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Limitations of Scaling a Business or Idea & Ivermectin


Larry Bernstein:

Welcome to What Happens Next.


My name is Larry Bernstein. 


What Happens Next is a podcast where the speaker gets to present his argument in just Six

Minutes and that is followed by a question-and-answer period for deeper engagement.


Today’s discussion will be on two topics: Can a business or idea scale and if so what are the

critical variables and an update on the Ivermectin – Covid Controversy

Our first speaker will be University of Chicago economist John List who will discuss his new

book The Voltage Effect: How to Make Good Ideas Great, and Great Ideas Scale. We are going

to learn about scaling for apps like UBER and why most great ideas do not scale efficiently

because there is some feature that cannot be ramped up.


You are going to love this discussion because we are going to handle a huge variety of subjects

like when to quit your job or your marriage, why Amazon Prime and the Kmart Blue Light

Specials are the most incredible marketing tools, and the societal benefits of non-competition

agreements.


Our second speaker will be Dr. Ari Ciment who is back once again to speak about the ivermectin

controversy. There was fraud in the critical trials, so I want to understand where do we stand

with ivermectin and what can we learn about evaluating medical trials for next time.

You can find transcripts for this program and all of our previous episodes on our website

whathappensnextin6minutes.com, and you can listen on Podbean, Apple Podcasts and Spotify.


Let’s begin with our first speaker John List.


John List:


Thanks so much for having me on Larry. My book starts off with a student who raises her hand 
and says your academics have been at poverty eradication for 50 years, public education for 
decades, how come you're not making any impact?


We haven't been making big impact in these areas because of scaling. So, about a decade ago, I 
started to look into how people view scaling and implementation, and it was primarily art. In 
the business world, throw spaghetti against a wall and whatever sticks you should cook it. Move 
fast and break things that are all pretty much gut feelings. When you're using it to affect billions 
of people's lives, we should have a little bit of science in there. 
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I wrote this popular book called The Voltage Effect, unlocking those secrets that we have in in 
our academic world. And my particular book has two parts. The first part unpacks the five key 
signature elements that are integral whether your idea can take off. Those are cases where 
there was never any voltage in the first place though it appeared that there was.


The second is overestimating how big a slice of pie your idea can capture. The third is failing to 
evaluate whether your initial success depends on unscalable ingredients. These are unique 
circumstances that can't be replicated at scale. The fourth is when your implementation of your 
idea leads to spillovers or unintended consequences that can help undo the good stuff in your 
idea. And the fifth, as a Chicago economist I can't be all on the demand side, I have to also be on 
the supply side. The fifth is the supply side of scaling. And that's whether your idea has 
economies or diseconomies of scale. 


You might wonder why did he title his book The Voltage Effect? It's really because when we do 
something in the small and we scale it, we typically do have huge voltage drops. And what that 
means is it looked great in the Petri dish; it was a mountain of a result. And then when we 
scaled it, it became a mole hill. So scaling is essentially turning a mountain into a mole hill. 
That's one kind of voltage effect. The other kind is voltage gains. Think about Facebook, which 
has great network externalities. It doesn't look so good in the Petri dish, but after you scale it, 
more and more people use it.


The good becomes more valuable for people who are using it. The first half talks about 
signatures of ideas that have good voltage and bad voltage. And the back half of the book talks 
about four little economic secrets to a high voltage and that includes using behavioral economic 
incentives. This is what psychologists would say we should think about in terms of framing. The 
second one is making decisions on the margin. As economists we're always marginal thinkers 
rather than average thinkers. The third one is knowing when to quit. And the fourth one is 
designing your organization so it has a great culture. I will stop there with my six minutes of 
fame. And I'll turn it back over to you Larry.


Larry Bernstein:


Your research focuses on using data to make good public policy decisions, tell us about your 
work in public education and why current education reforms fail?


John List:


We used our classrooms only to teach our children and not to teach us what works and why.  
What are the best inputs and how do those inputs map to outputs? So, inputs like better 
teacher quality, small size classrooms, better parental inputs, tutors, online versus offline, et 
cetera.  We have some small-scale studies on that, but will it ever have a chance to scale?


I started a pre-school in Chicago Heights and it's a great preschool, but can it scale to all of 
Illinois or all of America? And I think by and large our public education system should have been 
run from the very beginning is one large field experiment where we can figure out what works 
and why it works. And the fact that we haven't done it like that leads us ignorance and 
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confidence, success is assured, Mark Twain said that once. And that's exactly where we are in 
public education because we haven't used our classrooms to teach ourselves.


Larry Bernstein:


Let’s talk about experimental design next.  In your book you highlight the work of the statistician 
Ronald Fisher.  I think one of your key points is that it is important to have data, but you need 
proper experimental design otherwise you have garbage in and garbage out.  In David Salsburg’s 
book The Lady Tasting Tea, the author describes how Fisher’s first job was to evaluate the 
farming techniques in England and they provide him with mountains of data, and he throws it 
away and decides to do new seed field experiments to control for weather, water, and soil by 
making a random collection of plots.  How would you apply experimental design to solve public 
policy questions?


