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Synopsis 
 
Why was Netflix able to outcompete Blockbuster? What role did migrants play in the early 
industrialization of the United States? How did Sony become a leader in audio equipment? 
This course will answer these and other questions by introducing students to the basic facts 
and theories explaining the growth, diffusion, and valuation of knowledge. By the end of this 
course, students will be equipped with a basic understanding of a century’s worth of 
research on the temporal and spatial dynamics of knowledge and with a practical 
understanding of some of the tools used to study its growth, diffusion, and valuation.   
 
This course will cover multiple aspects of collective learning, from the organizational 
learning literature focused on firms and teams, to recent work on economic complexity 
studying knowledge accumulation and diffusion in cities and nations.  
 
This course is divided into five units. The first unit motivates the study of knowledge using 
practical policy examples and then moves to an introduction of the characteristics that make 
the study of knowledge both interesting and challenging (non-fungibility, non-rivalry, tacit 
and explicit knowledge, architectural knowledge, transactive memory, etc.). The second unit 
focuses on the temporal accumulation of knowledge (e.g. learning curves, progress curves, 
experience curves, forgetting curves), on the connection between different types of learnig 
curves (e.g. disruptive innovation theory), and on the mechanisms that make transitions 
among learning curves difficult (e.g. architectural knowledge). The third unit focuses on the 
diffusion of knowledge across geographies, social networks, and activities, and will review 
classic and recent research on the role of migrants and social networks on the diffusion of 
knowledge together with the key concepts needed to understand knowledge diffusion, such 
as the idea of absorptive capacity. The fourth unit will explore methods to quantify the value 
of knowledge agglomerations that can help explain national and international variations in 
economic growth, inequality, and emissions. The fifth and final unit will focus on policy 
implications and broader lessons. 
 
Requirements: 
This course is open to all senior undergraduate students, Master’s students, and PhD 
students. 
 
Starting Week 
September 9, 2024 
 
 



 
 
 
Syllabus: 
3 hours per week (2 x 90 minute sessions). 
 
Week 1: Introduction & Learning Curves 
Week 2: Experience Curves, Disruptive Innovation  
Week 3: Architectural Knowledge & Forgetting Curves 
Week 4: Geographical Knowledge Diffusion I and II 
Week 5: Relatedness I and II 
Week 6: Relatedness III and Economic Complexity I 
Week 7: Economic Complexity II & III 
Week 8: Lessons and Policy Implications 
Week 9: Class project presentations I 
Week 9: Class project presentations II (if needed). 
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