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Ariel Pakes was born in Alberta, Canada and graduated with a bachelor’s degree in economics and 
philosophy and a master’s degree in economics from The Hebrew University of Jerusalem in 1971 
and 1973 respectively. He then obtained a second master’s degree in economics as well as a PhD in 
economics from Harvard University in 1976 and 1979 respectively. Professor Pakes has taught 
economics at a number of universities, including The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1980–1986, 
the University of Wisconsin–Madison, 1986–1988, Yale University, where he was Professor of 
Economics between 1988 and 1997 and the Charles and Dorothea Dilley Professor of Economics 
between 1997 and 1999, and Harvard University, where he has taught since 1999, currently serving 
as the Steven McArthur Heller Professor of Economics.  

Professor Pakes’ research interests are industrial organization, the economics of technological 
change, and econometric theory. His most-cited articles in chronological order include ‘On Patents, 
R&D, and the Stock Market Rate of Return,’ Journal of Political Economy (1985), ‘Patents as Options: 
Some Estimates of the Value of Holding European Patent Stocks,’ Econometrica (1986), ‘Simulation 
and the Asymptotics of Optimization Estimators,’ Econometrica (1989), co-authored with David 
Pollard, ‘Automobile Prices in Market Equilibrium,’ Econometrica (1995), co-authored with Steve 
Berry and James Levinsohn, ‘The Dynamics of Productivity in the Telecommunications Equipment 
Industry,’ Econometrica (1996), co-authored with Steve Olley, ‘Markov-Perfect Industry Dynamics: A 
Framework for Empirical Work,’ Review of Economic Studies (1995), co-authored with Rick Ericson.  

In 1988, Professor Pakes was elected as a Fellow of the Econometric Society, from whom he 
received the Frisch Medal in 1986, and was elected as a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts 
and Sciences in 2002. His editorial positions include being Advisory Editor at Econometrica and 
Economics Letters, and Associate Editor of the Journal of the European Economic Association and Economics 
of Innovation and New Technology. Between 1999 and 2009, he was Editor of the RAND Journal of 
Economics.  

I interviewed Ariel Pakes in his office in the Department of Economics at the Stern School of 
Business, New York University, where he is a Visiting Scholar. It was mid-afternoon of Friday, July 
16, 2010.  
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
 
Bowmaker: What was your attraction to economics? 
 
Pakes: I was quite good in the sciences in high school, but I was also very interested in history and 
society. My brother suggested I try economics. In truth, I did a lot of philosophy during my BA, and 
there was a period of time when I very much wanted to be an author. I did a trip around the world 
and tried to write a novel. It was the story of a kid like me who had traveled 5,000 miles away from 
home and lived in different cultures. Before I started it, I had sent away for fellowships to do 
graduate work in economics, in case I didn’t like being an author, and I got one from Harvard. At 
some point on my trip, I was on an island called Tenerife, off the coast of Africa, and there were 
three people who were living with me in a little place there. I gave each of them a chapter of the 
novel, and invited them to dinner at the nearest restaurant, which was about six or seven miles away. 
I asked them whether I should go back to Harvard or continue writing my novel. They all said I 
should go back to Harvard. And so that was the end of my writing career. 
 
Bowmaker: As a student, which professors were most influential or inspirational? 
 
Pakes: I’ve thought about this periodically. I can think of people who have had an influence on me. 
Zvi Griliches, who was my advisor, was one such person in that there were real social science 
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problems that he was trying to understand, and he was very good at sorting out what the problems 
were. On the other hand, I wasn’t particularly enamored with the way he got solutions. And then 
there were people who got solutions, but I wasn’t particularly enamored with the questions they 
were asking. I didn’t fit into a normal categorization of student.  
 
Bowmaker: Why did you decide to pursue an academic career? 
 
Pakes: I can’t tell if I was just gutless to go out into the real world. I had thought about a bunch of 
other things when I was growing up. As I said earlier, I wanted for so long to be an author. And 
then I told people the reason I was getting a doctorate was so I could go to The New York Times and 
not start out at a very low level. But when I started getting into research, it got more and more 
interesting. And my enjoyment from doing research has certainly increased over time.  

I think I have also been lucky. I remember going out for a coffee with Janet Yellen, one of my 
teachers at Harvard, when I was in my first or second year. She asked me what I wanted to do, and I 
told her I wanted to put together empirical work and theory. She said that that’s the hardest thing to 
do. But I think the truth is it got easier because both computers and datasets got better.  
 
Bowmaker: As a researcher, which colleagues have been most influential or inspirational? 
 
Pakes: At the beginning of my academic career, part of my problem was that I didn’t fit into one 
group. The colleagues who had the most influence on me were those who probably didn’t like me, 
and had good reason not to. And so my growth came mostly through negative reactions rather than 
through trying to emulate somebody. I would try and do something, and they would say they didn’t 
like it. Sometimes they were right, and that had a big impact. For example, when I tried to come 
back to industrial organization, people would go after me for not knowing enough details about an 
industry. My reaction was, yes, maybe I should build models for a particular market, or institutional 
structure, and only think about generalizations later. 
 
GENERAL THOUGHTS ON RESEARCH  
 
Bowmaker: What is the value of pure versus applied research in economics?  
 
