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Section 1: Introduction.

The economic literature has demonstrated a long standing interest in the question of
search. In the elementary search model, the distribution of prices is common knowledge
(see S. Lippman and J. McCall (1981)). The optimal rule is then myopic (i. €. the
consumer stops if and only if he cannot improve his expected utility by searching exactly
one more time) and consists in a reservation price (1. e. the consumer only buys if he gets a
better price than his reservation benchmark), also the rule for a consumer who forfeits the
option to buy at the current price if he continues searching (no recall) is the same as the rule
with recallable prices. As Diamond (1971) remarked in the context of a job search model,
such an assumption may lead to a degenerate distribution in which the firms set the
discriminating monopsony wage, as the unique wage rate for the economyl.

In view of this limitation the consumer may well decide that his decision rule should
be independent of it. Criteria for optimality of behavior can be drawn over the set of
outcomes, for instance the minimax rule (see Savage (1954)). However most of the
research has assumed that when the consumer who does not know the distribution of prices
will try to gather information about it from the search process itself. Rothschild (1974)
considered the problem of a sequential Bayesian search with no recall, and established the

weaker reservation-price property (i. e. a strategy which defines for each round a

1Such a result can be interpreted in the light of the recent bargaining literature: assume as in
Rubinstein and Wolinsky (1985) that buyers and sellers meet at random, Also assume, unlike the model
presented there, that buyers always quote the price, and sellers cannot make counter-offers (Sellers act as
Stackelberg leaders in the bargaining game). Then it is easy to see that the only perfect equilibrium for this
economy is for the sellers to extract all consumer surplus from the buyers. This result is not entirely
satisfactory because it is true even when the time discount factor of the buyer is very small (he is very
patient), at the same time as the time discount factor of the seller is very large (he is very impatient).
Therefore the buyer disposes of a very serious (for his opponent) low-cost (to himself) threat, but the

requirement for game perfectness prevents him from using it.
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benchmark price, the consumer buys if he gets a price better than the benchmark, and
continues otherwise ) for consumers who hold Dirichlet beliefs. Rosenfield and Shapiro
(1981) extended this approach to a larger set of priors, establishing conditions for the
optimal strategy to be myopic and exhibit the reservation price property. Putting together
both sides of the market, Jovanovic (1979) showed with a job-matching model how price
dispersion could hold when both sides of the market were taken into account. Further
interest in equilibrium price dispersion was attested by the articles of Burdett and Judd
(1983) where price dispersion resulted from randomness in the sample size, and Albrecht
and Axell (1984) which used heterogeneous agents to obtain the result. Inquiries about the
optimality of the search procedure were conducted by Morgan and Manning (1985) who
looked into searches with non-constant sample size, Wolinsky (1987) who studied an
gconomy in which agents bargained while conducting search on the side, and McAffe and
McMillan (1988) who considered buying mechanisms mixing search and auction

procedures for agents facing small population of traders.

The main emphasis of the existing literature in search has been to prove the
existence, characterize and study the properties the optimal strategies, but it is notably short
on explicit solutions to the search problem when the distribution of prices is unknown. The
purpose of this paper is to find such an explicit optimal strategy when the consumer already
had some experience in the market, or even when he comes as a first tirne buyer and knows

nothing about the distribution of prices.

We will only consider searches with recall, that is a consurmer buy at any price he
observed in the past. We consider two types of search: one in which the consumer knows
the set of prices he is facing is finite (the discrete case), and other in which this setis a
continuurn of prices (the continuous case). For the discrete case, we solve the problem of a
Bayesian searcher who holds Dirichlet priors, though we will show that the solution we
present can be extended to a more general class of beliefs. Dirichlet priors are interesting on

at least two grounds: First because as Rothschild (1974) wrote ‘... as experience



accurnulates, all searchers come to behave as if their priors were Dirichlet’ (page 657). And
second, because we will show that these priors enable us to justify the attitude: ‘I will
assign a probability to an event according to the frequency I observed it in the past’ as a
Bayesian approach,