John List:


(laughs)


Even though I'm a field experimentalist, I think Fisher probably threw out valuable data. When I 
start working with firms or governments, I always ask them, can I see your data? Because in 
many cases correlations can be helpful. Now you can overdo correlations and you can 
misinterpret correlations. So, you have to be super careful. 


Larry Bernstein:


Do you mean that you need some knowledge about how the world works to develop the 
experiment to test the right assumptions?


John List:


I think any kind of data is useful to help give you a glimpse of what's happening in that market 
or environment. What are the outcome variables that people care about? What are potential 
inputs? In Fisher's case maybe seed was easy, but in public education this is a multidimensional 
input case. And a lot of times the correlations can help us think about and learn, what levers we 
can pull.

It's very difficult to envision a case where the naturally occurring data that they're going to have 
in those big books can be as informative as a well-designed experiment. You need 
randomization and a few other assumptions to say something causal about two variables. And 
those assumptions tend not to be as difficult to swallow as assumptions that you need to make 
when you have books of data. When you have the gold standard of experimentation, it's called 
the gold standard because it's pretty simple to see how you can make a causal estimate from 
your data. 


Having mound and mounds of data doesn't give you the right to say something causal. You still 
need an identification plan. The identification plan using experimentation is, I randomly put 
some people in treatment and some in control. And that allows me to make a very strong 
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statement about causality. And that's something that we do a little bit in public education, but 
not nearly enough. 


Larry Bernstein:


Use Head Start as an example.


John List:


Head Start is the poster child for program drift. Head Start looks great when you send wonderful 
home visitors, when you have families that are in tune and signed up for what's going on and 
receptive of the pill, and in the Petri dish, it looks great. But when you scale and start hiring 
lower quality program administrators, lower quality home visitors, families that are less in tuned 
with receiving the program, three crying kids around and a nagging mother-in-law, whereas 
before they could focus fully on their kid and the administrator. And that's exactly what 
happened.

It ended up being a different program and it eroded the quality of the program that the 
recipients were receiving. Now, the control group was receiving different kinds of treatment as 
well. And what I mean by that is, if you weren't getting Head Start over time, your alternatives 
were getting better. So, you always have to measure your program against what is the control 
group receiving? And that's the difference that we're always after.


Larry Bernstein:


In your book, you introduce the term non-negotiable to an experiment or a scalable product, 
what does it mean and why is it important?


John List:


A non-negotiable is something in your original experiment, if you take it away, it will cause a 
very large voltage drop.  It's a non-negotiable to the successful performance of my idea. Very 
rarely do we figure out during our experiment what are the non-negotiables. Typically, what we 
do as social scientists is we give our theory its best shot. We then find a good result, we publish 
it, and then we move on to our next efficacy test. 


In medicine they sort of have that dialed in. Because you have an efficacy test, you have phase 
one, phase two, phase three. But in the social sciences we tend to forget it's the first study, it's 
an efficacy test. Those explorations do not give us the non-negotiables. So, what you're asking is 
why in the world would you ever test something that you wouldn't explore the non-
negotiables? Because you don't know them in, in many cases. And secondly, because the system 
is set up for you to show a very strong result. So why would you want to take your own idea out 
from its very beginning?


You want to get a publication and get further grant funding, get on the Larry Bernstein show, et 
cetera. All the incentives are in place for you to report very large treatment effect. Look at 
Chicago Heights. The way I did Chicago Heights was I hired 30 teachers exactly like the Chicago 
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Heights school district would hire them. I thought that was a good thing. And it is good for 
horizontal scaling. What I mean by that is what I found was the teacher mattered. You need to 
have good teachers. So, if I wanted a horizontally scale, say I found a great result in Chicago 
Heights, can I scale to Denver, LA, Phoenix, et cetera? That's horizontal scaling. That's fine, my 
program will do that. But what if I wanted to vertically scale? And what I mean by that is I want 
to hire all kinds of teachers around Chicago land. And that's scaling in the same input market. So 
now I have to hire 40,000 teachers within the same input market. That's all together a different 
proposition than hiring 30 in an input market. If teachers are non-negotiable, what I should 
have done from the beginning in that example is hire a bunch of teachers that I could have hired 
when I scale, right? So that's going to be a bunch of marginal teachers now, isn't it? So, I want to 
hire a bunch of marginal teachers, but I also want to explore with average teachers and good 
teachers to see if our teachers a non-negotiable. If they are, and if I try to scale when I'm going 
to have a short supply of teachers, I need to change my curriculum, right? I don't want to try to 
scale something that I'm not going to have the non-negotiables at scale. 


I'm talking about changing from a world of evidence-based policy, which is what we do now, to 
policy-based evidence. I want to look at scale and see the constraints. And I want to bring those 
constraints back to the Petri dish and see, does my idea still have voltage with those constraints 
in place? Policy based evidence.


