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A B S T R A C T   

What drives groundbreaking research in economics? Nobel-prize-winning work has had an 
important impact on public policies, but we still do not understand well what drives such 
breakthroughs. We collect data on all nobel-prize discoveries in economics to address this 
question. We find that major advances in the field of economics are brought about by method-
ological innovation: by developing new and improved research methods. We find that developing 
for example econometrics in 1933, randomised controlled trials in 1948 and new game theory 
methods in 1950 were essential to opening the new fields of corporate finance, experimental 
economics and information economics, respectively. We identify the development of new 
methods as the main mechanism driving new discoveries and research fields. Fostering this 
general mechanism (generating novel methods) holds the potential to greatly increase the rate at 
which we make new breakthroughs and fields. We also show that many of the main methods of 
economics – such as randomised controlled trials, natural experiments, regression discontinuity, 
instrumental variables and other statistical methods – had been developed and used in other fields 
like public health, before economists adopted them. This shift towards more powerful empirical 
methods in the field has important implications on developing new and better methods and 
adopting them from related fields to make new advances more rapidly.   

1. Introduction 

One of the big puzzles in advancing the field of economics is understanding how we trigger new economic breakthroughs. 
Addressing the puzzle would help tackle economic, policy and social challenges we face. Nobel-prize-winning work in economics has 
an important impact on our lives and public policies through work on modelling the impact of climate change (Nordhaus, 1994), global 
poverty through field experiments (Kremer, 2003; Banerjee and Duflo, 2005), human capital investments for economic development 
(Schultz, 1945) and behavioural policy insights (Thaler, 1980). Existing research on nobel-prize-winning breakthroughs in economics 
has provided descriptive summaries of these discoveries or generally focused on a subset or sample of these discoveries (Breit and 
Hirsch, 2004; Offer and Söderberg, 2016; Karier, 2011; Bjork, Offer and Söderberg, 2014; Sanderson and Siegfried, 2019; McCabe and 
Babutsidze, 2020). Economists who have studied what drives research in general have explored individual factors such as the role of 
innovation (Jones, 2009; Bloom et al., 2020), reward and incentive systems (Azoulay et al., 2014; Frey and Gallus, 2017; Reschke et al., 
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2017; Borjas and Doran, 2015; Stephan, 2015, 1996), article citations (Krauss et al., 2023; Angrist et al., 2020; Card and DellaVigna, 
2013; Bjork, Offer and Söderberg, 2014; McCabe and Babutsidze, 2020), public funding (Stephan, 2015, 1996) and collaborations and 
publishing output (Wuchty et al., 2007; Bloom et al., 2020; Azoulay et al., 2019, Graff Zivin and Wang, 2010; Danús et al., 2023). Some 
studies have found that the number of researchers is increasing rapidly but not research productivity and the generation of new ideas 
(Bloom et al., 2020). Others have argued that as our bodies of knowledge expand, researchers have more training and research to get 
through before being able to reach the scientific frontier and discover something new (Jones, 2009). And others have shown that when 
prominent researchers pass away, fields can more easily evolve in new directions (Azoulay et al., 2019; cf. Azoulay et al., 2010). 
Existing studies provide important insights into the various outlined factors, but they have not yet systematically studied what drives 
the major advances in the field of economics and assessed the role and extent of new research methods in bringing them about. Existing 
studies have not yet examined all nobel-prize-winning discoveries in economics – which account for the major breakthroughs in the 
field – and linked them to the research methods (statistical methods, game theory methods etc.) used to make the discoveries and to the 
demographic and economic conditions of the discoverers (ibid.). We have thus not yet understood what drives the field’s major 
discoveries (cf. Azoulay et al., 2019: 2889). This present study adopts this novel methodological approach that enables directly 
studying the particular factors that make economic advances possible. 

The factors that can influence innovation in science and economic research can be viewed similarly to those influencing innovation 
in an economy: methodological factors (such as using computers and statistics), individual- and community-level factors (such as levels 
of education, interdisciplinary background, age and team size) and country-level factors (such as geographic location and population 
size). In analysing the factors driving groundbreaking research in economics, the present study focuses particularly on our direct 
influence on the methods we create and apply to be able to develop such research – while also studying the traits of the discoverers and 
their broader environment. This is the first study in the literature to do so and applies a set of descriptive statistics and regression 
analysis to assess all 78 nobel-prize-winning discoveries in economics, which have been made by 92 of the most-influential economists 
over the past century. Surveying the complete (universal) population of nobel-prize breakthroughs provides a unique opportunity and 
new perspective to understanding what drives the most prominent research in economics. 

What made possible for example Stone’s highly-influential research on systems of national accounts in 1940, or Kremer’s (followed 
by Banerjee and Duflo’s) seminal research on alleviating global poverty in 2003, or Stiglitz’s fundamental research on screening in 
1976? We find that it is primarily the research methods we create that have enabled directly making each of these discoveries, namely 
econometric methods developed in 1933, randomised controlled trials (RCTs) in 1948, and Nash equilibrium analysis in 1950, 
respectively. We show that major transformations in economics have been driven by the new and improved research methods we 
develop: new statistical methods, game theoretical methods, mathematical methods, the RCT method, natural experiments etc. In the 
21st century, methods like big data analysis, new computational methods, network analysis and machine learning methods – which 
were largely developed outside of economics – are opening up new areas of research in the field. 

In an economy, major advances in human wellbeing and development are commonly driven by technological change that arises 
from the intentional decisions of economic agents (Romer, 1990; Solow, 1957; Schumpeter, 1942/2008). We show here that major 
advances in research are commonly driven by methodological innovation that arises from the intentional decisions of researchers to 
develop new methods. In an economy we can view “‘technical change’ as a short-hand expression for any kind of shift in the production 
function” (Solow, 1957). New breakthroughs and research fields in economics similarly arise when economists do not just produce 
research with the same existing research methods but shift their means of producing research by extending and adopting new methods 
to be able to produce knowledge from an entirely new perspective. Some new methods have been developed within the field of eco-
nomics – such as the input-output method, national accounting methods and structural macroeconometrics, all of which earned a 
Nobel prize. Yet many powerful methods used in the field have been developed outside economics in neighbouring fields and later 
adopted in economics to be able to make groundbreaking research. These methods include RCTs and natural experiments (developed 
in public health and medicine), instrumental variables and time series analysis (created in statistics), regression discontinuity 
(designed in the social sciences) and experimental methods testing cognitive biases (conceived in psychology). These external methods 
pushed back and redefined the boundaries of economics. Public health and medicine are fields that provide vast parallels and untapped 
growth potential in the field of economics given their vast range of methods applicable in economics. To date, some of the best methods 
and techniques used in economics have been adopted by economists in an ad-hoc way from these other related fields but, as we will 
show, if we begin adopting them in a structured and targeted way we would be able to trigger more economic advances more rapidly. 
New methods are the binding constraint to making major new breakthroughs, especially when new methods are adopted from other 
fields, as disciplinary isolation underpins that constraint and often causes a longer gap in time to discovery. New methods enable 
observing, solving problems and experimenting in new and innovative ways and thus collecting novel evidence to make new dis-
coveries. A basic general model is developed here that explains how we make major new economic advances through major new 
methodological advances and that is grounded in the empirical evidence: 
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The contribution of the paper is thus providing novel empirical evidence and a novel theoretical explanation for economic 
breakthroughs – the new-methods-to-discovery explanation – that illustrates how major economic innovations arise through major 
methodological innovations. Assessing all nobel-prize discoveries in the field allows for generalising about the methods-driven nature of 
the field’s major discoveries and thus economics itself. Yet most researchers focus more on generating empirical evidence and theory 
than on developing new and improved research methods that enable us to produce such research in new and innovative ways. 