Pakes: The disappointing part of economics is that there aren’t enough people who know enough 
about both fields to do the crossover. As a result, both sides spend a lot of energy on things that 
don’t make a lot of sense. Another result is that the applied group only takes a fair amount of time 
to learn the lessons of theory. For example, for a long time, I didn’t know where the work of Drew 
Fudenberg, a Harvard colleague, was going. But I now realize that extensions of his concept of self-
confirming equilibrium will end up being used in virtually all of dynamics, including IO and public 
finance. 

It’s a shame that there’s not enough communication. The theorists don’t really know what we 
need. And what we need is often not an analytic solution; it’s things like: What’s an appropriate 
equilibrium concept (or a rest point we can think of moving towards) for particular environments? 
What’s an appropriate way for firms to learn? If they don’t know what we’re interested in, they’ll go 
off and do something else, which may end up being relevant in 20 years, but I think there is a 
smaller probability of even that happening than if they would actually talk to us more. 
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Bowmaker: How would you characterize your own research agenda, and how has it changed 
through time? 
 
Pakes: My own research agenda for many, many years has been trying to figure out how to analyze 
market interactions. The way it’s changed is that for a long time I was interested in econometrics 
because I thought that was missing. And now I’m just as interested in theory because I think that’s 
what is missing. Many people would characterize me as part econometrician. I don’t think anybody 
would characterize me as part theoretician, but I’m spending a lot of my time now on theory.  
 
Bowmaker: Do you think it is important to have broad research interests? 
 
Pakes: The way I went was to try and integrate broad theory and econometrics into applied work on 
particular problems, but I have not tried to be on top of 50 different applied fields. There are people 
who go the other way (focus on theory or econometrics, and then look for an applied problem that 
is suited to it), but I’m less enthusiastic about that because I think the right set of models and tools 
depends on the institutional details. That’s one of the things I learned from my IO colleagues. It’s 
great to have somebody around who’s knowledgeable about the world and/or who has great 
methodological depth, but from the point of view of research, I would prefer you had the range of 
tools for a given set of institutions rather than a broader set of institutions or a broader set of tools. 

Sometimes I talk to my public finance colleagues because they have a problem, and I try to 
understand what’s going on. But I would never write a paper that said, “Here’s what’s going on in 
public finance,” or “Here’s what’s wrong with public finance,” or something similar in another field 
that I’m not in. I don’t think it’s a scholarly endeavor to try and be on top of 14 or 15 fields. And I 
don’t know anybody who is smart enough to do it. It’s a question of whether you can make progress 
on understanding things. Bringing tools or ideas from one field to another can be very helpful, and 
that’s probably the biggest gain that I get from my colleagues in other fields. 

I went recently to a conference in Florida, where Dan McFadden gathered a group of us from 
different sub-fields. I was surprised at how much we had in common about the issues. Pierre-André 
Chiappori is a good example. He is doing work on decision-making within the family. A lot of the 
issues between all our fields were similar, like the way in which people learn, and the nature of a rest 
point. It was also heartening to learn the extent that we can learn from each other about similar 
problems in different institutional environments. But I do think that each institutional environment 
will end up having its own empirically relevant answers.  
 
Bowmaker: Do you think there is any difference in the types of work done by researchers at 
different stages of their careers based on tenure concerns, publication requirements or other 
pressures? Should there be a difference? 
 
Pakes: Whether there is a difference or not depends on the person. I haven’t changed my research 
strategy at all, but the big difference in me now is how much I learn from my students. Over the last 
10 or 15 years, I have taken on many projects because my students were working on real-world 
problems that became challenges to me. Somebody once said to me that being a teacher of a 
graduate student is a two-way street. Intellectually, I get a lot of input from my students. In fact, in 
the last 10 years, I think I’ve gotten more from my students than my colleagues. 
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IDEA GENERATION 
 
Bowmaker: Where do you get your research ideas? 
 
Pakes: Initially, they came from reading the newspaper or The Economist or just looking at the world 
and seeing what was missing from our models. And then more recently, as I just said, a lot of them 
come from students working on particular industries and realizing there is a set of institutions that 
we don’t know how to model. 
 
Bowmaker: At what point does an idea become a project that you devote resources to? 
 
Pakes: What happens is first I get interested, and then at some point as a result of talking to 
somebody or playing with the idea at night by myself, I figure out there’s really a way to attack the 
problem. And then I’m pretty determined [laughs]. I just work on it – often for years and years – 
until I think I’ve got something. I’m reasonably famous in the profession for taking a long time to 
finish something. That’s just my style. 
 
IDEA EXECUTION 
 
Bowmaker: What makes a good theoretical paper? 
 
Pakes: I’m industrial organization-centric, so I look for two kinds of things there. One is a 
reasonable notion of equilibrium or a rest point or a condition that the equilibrium has to satisfy, 
because in some sense that’s what I’m going to end up taking to the data and use to estimate 
parameters. That’s much more complicated than it sounds because in different situations what’s 
reasonable is different. But right now that’s the biggest deal problem I have in analyzing different 
market institutions. 

The other part of theory papers I pay attention to are those that assume away the world with 
what I call a toy model, but bring out processes that I wouldn’t have thought possible. They often 
also tell you when they’re going to be reasonable by giving you appropriate assumptions. There’s 
never going to be a world like the toy model, but it still helps me interpret what could go on in the 
world, and sometimes I need an empirical framework that will allow that to happen.  

