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Monetary Policy and Global
Equilibria in a Production
Economy

Tim Hursey and Alexander L. Wolman

M acroeconomic models that are applied to the study of monetary
policy often exhibit multiple equilibria.1 Prior to the mid-1990s,
applied monetary theory typically modeled monetary policy in

terms of a rule for the money supply, and it was well understood that multi-
ple equilibria often arose under constant money supply policies. Starting in
the mid-1990s, applied work shifted to modeling monetary policy in terms
of interest rate rules. This was mainly because of the accumulating obser-
vations that central banks in fact operated with interest rate targets rather
than money supply targets. A particular class of interest rate rules—so called
“active Taylor rules,” featuring a strong response of the policy interest rate
to inflation—attracted special attention. In linearized models these policy
rules were shown to guarantee a locally unique nonexplosive equilibrium.
Benhabib, Schmitt-Grohé, and Uribe looked beyond the local dynamics in a
series of articles (e.g., 2001a, 2001b, 2002), and showed that active Taylor
rules could in fact lead to multiple equilibria. Whereas local analysis ignored
the zero bound on nominal interest rates, global analysis showed that the zero
bound implied the existence of a second steady-state equilibrium, with low
inflation and a low nominal interest rate. This second steady state proved to be
the “destination” for paths that had appeared explosive in the local analysis.
Benhabib, Schmitt-Grohé, and Uribe’s results attracted much attention in the
academic literature because the prevailing wisdom had held that active Taylor
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rules generated a unique equilibrium. More recently, the persistence of low
inflation and low nominal interest rates has brought attention to Benhabib,
Schmitt-Grohé, and Uribe’s work in policy circles. Most notably, Bullard
(2010) argued that monetary policy in the United States could unintentionally
be leading the economy to a steady state in which inflation is below its target.

This article provides an introduction to Benhabib, Schmitt-Grohé, and
Uribe’s work on multiple equilibria under active Taylor rules, using two simple
models. While the type of results presented here is not new, the specific
modeling framework—Rotemberg price setting in discrete time—is new, and
it fits neatly into the frameworks typically used for applied monetary policy
analysis. Furthermore, we provide computer programs in the open source
software R to replicate all the results in the article. The programs are available
at www.richmondfed.org/research/economists/bios/wolman bio.cfm.

Section 1 places the topic of this article in historical perspective. Section 2
shows the existence of multiple equilibria in a reduced-form model consisting
only of an active Taylor rule and a Fisher equation, assuming that the real
interest rate is exogenous and fixed. Section 3 describes the discrete-time
Rotemberg pricing model to be used in the remainder of the article. Steady-
state equilibria and local dynamics are described in Section 4, and global
dynamics are described in Section 5. Section 6 concludes.

1. HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Multiple equilibria is a common theme in monetary economics, and has been
at least since the work of Brock (1975). On the theory side, there has been a
steady stream of work on multiple equilibria since the 1970s. In contrast, em-
phasis on multiple equilibria in applied monetary policy research has fluctuated
as new theoretical results have appeared, the tools of analysis have evolved,
and economic circumstances have changed. The immediate explanation for
why the theoretical results described in this article have attracted attention in
policy circles—10 years after those results first appeared—involves economic
circumstances, namely the existence of low inflation and near-zero nominal
interest rates in the United States. There is a longer history, however, that
also involves the ascent of interest rate feedback rules and linearized New
Keynesian models, and the accompanying focus on active Taylor rules as a
descriptive and prescriptive guide to central bank behavior.

Beginning with Bernanke and Blinder (1992), quantitative research on
monetary policy in the United States rapidly shifted from modeling mone-
tary policy as controlling the money supply to modeling monetary policy as
controlling interest rates.2 At around the same time, Henderson and McKibbin

2 Bernanke and Blinder were not the first to suggest modeling monetary policy in terms of
interest rates. See for example McCallum (1983).

http://www.richmondfed.org/research/economists/bios/zipfiles/wolman_monetary_policy_global_equilibria_programs.zip
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(1993) and Taylor (1993) influentially proposed particular rules for the con-
duct of monetary policy. These rules involved the policy rate (federal funds
rate in the United States) being set as a linear function of a small number
of endogenous variables, typically including inflation and some measure of
real activity. Henderson and McKibbin focused on the normative aspects of
interest rate rules, whereas Taylor also argued that what would become known
as the “Taylor rule” actually provided a reasonable description of short-term
interest rates in the United States from 1986–1992.

Just as Taylor rules were attracting more attention, another shift was occur-
ring in the nature of quantitative research on monetary policy. Bernanke and
Blinder’s 1992 article had used vector autoregressions (VARs) for its empiri-
cal analysis and, in their policy analysis, Henderson and McKibbin employed
linear rational expectations models with some rule-of-thumb behavior. These
two approaches—VARs and linear rational expectations models—had become
standard in applied monetary economics for empirical analysis and policy
analysis, respectively. Beginning with Yun (1996), King and Wolman (1996),
and Woodford (1997), however, the tide shifted toward what Goodfriend and
King (1997) called New Neoclassical Synthesis (NNS) models. NNS models
represented a melding of real business cycle (RBC) methodology—dynamic
general equilibrium—with nominal rigidities and other market imperfections.
Nominal rigidities made the NNS models appealing frameworks for studying
monetary policy, and the RBC methodology meant that it was straightforward
to model the behavior of monetary policy as following a Taylor-style rule.

While NNS models, like RBC models, were fundamentally nonlinear, they
were typically studied using linear approximation. In linearized NNS mod-
els (as with their predecessors, the linear rational expectations models), the
question of existence and uniqueness of equilibrium generally was presumed
to be identical to the question of whether the model possessed unique stable
local dynamics in the neighborhood of the steady state around which one lin-
earized.3 In turn, the nature of the local dynamics depended on the properties
of the interest rate rule. Although specific conditions can vary across models,
the results in Leeper (1991) and Kerr and King (1996) were the basis for a
useful rule of thumb in many monetary models: Taylor-style interest rate rules
were consistent with unique stable local dynamics only if the coefficient on
inflation was greater than one; a coefficient less than one would be consistent
with a multiplicity of stable local dynamics. Taylor rules with a coefficient
greater than one became known as active Taylor rules, and the rule of thumb

3 For example, see Blanchard and Kahn (1980) or King and Watson (1998). In many eco-
nomic models, explosive paths for some variables are inconsistent with equilibrium. For example,
explosive paths for the capital stock can be inconsistent with a transversality condition (in non-
technical terms, consumers would be leaving money on the table), and explosive paths for real
money balances can violate the requirement of a nonnegative price level. See Obstfeld and Rogoff
(1983) for a discussion of these issues.
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that active Taylor rules guaranteed a unique equilibrium became known as the
Taylor principle.4 Passive Taylor rules, in contrast, are Taylor rules with a
coefficient on inflation less than one.

Some intuition for the Taylor principle comes from the much earlier work
of Sargent and Wallace (1975) and McCallum (1981). Sargent and Wallace
showed that if the nominal interest rate is held fixed by the central bank,
then in many models expectations of future inflation will be pinned down,
but the current price level is left indeterminate. McCallum followed up by
showing that if the nominal interest rate responds to some nominal variable it
is also possible to pin down the price level. The Taylor principle states that
multiplicity can occur if the nominal interest rate does not respond strongly
enough to inflation, consistent with the message of Sargent and Wallace and
McCallum.

With widespread understanding of the Taylor principle came empirical
applications by Clarida, Gali, and Gertler (2000) and Lubik and Schorfheide
(2004). These authors argued that (i) violation of the Taylor principle could
help explain the macroeconomic instability of the 1970s, and (ii) a shift in
policy so that the Taylor principle did hold could help explain the subsequent
stability after 1982. Although this work brought multiple equilibria into the
mainstream of applied research on monetary policy, it proceeded under the
assumption that the local linear dynamics gave an accurate picture of the nature
of equilibrium. These articles also helped to cement the idea that the Taylor
principle characterized “good” monetary policy, because the Taylor principle
would guarantee that inflation stayed on target.

Beginning with their 2001a article, Benhabib, Schmitt-Grohé, and Uribe
(BSU) showed that when there is a lower bound on nominal interest rates,
the local dynamics can be misleading about the uniqueness of equilibrium
when monetary policy is described by an active Taylor rule. The details of
BSU’s argument will become clear below. The rough intuition is as follows.
Arguments for (local) uniqueness of equilibrium with active Taylor rules posit
that without shocks, the model has a unique equilibrium at the inflation rate
targeted by the interest rate rule. Any other candidate solutions to the model
equations would have the inflation rate exploding to plus or minus infinity,
or oscillating explosively. But many of these explosive paths would violate
the lower bound on the nominal interest rate. When that bound is imposed
and the model is studied nonlinearly, it becomes clear that (i) there is a sec-
ond steady-state equilibrium at a lower inflation rate, and (ii) there are many

4 Note that Leeper (1991) emphasizes that an active rule guarantees uniqueness only in con-
junction with an assumption about fiscal policy, specifically that fiscal policy takes care of balancing
the government budget. We maintain that assumption here. Benhabib, Schmitt-Grohé, and Uribe
(2002) discuss the implication of alternative assumptions about fiscal policy for multiple equilibria
induced by the zero bound on nominal interest rates.
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non-steady-state equilibria in which the inflation rate converges to the low-
inflation steady state in the long run.

Initially, while the articles by BSU were widely cited, they did not at-
tract much attention in policy circles. This is somewhat surprising because
the articles were showing that a policy advocated in large part because it was
believed to deliver a unique equilibrium actually delivered multiple equilibria
in some models! Furthermore, a rule that violated the Taylor principle—a
passive rule—would actually be consistent with keeping inflation close to its
targeted value, even though there could be multiple equilibria with this prop-
erty. Recently however, the results in BSU have attracted substantial attention
in policy circles. The simultaneous occurrence of low inflation and low nom-
inal interest rates in the United States is suggestive of some of the equilibria
identified by BSU, so it is natural to wonder whether we are experiencing
outcomes associated with those global equilibria. Policymakers care about
this because the global equilibria involve average inflation below its intended
level.

2. A SIMPLE FRAMEWORK WITH ONLY NOMINAL
VARIABLES

As a simple framework for communicating some of the key ideas in BSU, this
section works through a two-equation model of the nominal interest rate and
inflation. That minimal structure is sufficient to illustrate the potential for the
local and global dynamics to diverge when monetary policy is given by an
active Taylor rule.

Assume that the real interest rate is exogenous and fixed, rt = r , whereas
the nominal interest rate (Rt) and the inflation rate (πt ) are endogenous.5

Expectations are rational. The model consists of a Fisher equation relating
the short-term nominal interest rate to the short-term real interest rate and
expected inflation,

Rt = rEtπt+1, (1)

and a rule specifying how the central bank sets the nominal interest rate—in
this case as a function only of the current inflation rate, with an inflation target
of π∗:

Rt = 1 + (
R∗ − 1

) (
πt/π

∗)γ , (2)

where

R∗ = rπ∗; (3)

5 Throughout the article, interest rates and inflation rates are measured in gross terms—that
is, a 4 percent nominal interest rate would be written as Rt = 1.04.
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that is, the targeted nominal interest rate is the one that is implied by the
steady-state Fisher equation when inflation is equal to its target.

The interest rate rule in (2) may look unfamiliar relative to standard linear
Taylor rules. We use the nonlinear rule because it will simplify the analysis in
the second part of the article.6 Furthermore, the linear approximation to the
rule in (2) around {R∗, π∗} is

Rt − R∗ = γ

(
R∗ − 1

π∗

) (
πt − π∗) , (4)

a simple inflation-only Taylor rule in which the coefficient on inflation is
γ (R∗ − 1) /π∗, and we assume that γ (R∗ − 1) /π∗ > r > 1. The stan-
dard local-linear approach around the point {R∗, π∗} involves combining the
linearized Taylor rule (4) with the linearized Fisher equation (Rt − R∗ =
(R∗/π∗) Et (πt+1 − π∗)), which yields an expectational difference equation
in inflation:

Et

(
πt+1 − π∗) = γ

(
R∗ − 1

R∗

) (
πt − π∗) .

For simplicity, assume perfect foresight—that is, the future is known with
certainty, so that Et (πt+1 − π∗) can be replaced with πt+1 − π∗. Perfect
foresight is clearly an unrealistic assumption, but it is a convenient one for
illustrating the difference between local and global dynamics. With perfect
foresight, we have

(
πt+1 − π∗) = γ

(
R∗ − 1

R∗

) (
πt − π∗) . (5)

By assumption the coefficient on πt − π∗ is greater than one—the rule obeys
the Taylor principle. Consequently, we can show that there is a unique non-
explosive equilibrium. Constant inflation at the targeted steady-state level
(πt = π∗) is clearly an equilibrium because it represents a solution to the
difference equation (5). If inflation in period t were equal to any number
other than π∗, inflation would have to follow an explosive path going for-
ward because the coefficient on current inflation is greater than one. Any such
explosive path would be ruled out as an equilibrium by assumption in the
standard local-linear approach.7

6 Imposing the zero bound on an otherwise linear rule creates a nondifferentiability, making
computation more difficult.

7 Since the model here is itself ad-hoc, we cannot complain about ruling out explosive paths
as equilibria by assumption. Depending on the particular model, explosive paths up or down may
or may not be equilibria—see footnote 3. What is important here is that the ad-hoc model we
wrote down is nonlinear, and the nonlinear analysis yields different conclusions about equilibrium
than the linear analysis.
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Figure 1 Steady-State Equilibria
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Steady-State Equilibria

It is obvious that {R∗, π∗} represents a steady-state solution to the Fisher and
Taylor equations ([1] and [2]). Less obviously, there is also a second steady-
state solution with a lower inflation rate and a lower nominal interest rate. To
see this, combine the steady-state Fisher and Taylor equations into a single
equation in π :

π = r−1
(
1 + (

R∗ − 1
) (

π/π∗)γ ) . (6)

Figure 1 displays a plot of the right-hand side of (6) (essentially the Taylor
rule) against the 45-degree line—which is also the left-hand side, or the Fisher
equation. The two intersections of the right-hand side and left-hand side rep-
resent the two steady-state equilibria. The targeted inflation rate is 2 percent,
and the other steady state involves slight deflation.

The specific Taylor rule we chose for this example never allows the nomi-
nal interest rate to hit the zero bound. Alternatively, if we had chosen a typical
linear Taylor rule (Rt = max {R∗ + f (πt − π∗) , 0}), there would be a kink
in the steady-state Taylor curve at π = 1/r , and the second steady state would
be at π = π∗ − (1/f ) R∗. BSU (2001a) and Bullard (2010) contain pictures
of the analogues to Figure 1 implied by several different interest rate rules that
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Figure 2 Example of a Non-Steady-State Equilibrium
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all satisfy the Taylor principle at the targeted steady state, and all imply the
existence of a second steady state with lower inflation.

Example of a Non-Steady-State Equilibrium

The fact that there are two steady-state equilibria suggests that there may also
be equilibria in which inflation and nominal interest rates fluctuate. Returning
now to the nonlinear model, by combining the Fisher equation (1) and the
interest rate rule (2) and imposing perfect foresight, we have a first-order
difference equation for the inflation rate:

πt+1 = r−1
(
1 + (

R∗ − 1
) (

πt/π
∗)γ ) . (7)

This is the nonlinear analogue of (5). In contrast to the linearized model, we
can show that there is a continuum of nonexplosive equilibria.8 In Figure 2
we plot the right-hand side of (7): It is an identical curve to the solid line in

8 Note the sensitivity of this result to whether current or (expected) future inflation is the
argument in the policy rule. If the policy rule responds to πt+1 instead of πt , then the same two
steady-state equilibria exist; but the system is entirely static and, under perfect foresight, the two
steady-state equilibria are also the only two equilibrium values for inflation in any period. The
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Figure 1. The dotted line is the 45-degree line, which is also the left-hand
side of (7). The intersections between the two lines are the steady states and,
starting with any initial inflation rate below the targeted steady state, we can
trace an equilibrium path using the solid line and the 45-degree line. For
example, from an initial inflation rate of 1.014, the vertical solid lines with
arrows pointing down indicate the successive values of inflation going forward.
Generalizing from this example, the figure shows that all perfect foresight
equilibria except for the targeted steady state converge to the nontargeted
steady state. In contrast, the conventional local linear approach applied to the
targeted steady state would conclude that the targeted steady state was the only
equilibrium—other solutions are locally explosive and would be ruled out by
assumption. Figure 2 conveys the essence of the literature that began with
BSU (2001a): Local analysis suggests a unique equilibrium, whereas global
analysis reveals that many solutions ruled out as explosive instead lead to a
second steady-state equilibrium.

Because the qualitative results involving a second steady state and multiple
equilibria will carry over into the model with an endogenous real interest
rate and endogenous output, it is interesting to discuss the economics behind
these results. In a neighborhood of the targeted steady state, the interest rate
rule responds to an upward (downward) deviation of inflation from target
by moving the interest rate upward (downward) more than proportionally.
This sets off a locally explosive chain: The Fisher equation (1) dictates that
an increase in the current nominal interest rate must correspond to a higher
future inflation rate, which then is met with a further increase in next period’s
interest rate, etc. One notable aspect of this process is that there is no sense
in which a higher nominal interest rate represents “tighter” monetary policy.
The model has only nominal variables, and a higher nominal interest rate must
correspond to higher expected inflation. In contrast, the Taylor principle is
often thought of as ensuring that an increase in inflation is met with a monetary
tightening, as represented by a higher nominal interest rate. In models with
real effects of monetary policy—such as the one discussed below—an increase
in the nominal interest rate does not have to correspond to higher expected
inflation. However, we have learned from the two-equation model that this
association of higher interest rates with tight monetary policy is not an inherent
ingredient in the local uniqueness and global multiplicity associated with the
Taylor principle.9

“economy” can bounce arbitrarily between those two values in a deterministic way. There may
also be rational expectations equilibria with stochastic fluctuations.

9 See Cochrane (2011) for a similar argument.
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3. A MODEL WITH REAL VARIABLES AND MONETARY
NONNEUTRALITY

The model above taught us that the Fisher equation together with a Taylor rule
that responds strongly to inflation can lead to multiple steady states and other
equilibria because of the lower bound on nominal interest rates. However,
the only endogenous variables in that model are nominal variables. One of
the simplest ways to endogenize real variables and introduce real effects of
monetary policy is with a version of the Rotemberg (1982) model, which has
quadratic costs of nominal price adjustment. In this model, there is a repre-
sentative household that takes all prices and aggregate quantities as given, and
chooses how much to consume and how much to work. There is a contin-
uum of monopolistically competitive firms that face convex costs of adjusting
their nominal prices, and there is a monetary authority that sets the short-term
nominal interest rate according to a time-invariant feedback rule.

The representative household has preferences over consumption (ct ) and
(disutility of) labor (ht ) given by

∞∑
t=0

βt (ln (ct ) − χht) . (8)

There is a competitive labor market in which the real wage is wt per unit of
time. The consumption good is a composite of a continuum of differentiated
products (ct (z)), each of which are produced under monopolistic competition:

ct =
(∫ 1

0
ct (z)

ε−1
ε dz

) ε
ε−1

. (9)

Households own the firms. An individual household’s budget constraint is

ct + R−1
t Bt/Pt = wtht + Bt−1/Pt + �t/Pt , (10)

where �t represents nominal dividends from firms, Pt is the price of the com-
posite good, and Bt is the quantity of one-period nominal discount bonds. As
above, Rt is the gross nominal interest rate. The household’s intratemporal
first-order conditions representing optimal choice of labor input and consump-
tion are given by

λtwt = χ, (11)

and

λt = 1/ct , (12)

and the intertemporal first-order condition representing optimal choice of
bondholdings is given by

λt

Pt

R−1
t = β · λt+1

Pt+1
. (13)
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In these equations, the variable λt is the Lagrange multiplier on the budget
constraint for period t—it can also be thought of as the marginal utility of
an additional unit of consumption at time t . Note that the intertemporal first-
order condition (13) corresponds to the Fisher equation from the first model,
with the real interest rate now endogenous and given by

rt = β−1 ct+1

ct

.

Firms face a cost
(
ξ t

)
in terms of final goods of changing the nominal

price of the good they produce (z):

ξ t (z) = θ

2

(
Pt (z)

Pt−1 (z)
− 1

)2

. (14)

Because goods are produced both for consumption and for accomplishing
price adjustment, the market-clearing condition is

yt = ct + θ

2
(πt − 1)2 , (15)

where yt denotes total output of the composite good, πt denotes the gross
inflation rate (Pt/Pt−1), and we have imposed symmetry across firms, meaning
that all firms choose the same price.

An individual firm chooses its price each period to maximize the expected
present value of profits, where profits in any single period are given by revenue
minus costs of production minus costs of price adjustment. The demand
curve facing each firm is yt (z) = (Pt (z) /Pt)

−ε yt , so the profit maximization
problem for firm z is

max
Pt+j (z)

∞∑
j=0

βj

(
λt+j

λt

)[
Pt+j (z)

Pt+j

(
Pt+j (z)

Pt+j

)−ε

yt+j

−wt+j

(
Pt+j (z)

Pt+j

)−ε

yt+j − θ

2

(
Pt+j (z)

Pt+j−1 (z)
− 1

)2
]

.

The first term in the square brackets is the real revenue a firm earns charging
a price Pt+j (z) in period t + j ; it sells

(
Pt+j (z) /Pt+j

)−ε
yt+j units of goods

for relative price Pt+j (z) /Pt+j . The second term in the square brackets (in
the second line of the expression) is the real costs the firm incurs in period
t + j , number of goods sold multiplied by average cost, which is equal to
marginal cost and to the real wage because labor productivity is constant and
equal to one. Finally, the third term in the square brackets is the real cost of
adjusting the nominal price from Pt+j−1 (z) to Pt+j (z). Note that the price
chosen in any period shows up only in two periods of the infinite sum. Thus,
the part of the objective function relevant for the choice of a price in period t
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is

Pt (z)

Pt

(
Pt (z)

Pt

)−ε

yt − wt

(
Pt (z)

Pt

)−ε

yt

−θ

2

(
Pt (z)

Pt−1 (z)
− 1

)2

− β

(
λt+1

λt

)
θ

2

(
Pt+1 (z)

Pt (z)
− 1

)2

.

