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Bridging between policymakers’ and
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Introduction and summary1

1

The policy debate over bubbles concerns the question of what policymakers should do when faced with a
rapid increase in asset prices that does not coincide with corresponding changes in the value of the dividends
these assets are expected to pay out. Such scenarios alarm policymakers (and the public), because the rapid
inexplicable increase in asset prices may indicate that asset prices are too high, leaving markets vulnerable
to an equally rapid price decline. As the terminology used to describe these episodes suggests, the concern
is that under these circumstances, asset prices are as fragile as a soap bubble that can burst at the slightest
touch or as a bubble of air that rises in a flute of champagne until it reaches its peak and then pops. The
economic fallout from a sharp fall in asset prices can be severe, as evident from the collapse of U.S. house
prices in the mid-2000s.
One striking aspect of the debate over how to respond to bubbles is the way in which this debate has largely
ignored the theoretical models economists have devised to study bubbles. For a variety of other economic
questions, it is quite common for policymakers to seek guidance from economic models to help them
formulate economic policy, much in the way that engineers consult models of the physical world when they
design and build bridges. For example, central banks have long used macroeconomic models to guide them
on what type of monetary policy would best allow them to meet their mandate to maintain a stable economy.2
Similarly in the area of fiscal policy, the Congressional Budget Office uses economic models to capture
how households respond to different policies that affect government revenues and expenditures. The
results inform policymakers about the likely fiscal impacts of the various policy proposals they consider.3
When it comes to asset bubbles, however, the theoretical models economists have devised to study this
very phenomenon have not been integrated into policy analysis. Here, I am specifically referring to a line
of research that tries to be precise about what it means for an asset price to be too high and to explain
when and why this might happen. To economists, the value of an asset derives from the dividends it pays
out. By this logic, the price at which an asset should trade is the present discounted value of the dividends
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it is expected to generate over its lifetime, also known as the asset’s fundamental value. Ordinarily, people
would be reluctant to pay more for an asset than the value of the dividends it is expected to yield. Likewise,
if an asset sold for less than the value of the dividends it was expected to generate, investors should view
it as a bargain and rush in to buy it, bidding up its price. And indeed, in many economic models, assets are
predicted to trade at their fundamental values. Economists would, therefore, define a bubble as an asset
that trades at a price that differs from its fundamental value.4 And although many models predict that bubbles
will not arise, economists have devised models in which an asset can trade at a price that is too high, in
that it exceeds its fundamental value. These models can presumably speak to the concern that asset prices
can sometimes be too high. Nevertheless, these models have not figured prominently in the discussion of
how policymakers ought to respond if they suspect a bubble. To the contrary, it is not uncommon to hear
policymakers dismiss such models as esoteric and of limited practical interest. When I first presented a
version of this article in a panel session at an academic conference on the topic of asset bubbles, one conference
participant volunteered that whenever they presented their theoretical work on asset bubbles at central banks,
there was always a sharp contrast between the initial enthusiasm with which they were greeted before
their presentation and the generally tepid response afterwards.

2

To be sure, models of bubbles are not the only types of models that can provide information about large
asset price swings of the kind that worry policymakers. For example, Kiyotaki and Moore (1997) and
Brunnermeier and Sannikov (2014) study economies with financial frictions in which asset prices are
highly volatile. In these models, there are shocks that do not affect dividends directly but do affect which
agents hold assets and, thus, how efficiently assets are allocated. When assets are allocated less efficiently,
their price will drop. Related work by Fostel and Geanakoplos (2008) assumes agents value assets differently
because they hold different beliefs or have different attitudes toward risk. In their model, a shock that
induces a change in the identity of the marginal trader who holds the asset may lead to a big change in the
price of the asset without any change in the underlying dividends. While these models can also explain
why asset prices might be volatile, they do not imply that asset prices are excessive relative to the dividends
they generate. The reason I restrict my attention to models of bubbles is that the debate about how policymakers should respond to asset prices is often framed in terms of bubbles, precisely because policymakers
are worried that asset prices are somehow too high. While it is essentially impossible to measure the fundamental value of long-lived assets and definitively establish whether they are in fact overpriced, theoretical
models in which a bubble can arise ought to be useful for developing insights on why overpricing might
occur and what would be an appropriate policy response to it. Yet so far, policymakers have not relied on
such models to guide their thinking about policy.
In this article, I offer some thoughts on why there is such a gap between policymakers and researchers when
it comes to asset bubbles. I argue that existing theoretical models of bubbles have yet to effectively address
the questions that policymakers are most interested in. I go on to discuss how existing theories can
potentially be used to address these questions in the future. The message I wish to convey is that even if
policymakers find little in existing work on bubbles that can illuminate the questions they find important,
there is scope for theoretical work on bubbles to either address these questions going forward or to convince
policymakers that the answers it already does provide are useful. It should, therefore, be possible to bridge
the gap between the theoretical literature on bubbles and the types of issues policymakers care most about.
In what follows, I first describe the key questions that occupy policymakers who are concerned about the
prospect of asset bubbles. I then discuss what the existing theoretical literature has to say about these key
questions and how these models might eventually be used to shed light on the questions policymakers
care most about.
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Policymakers’ views on bubbles
Prior to the global financial crisis that started in 2007, the debate over how policymakers ought to respond
to asset bubbles focused largely on two particular policies. One of these calls for a central bank to raise
interest rates when it suspects a bubble has developed in order to dampen it. The other calls for a central
bank to wait and see what happens to the prices of assets suspected to be bubbles, then intervene if necessary
if and when prices fall. According to this view, a central bank should intervene only if asset prices collapse,
and then only if there is reason to intervene to avoid negative fallout from the crash.
The first option, raising rates in the face of a potential bubble, has come to be known as “leaning against
the wind.” Trichet (2005) offers a nice explanation of what this approach entails:
The leaning against the wind principle describes a tendency to cautiously raise interest
rates even beyond the level necessary to maintain price stability over the short to medium
term when a potentially detrimental asset price boom is identified. ... The central bank
conducts a slightly tighter policy in order to better ensure price stability over extended
horizons by possibly containing the future growth of the bubble—or at least not to
accommodate it—than it would otherwise if confronted with a similar macroeconomic
outlook under more normal market conditions.
Even before the financial crisis, papers such as Borio and Lowe (2002) were arguing that the historical
evidence suggests that periods of rapid asset price growth are often followed by recessions and financial
crises, especially if the rise in asset prices is accompanied by a rapid growth in credit. On the basis of these
patterns, they argue that central banks facing a rapid increase in asset prices should actively try to dampen
asset prices by raising interest rates, even if it is unclear whether the increase in the price of assets corresponds
to an asset bubble as economists would define it.

3

An alternative policy option, articulated in Bernanke and Gertler (1999), argues that central banks should
hold off on responding to rapid asset price increases and intervene only if asset prices collapse in a way that
endangers economic activity. This is the wait-and-see approach. The key point Bernanke and Gertler emphasize
is that raising interest rates represents a blunt intervention that affects not only asset prices but also economic
activity and inflation. Thus, they argue that acting to stabilize asset prices can interfere with a central bank’s
mandate for macroeconomic stability. If the surge in asset prices itself contributes to inflation and economic
overheating, a central bank committed to stabilizing output and prices should certainly respond to make sure
the economy doesn’t overheat and that inflation doesn’t rise above its target rate. But, they argue, a central
bank should not intervene if asset prices rise without overheating. Indeed, a central bank should not intervene
even if a surge in asset prices is likely to result in an eventual fall in asset prices that could threaten economic
activity. The reason is that a central bank should in principle be able to shield the economy from such fallout
by lowering interest rates after asset prices fall to keep the economy growing at its natural rate. This response to
asset bubbles has sometimes been described as waiting to “mop up” the mess after the crash, which is why
the debate over bubbles has at times been described as the “lean versus clean” debate.
Although the relative merits of these two approaches were actively debated before the financial crisis, policymakers largely tended to take the wait-and-see approach. This may be due in part to the U.S. experience
with the boom and bust in technology stocks in the late 1990s, an episode often referred to as the dot-com
bubble. As the share prices of companies specializing in information technology shot up, the Fed refrained
from responding by raising interest rates. Then-Fed Chairman Alan Greenspan did publicly question how
policymakers would know if high asset valuations were driven by irrational exuberance, comments that
attracted considerable attention at the time and were widely interpreted as concern about the rise in the
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price of equities (Greenspan, 1996). But beyond Greenspan’s speech, the Fed did not signal any inclination
to use interest rate policy to respond to what some had decried as a potential bubble. After the price of
technology stocks collapsed and economic activity began to contract, the Fed proceeded to cut interest rates
aggressively. The fact that the 2001 recession proved to be rather mild was taken by many as evidence
that the wait-and-see approach could work well in practice, and that waiting to intervene could still be
effective in limiting the fallout from an asset price collapse.5
However, the global financial crisis that started six years later led many policymakers to reassess the
merits of the wait-and-see approach. In contrast to the mild 2001 recession that followed the collapse of
dot-com stocks, the recession that followed the fall in U.S. house prices in the mid-2000s was severe and
prolonged. Central bankers came to view the wait-and-see approach as potentially costly. First, it became
clear that a failure to intervene while asset prices are rising may allow risks to accumulate and expose
financial intermediaries to larger losses that leave the financial system vulnerable to a systemic crisis.
Second, the severity of the recession following the collapse in house prices exposed the limits of central
banks in stimulating economies hit by especially large shocks, due to the effective lower bound on the
nominal interest rates central banks could set. Although central banks did develop new tools to get around
constraints on interest rates, such as quantitative easing, forward guidance, and negative interest rates,
most policymakers viewed having to resort to these tools instead of traditional monetary policy tools as an
undesirable position for a central bank to be in. The prevailing view in policy circles on how to deal with
bubbles thus shifted away from the wait-and-see approach and toward a view that policymakers confronted
with a potential asset bubble should move in some way to contain it. The question now was what the best
way to contain a growing asset bubble might be.