If it’s a toy model where I can reverse the intuition in three seconds by making a more realistic 
assumption, I don’t like it. But there are a lot of toy models that I think are actually quite good. 
Fundamentally, they help me a lot. 
 
Bowmaker: Can you give an example? 
 
Pakes: The work on self-confirming equilibrium by Fudenberg and Levine ends up being quite 
important.1 When I started doing dynamics, the ‘Markov-Perfect’ work of Maskin and Tirole was 
also important to me.2 And I could give you some toy models that I thought were quite helpful, like 

 
1 Fudenberg, D. and D.K. Levine (1993), ‘Self-Confirming Equilibrium,’ Econometrica, Vol. 61, No. 3 (May), pp. 523–545. 
2 Maskin, E.S. and J. Tirole (2001), ‘Markov-Perfect Equilibrium I: Observable Actions,’ Journal of Economic Theory, Vol. 
100, No. 2 (October), pp. 191–219.  
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the model on entry deterrence by Dixit or the model on excess investment by Mankiw and 
Whinston.3 Once you see them and realize what’s going on, they’re useful.  
 
Bowmaker: What makes a good empirical paper? 
 
Pakes: A good empirical paper is one that explains something in the real world. It can either just 
explain it, or it can explain it and, better yet, enable us to work out the implications of various policy 
scenarios. One of the early good empirical papers like that was Lanier Benkard’s thesis.4 

Also, a lot of the empirical work that I like has both empirical content and methodological 
content. And so I think the Olley–Pakes production function paper is a first-rate empirical piece, 
and I like my work on hedonic price indices also.5 I guess I have this problem that I really like my 
own empirical work [laughs]. 
 
Bowmaker: When you hit a brick wall on a project, do you continue to work on the problem, or do 
you take a break and work on something else? 
 
Pakes: I go for a while, but I have to think I have a way through the wall. If I cover all bases and 
figure out that I can’t do it that way, then I stop. But it’s a bit different on empirical projects because 
what happens is you realize this is not the way to look at the data, and you change either the 
question you’re looking at, or the way you’re looking at the current question. I’ll stop and say, 
“Okay, we’re doing something wrong because the data is coming back saying that this is not the 
right way to look at the problem.” And then I’ll step back, and I might leave it for a while. That 
happens with many, many empirical problems.  
 
Bowmaker: Can you give a specific example? 
 
Pakes: Yes, my last hedonics paper was like that. I already had a hedonics paper in the AER where I 
was trying to show how to do a price index.6 The way that the consumer price index is constructed is 
data collectors go to a store and write down the prices of goods along with their characteristics. 
Then they take a weighted average of the ratios of two prices for a good with the same 
characteristics (one in the base period when they first go to the store and one in the comparison 
period when they return to the store). If a good from the base period was not on the shelves in the 
comparison period, then it is just dropped out, and the index is constructed using a weighted average 
of the ratios for the remaining goods. These are called matched-model indexes. From the economics 
of it, it was pretty clear to me that the goods being dropped out were disproportionately ones whose 
prices were falling, because that’s what was being taken off the shelf. And so you were left with an 
upward bias in the index. But hedonics could correct for this. I did it for computers, which was a 

 
3 Dixit, A. (1980), ‘The Role of Investment in Entry-Deterrence,’ Economic Journal, Vol. 90, No. 307 (March), pp. 95–106; 
Mankiw, N.G. and M. Whinston (1986), ‘Free Entry and Social Inefficiency,’ RAND Journal of Economics, Vol. 17, No. 1 
(Spring), pp. 48–58. 
4 Benkard, C.L. (2004), ‘A Dynamic Analysis of the Market for Wide-Bodied Commercial Aircraft,’ Review of Economic 
Studies, Vol. 71, No. 3 (July), pp. 581–611. 
5 See, for example, Olley, G.S. and A. Pakes (1996), ‘The Dynamics of Productivity in the Telecommunications 
Equipment Industry,’ Econometrica, Vol. 64, No. 6 (November), pp. 1263–1298; Pakes, A. (2003), ‘A Reconsideration of 
Hedonic Price Indices with an Application to PCs,’ American Economic Review, Vol. 93, No. 5, pp. 1578–1596. 
6 Pakes, A. (2003), ‘A Reconsideration of Hedonic Price Indices with an Application to PCs,’ American Economic Review, 
Vol. 93, No. 5, pp. 1578–1596. 
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huge correction, and it got published in the AER. The Bureau of Labor Statistics started gearing up 
to do it more generally, partly because of my work. 

And then there was a National Academy Panel of guys older than me – which makes them quite 
old – who claimed that I was right that it worked on computers, but that it didn’t give you anything 
different than a matched model on other things. I couldn’t believe it. The economics were just so 
clean. And so I started a research paper with Tim Erickson from the BLS to work on it. We kept 
hitting a brick wall until finally we figured out what was wrong. We now have a joint paper, which is 
forthcoming in the AER.7 I think we know the answer now. We were stumped for a couple of years. 
But I was not going to give up until I figured out what was going on [laughs]. 
 
