To:
Research Associates and Faculty Research Fellows


NBER Program on Technological Progress and Productivity Measurement

From:  Ernst R. Berndt, Program Director

Date:   1 November 2000

Re:
Productivity Program Developments, and General Overview

BREAKING NEWS!

Congratulations and welcome to Judy Hellerstein, Amil Petrin and Jim Tybout!  Martin Feldstein has recently announced that, following her being awarded tenure at the University of Maryland, Judy Hellerstein has been promoted from a Faculty Research Fellow to a Research Associate in our Productivity Program.  Amil Petrin, now Assistant Professor of Economics at the University of Chicago Graduate School of Business, has been named a new Faculty Research Fellow.  Finally, James Tybout, Professor of Economics at Pennsylvania State University, has also been named a new Faculty Research Fellow.  Given his tenured position, Jim was to have been named a new Research Associate, but due to a glitch in timing, that is being postponed until next spring.  Jim will also have a secondary program affiliation with the International Trade and Investment Program.  


Judy, Amil and Jim have all participated actively in the Productivity Program meetings over the last few years, and we are now delighted to welcome them as formal members of the NBER family.

INFORMATION ABOUT THE NBER AND ITS PROGRAMS


A number of you have asked questions about the NBER, its organizational structure, and how its programs function.  Although I have been affiliated with the NBER for 20 years, until recently I had never seen anything written on these issues.  So I thought it useful to use this happy occasion to put on paper some information on how the NBER and the productivity program operate.  Some of what follows is admittedly stolen from Jim Poterba, who as Director of the NBER's Public Economics program, annually writes a letter to each new program member, telling them about the NBER.


The National Bureau of Economic Research is a private, non-profit, non-partisan research organization dedicated to promoting a greater understanding of how the world economy works.  It is committed to promoting unbiased economic research among public policy makers and analysts, business professionals, and the academic community.  


The NBER has a particularly strong orientation towards publication of empirical research findings.  Although our empirical research brings critical information to many important public policy debates, the NBER remains impartial and makes no public policy recommendations.  


The NBER has a modest endowment, but it is financed primarily by contributions from private firms and individuals, and by administrative overhead from research grants by private foundations and government agencies.  


When Martin Feldstein took over as President and Chief Executive Office of the NBER in 1977, he began re-organizing it along program lines that at that time generally followed fields in which economics departments had Ph.D. area/field qualifying examinations, e.g., labor, public finance, macroeconomics, international trade, etc.  The one major exception to this general program organizational structure involved productivity.  While no economics department offered productivity as a field, Zvi Griliches and Marty agreed that issues involving productivity growth and measurement were worthy of a distinct program at the NBER.  Thus in 1979 was born the NBER's Program on Technological Progress and Productivity Measurement, with Zvi as its first Director.  Over the ensuing years, the Productivity Program has interacted with other NBER programs, and in fact currently a substantial portion of the Productivity Program academic affiliates are associated with one or more other NBER programs as well.

ABOUT THE NBER'S PRODUCTIVITY PROGRAM


The Productivity Program formally consists of the NBER faculty affiliates who study productivity related issues.  On a more informal basis, it includes as well a number of "friends of the NBER Productivity Program" who are affiliated with government statistical agencies, private sector firms, and/or other research institutions.  


In the Productivity Program, researchers concentrate on a number of types of empirical research, including the following: (i) formulating and estimating quantitative models of economic behavior, both at the microeconomic and more macroeconomic levels of aggregation; (ii) assessing the effects of public and private policies on innovation, competition and productivity growth; (iii) examining the factors that affect the diffusion of new products and technologies; (iv) developing new statistical measurements and econometric tools for measurement; and (v) interacting with officials from government statistical agencies in understanding and improving measures of price and output growth. 


A number of "spin-off" projects operate under the general auspices of the Productivity Program.  The Sloan Foundation has funded a program which strongly encourages NBER researchers (not confined to the Productivity Program) to make factory and site visits a significant component in their empirical research.  Funds are still available in this NBER/Sloan program for empirical researchers to initiate such projects.  Feel free to contact either me, or Iain Cockburn (who is managing this initiative) if you are interested; Iain is reachable at cockburn@bu.edu, or 617-353-3775.  Incidentally, the May 2000 American Economic Review contains four papers (pp. 215-232) summarizing what economists can and have learned from the NBER/Sloan field research projects.


Another component of this NBER/Sloan Foundation program initiative involves our setting up a voluntary "team" visit to selected plant/corporate sites.  In the last academic year, groups visited EMS, Sycamore and State Street Bank.  Iain Cockburn is now in the process of scheduling several new ones for this academic year, including a possible one to an organizationally flat "chocolate factory" in New Jersey, and an "ultra clean" chip manufacturing site out west.  He's open to other suggestions as well.