From “lean versus clean” to “lean versus screen”
Even as policymakers began to view the wait-and-see approach as too costly in the wake of the global
financial crisis, they remained troubled by the original critiques of the lean-against-the-wind approach.

4

The resulting shift in thinking led to a view in which some sort of action by central banks in the face of
rapidly rising asset prices was probably called for, but not necessarily one that involves an increase in
interest rates. One alternative approach to reining in potential bubbles that gained popularity in policy circles
focused on macroprudential policies. This approach argues that central banks should supervise and regulate
banks in a way designed to safeguard the financial system as a whole rather than to ensure the health of
individual banks. The two might conflict if the decisions that improve the outlook of an individual bank,
such as liquidating risky assets or buying up certain assets in an attempt to diversify a given bank’s holdings,
may imperil the banking sector as a whole.6 Rather than raising interest rates when asset prices rise, this
approach argues, central banks should closely monitor how exposed financial intermediaries are to asset
bubbles and whether these intermediaries are contributing to the growth of these bubbles. Central banks
should then intervene to restrict the type of lending banks can do or the terms at which they lend in an
effort to either dampen the bubble or potentially mitigate the fallout if asset prices crash. For example,
central banks could move to restrict the type of lending that pushes up asset prices or the use of contracts
that facilitate speculative trading.7
The view that macroprudential policies can serve as an alternative tool against asset bubbles relies on the
idea that credit is an important driving force behind asset bubbles, or at least the type of asset bubbles that
policymakers are most concerned about. For example, Mishkin (2011) makes a distinction between what
he calls irrational-exuberance bubbles and credit-driven bubbles. He views the boom and bust in the price
of technology stocks in the late 1990s as an example of the former and argues that these do not have a
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profound impact on the economy. By contrast, he argues that bubbles in which credit plays a key role should
be viewed as a particular source of concern for policymakers. He writes:
[N]ot all asset price bubbles are alike. Financial history and the financial crisis of 2007–2009
indicates that one type of bubble, which is best referred to as a credit-driven bubble, can
be highly dangerous. With this type of bubble, there is the following typical chain of events:
Because of either exuberant expectations about economic prospects or structural changes
in financial markets, a credit boom begins, increasing the demand for some assets and
thereby raising their prices. ... At some point, however, the bubble bursts. The collapse in
asset prices then leads to a reversal of the feedback loop in which loans go sour, lenders cut
back on credit supply, the demand for the assets declines further, and prices drop even more.
If the trading of bubble assets is financed by credit, then an intervention that limits the amount that financial
intermediaries can lend against bubble assets may be an effective way to rein in bubbles without requiring
an increase in interest rates. The lean versus clean debate from the period before the financial crisis thus
evolved into a lean versus screen debate in the wake of the crisis, or a debate between raising rates to stem a
bubble and using oversight and regulation to curb resources from flowing into overheated asset markets.

5

One advantage of the macroprudential approach over interest rate policy is that it can potentially be targeted
toward particular financial institutions and particular assets without affecting macroeconomic outcomes
more broadly. This has certainly increased the appeal of this approach among policymakers who were
already concerned about using blunt tools to combat asset bubbles. However, others have argued that a
regulatory approach will only invite innovation to circumvent whatever regulations central banks can
come up with. As Stein (2013) puts it, raising rates “has one important advantage relative to supervision
and regulation—namely that it gets in all of the cracks.” That is, although financial intermediaries may be
able to get around restrictions on what assets they can lend and at what terms, they cannot avoid competing
with the short-term nominal interest rate set by the central bank. As policymakers have shifted to favoring
a more proactive stance against bubbles, the policy debate has focused on a choice between interest rates
and regulation as the right tool for fighting bubbles.

Are policies designed to fight bubbles effective?
Whereas Stein (2013) argued that monetary policy is likely to be more effective in reining in bubbles than
macroprudential policy given that it is harder to circumvent, some recent work has argued that, for quite
different reasons, raising rates may be ineffective or counterproductive at reining in bubbles. An example
of this critique is the debate about the move by the Riksbank to raise short-term interest rates in Sweden
in 2010 out of concern about a potential bubble in housing markets. This move was highly criticized both
at the time and subsequently by Lars Svensson, who was deputy governor at the Riksbank at the time of
the rate increase. The fact that the Riksbank later reversed course and lowered interest rates starting in late
2011, eventually setting negative rates, helped strengthen the impression that the original decision to raise
rates out of a concern about a potential bubble was a mistake.
Svensson (2014) lays out his case against leaning against the wind, which he further elaborates in
Svensson (2017). Part of his case mirrors the original critique by advocates of the wait-and-see approach that
interest rates are too blunt an instrument and can work against the central bank’s goals for macroeconomic
stability. To make this point, Svensson uses a dynamic stochastic general equilibrium model of the Swedish
economy maintained by the Riksbank to analyze what would have happened had the Riksbank kept the
nominal interest rate unchanged rather than increasing it as it did. He finds that by moving to raise rates,
the Riksbank increased unemployment above what would have prevailed had it kept the nominal interest
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rate unchanged. He also finds that the Riksbank lowered the inflation rate to below its desired target of 2 percent.
Although a central bank might be willing to trade off missing on its macroeconomic targets in order to
reduce the probability of a financial crisis, Svensson points out that the Riksbank’s own calculations suggest
a miniscule reduction in this probability. In particular, the Riksbank used the work of Schularick and
Taylor (2012) to estimate the probability of a financial crisis as a function of the growth rate of real debt.
But Svensson argues that the decline in the probability of a financial crisis using the Riksbank’s own
calculations is insignificant, only 0.02 percentage points. Thus, he argues that the Riksbank effectively
sacrificed its macroeconomic goals without getting much in return.
Moreover, Svensson goes on to argue that raising rates may well have been counterproductive and increased
the likelihood of a financial crisis rather than slightly decreasing it. In particular, he posits that the probability of
a crisis depends not on the growth of real debt but on the ratio of household debt to income. This is arguably
a better measure of how financially stressed households are, since it compares their obligations with the
resources they have to repay them. Using the same model of the Swedish economy maintained by the
Riksbank, he computes the ratio of household debt to income in the counterfactual scenario in which the
Riksbank had kept the nominal interest rate unchanged. He finds that according to the model, raising the
interest rate increased the ratio of household debt to income. That is, even though raising rates slowed
down the growth rate of debt, it slowed income even more. Thus, Svensson concludes, leaning against the
wind in the case of Sweden “made any problem and risks with household indebtedness worse.” The
effective message of Svensson’s paper is that even if raising rates is successful at dampening the bubble
and reducing the growth of debt, it might be counterproductive by increasing stress on households and
increasing the chance of a crisis.

6

The broader question that Svensson’s analysis raises is what indicators a central bank can turn to if it wants
to gauge whether its policy is working. Since it is typically impossible to determine the fundamental value
of an asset, policymakers will be unable to directly observe whether their intervention is successful in dampening
a bubble. What other measures could a central bank look at to infer that it is achieving its goals? Svensson
suggests the ratio of household debt to income is the relevant indicator to gauge the probability of a potential
crisis, as opposed to data on asset prices or the change in the amount of debt. Is this indeed the right measure
or are there additional indicators that a central bank should look at? As policymakers shift toward favoring
some sort of response to evidence of a potential bubble, these questions will become more pressing.