Bowmaker: When a project isn’t going to turn out as hoped, do you scrap it or aim to send the work 
to a second-tier or field journal? 
 
Pakes: I’ve never stopped a project and then sent it to a second-tier journal. Sometimes if there’s 
something very simple and small, but important, on my research program, I’ll send it to a non-major 
journal. Robin Lee and I did some work that we could summarize in four pages. Originally, it was 
going to be part of my Fisher-Schultz lecture, but I said, “This is crazy. It doesn’t really fit. We 
should just make sure people know the answer.” And so it’s published in Economics Letters.8 
 
Bowmaker: What has been the biggest change during your career in how researchers in your fields 
conduct research? 
 
Pakes: Computers – no question. That’s one reason why there is empirical research. They provided 
the impetus for doing all the econometrics and computational techniques. For example, when I was 
a student, you couldn’t compute a reasonably complicated Nash equilibrium. But now you can do it 
in milliseconds.  

My first major paper was about patents as options and won the Frisch Medal.9 I was at The 
Hebrew University in Jerusalem, and to do the paper I took down the science building’s whole 
computing center for a week … and I was out of the country. When I came back, the Dean came to 
me and said, “You can’t do this again. The scientists were going nuts.” With much weaker 
assumptions, I could do the calculations on my laptop in half an hour now! It’s a different world.  
 
THE WRITING PROCESS 
 
Bowmaker: Which aspect of the writing process do you find most difficult? 
 
Pakes: I’m one of those people who likes to write. I think a lot while I write. I can find it difficult to 
explain things to others without my knowledge of the field, but I’m getting better with age. Daron 
(Acemoğlu) is big on getting me to write in a way that somebody who isn’t up with the techniques 
that I use can understand. 

 
7 Erickson, T. and A. Pakes (2011), ‘An Experimental Component Index for the CPI: From Annual Computer Data to 
Monthly Data on Other Goods,’ American Economic Review, Vol. 101, No. 5 (August), pp. 1707–1738. 
8 Lee, R.S. and A. Pakes (2009), ‘Multiple Equilibria and Selection by Learning in an Applied Setting,’ Economics Letters, 
Vol. 104, No. 1 (July), pp. 13–16. 
9 Pakes, A. (1986), ‘Patents as Options: Some Estimates of the Value of Holding European Patent Stocks,’ Econometrica, 
Vol. 54, No. 4 (July), pp. 755–784. 
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I used to be terrible. I have a paper with Rick Ericson – one of my most-cited papers – that must 
be one of the worst-written papers in the history of the profession.10 I would never write it like that 
now. But in those days I just thought you wrote down the answer. 
 
Bowmaker: What’s so bad about it? 
 
Pakes: It’s impossible to follow because it’s just so poorly written. Part of it is I didn’t understand it 
as well as I do now, and the other part is that Rick and I didn’t spend enough time writing.  

I’ve got to admit that Dan McFadden’s first major piece, for which he deservedly won the Nobel 
Prize, was like that.11 It’s a paper on logit analysis, which is something I’ve done a lot of research on 
and people think I’m reasonably expert in that area. Yet, I still have trouble reading Dan’s paper! I 
can get through it, but, boy, I can’t imagine people dealing with it 30 years ago. There is an example 
of someone who, at that time at least, didn’t know how to write either, but he is about as successful 
an economist as you can be. 
 
Bowmaker: What steps have you taken during your career to improve the quality of your writing? 
 
Pakes: I have just finished writing a paper with Daron as the editor. I think the paper is a lot better 
as a result of his hitting me on the head 15 times! 
 
Bowmaker: Who proofreads your writing? 
 
Pakes: Before I send out something, several of my colleagues or ex-students will have read it. But 
the problem is they think very similarly to the way I do. And so when someone from a different field 
reads it – like Daron – he might not quite understand it.  
 
Bowmaker: How do you split up the writing tasks among co-authors? 
 
Pakes: If you’re honest, it’s always obvious. People worry about whose name is on the paper and 
who writes what. But every time I’ve written a paper, it’s always been obvious whether somebody’s 
name should be first or second. There are parts of the paper that I will write better than you, and 
there are parts of the paper that you will definitely write better than me. It just gets allocated.  
 
COLLABORATION  
 
Bowmaker: When you work with co-authors, how do you decide whom to work with? 
 
Pakes: With the exception of one or two people, most of the people I’ve worked with are those who 
know things that I don’t know. The Ericson-Pakes paper started when I was just finishing my 
doctorate, and I didn’t know much math. I needed help. At that time, Rick was somewhat of a 
probabilist, and he was interested and very smart. And I also wrote a paper with a true probabilist at 
Yale called David Pollard.12 I had an econometric problem and walked into his office and said, “I 

 
10 Ericson, R. and A. Pakes (1995), ‘Markov-Perfect Industry Dynamics: A Framework for Empirical Work,’ Review of 
Economic Studies, Vol. 62, No. 1 (January), pp. 53–82. 
11 McFadden, Daniel L. (1974), ‘Conditional Logit Analysis of Qualitative Choice Behavior,’ in Paul Zarembka (ed.), 
Frontiers in Econometrics, Academic Press: New York, pp. 105–142. 
12 Pakes, A. and D. Pollard (1989), ‘Simulation and the Asymptotics of Optimization Estimators,’ Econometrica, Vol. 57, 
No. 5 (September), pp. 1027–105. 
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don’t understand this.” He replied, “I’ll explain it to you, but then you have to explain it in the 
paper.”  