The first-order condition is

(1 − ε)
1

Pt

(
Pt (z)

Pt

)−ε

yt + εwt

1

Pt

(
Pt (z)

Pt

)−ε−1

yt

−θ
1

Pt−1 (z)

(
Pt (z)

Pt−1 (z)
− 1

)
+ β

(
λt+1

λt

)
θ
Pt+1 (z)

Pt (z)
2

(
Pt+1 (z)

Pt (z)
− 1

)
= 0.

If we multiply both sides by Pt and impose symmetry—that is, assume that
all firms choose the same price in any given period, the expression simplifies
to

(1 − ε) yt + εwtyt

−θπt (πt − 1) + β

(
λt+1

λt

)
θπt+1 (πt+1 − 1) = 0.

Using the goods market clearing condition (15) and the household’s opti-
mality conditions, the previous equation simplifies to a form that we will refer
to as the New Keynesian Phillips Curve:10

(πt − 1) πt =
(

ct

θ
+ (πt − 1)2

2

)
(1 − ε + χεct )

+βEt

(
ct

ct+1
(πt+1 − 1) πt+1

)
, (16)

where πt is the gross inflation rate.
Finally, monetary policy is given by a nominal interest rate rule similar

to what was used in the two-equation model, with the one difference that the
interest rate responds to expected future inflation instead of to current inflation:

Rt = 1 + (
π∗/β − 1

) (
πt+1/π

∗)γ . (17)

Recall that in the two-equation model, using a policy rule identical to (17)
would render the model entirely static, whereas the rule that responds to current
inflation introduces dynamics. In the current model, optimal pricing already
introduces dynamics, so we choose to use the future-inflation version of the
policy rule.11 Combining the policy rule with the household’s intertemporal

10 We should note that the term “New Keynesian Phillips Curve” typically refers to the lin-
earized version of (16).

11 Note that with current inflation in the policy rule, the steady states do not change and
it would be possible to study dynamic equilibria in the same way we do here—tentative results
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first-order condition (13), using the definition of the inflation rate to eliminate
the price level, and using the household’s intratemporal first-order condition
(12) to eliminate λ, we have(

ct

π t+1ct+1

)−1

= β
(
1 + (

π∗/β − 1
) (

πt+1/π
∗)γ ) . (18)

The model has now been reduced to two nonlinear difference equations (16)
and (18) in the variables ct , π t , ct+1, and πt+1.

4. LOCAL DYNAMICS AROUND STEADY-STATE EQUILIBRIA

As with the ad-hoc model in Section 2, there are two steady-state equilibria.
That there are two steady-state equilibrium inflation rates is immediately ap-
parent from (18)—in a steady state it is identical to (6). One of the steady
states has inflation equal to the targeted inflation rate π∗, and the other steady
state has a lower inflation rate.12 The steady-state levels of consumption are
determined by (16).

To study dynamic equilibria, we follow the same steps as in the two-
equation model, beginning with the linearized model and then moving on to
the exact nonlinear model. The two dynamic equations (16) and (18) can be
represented as [

F (ct , ct+1, π t , π t+1)

G (ct , ct+1, π t , π t+1)

]
=
[

0
0

]
,

where

F (ct , ct+1, π t , π t+1) =
(πt − 1) πt −

(
ct

θ
+ (πt − 1)2

2

)
(1 − ε + χεct )

−β

(
ct

ct+1
(πt+1 − 1) πt+1

)

G (ct , ct+1, π t+1) = πt+1ct+1 − βct

(
1 + (

π∗/β − 1
) (

πt+1/π
∗)γ ) .

suggest that qualitatively similar results apply with current inflation in the policy rule. Our approach
in this article is positive rather than normative. For a policymaker choosing a rule, whether multiple
equilibria arise would be one important consideration in that choice.

12 This statement relies again on γ being sufficiently large. In contrast, for low enough γ

such that R′ (π∗) < 1, the second steady state will involve inflation higher than π∗.
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Table 1 Parameter Values

β 0.99
ε 6
θ 17.5
χ 5
γ 90
π∗ 1.005

Linearizing around the steady state with the targeted inflation rate (denoted
[c∗, π∗]) yields[

F2 (c∗, c∗, π∗, π∗) F4 (c∗, c∗, π∗, π∗)
G2 (c∗, c∗, π∗) G3 (c∗, c∗, π∗)

](
ct+1 − c

πt+1 − π

)
≈

−
[

F1 (c∗, c∗, π∗, π∗) F3 (c∗, c∗, π∗, π∗)
G1 (c∗, c∗, π∗) 0

](
ct − c

πt − π

)
, (19)

where Hj (s) denotes the j th partial derivative of the generic function H (),
evaluated at s.

The existence and uniqueness of a nonexplosive equilibrium in the lin-
earized model depends on the eigenvalues of the Jacobian matrix J , given
by

J = −
[

F2 (.) F4 (.)

G2 (.) G3 (.)

]−1 [
F1 (.) F3 (.)

G1 (.) 0

]
.

Neither ct nor πt are predetermined variables, so the condition for a unique
nonexplosive equilibrium is that both eigenvalues of J be less than one in
absolute value. Because we are not able to provide a general proof of the
parameter conditions under which equilibrium exists and is unique, we turn to
a numerical example, which we will stay with for the rest of the article.13 Table
1 contains the parameters for that example; they are chosen to be consistent
with a 2 percent annual inflation target (the model is a quarterly model), a 4
percent real interest rate, a markup of 20 percent, and a coefficient in the Taylor
rule of 1.33 when the Taylor rule is linearized around the targeted steady state.
In addition, our choice of θ implies that price adjustment costs are less than
2

10 percent of output.
At the targeted steady state, the local (nonexplosive) dynamics are unique,

in a trivial sense. The Jacobian’s eigenvalues are 0.99771321 ± 0.12791602i,
which means that both eigenvalues have absolute value 1.0059. Local to the

13 If the targeted inflation rate were zero (π∗ = 1) then it would be straightforward to
characterize uniqueness conditions analytically—this is the standard New Keynesian Phillips Curve.
With a nonzero inflation target there are price-adjustment costs incurred in steady state, and the
analysis is less straightforward.
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targeted steady state, the fact that both eigenvalues have absolute value greater
than one and are imaginary means that any solution to the difference equation
system (19) other than the steady state itself oscillates explosively. In the
linearized model the local dynamics are the global dynamics, so the only
nonexplosive solution is the targeted steady state itself.

Suppose instead that we linearize around the low-inflation steady state.
There the Jacobian’s eigenvalues are 1.1291231 and 0.89509305. This eigen-
value configuration, with one explosive root and one stable root (less than
one), means that there is a saddlepath: Given an initial value for c (or an
initial value for π ), there is a unique initial value for π (or for c) such that the
economy will converge from that point to the steady state with low inflation.
If either inflation or consumption were predetermined variables, then this sad-
dlepath would describe the unique equilibrium at any point in time. Because
neither variable is predetermined, the saddlepath represents one dimension of
equilibrium indeterminacy at any point in time. That is, any value of c (or π )
is consistent with equilibrium in period t , but as was stated above, once that
value of c (or π ) has been selected, the associated value of π (or c) is pinned
down, as is the entire subsequent equilibrium path.14

The conventional linearization approach to studying NNS models, as fol-
lowed, for example, by King and Wolman (1996), involves implicitly ignoring
the steady state with low inflation. In that approach it is presumed that the
only relevant steady state is the targeted one. From the same kind of reasoning
used in the discussion following (5), the explosiveness of paths local to the
targeted steady state means there is a unique nonexplosive equilibrium, the
steady state itself. One can then proceed to study the properties of the model
when subjected to shocks, for example to productivity or monetary policy.
However, the fact that there are two steady states suggests that it may be re-
vealing to investigate the global dynamics. Furthermore, if one extrapolates
the local dynamics around the two steady states, it leads to the conjecture that
paths that explode locally from the targeted steady state may in fact end up as
stable paths converging at the low-inflation steady state. This is indeed what
we will find in studying the global dynamics.

5. GLOBAL DYNAMICS

Studying the model’s global dynamics means analyzing the nonlinear equa-
tions ([18] and [16]). We will combine the nonlinear equations with informa-
tion about the local dynamics to trace out the global stable manifold of the
low-inflation steady state. The global stable manifold is the set of inflation and

14 Because we are dealing here with perfect foresight paths, the discussion of period t really
should apply only to an initial period, prior to which the perfect foresight assumption does not
apply. After that initial period the equilibrium outcomes are unique.
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consumption combinations such that if inflation and consumption begin in that
set, there is an equilibrium path that leads in the long run to the low-inflation
steady state. While this approach may not yield a comprehensive description
of the perfect foresight equilibria, it will provide a coherent picture of how
the two steady states relate to the dynamic behavior of consumption and infla-
tion.15 We will find that the local saddlepath can be understood as part of a path
(the global stable manifold) that begins arbitrarily close to the targeted steady
state and cycles around that steady state with greater and greater amplitude
before converging monotonically to the low-inflation steady state.

From Local to Global

Before plunging into the global dynamics, it may be helpful to take stock of
our knowledge. There are two steady-state equilibria, one with the targeted
inflation rate (π∗) and one with a lower inflation rate (πl). The levels of
consumption in the two steady states are c∗ and cl . Local to the targeted steady
state, all dynamic paths oscillate explosively. Local to the low inflation steady
state many paths explode and one path converges to that steady state. To go
further, we will combine the forward dynamics local to the low inflation steady
state with the nonlinear backward dynamics. This approach will allow us to
compute the global stable manifold of the low-inflation steady state. Since all
paths diverge around the targeted steady state, no analogous approach can be
applied there.

As described above, the local dynamics around {cl, π l} involve a unique
path in {c, π} space that converges to the steady state. If we begin with a point
on that path, very close to the low-inflation steady state, and then iterate the
nonlinear system backward, we can trace out the global dynamics associated
with the saddlepath—the global stable manifold. We now describe this process
algorithmically.

1. To find a point on the local saddlepath of the low-inflation steady state,
follow the approach described in Blanchard and Kahn (1980). First,
decompose the Jacobian matrix J into its Jordan form: J = P�P −1,
where � is a diagonal 2 × 2 matrix whose diagonal elements are the
eigenvalues of J, and where P is a 2 × 2 matrix whose columns are
the eigenvectors of J. Next, rewrite the system in terms of canonical
variables x1,t and x2,t , which are linear combinations of ct and πt :[
x1,t x2,t

]′ = P [ct − cl π t − πl]′. The system is[
x1,t+1
x2,t+1

]
=
[

λ1 0
0 λ2

] [
x1,t
x2,t

]
. (20)

15 While we have not proved that the global stable manifold contains all perfect foresight
equilibria, we conjecture this to be the case.
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Note that at the steady state cl, π l , we have x1,l = x2,l = 0. Recall that
one of the roots (λ1, λ2) is greater than one. Without loss of generality,
assume that λ1 > 1. Any point on the local saddlepath must have
x1,t = 0, because x1,t+j = λ1x1,t+j−1, and if x1,t �= 0 then x1,t+j could
not approach 0 as j → ∞. Select one such point within an ε ball of
the low-inflation steady state and call that point {cT , πT }. Set t = T .

2. From (18) we have

ct−1 = ct

β

(
πt

1 + (π∗/β − 1) (πt/π∗)γ

)
.

3. Compute πt−1 by solving (16):(
1 − 1

2
(1 − ε (1 − χct−1))

)
π2

t−1 − ε (1 − χct−1) πt−1−(
ct−1

θ
(1 − ε (1 − χct−1)) + β

(
ct−1

ct

(π t − 1) πt

))
= 0. (21)

With ct−1, ct , and πt all known, (21) is a quadratic equation in πt−1. The
presence of two solutions is rooted in the properties of the firm’s profit-
maximization problem—while there is a unique profit-maximizing price,
there are multiple solutions to the first-order condition. Only the
positive root of the quadratic is consistent with the firm maximizing
profits—the negative root typically implies a negative gross inflation
rate, which would imply a negative price level.

4. Set t = t − 1, return to step 2.

Figure 3 describes the results of iterating backward for 450 periods in
steps 2 through 4. The figure is in c, π space. It plots the two steady states
and the global stable manifold of the low-inflation steady state, constructed as
just described. The arrows represent forward movement in time, as opposed
to the backward movement that characterizes the algorithm. The algorithm
starts at a point close to the low-inflation steady state and goes backward in
time. The figure shows that the only path that converges to a steady-state
equilibrium initially involves spirals around the targeted steady state and ends
with monotonic convergence to the low-inflation steady state. The figure
provides us with a unified understanding of the local results around the two
steady states. From the local dynamics we learn that all paths local to the
targeted steady state oscillate explosively. From Figure 3, we see that one of
those paths is not globally explosive, instead converging at the low-inflation
steady state. This path is what we refer to as the global stable manifold.
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Figure 3 Global Stable Manifold of Low-Inflation Steady State
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6. CONCLUSION

Since late 2008, both inflation and nominal interest rates have been extremely
low in the United States. These facts have focused attention on ideas motivated
by the theory in BSU (2001a, 2001b, 2002): An active Taylor rule, together
with a moderate inflation target, could have the unintended consequence of
leading the economy to undesirably low inflation with a near-zero nominal
interest rate. The article by St. Louis Federal Reserve Bank President James
Bullard (2010) represents the leading example of this attention.

The aim of this article was to provide an accessible introduction to the ideas
in BSU (2001a). Much of the literature in this area uses models that are either
set in continuous time or that assume prices are flexible. In contrast, the model
in this article is set in discrete time and has sticky prices. Discrete time reduces
mathematical tractability, but makes it easy to compute specific solutions; in
addition, the quantitative literature on monetary policy overwhelmingly uses
discrete time models. Sticky prices are also a central element in the applied
monetary policy literature. In adapting BSU’s analysis to a discrete-time
framework with sticky prices, we have seen that the general conclusions of
their work also apply to the specific example we have analyzed. First, with
an active Taylor rule, the presence of a lower bound on the nominal interest
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rate leads to the presence of two steady states, one at the targeted inflation
rate and one at a lower inflation rate. Second, the targeted steady state, which
is a unique equilibrium according to the conventional local analysis, instead
is the source for a global stable manifold of the low-inflation steady-state
equilibrium.

In closing we will offer some caveats regarding using the kind of analysis in
this article to interpret current economic outcomes. It is tempting to conclude
from Figure 3 that the low-inflation steady state is “more likely” because it does
possess a stable manifold while the targeted steady state does not. However,
the model only tells us what equilibria exist, not how likely they are to occur.
It is also tempting to conclude from this work that policy may be unwittingly
leading the economy to the unintended steady state. However, the theoretical
analysis is based on perfect information about the model and the equilibrium
by all agents. It is interesting to think about situations where policymakers
and private decisionmakers do not understand the structure of the economy,
but that is not the situation analyzed here. Finally, we should stress that before
using this kind of framework for quantitative analysis, it would be desirable
to enrich the model to incorporate capital accumulation. The behavior of the
capital stock plays a key role in interest rate determination, and at this point
it is an open question whether the kind of dynamics described here carry over
to models with capital accumulation.
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Hidden Effort, Learning by
Doing, and Wage Dynamics

Arantxa Jarque

M any occupations are subject to learning by doing: Effort at the
workplace early in the career of a worker results in higher pro-
ductivity later on.1 In such occupations, if effort at work is unob-

servable, a moral hazard problem arises as well. The combination of these
two characteristics of effort implies that employers need to provide incentives
for the employee to work hard, possibly in the form of pay-for-performance,2

while taking into account at the same time the optimal path of human capital
accumulation over the duration of the contract.

The recent crisis had a big impact on the labor market with high job-
destruction rates. If firm-specific human capital accumulation is important,
the effect of these separations on welfare may come from several channels. A
direct channel is through the loss of human capital prompted by the exogenous
separation, as well as the loss in welfare from the decrease in wealth because
of unemployment spells of workers. A less direct channel, but potentially
an important one, is the change in the cost of providing incentives when the
(exogenous to the incentive provision) separation rate increases. However,
we are far from being able to understand and measure the importance of this

I would like to thank Huberto Ennis, Juan Carlos Hatchondo, Tim Hursey, and Pierre Sarte
for helpful comments, as well as Nadezhda Malysheva for great research assistance. Andreas
Hornstein provided many editorial suggestions that helped shape the final version of this article.
All remaining errors are mine. The views presented in this article do not necessarily represent
those of the Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond or the Federal Reserve System. E-mail:
arantxa.jarque@rich.frb.org.

1 See Arrow (1962), Lucas (1988), and Heckman, Lochner, and Taber (1998) for a complete
discussion of this issue, as well as alternative specifications of learning by doing.

2 Lemieux, MacLeod, and Parent (2009) report that, for a Panel Study of Income Dynam-
ics sample of male household heads aged 18–65 working in private sector wage and salary jobs,
the incidence of pay-for-performance jobs was about 38 percent in the late 1970s and increased
to about 45 percent in the 1990s. They define pay-for-performance jobs as employment relation-
ships in which part of the worker’s total compensation includes a variable pay component (bonus,
commission, piece rate). Any worker who reports overtime pay is considered to be in a non-pay-
for-performance job. See also MacLeod and Parent (1999).
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cost, since little is known so far about the structure of incentive provision in
the presence of learning by doing.3 This article constitutes a modest first step
in this direction: Abstracting from separations and in a partial equilibrium
setting, this article studies the time allocation of incentives and human capital
accumulation in the optimal contract. This simplified analysis should be a
helpful benchmark in future studies of the fully fledged model with separations
and general equilibrium.

We modify the standard repeated moral hazard (RMH) framework from
Rogerson (1985a) to include learning by doing. In the standard framework, a
risk-neutral employer, the principal, designs a contract to provide incentives
for a risk-averse employee, the agent, to exert effort in running the technology
of the firm. Both the principal and the agent commit to a long-term contract.
The agent’s effort is private information and it affects the results of the firm
stochastically: The probability distribution over the results of the firm (the
agent’s “productivity”) in a given period is determined by the effort choice of
the agent in that same period only. We introduce the following modification to
this standard framework: We specify learning by doing by assuming that the
probability distribution over the results of the firm in each period is determined
by the sum of past undepreciated efforts of the agent, as opposed to his current
effort only. In other words, the agent’s productivity is determined by his
“accumulated human capital.” More human capital implies higher expected
output, although all possible output levels may realize under any level of
human capital. In this specification, the agent determines his human capital
deterministically by choosing effort each period. Lower depreciation of past
effort is interpreted as “more persistence” of effort.

We present a model of two periods. The first period represents the junior
years, when the worker has just been hired and has little experience. The
second period represents the mature worker years, when human capital has
been potentially accumulated and there are no more years ahead in which to
exploit the productivity of the worker. A contract contingent on the observed
performance of the agent is designed by the principal to implement the path
of human capital accumulation that maximizes the principal’s expected profit
(expected output minus expected payments to the agent).

In our analysis, we find the following two main implications of the pres-
ence of learning by doing. First, the principal does not find it optimal to require
a high level of human capital in the last period of the contract, since there is
not much time left to exploit the productivity of the worker. Hence, the more
experienced workers are not the most productive ones, since they optimally
are asked to let their human capital depreciate. This implies that workers exert

3 The only articles dealing with effort persistence in a repeated moral hazard problem are,
to our knowledge, Fernandes and Phelan (2000), Mukoyama and Şahin (2005), Kwon (2006), and
Jarque (2010).
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the most effort in their junior years, and the least in their pre-retirement years.
In a comparison with the standard RMH problem, we find that the frontload-
ing of effort, as well as the low requirement at the end of the worker’s career,
differ markedly from the optimal path of effort in a context without learning
by doing. Second, and in spite of this difference in effort requirements over
the contract length, we find that learning by doing does not imply a change
in the properties of consumption paths; hence, the properties of consumption
paths found by previous studies, such as Phelan (1994), remain true in this
context (see also Ales and Maziero [2009]).

It is worth noting that in our analysis we assume perfect commitment to
the contract both from the employer and the employee, and we do not allow
for separations to be part of the contract. This means we need to abstract
from the usual career concerns that have been explored in the literature (see
Gibbons and Murphy [1992]). The implications of the hidden human capital
accumulation that we model here should be viewed as complementary to the
implications of career concerns.

As pointed out above, the problem studied here differs from the standard
RMH in that the contingent contract needs to take into account the persistent
effects of effort on productivity. On the technical side, this highly complicates
solving for the optimal contract. The fact that both past and current effort
choices are not observable means that, at the start of every period, the principal
does not know the preferences of the agent over continuation contracts (that is,
the principal does not know the true productivity of the agent for a given choice
of effort today). Jarque (2010) deals with this difficulty and presents a class
of problems with persistence for which a simple solution can be found. The
article studies a general framework in which past effort choices affect current
output, as opposed to other forms of persistence that one may consider, such
as through output autocorrelation (see, for example, Kapička [2008]). The
learning-by-doing problem that we are interested in, hence, constitutes a fitting
application of the results in Jarque (2010). We adapt the assumptions in Jarque
(2010) to a finite horizon and we show how this specification of learning by
doing greatly simplifies the analysis of the optimal contract.