Summary of the questions policymakers care about
My review of the historical debate over the best way to respond to potential asset bubbles reveals several
key themes and questions that policymakers have focused on. First, rightly or not, the policy debate is built
on the premise that asset bubbles are destabilizing and distortionary. The various policy options that have
been debated all focus on how policymakers can either eliminate bubbles altogether, rein them in, or minimize
the harm they cause. At the same time, policymakers appear to be most concerned with the implications
of a bubble bursting rather than the distortions that might occur when the asset is overvalued. Although the
global financial crisis shifted the balance of opinion toward some type of response in the face of a potential
bubble, policymakers continue to debate whether central banks should intervene early or wait. Given the
uncertainty about whether interventions to combat bubbles are effective, this debate is likely to continue.
Another theme that emerges is that policymakers seem to be particularly alarmed by bubbles that are
financed by credit and whose collapse may lead to financial distress both for households and for financial
intermediaries that borrowed to purchase these assets and may default. If the lenders that ultimately financed
the purchase of the bubble assets experience significant losses, they may not be able to continue their lending
activities in the future at the same pace. This may have devastating consequences for a modern economy
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in which credit is essential for economic activity. In addition, households that are unable to borrow may
curb their spending, leading to a contraction in economic activity even if producers remain able to borrow.
But if policymakers are particularly keen on reining in bubbles that are financed by credit, they can potentially
move against such bubbles by restricting credit rather than by raising rates—the essence of the lean versus
screen debate. However, not all of the historical episodes believed to be bubbles feature the same prominent role for credit. Policymakers have been worried about bubbles in the past even when credit did not
play a major role and may return to worrying about such bubbles in the future if the next crisis involves
bubbles that are largely self-financed.
One last theme that emerges from the historical debate is that policymakers need some way to figure out
whether their policy is effective. This issue is particularly acute given the difficulty in measuring the
fundamental value of an asset and ascertaining the extent to which it is or may have been overvalued. In
his critique of the lean-against-the-wind approach in Sweden, Svensson argued that the ratio of household
debt to income is one relevant metric for the likelihood of a financial crisis. Is this the metric that theory
implies policymakers should focus on? Or are there other variables and outcomes that policymakers can
look at to determine whether their actions may reduce the likelihood of a crash or the severity of a crash if
it occurs? If a central bank intervenes in a way that drives down the price of assets suspected to be bubbles,
how will policymakers know if the central bank simply precipitated the crisis it was trying to avoid or if
the outcome would have been worse without intervention?
These are the types of questions that policymakers would presumably want theoretical models of bubbles
to answer. But I will argue next that existing models of bubbles either fail to shed light on these questions
or have failed to convince policymakers to heed the answers they do provide. If economists want to contribute
to and influence policymaking, they either need to convince policymakers to think differently about bubbles
or address the questions that policymakers care about more effectively.

What do theoretical models of bubbles say?

7

To get a sense of whether and how existing theoretical models of bubbles can contribute to policy, I first
need to explain how economists define asset bubbles and the phenomena they are trying to explain with
their theoretical models. Recall that policymakers are motivated by historical episodes in which a surge in
asset prices, often accompanied by growth in credit, leads to a subsequent collapse in asset prices that is
associated with bad economic outcomes. But when economists model bubbles, they typically focus not on
the possibility of collapse but on whether the asset is appropriately priced to begin with. As I discussed in
the introduction, economists typically define a bubble as an asset whose price differs from the expected
present discounted value of the dividends it generates. Of course, the two definitions are not unrelated;
when an asset trades at a price above the present discounted value of the dividends it generates, it may very
well be vulnerable to a fall in the price toward the present discounted value of dividends precisely because
such a value is a natural candidate for the equilibrium price. Indeed, in some of the models I discuss next,
such a scenario either can or must occur when there is a bubble. But a collapse in the price is not the
defining feature of a bubble for most economists.
One of the insights from the theoretical work on bubbles as defined here is that there are several different
situations in which the equilibrium price of an asset might deviate from the present discounted value of
the asset’s dividends. But what these cases have in common is that they all involve some type of friction
in the underlying economy. Intuitively, agents purchase assets either to consume the dividends they generate
or to sell them to others who will consume these dividends. It will, therefore, be hard to sustain a situation
in which agents are willing to pay more for an asset than the dividends they or others can obtain from the
asset without some frictions that can explain why they would do so. This theme is explicitly developed in
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the work of Santos and Woodford (1997). They derive a set of fairly general conditions under which bubbles
can be ruled out, and then show how frictions that lead to failures of these conditions allow bubbles to emerge.
Since the exact friction that allows bubbles to arise generally matters for how bubbles affect economic
outcomes, I describe in this section five different types of frictions that economists have demonstrated can
allow bubbles to arise, or, to be more precise, can allow assets to trade at a price that differs from the present
discounted value of dividends that the asset generates.

Dynamic inefficiency

8

Models of bubbles due to dynamic inefficiency, beginning with the pioneering work of Samuelson (1958)
and Diamond (1965), consider environments with successive cohorts of agents in growing economies
where later cohorts are wealthier than the generations that preceded them, either because they have more
productive technologies to work with or because they are larger and can produce more. A key feature of
these economies is that there is some friction that impedes transfers between generations. In that case, each
cohort is solely responsible for providing itself with consumption in old age, relying on storage or physical
capital. But the fact that the economy keeps growing over time means that each cohort saving on its own
is inefficient. All cohorts could be made better off if they agreed that younger cohorts would transfer some
of the resources that they would have saved while young to their older and poorer peers, and in exchange
they would receive transfers when they are older from future young cohorts who have even more resources
to give them. These transfers could be achieved with a pay-as-you-go social security system in which
taxes collected on young workers are used to pay benefits to older retirees. They could also be achieved
with a program of government debt, in which the government makes payments to the old, financed by issuing
new debt that it sells to the young. But in the absence of such government programs, these transfers could
also be achieved by allowing people to trade an intrinsically worthless asset, one that offers no dividends.
In particular, each cohort would be willing to pay a positive amount for such an asset when young if they
expected that later cohorts would buy this asset for an even higher price, which the later cohorts could
well afford given their larger wealth. The fact that agents would pay a positive amount for an asset that
yields no dividends would make this asset a bubble. What sustains the bubble in this case is the fact that
the economy keeps growing in a way that allows agents to transfer the wealth of richer cohorts to those
who came earlier. When Samuelson (1958) first analyzed this environment, he interpreted the intrinsically
worthless asset as money and used it to analyze why money circulates. Diamond (1965) interpreted the
asset as perpetually rolled-over public debt. Tirole (1985) emphasized that this asset can be interpreted as
a bubble. More recently, Galí (2014, 2017) used this framework to analyze the effects of monetary policy
in a world with asset bubbles.

Borrowing constraints
Models of bubbles due to borrowing constraints consider environments with binding constraints on agents
who could create social surplus if only they were able to borrow additional resources. For example, a household whose income fluctuates seasonally might want to borrow when its income is low and pay back when
its income is high in order to smooth its consumption. Such a household would stand to gain by borrowing
from lenders that would be willing to give up some of their resources for an appropriate return in the future.
But if lenders cannot trust that borrowers will repay them in full, households will be unable to borrow enough
to smooth their consumption. As another example, poor but productive entrepreneurs who can earn a higher
return on their investment than wealthy agents can earn on their own stand to gain by borrowing from the
wealthy. But frictions that make the wealthy worried about how much they will be repaid might restrict
the amount entrepreneurs can borrow. In these cases, the desire for agents to obtain resources may allow
an intrinsically worthless asset that yields no dividends to trade at a positive price. This is because agents
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who anticipate needing funds in the future might buy such an asset beforehand, intending to sell it later when
they have a greater need for resources. Others, who anticipate future funding needs, would buy these assets.
Alternatively, agents might borrow against these assets and sell them later, when they no longer need the
resources. Thus, an intrinsically worthless asset can substitute for credit by allowing agents to shift resources
over time without explicitly borrowing. Early work in this vein focused on borrowing by households with
volatile income flows. Examples include Bewley (1980), Kocherlakota (1992), and Santos and Woodford
(1997). More recent work has focused on borrowing by entrepreneurs. Examples include Kocherlakota
(2009), Farhi and Tirole (2012), Martin and Ventura (2012, 2016), Rocheteau and Wright (2013), Hirano
and Yanagawa (2017), and Miao and Wang (forthcoming).8