The paper is structured as follows. After the methods section, the results and discussion are organised in three sections. In Section 1 
we present the analysis of all nobel-prize-winning breakthroughs in economics, showing how the powerful research methods we 
develop and apply drive those breakthroughs. In Section 2 we show that a number of these important empirical methods in the field 
were largely developed and applied in other fields across the human sciences, often decades before Nobel laureates in economics 
introduced the given method in the field that later won them the prize. In Section 3 we show that these powerful empirical methods 
dominate research methods across other human sciences (medicine, public health, psychology, biology, statistics etc.), and we explore 
the extent to which the important role of theoretical methods in economics may have led researchers to turn to empirical and 
experimental methods later than researchers in neighbouring human sciences. We then discuss the important implications and how 
making new advances requires us to continually improve and expand our present research methods. 

2. Methods and data 

We study the major breakthroughs in economics over the past century by assessing all nobel-prize-winning breakthroughs. No other 
scientific prize and breakthrough captures the attention of the public and the scientific community as the Nobel Prize, with the se-
lection process led by leading experts in the field (Nobel Prize, 2023; see Lindbeck, 2007 for more details). Nobel prize winners are 
amongst the most influential and highly cited researchers (as confirmed via Scopus and Google Scholar). All breakthroughs awarded a 
Nobel prize in economics are included in the study, from 1969 (the first year the prize was awarded) to 2022 (Nobel Prize, 2023). The 
study thus assesses all 78 nobel-prize-winning discoveries in economics, made by 92 economists who were awarded the Nobel prize 
over the past century (outlined in Fig. 6). The prize is awarded in some years to one researcher and in others to two or three re-
searchers, and in those cases the Nobel prize committee has explicitly stated whether the prize was awarded for one or two discoveries. 
Over the 53 years of the Nobel prize in economics, the committee has awarded 78 discoveries. These 78 discoveries are each high-
lighted by the committee as a, or the, central paper for which the prize was awarded, and in cases in which several papers on a given 
topic were referenced by the committee then the first published central paper they reference has been included. All years in the present 
study reflect the year that the discovery or central method was published (not when the Nobel prize was later awarded). Each of the 
nobel-prize-winning papers is described here as a discovery (or breakthrough).1 Nobel prizes have been awarded for experimental 
breakthroughs (such as the endowment effect in behavioural economics and the analysis of the great depression), theoretical 
breakthroughs (such as Solow’s economic growth model and the theory of rational expectations) and methodological breakthroughs 
(such as vector autoregression method and ARCH method for economic time series). Importantly, each discovery – whether experi-
mental, theoretical or methodological – is linked here to the scientific methods applied to make the discovery and to the discoverers’ 
broader traits and conditions. Scientific research is commonly divided in these general categories and so are researchers, namely 
experimental/applied researchers, theoretical researchers and methodologists/econometricians. The central method used to make a 
discovery is defined as a major method applied in the discovery-making paper and commonly highlighted as such by the authors; 
commonly they are used to make multiple major discoveries. Methods developed in other fields like public health, such as RCTs and 
natural experimentation, are described here as research methods (not as discoveries). We apply a set of descriptive statistics of the 
discoveries that are disaggregated by sub-fields, time periods, scientific methods used and demographic, institutional and geographic 
features of the discoverers, and also conduct regression analysis – which are outlined when introduced in each section. 

1 The prize in economic sciences is not officially a Nobel Prize; in 1968, Sweden’s central bank (Sveriges Riksbank) instituted “The Sveriges 
Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel” which is awarded by the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences using the same 
principles as the Nobel Prizes (Nobel Prize 2023). 
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The main source for compiling the data in this study is the main publication of the discovery – i.e. the nobel-prize-winning paper – 
that indicates the research methods used to make the breakthrough. Much existing research is however conducted at the researcher 
level (see introduction), for example studying early-career features that drive prominent, high-impact researchers (Krauss et al., 2023). 
Here we thus shift the focus to study high-impact research itself (the nobel-prize-winning papers). The other features of the discoverers 
at the time of discovery, including age, education level, interdisciplinary background, geographic location and gender, are collected 
using data from official Nobel Prize documentation (2023) and six encyclopaedias of science (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2022a; 
Daintith, 2009; Bunch and Hellemans, 2004; Oakes, 2007; Simonis, 1999; Lerner and Lerner, 2004). Data on university ranking at the 
time of discovery are included (QS World University Rankings, 2021) and data on their religious affiliation (Sherby, 2002). All data for 
relevant variables have been confirmed with encyclopaedic sources. Research methods are thereby defined as systematic techniques 
that are used for scientific purposes and are generalisable (applicable in different contexts to do research). They range from econo-
metrics and RCTs to game theoretical methods, and do not refer to methodological abilities like observation and hypothesis testing. 
Summary statistics are provided in Appendix Table 1, and greater detail on the data collected for a given variable, are provided when 
introduced in each section or figure. 

3. Results and discussion 

3.1. The powerful role of new research methods in driving all nobel-prize-winning breakthroughs in economics 

Science can function like an economy: just as a growing and increasingly specialised labour force develops more diversified goods 
and technologies, a growing and increasingly specialised research community diversifies its research methods and knowledge. Many 
breakthroughs in economics since the second half of the 20th century would not have been possible without a research community 
extending and applying statistical methods – such as the econometric work by Frisch and Tinbergen developed in 1933, Stone in 1940, 
Haavelmo in 1941, Klein in 1950, Heckman in 1974, McFadden in 1974, Sargent in 1976, Sims in 1980, Deaton in 1980, Engle in 1982, 
Granger in 1987, Card in 1990 and Angrist and Imbens in 1994, and Kremer, Banerjee and Duflo in 2003. Each of these economists 
later earned a Nobel prize for their statistical research and it highlights the path dependency and cumulative growth of statistical 
methods. 

