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Productivity, Innovation, and 
Entrepreneurship Program

Nicholas Bloom and Josh Lerner*

The Productivity, Innovation and Entrepreneurship Program was 
founded as the Productivity Program, with Zvi Griliches as the inau-
gural program director, in 1978. It has more recently expanded to 
incorporate the vibrant and growing body of research in the affili-
ated fields of innovation and entrepreneurship. The program benefit-
ted tremendously from Griliches’ inspirational leadership, continued 
by Ernst Berndt after Zvi’s untimely death in 1999. We have had the 
privilege of co-directing the program since 2011. 

The program has generated a remarkable volume of research activ-
ity. It currently has 90 active members, and the program’s cumulative 
output includes more than 1,350 affiliated working papers on a wide 
range of topics. The activities of the program are organized into four 
large project areas. These are: economic research on the measurement 
and drivers of productivity growth; entrepreneurship, which focuses 
on the measurement, causes, and effects of new business creation; 
innovation, which examines R and D, patenting, and creative activi-
ties; and digitization, a recently-launched project area, which focuses 
on the creation, use, and impact of digital information. This review 
summarizes the research in each of these four areas. 

Economic Research on Productivity

As Paul Krugman famously quipped, “Productivity isn’t every-
thing, but in the long run it is almost everything. A country’s ability to 
improve its standard of living over time depends almost entirely on its 



2         NBER Reporter • 2013 Number 3     

NBERReporter 

The National Bureau of Economic Research is a private, nonprofit research orga-
nization founded in 1920 and devoted to objective quantitative analysis of the 
American economy. Its officers and board of directors are:

President and Chief Executive Officer — James M. Poterba
Controller — Kelly Horak
Corporate Secretary — Alterra Milone

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Chairman — Kathleen B. Cooper
Vice Chairman — Martin B. Zimmerman
Treasurer — Robert Mednick

DIRECTORS AT LARGE

DIRECTORS BY UNIVERSITY APPOINTMENT

DIRECTORS BY APPOINTMENT OF OTHER ORGANIZATIONS
Christopher Carroll, American Statistical Association
Jean-Paul Chavas, Agricultural and Applied Economics Association
Martin Gruber, American Finance Association
Ellen Hughes-Cromwick, National Association for Business Economics
Thea Lee, American Federation of Labor and 
 Congress of Industrial Organizations
William W. Lewis, Committee for Economic Development
Robert Mednick, American Institute of Certified Public Accountants
Alan L. Olmstead, Economic History Association
Peter L. Rousseau, American Economic Association
Gregor W. Smith, Canadian Economics Association
Bart van Ark, The Conference Board

The NBER depends on funding from individuals, corporations, and private foun-
dations to maintain its independence and its flexibility in choosing its research 
activities. Inquiries concerning contributions may be addressed to James M. 
Poterba, President & CEO, NBER 1050 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, MA 
02138-5398. All contributions to the NBER are tax deductible.

The Reporter is issued for informational purposes and has not been reviewed by 
the Board of Directors of the NBER. It is not copyrighted and can be freely repro-
duced with appropriate attribution of source. Please provide the NBER’s Public 
Information Department with copies of anything reproduced. 

Requests for subscriptions, changes of address, and cancellations should be sent 
to Reporter, National Bureau of Economic Research, Inc., 1050 Massachusetts 
Avenue, Cambridge, MA 02138-5398. Please include the current mailing label.

George Akerlof, California, Berkeley
Jagdish N. Bhagwati, Columbia 
Timothy Bresnahan, Stanford
Alan V. Deardorff, Michigan
Ray C. Fair, Yale 
Franklin Fisher, MIT
Edward Foster, Minnesota
John P. Gould, Chicago

Mark Grinblatt, California, Los Angeles 
Bruce Hansen, Wisconsin
Marjorie B. McElroy, Duke
Joel Mokyr, Northwestern
Andrew Postlewaite, Pennsylvania
Uwe E. Reinhardt, Princeton
David B. Yoffie, Harvard

Peter Aldrich
Elizabeth E. Bailey
John Herron Biggs
John S. Clarkeson
Don R. Conlan
Kathleen B. Cooper
Charles H. Dallara
George C. Eads
Jessica P. Einhorn 

Mohamed El-Erian
Linda Ewing
Jacob A. Frenkel
Judith M. Gueron
Robert S. Hamada
Peter Blair Henry
Karen N. Horn
John Lipsky
Laurence H. Meyer

Michael H. Moskow
Alicia H. Munnell
Robert T. Parry
James M. Poterba
John S. Reed
Marina v. N. Whitman
Martin B. Zimmerman

ability to raise its output per worker.”1 Rising 
productivity has been the key to American 
growth over the last two centuries and will 
be the key to improving the lives of many 
millions in the developing world. Even in the 
recent recession, there has been an active and 
ongoing debate about the long-term poten-
tial growth rate of US output. Understanding 
productivity growth is a central topic in eco-
nomics, and one that naturally overlaps with 
many other NBER programs.

The research by program affiliates dis-
plays a strong emphasis on the roles of research 
and development, patents, incentive systems, 
regulations, technological progress, and orga-
nizational form in influencing the extent and 
nature of productivity growth. In addition, 
the PRIE Program has long had a sharp focus 
on economic measurement, including inputs, 
outputs, prices, quality change, and multifac-
tor productivity, that has been led in particu-
lar by the Conference on Research in Income 
and Wealth (CRIW). Activities on the broad 
subject of productivity center on spring and 
summer research meetings. These meetings 
allow program members to present work in 
progress on a variety of productivity topics. 
The summer meetings are split into sessions 
that focus on macroeconomic aspects of pro-
ductivity, and on productivity issues in devel-
oping countries. Given the breadth of the 
program’s research, we can highlight only a 
few examples of the research issues that pro-
gram members explore. 

One strand of research revolves around 
the productivity and performance of health 
care. For example, one recent study examines 
the traditional wisdom that market forces 
are weak in the health care sector, lead-
ing to a massive dispersion of performance 
across hospitals.2 If poorly performing hos-
pitals rarely close, there should exist a huge 
dispersion of performance. The paper finds 
that indeed while there is a large spread of 
performance across hospitals, surprisingly 
it is comparable to the extent of disper-
sion in other sectors like manufacturing and 
retail.3 Moreover, much like manufactur-
ing, the health care sector shows a strong 
link between market share and productiv-
ity — high performing hospitals grow faster 
than low performing hospitals, so that per-
formance and size are strongly linked. The 
paper concludes that health care is far less of 
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an exceptional industry than is com-
monly believed, looking in fact rather 
similar to sectors like manufacturing 
on certain market dimensions. 

Another strand of the program 
focuses on the importance of micro 
and macro forces in driving aggregate 
productivity. Researchers often high-
light two ways aggregate productivity 
can rise: firstly there is the realloca-
tion “batting average” effect, whereby 
if more productive firms expand and 
less productive firms contract, then 
average productivity rises.4 The sec-
ond is the macro “rising tide” effect, 
whereby if innovation and develop-
ment increase the productivity of every 
firm, aggregate productivity also rises. 
One recent paper on this topic investi-
gated the role of adjustment costs and 
volatility in explaining the dispersion 
and average of productivity across over 
30 developing countries.5 The authors 
found that low productivity in devel-
oping countries may be the result of 
extremely volatile micro-productivity 
of firms, making it hard for market 
forces to reallocate output appropri-
ately. This highlights how removing 
distortions and adjustment costs, as 
well as reducing market turbulence and 
uncertainty, can aid the promotion of 
successful firms.