I worked with Steve Berry at Yale because we were sitting next door to each other for 10 years. 
We just talked. Everybody thought of him as the IO guy and me as the econometrician, but the 
truth is we were both both. That was the only case where my co-author had very similar interests to 
mine. 
 
Bowmaker: Do you work with your current PhD students? 
 
Pakes: No. I made a rule at a pretty early stage that the only time I would work with my PhD 
students was after they were reasonably established. Steve Berry was my PhD student, but I only 
worked with him a number of years after him getting his doctorate. And right now, I’m working 
with an ex-student of mine, Kate Ho, who knows a lot about hospitals. 

I try not to work with my current PhD students because if you write a great paper with them, 
people are going to say that only I wrote it. That happened with Steve Olley, and I was always very 
sad about that. I thought it was a mistake. And so from then on I’ve never done it again.  
 
Bowmaker: How do you prefer to interact with your co-authors (e-mail, phone, or face-to-face)? 
 
Pakes: I think it’s very hard to do collaborative work without, at some point, getting together for 
longish periods of time. But there are long stages in the middle of a project when people can do 
different parts of the work. And with e-mail and airplanes, it’s just much easier now.  

My farthest distance co-author is Chaim Fershtman. We have written two papers together, and 
I’ve got to admit that almost all of the real work is done when we’re together in the same room.13 
But work with Kate is not so much like that because there’s a much more well-defined distribution 
of tasks. I’ll do more of the econometrics, and she’ll do more of the empirical work, and you can 
somewhat do those separately. But when we have to actually sit down and say, “Okay, how should 
we look at this problem?” which is what we are doing right now, we have to get together and figure 
out what can be done. That’s partly a function of me working with people from different fields. I 
don’t know what you can do in your field, and you don’t know what I can do in mine. Unless you’re 
sitting down together before a blackboard or a computer screen, it’s very hard to figure that out. 
 
RESEARCH ASSISTANCE AND FUNDING  
 
Bowmaker: How do you use undergraduate and graduate research assistants? 
 
Pakes: I use undergraduate students for data gathering of various forms. That does require a lot of 
skill and smarts sometimes, but it doesn’t typically require technical detail, which they don’t get until 
they go to graduate school. 

When I use graduate students, it almost always has to do with computers. And most of the 
graduate students that I use as an RA also do theses with me. I put them on newish methodological 
things, and that’s part of the training. 

 
13 Fershtman, C. and A. Pakes (2000), ‘A Dynamic Oligopoly with Collusion and Price Wars,’ RAND Journal of Economics, 
Vol. 31, No. 2 (Summer), pp. 207–236; Fershtman, C. and A. Pakes, ‘Finite State Dynamic Games with Asymmetric 
Information: A Framework for Applied Work,’ working paper. 
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Bowmaker: How important is funding for getting your work done? 
 
Pakes: It hasn’t been important so far. For many years after I moved to the States, I had NSF 
funding continually. Then when I moved to Harvard, I got this chunk of money for research, which 
was quite a lot, and it got replenished at some point. And I’ve gotten some research grants in the 
interim. But I have spent hardly any time in the last 10 years getting research grants, partly because 
the NSF was down so much in funding. I was a senior guy and it seemed crazy to go to them. And I 
didn’t have projects that were that expensive, but I’m going to have to start worrying about it again. 
 
Bowmaker: Do you have any advice for a young scholar on the funding process? 
 
Pakes: I don’t know a hell of a lot about it relative to anybody else. Most of my grants are all straight 
from the NSF. I think that’s probably an error on the part of our profession in the sense that there 
are many places with much more funding that you could explore. The NIH and the EPA should be 
used more, as well as grants from other nations. There are a million places, and I don’t think we 
make enough use of them. 
 
SEMINAR PARTICIPATION AND NETWORKING 
 
Bowmaker: What are the benefits to attending a seminar that is closely related to your work versus 
one that is not closely related? 
 
Pakes: Unfortunately, at Harvard, there are so many seminars that I seldom go to something that 
isn’t related to my work. The times that I do go to something that is unrelated are usually if it’s a 
junior or senior colleague of mine that I’m friendly with, or I’ve talked to them about their research 
over coffee, or they’ve asked me to show, which happens periodically because they think that I 
might have something to add. And once in a while I’ll go to something that’s on a topic that is big or 
interesting, and I think I might get something out of it.  

It’s a shame that I don’t go to more seminars, but I have two in my field every week, plus the 
econometrics one, which is often given by a friend of mine. That’s three seminars in a week, which 
is a lot. Doing more than that is hard. 
 
Bowmaker: How important is professional networking to success in research? 
 
Pakes: Probably more important than it should be. But it does depend on the field and what you 
mean by success. I think the really successful people who made a lasting contribution would have 
made it with or without their networks. It’s the people in the middle who get sorted out by them. If 
you want to go by way of the Standing Committee of the AEA for something, then the networks 
help.  