Information frictions

9

Models of bubbles due to information frictions consider environments in which agents who trade assets
have private information. Suppose there are some states of the world in which agents can benefit from
trading assets. For example, the agents that own assets may need immediate liquidity in certain states of
the world and prefer cash to assets in those cases, while others with less-pressing liquidity needs would be
willing to part with their cash for assets that offer a sufficiently high rate of return. At the same time, suppose
the agents who own assets have private information about whether their dividends are positive or zero. In
this setting, agents contemplating buying the asset do not know whether those selling the asset know that
the asset will pay positive dividends but have an immediate need of liquidity or whether sellers do not
need liquidity and are only willing to sell the asset at a positive price because they know it is intrinsically
worthless. As is well known, an intrinsically worthless asset could in this case trade at a positive price,
given that buyers are unsure about its dividend. But not all agents know the asset is overvalued, so it is
not obvious that this should be viewed as a bubble. However, given some additional assumptions, one can
construct a more elaborate setup in which all agents in the economy know the asset is intrinsically worthless and yet it can still trade at a positive price. This will occur when agents are unsure if other agents know
the asset is intrinsically worthless. In that case, there can be a state of the world in which all agents know
the asset will pay no dividends and yet are still willing to buy the asset in the hope of selling it later at an
even higher price to agents who are still uncertain about dividends. Examples of these types of models
include Allen, Morris, and Postlewaite (1993), Conlon (2004), and Doblas-Madrid (2012). Such models
are sometimes known as “greater-fool” theories of bubbles, since agents are willing to buy assets they
know are overpriced in the hope of passing them on to someone who is less informed about the asset than
they are. See Barlevy (2015) for a survey.

Agency problems
Models of bubbles due to agency problems consider environments in which people buy assets with funds
they secure from others rather than with their own funds. In that sense, those who buy the assets are effectively
serving as agents on behalf of those who provide the funding. Suppose wealthy households can earn relatively
low returns on their own and would rather lend to others with limited resources who can earn a higher return
on those funds. For example, lenders might extend credit to productive entrepreneurs with inadequate
resources. Or they might extend credit to households that want to make a large purchase, such as a home,
but lack the immediate resources to pay for their purchase. If wealthy lenders cannot easily monitor what
borrowers do with their funds, they may attract additional borrowers whose purpose is not to use the funds
for productive activities but to gamble on activities that will yield a high return only with some probability.
If debt contracts feature limited liability, gambling in this way can be profitable: Borrowers can retain any
profits if the asset they buy yields a high payoff but default and shift any losses to their lenders if it yields
a low payoff. Although lenders would like to avoid such borrowers, they may not be able to distinguish
those who gamble on risky assets from good borrowers. For example, it may be hard for a lender to distinguish
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those who buy a home they intend to stay in for a long time but can’t fully afford from speculators who
buy a home intending to sell it if house prices rise and default if house prices fall. Likewise, investors in
mortgage securities may be unable to tell how risky the underlying mortgages are. The reason these models
can allow for asset bubbles is that the agents who borrow to buy risky assets would be willing to buy an
asset even if its price exceeded the expected return on the asset because they only care about the most
favorable realizations of dividends. Examples of these types of models include Allen and Gorton (1993),
Allen and Gale (2000), and Barlevy (2014).

Misguided beliefs
Models of bubbles due to misguided beliefs consider environments in which agents are willing to buy assets
at a price exceeding the present discounted value of dividends either because they don’t think the assets
they buy are overvalued or because they think there are other agents they could sell to who don’t know
the asset is overvalued. Although these models typically involve a variety of features, such as agents who
hold different beliefs from one another, the reason they give rise to bubbles is that the presence of traders
with incorrect beliefs leads agents to pay more for the asset than its fundamental value. Examples of these
types of models include Scheinkman and Xiong (2003) and Hong, Scheinkman, and Xiong (2006, 2008).
These models fall under the category of behavioral finance, a field that explores the implications of cognitive
biases and failures on the part of traders in asset markets.
Although all of these frictions give rise to the same phenomenon, in which an asset can trade at a price that
exceeds the present discounted value of the dividends it generates, the models vary in terms of their implications.
This will become more apparent when I relate these models to some of the policy questions I discussed
earlier. One thing worth noting now is that in the simplest versions of the models that feature dynamic
inefficiency or borrowing constraints, the presence of a bubble serves to mitigate the distortions that arise
because of the very friction responsible for the bubbles arising in the first place. The same is not true in
models where bubbles arise because of information frictions, agency problems, or misguided beliefs. Not
surprisingly, this distinction will have important implications for welfare and policy in the face of a bubble.
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Theoretical insights on intervening versus waiting
Now that I have described some of the different types of models that can give rise to bubbles, I turn to the
question of what these models have to say about the policy questions we began with. Recall that one of
the long-standing debates in policy circles is whether central banks should intervene if they observe evidence
of a potential bubble or wait to see if asset prices fall and only then act. How do the various models of
bubbles I have described inform this question?
As I already noted, in models of bubbles that rely on dynamic inefficiency or borrowing constraints, or at
least in their simplest formulations, the bubble alleviates the friction that allows the bubble to arise in the
first place. This implies that there is no cost of allowing the bubble to grow that trades off against the benefits
from waiting to act against the bubble. The right thing to do in the simplest version of these models is to
let the bubble persist. In models of dynamic inefficiency, a growing bubble achieves the intergenerational
transfer that is needed to make all agents better off, since each cohort gives resources to their older peers
when they buy intrinsically worthless assets from them and then receives resources from their younger peers
when they sell the assets they bought. In models with binding borrowing constraints, a bubble likewise
facilitates the transfer of resources to those agents who would be able to use them to create social surplus.
There is no reason in these models for policymakers to intervene against a bubble while it persists. Of
course, since bubbles serve a useful purpose, the bursting of a bubble is harmful, and there may be scope
for intervention at that point. But there is no reason to try to rein in the bubble early. On the contrary,
policymakers should, if anything, act to preserve the bubbles that emerge if at all possible.
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Once we move to more elaborate models of bubbles that are based on dynamic inefficiency or borrowing
constraints, there may be a cost to waiting to act against a bubble, especially if the bubble can burst stochastically.
One nice illustration of this is the paper by Biswas, Hanson, and Phan (2018). They consider a model in
which bubbles arise because of borrowing constraints. Thus, a bubble can help reallocate resources to the
most-productive entrepreneurs and increase overall productivity. But Biswas, Hanson, and Phan also assume
that wages are downwardly rigid. During the bubble phase, the improvement in productivity will lead to
higher wages for workers. Once the bubble bursts and resources cannot flow to the most-productive entrepreneurs, the downward rigidity will mean that wages are too high relative to productivity. This will dampen
hiring and produce a recession. Such a model can thus explain why the collapse of a bubble is associated
with a recession. It also suggests that a larger bubble earlier on will lead to a more severe contraction if
and when the bubble bursts. In this case, policymakers do face a trade-off: Letting a bubble continue improves
productivity and resource allocation while the bubble is growing, but letting the bubble grow will exacerbate
the harm caused to the economy if and when the bubble does finally collapse.
At first glance, this setup would seem to be directly relevant to the question of whether policymakers should
intervene immediately or wait and let the bubble collapse on its own. It suggests some relevant factors
that policymakers should look at to gauge the merits of early intervention, including the probability of the
bubble collapsing, the extent of wage rigidity, and the degree to which wages grow while the bubble is
growing. However, I would venture to guess that many policymakers would balk at consulting this model,
just as they have mostly ignored earlier models of bubbles based on dynamic inefficiency and borrowing
constraints. This is because the first-best outcome in all of these models is to foster a bubble and allow it
to last indefinitely. Yet the reason policymakers refer to the rapid increase in asset prices they face as a
“bubble” is precisely because they worry that the run-up in asset prices is unsustainable. If policymakers
looking at previous episodes of asset price booms are worried that an asset price collapse is inevitable, they
may well be skeptical that models in which nothing inherently prevents a bubble from sustaining itself
forever are the relevant framework for analyzing their policy options in such situations.
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Turning to models of bubbles based on private information, agency problems, and misguided beliefs, the
bubbles that can arise in these settings could, in principle, give rise to a cost of allowing the bubble to grow
that must be balanced against the benefits of waiting to intervene, since bubbles in these models do not
serve a useful social purpose. Moreover, in some of these models, bubbles cannot persist indefinitely and
must eventually collapse. However, existing work based on these models has yet to yield sharp insights
on the question of whether it is better to move against a bubble or wait until asset prices fall. The reason
these models have not had much impact on policy, then, is not because of doubts as to whether they capture
the situations policymakers believe they face when they talk about bubbles, but because they have yet to
offer useful answers to the questions policymakers are interested in.
In the case of models of bubbles based on private information or misguided beliefs, welfare analysis turns
out to be tricky, since it raises questions about which information set or which beliefs should be used to evaluate
welfare and determine optimal policy. This is a practical issue for policymakers, who are often uncomfortable
with intervening on the grounds that their information is superior to that of market participants. For models
of bubbles that are based on agency problems, welfare analysis is less complicated. Allen, Barlevy, and
Gale (2018) have recently shown that even though an intervention that raises rates can exacerbate some
of the problems that dampening bubbles is meant to fix, in the spirit of Svensson (2014, 2017), an intervention by a central bank to raise rates can in certain cases make society better off. For example, they show
that raising rates can improve welfare when default is sufficiently costly, since dampening the price of the
bubble asset will reduce the cost to society if and when the bubble bursts. Even when the costs of default
are low, they show that a threat to raise rates in the future if and when the bubble persists can improve
welfare because it mitigates the distortions due to the bubble while it is present. While this analysis suggests

Economic Perspectives

4 / 2018

Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago

a benefit to acting against a bubble, it does not really compare the merits of intervening immediately and
waiting to intervene after the fact. For example, the way they model the aftermath of a collapse in asset prices
does not admit a corrective role for monetary policy that can substitute for moving to stem a bubble earlier.