Larry Bernstein:


You are the former chief economist at UBER and the current chief economist at Lyft.  Tell us how 
you can design experiments within the organization and test it out and learn from it.   And how 
is Uber and Lyft scalable?


John List:


Because it satisfies my five vital signs. Uber and Lyft have a product or service that has voltage. 
It has broad appeal. It scales well. Because what you're doing now is you're scaling in the fixed 
cost. And what I mean by that is as the market place grows you get shorter ETA times and 
drivers end up being able to take advantage of the rider base as well.


Everyone needs to get around, especially in urban areas. I think as soon as Rideshare gets 
figured out, it's going to help with the congestion problem too. 

Larry Bernstein:


I hear that UBER has made congestion worse because there are all these empty cars driving in 
circles. 


John List:


There are studies that show both ways. You're going to have to leverage multiple people in a 
vehicle. You have safer driving at bar time and there's less drunk driving.


Larry Bernstein:
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Everybody's interested in the economics of UBER.  Can you discuss the work you have done on 
labor supply of drivers, and what happens when you increase payouts to drivers?


John List:


In that case, you feel bad because drivers they're driving around with empty cars more often. 
That's what the new equilibrium was and that the same thing happened when we rolled out 
tipping. So my group was responsible for rolling out tipping because remember back in 2017, 
Uber didn't have the right to tip in the app. My team Uber Nomics rolled out tipping. Tipping 
increases wages, but drivers, labor supply shifts out and exactly enough to offset the tip effect 
on wages. They're earning the exact same amount per hour. They're driving around empty more 
often.


That's why Uber doesn't like it and society shouldn't like it. You want that to be a 100%. So 
anytime you develop ideas or programs that you're trying to increase somebody’s wages, but it 
ends up leading to lower utilization. Utilization is a measure of efficiency of the market, right? 
That's why you feel bad about it. You're trying to match supply and demand for full efficiency.  
Idle resource is not an efficiency.


Larry Bernstein:


Tipping is our next topic.  We consumers sometimes make behavioral finance errors.  We view 
cash as different in changing circumstances.


John List:


Yeah.


Larry Bernstein:


I'm willing to spend 15 bucks for a meal. And service is already included. And then that very 
attractive waitress asks, "Would you like to gimme an additional tip?" And here's the machine? 
We're no heroes. None of us are. 


John List:


Good luck with that choice Larry. (laughs)


Larry Bernstein:


I mean I’ve already paid 18% service charge, and then I am offered no thanks, 15% or 20%, I 
mean what am I supposed to do?


John List:
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I love that. And that's exactly why at Uber we separated the tipping choice in space and time.


Now let me be clear. I'm not an Uber shell. I used to be the chief economist at Uber. I am 
currently the chief economist at Lyft, okay. When Travis agreed to do tipping, he said, "This is 
fine, Jon, but I want you to design a system whereby only 10 to 15% of people will tip because I 
don't want it to be a tax." He said, "Restaurant tipping right now is a tax." And, it's a tax for a 
few reasons. You mentioned some of them, your shame. The social norm is so strong that you 
want to help them out. You feel like a jackass if you don't. You're put in this position of, I wish I 
would've never been asked to do it, but now that I'm asked to do it, I mean, they're going to say 
no and be a jackass or I'm going to say, yes, what I really don't want to give.

And now let's go back to Uber. We decided to separate the decision to make a tip. We separated 
it both in space. That means you have to leave the vehicle. And in time you cannot evaluate the 
driver or give the tip until after the driver gives you, your rating. We wanted all of that removed. 
The driver can't track the tip back to you.


You make the tip in private and lo and behold, what we found was about 15% of trips are tipped 
and other kind of interesting fact in the data is that three out of five people never, ever tip, 
three out of five, never tip. You'll never get that in restaurants. In fact, we juxtapose those data, 
where you have to tip face to face and there you get 90, 95% of people tipping. 


Only 1% of people tip every time. It tells you a lot about social norms when you're acting in 
public versus when you're acting in private and those features are important when you think 
about designing incentives?


Larry Bernstein:


I'm part of that 1% of always tipping, but I assumed everyone else was doing it. I didn’t mean to 
set a new standard for tipping.


John List:


(laughs) A lot of times people ask me, what's the easiest way to join the 1%. And I say, tip your 
Uber driver every time. (laughs)


Larry Bernstein:


You quit as Chief Economist at Uber on a Friday and started work as Chief Economist at Lyft the 
next Monday.  The State of California has limited enforceability of non-compete agreements.  
And this is a real challenge for UBER to protect its IP from its biggest competitor.  How do you 
think about the economic effect of this legal right?


John List:


Yeah. It's good for question. I think in this particular case, it serves competition. If you just look 
within Uber and Lyft, people are going back and forth quite a bit. And you see it in all firms in 
Silicon Valley. 
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They said, "You can go to Lyft, but you need to leave your brain at Uber. All of the know-how 
and knowledge you need to leave at Uber, but you can go to Lyft." That's a difficult proposition, 
isn't it?  