But once you write a good paper and you want to be involved, people will pay attention to you. A 
good example is your own John Asker. What happened to him was dramatic. He came out of 
graduate school at the same time as another student of mine, Matt Gentzkow. I think they were the 
best two guys of their generation. From Day One, Matt networked, got involved, and he’s done 
some very good work. John disappeared to Australia and worked for a politician among other 
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things. But then he wrote this one paper on bidding rings, and now he’s in the middle of everything 
again.14 
 
Bowmaker: To what extent is the absence of departmental colleagues working in one’s research area 
a major disadvantage? 
 
Pakes: It’s a little bit of a disadvantage. But there are parts of it that shouldn’t be overlooked. One is 
the fact that if nobody is doing what I’m doing, then that makes me pay attention to what they’re 
doing. One of the biggest advantages of going to Harvard is that I’ve learned a lot from the 
questions that others in my department are asking. That includes the behavioral guys, but also 
people like Al Roth, Drew Fudenberg and Oliver Hart. When I have questions about theory, it’s 
funny how I end up walking up to either Drew or Oliver and asking them. They will have looked at 
a problem in a different way. 

Of course, if you ask me whether I would like to have somebody I could talk to about my 
specific research, the answer would be “yes,” and that’s partly why I come here (to NYU as a 
visitor). When I was at Yale, I didn’t spend a lot of time talking with people who were doing things 
that were very different conceptually. But since I’ve moved, I have picked up many new questions. 
And it seemed obvious that I had to do that if I was to survive at Harvard.  
 
COMMUNICATION OF RESEARCH 
 
Bowmaker: How do you find the right balance between communicating your research at an early 
stage versus the close-to-finished stage?  
 
Pakes: The balance for me is when to give a seminar. I think it’s better to wait. I don’t like giving a 
seminar unless I’m sure I have something to say and I’m right about it. When I walk in, I usually 
think that I know more about this topic than anybody in the world. But it’s inevitably true that, at 
the beginning, people will point out things that I didn’t think about, and that helps the paper a ton. 
The last paper that I wrote with Chaim is a very good example. The seminars improved the paper by 
an incredible amount and changed the way I think about it. It’s now more relevant, more general, 
and more thoughtful. 

I gain a lot from seminars. And this is even truer for empirical work because there are often 
stages where you have something to say, but it’s not quite right. Seminars can give you a whole 
different way of looking at the problem. I’ve had very few empirical projects that end up in the place 
they were supposed to when they started out. In fact, I can think of only two in my entire career. 
 
Bowmaker: What are the unique challenges to giving a seminar and how do you overcome them? 
 
Pakes: People say I’ve gotten much better. You want to put across what’s important, and you want 
to be able to answer, in a clean way, detailed questions if they arise. That’s the combination. Don’t 
focus on the details. But if somebody asks you about a detail they’ve thought about, because it’s got 
broader implications or because they want to make sure that you did it right, then you must have an 
answer. That’s what I try to tell my students. 
 

 
14 Asker, J. (2010), ‘A Study of the Internal Organization of a Bidding Cartel,’ American Economic Review, Vol. 100, No. 3 
(June), pp. 724–762. 
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PUBLICATION 
 
Bowmaker: How do you decide upon the appropriate journal to send your research to? 
 
Pakes: I think there’s a breakdown between how technical and non-technical a paper is. If it’s 
technical, almost everything has gone to either Econometrica or the Review of Economic Studies. Earlier in 
my career, I sent more papers to the Review of Economic Studies than Econometrica. And then the less 
technical papers have gone either to the AER, the JPE or RAND. It’s a toss of a coin between those 
three.  
 
Bowmaker: How would you describe your approach to dealing with a ‘revise and resubmit’ request 
from a journal? How about an outright rejection? 
 
Pakes: I’m very serious about ‘revise and resubmits.’ If the editor is straight about what he wants, 
then I try to do it, otherwise it’s a non-convergent cycle. 

I haven’t had an empirical paper rejected for a long time. It’s probably a little easier for me 
because, compared to the rest of the profession, I write only a small number of papers. 
 
Bowmaker: Do you think the current structure of the publication process facilitates or impedes 
scientific understanding and knowledge production? 
 
Pakes: It’s too slow in economics, especially for empirical work. I don’t know quite how to fix it. I 
was an editor of RAND for a long time. Somebody once told me that when they get something 
published by me it should show up on a vita as RAND* because I forced them to do a lot. But I was 
also pretty straight. If I sent a revision and you did it, the paper was going to get in. 

I think editors could put more time into clarifying exactly what they want, and then accepting a 
paper if they got what they want and rejecting it if they didn’t get what they want. They just don’t 
put in the time. But it’s hard to blame them if you get too many ‘hard-to-do’ papers. It would be 
helpful if journals like Econometrica increased the size of their editorial boards.  

I also don’t like the proliferation of journals. There’s too much to read, and too many little things 
get written. People should write less, and we should care less about how many papers you wrote and 
more about the contribution of the papers that you did write. That’s always been my credo. 
 
Bowmaker: What have been your best and worst experiences with the publication process? 
 
Pakes: When I was younger, everything was dramatic. I was very worried about everything. The 
work out of my thesis ended up being very hard to publish. That hurt me. It was maybe my worst 
experience.  