In Section 1 we introduce the common assumptions throughout the arti-
cle. Section 2 presents, as a benchmark, the case in which the principal can
directly observe the level of effort chosen by the agent every period, and hence
can control his human capital at all times. For reference, we also discuss the
case in which the effort of the agent does not have a persistent effect in time.
The analytical properties of the problem are discussed in both cases. Then we
analyze the main case of interest of this article, in which effort is unobservable
and contracts that specify payments contingent on the observable performance
of the agent are needed to implement the desired sequence of human capital
accumulation. In Section 3, we discuss the case without persistence—a stan-
dard two-period repeated moral hazard problem. In Section 4 we discuss the
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technical difficulties of allowing for effort persistence in problems of repeated
moral hazard, and the solutions provided in the literature. Section 5 presents
the framework of hidden human capital accumulation, a particular case of
effort persistence. As the main result, we provide conditions under which
the problem with hidden human capital can be analyzed by studying a related
auxiliary problem that is formally a standard repeated moral hazard problem.
Hence, the discussion of the properties of the standard case in Section 3 be-
comes useful when deriving the properties of the case with persistence. The
numerical solution to an example is presented in Section 6, together with a
comparison to the standard RMH without learning by doing, and a discussion
of the main lessons about the effects of hidden human capital accumulation
on wage dynamics. Section 7 concludes.

1. DESCRIPTION OF THE ENVIRONMENT

The results in this article apply to contracts of finite length T ; however, in order
to keep the exposition and the notation as simple as possible, we discuss here
the case of a two-period contract, T = 2. We assume that both parties commit
to staying in the contract for the two periods. For tractability, we assume that
the principal has perfect control over the savings of the agent. They both
discount the future at a rate β. We assume that the principal is risk neutral and
the agent is risk averse, with additively separable utility that is linear in effort.

Assumption 1 The agent’s utility is given by U (ct , et ) = u (ct )−vet , where
u is twice continuously differentiable and strictly concave and ct and
et denote consumption and effort at time t , respectively.

There is a finite set of possible outcomes in each period, Y = {yL, yH }.
Histories of outcomes are assumed to be observable to both the principal
and the agent. We assume both consumption and effort lie in a compact set:
ct ∈ [0, yt ] and et ∈ E = [

e, e
]

for all t .
We model the hidden accumulation of human capital by assuming that

the effect of effort is “persistent” over time, in a learning-by-doing fashion.
That is, we depart from the standard RMH framework, which assumes that
the probability distribution over possible outcomes realizations at t depends
only on et . In our human capital accumulation framework, the probability
distribution at t depends on all past efforts up to time t . Assumption 2 states
this formally for the two-period problem.

Assumption 2 The agent affects the probability distribution over outcomes
according to the following function:

Pr (yt = yH |st ) ≡ π (st ) ,
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where

s1 = e1, (1)

s2 = ρs1 + e2, (2)

and π (s) is continuous, differentiable, concave, and ρ ∈ (0, 1).

In the human capital accumulation language, we could equivalently write
the law of motion for human capital as

s1 = e1

s2 = (1 − δ) s1 + e2,

where δ = 1 − ρ would represent the depreciation rate. Then,

f (st ) =
{

yH with probability π (st )

yL with probability 1 − π (st )

could be interpreted as the production function or technology of the firm.
In the rest of the article, we loosely refer to Assumption 2 as effort being

“persistent,” we refer to st as the accumulated human capital at time t , and we
refer to ρ as the persistence rate.

The strategy of the principal consists of a sequence of consumption trans-
fers to the agent contingent on the history of outcome realizations, c ={
ci, cij

}
i,j=L,H

, to which the principal commits when offering the contract
at time 0. The agent’s strategy is a sequence of period best-response effort
choices that maximize his expected utility from t on, given the past history
of output: e = {e1, e2i}i=L,H . At the beginning of each period, the agent
chooses the level of current effort, et . Then output yt is realized according
to the distribution determined by all effort choices up to time t . Finally, the
corresponding amount of consumption is given to the agent.

A contract is a pair of contingent sequences c and e. For the analysis in the
rest of the article, it will be useful to follow Grossman and Hart (1983) in using
utility levels ui = u (ci) and uij = u

(
cij

)
as choice variables.4 To denote the

domain for this new choice variable, we need to introduce the following set
notation:

Ui = {u|u = u (ci) for some ci ∈ [0, yi] , i = L, H }
Uij = {

u|u = u
(
cij

)
for some cij ∈ [0, yj

]
i, j = L, H

}
.

4 If the reader is knowledgeable about contract theory, he or she may notice that this is not
a simple change of notation. In fact, when computing the solution to numerical examples (see
Section 6), we will follow the two-step procedure proposed in Grossman and Hart (1983). This
procedure consists of splitting the expected profit-maximization problem of the principal in two
steps: (1) cost minimization of implementing a given effort level (on a grid of efforts), and (2)
choosing the effort on the grid that implies the highest expected profit for the principal. Using
utility as the choice variable, it is easy to show that under the assumptions of this article there
will exist a unique minimum in the cost minimization problem.
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The contingent sequence of utility is then denoted u = {
ui, uij

}
i,j=L,H

, and
we assume that ui ∈ Ui and uij ∈ Uij .

In order to keep the expressions in the article as simple as possible, and
abusing notation slightly, we also introduce some notation shortcuts. We
denote ci = u−1 (ui) for all i. We also write Pr (yt = yH |st ) as πH (st ) and
Pr (yt = yL|st ) as πL (st ).

The expected profit of the principal, denoted by V (u, e), depends on the
contract as follows:

V (u, e) ≡
∑

i=L,H

⎧⎨⎩πi (s1)

⎡⎣yi − ci + β
∑

j=L,H

πj (s2i)
(
yj − cij

)⎤⎦⎫⎬⎭ ,

where st changes with et as detailed in (1). In the same way, we can write the

agent’s expected utility of accepting to participate in the contract as

W0 (u, e) =
∑

i=L,H

πi (s1)

⎡⎣ui + β
∑

j=L,H

πi (s2i) uij − ve2i

⎤⎦− ve1. (3)

Within this environment we are now ready to set up the problem of finding
the optimal contract that will provide the right incentives for human capital
accumulation at the least expected cost. Before analyzing the hidden human
capital accumulation case, however, we go through a series of related and
simpler cases that will serve in clarifying the main case of interest.

2. OBSERVABLE EFFORT

The case of observable effort is often referred to in the literature as first-best
(FB) since it represents the maximum joint utility achievable in the contractual
relationship between the principal and the agent. This is because, if effort is
observable, the principal can directly control the choice of effort of the agent
and, hence, there is no need for incentives. This implies that there is no
need to impose risk on the agent, which results in lower expected transfers
from the principal to the agent. Although we are interested in the case of
unobservable effort, it is useful to also analyze this simpler benchmark to
learn about the differences between the problem with effort persistence (human
capital accumulation) and the standard RMH problem (in which human capital
fully depreciates every period).

We will refer to the problem of the principal when effort is observable as
problem FB:

max
(u,e)

V (u, e)

s.to
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e ∈ [
e, e

]3
(ED)

ui ∈ Ui , uij ∈ Uij ∀i ∀i, j (CD)

w0 ≤ W0 (u, e) . (PC)

The solution to problem FB is a contract that consists of a pair of contingent
sequences of utility and effort that maximize the expected profit of the princi-
pal subject to the participation constraint (PC)—which assures that the agent
expects as much utility from accepting the contract than staying out—and the
domain constraints for consumption (CD) and effort (ED). Characterizing the
solution to this problem when considering all the possible combinations of
(ED) and (CD) binding constraints is very lengthy and tedious. In the inter-
est of space, we choose to discuss here only the case in which neither of the
constraints in (CD) or (ED) bind.

What are the properties of consumption and effort in the optimal contract?
We learn them from looking at the first-order conditions of the problem. Let
λ ≥ 0 be the multiplier of the (PC).5 We have:

(ui) :
1

u′ (ci)
= λ, for i = L, H(

uij

)
:

1

u′ (cij

) = λ, for i, j = L, H

(e1) :
[
π ′ (s1) + βρπ ′ (s2i)

]
(yH − yL) = vλ(

e2i

)
: π ′ (s2i) (yH − yL) = vλ, for i = L, H. (4)

We analyze in turn the case with and without persistence.

Full Depreciation

First we analyze the observable effort version of a standard two-period RMH
problem (see, for example, Rogerson [1985a]). This case is nested in the
common framework presented above, for a value of the persistence parameter
ρ = 0. In this case, effort does not have a persistent effect on the output
distribution, that is, there is no learning by doing. Hence, we can say that the
human capital of the agent fully depreciates every period.

Here and throughout the rest of the paper, we use stars to denote the
solutions to the problems. When necessary, we index the solutions by two
arguments: the first one takes a value P if ρ > 0 (persistence) and a value
NP if ρ = 0 (no persistence). The second one takes a value FB if we
are in the case of observable effort and a value SB if we are in the case of

5 Standard arguments for λ > 0 hold in this setup with persistence. The basic intuition is
that V ∗ (c, e; w0) is strictly decreasing in w0.
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unobservable effort. Hence, here we denote the solution to problem FB when
ρ = 0 as u∗ (NP, FB) and e∗ (NP, FB). Note that, whenever it does not
lead to confusion, we do not include these arguments to keep the notation
light.

Since the right-hand sides of all the first-order conditions for utility are
equal to λ, we conclude that the level of utility, and hence consumption,
should be the same independent of the output realizations and the period:
u∗

i = u∗
ij = u∗ for all i, j . The first-order conditions of effort, in turn, imply

that effort requirements are independent of output realizations and the period:
e∗

1 = e∗
2i = e∗ for all i. It is easy to see that, given these properties of

consumption and effort, the (PC) in problem FB simplifies to

w0 = (1 + β)
(
u∗ − ve∗) .

Hence, we can solve for the level of utility in the solution to the FB problem:

u∗ ≡ w0 + v (1 + β) e∗

1 + β
. (5)

Let c∗ ≡ u−1 (u∗). Let π ′
j (e2) denote the derivative of πj (e2). Noting that

π ′
H (e) = −π ′

L (e), we can combine the first-order conditions for consumption
and effort to get

u′ (c∗)π ′
H

(
e∗) (yH − yL) = v ∀t. (6)

That is, the optimal effort level is such that the marginal benefit from increased
effort (the marginal increase in expected output times the marginal utility of
output) equals the marginal utility cost of effort.

The following properties summarize our conclusions about the FB prob-
lem with nonpersistent effort:

1A. We have that c∗
1 = c∗

2 = c∗.

2A. We have e∗
1 = e∗

2 = e∗.

The main property of the optimal consumption sequence of the FB contract in
the standard RMH problem is that the contract insures the agent completely
against consumption fluctuations whenever feasible. The intuition for this
result is straightforward: Since the agent has concave utility in consumption,
this is the cheapest way of providing the agent with his outside utility. The
main property of the optimal effort sequence of the FB contract in the standard
RMH problem is a constant effort requirement over time. The tradeoff between
increasing the disutility suffered by the agent and increasing the expected
output is exactly the same in each period, and hence the solution is the same
each time.

It is worth noting that the solution in the observable-effort case coincides
with that of a repeated static problem (“spot” contract) in which neither the
agent nor the principal commit to the two-period contract, and the outside
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Table 1 Parameters of the Numerical Example

υ Marginal effort disutility 5.00
β Discount factor 0.65
yH Output realization, high state 30.00
yL Output realization, low state 20.00
w0 Outside utility 6.55

utility of the agent is w0
2 each period. Hence, commitment has no value in the

case of observable effort and no persistence.

An example

Throughout this article, we illustrate the properties of each particular case of
the environment presented by solving a particular numerical example. This
makes it easy to compare across the different cases presented. The common
parameters of the example are listed in Table 1.

We also assume u (c) = 2
√

c and a probability function

π (s) = √
s, (7)

as well as e= 0.01 and e = 0.99.
We now solve for c∗ and e∗. Since we are in the case of full depreciation

of human capital, we use ρ = 0 and the formulas derived above. For our
example, we have that (6) becomes

1

2
√

e∗ (30 − 20) = 5
√

c∗

1

2
√

e∗ = √
c∗

c∗ = 0.25

e∗ .

Together with (5) this gives us the solutions listed in Table 2.

Observable Human Capital Accumulation

We now turn to analyzing the case in which the effects of effort are persistent
in time, with ρ > 0. That is, we analyze the optimal contract in the presence
of human capital accumulation, or learning by doing.

We established above that the main property of the optimal consumption
sequence of the FB contract in the standard RMH problem is that the contract
insures the agent completely against consumption fluctuations. Here we will
learn that this property remains true in the case with effort persistence. The
main property of the optimal effort sequence of the FB contract in the standard
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RMH problem is also a constant effort requirement over time. We will learn
that when effort is persistent this property no longer holds: Effort requirements
will vary over time even in the observable effort benchmark.

We now proceed to derive these results by formally analyzing the problem
of the principal FB for the case of ρ > 0. She chooses an optimal contract:
a pair of contingent sequences u∗(P, FB) and e∗(P, FB) that solve problem
FB, i.e., they maximize the expected profit of the principal subject to (PC)
and the domain constraints (CD) and (ED). We initially discuss the case in
which neither the (CD) nor the (ED) constraint bind. However, the lower (ED)
constraint (the non-negativity constraint on effort) may bind, with persistence,
in not-so-trivial cases. Because of its relevance, the case of this constraint
binding will be discussed in turn.

We can derive the properties of the solution by analyzing the first-order
conditions in (4) for the case of ρ > 0. The first thing to note is that, as in
the case without persistence, neither consumption nor effort are contingent
on output realizations. However, effort recommendations will depend on the
time period. We can use the (PC) here as well to derive the optimal level of
utility:

u∗ ≡ w0 + v
(
e∗

1 + βe∗
2

)
1 + β

.

The optimal level of consumption will be c∗ ≡ u−1 (u∗). We can substitute
the first-order condition for effort e2 into that for e1, as well as the expression
of λ from the consumption first-order conditions, to get an expression for the
tradeoff determining the choice of e1:

u′ (c∗)π ′
H

(
s∗

1

)
(yH − yL) = v (1 − βρ) . (8)

Comparing this to the tradeoff determining the choice of e2,

u′ (c∗)π ′
H

(
s∗

2i

)
(yH − yL) = v, (9)

we learn that the marginal cost of increasing effort in the first period is different
(smaller) than that in the second period. The optimal choice takes into account
that any effort e1 exerted in the first period persists into the second one, i.e.,
it “saves” the agent the equivalent of the discounted disutility of effort of
exerting ρe1 in the second period. This difference in the effective cost of
effort that appears because of persistence implies that the principal sets the
effort requirements in a way that implies a higher probability of observing yH

in the first period than in the second. We can see exactly how this difference
is determined by using the first-order conditions of effort to get the following
relationship:

π ′
H

(
s∗

1

)
1 − βρ

= π ′
H

(
s∗

2

)
. (10)
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This implies s1 > s2 since 1 − βρ is always between 0 and 1. From the
accumulation of human capital in (1) we have that

e∗
1 = s∗

1 ,

e∗
2 = s∗

2 − ρs∗
1 , (11)

which implies a higher effort in the first period than in the second, e∗
1 > e∗

2.
The following properties summarize our conclusions about the case with

persistence and observable effort:

1B. We have that c∗
1 = c∗

2 = c∗.

2B. We have that e∗
1 > e∗

2.

That is, whenever c∗ is feasible in both states, the principal provides complete
consumption smoothing, both across states and across time. As for effort
requirements, the principal decreases the requirement from the first to the
second period. We repeat the intuition for this result: In the first period,
the effort disutility incurred by the agent is a sort of “investment,” since it
improves the conditional distribution not only in the current period but also
in the following one. At t = 2, however, there is no period to follow, so the
marginal benefits of effort are not as high, while the marginal cost is the same
as in the first period.6

An example

We now solve for the optimal contract with persistence and observable effort.
For this case with accumulation of human capital, we use ρ = 0.2 and
the formulas derived above. We list the solution in Table 2. Note that the
level of s∗

2 (P, FB) in this case is 0.16, smaller than that of the second-
period effort in the no-persistence case of the previous section, which was
e∗

2(NP, FB) = 0.17. Comparing the equations that determine each ([6]
for e∗

2(NP, FB) and [9] for s∗
2 (P, FB)), we can see that c∗(P, FB) <

c∗(NP, FB) implies 1/u′ (c∗(P, FB)) > 1/u′ (c∗(NP, FB)), and hence
π ′

H

(
s∗

2 (P, FB)
)

> π ′
H

(
e∗

2(NP, FB)
)
. Given the concavity of π (·), it fol-

lows that s∗
2 (P, FB) < e∗

2(NP, FB).

The Nonnegativity Constraint on Effort

In light of this solution we can discuss the case of the lower constraint in (ED)
binding. As an introduction to why this case is of particular relevance to the

6 In a T > 2 framework with s0 = 0, we would have that e1 ≥ et for t < T , that et = e2
for t = 2, ..., T − 1, and eT ≤ e2. Again, the intuition is that in all t < T , effort improves
the conditional distribution not only in the current period, but also in the periods that follow. At
t = 1, since s0 = 0, effort is higher than in any other period.
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Table 2 Solutions for the Numerical Example, FB Problem

FB Solutions c∗
1 c∗

2 e∗
1 e∗

2 s∗
1 s∗

2

NP 5.82 5.82 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17
P 4.95 4.95 0.22 0.12 0.22 0.16

problem with persistence, it is useful to consider the effect of changes in the
persistence parameter, ρ, on the effort solution just presented. For a value of
persistence ρ = 0, effort equals accumulated effort trivially, and its level is
constant across periods. On the other hand, if we instead substitute a value of
persistence ρ = 1, (1 − βρ) takes its minimum value in (10) and the solution
implies the maximum difference between the level of s1 and s2, with s1 much
higher than s2. However, carefully inspecting (11), we can already see that
such high level of persistence cannot be compatible with an interior solution
for effort in period 2: The principal would choose e∗

2 = 0. Since s∗
1 > s∗

2 for
all values of ρ > 0, effort e∗

2 may not be interior for other high enough values
of ρ. In other words, persistence implies that, in many interesting cases, the
lower domain constraint on effort (ED) cannot be safely ignored.

Constraint (ED) is represented by the following set of inequalities:

s2i ≤ ρs1 + e + e, (12)

and

s2i ≥ ρs1 + e. (13)

Constraint (12) may be binding for some parametrizations. However, we
choose not to discuss this case explicitly here because it is easy to impose ex
ante conditions on the parameters that preclude it from binding; for example,
for the specification of the probability in (7), it is easy to see that s ≥ e is
never chosen in the optimal contract. The lower bound on s represented in
(13), however, is endogenous, and equation (13) cannot be checked without
having the solution s∗

1 in hand. Fortunately, in the case of observable effort that
we are analyzing here, we are able to include constraint (13) explicitly in the
maximization problem FB. This allows us to study how the solution properties
differ from those in 1B and 2B discussed above when this constraint binds.

Let γ i ≥ 0 be the multiplier associated with constraint (13) in the version
of problem FB for the case ρ > 0. We have that the first-order condition for
e2i is modified as follows:

(e2i) : π ′ (s2i) (yH − yL) = vλ − γ i, for i = L, H. (14)

Note that, again, the choice for effort in the second period is not contingent on
the first-period outcome, so we have γ L = γ H = γ . Then we can substitute
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(14) into the unmodified first-order condition for first-period effort, (e1), to get
a general version of equation (8) that allows for the lower domain constraint
of effort to be binding:

π ′ (s1) (yH − yL) = vλ (1 − βρ) + βργ . (15)

From the Kuhn-Tucker conditions, we know that whenever γ > 0 we have
e∗

2 = 0 and, hence, s∗
2 = ρs∗

1 .

An example

In some special cases, we can check ex ante whether γ = 0 is a feasible
solution to the FB problem, and hence we can restrict ourselves to the simpler
analysis without domain constraints. In particular, with the specification for
the probability function in (7) that we are using for our example, equation (10)
becomes

1

(1 − βρ) 2
√

s∗
1

= 1

2
√

s∗
2

,

or, rewriting,

s∗
2 = (1 − βρ)2 s∗

1 . (16)

This is the relationship that should hold between the level of s∗
1 and s∗

2 whenever
γ = 0. Hence, the domain condition e2 ≥ 0 is satisfied whenever s∗

2 ≥ ρs∗
1 ,

or, substituting s∗
2 from (16), whenever

(1 − βρ)2 ≥ ρ. (17)

A closer inspection of condition (17) shows that, for β ≤ 0.5, it is always
satisfied. For higher β values, however, the condition is satisfied only for low
enough ρ values, i.e., when effort is not “too persistent.” In our example, for
β = 0.65, we need to check whether (17) is satisfied: The left-hand side is
equal to 0.76, which is clearly greater than the right-hand side, 0.2.

To summarize the findings of our analysis, we have shown that for the
numerical example presented here, we can provide ex ante conditions (a func-
tional form for the probability as in equations [7] and [17]) on the parameters
of the problem that assure us that the domain constraints on (ED) do not bind.
Under such restrictions, the characteristics of the solution to the first-best
problem 1B and 2B presented earlier in this section are valid.

In relation to those characteristics, it is worth pointing out that the proper-
ties of effort requirements depend strongly on our assumption that the utility
of the agent is linear in effort. Linearity implies that there is no tradeoff be-
tween the efficient accumulation path of human capital and smoothing effort
disutility over time. In other words, the smoothing of effort requirements over
the duration of the contract does not increase the overall utility of the agent,
as is the case with consumption smoothing; hence, the principal only takes
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into account the effects that different accumulation paths have on the utility
of the agent and his own profit through the changes in expected output over
time. In the numerical example in Section 6, we will revisit the solution to the
observable-effort case discussed here, and we will see the direct consequence
of this: It is optimal to ask the agent to exert effort earlier rather than later
in the contract, since effort that is done early improves the distribution over
future output, holding constant the level of future effort.

3. UNOBSERVABLE EFFORT WITH FULL DEPRECIATION

When effort is not directly observable, the principal must rely on observed
output realizations, which are imperfect signals about the effort level of the
agent, in order to implement the desired sequence of human capital. Contrary
to the case of observable effort, here consumption in a given period will need
to vary with the output realization in order to provide incentives for the worker
to choose the recommended level of effort.

