
Turning Complex into Simple 

Nobel Laureate Michael Spence ’62 likes to take complex, confusing 
economic phenomena and, by identifying the main structural features, make 
them seem simple. The Root’s Editor, Diana Shepherd ’80, spoke with him 
recently about attending UTS, Princeton, Oxford, and Harvard – and 
winning the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 2001.  

 

DS: Although your parents lived in Ottawa in 1943, you were born in Montclair, NJ. 
How did that come about? 

My father was Canadian and my mother was an American. When the war came, my 
father joined the Wartime Prices and Trades Board. They had to work closely with the 
Americans, so my father was going back and forth from Ottawa to Washington. My 
mother came along on one of the trips when she was about eight-and-a-half months 
pregnant; she stopped off to visit friends in New Jersey, and that’s where I was born. She 
never admitted it, but I think she did it on purpose.  

DS: In 1950, your family moved to a farm outside Toronto where you went to school in a 
two-room schoolhouse. Do you have any memories of those rural schooldays? 

MS: We lived on a 320-acre farm in Maple for two years. It was a wonderful experience. 
My brother Randy [William Randall Spence ’63] and I attended a schoolhouse with two 
classrooms – one for Grades One to Four and the other for Grades Five to Eight – and 
one teacher for the whole shootin’ match. I don’t think it would have been a super place 
to stay and be educated up through Grade Eight, but for Grades One and Two, it seemed 
to work and was fun.  

DS: Your family moved to Toronto in the early ’50s, and you entered UTS in Grade 7 in 
1955. What were your first impressions of UTS?  

MS: I loved the school from the moment I got there. At that time, there was one class for 
Grade Seven and one for Grade Eight, and another class joined us in Grade Nine. The 
teachers were terrific. They maintained discipline and they taught effectively. I was 
playing hockey outside of the school until Grade Eight, playing 70-80 games a year in a 
team sponsored by the Chicago Blackhawks. UTS Athletic Director Jack Life called me 
in and told me that if I didn’t quit, he’d have me kicked out of the school. He was 
bluffing, but I quit the team. I had a wonderful, wonderful experience at UTS in multiple 
dimensions: intellectually, in sports, with people… 

DS: Did you have a favourite teacher or subject at UTS?  

MS: I had many favourite teachers. On the athletic side, a lot of us were very close to 



Don Fawcett. And I played hockey for Bruce MacLean – I missed his hundredth  
birthday party last year, which was a shame. We had a hilariously funny and talented 
science teacher, Fred Speed, who was a bit absent-minded. One year, he posted the final 
exam by mistake on the bulletin board and a bunch of us had to go and take it down 
before anyone took the exam! But he was a terrific teacher... The teaching at UTS was 
really fabulous in terms of engaging students. Of course, there was a terrific group of 
students at the school, and we learned a lot from each other as well. 

My favourite subjects were math, physics, English, and history. We took a lot of 
languages in those days, starting with French and Latin, and then added a third language. 
I chose German, and that was the hardest subject for me – the one I had to struggle with 
the most. Even when I was struggling, however, I still thought the courses were pretty 
interesting.  

DS: What did being elected UTS School Captain in 1962 mean to you? 

MS: There were a lot of great people in my class who would have made a great School 
Captain – I suppose this is true in most years. The School Captain can play a role in terms 
of leadership and fleshing out the social side of the school. Personally, it was a very 
rewarding experience, and a surprise. I had never had any responsibility – other than to 
show up in class or at a practice. It brought me closer to a wider range of people in the 
school; if you play football or hockey, you end up hanging out with your teammates for 
much of the school year – and there’s an awful lot of interesting people outside of those 
groups. It was nice when my brother Randy was elected School Captain the year after me. 

DS: After graduation, you attended Princeton, graduating with a BA in philosophy in 
1966. What attracted you to Princeton – and to the study of philosophy? 

MS: In those days, the natural thing for people who were doing well academically was to 
go to UofT. It was and is excellent, but at that time it had the old British structure, which 
meant that you had to specialize right away, whereas the American system offered a 
Liberal Arts education. My parents and I talked with UTS headmaster Brock McMurray, 
and eventually we decided I should look at US institutions. I ended up at Princeton 
largely because it had the American Liberal Arts structure. There were many topics that 
weren’t covered in high school – such as sociology, psychology, and economics  – and I 
thought there were a number of subjects I’d like to take a look at before I decided what I 
was going to focus on. Philosophy was my undergraduate major, but I never intended to 
make it a career.  

DS: A Canadian Rhodes Scholar, you received your BA/MA in Mathematics from 
Magdalen College, Oxford in 1968. Can you tell us a little about your experiences at 
Oxford? 

MS: I loved Oxford. I started out in philosophy,  politics, and economics; then switched 
to economics; then switched again to mathematics. My advisors were very tolerant of 
this. I also played hockey for Oxford – that was hilarious! Oxford and Cambridge had a 



troupe of North Americans – mainly Canadians – coming through; Cambridge had 
dominated the sport because they had David Johnson [who became Governor General of 
Canada in 2010], who was a very, very good hockey player. After he graduated, Oxford 
trounced Cambridge. The other teams in England had kind of forgotten how to play 
hockey after learning from us during the war. We went around England and Europe 
playing hockey, and we had some funny experiences. We went up to Blackpool to play a 
game; their team loved hockey, but they couldn’t even skate. I ended up skating past 
some guy who was trying to keep himself vertical using his stick as a balance pole, and 
he caught me just above my eye. I was carted off to the hospital to have stiches put in; 
while I was waiting in Emergency, two guys got into a knife fight! 

DS: You received your Ph.D. in Economics from Harvard in 1972. US involvement in the 
Vietnam War peaked in 1968, the year you started your Ph.D. program; what was it like 
to attend an American institution during those war years? 

MS: It was a really interesting and disorienting time: I walked through picket lines to get 
to class; the University was shut down at one point; somebody related to my first wife 
was hauled out of a building and arrested. Underneath the Vietnam War issue, there was 
a massive social change underway. Young people were rejecting aspects of their society 
they thought were unacceptable, including post World War II ideas of gender and 
equality. We all assumed that we were throwing off chains and that it would be a freer, 
easier world, but we completely misunderstood the complexity of creating new models: 
how you live, how you work, how you integrate family with working life, etc. The Junior 
and Senior classes at Harvard and Radcliffe were in the eye of the hurricane; they became 
revolutionaries in their own minds and some got lost when the world gradually drifted 
back to a new normal. They tried to live as if that time-frame were going to be a 
permanent state of affairs. But of course, social and other revolutions are never 
permanent conditions: they happen, cause change, and then people go back to figuring 
out how to live, work, be happy, and spiritually rewarded. So we had a mini lost-
generation: people who were disaffected from the old society but also disaffected from 
the new one.  

DS: You have said that you have had two careers: first as teacher and scholar and then 
in academic administration. You joined New York University Leonard N. Stern School of 
Business as a professor of economics in September 2010; you are a senior fellow at the 
Hoover Institution and the Philip H. Knight Professor Emeritus of Management in the 
Graduate School of Business at Stanford University. Is this a return to a “first love” – 
teaching? 

MS: The academic administration part lasted 15 years, starting in 1984 when the 
president of Harvard asked me to be the Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences. Then I 
became Dean of the Stanford Graduate School of Business in California for nine years 
(from 1990 to 1999). I enjoyed both jobs and learned a lot, but I think 15 years was 
enough. We now live in Milan, so we’re not able to get to the West Coast much, but 
coming over to New York in the fall seems to work. The process by which I became an 
academic again – not just a teacher – was traveling and lecturing all over the world, 



which I started to do in 2005. It has been nice to be able to settle on one place and teach 
for part of the year: sharing whatever I’ve managed to learn with students and colleagues 
about emerging economies. 

DS: What was it like to win the Nobel Prize in Economics? 

MS: It’s been an amazing and unanticipated part of my life for 11 years now. There’s a 
hierarchy: The Peace Prize is always given in Oslo, then there are Physics, Chemistry, 
Physiology and Medicine, Literature, and Economics. Economics came late: it arrived in 
1968 as a prize given by the Bank of Sweden. It was a marvelous experience. My 
predecessor at Harvard told me that if I took the job [as Dean], I’d never win the Nobel 
Prize. I believed him, but then again I thought I probably wouldn’t receive the Nobel 
Prize anyway.  So I made the choice and took the job – I didn’t stay in teaching and 
research and I gave up thinking about the Nobel Prize permanently. Turns out he was 
wrong. Winning the Prize came as a complete surprise. They phone you in the morning 
before they make the announcement; they left a message for me in Stanford, but I was in 
Hawaii at the time. A friend of mine saw the announcement on the Internet and phoned 
me at 3:30 in the morning and said “Guess what?!” Winning the Nobel changes your life, 
no question about it. 2001 was the hundredth anniversary of the Nobel Prize, and for the 
Centennial, they invited all Nobel laureates who were still alive to come back. One of the 
Nobel requirements is that you come to Stockholm and give a lecture to your peers; in 
this year, all the Nobel economists were there. Sitting in the front row were Paul 
Samuelson, Milton Friedman, Gary Becker, Bob Fogel, Robert Solow, and many more – 
all the “gods” of the profession I’d chosen – and I thought “This is the scariest thing I’ve 
ever done in my life!” Your life changes because you become way more visible than 
you’ve ever been or thought you would be.  

DS: Is there a dividing line between your life pre- and post-Nobel? 

MS: It’s hard to know what the counter-factual would have been – what would have 
happened if – because you never get to run the experiment. I stopped being an academic 
administrator and set out to have a rewarding life in some combination of business, 
investing, and academia. Then the Nobel Prize came along out of the blue. I probably 
would have done the same things (emerging economies, the global economy etc.), but the 
Nobel made it easier to get started. It’s a label you carry with you for the rest of your life, 
and it gives you credibility – even when it shouldn’t. One of my friends who had 
previously won the Nobel sat me down and said “People are going to ask you a whole lot 
of questions on subjects you know absolutely nothing about. The most important thing 
you have to learn is to say ‘I don’t know’.” 

DS: Aside from winning the Nobel Prize, can you describe some career highlights – 
accomplishments that give you the greatest personal or professional satisfaction? 

MS: Receiving the John Bates Clark Medal, which is given to economists under 40 for 
distinguished contribution to economics, was a pretty big highlight as well. The research 
I did for my Ph.D. thesis and right after – work for which I eventually won the Nobel 



Prize – was very rewarding. There was a moment when I realized that the work might 
actually be quite important in the construct of economic theory. What I really like to do is 
to take a situation in the world that looks complex and confusing – like you’re seeing it 
through a fog – and stare at it, digest it, and try to make it seem simple. If you can make it 
seem simple, then you can explain it to other people and it will seem simple to them, too. 
I’ve always believed in the power of ideas, and that process of looking at something that 
seems hopelessly complex and finding a way to make it seem at least a little bit more 
comprehensible is something I’ve enjoyed doing many times over my life.  

DS: If you could give one piece of advice to the UTS Class of 2013, what would it be? 

MS: My advice would be that there’s a reasonably decent chance that you’re going to live 
in a global economy, and it’s worth taking the time to understand who those 6.5 billion 
people are: where they are in life, how they live, how that’s changing over time. I’d urge 
them to learn other languages. This is a tool for accomplishing Item One: make yourself 
as comfortable and knowledgeable as possible about vast amounts of the world as you 
can. Not because you necessarily want to live or work outside Canada, but because you 
need to know what’s going on out there. People who live and work in Toronto or New 
York who don’t have a clue what’s going on in South Africa or Western China or Jakarta 
have huge blind spots. In the old days, you might have thought, “That’s interesting, but it 
doesn’t have much to do with me.” Now it does. That’s why I wrote The Next 
Convergence [Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011]. One billion of us live in countries you’d 
think of as advanced; the other 5.5 billion are in the process of getting wherever we’re 
going to be in 30 or 40 years.  

The second piece of advice, in terms of deciding what you want to do, don’t over-
intellectualize it. Find something that you love to do – that motivates you to get up in the 
morning – and do that until you run out of options. You’ll be the happiest that way.  

DS:  Tell us about The Next Convergence: The Future of Economic Growth in a 
Multispeed World. 

MS: I had never written a book for what the publishing industry calls a “general 
audience”: people who are curious, smart, accomplished in their fields, but don’t have 
time to research ideas that are “way out there”. Because of its growing impact on us, I 
thought this was the time to talk about the economic and social evolution of the 
developing world – to take the blizzard of complexity that is the developing world and 
make it simple. Before the Industrial Revolution, the world experienced very slow growth. 
Then a subset of the world’s population started to develop fast enough that the 
Malthusian effect didn’t take it away in population increases. We got wealthier – we had 
higher incomes, greater opportunities – but the other four-fifths of the world didn’t 
experience any of this. So you have 80% of the world living the same way they did two 
centuries ago, and 20% having gone through this transformative economic and social 
process. And then that process reversed and the other 80% started to join the party. This 
reversal will change the world: it can’t [remain the same] because the economics of that 
don’t work. The current economics are based on huge asymmetries, which are declining. 



By the middle of this century, the world will be a place in which the vast majority lives in 
pretty comfortable, advanced circumstances. I wanted to explain how we got there, from 
the post-war world in which 15% lived in advanced countries, and then to answer the 
question: “What problems do we have to solve in the next 50 years for this whole thing to 
work?” 

DS:  Is there anything else you'd like to share with the UTS community? 

MS: I’m hoping to get up there and meet the current group of students – I’m sure they’re 
very exciting. And I hope the process of establishing the school in a new home with a 
different relationship with the UofT continues to go reasonably well. I’d like to say thank 
you: UTS gave many, many people a wonderful start in life. UTS was and is a wonderful, 
liberating place: it gives you the feeling that there are a whole lot of interesting things 
you could do, and that you really can do them. It’s more than the very high quality of the 
education – important as that was and is in empowering us – UTS gave me a sense of 
freedom and opportunity for which I’ve always been grateful. 