Another spinoff project within the NBER Productivity Program with funding from the Sloan Foundation is the "Innovation Policy and the Economy" initiative (IPE), headed up by Adam Jaffe, Josh Lerner and Scott Stern.  The IPE project provides a forum for research on the interactions between public policy and the innovation process.  Topics of interest are broadly defined, including R&D manpower and funding, intellectual property, and antitrust.  IPE runs one “research” meeting each year, as part of the productivity Summer Institute, and one April meeting in Washington at which selected researchers present their work in a form intended to be digestible by the policy community.  The papers from last year’s Washington meeting will be published soon as the inaugural volume of an Innovation Policy and the Economy serial from M.I.T. press.  IPE also organized a conference on Patent Policy and Innovation in January of 1999, some of the papers from which will appear as a Symposium in the Spring 2001 Rand Journal.  For more information, or to express interest in presenting a paper at the Summer 2001 meeting, contact Adam Jaffe (ajaffe@brandeis.edu, 781-736-2251).

HOW OFTEN AND WHERE DOES THE PRODUCTIVITY PROGRAM MEET?


Our program typically meets three times each year.  Faculty Research Fellows and Research Associates of the Productivity Program have their travel expenses to these meetings reimbursed by NBER, subject to some overall travel expense NBER guidelines.  Invited "friends of the NBER Productivity Program" typically pay their own travel expenses.  


We have broad-ranging program meetings each March-April and December, and we also meet for a one and a half-week "Summer Institute" in late July - early August.  The Summer Institute is organized around smaller research group meetings, meetings that attract some but not all of our program affiliates.  


For your scheduling information, the Winter 2000 program meeting is set for Friday, December 1 (it is being organized by Manuel Trajtenberg -- you should have received a program announcement recently), the Spring 2001 meeting is scheduled for Friday, March 16, 2001, while the Winter 2001 get-together is set for Friday, December 7, 2001.  Each of these program meetings is in Cambridge at the NBER offices.  


Often I ask program affiliates to help me organize these meetings, typically around some general theme.  For example, Manuel Trajtenberg has organized the December 1, 2000 program meeting around the theme "Technological Progress and Institutional Structure".  Iain Cockburn (Boston University) and C. Lanier Benkard (Stanford University) will be co-organizing the Spring 2001 meeting, while Mark Roberts (Penn State) will organize that for Winter 2001.  The themes for those meetings have not yet been finalized, so feel free to offer them or me suggestions.  Several months before each program meeting, the organizers and I usually circulate a "call for papers".  I hope you will let me and/or them know when you have research in progress that would be suitable for presentation.

TENTATIVE PLANS FOR THE 2001 SUMMER INSTITUTE MEETINGS


With respect to the 2001 Summer Institute, the Productivity Program will meet from Monday, July 23 through Wednesday, July 31, 2001.  Although precise plans are not yet definite, Adam Jaffe, Iain Cockburn, Scott Stern and Rebecca Henderson, among others, will organize summer sessions dealing with innovation policy, and the economics of research and development.  These will likely meet from Monday, July 23 through Wednesday, July 25.  Susanto Basu (University of Michigan) and I will jointly organize a session dealing with macroeconomic productivity issues, tentatively scheduled for Thursday, July 26.  Micro-economic productivity issues, as well as a potpourri of other productivity-related topics, is tentatively scheduled for Friday, July 27.  Mark these dates on your calendars (or Palm Pilots)!  Also, let me and/or other appropriate affiliates know of suggestions you might have for topics and presenters.


Although the Productivity Program has long had a tradition of involving professionals from government statistical agencies in the Summer Institute program, this last summer marked the first time that such sessions were explicitly organized jointly by the NBER Productivity Program and the Conference on Research in Income and Wealth (CRIW).  CRIW has some of its roots in the NBER, and has as its membership professionals from government, academia, other research institutions, and the private sector, each of whom has strong professional interests in measurement issues involving economic statistics.  Charles Hulten (Maryland) is currently serving as Chair of the CRIW.  Chuck and I co-organized two days of joint NBER/CRIW sessions last summer, and he and I plan to do that again this coming summer.  Those joint NBER/CRIW sessions are tentatively scheduled for Monday and Tuesday, July 30 and 31, 2001.  


It is quite possible that in future program meetings involving other NBER programs (e.g., labor studies, the environmental group within the public economics program, and international trade), there will be additional joint NBER/CRIW activities.  Let Chuck (hulten@econ.umd.edu, 301-405-3549) or me know if you have some thoughts or suggestions on these possible joint NBER/CRIW sessions.  