Formally, the problem of the principal, which we will refer to as the
second-best (SB), is:

max
(u,e)

V (u, e)

s.to

e ∈ [
e, e

]3
(ED)

ui ∈ Ui , uij ∈ Uij ∀i ∀i, j (CD)

U ≤ W0 (u, e) (PC)

W0 (u, e) ≥ W0 (u, ê) ∀̂e �= e. (IC)

The incentive constraint (IC) ensures that the expected utility that the agent
gets from following the principal’s recommendation is at least as large as that
of any other effort sequence.

In order to illustrate clearly the differences that derive from the presence
of effort persistence in this two-period problem, we analyze first the version
without persistence (ρ = 0), that is, with full depreciation of human capital
every period, or no learning by doing. Moreover, because the main result that
we will derive when we study the case with ρ > 0 is that, in some cases, the
properties for consumption in the optimal contract will be the same as those of
the optimal contract in a framework without persistence, it is useful to analyze
in detail the properties of the solution with observable effort.

Without persistence, the structure of the incentive constraints simplifies
considerably. This influences the solution, but also the ways in which the
problem can be studied. In particular, the standard RMH problem has a simple
recursive formulation that is not available with persistence. In this section we
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provide an illustration of this difference. Then, we discuss the difficulties
of introducing persistence, along with some potential solutions, in Section
4. In Section 5 we discuss our example with human capital accumulation, a
particularly simple case with effort persistence for which a solution can easily
be found.

A Simplified Incentive Compatibility Constraint

In the case without persistence the structure of the incentive constraints simpli-
fies considerably. In particular, the expected utility of the agent in the second
period is independent of the first-period effort choice. Define

W1i (u, e) =
∑

j=L,H

πj (s2i) uij − ve2i , for i = L, H, (18)

as the expected utilities for the second period, contingent on the first-period
realization. This expression for the continuation utility simplifies, when ρ =
0, to

W ′
1i (u, e2i) ≡

∑
j=L,H

πj (e2i) uij − ve2i , for i = L, H. (19)

(Note that, to distinguish the notation for continuation utilities here from those
of the general case that allows for persistence in (18), we denote them here
with a prime and we make explicit the independence of e1.)

What is the simplification of the incentive constraints that follows from this
independence? As it turns out, all the sequences that have the same choice of
effort in the second period, regardless of the first-period effort choice, provide
the agent with the same expected utility in the second period, conditional
on the first-period output realization being the same. In other words, the
deviations of the agent in the second period can be evaluated independently of
the first-period effort choice, and also independently at each node following
the first-period output realization. As a consequence, the number of relevant
incentive constraints for the agent is drastically decreased.

To see this formally, denote by w1i ≡ W ′
1i (u, e2i) the continuation utilities

evaluated at the effort requirement of the principal. Then all the incentive
constraints that involve deviations only in the second period, or that have the
same effort choice for the first period, simplify to

w1i ≥ W ′
1i (u, ê2i) ∀̂e2i �= e2i for i = L, H. (20)

We refer to equation (20) as the “second-period incentive constraints.”7

7 For a more concrete illustration, consider the case with discrete effort and E = [eL, eH ].
Then the initial number of IC constraints would be seven, and they would simplify to three: one
first-period constraint and two second-period constraints.
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Now note that the independence of W ′
1i (u, ê2i) on e1 also implies the

following: Imposing the second-period incentive constraints in (20) serves to
assure that all potential deviations (̂e1, ê2L, ê2H) that consider effort choices
in the second period that are not e2H and e2L are dominated by a strategy
(̂e1, e2L, e2H) that considers the same deviation in period 1 and none in the
second period. Formally, what we are saying is that∑
i=L,H

πi (̂e1) [ui + βw1i] − vê1 ≥
∑

i=L,H

πi (̂e1)
[
ui + βW ′

1i (u, ê2i)
]− vê1

trivially simplifies to the second-period incentive constraint in (20). This is
useful because it means that when we are evaluating deviations in the first
period we forget about potential deviations in the second period as well, and
simply substitute w1i into the second period utility:∑

i=L,H

πi (e1) [ui + βw1i] − ve1 ≥
∑

i=L,H

πi (̂e1) [ui + βw1i] − vê1. (21)

We refer to these constraints as the “first-period incentive constraints.”
The independence of second-period expected utility on first-period effort

choice not only decreases the number of IC constraints that we need to con-
sider, but also allows the problem of the principal to be analyzed period by
period. This is precisely because all future period payoffs can be summarized
through the promised utility w1i without specifying the particular consumption
transfers or effort recommendations that will deliver w1i in the future. From
a practical point of view, it is important to note that the range of values that
w1i can take is independent of the agent’s action in the first period, and hence
can be calculated by simply using the domain restrictions for consumption
and second-period effort, together with the second-period IC in (20). This is
a very useful feature when we want to compute the solution for a particular
numerical example, as we will do in Section 6.

To summarize, the simplifications we just discussed are the reason why
the recursive formulation first introduced by Spear and Srivastava (1987) is
possible. In a finite two-period problem like the one presented here, this also
means that we can solve the problem backward and characterize the properties
of the solution. We proceed to do that now.

A Backward Induction Solution to the
Optimal Contract

As a first step, we use the fact that incentives in the second period are inde-
pendent of choices and utilities in the first period. This allows us to split the
problem of the agent in the IC into two problems: a first-period problem and
a second-period problem. The second-period problem, PIC2, is

max
e2i∈[e,e]

∑
j=L,H

πj (e2i) uij − ve2i ,
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and the first-period problem, PIC1, is

max
e1∈[e,e]

∑
i=L,H

πi (e1) (ui + βw1i) − ve1,

where wi is the expected utility for the second period in equilibrium.
If we want to characterize the optimal contract, first we need to transform

these maximization problems into an equality constraint that we can include
in the problem of the principal. Following the spirit of the first-order approach
(see Rogerson [1985b]), we establish concavity of the maximization problems
in PIC1 and PIC2. Then we can substitute them by their first-order conditions,
which are necessary and sufficient for a maximum. In our two-outcome ex-
ample, this concavity is fairly straightforward to guarantee. It is easy to see
that, for any positive first-period effort recommendation to satisfy the origi-
nal first-period IC in (21), we need uH + βwH > uL + βwL. Also, for any
second-period positive effort recommendation to satisfy the second-period IC
in (20), we need uiH > uiL. Since we have assumed that πH (·) is a con-
cave function of effort, concavity of the expected utility of the agent in effort
follows.8 Hence, we can substitute PIC1 for its first-order condition,

(e1) :
∑

i=L,H

π ′
i (e1) (ui + βwi) − v = 0, (22)

and we can substitute PIC2 by its corresponding first-order condition,

(e2i) :
∑

j=L,H

π ′
j (e2i) uij − v = 0. (23)

Using these in place of the original IC allows us to derive some properties for
the optimal contract.

As a second step in characterizing the optimal contract, we appeal to the
same logic that we spelled out to show the independence of second-period
utility of the agent on his first-period actions, to argue that the same indepen-
dence holds for the expected profit of the principal. The objective function in
problem SB can be written as

V (u, e) =
∑

i=L,H

πi (e1) [yi − ci + βV1i (w1i)] ,

where

V1i (w1i) =
∑

j=L,H

πj (e2i)
(
yj − cij

)
.

Hence, to solve problem SB subject to (PC) and (22) and (23)—assuming the
domain constraints are not binding—we can simply split the problem across

8 For a higher number of output levels, the conditions on the probability function that would
assure concavity have not been determined (see Rogerson [1985b] and Jewitt [1988] for a discussion
of these conditions in the context of a static contract).
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the two periods and solve it backward using subgame perfection. First, we
solve the second-period problem, P2i , for an unspecified value of w1i :

max
uiL,uiH ,e2i

V1i (w1i)

s.t. (23) and

w1i =
∑

j=L,H

πj (e2i) uij − ve2i .

Let μi and λi be the multipliers of the first and second constraints, respectively.
For each i = L, H, the first-order conditions with respect to utility are

(
uij

)
:

1

u′ (cij

) = λi + μi

π ′
j (e2i)

πj (e2i)
, j = L, H. (24)

This condition will be familiar to the reader acquainted with basic contract
theory: Since the second-period problem is, in fact, a static moral hazard, we
find that this first-order condition links consumption to likelihood ratios in
the same way as in a static contract (see Prescott [1999] for a review of this
textbook case). The likelihood ratios capture the informational value of each
possible output realization. The same static intuition prevails in the case for
effort. The first-order conditions are

(e2i) :
∑

j=L,H

π ′
j (e2i)

(
yj − cij

)+ μi

∑
j=L,H

π ′′
j (e2i) uij = 0. (25)

It is easier to see the intuition when we substitute π ′
L (e) = −π ′

H (e) in the
expression above and get

(e2i) : π ′
H (e2i) [yH − yL − (ciH − ciL)] + μiπ

′′
H (e2i) (uiH − uiL) = 0.

We see that the principal equates the marginal increase in the expected net profit
that comes from a higher probability of yH with the change in the marginal
increase in expected compensation associated with it, given that uiH > uiL.

Note, however, that the solution for the second period is contingent on
the value of w1i (which plays the role of the period outside utility in a static
problem). With the solution to the second-period problem in hand, we can
calculate the value to the principal of promising a level of utility of w1i to the
agent for the second period. Hence, we know the value of V1i (w1i) and we
can substitute it in the first-period problem, P1:

max
uL,uH ,e1,
w1L,w1H

∑
i=L,H

π (e1) [yH − cH + βV1i (w1i)]

s.t. (22) and

w0 ≤
∑

i=L,H

πi (e1) (ui + βw1i) − ve1.
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Let μ and λ be the multipliers of the first and second constraints, respectively.
The first-order conditions for consumption are

(ui) :
1

u′ (ci)
= λ + μ

π ′
i (e1)

πi (e1)
, i = L, H. (26)

These mirror the conditions in (24) for the second period: The ranking of con-
sumption is again determined by the likelihood ratios, although the dispersion
is potentially different and depends on the multiplier of the first-period incen-
tive constraint, μ. The values of μ and μi , as well as λ and λi , are difficult to
get for generic utility functions. (To see this, note that the first-order condi-
tions give us information about u′ (c), while the constraints of the problems P1

and P2i are written in terms of u (c); this makes for a highly nonlinear system
of equations that seldom has an explicit solution.) This is why computing nu-
merically the solution to particular problems is a popular strategy in dynamic
contract theory.9

Recall that in this first period the principal has an extra choice variable
with respect to problem P2i : the contingent levels of expected utility of the
agent in the second period, w1i . The importance of the value of w1i relative
to that of ui in the optimal contract is at the heart of dynamic incentives. We
can explore the optimal tradeoff between the two variables by looking at the
first-order condition for the continuation utility:

(w1i) : V ′
1i (w1i) + λ + μ

π ′
i (e1)

πi (e1)
= 0, i = L, H. (27)

To interpret this condition we need to figure out the derivative of the value
function of the principal, V ′

1i (w1i). We do this by using the envelope theorem
and the second-period problem P2i that determines V (w1i):

V ′
1i (w1i) = −λi.

Substituting this derivative into (27) we get

λi = λ + μ
π ′

i (e1)

πi (e1)
, i = L, H.

Note that this, combined with (26), implies λi = 1
u′(ci )

. What does the λi

multiplier represent in the second period? It is the shadow value of relaxing
the “promise keeping” constraint of the principal in the second period. The
principal has committed to deliver a level of expected utility of w1i . How costly
this is for him depends on the necessary spread of utilities in order to satisfy
incentives in the second period. This can be seen formally by multiplying
the first-order conditions for uij in (24) for each j times πj

(
e2j

)
, and then

9 For details on these computations see, for example, Phelan and Townsend (1991) or
Wang (1997).
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summing the resulting equations for j = L and j = H ; doing this we get that

π
(
e2i

)
u′ (ciH )

+ 1 − π (e2i)

u′ (ciL)
= λi.

The shadow value depends on the expected tradeoff between the marginal value
to the principal of increasing consumption, −1, and the marginal increase
in utility of spending this extra unit of consumption, u′ (c). Now we take
this condition further: Since we had established that λi = 1

u′(ci )
, we get the

following relationship of the inverse of the marginal utility of consumption:

π
(
e2i

)
u′ (ciH )

+ 1 − π (e2i)

u′ (ciL)
= 1

u′ (ci)
. (28)

This is the so called “Rogerson condition,” first derived in Rogerson (1985a).
It summarizes how the optimal dynamic contract with commitment allocates
incentives over time and histories. We now discuss its implications for the
choices of effort and consumption.

Effort and Consumption Choices Over Time

To illustrate the implications of the Rogerson condition, consider, for the
sake of comparison, a slightly different model to the one presented here:
Everything else equal, assume no commitment to long-term contracts for both
the principal and the agent. This is often referred to as “spot contracting.” For
the purpose of our comparison, set the per period outside utility for the agent
to w0

2 in both periods. It is easy to see that the solution to this problem without
commitment is the repetition of the one-period optimal contract. This implies
that the second-period consumptions would be independent of the first-period
realizations, and hence identical to those in the first: cH = cLH = cHH , as
well as cL = cHL = cLL. It is immediate that this solution to the spot contract
violates (28).

How is the contract with commitment different than the repetition of the
static contract? The main difference is that with commitment the contract
exhibits memory, i.e., the level of consumption in the second period, contin-
gent on a second-period realization, is different depending on the first-period
realization. Why is it optimal for the contract with commitment to be different
than the repetition of the static contract? Because it allows incentives to be
provided in a more efficient way. The reason becomes clear if we consider how
the principal can improve on the repetition of the static contract once he has
commitment to a two-period contract. If the agent gets a yH realization in the
first period, his overall expected utility increases if he trades off some of the
consumption that the static contract assigns him in the first period with some
expected consumption in the second. Because cH was high to start with, the
decrease in his first-period utility from postponing some consumption trans-
lates into a bigger increase in expected utility in the second period, where he
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has positive probability of facing low consumption whenever yL realizes. This
means the principal can, with this deviation from the spot contract solution,
keep some of the consumption for himself while leaving constant the expected
utility following the high realization node in the first period, i.e., uH + βwH .
In the same way, if the agent gets a yL realization in the first period, he is
better off by trading some expected utility in the second period for some con-
sumption in the first, and this again saves resources for the principal. Hence,
in the optimal contract, we have that w1H > w1L. It is worth noting that these
optimal tradeoffs result in a violation of the Euler equation of the agent, which
is incompatible with (28).10

The last first-order condition of problem P1 left for analyzing is that of
effort in the first period:

(e1) :
∑

i=L,H

π ′
i (e1) (yi − ci + βV1i (w1i))+μ

∑
i=L,H

π ′′
i (e1) (ui + βw1i) = 0.

This condition captures the same tradeoff discussed after deriving the second-
period effort first-order conditions in (25). Of course, the values of the vari-
ables and multipliers will typically be different than in the second period,
implying a different solution across periods. To gain some important in-
sight in the properties of effort requirements over time, it is again useful to
compare the effort solution here to that of the spot contract without commit-
ment. It is easy to see that the repetition of the static contract would imply
e1 = e2H = e2L.11 Here, instead, this is not the case. If we recall that the
optimal contract implies w1H > w1L, a simple inspection of the second-period
problem P2 tells us that, for the principal, effort incentives are more expensive
following a yH realization than a yL realization. The continuation utility w1i

plays the role of the outside utility in a static contract. It is immediate from the
risk aversion of the agent that, for the same spread of utility that would satisfy
the IC in (23), a higher level of outside utility translates into more consump-
tion. Hence, the principal will optimally choose e2H < e2L. Moreover, in the
second period the principal cannot provide incentives for effort as efficiently
as in the first period, since the intertemporal tradeoff of consumption that we
described above is not available (there are no future periods after t = 2). This
will typically imply a lower effort requirement in the second period than in
the first. We conclude that, in contrast with the first-best property summarized
in 2A, effort requirements will fluctuate over time and across histories in the
unobservable effort case in order to provide incentives more efficiently.

The solution to this version of our numerical example is presented in Table
3 and Figures 1 and 2. We defer the discussion of this solution example until

10 This follows from Jensen’s inequality and the convexity of 1/u′ (c). For details, see
Rogerson (1985a).

11 Simply set w1H = w1L and note that π ′
H (e1) = −π ′

L (e1).
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Section 6, where we compare the solution to the unobserved effort case both
with full depreciation and without.

4. DEALING WITH PERSISTENCE

The simplifications outlined in the previous section, when effort is not persis-
tent, do not hold for the general case of ρ > 0. Before we go on to analyze a
particular case of human capital accumulation in Section 5 and illustrate the
differences, we discuss here the main particularities that persistence of effort
introduces in the analysis of the optimal contract.

Two main differences with respect to the standard framework appear when
effort is persistent. First, it is no longer the case that a given choice for
effort in the second period provides the agent with the same expected utility
w1i regardless of his first-period effort choice e1. It follows that the number
of relevant incentive constraints is much higher in the problem with persis-
tence. Second, the problem of the principal cannot, in general, be written
in the usual recursive form in which the promised utility w1i summarizes all
relevant information about past periods. The relevant summary variable is
the original W1i (u, e), which depends on both the first- and the second-period
effort choices. The dependence of W1i (u, e) on e1 complicates the calculation
of its possible values. In particular, this state variable is not a number (like
w1i was) but a function: The principal needs to take into account all possible
choices for e1, including those off the equilibrium path. Finally, the conditions
for concavity of the agent’s problem in the IC are difficult to establish, even
in the two-outcome case presented here.

These issues have so far been addressed in the literature with two main
strategies. The first strategy limits the effort choices to a two-point set, and
includes explicitly in the problem of the principal the complete list of relevant
incentive constraints for all possible combinations of effort choices. The
second strategy allows for a continuum of effort choices, but puts restrictions
on the functional form of π (e1, e2) in order to simplify the set of constraints.
These approaches are now discussed in some detail.

A Hands-On Analysis of the Joint Deviations Problem

Within the first approach, the main contribution is Fernandes and Phelan
(2000). They provide a tractable setup in which an augmented recursive for-
mulation of the problem of the principal is possible. Intuitively, this formula-
tion has an increased number of state variables with respect to the recursive
formulation of the moral hazard problem without persistence first presented
in Spear and Srivastava (1987). The simplified framework that allows for the
recursive formulation limits the effort choices and the output realizations to
two. Also, the contract lasts for an infinite number of periods but persistence
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lasts only for one period; that is, effort at time t affects only the probability
distribution over outcomes at time t and t + 1. The recursive formulation of
the problem of the principal has three state variables, one of which is the stan-
dard promised utility on Spear and Srivastava’s formulation. The two extra
states allow the principal to keep track of the marginal disutility of effort for
the agent across periods, as well as the set of utilities achievable by the agent
off the equilibrium path.

Still within the first approach, Mukoyama and Şahin (2005) limit the
effort choices and the output values to two and analyze a two-period prob-
lem. They assume that high effort is optimal every period. They are able
to provide analytical conditions on the conditional probability function under
which the implications of persistence are drastically different than those of no
persistence: When the first-period effort affects the second-period probabil-
ity in a sufficiently stronger way than the second-period effort, the optimal
contract exhibits perfect insurance in the initial period. Using a recursive for-
mulation in the spirit of Fernandes and Phelan (2000), Mukoyama and Şahin
also analyze a three-period problem numerically.

Kwon (2006) uses a very similar framework with discrete effort choices
(0 or 1), also assuming that high effort is implemented every period. He
imposes concavity of π (·) on the sum of past effort choices, so past effort is
more effective than current effort. These assumptions allow him to analyze a
T > 2 period problem that shares the same perfect insurance characteristic as
in Mukoyama and Şahin (2005).

A Particularly Simple Case of Persistence

The second approach, presented in Jarque (2010), allows for a continuum of
effort choices but assumes that the conditional probability depends on past ef-
fort choices only through the sum of undepreciated effort in the same manner
as stated in Assumption 2. Note that, even for a concave probability function
π (s), Assumption 2 implies that past effort is less effective than current effort
in contrast to what was assumed in Mukoyama and Şahin (2005) or Kwon
(2006). The article shows that, for a subset of problems with this particular
form of persistence, the computation of the optimal contract simplifies con-
siderably. For these problems, an auxiliary standard repeated moral hazard
problem without persistence can be used to recover the solution to the opti-
mal contract. The linearity in effort of both variable s (which determines the
probability distribution) and the utility of the agent dramatically simplifies the
structure of the joint deviations across periods; in practice, we can think of s

as the choice variable, and the structure of the resulting transformed problem
is (under some conditions) equivalent to that of a standard repeated moral
hazard.
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In the next section, a finite version of the model in Jarque (2010) is
presented and this result is explained in detail. The finite version allows for the
numerical computation of the optimal contract in an example in
which the stochastic structure is interpreted as unobservable human capital
accumulation.

5. HIDDEN HUMAN CAPITAL ACCUMULATION

The problem of the principal is again as in problem SB, but now we consider
the case ρ > 0. We argued in Section 4 that this case is more complicated
because of the dependence of second-period utility and optimal actions of the
agent on first-period choices. In order to go around some of these difficulties,
here we adapt to our two-period finite example the strategy presented in Jarque
(2010) for solving problems with persistence. Following this work we will
show that, under our assumptions, the structure of the problem simplifies to that
of the standard repeated moral hazard presented above, provided the domain
constraints in (ED) do not bind. This is an important qualification since, as we
learned when analyzing the case of observable human capital accumulation in
Section 2, in the presence of persistence the effort domain constraints in (ED)
will sometimes bind, especially for high values of the persistence parameter ρ.
To deal with this issue, we follow the approach in Jarque (2010): First, we find
a candidate solution assuming that the constraint in (ED) does not bind. Then
we need to check numerically that this constraint is indeed satisfied to be sure
that we have found a true solution. Unfortunately, a general analysis of the
optimization problem of the principal including the inequality constraints for
effort (again, as in Section 2) is more difficult with unobserved effort. Hence,
finding the properties of the general case when constraint (ED) binds remains
a question for future research.