How can we bridge the gap between policy and theory?
Although policymakers have not relied on existing models so far to guide them on whether to move quickly
in the face of a potential bubble or wait to see what happens to asset prices, can economists build on and
further develop the theoretical models to provide such guidance in the future? I would argue there are at
least three scenarios in which the models of bubbles I have described can contribute to the policy debate
going forward.
The first would be that economists succeed in convincing policymakers that models based on dynamic
inefficiency of borrowing constraints are relevant and useful for the situations policymakers are reacting to,
and that while policymakers should be concerned about the collapse of bubbles and how to respond if that
happens, there is no reason that they should not try and sustain bubbles indefinitely. While this view runs
counter to the way most policymakers think about bubbles, it is a perfectly coherent and internally consistent
view. Models of bubbles based on dynamic inefficiency and borrowing constraints offer a formal demonstration
of why it is possible for assets to trade indefinitely at a price above their fundamental value. In both types
of models, the high price at which the asset trades essentially reflects the value of the transaction services
the asset offers rather than a reason for concern.
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During the panel session in which I first presented the comments that I developed into this article, my
co-panelist, Jaume Ventura from CREI, argued that one of the reasons bubbles are such interesting phenomena
is that they offer the exciting prospect of creating value out of thin air, and the reason we should study
them is to understand how we can harness such possibilities. My response to him at the time was that the
other reason bubbles are interesting, and the primary reason policymakers worry about them, is the alarming
prospect that their value will vanish into thin air. Although Ventura’s framing is instructive, I suspect that
it will be difficult to convince policymakers to accept models in which bubbles can and should be sustained
indefinitely, at least as these models are currently set up. First, in these models bubbles arise not because
the price of the asset is too high but because the fundamental value of the asset as conventionally defined
is too low and does not account for the services the asset provides in allowing agents to transfer resources
intertemporally. Second, in these models bubbles can, in principle, be sustained indefinitely, even if these
models can also exhibit stochastic equilibria in which asset prices can collapse. Without prominent historical
examples of rapid surges in asset prices that did not end in collapse to counter the many examples that did
end in collapse, policymakers facing asset price booms that have seemingly always ended badly in the
past are likely to remain skeptical about the relevance of models in which bubbles can and should be
allowed to last forever.
A second scenario in which theoretical models of bubbles could ultimately be adopted by policymakers is
if economists build on the models that policymakers currently dismiss to make these models seem more
relevant and applicable to the scenarios policymakers face. One example of this is the Biswas, Hanson,
and Phan (2018) paper I discussed earlier, which introduces rigid wages into a model of bubbles driven by
binding borrowing constraints. This modification allows for the possibility that letting a bubble grow can
both serve a useful role and magnify the distortions that arise when the bubble bursts. Even if the first-best
policy in this model is to sustain the bubble indefinitely, which as I noted earlier is likely to limit its appeal
to policymakers, there are other features one could introduce into these models that imply it would not be
optimal to sustain a bubble indefinitely.
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As an illustration of this, consider the Grossman and Yanagawa (1993) model. Their model builds on the
Diamond (1965) one in which bubbles arise because of dynamic inefficiency. A necessary condition for a
bubble to arise in this model is that, in the absence of a bubble, the economy grows in the long run at least
as fast as the long-run return on capital. This is because agents would only agree to buy the bubble if it
offered them the same return as any alternative investments they could make, which in their model includes
buying physical capital. Since the return to an intrinsically worthless asset is only due to its price appreciation,
the price of the intrinsically worthless asset must grow at least as fast as the return on capital. But for agents
to be able to keep buying the asset, the resources they can use to buy the asset must grow in pace with the
asset’s price.
In Diamond’s setup, an economy that grows faster than the interest rate is associated with excessive capital
accumulation, since agents could consume more if in each period the young would give some of their
resources to the old instead of using these resources to add to the capital stock. Since a bubble asset replicates
such transfers, it makes agents better off. But Grossman and Yanagawa consider an economy with capital
externalities. In particular, in their model an agent who accumulates capital will help make other agents
more productive, in line with the Romer (1986) interpretation of capital as including knowledge of production
techniques that can be useful beyond directly to those who acquire it. Because of this spillover, there will
generally be too little capital accumulation in their economy. Agents who accumulate capital do not take
into account that they are helping make others more productive. To put it another way, the social return to
capital is higher than the private return to capital. As long as the social return to capital exceeds the growth
rate, society would be better off directing resources to be used to add to the capital stock than to pay for
the consumption of the current old. But the condition for the bubble to exist is that the economy grows at
least as fast as the private return to capital. Introducing externalities can thus turn a bubble that would
otherwise be useful into a social liability. Grossman and Yanagawa (1993) show that the bubble makes all
generations except the initial old worse off.9 Since the bubble now represents a social liability, there may
be a basis for intervening to deflate the bubble immediately rather than waiting for it to collapse on its
own. Depending on the strength of capital externalities, the policy that makes agents better off can be either
to squash the bubble immediately or to attempt to sustain it indefinitely.
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A third scenario in which theoretical models of bubbles could end up contributing to the policy debate is if
further work on models of bubbles that are based on imperfect information, agency problems, and misguided
beliefs yields insights that directly relate to the questions policymakers are interested in. Since these models of
bubbles do not inherently imply that bubbles can and should survive indefinitely, they are less likely to be
dismissed by policymakers as irrelevant. The reason these models have had little impact on the policy
debate so far is that they are not nearly as developed as models of bubbles based on dynamic inefficiency and
borrowing constraints and have yet to provide clear answers to the questions that policymakers grapple with.
To be clear, the above scenarios should not be understood as mutually exclusive or competing paths for
future research. Among the features that one could introduce into models of bubbles based on dynamic
inefficiency or binding borrowing constraints are private information, agency problems, and misguided
beliefs. Likewise, one could introduce dynamic inefficiency or binding borrowing constraints into models
of bubbles based on private information, agency problems, and misguided beliefs. The different models of
bubbles should not be viewed as rival explanations for the same phenomena, but as different starting
points, each of which on its own allows for the possibility of a bubble. One can build on any of these
starting points in various ways to understand the phenomena that policymakers confront.
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Credit-driven bubbles and macroprudential policy
Given the evolution of views about bubbles after the global financial crisis, another question that models
of bubbles can potentially help answer is what is the best way to intervene against a bubble if this is what
policymakers are inclined to do. As I discussed earlier, the policy debate in the shadow of the financial
crisis has largely focused on two interventions, raising interest rates and tightening macroprudential
regulation. This suggests it would be useful to have a framework for comparing these two policies. But
existing theory has yet to offer much perspective on the relative merits of these two approaches.
For the macroprudential approach to be a useful tool for dampening bubbles, it must be the case that
credit plays an important role in propagating bubbles. Among the various models of bubbles described
above, not all imply that credit plays an essential role in allowing for bubbles. Models of bubbles that are
based on dynamic inefficiency, private information, and misguided beliefs can all generate bubbles in the
absence of any credit. In their most basic formulation, in which there is no borrowing and lending, there
would no role for greater oversight and regulation of financial intermediation to affect asset prices. That
said, there has been some work incorporating credit into these models, which has found that credit can
amplify a bubble that would have arisen even in the absence of credit markets. For example, Doblas-Madrid and Lansing (2016) have introduced credit into a model of bubbles based on private information;
they find that the growth rate of credit governs the rate at which the price of the bubble grows over time.
Similarly, Hong and Sraer (2013) and Simsek (2013) have introduced credit into models in which agents
have heterogeneous beliefs, meaning that at least some of those who trade assets hold misguided beliefs.
They too find that allowing for credit can contribute to higher asset prices by increasing the demand of
those with the most positive outlook on assets. These modifications suggest there may be a role for
restrictions on credit to dampen bubbles even if they don’t completely eliminate bubbles.
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By contrast, in models of bubbles based on borrowing constraints or agency problems, credit can be an
essential feature that allows for bubbles to arise. Among the models of bubbles that feature binding
borrowing constraints, in some the bubble emerges because agents can use such assets as collateral for
borrowing. Restrictions on credit would then directly affect demand for assets and thus their prices. In
models of agency problems, credit also plays an essential role in allowing a bubble to emerge: The reason
agents are willing to pay more for an asset than its fundamental value is that they can shift their losses to
their creditors if their asset purchase turns out to be unprofitable. That said, even in these types of models,
bubbles could occur in the absence of credit, and so strict macroprudential regulation need not necessarily
eliminate bubbles. For example, Martin and Ventura (2012) generate a bubble in a model with borrowing
constraints, in which entrepreneurs are unable to borrow at all. In that model, bubbles do not emerge
because agents can borrow against the assets they own. Rather, bubbles arise because agents who anticipate needing credit in the future invest in assets that they expect to sell later at a higher price to reduce
their need for borrowing. Since there is no credit in that model, there is no scope for macroprudential
regulation in that particular setting. Similarly, models where bubbles arise because of agency problems do
not all involve debt. For example, Allen and Gorton (1993) develop a model in which agents enter into
limited liability equity sharing contracts. The agents who purchase assets receive a share of the profits
they earn if profits are positive but do not share in the losses if their purchase is unprofitable. In both of
these cases, restrictions that only affect debt arrangements would have no implications for bubbles.
Even if credit does not always play an essential role in allowing for bubbles, existing models of bubbles
should, in principle, allow us to explore the effects of credit restrictions on bubbles. However, so far there
has been little work on whether restricting credit is an appropriate policy response to a potential bubble,
and if so what type of regulations would be most effective if a policymaker wanted to act against a
bubble. For example, should policy seek merely to dampen bubbles or to eliminate them altogether? The
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answer to this question would likely vary across models, especially since in some models it is clearly not
optimal to eliminate bubbles altogether given they serve a useful purpose, although it may still be desirable
to regulate their size. Researchers working with these models have started to ask these questions, although
analysis along these lines remains in its infancy.
But even if we make progress on the question of how macroprudential policies work in environments where
bubbles arise, what policymakers seek is a resolution to the lean versus screen debate: Should policymakers
intent on reining in bubbles rely on tighter macroprudential regulation, higher interest rates, or a combination of
both? Are these policies substitutes, complements, or neither? Existing research has little to say about this.
Economists have only recently started to examine the effects of monetary policy in environments with
bubbles, although the literature is growing. Some of the papers that study monetary policy and bubbles
include Galí (2014, 2017), Ikeda (2017), Asriyan et al. (2016), Dong, Miao, and Wang (2018), and Allen,
Barlevy, and Gale (2018). These papers differ in some of their conclusions, in part because they analyze
models with different types of frictions and in part because some of these models feature multiple equilibria
and different papers focus on different equilibria within the set of all possible equilibria. But even if we
reach consensus on the effects of monetary policy, we need to compare macroprudential regulations and
monetary policy and how they interact. It should be possible to use existing models to do this.