I felt best about my first article in Econometrica.15 I still didn’t have tenure, it was the lead article, 
and people were telling me it was very good. The editor was Gary Chamberlain, and he was very fair 
and very straight. It was accepted after the first revision, which was a very nice experience.  
 
 
 

 
15 Pakes, A. (1986), ‘Patents as Options: Some Estimates of the Value of Holding European Patent Stocks,’ Econometrica, 
Vol. 54, No. 4 (July), pp. 755–784. 
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REFEREEING AND EDITING  
 
Bowmaker: How do you decide upon whether or not to accept a refereeing job? What are the 
benefits to being a referee?  
 
Pakes: For the last 10 years, I’ve been an editor, so I’ve only refereed things that I could tell I was 
uniquely positioned in the profession to do. Now, it’s a little different. If the editor is a friend, or 
someone who was very good to me when I was an editor, it’s very hard for me to say “no.” And I 
also feel a little responsibility to certain parts of the IO community to take on a refereeing job. 
 
Bowamker: What are the benefits to being a referee? 
 
Pakes: You learn something sometimes – not always but sometimes.  
 
Bowmaker: How do you decide upon whether or not to accept an editing job? What are the benefits 
to being an editor?  
 
Pakes: It depends a lot on the personality and on the job. It was easy for me to take on RAND 
because I’m honestly interested in what happens in various industries. And it’s not too detailed and 
technical, so it was fairly easy for me to read every paper and every proof in the journal. It would 
have been reasonably impossible for me to be an editor at Econometrica because I don’t have a 
compartmentalized mind. It would have killed the rest of my research career. 

As an editor, you are a donator for the most part. I think there is a responsibility at a certain stage 
in one’s career to take on an editorial position. But I also learned a little about a few industries by 
thumbing through the papers after the referees told me what to look for.  
 
TIME MANAGEMENT  
  
Bowmaker: How do you divide up your working day, both in terms of quantity and timing of 
different types of work? 
 
Pakes: Until recently, what I always did was wake up in the morning and work for three or four 
hours before I did anything else. I never went to the university until noon. I still tend to go in at 
noon, and I’ve been doing this since I was writing my doctoral thesis. It’s so that if somebody wants 
to speak to me, I feel like I’ve already done something that I can talk about [laughs].  

I try and go for lunch with colleagues. That’s when I mostly connect with them. And then the 
afternoon is varied. A lot of it will be spent with students, and sometimes I’ll get back to my 
research. 
 
Bowmaker: How do you balance multiple research projects? 
 
Pakes: An empirical project always gets first priority, and it always takes 10 times longer than 
expected. I have two empirical projects right now, one with Kate and one with Allan (Collard-
Wexler), and whenever they’re not the focus of attention, I go back to my methodological projects.  
 
 
 
 



14 
 

Bowmaker: What is the optimal number of projects that you could be working on at any given time? 
 
Pakes: On some empirical projects, it takes two years to get the data together, and I’m doing very 
little except for once every four months I’m sitting down with a guy who is doing the data and 
figuring out where we should go next. At the moment, I have three of those things going on and a 
couple of other papers that I’m actually writing. 
 
Bowmaker: How do you balance your research and non-research activities? 
 
Pakes: I spend a lot of time with my graduate students. I like that, and when I don’t have graduate 
students, I’m unhappy. I spend very little time on administration. One of the other advantages of 
being in a department where very few people are like me is that I get allocated fewer administrative 
jobs. And so most of my time is divided between research, students, and teaching. 
 
Bowmaker: How about the balance between your personal and professional lives? 
 
Pakes: My kids left home in the year that I came to New York. And then Juliana, my wife, stayed 
here, and I went back to Cambridge. We were living separately, apart from at weekends. Tom 
Cooley came in one day and asked, “What’s it like living on your own?” and I said, “What’s very 
strange is that all my life I just worked all the time until somebody bugged me – either one of the 
kids or my wife. And then if they had something they wanted to do, I would do it. But now nobody 
bugs me, and I don’t know what it’s like to not be bugged. I just work all the time, and then I get fed 
up.” He said, “Do you mean you have to learn how to not be a student?” and I said, “Yeah, that’s 
probably right.” [Laughs.] But now that the kids don’t bug me, I’m getting better at allocating real 
time to the things that I like, such as reading historical novels, watching basketball, and listening to 
jazz. 

I think the hardest time for somebody going through their professional career is ‘pre-tenure with 
kids’. The time constraints are huge. I worked whenever I could, and somehow I kept on going for a 
while. They don’t give you tenure until you’ve ruined your life, let me tell you! And I had to learn 
how to dis-ruin it [laughs].  
 
REFLECTIONS AND THE FUTURE OF ECONOMICS 
 
Bowmaker: What have been the most important findings and contributions in your research fields 
during your career?  
 
Pakes: In my field, they were incremental by different people, and it depended on the sub-field.  

It was clear that Dan McFadden’s work on discrete choice was fundamental to things that came 
after that. And I think Olley-Pakes opened up productivity analysis and maybe Ericson-Pakes 
opened up dynamics, even though it was terribly written.  