Rewriting the Problem

Jarque (2010) shows that, whenever the effort domain constraint (ED) is not
binding, we can find the solution to the problem with persistence using a
related RMH problem without persistence as an auxiliary problem. The key
observation for that result is that we can write the expected utility of the agent,
W0 (u, e), as a function of the s variable only. This is convenient because
s is the variable that effectively determines the probability distribution over
outcomes each period; different combinations of effort choices that give rise
to the same s are equivalent both for the principal and for the agent. Hence,
once we rewrite the problem with s as the choice variable, there is no need to
consider joint deviations across periods, the recursive structure is recovered,
and we can solve for the optimal contract as we do with a standard repeated
moral hazard.
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Let W̃0 (u, s) = W0 (u, e) for all the pairs of s and e sequences such that s
results from effort choices in e according to the law of accumulation of human
capital in (1). Writing the effort in the second period as

e2i = s2i − ρs1,

we have

W̃0 (u, s) =
∑

i=L,H

πi (s1) ui − vs1

+β
∑

i=L,H

πi (s1)

⎡⎣ ∑
j=L,H

πj (s2i) uij − v (s2i − ρs1)

⎤⎦ .

Note that we have explicitly written the utility accrued in the first period in
the first row of this expression, and that of the second period in the second
row. With utility spelled out this way it is easy to see that, although s1 is all
accumulated in the first period, it appears both in the first- and second-period
utility. Also, since s1 is not contingent on any realization, it appears in the
second period both after observing a first-period yH and a first-period yL.
Hence, we can group the s1 terms of the second period together with those of
the first, to get an expression of the form

W̃0 (u, s) =
∑

i=L,H

πi (s1) ui − v (1 − βρ) s1

+β
∑

i=L,H

πi (s1)

⎡⎣ ∑
j=L,H

πj (s2i) uij − vs2i

⎤⎦ . (29)

This allows us to interpret s as the variable being chosen by the agent. In the
first period, we can interpret v (1 − βρ) as the “marginal disutility of exerting
s1.” In the second period, the “marginal disutility of exerting s2” is instead v.

This rearrangement of terms and thinking about s as the choice variable
is a useful trick. Note that in the second row the expression inside the square
brackets is independent of s1. Interpreting s2i as the choice variable, we can
see that we can do here as we did in the case of no persistence and write
the continuation utility of the agent independently of the first period’s choice
for s1: ∑

j=L,H

[
πj (s2i) uij − vs2i

] = W̃ ′
1i (u, s2i) .

Hence, we obtain expressions that parallel those of the standard RMH formu-
lation in (19). The expression in (29) can then simply be rewritten as

W̃0 (u, s) =
∑

i=L,H

πi (s1)
[
ui + βW̃ ′

1i (u, s2i)
]− v (1 − βρ) s1.

Note also that the structure of the incentive constraints simplifies as it did in
the case of the RMH; in the second period, the first-period choice of s drops
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out:∑
j=L,H

πj (s2i) uij − vs2i −ρv̂s1 ≥
∑

j=L,H

πj (̂s2i) uij − v̂s2i − vρŝ1, ∀̂s1, ŝ2i .

Again, all these changes of notation are simply aimed at pointing to the fol-
lowing fact: The problem in which effort is persistent has a similar structure
to that of a standard RMH problem in which s is interpreted as effort that is
not persistent, but has marginal disutility of v (1 − βρ) at t = 1 and of v at
t = 2. To make this explicit, using the intertemporal regrouping of s1, the
problem of the principal in SB can be written as problem SB’:

max
u,s

V (u, s)

s.to

w0 ≤ W̃0 (u, s)

W̃0 (u, s) ≥ W̃0 (u, ŝ) ∀̂s �= s

ui ∈ Ui ∀i

s1 ∈ S1

s2i ∈ S2 i = L, H,

with S1 = [
e, e

]
and S2 = [

ρs1 + e, ρs1 + e + e
]
. This rewriting leads to the

following observation: If problem SB’ were in fact formally equivalent to a
standard RMH problem (with the modified structure of the marginal disutility),
this would help us enormously to find and characterize the solution to SB, since
we would know how to solve it (or at least compute it numerically). However,
a close inspection of SB’ points to a small but potentially important difference
with a standard RMH problem: In problem SB’, the domain S2 depends on
the choice of s1, while in a standard RMH problem this domain would be
exogenously given.

Using a Related RMH Problem without Persistence
as an Auxiliary Problem

Following Jarque (2010), we now show that, in some instances, we can work
around the difficulty that an endogenous domain S2 poses by using a related
auxiliary problem for our purposes instead of SB’. Consider a problem SBaux

that is equal to SB’ except for the domain S2, which is substituted by an
auxiliary domain S̃2 = [

e, e
]
. Note that S̃2 is exogenous so, interpreting s

as effort, problem SBaux is a standard RMH. We will now argue that, under
some conditions, the solution to SB’ coincides with the solution to SBaux , and
hence we can easily obtain a solution to our problem with persistence.

The solution to problems SB’ and SBaux coincides when two conditions
are satisfied: (i) W0 (·) is concave in s, and (ii) the resulting optimal choices
for effort are interior. This is a set of sufficient conditions because if the
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expected utility of the agent is concave in his choice of s, then the relevant
effort deviations are those close to the optimal (interior) s, and not those at the
limits of the domain. This implies that using an auxiliary domain that does
not exactly overlap with the true domain is not changing the solution to the
problem, as long as this true solution is contained in the auxiliary domain. Are
each of these conditions satisfied in our framework?

(i) Concavity of W0 (·) in s. In our particular example, it is easy to argue
that the problem of the agent is concave in st for all t . In fact, the argument
is the same that we used earlier to argue that problems PIC1 and PIC2 were
concave: There are only two outcomes, the probability of observing yH is
concave in st , and current and future utility assigned to yH is always higher
than current and future utility assigned to yL.

(ii) Effort is interior. This is not satisfied trivially. Constraint (ED)
implies that two restrictions need to be checked to establish that the true
solution is contained in the proposed auxiliary domain:

s2i < ρs1 + e + e, i = L, H, (30)

s2i > ρs1 + e, i = L, H. (31)

Under the probability specification in (7), equation (30) is always satisfied.
Other specifications are easy to find for which the upper bound of effort in (30)
is not binding. The lower bound, however, is endogenous, and equation (31)
cannot be checked without having the solution for s in hand. We conclude
that the interiority cannot easily be guaranteed ex ante. The strategy to go
around this problem that is proposed in Jarque (2010) is the following: Solve
the problem assuming that the domain constraint can be substituted—and
hence the equivalence to the RMH can be used—and then, with a candidate
solution for s in hand, check the constraint ex post. We follow this route in
the numerical computation of an example presented next. As it turns out, it is
easy to find parametrizations for which the ex post check on the nonnegativity
of effort is satisfied.

The Optimal Contract for Hidden Human
Capital Accumulation

What do we conclude about the properties of the optimal contract in the pres-
ence of hidden human capital accumulation? Denote as c̃∗ and ẽ∗ the solution
to problem SBaux . Whenever the sufficient conditions discussed above are
satisfied, we have that, in the optimal contract:

1. The optimal consumption sequence in problem SB, c∗(P, SB), is equal
to c̃∗.

2. The optimal human capital sequence in SB, s∗(P, SB), is equal to ẽ∗.
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3. The optimal effort sequence in SB, e∗(P, SB), can be recovered from
the effort solution to problem SBaux using

e∗
1(P, SB) = ẽ∗

1

e∗
2(P, SB) = ẽ∗

2 − ρẽ∗
1.

Importantly, the optimal consumption sequence has the same properties as in
the solution to a standard RMH problem without persistence. Also, the optimal
human capital sequence has the same properties as the effort sequence in a
standard RMH problem. These properties were discussed at length in Section
3. Using these properties, we can reflect on the economic meaning of the ex
post check implied by equation (31).

Whenever the ex post check in (31) is satisfied, the optimal contract asks
the agent to increase human capital in every period. That is, the remaining level
of human capital from the previous period, after depreciation, ρs1, is never
sufficient to cover the requirement of human capital for the current period, s2i

for i = L, H . In light of the properties of effort in a standard RMH problem,
it is easy to see that this condition may not be satisfied in some examples since
a decrease in the level of human capital from one period to the next could
be part of the optimal solution for the principal. In particular, we learned in
Section 3 that in an interior solution we will typically have e2H < e1, since the
smoothing of incentives that is present in the first period is not available in the
second, making effort in the second period relatively more expensive. Given
the results we just established for the case with persistence, this means that
we will typically have s2H < s1 in the optimal contract with hidden human
capital accumulation. How does this lead to a violation of the ex post check
in equation (31)? For certain parameters, we may have that s2H is so much
smaller than s1 that, in fact, we have s2H < ρs1 + e, violating the interiority
of effort choices. That is, if it were feasible, the principal would choose to
have s2 lower than ρs1 + e. However, in the true problem with human capital
accumulation (problem SB), effort needs to stay within its domain in each
period, i.e., e2i > e for all i, which rules out the possibility of decreasing s2

below ρs1 + e. Any adjustment should be made in the first period, when the
principal anticipates the added cost of future incentives. That is, the solution
for s1 should differ from the one that was just presented. Unfortunately,
characterizing how exactly the solution for s1 changes is not easy. Solving for
the optimal contract in this case becomes more complicated. As we argued,
the independence of second-period choices from first-period choices breaks
down, both for the principal and for the agent. In practice, even the numerical
computation of examples is more involved, since all feasible combinations of
effort across the two periods (and choices contingent on realizations of output)
need to be tested for incentive compatibility. The simple recursive structure
with w2i as a state variable is no longer valid, and the dimensionality of the
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computational problem is similar to that of the strategy proposed in Fernandes
and Phelan (2000).

The next section presents an example for which the ex post check in
(31) is satisfied, and hence solving for the optimal contract is simple. Us-
ing the numerical solution, we discuss the implications of persistence for
consumption and effort paths by comparing the solution to that of the case
without persistence (ρ = 0).

6. NUMERICAL EXAMPLE WITH UNOBSERVED EFFORT:
A COMPARISON

For cases in which the equivalence to a RMH is valid, we can find the solution
to our problem with persistence using the usual numerical methods to solve
standard RMH problems without persistence.

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the implications for effort and consumption in
the solution to an example with the parameter values listed in Table 1. The
example without persistence has ρ = 0, while the example with persistence
has ρ = 0.2. For the numerical examples we use the functional forms u (c) =
2
√

c and the probability specification in (7). We also set e = 0.01 and e = 0.99
in order to restrict to cases with full support.

In Figure 1, the solution for s and e in the SB problem with persistence
is plotted with a solid line. As we can see in the top panels, the level of
s1 in problem SB is always higher with persistence than without persistence
(dashed line). Since s1 = e1, a higher level of s1 with persistence reflects the
fact that human capital is accumulated in the first period with the same cost
as nonpersistent effort, but it lasts (partially) until the following period.12

The solutions for the paths of optimal s in the FB model are also repre-
sented in Figure 1 (dotted and dash-dotted line respectively for the persistent
and nonpersistent case). The comparison clearly shows that human capital
accumulation makes frontloading of s optimal. (This also translates into front-
loading of effort as shown clearly in the bottom panels of Figure 1.) The main
difference with the solutions to the respective SB problem is the level (higher
in the FB problem). A second difference is that, even without persistence, in
the second period the requirement for s may decrease in the SB problem, for
incentive reasons, following both realizations (although the decrease may be
more pronounced after yH ), and hence we have s1 > s2i for all i.

As we can see in the bottom panels of the solution to the SB problem,
both with persistence and without, effort is higher in the initial period than in

12 The level of s2i in this example coincides with and without persistence for all i. This is
particular to this example and is violated if, for example, the level of w0 is modified. Although
human capital in the second period is equivalent to nonpersistent effort (because there are no further
periods to exploit the persistence of human capital), the optimal choice for w2i will typically be
different across the two models.
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Figure 1 Contingent Paths for Human Capital and Effort in the
Optimal Contract with and without Effort Persistence, both
for the First-Best and the Second-Best Models
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y1; P: see Table 3, ρ = 0.2; NP: see Table 3, ρ = 0.

the second. However, the frontloading of effort is much more pronounced
with persistence. This is also true when comparing the solutions for the
FB problem: While effort stays constant from one period to the next in the
case without persistence, with persistence it is frontloaded, as discussed in
Section 2.
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Figure 2 Contingent Paths for Consumption in the Optimal Contract
with and without Effort Persistence, both for the First-Best
and the Second-Best Models
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Consumption, depicted in Figure 2, is, in the SB case, virtually the same
with and without persistence. It simply increases when the realization is
yH and decreases when it is yL for the standard incentive provision reasons
discussed in the earlier sections. However, we can see in the FB case that
consumption is slightly lower in the case with persistence. Since the FB case
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Table 3 Summary Statistics

ρ = 0.2 (FB) ρ = 0.0 (FB) ρ = 0.2 (SB) ρ = 0.0 (SB)

t = 1 t = 2 t = 1 t = 2 t = 1 t = 2 t = 1 t = 2

E
[
c∗
t

]
6.12 6.12 5.82 5.82 5.30 5.47 5.16 5.30

E
[
u
(
c∗
t

)]
4.95 4.95 4.83 4.83 8.26 11.32 7.74 10.90

V ar
[
c∗
t

]
0 0 0 0 4.96 13.69 4.34 13.96

E
[
e∗
t

]
0.22 0.16 0.17 0.17 0.14 0.05 0.11 0.084

V ar
[
e∗
t

]
0 0 0 0 0 0.00023 0 0.00022

E
[
s∗
t

]
0.22 0.16 0.17 0.17 0.14 0.0828 0.11 0.0842

V ar
[
s∗
t

]
0 0 0 0 0 0.00023 0 0.00022

is calculated numerically but without using a grid, we conclude that most
likely consumption is also slightly lower with persistence in the true solution
to the unobservable effort case.

Table 3 reports the value of some simple statistics of the comparison across
the two models presented in Figures 1 and 2. The FB model statistics are
included for reference, since they correspond to the solutions reported already
in Sections 1 and 2. All expectations in the first period are conditional on s∗

1 ,
and those in the second are conditional on s∗

2i . When comparing the statistics
for the SB problem, we see that persistence implies a higher level of expected
consumption, expected utility, and a slightly higher variance of consumption
in the first period. When looking at these three moments across periods we see
that persistence implies a steeper increase of expected consumption in time.
Again, the statistics on consumption need to be interpreted with care since
they are likely influenced by the use of a grid.

As for expected effort, we see that the level is higher with persistence
in the initial period, but it drops below the no persistence case in the second
period (a much steeper decrease than without persistence). The comparison
of the expected accumulated human capital explains this: The expected level
of s1 with persistence is much higher than the level of e1 without persistence,
but the solution for s2 with persistence is similar (in this particular example,
identical) to the solution for e2 without persistence.

7. CONCLUSION

When learning by doing is an important factor in a repeated agency rela-
tionship, solving for the optimal contract is generally very difficult. In the
framework studied here, with linear disutility of effort and the productivity of
the agent being a distributed lag of past efforts, we provide an example with
a simple solution. This allows us to numerically establish some properties of
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the optimal contract. On one hand, the human capital of the agent in equi-
librium and, hence, his productivity tend to be higher with learning by doing
than without. Moreover, the optimal contract offered to the employee implies
a lower productivity in the final years of the contract. The human capital of
the agent is left to depreciate since, close to the end of the contract, the cost
of incentives of requiring a higher productivity is not justified by the benefit
of future productivity. This implies that, over the contractual relationship,
effort is frontloaded and follows a steeper decreasing pattern than in the case
without learning by doing. On the other hand, we find that the properties of
wage dynamics remain unchanged with respect to those of the optimal contract
without learning by doing.
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News Shocks and Business
Cycles

Per Krusell and Alisdair McKay

T he discussion surrounding the recent deep recession seems to have
shifted the focus from currently used business cycle models to the
standard Keynesian model (by which we mean the “old Keynesian,”

as opposed to the new Keynesian, model). In the Keynesian model, pessimism
among consumers and investors about the economy will simultaneously lower
aggregate consumption and aggregate investment, as well as aggregate output,
through an increase in the rate of unemployment, and more generally through
lower capacity utilization. Moreover, in the Keynesian model, pessimism and
optimism are not determined within the model—they appear exogenously and
they disappear exogenously. The analysis is then about how the economy
reacts to these exogenous events. Undoubtedly, there are many indications
that consumers and investors seemed pessimistic about their prospects during
the recession, but does such pessimism necessitate the reversion back to the
Keynesian model? The present article reviews and contributes to a recent
strand of the “modern” business cycle literature, i.e., the literature that insists
on building a model of the economy that is explicit about its microeconomic
foundations and that addresses a related question: Can news shocks generate
positive co-movement among our macroeconomic aggregates? An example
of a negative news shock would be the sudden arrival of information indicat-
ing that future productivity will not be as high as previously thought. Thus,
such a shock would generate current pessimism, and yet be grounded in real
and fundamental developments. Another kind of news shock would be a gov-
ernment announcement about a policy change to be implemented on a future
date (say, that taxes will be raised beginning next year). In this recent litera-
ture, thus, optimism and pessimism are examined as determinants of business
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cycle fluctuations, but as add-ons to otherwise microfounded macroeconomic
models, and moreover they are tied in a systematic way to anticipated changes
in the economy’s fundamentals.

Models of business cycles that rely on microeconomic foundations gen-
erate fluctuations in economic activity in response to fluctuations in funda-
mentals, such as preferences, technology, or government policy. The first
generations of these models (Kydland and Prescott 1982) relied on technol-
ogy shocks, i.e., shocks to aggregate productivity; such a shock, if positive
and persistent, would raise output directly, via an increase in aggregate em-
ployment, and as a consequence raise both consumption and investment, thus
generating the kind of co-movement we observe in aggregate time series.
Shocks to government expenditures have been considered as well, as have
preference shocks (for consumption now versus consumption in the future),
though these shocks alone do not easily generate co-movement in the remain-
ing aggregate variables. For example, when government spending rises there
is strong pressure on either consumption or investment to fall, unless hours
worked (or perhaps capital utilization) rises significantly; hours worked might
increase if there is a significant wealth effect in labor supply, but in standard
parameterizations the wealth effects are not strong enough.

The new literature begins with Beaudry and Portier (2006, 2007), who an-
alyze time-series data and conclude that news about future productivity may be
an important driver of business cycles and then go on to discuss in what model
economies news can generate co-movement. We briefly review the data analy-
sis in Section 1. In Section 2, we explain why news shocks, like some other
shocks, do not readily generate co-movement in standard neoclassical settings.
Beaudry and Portier suggest their own setting, wherein news shocks have the
desired effect, but there are other frameworks that generate co-movement in
response to news shocks as well. Section 3 describes a very simple setting
that we think has most, if not all, of the necessary qualitative effects: the
Pissarides (1985) model. This model is a general-equilibrium description of
labor markets with search/matching frictions in which unemployment is an
equilibrium phenomenon. Capital does not play a major role in the simplest
version of the model, though the number of firms, which is endogenous and
depends on labor market conditions and on (current and future) productivity,
can be given the interpretation of capital, and the creation of new firms can
be interpreted as investment. We show that in this model, news about, say, a
decline in future productivity—pessimism—will lead fewer firms to enter on
impact. Thus, investment falls. Moreover, there is a rise in unemployment,
along with a stock market bust, which we measure as the value of the firms in
the market. If, in addition, the economy has access to a storage technology,
or the economy is open, a fall in consumption can result as well. Thus, the
model can generate co-movement in all macroeconomic variables. We then
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review, in Section 4, other settings proposed in the literature that achieve the
same goals, and in Section 5 we offer conclusions.

1. EVIDENCE OF NEWS SHOCKS AND THEIR EFFECTS

Typical Business Cycle Co-Movements

What features of the business cycle might one expect models to capture? Per-
haps the key characteristic of the business cycle is the co-movement of broad
measures of economic activity. A business cycle expansion typically involves
rapid growth of output, consumption, and investment and high levels of em-
ployment and hours worked. Another distinguishing feature of business cycles
is the frequency of expansions and contractions. Business cycle fluctuations
are typically thought to have a frequency of longer than one year but shorter
than one decade. Finally, one might ask a model to match the magnitude of
business cycle fluctuations in both absolute as well as relative terms. While an
ideal model of the business cycle would be accurate along all these dimensions,
the focus of the discussion here is on matching co-movements.

VARs and Other Evidence

Much of the interest in news shocks stems from the empirical work of Beaudry
and Portier (2006, 2007), who present evidence that news of productivity
shocks arrives in advance of actual changes to productivity. Their evidence
is based on two structural vector autoregressions (VARs). The VARs use the
same two variables, stock prices and total factor productivity (TFP), but they
differ in their structural identification schemes. In the first VAR, the authors
identify a shock to stock prices that is orthogonal to the current TFP shock. In
the second VAR, they use a long-run restriction to identify shocks to long-run
TFP. The authors find that the stock price shock from the firstVAR and the long-
run TFP shock from the second VAR are highly correlated, which suggests
that stock market participants are able to predict future innovations to TFP.
Information about future economic conditions should be reflected by many
forward-looking variables beyond stock prices. Beaudry and Portier (2006)
introduce consumption and hours into their VAR system and obtain similar
results to their baseline bivariate VAR. Moreover, the authors show that these
“news” shocks explain a substantial fraction of movements in consumption,
investment, and hours worked at business cycle frequencies.