Finally, because of considerable renewed professional interest in price measurement involving medical care goods and services, for the last three summers the productivity program has overlapped in part with the NBER's Summer Institute programs on Health Care (Alan Garber, Director) and on Aging (David Wise, Director).  For this coming summer I have asked Mark McClellan (Stanford) and David Cutler (Harvard) from the Health Care program to help me organize a one-day session on recent developments in measuring health care and economic outcomes from alternative medical interventions and/or institutional settings.  This joint session is currently scheduled for Wednesday, July 31, 2001.

BENEFITS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF NBER FACULTY AFFILIATION


One of the greatest benefits of your program affiliation with the NBER is the extensive dissemination of research findings that is facilitated by the Bureau.  Program members disseminate their research by presenting papers at program meetings, and also by submitting their work to the NBER Working Paper Series.  Hard copy versions of these working papers are broadly distributed to universities, policy makers, members of the press, and others.  The NBER has also constructed a user-friendly website (www.nber.org), from which PDF electronic versions of working papers can easily be downloaded.  Because working papers reach such a wide audience, they are typically papers with substantial applied content that are likely to be of general interest.  More specialized papers, concerned for example with statistical methods or theoretical applications, can be included in the NBER Technical Working Paper series.  I strongly urge you to take full advantage of the NBER Working Paper series (both regular and Technical) as outstanding methods for distributing and communicating your work, bringing it to the attention of other leading productivity researchers, as well as to others who, unknown to you, may be very interested in your findings.  If you have any question as to whether your paper is suitable for publication in the NBER Working Paper series, please do not hesitate to contact me.


What is expected of NBER Faculty Research Fellows and Research Associates in the Productivity Program?  Affiliation conveys rights, namely the opportunities to attend program meetings and distribute working papers, but it also comes with some responsibilities.  The most important of these are to be an active participant in program activities by attending program meetings and enhancing the intellectual vitality of the program, reading and commenting on one another's papers, etc.  


In addition, however, I hope that when you apply to the National Science Foundation, the National Institutes of Health, or other grant-making organizations, you will very seriously consider applying through the NBER.  For most NBER academic affiliates, with an ever-growing distinguished record of research accomplishments to date, it makes eminent sense to apply for a research grant from the National Science Foundation Economics Program, and/or its Measurement in the Social Sciences Program, if you have not already secured other sources of research funding.  Not only is the NBER's grant administration support staff second to none, and tailored to the needs of economics research, but grants administered through the NBER generate overhead revenues that can be "ploughed back" to support more economic research.  In many cases, the NBER's overhead rates are considerably lower than those at universities, thereby permitting scarce funds from, say, the NSF to leverage even greater overall research efforts.  I well understand that there are often strong pressures to submit grants through home institutions, but I hope that you will weigh them against the very substantial (and valuable) externalities that NBER provides to productivity researchers at relatively low cost.  Please contact Sue Colligan (colligan@nber.org, 617-588-0306) in the NBER's Cambridge office if you would like any assistance with grant applications.  

HOW DOES ONE NOMINATE OTHER SCHOLARS FOR NBER ACADEMIC AFFILIATION?


In the spring of each year the Productivity Program has the opportunity to nominate two or three promising untenured faculty members as Faculty Research Fellows, and two or three distinguished tenured academics as Research Associates.  In drawing up these nominations and passing them on to Martin Feldstein, I seek your advice and recommendations.  To help me with this process, as well as to provide overall counsel on the direction of the Productivity Program, I have asked Iain Cockburn, Adam Jaffe and Ariel Pakes to serve as the Productivity Program advisory committee, and they have graciously agreed.  Feel free to contact any or all of us with your ideas and recommendations, not only regarding possible new academic affiliates, but also with respect to research topics and new directions.

WHY NOT THINK OF SPENDING YOUR SABBATICAL LEAVE AT THE NBER?

Over the years, a number of Productivity Program academic affiliates have spent at least a portion of their sabbatical leave at the NBER offices at 1050 Massachusetts Avenue in Cambridge.  This is a great place for a sabbatical, given the closeness to seminars at Harvard, MIT and BU, and excellent computational and office facilities at the NBER.  Recently Martin Feldstein announced that the NBER will be expanding to the second floor of the 1050 Massachusetts Avenue building.  This means that even more office space could be available for those affiliates wishing to spend their sabbatical in Cambridge.  Please contact me if you are interested.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?


As the first Director of the NBER Productivity Program, Zvi Griliches nurtured it into an internationally recognized intellectually stimulating and productive collegial collaboration having enormous impacts on research and public policy.  There is no way Zvi can ever be replaced, nor is there is any better way to honor him and his accomplishments than by continuing and building on his wise stewardship.  We have incredible opportunities, and very substantial support from the NBER.  Please think about how we can best proceed together, and let me know your ideas (eberndt@mit.edu, 617-253-2665).  I look forward to working with you on building this legacy from Zvi.
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