Policy evaluation

15

Finally, recall that a key question for policymakers intent on fighting bubbles is what real-time measures
they can use to evaluate whether their interventions are useful and effective. The fact that the fundamental
value of assets is unobservable means policymakers must rely on other data instead. As I noted earlier,
Svensson (2014, 2017) argues that increasing the interest rate likely raises the ratio of household debt to
income, even if it reduces the growth rate of household debt, and that this would increase the odds of a
crisis. However, the macroeconomic model he uses to determine what the ratio of household debt to income
would have been if the Riksbank had not increased the interest rate features neither a bubble nor an explicitly
modeled financial crisis. In the end, Svensson’s arguments rely on either economic intuition regarding what
might precipitate a crisis or reduced-form empirical work that looks at how different economic variables
are correlated with the frequency of financial crises.
One of the advantages of theoretical models of bubbles is that they can help to identify which variables
are relevant for assessing both the probability of a crisis and its severity. For example, although Svensson
reasonably argues that a higher ratio of household debt to income means more-distressed households, to
the extent that a higher rate dampens a bubble, that could in principle lower the odds and severity of a
financial crisis. Intuitively, lenders may not suffer as much if households are forced to default when the
assets households borrowed against were less overvalued to begin with. While current work on bubbles
has yet to offer a satisfactory connection with financial crises, recall that some of the models of bubbles I
described earlier feature credit, either as an essential feature that allows a bubble to emerge or as a feature
that amplifies bubbles. This suggests an avenue for future work. Models of bubbles based on agency problems
seem particularly well suited to this task, given they feature the prospect of agents borrowing against
bubble assets and then defaulting.
To explore fully how both bubbles and interventions against them are likely to unfold, we need a general
equilibrium model that can speak to these issues. For example, one of the arguments in the original lean
versus clean debate was that central bankers should focus on macroeconomic variables, such as inflation
and output, or also respond to asset prices. However, little work using existing models of bubbles has
explored whether the two are related. Does the emergence of a bubble contribute to higher inflation and
overheating? Does the presence of a bubble interact with monetary policy and affect how inflation and
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output respond to a raise in interest rates? These questions have yet to be answered. Moreover, while some
of the current models of bubbles, most notably those that feature dynamic inefficiency and borrowing constraints,
use a general equilibrium setup that is conducive to macroeconomic analysis, some of the other models of
bubbles are more stylized. The focus in these papers is typically to show that a particular friction will
allow a bubble to occur. So one way in which economists could make models of bubbles more relevant
for policymakers would be to incorporate the various frictions that we now know can allow for bubbles
into a general equilibrium framework.

Conclusion
In this article, I have focused on two key themes. The first is that there is a list of questions that policymakers are
grappling with as they attempt to formulate an appropriate response to the prospect of asset bubbles that
existing models of bubbles have yet to address adequately. This list includes questions such as when is it
better to act against bubbles and when is it better to wait to intervene (the lean versus clean debate); when
is it better to use interest rate policy and when is it better to rely on macroprudential policy (the lean versus
screen debate); and what economic variables might policymakers be able to use to evaluate whether their
interventions are working as intended. The second theme is that even if existing models have not addressed
these issues effectively up to now, it should be possible to extend them so that they can address these questions
in the future. In particular, models have already started to incorporate both credit and certain types of policy
interventions that can begin to shed some light on these questions. As we continue to make progress on
this front, the increasing policy relevance of these models should become apparent.
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In my own work on bubbles, I have focused primarily on models of bubbles based on agency problems.
This is in part because these models seem to capture key elements of the episodes that policymakers typically
worry about. For example, credit plays an essential role in these models, in line with the view that the
most alarming bubbles are those that are accompanied with a boom in credit. The collapse of a bubble in
these models triggers a wave of defaults, which can lead to financial crisis or recession as is often true in
the data. Finally, since bubbles seem to be associated with new technologies that are hard to understand or
assets, such as housing, that are hard to value because individuals can value housing services differently,
asymmetric information seems to be an important feature of these episodes. However, as I have tried to
make clear in my discussion, other models can speak to these episodes as well, so the types of models I
have analyzed in my own work are far from the only way to explore these issues. Moreover, the different
frictions that can give rise to bubbles do not contradict one another. For example, in models of agency
problems, information frictions make it difficult for lenders to distinguish between agents who borrow to
gamble on risky assets and agents who borrow to create surplus and whom lenders would like to finance.
The fact that some agents are able to pass off as worthy borrowers does not mean that the borrowers who
can create surplus are able to secure all of the credit they need. In an economy where some agents borrow
too much relative to what lenders want while others are borrowing constrained, bubbles may introduce some
distortions while alleviating others. Even if policymakers are skeptical about models of bubbles based on
one particular friction, this does not mean they should ignore the lessons from these models given that the
same friction can appear in the models with other features that allow for bubbles.
Since it is essentially impossible to measure the fundamental value of an asset and determine whether an
asset is a bubble in practice, questions about how to deal with asset bubbles ultimately require a theoretical framework to address. A good analogy is the notion of the natural rate of output in macroeconomic
models that central banks use to guide them in carrying out monetary policy. The natural rate of output is
an empirically elusive concept that is as hard to measure as the fundamental value of an asset. And because
the natural rate of output is not observable, it is a controversial notion that not all economists accept, just
as not all economists agree that bubbles occur in practice. Yet policymakers have found theoretical models
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that explain why the economy can deviate from the natural rate to be instructive. In principle, models of
bubbles should be able to contribute to policy debates in the same way. With existing models already containing
some of the key features needed to provide these answers, and with capable researchers working on these
questions, it shouldn’t be too long before policymakers start to view theoretical models as a natural resource
for aiding their policy discussions.
NOTES
This article is adapted from my presentation as part of a panel on the state of the academic literature on bubbles at the Workshop
on Bubbles in Macroeconomics: Recent Developments, organized by CREI (Centre de Recerca en Economia Internacional), in
Barcelona, Spain, on October 26–27, 2017.
1