The empirical relevance of news and other informational shocks for busi-
ness cycle analysis is an active area of research. Barsky and Sims (2008) con-
sider another forward-looking variable: consumer confidence as measured by
the Michigan Survey of Consumers. One of the questions in the Michigan
survey asks respondents for their expectations of national economic condi-
tions for the next five years. Barsky and Sims show that consumer confidence
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is a useful predictor of changes in macroeconomic variables. They consider
two interpretations of this finding, which they term the “animal spirits” view
and the “superior information” view. The animal spirits view is that consumer
confidence, or confidence more broadly, directly causes an expansion of eco-
nomic activity. The superior information view is that consumer confidence
reflects early knowledge of future economic conditions. The authors use a
VAR analysis to distinguish between these two possibilities. The key findings
are that innovations to confidence are highly correlated with innovations to
long-run output and not correlated with transitory innovations to output. These
results suggest that the superior information channel is the operative one be-
cause output growth that is not associated with increases in potential output,
as in the animal spirits view, should be short-lived. These results support the
finding of Beaudry and Portier that agents receive signals about productivity
changes ahead of the actual change in productivity.

Sims (2009) proposes a method for identifying news shocks that is an
alternative to the Beaudry and Portier approach. He estimates a VAR with
data on TFP (corrected for capacity utilization), output, consumption, hours,
stock prices, inflation, and consumer confidence. The latter two variables
are intended to augment the information about future productivity provided
by stock prices. After estimating the reduced-form VAR, Sims identifies the
unanticipated shock to TFP with the reduced-form innovation to TFP and
then identifies the news shock as the linear combination of the reduced-form
innovations that best explains the remaining movements in future TFP. The
response of the economy to news shocks under Sims’s identification is quite
different from its response to news shocks under the Beaudry and Portier
identification. Sims finds that a favorable news shock leads to an increase
in consumption but declines in hours, investment, and output on impact. As
we discuss in Section 2, these are the co-movements that the standard real
business cycle (RBC) model would predict for a news shock.

Blanchard, L’Huillier, and Lorenzoni (2009) investigate news shocks in a
context in which agents are unsure about the exact nature of the innovation to
productivity. Their model features permanent shocks to productivity that build
up gradually over time as well as transitory shocks to productivity. Agents
are not able to observe the two components of productivity separately, but
instead observe the level of productivity and a noisy signal about the perma-
nent component of productivity. The noisy signal fluctuates for two reasons:
news and noise. Here news shocks are the permanent productivity shocks
that because of their gradual effect on productivity, are largely information
about future productivity rather than changes in current productivity. Noise
shocks, by contrast, are shocks to the signal that are unrelated to changes in
productivity. Ideally agents would ignore the noise shocks, but they are unable
to fully distinguish between noise and news. The authors assume that agents
smooth consumption completely in the sense that they set consumption equal
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to their estimate of the permanent component of productivity. In response to a
permanent productivity shock, consumption responds only gradually because
the agents are unsure if the productivity shock is permanent, and over time
they revise their estimates in favor of the shock being permanent. In response
to a transitory shock or a news shock, consumption responds initially, but over
time agents learn that the shock is transitory or nonexistent and consumption
returns to its initial level. Importantly, the authors demonstrate that a VAR
applied to data on productivity, consumption, and the productivity signal can-
not produce impulse responses that match the true ones implied by the model.
The reason is that the model posits that consumption is a random walk, and so
the VAR, which makes use of current and past observations, cannot identify a
shock that has a transitory impact on consumption. If it could identify such a
shock, then the agents in the model, who have at least as much information as
the econometrician, also would see the transitory dynamics in consumption
and would adjust their consumption to eliminate them. Therefore, the con-
sumption response to any shock the econometrician can identify must be flat.
Moreover, it is not enough to allow the econometrician to use observations
from the future. The problem that arises is related to the invertibility problems
discussed by Fernández-Villaverde et al. (2007). When some state variables
are hidden from the econometrician, an innovation in the statistical model may
either be the result of an economic shock or the result of a discrepancy be-
tween the econometrician’s beliefs about the state variables and the true state.
Only if the econometrician can infer the value of the state with certainty can
he or she be certain about what is a shock and what is a “mistake” about the
state. Blanchard, L’Huillier, and Lorenzoni show numerically that even with
a large amount of data from the future, the econometrician is still uncertain
about the state and therefore still uncertain about the shocks that generated the
data. While news and noise shocks cannot be identified using VAR analysis,
the model can be estimated structurally and information about the shocks can
be recovered using the Kalman smoother. By imposing more structure on
the data, the authors are able to summarize, but not completely eliminate, the
uncertainty about the state variables and the economic shocks. The resulting
structural estimates imply that noise shocks are an important source of short-
run volatility, accounting for 50 percent of the variance in consumption at a
four-quarter horizon. The remaining 50 percent of the variance in consump-
tion is attributable to permanent and transitory productivity shocks in roughly
equal measures. The results suggest that the manner by which information
about changes in productivity disseminates is an important part of business
cycle analysis. An interesting avenue for further research would be to see how
the importance of noise shocks holds up in a richer model.

Additional evidence that noise shocks might be factors in aggregate fluctu-
ations comes from the work of Rodrı́guez Mora and Schulstad (2007). These
authors observe that official estimates of gross national product (GNP) are
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revised over time, and the revisions are often quite substantial. They treat the
final estimate of GNP as the true level of activity in a given quarter and the
initial estimate as the perception of that level at the time. Their main finding
comes from a regression of the true growth in GNP on the true growth and the
perception of growth in the preceding quarter. They find that perceptions of
growth in the previous quarter are useful in predicting future growth, but the
true growth in the previous quarter is not. Moreover, they show that percep-
tions of growth in the previous quarter affect GNP growth through investment
spending rather than consumption or government spending. These results
suggest that the evolution of macroeconomic aggregates depends in part on
perceptions of economic fundamentals that may not always be correct.

Finally, Schmitt-Grohé and Uribe (2009) investigate the importance of
news shocks using a structural estimation approach. These authors estimate an
RBC model that incorporates a number of real rigidities and structural shocks.
Specifically, they include permanent and transitory shocks to TFP, investment-
specific productivity shocks, and government spending shocks. Each of the
shocks is composed of innovations that are anticipated at different horizons
ranging from zero quarters (unanticipated) to three quarters. Their posterior
mode attributes about 70 percent of the variance of output growth to anticipated
shocks and the posterior probability that this share is less than 50 percent is
essentially zero. Moreover, they find that output, hours, consumption, and
investment all increase in response to a positive anticipated transitory shock.
However, hours fall in response to a positive anticipated permanent shock.
The results in this article strongly support anticipated technology shocks as
sources of business cycle fluctuations.

All in all, much of the literature points to news and other informational
shocks as potentially important drivers of aggregate fluctuations. However, it
is far from clear yet how to best model and identify these disturbances. Re-
latedly, if one wanted operational measures of news shocks that could be fed
into a model and used to predict aggregate economic variables over the near
term, how would these shocks be constructed in practice (perhaps based on
current events)? The empirical studies discussed above define the shocks as
residuals based on an empirical (structural or semi-structural) specification;
direct measurement is hard, and estimates via, say, surveys regarding “con-
sumer confidence” would tend to mix news shocks with other shocks. This
empirical problem, of course, is shared with, and arguably less severe than in,
traditional Keynesian methods.

2. THEORETICAL CHALLENGES

In light of the evidence that changes in TFP can be anticipated to a significant
extent, a natural question is to ask how such news shocks play out in the
standard real business cycle model. The standard one-sector RBC model has
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time-additive preferences for consumption and leisure of the form

E0

[ ∞∑
t=0

βtu
(
Ct, H̄ − Ht

)]
, (1)

where β is the discount factor, u(·, ·) is the period utility function, Ct is the
flow of consumption, and Ht represents hours worked out of a maximum H̄ .
In the standard model, output is produced according to a constant returns-
to-scale production function that combines capital and labor. The stochastic
disturbances that drive the business cycle enter through the production function
in the form of technology shocks. The most commonly assumed functional
form for the production function is Cobb-Douglas, which leads to

Yt = F (Kt, Ht , zt ) = ztK
α
t H 1−α

t ,

with Kt being the stock of capital at the beginning of the period and zt being
the level of technology in period t . Resources evolve according to

Kt+1 = F (Kt, Ht , zt ) + (1 − δ) Kt − Ct . (2)

This resource constraint implies that there is a single homogeneous good that
is freely used for consumption or as capital.

As the standard model is frictionless, the equilibrium behavior of the
economy can be found through solving a planner’s problem. The planner
chooses stochastic processes for C, H , and K to maximize expected utility
according to equation (1) subject to equation (2), the stochastic process for z,
and the initial condition for K0. The first-order conditions of this problem can
be expressed as the usual Euler equation

uC

(
Ct, H̄ − Ht

) = βEt

[
Rt+1uC

(
Ct+1, H̄ − Ht+1

)]
, (3)

where Rt+1 is the marginal product (in equilibrium, the rental rate) of capital
in period t + 1:

Rt+1 = FK (Kt+1, Ht+1, zt+1) + 1 − δ, (4)

and the efficiency condition for the labor-leisure tradeoff:

uC

(
Ct, H̄ − Ht

)
wt = uH

(
Ct, H̄ − Ht

)
, (5)

where wt is the marginal product of labor (in equilibrium, the wage rate) in
period t :

wt = FH (Kt, Ht , zt ) . (6)

Though a full account of the effects of shocks requires a full solution of the
stochastic general-equilibrium model and examination of its simulated time-
series properties, one can obtain significant insight by looking at “unexpected
shocks to steady states.” That is, assume that an economy is in steady state and
will stay there until there is an actual change in the technological opportunities
that occurs with probability zero. The question at hand here is how knowledge
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of a future change in technology will affect the economy in the intervening
periods before the changes actually occur. While the Beaudry-Portier evi-
dence suggests that positive news about future productivity should lead to
something of a business cycle expansion, the standard one-sector RBC model
cannot generate such a response. To see why the standard model has trouble
generating a business cycle expansion in response to a positive news shock,
consider what is required of the four main variables in the model: output, con-
sumption, investment, and hours. An expansion is marked by an increase in
both consumption and investment. In the standard model there are no imports
or exports and no government spending, so the aggregate resource constraint
requires that output must rise to allow consumption and investment to rise si-
multaneously. The only option for an increase in output is for hours worked to
rise as the technological opportunities are initially unchanged and the capital
stock is predetermined by what was installed in the previous period. However,
consumption and leisure are normal goods under standard preferences, so that
at a given wage (marginal product of labor) a household will choose to adjust
consumption and leisure in the same direction, i.e., consumption and hours in
opposite directions. To see this mathematically, equation (5) can be used to
implicitly differentiate H with respect to C. Doing so yields

H ′(C) = − uCCw − uCH

uHH − uCHw
, (7)

and decreasing marginal utility (uCC, uHH < 0) together with the weak com-
plementarity of consumption and hours (uCH ≥ 0) imply this expression is
negative. So hours and consumption must move in opposite directions when
wages are held constant. The only hope for the model is that in equilibrium
wages increase so that the substitution effect raises hours, but, as was already
noted, the capital stock and technology have not changed so increased hours
will lead to lower wages in equilibrium. The implication is that the equilib-
rium response of the standard one-sector RBC model to a positive news shock
does not look like a business cycle expansion.

If the model does not generate a boom in response to a news shock,
what happens instead? If the preferences exhibit a strong wealth effect then
positive news about future productivity will lead to an increase in consumption.
This increase in consumption is associated with a decline in hours worked as
before, which in turn implies a reduction in output and the aggregate resource
constraint implies a reduction in investment. In contrast, with a weak wealth
effect all of these implications can be reversed.1

It will be useful to consider an extreme case for preferences, both for the
sake of understanding the workings of the basic model and for the sake of

1 Using a particular set of functional forms, Beaudry and Portier (2004) show that consump-
tion and investment respond in opposite directions for any set of parameter values.
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understanding the behavior of the model that is presented in Section 3, which
is based on the Diamond-Mortensen-Pissarides framework. Consider a utility
function that is just linear in consumption u(C, H) = C, so that leisure is
not valued and labor supply is fixed exogenously. In this case, the return on
capital is pinned down by the discount rate in all periods as shown by the Euler
equation:

1 = βEt

[
FK

(
Kt+1, H̄ , zt+1

)+ 1 − δ
]
. (8)

This Euler equation implies that in an experiment with perfect foresight, the
capital stock will perfectly track the level of technology—Kt is only a function
of zt and parameters of the model. The result is that in response to a news
shock the capital stock remains unchanged until the period before the change
in productivity takes place when (for a positive news shock) consumption is
reduced to raise the capital stock to its new steady-state level. While this case
yields a simple transition to the new steady state, the dynamics it does generate
have consumption and investment moving in opposite directions and with a
delay.

An important element of the Beaudry and Portier analysis is the response
of the stock market or, in terms of the model, the relative price of capital. In
the standard one-sector model there is in essence a single good that is used
for both consumption and capital. Therefore, the relative price of capital is
fixed at one unit of the consumption good at all times. A truly satisfactory
explanation of the Beaudry and Portier results would be able to replicate the
behavior of the stock market as well as the usual macroeconomic aggregate
quantities. Christiano et al. (2007), reviewed below, do discuss stock prices
within their model.

3. A SEARCH MODEL

The overall question we discuss in this article is what kinds of theoreti-
cal settings can deliver co-movement in response to news shocks. In Sec-
tion 4, we survey the recent literature and the range of models discussed
there. Here, mostly for the purpose of illustration, we look at a specific,
and very simple, model: one based on the Diamond-Mortensen-Pissarides
search-and-matching model. What we present here is related to Den Haan and
Kaltenbrunner (2009), who study a similar setting. The setting with search
frictions offers something that the standard neoclassical model does not have:
“free resources,” namely, a set of unemployed agents who would gladly work
if they could just find an employer. Therefore, it is at least imaginable that the
frictions are such that when a news shock arrives, employment responds rela-
tively quickly, provided that frictions are endogenous and respond to the news.
The response of frictions in this model is governed by flows of firms in and
out of the market for workers. The idea is, in principle, very simple: If there is
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positive news, firms flow in immediately and look for workers, which makes it
easier for workers to find employment, leading to an increase in employment
and higher production, so that the overall resources available are increased.
Firms begin posting vacancies immediately upon learning the positive news
because an employed worker is immediately more valuable since, with some
probability, that worker will still be employed by the firm when productivity
rises.

Model Framework

The model framework is the standard continuous-time Diamond-Mortensen-
Pissarides search-and-matching model. A more detailed discussion of the
model framework and the determination of steady-state values can be found
in Pissarides (2000) or Hornstein, Krusell, and Violante (2005).

The model economy is populated by a unit continuum of workers. Workers
have linear utility for consumption discounted at the rate r , which implies
they are risk-neutral. The workers each supply one unit of labor inelastically.
Workers can be either employed or unemployed. Employed workers receive a
wage income of w and unemployed workers receive an unemployment benefit
of b, which also can be interpreted as the value of home production during
unemployment. The wage is an endogenous variable that will depend on,
among other things, the tightness of the labor market. The unemployment
benefit is an exogenous feature of the economic environment. Workers cannot
save and consume their income flows immediately.

The economy is also populated by an endogenous number of firms that
are also risk-neutral and discount future profits at rate r . Firms all have access
to the same production technology so there are no productivity differences
across firms. Firms are free to enter the labor market, but posting a vacancy
involves a flow cost in the amount c. Production requires a single worker and
a single firm and the amount of output produced by such a pair, p(t), varies
through time. It is assumed that production is always efficient in the sense
that p(t) > b.

There is a search friction in the labor market so that, at any point in time,
there will be a fraction u(t) of workers who are unemployed and looking
for firms and there will be a measure v(t) of firms with vacant jobs looking
for workers. These two groups meet at a rate, m(t), that is determined by a
constant-returns-to-scale matching function M(u(t), v(t)). We use a Cobb-
Douglas matching function, M(u, v) = Auαv1−α. Given the rate at which
new matches occur, the rate at which an unemployed worker finds a firm
is λw(t) = m(t)/u(t) and the rate at which a vacant firm finds a worker is
similarly λf (t) = m(t)/v(t). The gains from forming a productive worker-
firm pair are divided between the worker and the firm by Nash bargaining,
with β going to the worker and 1 − β going to the firm. Existing worker-firm
pairs separate at the exogenous rate σ .
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Steady State

To determine the steady-state values of unemployment and wages, we begin
by writing the conditions that must be satisfied by the values for the employed
worker, unemployed worker, matched firm, and vacant firm. Respectively,
these are:

rW(t) = w(t) + σ [U(t) − W(t)] + Ẇ (t) (9)

rU(t) = b + λw(t) [W(t) − U(t)] + U̇ (t) (10)

rJ (t) = p(t) − w(t) + σ [V (t) − J (t)] + J̇ (t) (11)

rV (t) = −c + λf (t) [J (t) − V (t)] + V̇ (t), (12)

where a dot over a variable represents the derivative with respect to time. Each
of these equations can be interpreted in terms of the relationship between the
flow value and the capital value of a state. For example, equation (9) states
that the flow value of being an employed worker is equal to the income flow
plus the expected value of the capital loss that occurs upon separation when
the worker becomes unemployed and the change in value over time, possibly
stemming from a changing environment.2

The total surplus of a worker-firm match is the sum of the worker’s gain and
the firm’s gain, S ≡ (W −U)+ (J −V ). The Nash-bargaining determination
of wages implies that the total surplus is divided between workers and firms
according to their bargaining powers:

W − U = βS (13)

J − V = (1 − β)S. (14)

A useful expression for S can be found by adding and subtracting equations
(9)–(12) and using equations (13) and (14):

rS = p − b + c − σS − λf (1 − β) S − λwβS + Ṡ. (15)

This can be viewed as an “asset-pricing” equation: The value of the match—
the worker and the employer—equals a current payoff plus future payoffs,
which are captured by the Ṡ term; they can, in principle, be successively
substituted in so that the price of the asset equals the present value of all
payoffs, present and future. The equation can be rearranged to yield

S = p − b + c + Ṡ

r + σ + λf (1 − β) + λwβ
. (16)

Now use the fact that firms are free to enter (and exit) the labor market, so the
value of a vacant firm must be zero. Setting V equal to zero in equations (12)

2 See footnote 12 in Hornstein, Krusell, and Violante (2005) for a detailed derivation of these
conditions.
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Table 1 Model Parameter Values

Symbol Description Value
p Productivity 1.000
b Unemployment benefit 0.950
α Elasticity of the matching function 0.720
A Matching function efficiency 1.350
β Worker’s bargaining share 0.050
r Interest rate 0.012
σ Separation rate 0.100
c Vacancy posting cost 0.357

Notes: One unit of time is equal to one quarter. See Hornstein, Krusell, and Violante
(2005) for additional details.

and (14) and combining the results yields

S = c

λf (1 − β)
. (17)

Combining equations (16) and (17) yields one equation in the two meeting
rates:

p − b + Ṡ

r + σ + λwβ
= c

λf (1 − β)
. (18)

As the matching function is constant returns to scale, the meeting rates can be
expressed in terms of a single variable that represents labor market tightness:

θ ≡ v/u

λw = M(u, v)/u = M(1, θ) = Aθ1−α

λf = M(u, v)/v = M(1/θ, 1) = Aθ−α. (19)

In steady state the total surplus is constant, Ṡ = 0, so equation (18) is one
equation in the unknown θ . Once θ has been found, the λs and values follow
immediately from the equations above and equations (17), (14), and (11) can
be used to find the wage as a function of θ and p.

The unemployment rate evolves slowly as workers gradually flow into and
out of unemployment. The evolution of the unemployment rate follows

u̇(t) = σ [1 − u(t)] − λw(t)u(t), (20)

and in steady state, unemployment is simply equal to σ/ (λw + σ).
Solving for the steady state of the model requires solving a nonlinear

equation in θ (equation [18], with Ṡ = 0). We do this numerically after cali-
brating the model following Hagedorn and Manovskii (2008). This calibration
leads to a steady-state unemployment rate of 6.9 percent and features stronger
effects on firm entry of productivity shocks than in alternative calibrations
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such as Shimer (2005); for a discussion, see Hornstein, Krusell, and Violante
(2005). The parameter values used in our calibration appear in Table 1.

Transition to Steady State

Before considering the effects of a news shock it is necessary to consider how
the economy transitions to the steady state in a stationary environment. The
key result for the transition dynamics is that labor market tightness immedi-
ately reaches its steady-state value regardless of the initial conditions for the
economy. As unemployment is a predetermined variable, the response of the
labor market is driven by a jump in posted vacancies. To see that this must be
the case, rewrite equation (18) into

θ̇ =
[
r + σ

α
+ βA

α
θ1−α − (p − b)(1 − β)A

cα
θ−α

]
θ, (21)

so that dynamics are expressed in terms of θ (thus including its time derivative
θ̇ ).3 Notice that the term inside the brackets is increasing in θ , so for θ below
the steady-state value the time derivative is negative and for θ above the steady-
state value the time derivative is positive; therefore, the steady state is unstable,
and the only nonexplosive solution to the problem is for θ to jump immediately
to the steady state.4 It then follows that the λs also must jump to their new
steady-state values and so then must the values W, U, J, V, and S. Given the
new, constant level of λw, one can use equation (20) to trace out the evolution
of the unemployment rate to its new steady-state value, and vacancies are then
determined by the relationship v = θu. In the end, there are very limited
transition dynamics resulting from an unexpected productivity shock, and if
productivity is expected to remain constant in the future, then θ must be at its
steady-state value.

News Shock (Recession)

We now consider how the model responds to a negative news shock. In
particular we perform the following experiment: Before t = 0, the economy
is in steady state and expected to remain there in perpetuity. At t = 0, news
arrives that at time T = 5 productivity, p, will drop by 1 percent. The arrival of
this news is a zero-probability event, which implies that agents put no weight

3 Equation (17) and its time derivative imply Ṡλf (1 − β) = −cλ̇f /λf , and equation (19)
can be used to relate λ̇f to θ̇ .

