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(1) Experimentation in scientific institutions is good

Comparison: the life sciences.

The
problem is funding

▶ Researchers spend all their time
applying for grants

▶ Grants are for one specific project
▶ Grants don’t last long

Arc Institute: Give scientists
no-strings-attached, multiyear funding

Fast Grants: 48-hour turnaround
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(1) Experimentation in scientific institutions is good more
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(2) Science is getting older
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(2) Science is getting older

Restud (founded 1933):
▶ Founding editors:
Abba Lerner (age 29),
Paul Sweezy (age 23)

▶ “The object of the Review is [...]
publication of new work [...]
particularly by young writers.

▶ “Any member who becomes a
Reader or Professor in a British
University must resign his
membership.”
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(2) Science is getting older
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(3) Moving fast is important
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(4) Private provision of public goods

Why does any company support public-facing research?

1. Direct benefits: research on e.g. pricing improves Stripe profitability

2. Principal-agent problem: between owners and managers? not Stripe?

3. Recruiting: amenity value
4. Indirect benefits: your research is helping to increase the GDP of the
internet [Shapiro and Varian 1999; Lerner and Tirole 2002]
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(5) AI could be a big deal

Most importantly!

!!!!!

▶ Do economists
underrate AI?
Data soon...

1. Good and evil are definitely real. You can talk in philosophy
class about how subtle and complicated they are, but this is bullshit and
you know it.

▶ Advanced AI is definitely going to transform the
economy

2. You are kind of crap. You know what good is, but you don’t do it.
You know what evil is, but you do it anyway.

▶ You know you should be working on the economics of AI

3. It’s not too late to change. You say you’re too far gone, but that’s
another lie you tell yourself. If you repented, you would be forgiven.

▶ It’s still early
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How does one change a scientific field? Lessons from the credibility revolution

1. Demonstrable superiority
▶ Credibility revolution: e.g. Lalonde (1986)

▶ Economics of AI: ?

2. Leadership / tastemakers [a la Acemoglu and Jackson (2015)]

▶ Credibility revolution: e.g. Orley Ashenfelter
▶ AI: ?

3. External demand [Akerlof and Michaillat (2018)]

▶ Credibility revolution: policymaker demand for simple/transparent
methodology

▶ AI: policymakers, AI labs

, Stripe, ...
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Moonshot daydreams
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You and Your Research

Over on the other side of the dining hall
was a chemistry table [...] I started asking,
“What are the important problems of your
field?”

And after a week or so, “What impor-
tant problems are you working on?” And af-
ter some more time I came in one day and
said, “If what you are doing is not impor-
tant, and if you don’t think it is going to lead
to something important, why are you at Bell
Labs working on it?” I wasn’t welcomed after
that; I had to find somebody else to eat with!

— Richard Hamming, “You and Your Re-
search”
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You and Your Research

The average scientist, so far as I can make
out, spends almost all his time working on
problems which he believes will not be im-
portant and he also doesn’t believe that they
will lead to important problems.
— Richard Hamming, “You and Your Re-
search”
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You and Your Research
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The Hamming question

What is the most important question in your field? And are you
studying it?

If you do not work on an important problem, it’s unlikely you’ll do important
work. It’s perfectly obvious.
— Richard Hamming, “You and Your Research”
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An economic perspective on the Hamming question

importance

feasibility
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An economic perspective on the Hamming question

importance

feasibility

“economist as
plumber”

long-run
growth
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The fellowship wants to incentivize:

“While we welcome researchers interested in any aspect of the economics of AI,
broadly defined, we are particularly interested in supporting high-impact
research that:

1. is focused on the economics of transformative AI
2. is forward-looking
3. is expected to be of durable importance
4. moves fast”

13
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Miscellanea

1. Positively surprised by quality/quantity of applications

▶ Thank you to Todd Lensman and Zach Mazlish!!!

2. Please cite Stripe fellowship in acknowledgments if appropriate :)

▶ Share any anecdotes about impact

3. Ask questions!

4. What is the most important question in the field?
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Thank you!

▶ Patrick Collison
▶ Emily Glassberg Sands
▶ Cat Rotolo
▶ Laura Buhler
▶ Matt DeLand & Lauren Thomas
▶ The entire Stripe team
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(1) Experimentation in scientific institutions is good back

In economics: funding structure is not
the problem...
...the problem is the journal system

▶ Too slow
▶ “Tyranny of the top 5” =⇒ distorted
incentives

Culture is tougher to change than
funding
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