect evening: pay your own 
way. The social connector needs to 
sit in the centre. Don’t sit me next 
to anyone I don’t know unless that 
person is really attractive. Invite a 
celebrity if  possible. Not Vin Diesel. 

And perhaps you’re asking who 
do I think I am to make so many 
demands when I’m not a particularly 
memorable dinner guest. Well, 
if  that’s your attitude, maybe I’ll 
just stay home with my wife for a 
romantic evening of  complaining.

My wife and I are pretty busy 
and don’t always get to 
spend much time together, 

but our relationship works because 
we still take time to do the little 
things, like complain about people, 
and that’s what has kept us close all 
these years. Sometimes at the end 
of  a perfect day when the weather 
is nice, people are friendly, and my 
hair looks great, neither of  us can 
think of  anything to complain about, 
so I keep a notebook of  complaint 
prompts on the nightstand. ‘Honey, 
wake up. Here’s a good one. Why do 
Australians say “No worries” all the 
time? They’ve got no ozone layer. 
How could that not worry them?’ 

Some complaint 
topics get me going 
for so long, my 
wife knows to save 
those favourites for 
a special occasion. 
These greatest hits 
include: 1. How is 
Vin Diesel famous 
and I’m not? 2. 
How come we 
never get invited to orgies? (I’m not 
saying we’d go but we’d like to feel 
included.) 3. Why is God punishing 
me with so many invitations to 
group dinners?   

If  there’s one thing I hate – and 
indeed I am aware that people who 
say ‘if  there’s one thing I hate’ often 
have way more than one thing they 
hate – but if  there’s one thing I hate 
it’s a bad group dinner. The group 
dinner is a popular social activity in 
Shanghai and an essential bonding 
practice for the Chinese, and I don’t 
want to knock them so much that 
I never get invited again (because I 

complain even more about not being 
invited to things), but when it’s bad, 
it’s root canal bad. Prostate exam 
bad. Michael Bay-movie bad. When 
you’re invited to a birthday party, 
and the only one of  fifteen guests 
you know is the guest of  honour 
sitting eight chairs away, and he 
orders for the whole group so you 
don’t get anything you want and you 
leave feeling hungry, and you didn’t 
drink any alcohol but are told the bill 
is being divided equally and your 
share is the price of  an iPhone, you 
can’t help but look for the hidden 
cameras in the hopes this is an 
elaborate practical joke. 

I guess splitting the bill equally is 
the part that foxes 
me the most. When 
I was in school we 
were given story 
problems to test 
if  we could use 
maths in real life 
situations. Here’s 
an example: if  Bob 
had seven samosas, 
and Tina had six 

margaritas, and Larry is dieting, and 
Lisa barely touched anything but 
insisted on ordering all 12 appetisers, 
and Greg is a vegetarian, and Diane 
is a teetotaller, and they split the bill 
equally, how many people will go 
home with hard feelings? 

The most popular complaint is 
that everyone thinks they paid too 
much and the person who consumed 
the most got a free ride. And because 
the person who drank the most 
probably made the biggest ass of  
himself, it can sting to know your 
subsidy made possible that night  
of  assholery. 

Google recently 
applied for a patent 
on restaurant bill 

splitting

Paul Johnson finds splitting the check hard to 
swallow. Illustration by Timothy McEvenue
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