In this section we assess how the development of research methods drives the field’s new major breakthroughs. This requires an 
analysis over time – a before-and-after analysis of how creating a new method enables us to generate new discoveries. Including data 
for all 78 nobel-prize breakthroughs in economics, Fig. 1 plots the year in which a new research method was developed on the y-axis, 
and the year in which the breakthrough (whether experimental, theoretical or methodological) was made using that method on the x- 
axis. Each new method is illustrated as a line (|) (which all fall on the diagonal 45-degree line), while each later discovery made using 
the given method is illustrated as a dot (●). Multiple discoveries are often made using a new method (which are represented as 
multiple dots on the same horizontal line). Consider for example econometrics developed in 1933 by Frisch and Tinbergen (reflected as 
a line |) that Stone applied to be able to create systems of national accounting in 1940 and Haavelmo applied to develop probability 
theory foundations of econometrics in 1941 (reflected as subsequent dots ●), which won each of them a Nobel prize (Fig. 1). Consider 
also the game theoretical method of Nash equilibrium analysis developed in 1950 that Selten applied to develop subgame perfection in 
1965 and Harsanyi applied to create the theoretical foundation for the economics of information in 1967, which earned them a Nobel 
prize. Consider also the method of randomised controlled trials that was developed in medicine in 1948 (BMJ, 1948) and made 

Fig. 1. The year of the nobel-prize breakthroughs in economics follow the year the central method was developed (which was applied to make the 
breakthrough). 
Data reflect all 78 nobel-prize discoveries in economics. Data illustrate the central method developed (|) that is used to make the subsequent dis-
covery/ies (●). 

A. Krauss                                                                                                                                                                                                                



Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 221 (2024) 657–674

661

possible Kremer’s nobel-prize-winning research in 2003 on alleviating global poverty (Kremer, 2003). 
The first finding of this analysis is that all new major breakthroughs are driven by developing new methods applied to make them, 

as Fig. 1 illustrates. Newly made discoveries cluster together after we create the needed methods that enable the breakthroughs – i.e. 
they are a necessary condition. A second finding is that the time elapsed between the year we develop a given method and the year we 
make the subsequent discoveries using that method has become shorter over time, especially since the 1970s. The gap in time is thus 
closing (less time passes) between new methods and resulting discoveries (Fig. 1). Importantly, more than half of all nobel-prize dis-
coveries in economics were made within 9 years of developing the needed method and within 5 years for discoveries made since 1975. A third 
finding is that some breakthroughs made using empirical methods like RCTs have a particularly long gap in time, as they often lay 
unused for decades in other fields before they are applied in economics (discussed in Section 3.2). The data illustrate that economists 
could often have been quicker in making new breakthroughs if they had been quicker in adopting empirical and experimental methods 
from neighbouring human sciences (ibid.). There are opportunity costs and lags in impact of late adoption. 

Moreover, the year the given method is developed is strongly correlated with the year the subsequent breakthrough is made. 

Fig. 2. The most common methods applied to make nobel-prize breakthroughs in economics (amongst other methods). 
Data reflect all 78 nobel-prize discoveries in economics. A nobel-prize-winning study is defined as using a given method (amongst other methods) if 
the study describes the applied method using the indicated term – that is, a controlled study implies that the study uses a control group, ran-
domisation implies the study uses a randomised sample or randomisation algorithm, economic modelling implies the study involves mathematical 
modelling etc. Time series analysis and supply-demand analysis are distinguished in light grey as they are a sub-category of the preceding bar. 

Fig. 3. The emergence and use of the most commonly used research methods in making nobel-prize breakthroughs in economics. 
Data reflect all 78 nobel-prize discoveries in economics using common methods applied in making the discoveries – with a single discovery applying 
multiple methods reflected by multiple dots in the figure. That is, each row reflects all the discoveries that used the given method. The standardised 
use of controlled studies became more commonly applied around 1920. Econometrics includes statistical techniques such as instrumental variables 
and Monte Carlo simulations. Economic/mathematical modelling includes analyses using for example the Harrod-Domar model, IS-LM model and 
Phillips curve. Supply-demand analysis is one type of equilibrium analysis. 
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Regressing the year of discovery on the year the given method was developed (without any further controls) yields an R-squared of 
0.70. The time dimension is important: if we develop a given major methodological innovation earlier, the given breakthroughs can 
also be made earlier. 

Fig. 1 thereby provides data on the central method that was developed and applied to be able to make a given experimental, 
theoretical or methodological breakthrough in economics. As outlined, the central method is a major method applied in the discovery- 
making paper and generally emphasised as such by the authors. But papers do not only apply a central method (such as an RCT or 
natural experiment) but use additional methods (such as a randomisation technique or geometry). Fig. 2 thus provides data on the share 
of all nobel-prize breakthroughs that applied a given method, amongst other methods, in making a breakthrough – providing an 
overview of the most commonly used research methods in the field. It illustrates that economics would not be economics without 
algebra/calculus, statistical methods and equilibrium analysis – just like public health without controlled studies and statistics. These 
methods define the field and are applied in making most breakthroughs in economics (Fig. 2). About a fifth of groundbreaking research 
in economics also applied cost-benefit analysis and game theory. 

Fig. 4. Central methods used to make nobel-prize breakthroughs in economics. 
Data reflect all central methods applied to make two or more discoveries amongst all 78 nobel-prize discoveries in economics. Statistics includes 
statistical techniques such as instrumental variables and Monte Carlo simulations. Economic/mathematical modelling includes analyses using for 
example the Harrod-Domar model, IS-LM model and Phillips curve. Economic analysis includes analysis of cost-benefit, expected utility and rational 
expectations. 
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We also find that methodological breakthroughs themselves make up a large share of all 78 nobel-prize breakthroughs in eco-
nomics, accounting for 31%. This reflects 24 methodological discoveries that have been key in advancing the field, making most 
subsequent experimental and theoretical breakthroughs in economics possible. Frisch and Tinbergen’s (1933) development of 
econometrics and Samuelson’s (1947) formalization of economic research using mathematics both transformed economic analysis. 
Stone’s (1940) creation of national accounting methods has been central to how governments track economic activities and plan 
national budgets. Econometrics, algebra and national accounting methods make up much of the foundation of economics and without 
them most research in the field could not be conducted. The nobel-prize-winning breakthrough of Nash equilibrium analysis in 1950 
and of econometrics in 1933 were for example each used as the central method to make multiple nobel-prize-winning breakthroughs – 
as shown in Appendix Fig. 1. 

In light of this new-method-to-discovery relationship, we broaden our understanding of the world through methodological in-
novations that enable us to study and measure the world in new ways. New methods open new ways to develop research designs, 
collect and analyse data and create new perspectives by reducing our methodological and cognitive constraints and biases. The rise and 
growing importance of different research methods that are commonly used is outlined in Fig. 3, in which each colour reflects one 
method and each dot reflects one discovery using that method amongst the 78 discoveries. We find that of all nobel-prize break-
throughs, most were made applying econometrics amongst other methods used in the breakthrough paper. Econometrics, once devel-
oped in 1933, was immediately applied to make new discoveries (as reflected by the discoveries falling near the diagonal line). We also 
find that some research methods, such as game theoretical methods initially developed in 1928 and the RCT method in 1948, were only 
used decades after they were first developed. 

A flow diagram provides a different way to illustrate this link between new methods and subsequent new economic advances. We 
find that new statistical methods, economic/mathematical modelling, economic analysis methods and game theoretical methods are 
the most commonly used central methods to be able to make new groundbreaking research. Discoveries (on the right) cluster together 
around these central methods (on the left) – see Fig. 4. 

After analysing how new discoveries emerge, we next assess how new research fields arise. We find that amongst all 78 nobel-prize- 
winning breakthroughs, 26% led to a new research field opening up, accounting for 20 new fields – see Fig. 5. We analyse the first 
publication that opened a field and the central method used in that publication – i.e. the nobel-prize-winning paper (though other 
methods may later be used in a given field). Ten of these new fields were opened by applying statistical/econometric methods as the 
central method, including the fields of development economics and financial economics. Econometrics has thus arguably become the 
most important and powerful method in opening new research domains in economics (ibid.). 

We have outlined in this section the central methodological innovations in economics that have fundamentally shaped the field and 
made major economic advances possible. Our best research methods evolve over time and are shaped by methodological innovations 
in and outside of economics. 

Fig. 5. Central methods used to open new research fields that earned a Nobel prize in economics, with statistical methods most commonly used. 
Data reflect 20 established fields that directly emerged from economic discoveries and the central method applied in their nobel-prize-winning 
paper to open the field. These namely reflect new fields also recognised in the prize motivation and new fields that were opened by discoveries 
recognised in the prize motivation. To confirm that fields are established, we ensure that all fields returned via Google Scholar a minimum of 25 
results based on searching ‘field of x’ (e.g. ‘field of financial economics’), with most returning hundreds or thousands of results. 
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3.2. On the shoulders of giants from other fields in the human sciences: imported methods and the major advances in economics using them 

After identifying the development of new methods as essential for driving new breakthroughs, we show in this section how a 
number of these leading empirical and experimental methods in economics were developed and used in other fields, before Nobel 
laureates in economics began applying the given method that won them the prize. Multiple fields in the human sciences have an 
experimental tradition stretching back to the 19th century, such as medicine, public health, biology and education. Economics has 
traditionally been a largely non-experimental field and only became more experimental in the 1960s and 1970s (with the research for 
example of Vernon Smith discussed below) and increasingly in the 2000s. In 2003, Kremer, followed by Banerjee and Duflo, introduced 
the experimental approach to alleviating global poverty using randomised controlled trials that earned them the Nobel prize. The 
epidemiologist and statistician Bradford Hill developed the RCT method in the classic 1948 study testing a treatment for tuberculosis, 
published in the leading British Medical Journal that set the standard for subsequent RCTs. Over half a million RCTs had been con-
ducted in biomedicine, epidemiology and public health up to 2003 – as indexed in the Cochrane Library (2023) – when Kremer’s 
(2003) nobel-prize-winning paper used the method (Kremer, 2003). The new RCT method in economics is thus the old RCT method in 
medicine that had been widely used for over decades before Kremer’s research (BMJ 1948) – reflected as the longest horizontal line in 
Fig. 1. The RCT method has been one of the most important statistical developments in these fields and, once later adopted, also in 
psychology and economics. It has been essential in understanding the impact of thousands of treatments and interventions for over 75 
years (BMJ, 1948). The RCT method evolved in an iterative process in public health and biomedicine of extending and fine-tuning 
controlled experimentation – by developing techniques for randomisation in 1877, then blinded, randomised experiments in 1885, 
and eventually controlled placebo trials in 1937, and then double-blinded randomised experiments in 1948. Economists did not 
reinvent the RCT method but the components were already in place and they then applied the method to economic questions. In his 
nobel-prize-winning paper, Kremer (2003) also acknowledges that we require ‘randomized evaluations before launching large-scale 
funding of new policies that are prone to evaluation, just as regulators require randomized trials before approving new drugs.’ 
Kremer recognised that randomised experimentation already existed in medicine as a source of inspiration for using the method in 
economics. Some randomised experiments did already exist in economics. The Seattle-Denver Income Maintenance Experiment was 
for example one of four experiments conducted in the late 1960s and early 1970s that measured the effects of cash transfers on market 
labour (US Department of Health and Human Services, 1983). In fact, the earliest experimental trial in general is commonly tracked 
back to 1747 when the medical doctor James Lind assessed and demonstrated the effectiveness of oranges and lemons in treating 
scurvy amongst sailors at sea (Dunn, 1997). Applying the experimental method of randomised controlled trials has marked the greatest 
transformation in the field of development economics, enabling us to better measure and understand the causes of phenomena like 
poverty and the effectiveness of policy interventions. Kremer’s important role was in popularising the method within economics. In 
many ways, the statistical methods and reporting guidelines in medicine and the robustness of many medical studies often continue to 
exceed those in economics, as seen looking at studies in leading medical journals. This ranges from journal requirements of 
pre-registering relevant studies to reduce bias (before the trial starts and not at submission), to greater controls and blinding techniques 
and the essential use of meta-analyses to provide more robust and general knowledge than in any individual study. There is often more 
at stake in clinical experiments in terms of people’s lives, strict ethical standards and medical practice norms that require more rigorous 
experimental controls than in other fields using RCTs. 

Vernon Smith similarly earned the Nobel prize for introducing the ‘method of laboratory experiments in economics’ in 1962. Yet 
since 1948 experimental methods like randomised controlled trials have been widely applied in classroom experimentation in edu-
cation (Chamberlin, 1948) and in medicine and public health (BMJ 1948). In his nobel-prize-winning paper An Experimental Study of 
Competitive Market behavior, Smith (1962) points out that he adopts his experimental approach from education: ‘A similar experimental 
supply and demand model was first used by E. H. Chamberlin in an interesting set of experiments that pre-date contemporary interest 
in experimental games’. 

Card, Angrist and Imbens received the Nobel prize for ‘developing methods for analysing causal relationships (natural experi-
ments)’ in 1990. Natural experiments were first adopted in economics in 1986 (Lalonde, 1986; cf. Nobel Prize, 2021). Yet the new 
method of natural experiments in economics is the old method of natural experiments in medicine, which have a long tradition going 
back to the epidemiologist John Snow’s (1855) pioneering study of a cholera epidemic in London. He studied a natural experiment of 
water supply in different neighbourhoods in London that he linked to data on the prevalence of cholera. This ingenious experimental 
design provided him with evidence of the cause of cholera, namely a public water pump contaminated water with cholera due to 
sewage while other public pumps did not. His-findings convinced local authorities to take action and the outbreak ceased (Montelpare 
et al., 2021). Since the development of RCTs in 1948 many medical researchers have however highlighted the superior role of RCTs in 
making causal inferences compared to natural experiments, when applicable (BMJ, 1948; Craig et al., 2017). A similar shift in focus in 
the medical and clinical sciences, from natural experiments (applied since 1855) to randomised controlled trials (applied since 1948), 
also took place in economics. Yet these same methods were adopted from medicine much later in economics, from applying natural 
experiments (since 1986) to randomised controlled trials (since 2003) when the nobel-prize-winning research was conducted in 
economics. Both these methods had been picked up in economics in an unplanned way and we return to the implications on scanning 
for methods in other fields later. In examining the history of natural experiments, Angrist and Krueger outline how data from natural 
experiments are analysed using the method of instrumental variables that was developed in 1928. They state that ‘Wright (1928) 
confronted this issue in the seminal application of instrumental variables [which] went unnoticed by the subsequent literature. … 
Wright’s (1928) use of the more plausible exogenous instrument “yield per acre” seems well ahead of its time. … In the early 1920s, 
Wright’s son, Sewall Wright [who was a geneticist], developed “causal path analysis,” a method-of-moments-type technique … [and] 
Wright showed that path analysis and instrumental variables were equivalent … It is quite likely that Sewall Wright deserves much of 
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Table 1 
Nobel-prize breakthroughs awarded in economics for developing methods already, or largely already, developed and applied in other human sciences.  

Nobel-prize discovery in economics (description of prize motivation) Year nobel-prize breakthrough 
introduced in economics 

The method had been developed earlier in 
another scientific field 

Year breakthrough originally 
made in other field 

Method 
developed by* 

Experimental approach to alleviating global poverty using randomised 
controlled trials (Kremer, Banerjee and Duflo) 

2003 Randomised controlled trials (medicine) 1948 Hill 

Methods for analysing causal relationships (natural experiments) (Card, 
Angrist and Imbens) 

1990 Natural experiments (medicine) 
Instrumental variables (genetics/statistics) 
Regression discontinuity (social sciences) 

1855 
1928 
1960 

Snow 
Wright 
Campbell 

Cointegration method for economic time series (Granger) 1987 Time series analysis (statistics) 
Autoregression method (statistics) 
Error-correction model (economics) 

1927 
1927 
1957 

Yule 
Yule 
Phillips 

Generalized Method of Moments (Hansen) 1982 Method of moments (biostatistics) 
Method of minimum Chi-square 
(biostatistics) 

1894 
1928 

Pearson 
Neyman and 
Pearson 

Methods for dealing with selective samples – sample selection bias ( 
Heckman) 

1974 Tobit model (economics) 
Stratified sampling (statistics) 

1958 
1934 

Tobin 
Neyman 

Methods for dealing with discrete choice – conditional logit analysis ( 
McFadden) 

1974 Logistic model (statistics) 1845 Verhulst 

Method of laboratory experimentation in economics (V. Smith) 1962 Classroom experimentation (education)/ 
Randomised controlled study (medicine) 

1948 
1948 

Chamberlin 
BMJ 

Probability theory foundations of econometrics (Haavelmo) 1941 Logistic model (statistics) 
Randomisation (statistics) 
Modern probability theory (statistics) 

1845 
1877 
1933 

Verhulst 
Peirce 
Kolmogorov 

Econometrics for the analysis of economic processes (Frisch and 
Tinbergen) 

1933 Modern statistics (statistics, biology, 
agriculture) 

1925 Fisher  

* See reference list at the end of the paper for the central article or textbook outlining the given method published by these scientists in fields outside of economics. 
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the credit for his father’s use of instrumental variables’ (Angrist and Krueger, 2001; cf. Wright, 1928; Nobel Prize, 2021, 6). Social 
scientists like Donald Campbell also promoted using quasi-experimental methods for causal inference in the 1960s, namely estimating 
causal effects of policy reforms (Thistlewaite and Campbell, 1960). Campbell designed a central method, the regression discontinuity 
design, to be able to estimate causal effects in natural experiments (ibid.). Several decades later, economists picked up on these 
quasi-experimental methods that rapidly reformed methodological practice in applied microeconomics (Nobel Prize, 2021) and these 
methods have been expanded since then. Quasi-experimental methods, which thus first emerged in the medical and social sciences, 
have become amongst the most commonly used methods in economics for credible causal identification and have been extended by 
economists. 

The first Nobel prize in economics was awarded in 1969 to Frisch and Tinbergen for developing econometrics in 1933. In other 
words, they applied existing statistical methods that were extended to describe economic systems. Yet the statistician and biologist 
Ronald Fisher, commonly viewed as the father of modern statistics, published the landmark book Statistical Methods for Research 
Workers in 1925 that was the first full-length book on statistical methods and was critical in establishing and spreading modern 
statistics across scientific fields. This seminal book helped revolutionise fields like biology and agriculture. In the book, Fisher 
developed some of today’s most important and widely used statistical methods by researchers across all fields. He created the analysis 
of variance (ANOVA) technique. He popularised the use of the p-value in statistics and proposed using a 1 in 20 probability of a result 
arising by chance as a threshold for testing the statistical significance of experimental results, which became and remains the norm 
across science. He pioneered the use of randomisation in agricultural experiments (Fisher, 1925). For these vast contributions, Fisher 
was knighted in 1952 (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2022b). Most researchers have likely not heard of Fisher, but nearly all applied 
researchers have employed his methods which lay the foundation of modern statistics and are used in medicine, biology, psychology, 
economics and many other fields. Fisher’s pioneering work also opened the way for Hill to develop the RCT method that was later 
carried over into economics. 

These are several examples and a number of other methods were awarded the Nobel prize in economics that were largely developed 
in other human sciences – see Table 1 (and a description of these other examples is provided in the Appendix). Overall, many leading 
empirical and experimental methods in economics were thus developed in other fields before these Nobel laureates in economics began 
applying them, which have since been extended in and outside of economics. As researchers are specialised in one field and often not 
aware of and trained in methods in related fields, better understanding economic phenomena, informing public policy and fostering 
human welfare have at times been delayed for decades. To advance economic breakthroughs more rapidly, all researchers need to be 
taught about the set of relevant methods and techniques applied in other fields. 

With experiments long being common practice in other fields studying human beings like public health and medicine, an important 
question arises: why did it take economics longer to adopt experiments and many empirical methods? Is it possible that the important 
role of theoretical methods in economics – like equilibrium modelling and algebra – may have led to turning to experimental methods 
later than researchers in other human sciences? Today, most studies in leading medical, biological and psychological journals rely only 
on empirical methods and do not apply theoretical methods (as a look at leading journals illustrates). There is a theoretical-empirical 
divide between economics and other sciences studying human beings. As we observe in the next section, the data suggest that the 
important role of theoretical methods in economics may have made an experimental transition in the field slower in catching up to 
other fields across the human sciences. Economists have however, in the past few decades, made many important extensions to a 
number of these empirical methods initially developed in other fields. 

3.3. A shift of focus in the methods of economics towards empirical methods 

We have shown that new research methods drive new economic breakthroughs (Section 3.1) and that a number of these central 
empirical methods in economics were developed and applied in other human sciences before economists adopted them (Section 3.2). 
In Section 3.3 we analyse the role of these powerful empirical methods relative to theoretical methods in economics. 

Paul Samuelson’s (1947) book Foundations of Economic Analysis is commonly viewed as ‘the most important book in economics 
since the war’ and has had the largest impact on the field, winning him the Nobel Prize in 1970 (Breit and Hirsch, 2004: 278; cf. Nobel 
Prize, 1970). Foundations redirected economics towards the methods of theoretical physics and mathematics. The book proposed a 
mathematical structure that could underlie economics based on the principle of the stability of equilibrium in economic systems like 
markets and economies (ibid.). That is, the field of economics turned to the theoretical methods of physics to study economic 
behaviour and phenomena – in light of the great success of physics in the early 20th century in terms of relativity theory and quantum 
theory. Economists began increasingly adopting the use of algebraic equations, formal theorising and equilibrium modelling, with the 
aim of making economics more scientific. Samuelson ‘formalized economics research using mathematics and his work influences 
practically all branches of modern economics’ (Nobel Prize, 1970). Nobel laureate Robert Lucas Jr. stated that ‘Samuelson was 
regarded as a leading—perhaps the leading—economist in the world … reorganizing all of economics in four or five chapters’ (Breit 
and Hirsch, 2004: 279; Maurice Allais 1988). In response to criticism, Samuelson later stated that ‘There have been those who thought 
that my fooling around with thermodynamics was an attempt to inflate the scientific validity of economics’ (Breit and Hirsch, 2004: 
61). Since Samuelson, economics has been grounded in these theoretical methods, as illustrated in leading economic textbooks, journal 
articles and research institutions. 

Research in economics is generally classified into two categories:  

• Theoretical economics, in which theoretical methods such as mathematical formalisation and equilibrium analysis are commonly 
applied as the central methods, generally without using empirical data; 
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• Applied economics, in which empirical methods such as controlled experimentation, regression analysis, the RCT method or other 
statistical methods are commonly applied as the central methods. 

Data show that theoretical methods have been the dominant approach in economics, with 69% of all nobel-prize breakthroughs in 
economics adopting them as the central method while 31% adopt empirical methods as the central method – Appendix Table 2. 
Mathematical formalisation and equilibrium modelling is used in most nobel-prize breakthroughs in economics – from the work of 
Samuelson, Allais and Koopmans, to Debreu, Hicks and Arrow. Yet theoretical methods are generally not used in other human sciences. 
In public health, medicine and the behavioural sciences, human behaviour, phenomena and institutions are studied and explained 
using empirical and experimental methods. What constitutes the field of economics and how it is defined is underpinned by the Nobel 
Prizes – the field’s most prestigious award. Fig. 6 provides an overview of all nobel-prize-winning economic research, illustrating that 
the share of breakthroughs applying empirical methods has been increasing since the 1970s. We thus find that economics is experi-
encing a slow shift towards empirical methods. That is, the field is shifting towards the common methodological approach of the 
human sciences – though this is not the case for macroeconomics. 

Here we further analyse the methods used in each nobel-prize-winning paper in economics and disaggregate the data by empirical 
and theoretical breakthroughs; we also report the aggregate data for all 78 breakthroughs (Fig. 7a-b). We find that economic 
breakthroughs made by applying empirical methods are more than twice as likely to represent a new methodological breakthrough 
(not an empirical/experimental or theoretical advance) (Fig. 7a). These often reflect introducing new econometric methods. Empirical 
breakthroughs are also more likely to have required a new method created by the discoverer themselves to be able to make the 
subsequent breakthrough. They are also, as expected, much more likely to have required using observation, experimentation and 
testing a hypothesis (with empirical evidence). 

We also analyse discoverers’ traits including a range of demographic, institutional and geographic features, for the year in which 
they made their breakthrough (Fig. 7c-d). We find that economists who have made nobel-prize breakthroughs applying empirical 

Fig. 6. All nobel-prize breakthroughs: Classification based on breakthroughs made by applying empirical methods (◊) compared to theoretical 
methods (○). 
Data reflect all 78 nobel-prize discoveries in economics. While nobel-prize papers applying empirical methods as the central method (such as the 
RCT method) may also use algebraic equations or equilibrium analysis, no nobel-prize papers applying theoretical methods as the central method 
also use such empirical methods. Moreover, interdisciplinary breakthroughs refer to research with an interdisciplinary scope, while the method-
ological approach adopted either theoretical or empirical methods. This classification builds on and expands an earlier classification by the former 
chairman of the Nobel Prize Committee (Lindbeck, 2007). 
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Fig. 7. Features of nobel-prize discoveries in economics and their discoverers, by discoveries applying theoretical or empirical methods. 
Data reflect all 78 nobel-prize discoveries in economics. Discoverer has interdisciplinary degrees is defined as having two or more degrees in different disciplinary fields (such as engineering, 
mathematics or psychology). Discoverer worked interdisciplinarily is defined as working, or having worked, in more than one field – in different academic departments or professions. 
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methods are more likely to have worked interdisciplinarily. Other differences between the two groups are that economists who make 
empirical breakthroughs are more likely to have reached the highest levels of education at the time they published their breakthrough 
paper, with 100% having completed a PhD and 96% being professors – while these shares are 91% and 72% for economists who make 
theoretical breakthroughs. This is partly related to the fact that more theoretical breakthroughs were made in earlier decades than 
empirical breakthroughs (cf. Fig. 6 and Appendix Table 2); and economists making theoretical breakthroughs are slightly younger with 
an average age of 35 compared to 37 for economists making empirical breakthroughs (with an average age of 36 for all Nobelists). 
Moreover, 65% of economists who made their nobel-prize discovery applying theoretical methods were at a top 50 university 
worldwide at the time they made the discovery, compared to only 46% of economists in the empirical group. This finding illustrates the 
high concentration of prize recipients at the world’s leading universities. It also provides evidence of the greater institutionalisation of 
theoretical methods within economics. In terms of gender differences, only two female researchers have received the Nobel prize in 
economics – Elinor Ostrom and Esther Duflo – and both conducted their groundbreaking research applying empirical methods. 

Next, we conduct a logistic regression of the determinants of theoretical breakthroughs (1) relative to empirical breakthroughs (0), 
as the binary dependent variable. We include demographic, institutional and geographic features as independent variables. We apply 
two regression models. Model 1 controls for whether the method and discovery are made in the same year, and whether the discovery 
is a new method/tool; and also controls for common background factors for discoverers’ level of education and for whether they were 
at a top 50 ranked university worldwide that captures greater access to funding, networks and higher salaries. Model 2 extends these 
variables controlling also for whether they worked interdisciplinarily, their age and country of residence (the independent variables). 
All variables are binary (1 or 0) which enables more easily comparing and interpreting the relative importance of each factor. The 
regression results illustrate that theoretical breakthroughs (compared to empirical breakthroughs) are about 30% less likely to be made 
within the same year that the new method/tool was developed and used to make the discovery, about 25% less likely to be a 
methodological breakthrough (a new research method), about 48% less likely to be made by a professor and about 25% more likely to 
be made by a researcher at a top 50 university, while controlling also for researchers’ age, geographic location and whether they 
worked interdisciplinarily. Despite the small but universal population of nobel-prize breakthroughs, these results are statistically 
significant, as highlighted in Appendix Fig. 2, but do not go beyond statistical correlations. Different models are tested to ensure the 
robustness of the results, with the results in model 1 consistent with results in model 2 (see Appendix Fig. 2 for a set of robustness 
checks). The results are also consistent with the previous descriptive statistics (Fig. 7 and Appendix Table 1). 

We return here to the theoretical-empirical divide in methods between economics and other sciences studying human beings. 
Economics in the early 20th century did not yet have a clearly defined methodological foundation. Some economists aimed to push 
economics towards the human sciences, such as Schumpeter (1939) who adopted a biological-evolutionary framework in his model of 
creative destruction and Hayek (1929) who adopted a social and institutional approach. Samuelson (1947) took the 
theoretical-mathematical route and, with the recent successes in physics at the time, his arguments persuaded many leading econo-
mists. A new generation of theoretical economists emerged, and a new path dependency towards formalisation began, moving the field 
away from other human sciences. There may have also been an unexpected path dependency behind this theoretical-empirical divide: 
given the traditional focus on theoretical methods in economics there was more limited data to analyse that helped foster a cycle of 
focusing training and research more on theory than in other branches of science, including medicine, chemistry and even physics (see 
Appendix Fig. 3). Yet when advances in research in fields like public health and medicine mounted over the 20th century, including 
their vast impact on society and our lives, economists eventually turned to these experimental methods. Yet economics could have just 
as easily taken the empirical and experimental path as its core, as public health did, which also takes an individual, household and 
aggregate/population-level lens to studying the world. This would have led to a more applied outcome in economics earlier. It would 
have led to a different path dependency of the field towards empirical and experimental methods. 

As a thought experiment, imagine a counterfactual major methodological discovery that could have been adopted around 1950 
(rather than a breakthrough that was made) and applied to make a number of nobel-prize-winning discoveries. If more experimental 
methods like the RCT method were adopted in economics at that time like in public health and medicine in 1948 (rather than adopting 
say mathematical formalisation at the time), what would the economic frontier look like today? Given the strong parallels between 
economics and public health, it is conceivable that we could have carried out half a million RCTs in economics between 1948 and 2003, 
just as public health conducted over half a million over that period (with Kremer’s nobel-prize-winning work published in 2003) 
(Cochrane Library, 2023). What if economics had, to date, conducted about two million RCTs as is the case in public health (Cochrane 
Library, 2023), rather than just the few thousand (about 1600 in the J-PAL database and about 7400 in the AEA registry for RCTs) 
undertaken as of 2023, which correspond to less than 1% of those in public health? What if RCTs had been adopted in economics 
decades earlier? We could have studied tens of thousands of economic policies and phenomena in areas from poverty and education to 
labour and energy, and assessed which are the most and least effective to promote in different contexts. Given that a dozen other 
human sciences did not take the formalisation path, the experimental path is a conceivable path that economics could just as easily 
have taken and can take, as the foundation of the field. It depends on choices largely of young researchers entering the field. 
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4. Conclusion 

All major discoveries in economics that have won a Nobel prize have been driven by developing new research methods that are used 
to make the discoveries, and most discoveries since 1975 were made within 5 years of developing the needed method. The powerful 
general mechanism of advancing economic research is making methodological innovations that enable moving into uncharted 
research areas by allowing us to study the world in new ways. The nature of economics and economic advances is methods-driven. The 
best way we have to make new economic breakthroughs and open new research fields is by developing entirely new research methods 
and adopting new empirical and experimental methods from other human sciences. We can better explain, understand and advance 
new economic discoveries by placing the powerful role of new research methods at the centre of focus. 

Many central empirical methods of economics – such as statistical methods, RCTs, natural experiments, instrumental variables and 
regression discontinuity – had been developed and used in other fields like public health and statistics, often for decades before Nobel 
laureates in economics applied and then extended a number of them that won them the prize. These external methods pushed and 
redefined the boundaries of economics. Economics has thus greatly benefitted from adopting robust empirical methods from the 
human sciences. Yet economics has a large untapped growth potential given the vast range of methodological techniques and practices 
in other fields, especially public health, that have not yet been adopted in economics. These include the essential role of meta-analyses 
in establishing knowledge in the field, journal requirements of pre-registering all relevant studies to reduce bias, greater controls and 
blinding techniques etc. Meta-analyses for example are often viewed as the most robust form of evidence in medicine as they sys-
tematically synthesise the findings of many independent studies to be able to calculate overall or absolute effect sizes. They provide 
general knowledge about a body of research – rather than results in an individual study that are more prone to individual biases. 
Making meta-analyses also the norm in economics would be revolutionary in pushing the field forward towards greater rigour. If 
economists begin scanning public health and other related fields and begin adopting relevant methods and techniques in a structured 
and targeted way, this would foster new advances in economics at a more rapid pace. To date, such methodological adoption from 
neighbouring fields has been slow and in an ad-hoc and unplanned way, with large time lags between new methods in other fields and 
their later adoption in economics that eventually led to major economic advances (Table 1). Broader analyses of the features of sci-
ence’s major discoveries across science (and not only economics) are conducted in related studies (Krauss, 2024a, 2024b) and are part 
of a series of forthcoming papers and forthcoming book The Motor of Scientific Discovery. 

Adopting theoretical-mathematical methods as the foundation of economics has made an experimental transition in the field 
slower. Ultimately, since major theoretical research accounts for about 70% of the Nobel prizes in economics, researchers may be 
incentivised to focus on theory. Yet research developing new empirical methods and applying new empirical methods from other fields 
would help advance new breakthroughs more rapidly and broaden our understanding and impact in the field – and bring economics 
more on the path of public health. Especially by fostering such new and improved methods we can help drive the next major economic 
breakthroughs. 
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Appendix 

Appendix Fig. 1. New research methods make subsequent economic breakthroughs possible. 
Data reflect the year the nobel-prize-winning method of Nash equilibrium/game theory analysis and econometrics were developed and the year the 
subsequent nobel-prize breakthroughs were made using the method and its extensions. Given the large number of nobel-prize discoveries made 
using econometric methods, several were not included in the limited space in the figure: Human capital for economic development, particularly 
agriculture (1945); Econometric models (1950); Life-cycle hypothesis of household saving and financial markets (1954); and Market processes and 
analysis of structure of industries (1961).  

Appendix Fig. 2. Drivers of theoretical breakthroughs relative to empirical breakthroughs in economics. 
Data reflect all 78 nobel-prize breakthroughs in economics. Statistical significance: *** <1%, ** <5%,* <10%. Results of this logistic regression are 
presented in marginal effects – with theoretical breakthroughs (1) relative to empirical breakthroughs (0), as the binary dependent variable. The R2 
is 0.31 for model 1 and 0.33 for model 2. The Wald test indicates a good model fit, with the p-value < 0.001 for both models. Confidence intervals 
are reported at the 95% level. A variable for gender was not included as two observations exist for empirical breakthroughs and none for theoretical 
breakthroughs. We run different sensitivity tests. First, we conduct the same regression but only for discoveries made by one researcher (dropping 
those made by two or more) and find that effect sizes and statistical significance levels remain consistent and robust across the variables (67 ob-
servations). Second, we run the same regression but include the variable for whether discoverers were at a top 25 (rather than top 50) ranked 
university or not, and find that the results remain consistent and robust (78 observations). Third, we run the same regression but control for the 
decade in which the discovery was made, and results remain consistent but the effect size for being a professor (relative to having a PhD or less) is 
slightly smaller (78 observations). As the different models illustrate similar effect sizes and statistical significance levels, the results for the different 
models are robust.  

A. Krauss                                                                                                                                                                                                                

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2024.04.001


Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 221 (2024) 657–674

672

Appendix Fig. 3. Gap in years between the nobel-prize discovery and award in economics. 
Data reflect all 78 nobel-prize breakthroughs in economics. In some years the prize is awarded for two or three discoveries, reflected as two or three 
dots on one line. Two examples are provided, illustrating the shortest gap (11 years) and the longest gap (54 years). Across all years of the Nobel 
prize, the gap between the two is slightly increasing over time. The average gap between the two is 32 years.    

Appendix Table 1 
Factors underlying economic discoveries: the methods and approaches used to make discoveries, and the traits and conditions of discoverers.    

Major discoveries 
in economics, total 

Major discoveries in 
economics applying 
theoretical methods 

Major discoveries in 
economics applying 
empirical methods  

Total number of discoveries: 78 54 24  
** All shares below out of 100% ** (unless otherwise indicated) 

Methods and methodological 
abilities used to make 
discoveries 

Methodological abilities used to 
make discoveries:    
Observation 82 74 100 
Experimentation 44 26 83 
Hypothesis testing 45 28 83 
Methods and instruments used 
to make discoveries:    
New sophisticated method or 
instrument developed to make 
discovery… 

100 100 100 

…made by discoverer to make the 
discovery 

30 24 42 

Any instrument (computer etc.) 85 82 92 
Any method (mathematics, cost- 
benefit analysis etc.) 

100 100 100 

Mathematics 100 100 100 
Statistics 79 72 96 
Multiple methods or instruments 100 100 100 
Discovery itself is a developed 
method or instrument 

31 22 50 

Traits of discoverers at time of 
discovery and demographic and 
economic conditions 

Traits of discoverers at the time 
of discovery    
Age of scientist (average age) 35,8 35,4 36,6 
Gender,% male 97 100 92 
Discovery made by 1 individual 
(ref. group 2 or more)* 

86 85 88 

Education level: Professor 79 72 96 
PhD/Postdoc 14 18 4 
Masters 3 4 0 
Bachelors 4 6 0 

(continued on next page) 
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Appendix Table 1 (continued )   

Major discoveries 
in economics, total 

Major discoveries in 
economics applying 
theoretical methods 

Major discoveries in 
economics applying 
empirical methods 

Total 100 100 100 
Discoverer has 2 (or more) degrees 
in different fields 

58 57 58 

Discoverer worked 
interdisciplinarily 

53 48 63 

Working at a university or 
research institution 

100 100 100 

Discoverer at top 25 ranked 
university 

49 54 38 

Discoverer at top 50 ranked 
university 

59 65 46 

Region of the world of discoverer:  
N. America  78  76  83 

Europe 18 22 8 
Other region 4 2 9 
Total 100 100 100 

Religious affiliation: Christian  
non-Catholic  39  41  35 

Catholic 6 6 5 
Jewish 38 39 35 
Other religion 1 0 5 
No religion/atheist/agnostic 16 14 20 
Total 100 100 100 

Year of discovery (mean year) 1965 1961 1974   

Appendix Table 2 
Nobel-prize breakthroughs in economics, percentage by major categories.   

All nobel-prize breakthroughs  All nobel-prize breakthroughs since 1970  

Theoretical 
breakthroughs 

Empirical 
breakthroughs 

Total Theoretical 
breakthroughs 

Empirical 
breakthroughs 

Total 

Microeconomics 23% 6% 29% 29% 11% 40% 
Macroeconomics 23% 0% 23% 9% 0% 9% 
Interdisciplinary research 9% 8% 17% 9% 11% 20% 
Methodological research/ 

econometrics 
14% 17% 31% 3% 28% 31% 

Total 69% 31% 100% 50% 50% 100% 

Data reflect all 78 nobel-prize discoveries in economics (left-hand side), and 35 nobel-prize discoveries since 1970 (right-hand side). 
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