For a summary of how the models that central banks use to analyze monetary policy and to forecast how macroeconomic outcomes have evolved over time, see Pescatori and Zaman (2011).
2

For a discussion of some of the different models the CBO uses to forecast the effects of fiscal policy on the economy, see Congressional
Budget Office (2014).
3

A bubble can, therefore, include the case in which an asset trades at a price that is too low. I focus on bubbles in which asset
prices exceed fundamental values.
4

Notwithstanding its apparent success during the dot-com bubble, there were some who questioned the wisdom of the wait-and-see
approach even back then. One concern was that lowering rates after a fall in asset prices would tend to lift asset prices in addition
to stimulating output. This may well encourage agents to speculate during the boom, knowing intervention would keep asset prices
from falling too much. Indeed, traders had begun to talk about a “Greenspan put” on asset prices in the wake of this episode.
5

For a more detailed discussion of macroprudential regulation, see Hanson, Kashyap, and Stein (2011).

6

The case for macroprudential regulation does not hinge solely on bubbles. A separate literature has argued that macroprudential
regulation can address the problem of agents taking on too much debt because they fail to internalize the consequences of what
would happen if they were forced to delever later. Examples of such arguments include Lorenzoni (2008), Korinek and Simsek
(2016), Farhi and Werning (2016), and Caballero and Simsek (2018). In this article, however, I only consider macroprudential
policy as it relates to asset bubbles.
7

17

Models of bubbles due to binding borrowing constraints bear some similarity to models of bubbles due to dynamic inefficiency.
Conceptually, in both cases the bubble asset is money-like, in that it allows individuals to exchange goods when they don’t really
need them for an asset that they can then trade for goods when they do need them. Woodford (1990) shows how the two settings
can even yield identical equilibrium conditions, although he also emphasizes the ways in which these two environments differ.
8

In particular, they argue that the only way to reap the benefits of greater capital accumulation in their model is to take some of the
resources paid to the old for their asset and use these resources to create capital. This means there is no way to compensate the old
for dampening the bubble, since they won’t be around to benefit once the new capital is created. Allen, Barlevy, and Gale (2018)
argue that this result hinges on the initial old being endowed with bubble assets rather than expending resources to create them. If
the old produced the assets they sell, an intervention to dampen the bubble might make all agents weakly better off, including the
initial old.
9

REFERENCES
Allen, Franklin, Gadi Barlevy, and Douglas Gale, 2018, “A theoretical model of leaning against the wind,”
Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, working paper, No. 2017-16, revised April 2018, available online,
https://www.chicagofed.org/publications/working-papers/2017/wp2017-16.
Allen, Franklin, and Douglas Gale, 2000, “Bubbles and crises,” Economic Journal, Vol. 110, No. 460,
January, pp. 236–255. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0297.00499
Allen, Franklin, and Gary Gorton, 1993, “Churning bubbles,” Review of Economic Studies, Vol. 60,
No. 4, October, pp. 813–836. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.2307/2298101

Economic Perspectives

4 / 2018

Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago

Allen, Franklin, Stephen Morris, and Andrew Postlewaite, 1993, “Finite bubbles with short sale constraints and asymmetric information,” Journal of Economic Theory, Vol. 61, No. 2, December, pp. 206–229.
Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1006/jeth.1993.1067
Asriyan, Vladimir, Luca Fornaro, Alberto Martin, and Jaume Ventura, 2016, “Monetary policy for a
bubbly world,” National Bureau of Economic Research, working paper, No. 22639, September, available
online, http://www.nber.org/papers/w22639.pdf.
Barlevy, Gadi, 2015, “Bubbles and fools,” Economic Perspectives, Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago,
Vol. 39, Second Quarter, pp. 54–76, available online, https://www.chicagofed.org/publications/
economic-perspectives/2015/2q-barlevy.
Barlevy, Gadi, 2014, “A leverage-based model of speculative bubbles,” Journal of Economic Theory,
Vol. 153, September, pp. 459–505. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jet.2014.07.012
Bernanke, Ben, and Mark Gertler, 1999, “Monetary policy and asset price volatility,” Economic Review,
Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City, Fourth Quarter, pp. 17–51, available online,
https://www.kansascityfed.org/~/media/files/publicat/econrev/econrevarchive/1999/4q99bern.pdf.
Bewley, Truman, 1980, “The optimum quantity of money,” in Models of Monetary Economies, John H.
Kareken and Neil Wallace (eds.), Minneapolis: Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis, pp. 169–210.
Biswas, Siddhartha, Andrew Hanson, and Toan Phan, 2018, “Bubbly recessions,” Federal Reserve
Bank of Richmond, working paper, No. 18-05, February. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.21144/wp18-05
Borio, Claudio, and Philip Lowe, 2002, “Asset prices, financial and monetary stability: Exploring the
nexus,” Bank for International Settlements, working paper, No. 114, July, available online,
https://www.bis.org/publ/work114.pdf.

18

Brunnermeier, Markus K., and Yuliy Sannikov, 2014, “A macroeconomic model with a financial sector,”
American Economic Review, Vol. 104, No. 2, February, pp. 379–421. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1257/
aer.104.2.379
Caballero, Ricardo J., and Alp Simsek, 2018, “A risk-centric model of demand recessions and macroprudential policy,” Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Department of Economics, working paper,
No. 17-07, revised June 2018. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3004727
Congressional Budget Office, 2014, “How CBO analyzes the effects of changes in federal fiscal policies
on the economy,” report, Washington, DC, November, available online, https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/
files/113th-congress-2013-2014/reports/49494-FiscalPolicies.pdf.
Conlon, John R., 2004, “Simple finite horizon bubbles robust to higher order knowledge,” Econometrica,
Vol. 72, No. 3, May, pp. 927–936. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0262.2004.00516.x
Diamond, Peter, 1965, “National debt in a neoclassical growth model,” American Economic Review,
Vol. 55, No. 5, part 1, December, pp. 1126–1150.
Doblas-Madrid, Antonio, 2012, “A robust model of bubbles with multidimensional uncertainty,”
Econometrica, Vol. 80, No. 5, September, pp. 1845–1893. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA7887
Doblas-Madrid, Antonio, and Kevin J. Lansing, 2016, “Credit-fuelled bubbles,” Federal Reserve Bank
of San Francisco, working paper, No. 2016-02, March. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.24148/wp2016-02

Economic Perspectives

4 / 2018

Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago

Dong, Feng, Jianjun Miao, and Pengfei Wang, 2018, “Asset bubbles and monetary policy,” Boston
University, working paper, January, http://people.bu.edu/miaoj/MoneyBubble05.pdf.
Farhi, Emmanuel, and Jean Tirole, 2012, “Bubbly liquidity,” Review of Economic Studies, Vol. 79, No. 2,
April, pp. 678–706. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1093/restud/rdr039
Farhi, Emmanuel, and Iván Werning, 2016, “A theory of macroprudential policies in the presence of
nominal rigidities,” Econometrica, Vol. 84, No. 5, September, pp. 1645–1704. Crossref,
https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA11883
Fostel, Ana, and John Geanakoplos, 2008, “Leverage cycles and the anxious economy,” American Economic
Review, Vol. 98, No. 4, September, pp. 1211–1244. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.98.4.1211
Galí, Jordi, 2017, “Monetary policy and bubbles in a New Keynesian model with overlapping generations,”
Centre de Recerca en Economia Internacional (CREI), working paper, December, available online,
http://www.crei.cat/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/nk_bubbles_dec2017.pdf.
Galí, Jordi, 2014, “Monetary policy and rational asset price bubbles,” American Economic Review, Vol. 104,
No. 3, March, pp. 721–752. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.104.3.721
Greenspan, Alan, 1996, “The challenge of central banking in a democratic society,” remarks by the Federal
Reserve Chairman at the Annual Dinner and Francis Boyer Lecture of the American Enterprise Institute
for Public Policy Research, Washington, DC, December 5, available online, https://www.federalreserve.gov/
boarddocs/speeches/1996/19961205.htm.
Grossman, Gene M., and Noriyuki Yanagawa, 1993, “Asset bubbles and endogenous growth,” Journal
of Monetary Economics, Vol. 31, No. 1, February, pp. 3–19. Crossref, https://doi.
org/10.1016/0304-3932(93)90014-7