Rob Porter wrote a paper on collusion that was quite striking.16 And I also like his paper with Ed 
Greene on collusion.17 

 
16 Porter, R. (1983), ‘A Study of Cartel Stability: The Joint Executive Committee, 1880–1886,’ Bell Journal of Economics, 
Vol. 15, No. 2 (Autumn), pp. 301–314. 
17 Greene, E.J. and R.H. Porter (1984), ‘Noncooperative Collusion under Imperfect Price Information,’ Econometrica, Vol. 
52, No. 1 (January), pp. 87–100. 
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If I were a little more into auctions and incentive mechanisms, the work of Myerson and Maskin 
and Vickery would have been very important to me. And there is also a beautiful paper by Haile and 
Tamer on auctions.18 

Tim Bresnahan wrote the original paper on vertical models.19 It was too simple and had errors in 
it, but it was still a very good paper. Steve Berry’s RAND article followed that, and then our joint 
work (also with Jim Levinsohn) on estimating demand systems.20 

The work of Powell and Manski in econometrics was really good. They showed us different ways 
of looking at things that were really helpful. 

In terms of dynamics, the work of Blenkard and Levin and Bajari was good, and so too was my 
own work with Ostrovsky and Berry.  

There are two papers on simulation, one by Dan McFadden and the other by David Pollard and 
me, which appeared back to back in Econometrica.21 They had a reasonably big effect on our field.  

I also think you shouldn’t minimize the impact of people like Andy Postlewaite who is equally at 
ease with the hardest theory and empirical work, and comes to seminars and makes comments that 
make you rethink things. It’s not only about papers; it’s also about the people whom you talk to.  
 
Bowmaker: What are the biggest challenges facing your research fields? 
 
Pakes: How to analyze upstream markets is a totally open question and an incredibly important one 
for the economy. It includes all HMOs, hospitals, and retail and wholesale trade. And I think the 
question of how people make decisions in complicated environments that aren’t based on Bayesian 
Markov-Perfect conditions is of huge importance as well. 

Empirically, there is nothing more important than understanding what’s going on in the 
healthcare market, including how various policies are going to affect it, and also understanding issues 
relating to the environment. I tell my students that if they are interested in doing something that’s 
important to society, they should look at one of those two areas. 
 
Bowmaker: What are the strengths and weaknesses of your own research? 
 
Pakes: My weakness is that I don’t explain things well enough. My biggest strength has been to listen 
to people from different fields and try to be open-minded about it. The person who was very good 
at that was Steve Berry. Maybe, we developed it together. I think it’s very hard to overrate how 
important that is. Even with people who have been antagonistic towards me in my career, I will ask 
myself, “Do they have something to say?” Often they do.  

One of the things that I’m most proud of is that, if you look across my students, they’ve done 
very different things, and they’re very differentially involved in the kind of work that I’m doing. And 
I like to think that’s reflective of the fact that I’ve been open to different ways of doing things. 

 
18 Haile, P.A. and E. Tamer (2003), ‘Inference with an Incomplete Model of English Auctions,’ Journal of Political Economy, 
Volume 111, No. 1 (February), pp. 1–51. 
19 Bresnahan, T.F. (1987), ‘Competition and Collusion in the American Automobile Market: The 1955 Price War,’ Journal 
of Industrial Economics, Vol. 35, No. 4 (June), pp. 457–482. 
20 Berry, S.T. (1994), ‘Estimating Discrete-Choice Models of Product Differentiation,’ RAND Journal of Economics, Vol. 
25, No. 2 (Summer), pp. 242–262; Berry, S.T., Levinsohn, J.A. and A. Pakes (1995), ‘Automobile Prices in Market 
Equilibrium,’ Econometrica, Vol. 63, No. 4 (July), pp. 841–890. 
21 McFadden, D.L. (1989), ‘A Method of Simulated Moments for Estimation of Discrete Response Models without 
Numerical Integration,’ Econometrica, Vol. 57, No. 5 (September), pp. 995–1026; Pakes, A. and D. Pollard (1989), 
‘Simulation and the Asymptotics of Optimization Estimators,’ Econometrica, Vol. 57, No. 5 (September), pp. 1027–105. 
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Bowmaker: In the end, do you think the profession has helped to bring out and shape your research 
for the best? 
 
Pakes: What’s good about the profession is that people who do serious scholarly research eventually 
end up in a good place. That’s the one thing that seems to work always; at least provided the 
researcher is persistent. 
 
Bowmaker: Do you have any professional regrets? 
 
Pakes: I have probably insulted people when I shouldn’t have. And then I regret it afterwards, and 
they hold it against me forever. 
 
Bowmaker: What are your professional ambitions? 
 
Pakes: I’m a very happy camper right now. I like my students and I like most of my colleagues. 
 
Bowmaker: How would you describe the state of economics today? Are you optimistic about its 
future? 
 
Pakes: The problem is that theory has been developing on its own and not coming back to the 
empirical guys. For the first time, the empirical guys actually want to talk to the theoreticians because 
they can do things that are more complicated. And I’ve got to admit that I’m pretty disappointed in 
the theory guys from that point of view. If there’s been a roadblock, it’s that.  

My gut reaction is that good theory people understand when somebody can go back and forth. 
And so when there’s a really smart, young guy who can do that, he’s going to get a lot of pats on the 
back from both sides and is going to progress. Somebody will break this barrier and will get ahead. 
That’s what always happens. 
 
 