Now as a firm, mobility versus the non-compete in other states, I think it would certainly lead 
you down a different path of both how you're going to invest in people, share ideas.


I was doing a fair amount of strategy in the flying car division at Uber. There was futuristic stuff 
going on. 


Larry Bernstein:


Uber and Lyft allow drivers to work on both platforms.  As a public policy matter, at the junior 
level we want to allow employees to have job mobility.


John List:


Occasionally we do give drivers tips about where to drive and how to drive. If you would call 
that IP, then drivers have intellectual property as well. I'll put that out there because drivers are 
getting a play book from us.


Larry Bernstein:


Public policy would want encourage hamburger flippers to move easily between McDonald’s 
and Burger King because from an efficiency standpoint, we all benefit from maximal 
employment if IP is unaffected. Sure, there are things you can learn from McDonald's as a junior 
employee about production, logistics, and aesthetics, but not much. But you were the chief 
economist at UBER and had access to the most important intellectual property and trade 
secrets and that's what we're trying to protect. If I were your employer and could not prevent 
you from joining Lyft, I would have to deny you access to critical information and limit you to 
need to know matters only.  That will reduce your productivity, reduce your compensation and 
make the firm less efficient.


John List:


Yeah, it's more like we have to understand the production function. When we put that 
constraint in place, how much productivity does it hinder versus how much added utility do you 
give to workers, giving them the right to move? It's a good question.


Where they do have strong protections is with recruitment of workers. When I left Uber, they 
were very strict on me not recruiting my team from Uber to Lyft. 


Larry Bernstein:


Membership has its privileges is our next topic.  You helped design the Lyft membership 
program.  And as I read about your process, you seemed to prey on customers weaknesses.  The 
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behavioral finance error of buy one get one free, when you don’t really need the second.  Are 
memberships unfair to consumers?


John List:


Anytime we can make the features as salient as possible, we should. We should minimize this 
idea about being covert. When I think about the behavioral checks, that I'm proud of, it's when 
it increases total surplus on both the driver and rider side, for example, in rideshare. With 
memberships, I don't see anything per se, bad in there for consumers. What we looked at with 
the early Lyft pink membership program was, you paid a fee, say $25 a month and you received 
15% off all trips. And then we varied the fee and varied the 10, 15, 25% off. That kind of 
membership program is fraught with danger for the firm. 


You have one group of people who will take the membership program and not increase their 
number of trips. These are what I call the NoGoods because they're getting the same number of 
trips at a lower price. Lyft, would've been better off not having that type at all, but the 
consumer's better off. Now the people who buy the membership and they end up taking more 
trips because of the membership program. Those are what I call the JoGoods. Now you need a 
certain fraction of the JoGoods versus the NoGoods to make your membership program good 
for you and good for everyone else.


Now as it to turns out the NoGoods were like three to one, the JoGoods in our experiments. So, 
we were literally giving away cash because we were not inducing people into saying no to Uber. 
They were not enough people increasing their number of rides to make that kind of 
membership program valuable to Lyft. 


It's almost like a total surplus giveaway, right? It's the opposite of what you just said. (laughs) 
This is Lyft giving away trips for cheaper than they otherwise would have.


Larry Bernstein:


Sam Walton called the Kmart Blue Light Special the greatest marketing invention of all time.  
Why is that?


John List:


First, it's entertaining. Oh my God. They're giving something away. Notice the words giving 
something away.


I still remember the Blue Light Special. Go to Kmart and mill around just waiting for the Blue 
Light Special. So, they received both anticipatory utility it's coming up soon. And It was a loss 
leader in part because they were overstocked or they have to give it away anyway. It was a 
police officer's light in Indiana where it started out in 1965. Sam Walton called it the greatest 
marketing gimmick of mankind ever produced even better than PT Barnham because of the 
enthusiasm that it generated. I can still remember my days in the 70s and 80s with my mom and 
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dad, we shopped at Kmart in part, because you never know Johnny what the Blue Light Special 
is going to be when we go there.


I'm going to get a new kickball. It's a little bit of people getting excited, running and grabbing it. 
Do they occasionally buy something they're never going to use probably, but it's utility enhancer 
in the end, gives a great experience along with the shopping?


Sort of an idea that you can see the win-win on both sides of the market.


Larry Bernstein:


Do corporate accounts have agency costs with membership programs?


John List:


Business accounts at Lyft were less price sensitive than individual accounts. That's how United 
and American and Delta can make it go because they're both bringing in new customers, they're 
bringing in loyal customers and they're getting people to be less price sensitive. That's certainly 
all true. Is there an agency problem in there? Absolutely. Anytime you have somebody not 
bearing the full economic cost of something that they buying or invested in.


Larry Bernstein:


Why is Amazon Prime viewed as the greatest marketing program of all time?


John List:


I think it’s a great marketing tool when it’s paired with a great service delivering a great product, 
then you put that with delivery, that people are over exaggerating the importance of. A lot of 
times, when you include shipping upfront, you can make shipping salient. I think this turns out 
to be a big hit, only because it has a Mack truck behind it. If Sears would have done Prime, 
nobody would have cared because nobody wanted to shop at Sears. You have to have both. You 
have to have a good product or service coupled with a good idea.  Then it becomes great.


Larry Bernstein:


In my house, we order from Amazon every day. Amazon Prime is worth thousands of dollars to 
my family, and they only charge $140. I was with a friend when Amazon announced the Prime 
price increase from $120 to $140. And I said to my friend, "Well, I guess you're going have to 
cancel." He's said, "Are you out of your mind? There's no chance. Prime is incredibly valuable to 
me, $20 are you serious?"


Amazon is not taking advantage of its most active clients to price discriminate.  Why is Amazon 
letting its bigger customers reap most of the benefits of Amazon Prime?


John List:


I interviewed with Jeff Bezos around 2008 for the Chief Economist position at Amazon. And we 
talked about price discrimination, and back in 2004, a guy goes on and searches for a book, he 
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then deletes some cookies in his computer and goes back and searches for the same book, and 
he gets a different price. The press went nuts. Back then. What they were doing is they were 
price discriminating, based on search. Any firm that has pricing power will consider this, right? 
(laughs) Because price discrimination is a very valuable tool for firms. Now, at that point, we 
talked about ways to price discriminate, he goes, "We just don't do that."


And it's a matter of reputation, and upholding a level of trust amongst your customer base that 
one size fits all isn't right in nearly every market. But after you add morality and equity, and 
every other term you can think of, it becomes the only solution, in many cases. And this is 
clearly one of them.


Larry Bernstein:

New topic is quitting.  Quitting your job, your marriage, anything?  Should we quit more often?


John List:


Quitting is probably the most repugnant word in the English language. When people hear you 
quit something, you are the new pariah in the neighborhood. Where I was raised, in Wisconsin, 
Vince Lombardi famously said, "Winners never quit, and quitters never win." And society has 
really tricked us into believing, when you quit something, it's terrible, and you're a terrible 
person if you do it, right? Just go online and type in quitting posters or sayings about quitting. 


People getting headlines for wasting their entire lives going down a dry hole. I've never read 
that article. Oh my God. Johnny was brilliant as a student. And then Johnny got on this terrible 
idea, but Johnny didn't quit and Johnny kept it going. Lo and behold, Johnny just died, didn't 
accomplish a damn thing. I've never seen that story Larry, do you? There are millions of stories 
like that that don't get celebrated. So on the one hand we're told not to quit. It's repugnant. 
We're told we're a loser if we quit, that's a social norm or if we would just have called it a pivot 
or an audible, right? Think about Peyton Manning at the line of scrimmage, he'll forever be 
known as Omaha, Omaha, Omaha, calling off a bad play into a good one. He's brilliant for doing 
that. But if we would say, "Peyton, you just quit that play. You're bad for quitting." He'd laugh 
you out of the room. He'd be like, "Yeah, I quit that play because it was a loser play. I got our 
offense into something that's a winner. I called an audible." Point number two about quitting; 
We have this really bad tendency to neglect opportunity cost of time. And we tend not to think 
that way because just ask people, why'd you quit your job? 99 out of a 100 -times, they say, "My 
boss didn't appreciate me. I didn't get the promotion. I didn't get the pay raise. I got crossed 
with a coworker." It's always my current lot in life got soiled so I started to look. We're parochial 
in the sense that we just look at what's happening around us and we have blinders around what 
could happen, our opportunity cost. We should be moving just as often when our opportunity 
set gets better. We should look periodically around and say, "Wow, if I keep on this job, I'm 
missing out in that new opportunity out there." And that should get me to move or the 
relationship, whatever.


So put those two together and we're in a world where we know we don't quit enough. We don't 
pivot enough. We don't call enough audibles. Steve Levitt and I put together this experiment on 
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Freakonomics. When you induce people to quit, who are considering it, in six months they're 
happier than the people who are in the control group who don't quit.


How do you know when it's time to quit? Because, you know, I, I'm convinced that we don't quit 
enough. It's all about your opportunity set. When you see something out there and it's much 
better than you have, take it because you're going to be much happier. There'll be some regret 
occasionally, but the dice will be in your corner when you move as long as that opportunity is 
real and it's a legit job or apartment or whatever that's when you know you should move. 


Larry Bernstein:


John, you played college golf, and you went to a golf tournament and you recognized that you 
were not going to be able to play professionally, so you quit.  Then you got a Phd at the 
University of Wyoming in Economics and you applied for an economics academic job at 150 
universities and you got one offer from the University of Central Florida.  Why didn’t you quit 
economics with that information? 


Some occupations there are only a very few individuals who can make a great living.  There are 
100 golfers that can earn great money.  There might be 150 academic economist jobs that pay 
well and have prestige.  Why not go to Wall Street where thousands of half-wits can make a 
fortune.  You would have crushed it there, why didn’t you set your eyes on that?


John List:


For me it was about what is my opportunity set. When I was a freshman in college and I came to 
grips with, you will never be good enough.


What that meant was I could end up being a club pro and I would've been in the winters down 
at Fort Myers Legends Country Club. And in the summer back at Madison, Wisconsin at 
Cherokee Country Club, whatever. And that would've been okay. That, nothing wrong with that 
life. I thought I was good at something. And when I'm looking at my opportunity set, it ends up, 
economics now presents, let's be clear when you say 50 or a 100 can make it-


Larry Bernstein:


There are 12 world-class research institutions in the United States and there may be 50 to 150 
tenured positions in your age cohort available at these prestigious schools.  I'm saying Sunset 
Community College lacks an economics department that provides either cash or prestige 
compensation.


John List:


I take that point. I think the gradient in the economics world is less severe than the gradient 
saying that winner takes all economy of professional golf. And it sounds like it's even less severe 
in wealth management (laughs) because I would've been perfectly happy at UCF my whole 
career, because I could have worked on research that I was excited about. I could have taught. 
My inputs wouldn't be as productive. And what I mean by my inputs. as my colleagues, my 
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students my research budget, I wouldn't be the chief economist at Lyft and have all those 
opportunities if I was at UCF. But to me that fall wasn't as extreme as what it looked like in golf. 
But, the main point is I didn't have any other legitimate opportunities coming out of the 
University of Wyoming that I could have pivoted to.


Larry Bernstein:

No chance. With your brains, you would've made it on Wall Street in two minutes.


John List:


It might have been truck drive actually.


Larry Bernstein:


I think it was a lack of imagination on your part and your inability to see your competitive 
advantage.

John List:


(laughs)


Larry Bernstein:


As a matter of fact, I still think you're making a mistake.


John List:


Maybe so, (laughs) I appreciate that. They weren't knocking at my door and, and you're right. 
Look, the family that I was raised in, I'm a first gen college kid. I didn't even hear about the top 
schools when I was in grade school or high school. Harvard or Princeton or God forbid, 
University of Chicago Economics, those words would've never even been spoken in my world. 
My world was we're in the shadows of the University of Wisconsin. Nobody goes there from my 
group. My group becomes Walmart clerks, managers and truckers. Like my brother is, like my 
dad is, like my grandpa was. Even going to Wyoming, it was never really talked about what the 
opportunities outside of the academy or outside regulatory bodies might be.

John List:


I want to be an academic, use the world as my lab, learn about how economics can be applied 
to the real world. It was UCF or the highway really. (laughs) Let's face it. I still have the 149 
rejection letters. 


Larry Bernstein:


I end this episode on a note of optimism. What are you optimistic about?


John List:


I have to speak about our economy. I've worried a little bit about inflation. I'm very optimistic 
about our economy. I'm getting more optimistic about using science to change the world. And if 
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we can begin to think about from the very beginning scaling. I want every organization to have a 
scaling unit.


Dick and Cass have a great book called Nudge and now organizations are popping up nudge 
units. That's great. I want scale units in every organization, every private and public firm should 
be looking at each idea, each approach with a scaling lens then we can be serious about making 
change. 


Larry Bernstein:


Why do you think the BLS still shows six million fewer workers today than pre-pandemic with so 
much labor demand?


John List:


We’re seeing it at Lyft. The economy's strong, the labor market is very strong and I think it will 
continue to be strong on the wage side. Now the stimulus checks going away are going to help.


It will get people back in the workforce.


The government stepped in and that's great and now it's time to step out. Our economy is 
rolling. I personally think we have a lot more entrepreneurs because of COVID than we ever 
dreamed we're going to have. 


Larry Bernstein:


You did a consulting assignment for the Dominican Republic.  You were given the task of raising 
tax revenues by either threatening jail time or publicly shaming non-compliant taxpayers.  
Shame is something that our society has moved away from.


I had Lawrence Friedman who is a legal historian at Stanford, and he mentioned that he was 
very unhappy with the current state of affairs of the penitentiary. I asked him, "back in the day, 
when we couldn't afford to put people away for a long period of time, we would do is we would 
shame them." Think the scarlet letter or the stockade.


Should society use shame instead of the penitentiary to encourage tax compliance or other 
public policy objectives?


John List:


I think you're right to make the point that shame is a very important non pecuniary incentive.


When it comes to the DR, they did allow us to use shame. That was one of the approaches that 
worked. The DR, they have problems with tax compliance. Both their firms, large and small and 
individuals do not pay their taxes. One problem in developing economies is if you don't have a 
tax base, it's difficult to build the infrastructure you need. They send reminder letters, you 
should pay. And they said, "These are our best reminder letters." And we said, "Let us take a 
shot at them." And one of them was shame. One of them was potential jail time.
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We raised a 100 million more dollars in taxes than they raised in the control group in the same 
sizes. That ended up being like 0.01% of their GDP. So, you're right, shame worked. Now, why 
did it work? We don't know. These individuals that didn't want to lose their reputations with 
their friends or their wife or their families, whatever, but it works. How far do you want to push 
this? If the objective is simply to raise more money, and I don't care about mental health or 
anything else, then you're right. But in the broader view, there might be not only the tax 
consideration, but maybe it has other effects that you should take account of before you roll out 
the stockade (laughs). And they will forever be known as the tax cheat. That might get a few 
people not to cheat the first time, it might mess up their lives a little bit, might ruin a few 
marriages. It might ruin their futures, but you did raise more money-


I think it's a tool to tastefully use and not use recklessly. If it's tasteful, I think it's just fine. If it's 
reckless, I don't think it's fine. People do make mistakes and you'd hate to take someone for 
their entire lives over one mistake.


Larry Bernstein:


Ari. Welcome back to the show. Today's topic is ivermectin. Ari, what is ivermectin?


Ari Ciment:


Ivermectin is an anti-parasitic drug used for scabies in the past that has been repurposed for 
COVID-19.


Larry Bernstein:


Why did we think of using ivermectin for Covid19?


Ari Ciment:


It does have in vitro activity at higher doses against COVID-19. 


They did initial in vitro experiments with a whole variety of medicines and ivermectin showed 
potential antiviral activity. A lot of the drugs that were seen to be effective versus malaria were 
studied against COVID. So if you went on the CDC website, looked for malaria drugs, they'll find 
alternative therapies besides quinine. You'll find hydroxychloroquine, doxycycline, ivermectin, 
and it’s interesting that all those drugs turned out to be possible therapies for COVID.

Larry Bernstein:


There was a meta-study of all the major global ivermectin trials.  And Dr. Richard Hill found that 
ivermectin reduced mortality by 56%, but the results were dependent on two studies which 
were later found to be fraudulent.  

Ari Ciment:


The initial meta-analysis had two studies from Egypt and Lebanon, and both studies basically 
had duplicate data and was fraudulent, then when you take away 20% of your effectiveness 
you're left with nonsignificant.
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Larry Bernstein:


Why were these medical trials fraudulent, what happened?


Ari Ciment:


What is causing people to publish fraudulent data?  I think that it's the same problem that 
we've had in the past with the anti-vaxxer who was published in Lancet. They figure that's the 
fastest way to become famous is to publish something that is a hot topic, even if it means 
fabricating data. At the time that all these studies are coming out, there's an excitement, what 
can we do? And some of the investigators really believe in ivermectin and they wanna get it out. 
So, they do less than honest approaches.


Larry Bernstein:


During the beginning of the pandemic, doctors and scientists had no idea about the disease and 
the medications.  So, they followed their intuition and provided patients with a cocktail.  Some 
worked and some didn’t.  Is that to be expected?  


Ari Ciment:


Well, that's a great question. Initially in a pandemic, there was a lack of medicine, if the 
medicines made sense, then it was appropriate to at least try because nothing else seemed to 
work. Ivermectin doesn't have a very clear mechanism of action, but there were anecdotal 
stories by physicians. So, it made sense to try it, because the risk benefit ratio was favorable. 


You rely on anecdotal medicine when you have a new disease. And then over time, you start 
seeing some of these articles being published. But the key takeaway is to rely on people like 
from the New England Journal of Medicine, someone like Eric Topol. 


Larry Bernstein:


Medical information in a pandemic is evolving, how do you change your choice of medications?


Ari Ciment:


I think the key is to react and adapt. We used high dose Plaquenil in the beginning and HIV 
medicine, but when we saw it wasn't helping and potentially hurting, we stopped it. The flip 
side is there was a medicine called Tocilizumab that everybody was saying that it's dangerous to 
use along with steroids, but we saw in our patients that it seemed to dramatically help. So even 
though it was against the initial randomized control trials, we saw it with our own eyes that it 
helped and we continued to use it, and eventually there was a randomized control trial that 
showed benefit. Reacting and adapting is the key.


Larry Bernstein:



16



Ari, I was your patient in the hospital in December 2020 when I had the Cytokine Storm and you 
gave me that cocktail. 


Ari Ciment:


You reacted excellently to Tocilizumab and steroids. And you had the variant where we were 
most concerned with the cytokine phase and I believe that's what helped you turn around.


Larry Bernstein:


The meta-study for ivermectin comes out two years after the outbreak of COVID, and it relies on 
studies from Egypt and Lebanon.  This is the most important medical event of our lifetime, why 
did it take so long?


Ari Ciment:


It takes time to do a study. I was just involved in a COVID study and it took a year and a half to 
get it going, and it seemed like a pretty straightforward, easy study. It takes a while to develop 
protocols and methods and to do things the right way. There were over 80 trials, randomized 
control trials that were in the works. I don't know how many of them actually ended up 
completed, but for ivermectin, there were many. And also for Plaquenil, there were many, many 
studies.


Larry Bernstein:


When you think about experimental design for these COVID drugs, there are so many variables, 
when to take the drug, the dosage, as a cocktail with other drugs, which ones?  How does these 
variables complicate matters?


Ari Ciment:


it's a matter of the timing. That's number one. Number two all those ivermectin studies used 
different drug doses. Nevertheless, whichever dose they used, it was never a rip-roaring positive 
randomized control trial.


Larry Bernstein:


I want to explore varying dosage of ivermectin.  Some of these studies were using 20x the 
recommended use.  How do you think about radical increases in the dosage amounts and your 
concern about possible side effects?

Ari Ciment:


I think that's the reason why the CDC and the NIH sort of clamped down on the ivermectin. 
Ivermectin does have a Nobel Prize associated with it. It's a safe drug, it's a very effective good 
drug for what it's purposed for, but we're talking about doses that needed to be that high based 
on the in vitro studies that showed that it was only effective at high doses.


Larry Bernstein:
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The most positive ivermectin study was done in Brazil by Pierre Kory.  Ivermectin was used as a 
prophylactic, so people were taking it who did not have COVID.  The size of the study was 
gigantic.  160,000 subjects in the study with 113,000 taking ivermectin and 47,000 taking the 
placebo.  The results were beyond impressive, mortality was reduced by 68% for ivermectin 
users from 2.6% mortality to 0.8%. 

This study was not peer reviewed but it showed great promise when it was released.  In 
retrospect, how do you think about this particular study?


Ari Ciment:


That study was definitely thought-provoking and you really have to investigate not what you're 
reading only, but also where it's coming from. Some of the authors listed are Flavio Cadegiani, 
and Juan Chamie, C-H-A-M-I-E, and Pierre Kory. These people are members of the Front Line 
COVID Critical Care Alliance, and Cadegiani is a PI of a trial that's being investigated for 
violations of medical ethics by Brazil's National Health Council. And Lucy Kerr works for a 
company that produces ivermectin.


So even before you start reading the paper, is it reliable? The numbers look good. It's definitely 
thought-provoking and it looks positive. But the flip side is it's an observational study. Did these 
patients assigned to the ivermectin, did they really pick up the medicine? Were they really 
taking it? I think it comes down to design differences. A meta-analysis that has many, many 
randomized control trials that's on the top. Then you have a randomized control trial. Then 
below that you have observational studies like cohort studies, case control studies, cross-
sectional surveys, right?


You really wanna see a robust randomized control trial that would yield you the best 
information. What they were employing was an observational study, but they were doing such 
dramatically high numbers that it should blow you away. But then you have to look at where 
they're getting their information, if it's accurate and see if they're really trustworthy.


At this point because of the people involved in it, I say, wow, that's cool, but I don't give it any 
credence personally.


Larry Bernstein:


Do you view yourself as impartial on ivermectin?


Ari Ciment:


I promise you, I wanna believe that ivermectin works. I was hoping to see a positive trial, 
honestly, but there hasn't been one large randomized control trial without credibility issues that 
have been positive.


Larry Bernstein:
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What lessons can we learn from this ivermectin experience?


Ari Ciment:


We went for it because it inhibited the replication of SARS-CoV-2 and cell culture, so it made 
sense, because it has a good track record of safety. There hasn't been any major randomized 
control trials that have shown positive benefit. And these trials that have been done that have 
been beneficial are either published by people with credibility issues or have some problems in 
the makeup of this study.


Larry Bernstein:


Ari, I end each episode on a note of optimism. What are you optimistic about this week?


Ari Ciment:


I’m optimistic that COVID just seems to be going away.


Larry Bernstein:

Thanks to John and Ari for joining us today.


That ends today’s session. I want to make a plug for next week’s show.


Our first speaker will be Heather Mac Donald who will speak about her recent article in The City

Journal entitled The Guardians in Retreat. And the topic is the rise of wokeness in art museums

and The Art Institute of Chicago in particular. This will be a very provocative discussion.


Our second speaker will be Rosemary Salomone who is the Kenneth Wang Professor of Law at

St. John’s University. Rosemary has a new book entitled The Rise of English: Global Politics

and the Power of Language. Rosemary is interested in the reaction to the growing dominance of

English in the world of business and science. And how this is impacting millions of youngsters’

choice of a second language. In addition, we will discuss the growing influence of Mandarin and

Hindi as competing languages in global commerce.


Please email me your questions for next week’s session, if you want to participate at

larrybernstein1@gmail.com.


If you are interested in listening to a replay of today’s What Happens Next program or any of our

previous episodes or if you wish to read a transcript, you can find them on our website

Whathappensnextin6minutes.com. Replays are also available on Apple Podcasts, Podbean and

Spotify.


Thanks to our audience for your continued engagement with these important issues, good-bye.
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