4 Pissarides (2000) considers the system of differential equations formed by equations (20) and
(21). The boundary conditions for this system are the initial condition on u and the requirement
that the system converge. These conditions can only be met if θ immediately assumes its steady-
state level.
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on the event in forming their expectations, but does not imply that it cannot
occur.

To calculate the equilibrium response of the economy to this news, we use
the fact that θ must be at its new steady-state value at time T when the change
in productivity occurs because after that point the environment is expected
to be stationary. We use this as a terminal condition and solve the ordinary
differential equation (21) from time t = 0 to T . Having done so, we are
able to calculate the λs, trace the evolution of the unemployment rate, and
solve for all the other equilibrium quantities in the model. Interestingly, our
version of the Pissarides model has nontrivial dynamics, whereas the standard
model does not; in the standard model, there is always an immediate jump
in θ in response to a change in productivity, since this change is known as it
is realized. The slow-moving θ we look at, thus, comes from knowing that
productivity will change at a known future date.

The results appear in Figure 1, and we begin by comparing the two steady
states. The lower level of productivity results in a decrease in the total sur-
plus of a match, one implication of which is that the value of a productive
firm is lower. This induces fewer firms to enter the labor market until market
tightness falls sufficiently and the probability of finding a new worker rises
to keep the value of a vacant firm at zero. The weaker labor market leads
to a lower job-finding rate for unemployed workers, which leads to a higher
steady-state unemployment rate. In equilibrium the wage decreases, but by
less than productivity, so profits also decrease eventually, though profits first
rise since wages, which are forward-looking, fall and productivity has not yet
fallen. Total resources fall smoothly, which is the effect sought: Firms leave in
anticipation of future falls in profit, which creates additional unemployment—
there are now even more “free resources” in the form of workers who are not
working. The fact that fewer firms are posting vacancies means that fewer
resources are spent on vacancy posting, which we interpret as investment.
Resources net of investment costs rise somewhat during transition but then
drop and are lower in the long run.5 During the transition to the new steady
state from time t = 0 to time T , the value of a productive firm drops initially
and then smoothly falls toward the new steady-state value. Labor market tight-
ness follows the same pattern, which is achieved by an initial jump and then
decreasing path for vacancies. The weaker labor market decreases the speed
at which workers flow out of unemployment and results in a gradual rise in
the unemployment rate. Unlike the other variables, vacancies overshoot their
steady-state level. This overshooting stems from the fact that unemployment

5 A model in which there is endogenous separation—say, because workers or matches are
heterogeneous so that only some firm-worker contacts lead to lasting matches—might generate
another channel through which more resources are left idle since then some existing matches could
also break up in reaction to negative news.
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Figure 1 News about a Coming Fall in Productivity
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has not reached its steady state at time T , but is still below that level. Vacan-
cies must then also be below their steady-state level at T so that labor market
tightness can remain at its steady-state level from T onward. The increase
in the unemployment rate mechanically leads to a decrease in output, and
the level of output jumps when all employed workers become less productive
at T .

The model is successful in generating a decline in employment, output, and
the stock market. What about investment and consumption? If we interpret
firm vacancy-posting costs as investment, then the model also generates a fall
in investment. Consumption, however, must rise on impact if the economy
is closed: No existing matches are broken up endogenously, so on impact no
resources are lost, but investment falls, and thus consumption must rise. An
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open-economy version of the model with decreasing marginal utility would
reverse this result, as consumers would then want to smooth consumption over
time and use intertemporal international trade to achieve a smoothly declining
path for consumption.

As Figure 1 shows, labor market tightness, θ , drops initially when the
news is received and then converges to its new steady-state level at date T .
This pattern will hold for any choice of parameter values. Quantitatively,
however, the initial impact of the news on labor market tightness depends on
the way the model is calibrated, and there are two ways that the parameters
can affect this initial impact. First, different calibrations lead to different
steady-state responses of θ to changes in p. This sensitivity is the focus of
the literature that studies the implications of search-and-matching models for
unemployment fluctuations in response to unanticipated productivity shocks
(Shimer 2005; Hagedorn and Manovskii 2008; Pissarides 2009). The more
θ must have changed by date T , the more it must jump initially. The second
consideration is the speed with which the market tightness adjusts to its new
steady-state level. If the model dynamics are such that θ moves rapidly when
it is out of steady state, then a small drop in θ is needed at date 0 to achieve
the same level of θ at date T . What then determines the speed of convergence
and therefore the size of the initial impact of the news? Mathematically, if
the right-hand side of equation (21) is increasing more quickly in θ , then the
speed of convergence will be higher, and the initial impact of the news will be
smaller. For example, differentiation of equation (21) shows that an increase
in the interest rate, r , leads to a faster speed of convergence. This result is
intuitive as an increase in the interest rate leads firms to discount the future
more heavily and so the value of a firm depends more on the immediate future
and less on the distant future. As the productivity change does not happen
for some time after the news arrives, firms with high discount rates do not
respond as much as firms with low discount rates. Similar logic holds when
the separation rate is high. In this case, firms discount the future because the
match is likely to be destroyed before the change in productivity occurs.

Differentiation of equation (21) also shows that the speed of convergence
is increasing in the worker’s bargaining share, β. Therefore, when workers
have more bargaining power, the initial impact of the news is smaller. To see
the importance of the worker’s bargaining share, consider the case when β is
set to zero. In that case, the worker’s wage is always equal to the value of
leisure, b, and the firm’s flow profit is p − b, which is unchanged until date
T when it jumps down. Now consider a positive bargaining share, β > 0. As
shown in Figure 1, the worker’s wage falls at date 0 and remains below its
initial level thereafter. With a lower wage, flow profits actually rise between
dates 0 and T . So with a positive β, firms are partially compensated for
the future reduction in productivity by a short-term increase in profits. This
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Figure 2 Misleading News about a Coming Decline in Productivity
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short-term increase in profits motivates firms to post vacancies just after the
news arrives, and this force reduces the initial drop in θ .

The News Shock Turns Out to Be Wrong

The second experiment that we consider is to ask what happens if the expected
lower productivity is not realized at time T , but instead productivity remains at
its initial level both before and after T . Specifically, we assume that after the
news shock arrives, there remains a possibility that productivity fails to decline
at time T , although this possibility has zero probability; thus, we consider what
happens when that zero-probability event occurs. The experiment is displayed
in Figure 2, with T = 5 again. Before time T the economy behaves exactly
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as in the case when the productivity shock is realized because agents fully
expect that it will be realized. At time T , however, the productivity shock
does not materialize and labor market tightness and the value of a productive
job immediately return to their initial steady states. These developments imply
a stock market boom and an immediate increase in posted vacancies. The new
tightness in the labor market increases the rate at which unemployed workers
find jobs and leads to a gradual fall in the unemployment rate. As employment
rises output also rises, but, as before, the increase in vacancy posting costs
is large enough that it offsets the rise in output so the resources available for
consumption actually decrease.

Looking at this experiment, one might label the shock whose effects are
displayed in Figure 2 “misleading.” More generally, realizing that all shocks
containing “news” do not necessarily always lead the economy in the right
direction, one can speak of “noise” perhaps: shocks that are believed to have
relevance for productivity but in the end do not. For example, the Internet
technology bubble during the last years of the last millenium could have re-
flected beliefs that eventually turned out to be too optimistic (but may well
have been rational). Thus, the literature on news shocks should be viewed as
closely related to ideas about noise as well. The very recent literature (e.g.,
Angeletos and La’O [2009], or Blanchard, L’Huillier, and Lorenzoni [2009])
takes an explicit signal extraction approach and thus formalizes news and
noise, as shocks driving business cycles, in a slightly different way.

4. OTHER APPROACHES IN THE LITERATURE

We now briefly discuss the main features of the different models, all with
neoclassical underpinnings, that have been proposed as a way of generating
co-movement in response to news shocks. In this discussion, we omit the
very recent contributions to this literature that build on signal processing and
“noise shocks.”

Other Approaches to Labor Market Frictions

Den Haan and Kaltenbrunner (2009) present a version of the RBC model with
a search friction in the labor market. Specifically, production occurs within
“projects” that require an entrepreneur and a worker. Creating a new project
is a time-consuming process as entrepreneurs and workers must search for
one another. In response to a news shock, entrepreneurs and workers begin
preparing for the future productivity increase by entering the labor market to
begin the process of establishing relationships through which they can exploit
the higher future productivity when it arrives, just as in Section 3. There
are two main differences between the model in Section 3 and Den Haan and
Kaltenbrunner’s work. First, in Section 3 the labor supply is inelastic, while
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Den Haan and Kaltenbrunner allow it to be elastic. With elastic labor supply,
one of the effects of a news shock is an increase in the demand for leisure
through the wealth effect, which might reverse the result that employment in-
creases in response to the news shock. Den Haan and Kaltenbrunner show that
this effect is sufficiently weak to be overcome by the household’s motivation
to enter the labor market to find a job in anticipation of higher productivity
in the future. Therefore, the result that employment increases in response
to a news shock is not an artifact of the inelastic labor supply. Second, the
standard Diamond-Mortensen-Pissarides model considered in Section 3 does
not include capital, so there are no predictions for the response of investment
to a news shock. Den Haan and Kaltenbrunner show that investment does
respond positively to a news shock except in the first period after the shock.
Production is fixed in the first period because the capital stock and employ-
ment are predetermined, so it is impossible for consumption and investment
to rise simultaneously in that period. However, the increase in employment
that occurs in response to the news shock quickly increases output to finance
higher investment as well as higher consumption in subsequent periods.

Multiple Sectors

The standard one-sector RBC model has a tight link between consumption and
investment decisions: Investment directly reduces the resources available for
consumption. Beaudry and Portier (2004) present a three-sector model with
final goods, nondurable intermediate goods, and capital produced in different
sectors. The latter two sectors use labor and a sector-specific fixed factor of
production. In this model the link between consumption and investment is
much weaker because output from the capital goods sector cannot be used for
consumption and the presence of the fixed factors limits the extent to which
the planner is willing to alter the amount of labor in the sectors. This uncou-
pling of the consumption and investment decisions allows consumption and
investment to both increase in response to a positive news shock. Specifi-
cally, Beaudry and Portier assume the news concerns the future productivity
of the nondurable goods sector, and the crucial assumption is that nondurable
goods and capital are complementary in the production of final goods. Under
these assumptions, the planner chooses to build up the capital stock in re-
sponse to positive news about future nondurable goods productivity because
the complementarity implies that capital will be more productive in the future
because nondurables will be cheaper. The accumulation of capital, however,
makes nondurables more valuable, which leads the planner to expand their
production as well. In the end, the production of capital and nondurables
increases, which is achieved through an expansion of hours worked in each
sector and therefore in total. More capital and nondurables directly translate
into more final output for which the only use is consumption. In this way the
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model delivers an expansion of consumption, investment, hours, and output
in response to positive news about nondurables productivity.

Other Model Features

An alternative approach taken in the literature is to keep the single-sector
framework, but modify the standard RBC model along several other dimen-
sions. Jaimovich and Rebelo (2009) present a model with three key modi-
fications. They assume a functional form for preferences that has extremely
weak short-run wealth effects on labor supply. In fact, the preferences used
nest those of Greenwood, Hercowitz, and Huffman (1988) in which there
is no wealth effect on labor supply. The calibration used by Jaimovich and
Rebelo is extremely close to this case. Since these preferences imply a zero
wealth effect, they allow the model to generate an increase in hours despite a
substantial increase in consumption. The second modification introduced by
Jaimovich and Rebelo is an adjustment cost for the rate of investment, which
serves to produce an investment boom in response to a positive news shock
as the planner wishes to minimize adjustment costs by smoothing investment
over time. Finally, the authors add variable capacity utilization to the model,
which allows the amount of resources to be expanded in the initial periods
in order to finance simultaneous consumption and investment booms. The
resulting model succeeds in generating a sizable boom in response to news of
a future increase in TFP and in response to news of future investment-specific
technical change.

Christiano et al. (2007) make similar modifications to the standard model
in order to generate a boom in response to a positive news shock. Their
key modifications are to introduce habits in consumption and the adjustment
cost to the flow of investment. Jaimovich and Rebelo also have non-time-
separable preferences, but the calibration is such that the habit persistence is
very weak. The habits and adjustment costs in Christiano et al.’s work motivate
the planner to engineer a smooth transition to the new steady state and begin
consuming and investing in advance of the change in productivity. Hours
are able to increase to provide resources for the consumption and investment
booms because there is no longer a tight link between current hours and current
consumption in the presence of habit persistence.

A troubling feature of these models is the response of the price of capital to
a news shock, which is a decline. As investment is raised to reduce adjustment
costs in anticipation of higher investment in the future, there is, in a sense,
an excess of capital before the shock occurs. The result is that the relative
price of capital falls during the boom. Walentin (2009) presents a model that
is close to that of Christiano et al. (2007), with the modification that there is
limited enforcement of financial contracts. With limited enforcement, there
is a wedge between the value of the firm and the cost of its capital and, in
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Walentin’s model, this wedge increases in response to a news shock so that
the value of the firm increases despite the fall in the cost of capital.

Investment-Specific Technical Change

In a model with adjustment costs, the planner chooses to start investing early
in order to minimize the cost of building up the capital stock in response
to a sector-neutral productivity shock. If, however, productivity shocks are
investment-specific, then the only way to take advantage of them is through
investment. Flodén (2007) uses a vintage capital model to argue that the
news that next period’s vintage of capital will be very productive leads to a
boom in the current period. The mechanism draws on the model elements
presented by Greenwood, Hercowitz, and Krusell (2000), which are shocks
to the relative price of capital and variable capacity utilization. The cost of
more intensive utilization of the capital stock is typically modeled as faster
depreciation. When the relative price of capital declines, the replacement
cost of the depreciated capital stock falls. As a result, an investment-specific
technology shock leads to more intensive utilization in the current period,
which raises the marginal product of labor and elicits higher labor supply.
The additional resources produced through the increases in utilization and
labor supply allow consumption to increase at the same time as investment.

Flodén only considers news shocks at a horizon of one period. That is, the
economy learns that the capital being installed in the current period will be
more productive in the next period and thereafter. This short horizon makes
the expectations-driven boom somewhat short-lived, but it may be possible to
extend the boom by extending the period between the receipt of the news and
the technological change.

There is some ambiguity about the timing of the technology shock in that
investment-specific technical change relates to the evolution of resources be-
tween periods rather than the productivity within a period. For example,
Greenwood, Hercowitz, and Krusell adopt the timing convention that the
shock relates to the productivity of investment this period and is therefore
a shock in the current period, while Flodén considers the same shock to be a
shock to the productivity of the capital when it is used in the future, which
is then a shock that arrives in the future but is learned about in the current
period through the news shock. Both interpretations are valid, but an impor-
tant consideration is the interpretation used in the construction of the National
Income and Product Accounts (NIPA). In principle the NIPA investment data
are adjusted for quality, and if the vintage of capital that is being installed is
going to be more productive in the future, this may be accounted for in the
measurement of current investment and current TFP. However, if the shock
raises current TFP, it would not be classified as a news shock by Beaudry and
Portier (2006) because news shocks are orthogonal to current TFP shocks.
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Financial Frictions

Another way of modifying the model to generate expectations-driven business
cycles is to introduce financial frictions. Chen and Song (2008) consider
a model with two sectors, only one of which requires the use of working
capital. In their model, entrepreneurs have the ability to divert working capital,
and the optimal contract in response to this limited debt enforcement leaves
the sector financially constrained. When a positive news shock arrives, the
entrepreneurs’ continuation value rises because future profits will be higher,
which relaxes the financial constraint. By reducing financial frictions, the
news of higher TFP in the future triggers a reallocation of capital between
the two sectors and raises current TFP. The increase in current TFP leads to
more output that can be used for both more consumption and more investment.
The more efficient use of capital, as well as the accumulation of more capital,
raises the marginal product of labor, which leads to an increase in hours under
Greenwood-Hercowitz-Huffman preferences.

If financial frictions like the ones Chen and Song have proposed are im-
portant features of the macroeconomy, then there are implications for other
issues besides expectations-driven business cycles. In particular, there would
be a need for government policy to alleviate the financial constraints of firms.
This could be achieved in a variety of ways; for the same reasons as future
profit increases would improve the current allocation of capital, any policy
that increases future profits would have a desirable effect (production subsi-
dies would suffice for this purpose).6 Whether the economy is subject to this
strong inefficiency is perhaps questionable. If there is already government
policy in place designed to correct the inefficiency, no reallocation of capital
in response to news shocks will take place.

5. CONCLUSION

The news shocks literature has generated some interesting new insights about
macroeconomic dynamics that seem relevant for understanding co-movement
of macroeconomic aggregates. The above-discussed settings, including the
simple Pissarides (1985) search/matching model used for illustration, do admit
some channels that are promising ways forward. Some of these settings have
more nonstandard features than others, and it is an open question whether they
will survive more microeconomic scrutiny. It is also, as discussed in Section 1,
still an open question how to identify news shocks and whether they really do
lead to co-movements. All in all, this new literature does offer a challenge to

6 Such policies might involve time inconsistency, since it is only by support of future policy
that the desired effect is attained.
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existing macroeconomic settings that do not admit co-movement in response
to news shocks, and, as such, they should perhaps move our priors.

As also briefly mentioned above, a very recent strand of articles is now
exploring explicit signal extraction channels by which news as well as noise
can drive fluctuations. The focus here is on asymmetric information and,
even though Lucas (1972) certainly sparked interest in the importance of this
phenomenon for macroeconomics, there is no quantitatively oriented model
available off the shelf to evaluate. A central reason for this is the theoretical
difficulty of aggregation across agents with different information sets. There-
fore, we may have to wait for a closer comparison between models relying on
these ideas and existing representative-agent macroeconomic models.

Finally, the underlying notion in our discussion here is to examine whether
co-movement is possible, in response to the arrival of information, in settings
that are fully microfounded. It should be noted that none of these settings
build on, or admit, coordination failures, which would seem to more easily
admit strong effects of news or noise. With multiple equilibria, however, it
is not clear how the movement across equilibria is supposed to occur, and
there is nothing inherently more attractive about productivity-related shocks
as coordination devices than other shocks, so it would seem that an approach
based on coordination failures would have to be augmented with a theory of
what triggers changes across equilibria. The earlier literature on sunspots (see
Cass and Shell [1983] and later studies) offers an answer, but sunspots are just
coordination devices, and it might be hard, in a reduced-form sense, to distin-
guish sunspots from true news shocks. If a news shock indicates high future
productivity of capital, investment likely will go up today. Alternatively, in
a model with multiple equilibria because of some form of increasing returns
to capital, say, as an externality of capital use across firms, a sunspot would
trigger either high or low investment, which would both be self-enforcing un-
der the assumption of increasing returns. So this latter model would indeed
justify later movements in productivity, not because of changes in technology,
but through increasing returns and aggregate activity. Ultimately, these two
“stories” could only be told apart by more detailed empirical scrutiny. One
route is through better productivity measurements, perhaps finding ways of
establishing what the returns to scale are on different levels of aggregation.
Alternatively, a more detailed structural description of the model and exami-
nation of how the two kinds of economies respond to other shocks could help
identification.
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Risk Sharing, Investment,
and Incentives in the
Neoclassical Growth Model

Emilio Espino and Juan M. Sánchez

T he amount of risk sharing among households, regions, or countries
is crucial in determining aggregate welfare. For example, pooling
resources at the national level can help regions better deal with natural

disasters like floods. Similarly, pooling resources with an insurance company
can help individuals deal with shocks like a house fire or a car accident.

Capital accumulation and economic growth also are crucial in determining
aggregate welfare. In particular, they determine the stock of wealth available
for consumption and investment. Importantly, wealthier households, regions,
or countries possess a buffer stock of precautionary assets, a form of self-
insurance.

These two important factors in determining welfare have interesting in-
teractions with one another. An important one is how insurance and savings
substitute for each other. For example, individuals may want to save more
when they do not have access to insurance than when they do because the
extra savings can protect against the consequences of an uninsured shock.
Therefore, capital accumulation and growth would be faster in an economy
without perfect insurance than in one with perfect insurance.

This article explores the tradeoffs between insurance and growth in the
neoclassical growth model with two agents and preference shocks. Most of
the analysis reviews the full information version of the model, where there are
no limits on insurance between the two agents, though there is still aggregate
uncertainty that affects aggregate savings behavior. Private information is
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then added to the model to limit the ability to insure the two agents. This is a
much harder problem, as has been observed in the literature, and only a partial
characterization is provided.

Literature Review

Our article relates to the voluminous consumption/savings/capital accumu-
lation literature on two levels. On one hand, there has been a growing
literature focusing on the accumulation effects of demand side shocks in dy-
namic stochastic general equilibrium models, following the pioneering work
of Baxter and King (1991) and Hall (1997). In general equilibrium models, de-
mand side shocks (such as preference shocks to consumption demand) have a
strong tendency to crowd out investment.1 On the other hand, there is literature
on the impact of inequality on capital accumulation. If preferences aggregate
in the Gorman sense, the distribution of wealth does not affect the evolution of
aggregate variables—see Chatterjee (1994) and Caselli and Ventura (2000).
In our setting, preferences do not aggregate in that strong sense. Thus, distri-
bution matters for aggregate savings and the corresponding dynamics of the
aggregate stock of capital.2

The literature analyzing economic growth and private information is not
as large, and the valuable contributions have relied on different simplifying
assumptions to make the analysis tractable. This article is related to those ar-
ticles because we are interested in understanding when information is (more)
important to implement the full information allocation. However, we solve
the full information model to obtain the full information allocation and char-
acterize only the incentives to misreport the shocks under that allocation.

Pioneering contributions in the literature on constrained efficient alloca-
tions with private information abstracted from capital accumulation, as the
main goal was to study wealth distribution. In a pure exchange economy
setting, Green (1987) and Atkeson and Lucas (1992) show that (constrained)
efficient allocations, independent of the feasibility technologies, display ex-
treme levels of “immiserization”: The expected utility level of (almost) every
agent in the economy converges to the lower bound with probability one.
This result is also present in Thomas and Worrall (1990). Then, in an early
contribution that includes capital accumulation, Marcet and Marimon (1992)
examine a two-agent model where a risk-neutral investor with unlimited re-
sources invests in the technology of a risk-averse producer whose output is
subject to privately observed productivity shocks. They show that the full
information investment policy can be implemented in the private information

1 See Wen (2006) for an overview and references therein.
2 See Lucas and Stokey (1984) for a general early discussion and, more recently, Sorger

(2002).
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environment. That is, in their setting, a risk-neutral investor can make the
risk-averse entrepreneur follow the full information investment policy and al-
locate his consumption conditional on output realizations. Thus, they find
that growth levels are as high as with perfect information. The key simplifica-
tion in this article is that the second agent in the economy is risk-neutral with
unlimited resources.

Khan and Ravikumar (2001) extend Marcet and Marimon (1992) to im-
pose a period-by-period feasibility constraint and endogenous growth. In
particular, they examine the impact of incomplete risk sharing on growth and
welfare in the context of the AK model. The source of market incompleteness
is private information since household technologies are subject to idiosyn-
cratic productivity shocks not observable by others. Risk sharing between
households occurs through contracts with intermediaries. This sort of incom-
plete risk sharing tends to reduce the rate of growth relative to the complete
risk-sharing benchmark. However, “numerical examples indicate that, on av-
erage, the growth and welfare effects on incomplete risk sharing are likely to
be small.” One key simplification in this case is that the allocation solved is
not necessarily the best incentive-compatible allocation.

Recently, Greenwood, Sanchez, and Wang (2010a) embedded the costly
state verification framework into the standard growth model.3 The relationship
between the firm and lender is modeled as a static contract. In the economy
in which information is too costly, undeserving firms are overfinanced and
deserving ones are underfunded. A reduction in the cost of information leads to
more capital accumulation and a redirection of funds away from unproductive
firms toward productive ones. Greenwood, Sanchez, and Wang (2010b) show
that this mechanism has quantitative significance to explain cross-country
differences in capital-to-income ratios and total factor productivity.

Other studies use similar models for other purposes. Espino (2005) studies
a neoclassical growth model that includes a discrete number of agents, like
the one presented in this article. However, he uses the economy with private
information about the preference shock to analyze the validity of Ramsey’s
conjecture about the long-run allocation of an economy in which agents are
heterogeneous in their discount factor. Clementi, Cooley, and Giannatale
(2010) study a repeated bilateral exchange model with hidden action, along
the lines of Spear and Srivastava (1987) and Wang (1997), that includes capital
accumulation. The two agents in the economy are a risk-neutral investor and
a risk-averse entrepreneur. They show that the incentive scheme chosen by
the investor provides a rationale for firm decline.

This article is organized as follows: Section 1 presents the physical envi-
ronment and the planner’s problem, and derives the optimal allocation. Section

3 See also Khan (2001) and Chakraborty and Lahiri (2007).
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2 describes the calibration and the numerical solution of the full informa-
tion allocation. Section 3 studies in which cases the full information alloca-
tion would be incentive compatible in an economy with private information.
Section 4 offers concluding remarks.

1. MODEL

Environment

There is a constant returns to scale aggregate technology to produce the unique
consumption good that is represented by a standard neoclassical production
function, F(K, L), where K is the current stock of capital and L denotes
units of labor. There are two agents in the economy, h = 1, 2. Agent h is
endowed with one unit of time each period and does not value leisure, i.e.,
the time endowment is supplied inelastically in the labor market. The initial
stock of capital at date 0 is denoted by K0 > 0. Capital depreciates at the rate
δ ∈ (0, 1).

At the beginning of date t , agent 1 faces an idiosyncratic preference shock
st ∈ St = {sL, sH }, where sH > sL. This shock is assumed to be i.i.d. across
time, where πi > 0 is the probability of si , i = L, H . Notice that st is also the
aggregate preference shock at date t . The aggregate history of shocks from
date 0 to date t , denoted st = (s0, ..., st ), has probability at date 0 given by
π(st ) = π(s0)...π(st ).

Given a consumption plan {c1,t}∞t=0 such that c1,t : St → R+, agent 1’s
state-dependent preferences are represented by

U1(c1) = E

{ ∞∑
t=0

βt u1(s1,t , c1,t )

}
=

∞∑
t=0

∑
st

βtπ(st ) u1(st , c1(s
t )),

where u1 : R+ → R is strictly increasing, strictly concave, and twice differ-
entiable, lim

ct→0
u′(ct ) = +∞, and β ∈ (0, 1). Similarly, given {c2,t}∞t=0, agent

2’s preferences are represented by

U2(c2) = E

{ ∞∑
t=0

βtu2(c2,t )

}
=

∞∑
t=0

∑
st

βtπ(st )u2(c2(s
t )).

Planner’s Problem

Consider the problem of a fictitious planner choosing the best feasible allo-
cation. Let K ′ = {Kt+1}∞t=0 be an investment plan that every period allocates
next period’s capital for all t . Similarly, let C = {Ct}∞t=0 be a consumption plan
where Ct = (c1t , c2t ). Given K0, a sequential allocation (C, K ′) is feasible
if, for all st ,

Kt(s
t ) + c1t (s

t ) + c2t (s
t ) ≤ F(Kt(s

t−1), 1) + (1 − δ)Kt(s
t−1).
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We will assume throughout the article that the production function F is Cobb-
Douglas with exponent γ .

The Pareto-optimal allocation in this economy is a feasible allocation such
that there is no other feasible allocation that provides all the agents the same
or more lifetime utility. One reason to be interested in these allocations is that,
under certain conditions, they are equivalent to competitive equilibrium allo-
cations. Under our assumptions, Pareto-optimal allocations can be obtained
by solving the following problem:

max
(C,K ′)

αU1(c1) + (1 − α)U2(c2)

subject to

K(st ) + c1(s
t ) + c2(s

t ) ≤ F(K(st−1), 1) + (1 − δ)K(st−1), ∀st ,

where K0 is given and α ∈ [0, 1] is the weight that the planner assigned to
agent 1—referred to hereafter as Pareto weight. Notice that different values of
α characterize different points in the Pareto frontier. Later, we will consider
a different allocation varying the value of α.

To characterize the problem further, it is simpler to consider the methods
developed by Lucas and Stokey (1984) to solve for Pareto-optimal allocations
in growing economies populated with many consumers. It is actually simple
to adapt their method to analyze this economy. The idea is to make next period
welfare weights conditional on the current shock.4

The planner’s recursive problem is a fixed point, V , of the function
equation

V (k, α) = max
c,k′,w

α {πL [u1(sL, c1L)+βw1L]+πH [u1(sH , c1H)+βw1H ]}+
(1 − α) {πL [u2(c2L) + βw2L] + πH [u2(c2H) + βw2H ]} (1)

subject to

f (k) + (1 − δ)k ≥ k′
L + c1L + c2L, (2)

f (k) + (1 − δ)k ≥ k′
H + c1H + c2H , (3)

min
α′

L

V (k′
L, α′

L) − α′
Lw1L − (1 − α′

L)w2L ≥ 0, (4)

min
α′

H

V (k′
H , α′

H) − α′
Hw1H − (1 − α′

H)w2H ≥ 0, (5)

where α = {α, 1 − α} and w are the from-tomorrow-on utilities. The idea in
(1)–(5) is to represent the problem of choosing an optimal allocation for a given
stock of capital k and a vector of Pareto weights (α, 1−α) as one of choosing a
feasible current period allocation of consumption c = {c1L, c1H , c2L, c2H } and
capital goods k′ = {k′

L, k′
H }, and a vector of from-tomorrow-on utilities w =

4 See Beker and Espino (2011) for a discussion about the implementation and the correspond-
ing technical details.
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{w1L, w1H , w2L, w2H }, subject to the constraint that these utilities be attainable
given the capital accumulation decision, as guaranteed by constraints (4)–(5).
As in Lucas and Stokey (1984), the weights {α′

L, α′
H } that attain the minimum

in (4) and (5) will be the new weights used in selecting tomorrow’s allocation,
and so on, ad infinitum.

Characterization

Assume preferences are represented by

u1(s, c) = s
c1−σ

1 − σ
and u2(c) = c1−σ

1 − σ
.

The first-order conditions (FOC) for consumption are

απLsL (c1L)−σ = λL,

απHsH (c1H)−σ = λH ,

(1 − α)πL (c2L)−σ = λL,

(1 − α)πH (c2H)−σ = λH ,

where λi is the Lagrange multiplier in the resource constraints in state i =
L, H . From these equations it is simple to obtain that the consumption of
each agent will be a share of the aggregate consumption, Ci ,

c1L = (αsL)1/σ

(αsL)1/σ + (1 − α)1/σ
CL,

c1H = (αsH )1/σ

(αsH )1/σ + (1 − α)1/σ
CH ,

c2L = (1 − α)1/σ

(αsL)1/σ + (1 − α)1/σ
CL,

c2H = (1 − α)1/σ

(αsH )1/σ + (1 − α)1/σ
CH . (6)

The FOC with respect to w are

απLβ = μLα′
L,

απHβ = μHα′
H ,

(1 − α)πLβ = μL(1 − α′
L),

(1 − α)πHβ = μH(1 − α′
H).

These imply that

απLβ + (1 − α)πLβ = μLα′
L + μL(1 − α′

L),

and therefore πLβ = μL and πHβ = μH . Using the FOC with respect to w

again, these two conditions imply α = α′
L = α′

H . Thus, the Pareto weights
will be constant in this problem.
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Using the fact that individual consumption is a share of aggregate con-
sumption and that Pareto weights are constant, this problem can be rewritten as
one solving for the consumption (or capital accumulation) of a representative
consumer with aggregate preference shocks. In that case, the state-dependent
utility of the representative consumer, uR, would be

uR(s, C) = (
(
sα)1/σ + (1 − α)1/σ

)σ C1−σ

1 − σ
.

Notice here that the level of the shock depends not just on the size of s,
but also on α. This representation is useful to understand that the optimal
investment decision is affected by the realization of the preference shock and
the distributional parameter α. When s is larger, the representative agent
prefers to increase consumption today and decrease investment. Given the
same shock, the size of the drop in investment depends on the Pareto weight
of the agent that received the shock.

The FOC with respect to capital accumulation are

λL = μL

∂V (k′
L, α′

L)

∂k′
L

,

λH = μH

∂V (k′
H , α′

H)

∂k′
H

.

An application of the envelope conditions makes these conditions imply the
standard Euler equations determining capital accumulation,

1 = (F ′(k′
L) + (1 − δ))β

(
πLsL(c′

1L)−σ + πHsH (c′
1H)−σ

)
sL (c1L)−σ

,

1 = (F ′(k′
H) + (1 − δ))β

(
πLsL(c′

1L)−σ + πHsH (c′
1H)−σ

)
sH (c1H)−σ

.

2. NUMERICAL SOLUTION

This model can be solved in the computer once the values of the parameters are
determined. Most of the parameters are standard in the neoclassical growth
model and take standard values. Others, such as the size of the preference
shock and the probability of occurrence, were chosen only to illustrate the
behavior of the model. In particular, a high preference shock happens on
average every 6.7 years, but it is large enough to demand a significant amount
of resources. Think, for example, that a country in an economic union requires
help or assistance on average every 6.7 years. Table 1 presents the values for
all the parameters of the model.

The right-hand side of (1)–(5) defines a contraction. The computation is
based on value function iteration as follows. Guess a function V . Then solve
for maxc,w′,k′ using V , the FOC described above, and numerical maximization.
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Table 1 Parameter Values

Parameter Value
γ Exponent of capital in production function 0.30
δ Depreciation rate of capital 0.07
β Discount factor 0.97
σ Relative risk aversion 0.50

sL Low value of the preference shock 0.95
sH High value of the preference shock 1.05 and 2.00
πL Probability of low value of the preference shock 0.85
πH Probability of high value of the preference shock 0.15

With this solution, construct a new function V ′ and restart the maximization
unless V ′ is sufficiently close to V . Now we discuss the results using the
parameters in Table 1 with sH = 2 and Pareto weights {0.75, 0.25}. Figure
1 presents time series for aggregate consumption and capital accumulation in
the steady state of this economy. On the top panel that aggregate consumption
jumps after a preference shock and then returns slowly to a relatively constant
value until a new shock hits. As a consequence, capital accumulation drops
after a high preference shock to accommodate larger aggregate consumption,
as shown on the top panel. The effect of this change on the incentives to
misreport a shock—if it would be unobservable—is discussed in the next
section. The distribution of consumption among agents is determined by
equations (6), i.e., agent 1’s share of aggregate consumption increases with
the value of the shock. More on this later.

Figure 2 depicts the stationary distribution of the main variables for the
same example analyzed in Figure 1. The top left panel shows that 15 percent
of the time there is a large preference shock equal to 2 and most of the time
(85 percent) a low shock equal to 0.95. The top right panel presents the
stationary distribution of capital. It is somehow surprising that very different
values (e.g., 3 and 6) are reached with positive probability. Most of its mass is
accumulated on the higher values, however. Those correspond to periods with
low preference shocks. The lowest values of capital correspond to periods
of several consecutive high preference shocks. Something similar happens
with c2, on the bottom right panel. A priori, these properties could have been
expected since k′ and c2 are the two sources to finance transfers to agent 1
after a high preference shock. The distribution of c1, presented on the bottom
left panel, has most of the mass around lower values and some mass at higher
values. The highest values correspond to a high preference shock hitting the
economy after a long period of low shocks.
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Figure 1 Consumption and Capital Paths in the Stationary Distribution
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Notes: These histograms were computed from time series data of these variables for
5,000 periods after deleting the first 500 realizations.

3. THE ROLE OF INFORMATION

This section investigates the incentives to misreport preference shocks by
agent 1 whenever the full information allocation described above is the target
to be implemented. To do so, consider the value of the following (implicit)
incentive compatibility constraints:

iccHL = sHu (c1H) + βw1H − [sHu (c1L) + βw1L] , (7)

iccLH = sLu (c1L) + βw1L − [sLu (c1H) + βw1H ] . (8)

The interpretation of these variables is very important for the analysis hereafter.
If the variable iccHL is positive, it means that when the state H realizes, agent
1 would prefer truthfully reporting a high preference shock and obtaining
{c1H , w1H } instead of misreporting it and receiving {c1L, w1L}. Similarly, a
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Figure 2 Stationary Distribution, Main Variables
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negative value of iccLH means that agent 1 would prefer misreporting a high
preference shock and obtaining {c1H , w1H } to truthfully reporting a low shock
and receiving {c1L, w1L}.

Since c1H > c1L, one may expect that there is no incentive to report the low
shock when the high shock was actually realized, i.e., a positive value of iccHL.
This is actually what happens in the stationary distribution, as shown on the
top panel of Figure 3. In contrast, agent 1 may be tempted to misreport a high
preference shock to obtain higher consumption. Remember that this would
imply that iccLH < 0. This does not need to always be the case, however.
Since k′ is lower after a high preference shock, agent 1’s prospects worsen after
a high preference shock. Thus, it will be a race between more consumption
today, c1H > c1L, and less future consumption, w1L > w1H . The results for
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Figure 3 Incentive Compatibility in the Stationary Distribution

icc   , Utility of Truthfully Reporting High Shock Minus MisrepresentingHL

De
ns

ity

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5

icc    , Utility of Truthfully Reporting Low Shock Minus MisrepresentingLH

De
ns

ity

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5-0.5
0.0

2.0

4.0

6.0

8.0

Notes: These histograms were computed from time series data of these variables for
5,000 periods after deleting the first 500 realizations.

the example described above are presented in the bottom panel of Figure 3.
There, iccLH is negative more than 80 percent of the time but positive in some
instances. This means that in all such instances, the drop in from-tomorrow-on
utilities caused by reporting a high preference shock is enough to compensate
for the difference in current consumption. What determines whether iccLH is
negative or positive will be studied next by analyzing different examples.

The next two examples capture the role of the size of redistribution versus
disinvestment. The first example is presented in Figure 4. This is the same
example in all the previous figures, but the difference is that the Pareto weight
of agent 1 is only 0.33 (instead of 0.75) and the weight of agent 2 is 0.67. This
implies that agent 2’s consumption is larger, as shown in the top left panel.
The top right panel presents the behavior of capital accumulation. Notice that
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Figure 4 Paths with Large Redistribution of Aggregate Consumption
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Notes: In this economy, the weights on agents 1 and 2 are 0.33 and 0.67, respectively.
The time series data in all four graphs correspond to the initial 35 periods after the
economy is started with a stock of capital smaller than the steady-state level.

the time series in the graphs correspond to the transition toward a higher level
of capital. From these two figures it is clear that a nontrivial part of the rise in
agent 1’s consumption after a high preference shock comes from redistribution
of consumption across agents. As a consequence, the promised utilities from
next period on are not that different after a report of high or low preference
shock, as shown in the bottom left panel. In turn, this implies that iccLH

is always negative, as presented in the right bottom panel. Thus, this is an
example in which the full information allocation would not be implementable
under private information: After a low preference shock, agent 1 would prefer
to falsely report a high preference shock.
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Figure 5 Paths with Large Variation in Investment
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Now consider the example presented in Figure 5. Here, the behavior of
the same series is presented for an economy in which the Pareto weight of
agent 1 is 0.85 and the steady-state distribution of capital is reached. This
implies that agent 1’s consumption is much larger than that of agent 2, as
shown in the top left panel. As a consequence, capital accumulation must
vary significantly to provide more consumption to agent 1 after the realization
of a high preference shock. This is shown in the top right panel. Therefore,
as presented in the bottom left panel, the difference in from-tomorrow-on
utilities associated with low and high preference shocks is large. Thus, both
incentive compatibility constraints are positive in the stationary distribution
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Figure 6 Incentive Compatibility and Capital Accumulation
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of this economy (see bottom right panel), and the full information allocation
would be implementable under private information.

The previous two examples are useful to understand that the relative im-
portance of the agent who privately observes the shock matters for the role of
private information. When this agent is more important, her share of aggregate
consumption is larger, and the rise of that agent’s consumption after a shock
comes mainly from disinvestment. This makes misreporting a high prefer-
ence shock too costly in terms of her own future consumption, and hence the
full information allocation is implementable under private information. Thus,
the size of disinvestment, determined by the importance of the agent with
the preference shock, matters for the provision of incentives under private
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information. This suggests that in a fully specified model with private infor-
mation, the planner would like to increase the Pareto weight of the agent with
private information to reduce the incidence of this friction.

The next example illustrates the role of the outlook for economic growth
at the time of disinvestment in preventing misrepresentation of preference
shocks. First, consider the example in Figure 6. It displays the transition to
the steady state from a larger stock of capital. The weights of agents 1 and
2 are 0.75 and 0.25, respectively. Initially, consumption, capital, and from-
tomorrow-on utilities decrease. During this initial phase, while capital is large
and decreasing, iccLH is negative and increasing. This means that when there
is extra capital in the economy, as compared to the stationary distribution,
the optimal drop in capital that a high preference shock would require (and
its corresponding drop in promised utility) is not large enough to provide
incentives to make the report of that shock incentive compatible. Eventually,
a high preference shock hits the economy, the consumption of agent 1 jumps,
and capital drops significantly. Now, the economy is expected to grow in
the coming years, which implies that another high preference shock would
hurt both agents more. Therefore, reporting a high preference shock becomes
incentive compatible for a few years, until the stock of capital reaches a higher
level. The same story occurs again in a few years, when a high preference
shock hits the economy again. Thus, this example illustrates the interaction
of growth and information. Misrepresentation of preference shocks is more
costly if the economy is expected to grow. This finding suggests that a planner
solving for the best incentive-compatible allocation would delay growth to
facilitate the provision of incentives.

The last example confirms the importance of the size of disinvestment
and the outlook for economic growth. Consider the time series artificial data
presented in Figure 7. The Pareto weight for agent 1 is larger than in previous
examples, 0.85, but the value of the high preference shock is smaller, sH =
1.05. First, notice that this example confirms the result in the previous figure:
It is easier to provide incentives (iccLH is larger) when the economy is expected
to grow. However, in this case, iccLH is never greater than zero. Notice that
this happens despite agent 1’s weight being larger than in all other examples.
The key difference is that the shock is not that large. Thus, the size of the
drop in capital accumulation is not very relevant, and therefore the difference
between w1L and w2L is small.

4. CONCLUSIONS

This article studies the interaction between growth and risk sharing. First, it
answers how investment is affected by insurance needs. A stochastic growth
model with two agents and preference shocks is used to answer this question.
Only one of the agents (or groups, regions, countries) is affected by this shock,
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Figure 7 Paths for the Model with Small Shocks
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which basically increases the need of consumption for this agent. When both
agents are risk-averse, the socially optimal response to this shock requires
both decreasing the consumption of other agents and decreasing capital ac-
cumulation. Thus, the occurrence of this shock slows down the convergence
toward the stationary distribution of capital.

Then, we analyze if the best path of capital accumulation and consumption
allocation is implementable if needs are privately observed by the agents. That
is, if the shocks are privately observed by individuals, do they have incentive
to misrepresent? The value of the incentive compatibility constraints implied
by the full information allocation is used to answer this question. Because
investment drops when an agent reports a high preference shock, the prospects
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of all agents deteriorate after such a report. This may be enough to prevent
misreporting. The size of disinvestment after the report of a high preference
shock and the outlook for economic growth at the time of disinvestment are
important to induce individuals to report a low realization of the preference
shock truthfully. This analysis suggests that in a fully specified model with
private information, the best incentive compatible allocation would tend to hurt
growth, by decreasing investment, and increase inequality, by augmenting the
share of consumption of the agent with private information. Of course, this
is only a conjecture. Solving for the constrained-efficient allocation in this
environment is necessary to verify the validity of this conjecture. This is left
for future research.
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