A third strand of work centers 
around management and managers. 
For example, one recent paper 6 shows 
how the structure of top management 
in US firms has radically changed 
since the 1980s. CEOs have doubled 
the number of managers reporting to 
them, with a large rise in the num-
ber of “product” managers (R and D, 
marketing ) as firms have focused their 
businesses, and in “functional” man-
agers (finance, law, human resources) 
as firms invest more heavily in infor-
mation technology. General manage-
rial positions have shrunk as a share of 
the total, and the pay of such managers 
has fallen as more specialized product 
and functional managers have joined. 
Another study on a related topic 
detailed the collection of extensive 
data on the daily activities of Indian 

CEOs.7 It revealed that there is a mas-
sive variation in their activities, with 
CEOs who adopt a more structured 
routine involving internal cross-func-
tional meetings tending to be more suc-
cessful compared to those with more 
“free” time focused on outsiders. It also 
reported that CEO hours are strongly 
linked with performance, and that non-
family CEOs tend to be much harder 
working and dedicated — in particular, 
showing they battle to work even dur-
ing monsoons and Indian international 
cricket matches. This highlights how 
CEO types, hours, and management 
styles are important drivers of firm pro-
ductivity, and the importance of start-
ing to explore what these are and how 
to measure them.

The CRIW is also an important 
component of the program’s research 
activities on productivity issues. One of 
its goals is to support the development 
of the national accounts and associ-
ated statistics. It represents an ongoing 
collaboration between the statistical 
agencies, policy community, and aca-
demia to advance the field of economic 
measurement. As such, the member-
ship of the CRIW is split between 
academic and non-academic members. 
The CRIW is funded by the statisti-
cal agencies and the organization has 
a sixteen person executive committee, 
chaired by Charles Hulten, that elects 
the membership and arranges for indi-
vidual conferences. 

The CRIW organizes a workshop 
at the NBER Summer Institute which 
tackles a range of data-related topics. In 
2012, for example, one focus was on the 
emerging value of “big data,” includ-
ing both administrative records from 
government agencies and transaction 
and customer data from private firms. 
The CRIW also sponsors an annual 
conference. In 2013 the topic will 
be “Measuring and Modeling Health 
Care Costs”, and in 2014, “Measuring 
Entrepreneurial Businesses: Current 
Knowledge and Challenges.” These 
conferences usually result in a confer-
ence volume published under the aus-
pices of the NBER. 

Entrepreneurship 

The PRIE Program’s activities in the 
entrepreneurship area, and the NBER’s 
efforts more broadly, are directed by 
Antoinette Schoar, an NBER Research 
Associate at MIT’s Sloan School of 
Management. Activities in this area 
were launched at a 2003 meeting that 
included many of the leading research-
ers from various fields of economics 
that touched on entrepreneurship. This 
meeting led to a broad consensus that 
by many measures, the years since 1980 
had seen a dramatic increase in the 
importance of entrepreneurial activity 
in the United States. While the over-
all growth in the number of entrepre-
neurial firms and business starts was 
relatively modest, the role of new enter-
prises in fomenting innovation, stimu-
lating employment, and creating value 
for investors increased dramatically. Yet 
surprisingly, academic research—par-
ticularly in economics—had not kept 
pace. The number of articles on entre-
preneurship issues in the major eco-
nomics journals actually declined in the 
1990s from the levels seen in the 1980s. 
A number of factors might explain this 
pattern. While data on public firms are 
readily available in machine-readable 
databases such as those maintained by 
the Center for Research in Security 
Prices, and Compustat, information on 
young private firms is much harder to 
come by. Datasets on entrepreneurial 
firms are in many cases only available 
through the time-consuming cultiva-
tion of personal contacts, and even then 
are often of widely variable quality. 

In an effort to encourage research 
on entrepreneurship and to build a net-
work of researchers who could share 
data and other insights, and with the 
ongoing support of the Ewing Marion 
Kauffman Foundation, the NBER 
launched an entrepreneurship initia-
tive, which has carried out three broad 
types of research activity. First, the 
group convenes a semi-annual meet-
ing of researchers interested in entre-
preneurship research. During the 2013 
Summer Institute, for example, more 
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than 100 scholars participated, ranging 
from Ph.D. candidates to some of the 
most senior scholars in the field. This 
meeting has brought together research-
ers working on a wide range of topics 
and presentations have included papers 
ranging from the financing of entrepre-
neurs and venture capital funding,8 to 
macro implications of entrepreneur-
ship and self-employment, 9 to entre-
preneurship in developing countries.10

Second, the entrepreneurship ini-
tiative has sponsored a number of meet-
ings on specialized topics. The first 
was on academic entrepreneurship. 
The idea that academic science is an 
engine of growth, creating technologi-
cal opportunities for industrial innova-
tion as well as future scientific research, 
is well known and studied. Little is 
known, however, about the role of aca-
demic entrepreneurship — faculty par-
ticipation in commercialization of their 
inventions and new firm creation — in 
the innovation process. The project 
offered a range of new insights on the 
nature of the entrepreneurship process 
that emerges from colleges and univer-
sities. The second meeting focused on 
the strategy and structure of entrepre-
neurial firms.11 It provided a forum 
for rigorous research on the microeco-
nomic and institutional foundations 
of entrepreneurship, and the strate-
gic and market consequences of entre-
preneurial activity. The third meeting 
focused on international differences 
in entrepreneurship. It was motivated 
by the concern that far too much of 
the research into entrepreneurship was 
focused on the United States. This 
project sought to encourage a range of 
studies by a global team of scholars. A 
fourth conference was motivated by 
the unprecedented activity in private 
equity, despite which most of the aca-
demic research on private equity mar-
kets was undertaken as a result of the 
previous leveraged buyout (LBO) wave 
of the 1980s.

The third major activity of the 
entrepreneurship initiative is outreach 
to young scholars interested in entre-
preneurship. At many universities, 

graduate students interested in entre-
preneurship have few knowledgeable 
scholars with whom to discuss their 
research. The consequences in many 
cases are either the abandonment of the 
research agenda or the production of 
inferior research. Since the summer of 
2008, the NBER has brought together 
graduate students in doctoral programs 
in the United States and Europe for a 
four-day “boot camp” on entrepreneur-
ship research. The Entrepreneurship 
Research Boot Camp (ERBC), which 
is organized by Thomas Hellmann, 
is typically held immediately follow-
ing the NBER Entrepreneurship sum-
mer meeting. ERBC participants are 
Ph.D. students who have completed 
at least one year (and ideally two or 
three) of their Ph.D. program, and 
are committed to doing research on 
entrepreneurship. 

Innovation Policy 

The PRIE program’s activities on 
innovation policy, and those of the 
NBER more generally, are directed 
by Scott Stern, an NBER Research 
Associate at the MIT Sloan School 
of Management. This effort, includ-
ing the Innovation Policy and the 
Economy (IPE) meeting which is held 
in Washington each year, was launched 
in 1999 to provide first-class research-
ers with frequent and repeated interac-
tion with other researchers interested 
in innovation, and with those who deal 
with specific policy questions. Early 
support was provided by the Alfred P. 
Sloan Foundation. More recently, the 
Kauffman Foundation provided par-
tial support for the IPE program as 
well, focusing specifically on the rela-
tionship between entrepreneurship and 
public policy. 

This effort examines a wide range 
of issues, including any policy that 
affects the ability of an economy to 
produce scientific and technological 
progress or that mediates the impact 
that science and technology has on the 
process of economic growth. Thus the 
area of attention is broader than “sci-

ence and technology policy,” which 
typically connotes a focus on issues 
such as federal R and D policy and 
fiscal incentives for private R and D. 
Recent research discussed at meetings 
of the innovation group has touched on 
the role of intellectual property rights 
in affecting innovation,12 the impact of 
incentives for innovation on the pro-
duction of new ideas,13 and the role of 
innovation in the health care sector.14

  The NBER’s innovation policy 
initiative has four primary activities, 
the first of which is the IPE meeting. 
For more than ten years, the NBER 
has hosted this meeting in Washington 
geared to an audience of congressio-
nal and administration staff and other 
policymakers and policy analysts. The 
organizers solicit the papers for this 
meeting , identifying particular indi-
viduals who have been active research-
ers in areas of policy interest, and who 
have the skills and inclination to 
interact with a broader audience. 
These meetings are not organized 
around a single theme, but rather 
include about six papers on topics of 
current policy interest. The meeting 
concludes with a luncheon address by 
an academic economist currently 
involved in public service such as the 
Chairman of the Council of Economic 
Advisers. In recent years, these meet-
ings have traditionally attracted 
between 125 and 150 people from the 
executive and legislative branches, as 
well as from other Washington orga-
nizations, as well as members of the 
press. Each of these meetings results 
in an annual edited volume. 

The second activity is a meeting at 
the NBER Summer Institute featuring 
the presentation of early-stage research. 
One day of this meeting has typically 
focused on the economics of intellec-
tual property. Collectively, these meet-
ings have highlighted research on a 
wide range of issues in innovation pol-
icy, such as the Orphan Drug Act, the 
drivers of regional entrepreneurship, 
R and D manpower policy, a range of 
issues related to the patent system, and 
the evaluation of various innovation 
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policy programs. These sessions have 
been organized in recent years by Pierre 
Azoulay, Jeff Furman, Ben Jones, and 
Scott Stern. 

Third, the innovation policy ini-
tiative convenes occasional research 
conferences. One particularly nota-
ble meeting, held in 2010, was orga-
nized to mark the 50th anniversary of 
The Rate and Direction of Inventive 
Activity, a volume published by the 
NBER in 1962. This historical volume 
contains several landmark papers in 
the economics of technological change, 
including Kenneth Arrow’s essay on 
“Economic Welfare and the Allocation 
of Resources for Invention.” The 2010 
conference and subsequent volume, 
The Rate and Direction of Inventive 
Activity Revisited, sought to commem-
orate the achievements of the origi-
nal volume, and to sponsor new the-
oretical and empirical contributions 
on fundamental questions in the eco-
nomics of innovation and technologi-
cal change. In 2013, the group con-
vened for another meeting titled “The 
Changing Frontier: Rethinking Science 
and Innovation Policy.” The proceed-
ings of this meeting, which focused on 
the impact of the changing nature of 
scientific research and innovation, for 
example, the rise of scientific teams, 
increased internationalization, and ris-
ing specialization, will be published as 
an NBER volume. 

Finally, the innovation policy ini-
tiative administers an annual series of 
modest research grants, and appoints 
an Innovation Policy and the Economy 
Fellow. The IPE Fellow is a junior 
scholar who has the opportunity to 
spend a year in residence at the NBER 
and to participate in the activities of 
the IPE group and those of the NBER 
more generally. 

The Economics of Digitization

The fourth distinct project 
within the PRIE program focuses on 
the economics of digitization. This 
project is led by NBER researchers 
Shane Greenstein, of Northwestern 

University, and Scott Stern. The start-
ing point for this project is the recog-
nition that the creation, support, use, 
and consumption of digital represen-
tation of information has touched a 
wide breadth of economic activities. In 
less than a generation the costs of stor-
age, com putation, and transmission of 
information have declined by several 
orders of magnitude, lowering the costs 
of many final products and enabling the 
creation of an enormous range of new 
applications. Digitization has trans-
formed social interactions, facilitated 
entirely new industries and under-
mined others, and reshaped the abil-
ity of people — consumers, job seekers, 
managers, government officials, and 
citizens — to access and leverage infor-
mation. This project is supported by 
the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation.

The digitization project exam-
ines the causes and consequences of 
digitization for market actors — for 
their choices over strategic organiza-
tion, market conduct, and public pol-
icies. This project seeks to identify 
and stress unaddressed research areas, 
and to tackle questions about busi-
ness strategy and economics touched 
by legal forms for governing property 
rights in information, in particular 
copyright and open source. Of the vari-
ous technology drivers enabling the rise 
of digital technology, growth in digi-
tal communication — particularly the 
internet — has played a central role. 
Not surprisingly, therefore, this project 
emphasizes research on internet tech-
nology and its economics. 

The digitization project has 
focused on several core themes. One 
concerns the analysis of supply and 
demand in internet-mediated mar-
kets. These studies help to explain how 
internet technology came to be wide-
spread, and they explore how the ben-
efits and costs of moving information 
to a digital format determined inter-
net diffusion. A second theme explores 
how internet technology changes mar-
ket behavior and outcomes. These stud-
ies explore, in particular, how digitiza-
tion altered economic frictions such 

as search costs and distribution costs 
over a wide range of economic activity. 
Research on this theme also empha-
sizes the constraints on the ability of 
digital technology to overcome such 
frictions. A third theme explores the 
impact of the changes associated with 
digitization on policy and vice versa. If 
search and distribution costs are lower 
and information sharing is easy, how 
does that affect local sales taxes, local 
restrictions on information, and the 
demand for privacy? What issues can 
government policy address, and what 
consequences — anticipated and unan-
ticipated — result from different types 
of intervention? The economics of dig-
itization project has hosted two meet-
ings, each of which has included not 
only economists but also lawyers and 
business leaders. 

This project has convened two 
meetings as part of the NBER Summer 
Institute. These have been organized 
by Susan Athey, Erik Brynjolfsson, 
Shane Greenstein, and Hal Varian. The 
papers presented at these meetings have 
touched on a range of issues, including 
the role of copyright protection in the 
music industry,15 the microeconomics 
of digitization (online content, mar-
ket structures, impacts on the economy 
and society), and the macroeconomics 
of digitization (the role of IT in driv-
ing US growth, inequality, and inno-
vation). The project also sponsored a 
recent conference that included sixteen 
papers, organized by Shane Greenstein, 
Catherine Tucker, and Avi Goldfarb: 
the published proceedings will rep-
resent an important reference on this 
emerging topic area.16 This project also 
offers fellowship support for a Ph.D. 
student who is completing a disserta-
tion on some topic related to the eco-
nomics of digitization, and it offers 
small grants to more senior researchers 
who are working on this topic. 
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Research Summaries

Banking Crises and the Federal Reserve as a Lender 
of Last Resort during the Great Depression

Gary Richardson*

My research focuses on bank-
ing crises in the Great Depression, the 
structural flaws in the financial system 
that propagated the crises, the Federal 
Reserve’s efforts to act as a lender of last 
resort, and the factors that shaped how 
policymakers responded to the crisis. 
Research on these issues involves gather-
ing documents from the archives of the 
Federal Reserve System as well as col-
lecting information from state regulators 
and private firms.

My emphasis on institutions and data 
stems from a desire to identify the causes 
of the crises and the effects of a lender of 
last resort. These events and policies were, 
obviously, endogenous, making it difficult 
and at times impossible to clearly identify 
cause and effect. Identification is com-
plicated because the factors that facili-
tate identification in financial theory con-
sist of information — like the beliefs and 
expectations of economic agents and pol-
icymakers — that is difficult (and often 
impossible) to observe in practice and 
that exists in few of the records remaining 
from the 1930s.

Structural Weakness in the 
Commercial Banking System 
before the Great Depression

The NBER dates the onset of the 
Great Depression to August 1929. In the 
fall of 1930, 15 months after the onset of 
‘sthe contraction, the economy appeared 

poised for recovery. The previous three 
contractions, in 1920, 1923, and 1926, 
had lasted an average of 15 months. In 
November 1930, however, a series of 
crises among commercial banks turned 
what up to that time had been a typi-
cal recession into the longest and deep-
est contraction of the twentieth century.

When the crises began, over 8,000 
commercial banks belonged to the 
Federal Reserve System, but nearly 
16,000 did not. Those non-member 
banks operated in an environment sim-
ilar to that which existed before the 
Federal Reserve was established in 1914. 
That environment harbored the causes of 
the banking crises. 

One cause was the practice of count-
ing checks in the process of collection as 
part of banks’ cash reserves. These “float-
ing” checks were counted in the reserves of 
two banks, the one in which the check was 
deposited and the one on which the check 
was drawn, and in many cases additional 
banks through which the check flowed 
while clearing. In reality, however, the cash 
resided in only one bank. Bankers at the 
time referred to the reserves comprised 
of float as fictitious reserves. The quantity 
of fictitious reserves rose throughout the 
1920s and peaked just before the financial 
crisis in 1930. Estimates vary, but in the 
fall of 1930, fictitious reserves probably 
accounted for more than half and possi-
bly up to four-fifths of all reserves in non-
member banks. This meant that the bank-
ing system as a whole had a limited amount 
of cash reserves available for emergencies.1

Another challenge was the inabil-
ity to mobilize bank reserves in times of 
crisis. Non-member banks kept a por-
tion of their reserves as cash in their 

vaults and the bulk of their reserves as 
deposits in correspondent banks in des-
ignated cities. Many, but not all, of the 
ultimate correspondents belonged to the 
Federal Reserve System. This reserve pyr-
amid limited country banks’ access to 
reserves during times of crisis. When a 
bank needed cash, because its customers 
were panicking and withdrawing funds 
en masse, the bank had to turn to its 
correspondent, which might be faced 
with requests from many banks simul-
taneously, or might be beset by deposi-
tor runs itself. The correspondent bank 
also might not have the funds on hand 
because its reserves consisted of checks 
in the mail, rather than cash in its vault. 
If so, the correspondent would, in turn, 
have to request reserves from another 
correspondent bank. That bank, in turn, 
might not have reserves available or 
might not respond to the request.2

It should be noted that these flaws 
had been apparent to the founders of 
the Federal Reserve. Paul Warburg wrote 
about them even before the financial 
crisis in 1907. The National Monetary 
Commission described them in its series 
of reports. The initial leaders of the 
Federal Reserve System discussed them 
in their writings and explained how the 
structure of the Federal Reserve and the 
actions of its leaders solved these prob-
lems for member banks. But — here is 
a key part of the story — the Federal 
Reserve solved these problems only for 
member banks. For this reason, Warburg 
urged all commercial banks to join the 
Federal Reserve System. At the start of 
the depression, what the Federal Reserve 
could and should do for non-member 
banks remained an open question.

* Gary Richardson is a Research Associate in 
the NBER’s Programs on the Development 
of the American Economy and Monetary 
Economics. He is a Professor of Economics 
at the University of California at Irvine.  
His profile appears later in this issue.
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The Initial Banking Crisis 
and a Policy Experiment 

These flaws in the financial system 
engendered the initial banking crisis of 
the Great Depression. This crisis began 
with the collapse of Caldwell and 
Company. Caldwell was a rapidly expand-
ing conglomerate and the largest financial 
holding company in the South. It pro-
vided its clients with an array of ser-
vices — including banking, brokerage, 
and insurance — through an expanding 
chain and a series of overlapping director-
ates controlled by its parent corporation 
headquartered in Nashville, Tennessee. 
The parent got into trouble when its lead-
ers invested too heavily in securities mar-
kets and lost substantial sums when stock 
prices declined. In order to cover their 
own losses, the leaders drained cash from 
the corporations that they controlled.

On November 7, one of Caldwell’s 
principal subsidiaries, the Bank of 
Tennessee (Nashville) closed its doors. On 
November 12 and 17, Caldwell affiliates 
in Knoxville, Tennessee, and Louisville, 
Kentucky, also failed. The failures of these 
institutions triggered a correspondent cas-
cade that forced scores of commercial 
banks to suspend operations. In commu-
nities where these banks closed, deposi-
tors panicked and withdrew funds from 
other banks. Panic spread from town to 
town. Within a few weeks, hundreds of 
banks suspended operations. About a 
third of these banks reopened within a 
few months, but the majority liquidated. 

Panic began to subside in early 
December. But on December 11, the 
fourth largest bank in New York City, 
Bank of United States, ceased operations. 
The bank had been negotiating to merge 
with another institution. The New York 
Fed had helped with the search for a 
merger partner. When negotiations broke 
down, depositors rushed to withdraw 
funds, and New York’s Superintendent 
of Banking closed the institution. This 
event, like the collapse of Caldwell, gener-
ated newspaper headlines throughout the 
United States, stoking fears of financial 
Armageddon and inducing jittery deposi-
tors to withdraw funds from other banks.

The Federal Reserve’s reaction to this 
crisis varied across districts. The crisis 
began in the Sixth District, headquartered 
in Atlanta. The leaders of the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Atlanta believed that 
their responsibility as a lender of last 
resort extended to the broader banking 
system. The Atlanta Fed expedited dis-
count lending to member banks, encour-
aged member banks to extend loans to 
their non-member correspondents, and 
rushed funds to cities and towns beset by 
banking panics. 

The crisis also hit the Eighth District, 
headquartered in St. Louis. The leaders of 
the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis had 
a narrower view of their responsibilities 
and refused to rediscount loans for the 
purpose of accommodating non-member 
banks. During the crisis, the St. Louis Fed 
limited discount lending and refused to 
assist non-member institutions. 

Outcomes differed between the 
districts. After the crisis, in the Sixth 
District, the economic contraction 
slowed and recovery began. In the Eighth 
District, the banking system lay in sham-
bles. Lending declined. Business faltered 
and unemployment rose.

I examine these events in a paper that 
estimates the effect of the intervention 
by the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta 
relative to the inaction of the Federal 
Reserve Bank of St. Louis.3 To control 
for the factors that typically impede infer-
ence in such situations, we restrict our 
analysis to the state of Mississippi. The 
southern half of Mississippi belonged to 
the Atlanta District. The northern half 
belonged to the St. Louis District. None 
of the banks in Mississippi had connec-
tions to the Caldwell conglomerate, so 
the banking crisis in the state stemmed 
almost entirely from the panic and runs 
that spread throughout the region in the 
wake of Caldwell’s collapse. An array of 
statistical tests (including non-paramet-
ric survival analysis and more common 
parametric regressions) demonstrate that 
during the panic in the Atlanta District, 
banks failed at much lower rates, and after 
the crisis, banks loaned larger amounts of 
funds, and output and employment were 
higher than in the St. Louis District. A 

variety of robustness checks corroborate 
this claim. 

To further examine the impact of 
Atlanta’s lender-of-last resort policies, two 
co-authors and I exploit exogenous varia-
tion in banking conditions across Florida 
in 1929 to assess the effect of the Atlanta 
Fed’s policies during the last banking 
crisis before the onset of the contrac-
tion. This crisis involved an infestation of 
Mediterranean fruit flies in the spring and 
summer of 1929. In the summer of 1929, 
the state and federal government began 
eradicating infested groves and embar-
going shipments of crops from infested 
regions. Congress recessed without deter-
mining whether to compensate farmers 
for their losses. Within two weeks, runs 
began on the correspondent banks in 
Tampa which served as a hub of the 
financial network in central Florida. The 
Atlanta Fed intervened by rushing large 
quantities of cash to the afflicted institu-
tions, stopping the panic in its tracks, and 
resuscitating the financial system.4

Banking Crises in 1931 
through 1933

Much of my research focuses on 
the initial banking crises of the Great 
Depression, because the structure of insti-
tutions and events enables plausible iden-
tification of cause and effect at that time. 
The banking crises continued, however, 
for two and a half years, and my research 
examines that period as well.

 From 1931 to 1933, the US bank-
ing system experienced a series of regional 
crises as well as two national crises. The 
first national crisis coincided with the 
financial crisis in Europe and peaked after 
Britain’s departure from the gold standard 
in the fall of 1931. The second national 
crisis began in the winter of 1933 and 
ended when Roosevelt declared a national 
banking holiday.

In one paper, I reassess a perennial 
debate concerning the causes of the bank-
ing crises during the Great Depression. 
One school argues that illiquidity forced 
most banks out of business, and there-
fore, an aggressive lender of last resort 
may have mitigated the crisis. Another 
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school argues that insolvency forced 
most banks out of business. These failures 
occurred, in other words, because the 
banks invested funds in assets that failed 
to pay back. Returns to investments fell 
because the industrial economy con-
tracted. “Fundamental” investment losses 
drove banks out of business. In this case, 
a lender of last resort could not have ame-
liorated the crisis. Government assistance 
of financial institutions might have wors-
ened the problem by enabling zombie 
banks to remain in operation and shift-
ing losses from private investors to the 
public sector.  

To address this debate, I examine a 
database on the causes of bank suspen-
sions compiled by the Federal Reserve 
Board.5 It indicates bank examiners’ con-
clusions concerning the causes of failure 
for almost all commercial banks operat-
ing in the United States at that time. The 
data demonstrate that both illiquidity 
and insolvency were substantial sources of 
bank distress. Periods when large numbers 
of banks failed were periods of intense 
illiquidity. Illiquidity and contagion via 
correspondent networks was particularly 
intense during the initial banking panic in 
the fall of 1930 and the last banking panic 
in the winter of 1933. As the depres-
sion deepened, asset values declined, and 
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation 
increasingly served as a lender of last 
resort, insolvency loomed as the principal 
threat to depository institutions. 

In a series of three papers, I exam-
ine the transmission of the financial cri-
sis from Europe to the United States in 
the summer and fall of 1931. The trans-
mission might have occurred by directly 
affecting financial institutions in the 
United States, particularly the banks in 
New York, which had sizeable invest-
ments in and deposits from Europe. To 
determine the magnitude of this chan-
nel, my co-authors and I compare the 
performance of banks with substantial 
exposure to European deposits and debts 
with those with little or no exposure to 
European risks.6 We demonstrate that the 
banks with European exposure did not 
change their behavior during or after the 
European crisis. In fact, the banks with 

European exposure — which tended to 
be the largest money-center banks in the 
United States — performed significantly 
better by almost all measures than banks 
without European exposure. 

Why? New York’s money-center 
banks predicted financial turmoil in 
Europe at least two years prior to the 
event. Recognizing their vulnerability to 
a trans-Atlantic crisis and realizing that 
they had to rely on their own efforts to 
survive the shock, these banks accumu-
lated reserves and capital in preparation 
for the event. When the crisis came, they 
wrote down their reserves and both delib-
erately and collectively continued lend-
ing as usual. 

Another paper examines a related 
question: why did bank failures in New 
York City, at the center of the U.S.’ 
money market, peak in July and August 
1931, when the banking crisis peaked 
in Germany and before Britain aban-
doned the gold standard? 7 The chrono-
logical correlation suggests that a con-
nection existed between events in New 
York and on the continent. Our research 
initially sought this connection. Instead, 
we found the correlation to be coinciden-
tal. Rather than the exposure to events 
overseas, bank distress rose in New York 
because of intensified regulatory scrutiny, 
which was a delayed reaction to the fail-
ure of the Bank of United States. In the 
summer of 1931, New York’s legislature 
held hearings regarding the performance 
of the Superintendent of Banking, whom 
they accused of lack of vigilance. Before 
and during the hearings, the bank super-
intendent directed a wave of examina-
tions of banks in New York City and shut 
down a series of institutions that failed to 
pass muster.

A final essay examines the transmis-
sion of financial shocks from the periph-
ery to the center of the financial system 
in the United States. In 1929, nearly 
all interbank deposits held by Federal 
Reserve member banks belonged to 
“shadowy” non-member banks which 
were outside the regulatory reach of fed-
eral regulators. Regional banking panics 
in the early 1930s drained these inter-
bank deposits from central reserve city 

banks of Chicago and New York. Money-
center banks responded to the increasing 
volatility and declining quantity of inter-
bank deposits by changing the composi-
tion of their balance sheets. They reduced 
lending to businesses and individuals, and 
increased their holdings of cash and gov-
ernment bonds.8 This interbank channel 
accounted for a substantial share of the 
decline in lending during the contraction 
of the 1930s.

What Have We Learned?

The financial crisis of 2008 and its 
aftermath highlight the importance of 
studying infrequent economic cataclysms. 
These events seldom occur, but when they 
do, economic agents and policymakers 
need to be prepared, because in a short 
span of time, they must make decisions 
that have tremendous impact on the lives 
of ordinary men and women and on the 
future of the world economy. 

By studying the late 1920s and early 
1930s, we learn that prosperous econo-
mies can have healthy financial systems 
that harbor hidden flaws. The depth of 
the structural problems may not be appar-
ent during the boom years. Detecting 
them may be difficult even for scholars 
studying events after the fact. The struc-
tural flaws that I study are a case in point. 
Scholars studying the Depression after 
World War II attributed the weakness of 
the financial system to an institutional 
change that they believed had occurred 
around the time of the Federal Reserve 
Act.9 In the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, the principal defense mech-
anism for banks beset by runs was the 
suspension of the conversion of depos-
its to currency. Suspension of convert-
ibility enabled banks to preserve their 
assets by strictly enforcing the contracts 
that depositors signed when they opened 
accounts. While the suspension of con-
vertibility during crises before the found-
ing of the Federal Reserve is widely rec-
ognized, leading scholars asserted that 
because of regulations associated with 
the founding of the Federal Reserve, 
banks could not suspend payments dur-
ing the Great Depression. My research 
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drawing on records of the Division of 
Bank Operations of the Federal Reserve 
Board finds that during the early 1930s, 
banks could and frequently did suspend 
payments to depositors.10 In the 1920s, 
the Division of Bank Operations estab-
lished a nationwide reporting network 
that gathered information — including 
examiners’ reports — on all bank suspen-
sions, liquidations, and mergers.11 This 
data clearly illuminates problems relating 
to reserves (which I described earlier) as 
the principal propagators of the commer-
cial banking crises in 1930 and 1933 and 
a contributor to the financial crises that 
occurred in the interim.

We also learn that policymakers can 
take actions to mitigate a financial crisis. 
When a correspondent cascade knocks 
banks down like dominoes, rushing 
liquidity to nodes in the network can stop 
the chain reaction. The Atlanta Fed took 
this approach during crises in Florida in 
1929 and Tennessee and Mississippi in 
1930. Their efforts mitigated the panic 
and encouraged economic recovery. 
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The Economics of Variations in Health and Health Care

Jonathan Skinner*

When my Dartmouth colleague Dr. 
John Wennberg drove through Vermont 
in the late 1960s collecting data on hos-
pital admissions, surgical procedures, 
and doctor visits, he found something 
unexpected — enormous variability in 
rates of medical care use across seemingly 
similar Vermont towns. In some school 
districts, nearly every school child still 
retained his tonsils, while in other dis-
tricts, nearly every school child’s tonsils 
had been removed. 

Since 1996, the Dartmouth Atlas of 
Healthcare has used national Medicare 
claims data to document regional varia-
tions in health care patterns, now across 
306 “hospital referral regions” in the 
United States. The most recent data from 
2010 shows per capita age-sex-race-price-
adjusted Medicare expenditures ranging 
from $6,176 in LaCrosse, Wisconsin to 
$13,824 in McAllen, Texas. These varia-
tions have captured the attention of a 
now-expanding group of economists, phy-
sicians, and other social scientists. Both 
NBER and Dartmouth have been cen-
ters for this research, much of which has 
been supported with funding through the 
National Institute on Aging. My work, 
with various collaborators, has focused on 
three general questions:

What are the Causes of 
Regional Variations in 
Health Care Utilization? 

Health status is one leading candi-
date for the observed variations; after all, 
regions in Louisiana or West Virginia 

should spend more, given the greater bur-
den of disease and poverty in those states. 
One study drew on rich survey data of 
elderly Medicare enrollees with informa-
tion about income, poverty status, health 
behaviors such as smoking and drinking, 
and self-reported health, and found that 
health and income explained one-third 
of overall regional variations, leaving two-
thirds unexplained.1 A different approach 
compared treatment patterns for specific 
diseases such as heart attacks with highly 
detailed chart-review information; even 
this “apples-to-apples” approach finds 
considerable differences in risk-adjusted 
spending between the highest and lowest 
quintile of Medicare patients.2 

Another explanation for the regional 
variations is patient preferences and 
demand more generally — people in 
high-spending regions may demand, and 
get, more health care. We have tested 
this hypothesis using a national survey 
of Medicare enrollees, where enrollees 
were asked about their preferences for 
more intensive diagnoses and treatments.3 
However, we did not find that patient 
preferences in a region could explain more 
than a small fraction (generally less than 
10 percent) of the overall regional varia-
tions in Medicare spending across regions. 

If not health or demand, then per-
haps these variations are the consequence 
of “supplier-induced demand”: physicians 
prescribing more than medically neces-
sary to augment their income. One prob-
lem with this explanation is that Medicare 
is a federally administered program that 
pays just about the same for procedures 
(adjusted for local prices) in LaCrosse, 
Wisconsin as in McAllen, Texas. If 
McAllen physicians are engaging in clas-
sic supply-induced demand behavior, then 
why aren’t LaCrosse physicians? 

If not the standard supplier-induced 
demand story, then perhaps a more sub-
tle version applies: that physicians per-
form clinically unnecessary procedures in 

response to peer pressure from referring 
physicians, or because patients insisted 
on them. We found that physicians were 
surprisingly disposed to reporting such 
effects, but these factors didn’t explain 
regional differences in Medicare expen-
ditures. Instead, physician beliefs in the 
effectiveness of intensive treatments 
for chronically ill patients (for example 
those with serious Class IV heart fail-
ure) were the best explanation for why 
some regions spent so much more than 
others.4 That many of these beliefs were 
inconsistent with guidelines set by the 
American College of Cardiology, and 
the American Heart Association, at least 
points to the possibility that some treat-
ments are being provided with very little 
benefit to patients. 

What are the Consequences 
of Regional Health 
Care Variations?

What are the welfare consequences 
of these variations in spending, in terms 
of improved health and longevity? If 
more spending leads to better health, 
then perhaps some regions are spending 
too little. There is some controversy about 
the association between spending and 
health outcomes, with some studies show-
ing zero or even negative associations 
between spending and survival or qual-
ity of life.5 Still others, using instrumen-
tal variables approaches, have shown that 
higher spending is associated with bet-
ter health outcomes, for example Joseph 
Doyle and colleagues’ research showing 
greater health returns to tourists with 
acute emergency room admissions admit-
ted to higher cost hospitals,6 or for those 
patients who happen to be picked up by an 
ambulance loyal to higher-spending hos-
pitals.7 Some sense of this ambiguity can 
be seen in an earlier study by Elliott Fisher 
and colleagues; using a variety of datasets 
and measures of both intensity and health 
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outcomes, they tested this hypothesis in 
42 different ways, and found 23 showed a 
negative association, 14 a zero association, 
and five a positive association — in other 
words, no consistent pattern.8 

How can this empirical puzzle be 
explained? One approach is to recognize 
that health care offers a mind-boggling 
variety of different treatments, ranging 
from aspirin for heart attacks (highly 
effective, nearly costless), to antiretrovi-
rals for HIV and AIDS patients (highly 
effective, even if costly), to proton beam 
therapy for prostate cancer (no known 
medical benefits over alternatives, very 
expensive). Thus $1,000 in extra spending 
could go for valuable treatments that save 
lives, or it could be devoted to useless (or 
even harmful) treatments or diagnostic 
tests. Without knowing more about how 
the money is spent, it’s nearly impossible 
to discern how some measure of average 
health care spending should be associated 
with health outcomes, so it is probably 
not surprising to find confusion as well in 
the empirical evidence. As it turns out, the 
productivity literature in economics pro-
vides a valuable conceptual and empirical 
framework for addressing this question of 
how spending relates to health. 

Why are Productivity 
Differences so important in 
explaining Regional Variations?

Nearly every study of spending and 
outcomes shows a similar pattern — wide 
variability in both health outcomes and 
health spending, as shown in the figure. 
Each dot in the accompanying Figure 
could represent (for example) outcomes 
for a specific hospital, or it could be for 
a region or even a country.9 Empirically, 
the correlation between these dots could 
be positive, negative, or zero; the slope of 
the line is less important than the scatter-
shot nature of the data. The key point is 
that, relative to the most productive hos-
pital or country in the upper left hand 
corner of the graph (denoted A), the 
other hospitals either cost more, get worse 
health outcomes, or both, as is the case for 
Hospital B. 

Amitabh Chandra and I, following 

on earlier work by Wennberg and col-
leagues, have tried to capture these pro-
ductivity issues in the context of a simple 
model that characterizes medical treat-
ments from most cost-effective to least 
cost-effective.10 The most cost-effective 
treatments, like antiretrovirals for AIDS 
and HIV patients, are deemed “Category 
I,” while treatments with heterogeneous 
benefits — helpful for some, but not all 
patients, such as stents for cardiovascu-
lar disease — are “Category II.” Finally, 
treatments like proton beam therapy with 
little known value but very high costs are 
viewed as “Category III” treatments. 

As Douglas Staiger and I found for 
the treatment of heart attacks, hospitals 
that adopted Category I treatments like 
aspirin and beta blockers — pennies per 
pill — showed consistently better health 
outcomes with identical costs; in other 
words, they were the hospitals with the 
open dots, characterized by the produc-
tion function F1 in the Figure below, 
rather than on F2 which characterized 
the slower adopters marked by the green 
dots.11 Similarly, the lower production 
function F2 can represent health care sys-
tems that are investing more heavily in 
Category III treatments, leading to the 
same outcomes but at higher costs. This 
Figure also illustrates why simple correla-
tions between health care spending and 
health outcomes could be either posi-

tive or negative (or zero), even when the 
“true” return to spending is still positive, 
as shown by the generally positive slopes 
of the production functions. 

Thinking about health care as an 
industry that is far from the production 
possibility frontier immediately raises the 
question of why — is there something spe-
cific about health care’s lack of market 
incentives and dominance of third-party 
payers that might lead to such inefficien-
cies? One study suggests no, that in fact 
these differences in productivity in health 
care are little different from the degree of 
inefficiency in some other industries, and 
that the more productive hospitals actu-
ally gain market share over time. 12 

There are also several unresolved ques-
tions. For example, why do some regions 
appear to do so much better in adopt-
ing “Category I” treatments (such as beta 
blockers for heart attack patients), and why 
were these same regions so rapid to adopt 
other innovations in non-health sectors as 
well (such as hybrid corn in the 1930s and 
1940s)?13 Second, why are regional varia-
tions for private health insurance often 
so different from patterns for Medicare 
patients?14 Finally, will financial reforms 
such as those being implemented under 
the Affordable Care Act of 2010 lead exist-
ing health care providers to improve their 
productivity so that they figure out how to 
offer better quality care at lower cost? 
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Conclusion

Productivity in US health care is a 
central issue to the economic health of 
the United States. My work and that 
of others suggests that between 10 and 
20 percent of US health care spend-
ing may have very little effect on health 
outcomes. These efficiency estimates are 
staggering — 20 percent inefficiency in 
an industry comprising 18 percent of 
GDP is nearly 4 percent of GDP — and 
understate the additional efficiency costs 
of raising tax revenue to pay for the inef-
ficient care.15 

More importantly, there is likely to 
be enormous inefficiency because hos-
pitals and providers are so far from the 
production frontier in health, whether 
because of the slow diffusion of new 
technologies, poor use of existing tech-
nologies, or a lack of knowledge about 
the value of commonly used treatments 
for different types of patients. 
Understanding better how to target 
and reward productivity improvements 
in health care can ultimately provide 
the basis for real productivity growth 
in health care: both saving money and 
saving lives. 
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In the United States, approximately 
half of all Ph.D.s awarded in science and 
engineering go to the foreign born.1 
More than two-thirds of temporary resi-
dents who receive Ph.D.s in science and 
engineering work in a research capacity 
while in graduate school. The propor-
tion is over 80 percent in engineering.2 
Approximately 60 percent of postdoctoral 
fellows are in the United States on a tem-
porary visa and approximately 42 percent 
of those with a doctoral degree working in 
a science and engineering occupation in 
the United States were born outside the 
United States. There is evidence that the 
foreign born contribute disproportion-
ately to exceptional contributions in sci-
ence and engineering and that highly pro-
ductive scientists are even more mobile 
than the underlying scientific population. 
Despite the importance of the foreign 
born, it is difficult to make cross-country 
comparisons regarding their presence and 
role becaUse of the absence of consistent 
data across countries. Most OECD coun-
tries, for example, collect data on recipi-
ents of tertiary degrees by immigration 
status, but the data do not distinguish 
between those with Ph.D.s versus other 
tertiary degrees, nor do they distinguish 
field of study. Moreover, most countries 
have an incomplete picture of the migra-
tion patterns of scientists born in their 
country because it is difficult to track 
individuals working outside their coun-
try of origin.

To provide consistent cross-country 
data on active researchers, my co-authors 
and I fielded the GlobSci survey of cor-
responding authors of articles published 
in 2009 in four fields of science: biology, 
chemistry, earth and environmental sci-
ences, and materials. The fields were cho-

sen in part because 95 percent or more of 
all articles published in these disciplines 
contain the corresponding author’s email. 
We focused on researchers who were 
studying or working in one of 16 “core” 
countries: Australia, Belgium, Brazil, 
Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, 
India, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, 
and United States. China was initially 
included in the survey. However, a low 
response rate of less than 5 percent for 
a test sample of Chinese addresses sug-
gested that respondents were either not 
receiving the invitation or had problems 
responding to the invitation. The response 
rate to the web-based survey, which was 
administered during the spring of 2011, 
was 40.6 percent. Country of origin was 
determined by asking the respondents to 
report country of residence at age 18.

Mobility Patterns of 
the Foreign Born

We find widely varying patterns 
of immigration and emigration for the 
more than 17,000 scientists for whom 
country of origin and country of resi-
dence in 2011 could be determined.3 The 
country with the largest percentage of 
Ph.D. scientists who are immigrants was 
Switzerland (56.7), followed distantly by 
Canada (46.9), Australia (44.5) and then 
by the United States (38.4). Virtually no 
foreign-born scientists reported working 
in India; only 3 percent of the research-
active scientists in Italy and 5 percent 
in Japan are foreign. Immigrant scien-
tists were asked to evaluate the impor-
tance of 14 possible reasons for coming 
to work or study in their country of resi-
dence. Virtually no variation exists across 
country in response. The “opportunity to 
improve my future career prospects” and 
the presence of “outstanding faculty, col-
leagues or research team” trump all other 
reasons. Regardless of country, respon-

dents list family reasons or fringe ben-
efits last among reasons for coming to 
work or study in a foreign country.

Our approach provides information 
on emigration flows among core coun-
tries. We find Indians to be the most 
likely to emigrate — almost 40 percent 
of scientists living in India at age 18 
were working outside the country at the 
time of the survey. Approximately one-
third of Swiss scientists are outside their 
home country; the Netherlands and the 
United Kingdom have the next highest 
rate of emigration. The country with the 
lowest percentage of emigrants is Japan 
(3 percent) but the United States is a 
close second (5 percent). In all cases, save 
Belgium, the United States is the most 
likely destination country. The data also 
permit us to determine that half or more 
of the respondents who lived in 13 of the 
16 countries at age 18 have an interna-
tional experience. The three exceptions 
are the United States, Japan, and Italy. 
Return rates also vary among emigrants. 
The country with the highest return rate 
is Japan (nine out of ten), followed by 
Spain and Brazil (seven out of eight). 
Less than one out of two Indian emi-
grants has returned. The most likely rea-
son that scientists give for return to their 
country of origin is for “personal or fam-
ily reasons.” Taken together our results 
suggest that policy levers are extremely 
important in attracting scientists to work 
or study abroad, but that they appear to 
play little role in drawing emigrants to 
return to their home country.

Graduate School and 
Postdoctoral training

In companion research we explore 
factors related to the probability that stu-
dents who leave their country of origin for 
Ph.D. or postdoctoral training come to 
the United States rather than to another 
country.4 We find that those who place 
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a higher weight on the prestige/research 
excellence of the institution as a reason 
for their choice are significantly more 
likely to train in the United States than 
to go elsewhere, as are those who report 
that opportunities for career advance-
ment played a strong role in their deci-
sion to go abroad for study. Individuals 
who report that the appeal of lifestyle or 
international experience played an impor-
tant role in their decision of where to pur-
sue Ph.D. study are significantly less likely 
to attend graduate school in the United 
States than go elsewhere. 

With regard to postdoctoral study, 
we find that individuals who place a 
higher weight on the quality of fac-
ulty, the excellence/prestige of the coun-
try’s institutions, and the career pros-
pects associated with where they train 
are significantly more likely to come to 
the United States. The U.S. lifestyle dis-
courages individuals from coming to do 
postdoctoral study, as does the relative 
unattractiveness of benefits and work-
ing conditions provided to postdoc-
toral researchers. The current discussion 
on immigration reform focuses on the 
importance of visa reform for retaining 
researchers who complete their studies in 
the United States. Our research suggests 
that maintaining the level of research 
funding and the quality of university 
research infrastructure are likely to be 
important if the United States hopes to 
continue to attract foreign-born students 
and postdoctoral researchers.

Networks

Innovation policies, particularly in 
Europe, have strongly supported interna-
tional mobility of the highly skilled work-
force as a means for enhancing the over-
all scientific performance of both source 
and destination countries. Despite the 
importance attributed to such ties, lit-
tle empirical research has systematically 
investigated mobility, in part because 
of the lack of international comparable 
data. We draw on the GlobSci survey to 
explore the link between mobility and 
the presence of international research 
networks.5 We classify researchers into 

three mobility states: foreign-born (24.3 
percent); returned after one or more 
periods abroad for a Ph.D., postdoc or 
employment (29.7 percent); and non-
mobile (46.0 percent). We create two 
measures of the individual’s propensity 
to co-author with those from a differ-
ent country: the first counts the num-
ber of distinct international co-authors 
on the paper that was included in the 
GlobSci survey and the second draws on 
the respondents’ answer to a question 
regarding the number of countries in 
which the scientist reported having one 
or more collaborations in the past two 
years. We find the incidence of interna-
tional collaboration on the survey paper 
to be lowest for non-mobile research-
ers. It is generally highest for the foreign 
born. We also find non-mobile research-
ers to report the highest incidence of 
having had no international scientific 
collaboration in the past two years. The 
distribution of the number of countries 
with which the foreign born and return-
ees report having had a collaborator is 
almost the same. Approximately one out 
of three have collaborated with scientists 
in four or more countries; slightly more 
than one out of two has collaborated 
with scientists in one to three countries. 

We examine the presence of signifi-
cant correlation at the individual level 
between international mobility and the 
presence of international co-authors, 
controlling for the researcher’s demo-
graphic characteristics, field of research, 
country of residence, number of co-
authors, and whether the scientist is 
independent or works in a support role, 
such as a staff scientist. We find the mar-
ginal effect of being foreign born on the 
likelihood of having an international col-
laboration to be 13.8 percentage points. 
The marginal effect of being a returnee is 
7.4 percent. We also examine the corre-
lates of working with co-authors in four 
or more countries and find that the for-
eign born and returnees are significantly 
more likely to collaborate with scientists 
in a large number of countries than are 
the non-mobile. This effect is slightly 
larger for the foreign born than for those 
who have returned. 

Performance

Mobility policies, such as visa reform, 
are predicated on the assumption that 
the foreign born perform at the same or 
a higher level than the non-mobile work 
force. Likewise, countries that implement 
policies to encourage emigrants to return 
do so on the assumption that the mobil-
ity experience enhances the productiv-
ity of the emigrant and that the country 
will benefit from the emigrant’s return. 
Empirical evidence on the correlation 
of mobility and performance in science, 
however, is inconclusive and often lim-
ited to the foreign born in the United 
States and focused on those who make 
exceptional contributions. The GlobSci 
survey allows us to explore the correla-
tion between mobility and performance 
within our 16 country sample. We are not 
able to infer causality given the cross-sec-
tional nature of the data, but the results 
suggest that mobility is a plus for des-
tination countries and that promoting 
international experience can have positive 
returns for a country. 

We use two measures of perfor-
mance: two-year citations to the author’s 
article and the Impact Factor of the jour-
nal in which the article was published. 
We limit the analysis to individuals work-
ing in universities, medical schools, and 
government research agencies, and con-
trol for article and individual characteris-
tics.6 We find that holding all else equal, 
the average foreign-born scientist outper-
forms a homegrown scientist by 0.84 in 
terms of Impact Factor of the journal in 
which the article appeared and by 2.29 in 
terms of two-year citations to the paper. 
We also find that scientists who have stud-
ied or worked abroad and subsequently 
returned to work and live in their coun-
try of origin outperform the non-mobile 
by 0.63 in terms of Impact Factor and by 
1.69 in terms of total citations. 
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