19

Hanson, Samuel G., Anil K Kashyap, and Jeremy C. Stein, 2011, “A macroprudential approach to financial
regulation,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 25, No. 1, Winter, pp. 3–28. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1257/
jep.25.1.3
Hirano, Tomohiro, and Noriyuki Yanagawa, 2017, “Asset bubbles, endogenous growth, and financial
frictions,” Review of Economic Studies, Vol. 84, No. 1, January, pp. 406–443. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1093/
restud/rdw059
Hong, Harrison, José Scheinkman, and Wei Xiong, 2008, “Advisors and asset prices: A model of the
origins of bubbles,” Journal of Financial Economics, Vol. 89, No. 2, August, pp. 268–287. Crossref,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfineco.2007.09.001
Hong, Harrison, José Scheinkman, and Wei Xiong, 2006, “Asset float and speculative bubbles,” Journal
of Finance, Vol. 61, No. 3, June, pp. 1073–1117. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6261.2006.00867.x
Hong, Harrison, and David Sraer, 2013, “Quiet bubbles,” Journal of Financial Economics, Vol. 110,
No. 3, December, pp. 596–606. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfineco.2013.07.002
Ikeda, Daisuke, 2017, “Monetary policy, inflation and rational asset price bubbles,” Bank of England,
working paper, February. Crossref, http://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2938298
Kiyotaki, Nobuhiro, and John Moore, 1997, “Credit cycles,” Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 105,
No. 2, April, pp. 211–248. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1086/262072

Economic Perspectives

4 / 2018

Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago

Kocherlakota, Narayana R., 2009, “Bursting bubbles: Consequences and cures,” Federal Reserve Bank
of Minneapolis working paper presented at Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago seminar, January 31, available
online, https://chicagofed.org/~/media/others/research/research-calendar-attachments/seminars-2009/
sem-kocherlakota022609-pdf.pdf.
Kocherlakota, Narayana R., 1992, “Bubbles and constraints on debt accumulation,” Journal of Economic
Theory, Vol. 57, No. 1, June, pp. 245–256. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-0531(05)80052-3
Korinek, Anton, and Alp Simsek, 2016, “Liquidity trap and excessive leverage,” American Economic
Review, Vol. 106, No. 3, March, pp. 699–738. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.20140289
Lorenzoni, Guido, 2008, “Inefficient credit booms,” Review of Economic Studies, Vol. 75, No. 3, July,
pp. 809–833. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-937X.2008.00494.x
Martin, Alberto, and Jaume Ventura, 2016, “Managing credit bubbles,” Journal of the European Economic
Association, Vol. 14, No. 3, June, pp. 753–789. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1111/jeea.12161
Martin, Alberto, and Jaume Ventura, 2012, “Economic growth with bubbles,” American Economic Review,
Vol. 102, No. 6, October, pp. 3033–3358. Crossref, http://doi.org/10.1257/aer.102.6.3033
Miao, Jianjun, and Pengfei Wang, forthcoming, “Asset bubbles and credit constraints,”American
Economic Review.
Mishkin, Frederic S., 2011, “Monetary policy strategy: Lessons from the crisis,” in Approaches to Monetary
Policy Revisited—Lessons from the Crisis, Marek Jarociński, Frank Smets, and Christian Thimann (eds.),
Frankfurt, Germany: European Central Bank, pp. 67–118, available online, https://www.ecb.europa.eu/
pub/pdf/other/approachestomonetarypolicyrevisited2011en.pdf.

20

Pescatori, Andrea, and Saeed Zaman, 2011, “Macroeconomic models, forecasting, and policymaking,”
Economic Commentary, Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland, No. 2011-19, October 5, available online,
https://www.clevelandfed.org/~/media/content/newsroom%20and%20events/publications/economic%20
commentary/2011/ec%20201119%20macroeconomic%20models%20forecasting%20and%20
policymaking%20pdf.pdf.
Rocheteau, Guillaume, and Randall Wright, 2013, “Liquidity and asset-market dynamics,” Journal of Monetary
Economics, Vol. 60, No. 2, March, pp. 275–294. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmoneco.2012.11.002
Romer, Paul M., 1986, “Increasing returns and long-run growth,” Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 94,
No. 5, October, pp. 1002–1037. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1086/261420
Samuelson, Paul A., 1958, “An exact consumption-loan model of interest with or without the social
contrivance of money,” Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 66, No. 6, December, pp. 467–482. Crossref,
https://doi.org/10.1086/258100
Santos, Manuel S., and Michael Woodford, 1997, “Rational asset pricing bubbles,” Econometrica, Vol. 65,
No. 1, January, pp. 19–57. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.7916/D8251G4B
Scheinkman, José A., and Wei Xiong, 2003, “Overconfidence and speculative bubbles,” Journal of
Political Economy, Vol. 111, No. 6, December, pp. 1183–1220. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1086/378531
Schularick, Moritz, and Alan M. Taylor, 2012, “Credit booms gone bust: Monetary policy, leverage cycles,
and financial crises, 1870–2008,” American Economic Review, Vol. 102, No. 2, April, pp. 1029–1061.
Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.102.2.1029

Economic Perspectives

4 / 2018

Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago

Simsek, Alp, 2013, “Belief disagreements and collateral constraints,” Econometrica, Vol. 81, No. 1, January,
pp. 1–53. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA9956
Stein, Jeremy C., 2013, “Overheating in credit markets: Origins, measurement, and policy responses,” speech
by the Federal Reserve Governor at Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis research symposium, Restoring
Household Financial Stability after the Great Recession: Why Household Balance Sheets Matter, St. Louis,
February 7, available online, https://www.federalreserve.gov/newsevents/speech/stein20130207a.htm.
Svensson, Lars E. O., 2017, “Cost-benefit analysis of leaning against the wind,” Journal of Monetary
Economics, Vol. 90, October, pp. 193–213. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmoneco.2017.07.004
Svensson, Lars E. O., 2014, “Why leaning against the wind is the wrong monetary policy for Sweden,”
Stockholm School of Economics, Department of Economics, working paper, June, available online,
https://larseosvensson.se/files/papers/why-leaning-against-the-wind-is-the-wrong-monetary-policy-forsweden.pdf.
Tirole, Jean, 1985, “Asset bubbles and overlapping generations,” Econometrica, Vol. 53, No. 6, November,
pp. 1499–1528. Crossref, https://doi.org/10.2307/1913232
Trichet, Jean-Claude, 2005, “Asset price bubbles and monetary policy,” speech by the president of the
European Central Bank at the fifth Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) Lecture, Singapore, June 8,
available online, http://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/key/date/2005/html/sp050608.en.html.
Woodford, Michael, 1990, “Public debt as private liquidity,” American Economic Review, Vol. 80, No. 2,
May, pp. 382–388.
Gadi Barlevy is a senior economist and research advisor
at the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago.
© 2018 Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago

21

Economic Perspectives is published by the Economic
Research Department of the Federal Reserve Bank of
Chicago. The views expressed are the authors’ and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Federal Reserve Bank
of Chicago or the Federal Reserve System.
Charles L. Evans, President; Daniel G. Sullivan, Executive
Vice President and Director of Research; Anna L. Paulson,
Senior Vice President and Associate Director of Research;
Spencer Krane, Senior Vice President and Senior Research
Advisor; Daniel Aaronson, Vice President, microeconomic
policy research; Jonas D. M. Fisher, Vice President,
macroeconomic policy research; Robert Cox, Vice
President, markets team; Gene Amromin, Vice President,

Economic Perspectives

4 / 2018

finance team; Leslie McGranahan, Vice President,
regional research; Marcelo Veracierto, Senior Economist
and Economics Editor; Helen Koshy and Han Y. Choi,
Editors; Julia Baker, Production Editor; Sheila A. Mangler,
Editorial Assistant.
Economic Perspectives articles may be reproduced in
whole or in part, provided the articles are not reproduced
or distributed for commercial gain and provided the source
is appropriately credited. Prior written permission must
be obtained for any other reproduction, distribution,
republication, or creation of derivative works of Economic
Perspectives articles. To request permission, please
contact Helen Koshy, senior editor, at 312-322-5830 or
email Helen.Koshy@chi.frb.org.
ISSN 0164-0682

Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago

