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Increases in the stock of ideas possessed by societies are central to modern economic 
growth. The implications of international idea flows are striking: according to one estimate, 
world production would be just 6% of its current level if countries did not share ideas. 
This seminar will examine how ideas are driving the modern era’s accelerating growth, 
the types of ideas that matter for growth, and the central role of idea flows between 
countries. I will then discuss how ideas diffuse between countries, how economists have 
measured this diffusion empirically, what we have learned from these studies, and the 
implications for New Zealand. I will argue, however, that most of the standard measures 
don’t capture the crucial defining feature of ideas, and will introduce a new measure of 
idea flows based on book translations. I will discuss the lessons this measure can teach 
us about the international diffusion of ideas more generally.