For the continuous case, the Bayesian approach runs into technical difficulties,
unless one restricts the admissible set of price distributions in order to have only a ﬁnite.
number of parameters to estimate. A typical example is to assume that it belongs to the class
of normally distributed density of probability functions, some parameters of which are
unknown . We propose a methodology which allows us to explicitly solve the search
problem without having to impose such a constraint on the distribution of prices!: Instead
of relying on some unexplained priors and Bayes rule, the consumer uses the Maximum
Entropy Principle to estimate the true distribution of prices. Interestingly, in both the
discrete and the continuous cases the solution is defined as the myopic rule.

We will also discuss some of the properties of these solutions. We will show the
optimal strategy exhibits a monotonous price reservation property. We will also show that
as the consumer becomes more patient, the length of his search will increase, and that the
consumer may need to take advantage of the recall option. All these are reasonable
properties one may expect from a search sirategy. They also tally with some empirically
observed facts:

- The wage an applicant is willing to accept decreases with the length of

the tenure of his search {mentioned by Vishwanath (1984)), this can be

explained by the decreasing reservation wage predicted by our solution;

Hf the consumer knows that the true distribution is normal, then he is better off using a parametric
Bayesian search (as in Rosenfield and Shapiro (1981)), he could pretend he ignores this fact and use our
methodology, but he would then lose some efficiency. On the other hand, the converse is not true: a
consumer who just postulates that the true price distribution is normally distributed without having
information to that effect exposes himself to problems of inconsistency (his estimate of the true

distribution does not improve with time),
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- For long duration stints of unemployment the rate of mortality is far
greater than the rate of new job offers (see Blau (1988)), this can be
explained by job applicants returning to take jobs they did not select at

first,

This paper is organized as follows: Section 2 introduces the model and presents the
consumer’ § maximization problem. Section 3 is concerned with consumers holding
Dirichlet prior beliefs. Some properties of Dirichlet priors are presented, and a statement
presenting the optimal search strategy is provided (proof in section 6). An example is
worked out. Section 4 presents an optimal strategy for a class of beliefs which includes the
Dirichlet distribution (proof in section 6). The optimal strategy is shown to be a myopic
rule, to safisfy the monotonic reservation price property, the use of the recall option is
shown to occur in some circumstances, and an increase in the time discount factor is shown
to increase the length of the search. Section 5 discusses some of the limitations inherent to
the previous framework. A very short introduction to the Maximum Entropy Principle
follows. Next is discussed how this principle can be used in the context of search, the
optimal strategy is then presented, and an example follows. Section 6 contains the proof of
the optimality of the strategies presented in the three previous sections. Section 7 draws the

conclusions to this paper.



Section 2: Framework, and definition of search
strategies.

2,1 - Framework,

A consumer wants to buy one unit of a good. This good is available in an infinite
set of stores that the consumer can visit sequentially. He believes that the prices he will
observe during this sequential search are independent realizations of the same random
variable which takes its value on some compact set P. We will examine two possibilities:
either prices can take a finite number of values P = {p?, ..., pN} with
p?=0<p! <... <pN =11, this is the discrete case, or prices belong to the interval
P = [0, 1]2, the continuous case. The consumer derives utility from consuming the good,
from income and he discounts time as well. More precisely, if the consumer buys the good
after searching t stores and at a price p, his utility is>:

Sl —p), with0 <8< 1,and u(0)=0
where & is his time discount factor, and u is a strictly increasing function; if the consumer
does not buy the good, his utility is zero. We will assume that the consumer c¢an always
return to a store he visited earlier in his search, that is price quotations are recallable. Asa
consequence, the consumer’ s utility only depends on the lowest price he observed at the
time he decides to stop his search,

Actually the material presentation of the rest of the paper is much simplified by
using the following notation: let q = 1 — p which we will refer to as a g-price quotation

Since we will exclusively deal with g-prices in the reminder of this paper, we will often

IThe assumption that p0 = 0 and pN = 1 is just a matter of convenience so that both cases, discrete
and continuous distributions of prebabilities, can be treated simultaneously without additional notations.

ZThis assumption can be interpreted as follows: If the commaodity is not a bad, the price must be
greater than zero; on the other hand the price the consumer is willing to pay is bounded either by his
consumer’ § surplus (this is the discriminating monopoly price), or by his total income. Therefore the range

of interest for prices is compact, and setting the upper bound to 1 is only a normalization convention.
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refer to them simply as prices, using sometimes the term g-price for emphasizé. The
consumer is to look for the highest g-price, and his utility is 8'u(q), which is an increasing
function of q, so the only modification required in order to transform our model into a job
search model is to interpret g as a wage. The set of g-prices is the set , with either

Q=1{q%...qN} with @® =0 <ql <...<q¥=10r Q ={0, 1].

2.2 - ition I ’

First we shall introduce some notations. An infinite search would produce an
infinite sequence of price observations or quotations, leth = {q;, g3, ...} be such a
sequence; we will call it a pgalization of the history of price search. At time t, only the
finite subsequence of the t first components of the eventual realization h is known, and we
will denote by hy(h) the function which associate to a realization the subsequence of prices
revealed at time 2. We will also denote by h; = {qy,..., q} the subsequence of price itself
and call it the past history. Of course at time t the past history h, does not indicate
unambiguously what the whole realization h would eventually be. Let
du(ho) = Maxee{q1, ..., Q)3 be the order statistic associated with past history h;, and a
denotes the order statistics itself, which is a random variable at time T < t, and the
realization of this random variable at times T2 t.

Qur consumer may have some prior information about the distribution of prices he
is receiving quotes from, but he does not know the distribution for sure. It is logical for

him to use whatever information he gets from his search for the best price to try to improve

iI_/a.t Q) be the set of underlying events, a quote al time (: g, is 2 random variable: 2 — . An infinite
search sequence {q,, @y, ...} is a random variable: QL2 ..} Q[l- 2, ...). h is a realization of such a
sequence, and the set of all h is Q{1+ 2% -},

Zhy.) is a function from Q{12 --) — Q% it is a projection of h on its first-t components, h, is an
element of Q% and {qj...., q;} is either the random variable: (¢ — %, or its realization h,. As is
customary, a random variable will often be identified with its realization when such an identification does
not induce confusion,

33;(.) is a function: Qt — Q, &: is a random variable: QO —» Q.



his knowledge of this distribution. The consumer we will be considering uses the
following scheme: He starts with an initial belief on the cumulative distribution of prices
F1(.)L, at this stage he believes his first price quotation will be drawn from this distribution;
he then observes this first price quotation ¢;. He then uses an updating mechanism to
update his belief on the distribution of prices and obtains a new distribution F5(.l q;), at
this stage he believes that his next price quotation g will be drawn from this disiribution.
In his mind, the consumer can keep on repeating this process, determining for all possible
past histories what his belief on the distribution of prices is for the next period. Using the
law of conditional probabilities, he can then determine what is the joint probability
distribution of any realization?, We will refer to these probabilities as the stochastic
process generated by the initial beliefs and the updating mechanism of the consumer.

A strategy ¢ of the consumer is a rule which associate to each possible past
history h, an action of the set {S, C}, either to stop the search and buy at the best price so
far al(hg, or to continue searching3, let Z be the set of all feasibie strategies. To each

realization h, the strategy G associates a pair [qg(h), ts(h)}* which are:

1F is an increasing function Q —» [0, 1], with F1(0) 2 0, and F1(1) = 1. In a Bayesian framework,
Fy is the total cumulative probability distribution derived from the Bayesian priors {see next section).

2This is the Kolgomorov conslfuction of a probability space for the infinite dimensional space of
price quotations {(sec Gihman and Skorchod (1974)). It is a stochastic process, that is; Consider a possible
past history b, and the let Bl b, be the set of all possible realizations which admit h, as their first-t
components; this construction insures that the unconditional probability of h, is equal to the probability of
HI h,, that is that the consumer is always consistent in his assignment of probabilities form one period to
1the next.

3Consider a function from Q{12 -} — Q x Q? x Q? X ... which associates to each realization h the
infinite sequence of all its past histories {h(h), hy(h), ...). Let TQ be the image of Q by this
ransformation, the set of trees generated by Q. ¢ is a function from TQ — {§, C}H1 2}, with the
propeity that Vhe Q, ofh()] =S = V12, obh)]=S.gis rcally_ defined on the set of realizations,

but the previous property implies that {¥h e Hi h,, o(h) leads to the same decision at time t} which means



Page 8

to(h) = Mine {7/ olho(h)] = 5}
Let to(h) =7, qo(h) = Ge(ho)

i, the stopping time associated with the rule ¢, and the buying m‘_u‘& Qg are random
variables which distribution of probability is derived from the joint probability distribution
of realizations. This allows us to define W(c)! the value of the search associated with the
strategy © as:

W(0) = E[8% u(qo)]
where the expectations are computed according to the probability distribution we just
discussed2. The consumer’ s problem is then to find a strategy which would maximize his

expected utility (if such a strategy exists), that is to find 6* such that:

that one can define the strategy at fime t o(H! hy) as a function, and the t-th component of ¢ only
depends on the past history h,,
4The functions qz(.): Q{121 > Q, and t(.): QI»%-1 = (1, 2, ...}, and the random variables:

Qo: Q0 2) 55 Q, and t,: Q121 5 (1,2, ...}

1'1_"he function W: £ — IR, Notice that W is not a random variable.

2This remark illustrates the limitation of the probabilistic approach to search. Consider a consumer
who is “sure’ that the price disl:ributioh is concentrated at {1}, that is he believes Pr{g# 1} =0, and has 2
linear utility function and a discount factor of § = 0.9. Suppose he receives as a first quote q, = 0.5, then he
will interpret this as ‘T have been infinitely unlucky’, and will continue his search, If the beliefs of the
consumer are really represented by the previous statement, then after having observed 432,000 times the
price 0.5,_ the consumer will say ‘I have been infinitely unlucky to the power 432,000, and will stilt
coatinue searching. Of course non-psychotic consumers would not behave that way, which is an indication
that real people do expect the impossible to occur with a non-zero probability. The point however is that
the consumer only maximizes expected discounted utility with respect to the stochastic process defined by
his beliefs, whereas what he would really want to do is to maximize with respect to the e distribution,
Notice that this is true quite independently of whether the consumer conducts a Bayesian search or not. Now

one can always invoke asymptotic properties of some well chosen estimator of the distribution of prices to
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W(o*) = Maxge 5 {W(0)}
The yalye of the search to the consumer is then defined as V = Maxgcs{W(0)}; this value,
which the consumer computes prior to receiving any price quotation, depends on one hand
on his initial beliefs and on the updating mechanism, on the other hand on his utility u(.)

and on his time discount factor!.
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Section 3: Interpretation of the Dirichlet
distribution, and derivation of its
associated optimal strategy.

One of the key to our interest in the Dirichlet distribution is that it can provide a
theoretical underpinning to a very appealing behavior. Consider a consumer who faces a
discrete distribution of prices Q = {qC, ..., gN}. Prior to initiating the current search, either
in the course of a previous search or because he inadvertently saw price quotes even though
he was not in the market at the time, he has observed each price (g, ..., o) times, all
o’ s being strictly positive, but these prices are not available to him any longer (*he has
forgotten where the store was’). He then decides on the empirical rule:

‘I will assign to the event [q = q"} the probability % where N, is the

number of times I have observed the price q" either before or during the
n=N

course of the present search, and N= Y N,.’
n=1

Proposition 1: The empirical rule above can be interpreted as the Bayesian rule
for a consumer with Dirichlet priors (N, ..., Nn).
The proof of this statement follows. Let’ s consider a consumer whose prior beliefs
about this distribution, at this stage of the search, are captured by a Dirichlet prior
distribution function with parameters (g, ..., o) all strictly positive. This means the

following. A given distribution of probability on the set Q is characterized by the vector
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where q is the next realization of the price quotel. The Dirichlet priors assigns a density of

probability to each possible probability distribution on Q according to?:
=N’

- I Zai)
f[Xg, ..., XN; ®XQ, ..., CN] S E—CC R P
I'(cg)...F(ow) ¢ N

where I” is the gamma function:

I'(e)= Ju*-levdu foro >0

Using this priors, we can compute the probability the consumer associates at this stage of
his search with the event {q = gt}:
1
1
Tn(Qg, ..., AN) = Jdm( ---d[dXN (xnf[xg, ..., XN; @0, ..., OND) -..)
= E[xn; aO’ LA | aN]

[rg, -..» TN] is the vector of total probabilities®, it characterizes the belief of the
consumer about the cumulative distribution of probability of prices F of the previous
section. We can also use Bayes’ rule to compute how the consumer revises his beliefs as he
receives more price quotes. The results to these two computations is given by the next

lemma:

IThe set of all possible distributions of probability on Q is the N+1-Simplex
i=N
A={(xg, ... %) € [0, 1IN, Fx.=1}.
i=0

2f(.; o, ..., ON) is a density of probability measure on A, that is a function A — R* such that

Jix)dx = 1.
A
=N
3Foralln=0, ...,N, i, is an element of [0, 1], and =1
n=l
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o :
Lemma_ 1; (0o, ..., OAN) = i=r:rl . and if the consumer

D

i=0
observes {tg, ..., tn} times the events
{Pr{q = g%}, ..., Pr{q = gN} }, he will revise his beliefs to a
Dirichlet distribution with parameters {cg + tg, ..., 0N + IN].
Proof: See DeGroot page 51 equation (6) and page 174 Theorem 1. Q.E.D. .
Proof of Propgsition 1: The proposition is true initially by construction, and after search is
underway by Lemma 1. Q. E. D. .

There is however a limitation on the interpretation we presented: the consumer
cannot start with a set of parameters that includes a zero. So, in our interpretation, we must
require that any consumer who wants to apply it to itself must have observed every
possible price at least once prior to the inception of the search. The reason that no parameter

can be a zero is that the integral:

1 1
DIdX(}( ~-~U[de (flxo, -, XN; @0, ...y AND ..0)

which is integral of a probability density on the whole space, and is required to be equal to
one, diverges if one of the o’ s is less or equal to zero.

There 1s some logic to why this restriction appears in our model, other than a
problem with the mathematics. The consumer attaches probabilities to a restricted set of
prices. He excludes the possibility that prices other than the ones figuring in the set Q may
be observed. Indeed if such a price whe;re to be observed, the consumer would have to
rethink his search from scratch. Why would then the consumer entertain the possibility that
some prices may appear but not others? It must be the case that he has some information on
the prices which may show-up. In our interpretation, the information on a price was
qualified by the number of past observations of this price, hence the requirement about the
parameters & What would then do a consumer who does not feel he can exclude some
prices from the set [0, 117 We refer the reader to the section on search based on the

maximum entropy principle for a solution to this problem.
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2 - imal ho holds Dirichl rior
beliefs,
Consider a consumer who starts his search with Dirichlet priors with parameters

(0, ..., o) let’” s define the sequence of functions!:

=i

o;+t-1 = ,
ou{g)

Vie {0, ..., N}, fgh = u(q) £ * N
Yo +t-1 2oi+t—1
i=0 i=0

j=itl

This sequence of functions only depends on the utility function of the consumer and on the
parameters of its initial beliefs, they do not depend on the strategy adopted by the
consumer. In section 6, we will prove that for all t > 0, fy(.) is an increasing function of gi,
and that for all qi, f{qY) is a decreasing function of t. For each period t, we can find a
benchmark &; € Q such that:

Vg 2§, u(q) 2 8fi(ql), and Vqi < &, u(g)) < 8fi(q)
Notice that these benchmarks are the solution to an ordinary equation. Because fi(.) is a
decreasing function in t, the benchmarks &, form a decreasing sequence, and their limit is 0

as will be shown in the same section. The next proposition will define an optimal strategy

for the consumer:;
Proposition 2, An optimal strategy for the consumer who holds Dirichlet priors
is, for each period t:
Stop at tif and only if §, = &,
Continue at t if and only if at <&,
where §; is the best price observed at time t.
Proof;, The proof will be presented in section 4 and section 6. .

This strategy can also be presented more elegantly in terms of stopping times, that
is given the best price so far §; = qi, the stopping time t(qi) tells the consumer to Stop now

(at time t) if and only if t 2 t{g}). A straightforward manipulation shows that:

IForall t= 1,2, ..., f,(.) Q = [u(0), u(1)].



o -G s o
t(q) =———— 1 [6) o — D aijul(g) + 8 ) ou(g)
P o |/ gne e e

Therefore we have the corollary:

Corollary 1; The previous optimal strategy can be expressed as:
Attime t, if § = qi, Stop if and only if: t > t(qf)
Continue if and only if: t < t(q?)
where t(q) are the above benchmarks.
Notice that the total probability the consumer, who has observed gl as his best price in t— 1
previous observations, will attribute to the event {G, = i} is:

(Ij-I-t—l

s A o j=0
Flqt Gy =) = —

Zai+t—1

i=0

and that the probability the same consumer will attribute to the event {4, = i} for j > i is:

Pr{ (4 = g3} Gy = qi} =— o

Zai+t—1

i=0

Actually, using these probabilities, this result can be generalized to a larger class of

consumers as we will see in the next section.

3.3 - An example; The case of the linear utility function,

Let’ s consider a consumer whose utility function u(.) is linear:

u(g)=aq,a>0

who is facing N + 1 prices uniformly dg'stributcd on the interval {0, 1], that is:
Vie {0,..,N},g=x

and who starts with Dirichlet prior beliefs with identical parameters o; = «.

A short calculation shows that the stopping times are:
. o o 2 S : S(N + 1) ]
t‘=-—-—-—-——|:—N 1“ (N +1 - =)gl + ~———ae——t
(q") g1 - 5) ) [q'] ( 2)q 5
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One can check that t(q?) is a decreasing function of g, and that therefore a consu:ﬁer who

stops now at a low price would have stﬁpped as well if he had gotten a better price, just as

stated in the previous proposition.

Example: Let’ s suppose that the set of prices is Q = {0, 1/4, 1/2, 3/4, 1}. The stopping

times for this case are: |
(1) =-S5 <0

a 16315
t(3/4) =
) ===

o 135-10
-3 2
o

1-38

1/2) =
t(n)l

t(1/4) =

(115-5)

t(0) = oo
A negative stopping time means the consumer will buy at this price at the first occasion, or
that if he could have chosen between proceeding with the search or buying at this price with
no search at all, he would elect to renounce searching. We will not discuss how the time
discount factor affects the strategy of the consumer as this will be discussed for the more

general case in the next section.



Section 4: Search with a discrete distribution of
prices.

4.1 - The discrete case,
In this section we will generalize the proposition established for a consumer with

Dirichlet priors, and discuss some properties of the optimal strategy.

Consider the consumer we described in section 2. Let” s define Fy(xl h_;) as the
cumulative distribution of probabilities the consumer believes in at time t — 1 conditional on
the observed past history h,_; when forecasting the price quote for time t: q,. We will only
consider distributions such that Fi(x| h,_;) only depends on the initial beliefs of the
consumer F.(.), the time t and the number of observatons below x in the past history.
Actually the consumer is only interested in forecasting the distribution of the highest g-
price, the order statistic §;. Since Qt 2 at—l’ and since the price quotes are independent
random variables, the cumulative distribution of the order statistic al, forecasted at time
t — 1 conditional on the observed past history h,_;, only depends on the sufficient statistic
ﬁtﬁl. Let Fy(xl ﬁt_I =q)= Pr{ﬁ_L <xl at—l = q} be the cumulative disfribution of the order
statistic §;:

F,(xI a[_l =q)=0 forx<q
Fy(x! Gy = q) = Pr{g; < xl h.y} forx2q
Fi(llG1=9) =Pr{q <1 he ) =1
We will impose the following assumptions on the stochastic process defined by the initial

beliefs and on the updating mechanism of the consumer,



Assumptjons (A):

(A-1) Fuxlh) =Fyxl§_1 =q),and Vx 2 q’ >q,
F( §1=9)=Fxq1=9)

(A-2) Vxe Qnq, 1], Vt2 1, Fuy(xl §=q) 2 F(xI §1 = )

(A-3) Vxe QNIg, 11, Pr{§y =xI§=q} <Pr{§ =xI G =q}

(A-4) Ve>0,3TE)21,Vi2T(E), Vge [0, 1),
0<1-F(gd.1=q) <¢

(A-5) Ve>0,Vt21,3TM 2 L, Pridromna=014:=0} <¢

(A-6) The utility function is a strictly increasing function of q.

Interpretation of the assumptions:

(A-1) states that ﬁt_l is a sufficient statistic to determine the cumulative
distribution of §, and that F, only depends on the number of
observations below §,_;, not its value.

(A-2) states that the distribution of the order statistic of period t — 1 first
order stochastically dominates the order statistic of period t. That is
as the search progresses the probability to improve over what has
already been achieved decreases with time.

(A-3) Assumption (A-2) implies that the probability that §,; strictly
improves over § is not as great as the probability that g, strictly
improves on §,_,. This assumption adds that the lower probability
for Gu1 holds not onty globally for the all set of realizations which
would constitute an improvement, but also for each individual
realization in that set.

(A-4) states that after a consumer has spent enough time searching, he
believes his chances of improving tend to zero.

(A-3) states that no matter how long the consumer has spent searching an
encountered only zero-prices, he still believes that, given enough
time, he will most certainly find a non-zero price. This assumption

does not contradict (A-4).



Lemmg 2; The distribution generated by Dirichlet beliefs satisfy
assumptions (A).

Proof: Since the cumulative distribution and probability disiribution of the order statistic
generated by Dirichlet priors are:

taj+t—l

HEA) - j=0
F(glg1=q)= 5

Zai +t-1
i=0

. . o
and Pr{{al=q‘]}| at—l =ql}= =N d
2(1‘1 +t-1
i=0
the assumptions are satisfied. Q. E. D. .
42 - imal i roperti

Let’ s define the function fi(.) as:
Vgie Q, fg) = wghFuql 1 =) + Y u(@Pr{§: = q¥'l §y = qi)
q>q '

Proposition 3: Under assumptions (A), for all t 2 1, there exists a unique
sequence of decreasing benchmarks {&, &, ...} € Q{1.2....}
such that:

Vxe Q x25 e u(g) 2 8fia(gd),
and x<t e u(g’) < 8fi1(qd)
12§,2...282...50
Lim; . & =0
and the following strategy 6* is optimal:
Vi21,0%{q <&} =C 0*(§;2&) =S.
Proof: Section 6 will prove this proposition. Q. E. D. *
Notice that the benchmarks are the solution to ordinary equations involving the
utility function of the consumer and the conditional probability beliefs of the consumer. The

next propositions establishes some properties of this optimal solution.
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Proposition 4; The optimal strategy imply that the consumer may need to use
the recall option.
Proof: The benchmarks are decreasing; suppose that at time t the price quote turns out to be
the best price so far 0 < q; = §, but that g, < &, so that the consumer will continue
searching. We know that 3T > t, such that &7 < q; since Limy_,.. & = 0. Consider the
history up to time T for which:
Vie {t+1,t+2,....T}, g« <8r=0q
Then at T, the optimal strategy of the consumer directs him to stop, and the

consumer will return to the store he visited at time t to buy. Q. E. D. .

Propositign_5: This optimal strategy is a myopic rule, aﬁd it exhibits a
decreasing reservation ¢-price property.
Proof: Since fi,1(.) is the expected value of the utility of the consumer for the next quote,
and since the consumer stops if and only if &8fy,; (ﬁt) < u(p), then his strate gy is myopic.
The reservation g-prices are the benchmarks &; * s, and these benchmarks are

decreasing. Q. E. D, *

Now consider a sequence of consumers, each with the same utility function u{.)
and the same initial prior beliefs and updating mechanism, but with increasing time
discount factors 8; < ... <8, < ... < 1, and Limy_,.. &, = 1. Increasing time discount
factors corresponds to increasingly patient consumers, and 8 = 1 corresponds to a
consumer who does not discount time. Let’ s assurne that we are conducting and
experiment in which all these consumners independently visit the same string of stores in the
same order. They receive identical realized price quotes {q:, gz, ...}, and let’ s assume
that:

Viz1l,q<1and Limy . q=1.
The next proposition is a statement about the duration of the search as a function of

the time discount factor.



- Proposition 6: Increasingly patient consumers such as in the above experiment
will conduct a search of increasing duration, and in the limit, the
consumer who does not discount time will search forever.

Proof: Let {£;(8,), £2(8y), -..} be the sequence of benchmarks for consumer n. Because

all consumers share the same utility function u(.) and the same stochastic process, they also
share the same functions fi(.). Consider the benchmark &,(8,,), it is such that:

Vx e Q. x < §i(8y) & ux) < dnfir1(x)
Suppose that m > n, then 8y, > 8, therefore u(x) < 8,fi+1(X) < Spfyr1(x), so that
x < &1(8m). Henceforth &(8,) < &(8y), S0 any g-price quote that would have stopped
consumer m would also have stopped consumer n. Since these two consumers face the
same sequence of price realizations, this means that consumer n stops before corlsﬁmer m
does.

We have also:
Ve Q,8:f(q) ~u@ = X [8,u(g) — u(@JPr{§: = qil §iq = q)
q>q

— (1 -3)F(q! Geq = Qu(@)
Therefore Vi1,
Limg . [8,f:(q) — u(@] = Y Limy.[8au(qh) - u(@)]Pr{, = qil §,-; = q}.
g>q

If6, > l,then Vqe Q,q#1,Vqgi>q,IN21,¥n 2N, du(g) — u{g) >0, and
therefore forallt 2 1, and all g e Q, q = 1, Limp . [8,f:(@) — u(g)] > 0. Therefore

Vit 1, Limpe[£4(8,)] = 1, and the consumer who does not discount time searches

forever. Q. E. D, - .
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Section 5: Search with a continuous distribution of
prices.

- ign i h i I Principl

Since prices are always expressed in terms of a smallest indivisible unit (say in
terms of cents), it would appear that the previous section gives a reasonable answer to the
problem of search, save for the special case when the consumer has not been able to
observe all prices beforehand. We are going to argue that this special case is however the
most relevant one: Consider the opposite case, in which the consumer was able to observe
a ‘large’ number of prices!. Then the histogram of the empirical distribution, which
produces a consistent estimator of the true cumulative distribution of probabilities by the
strong law of large numbers, is a good estimator of this true cumulative distribution. Then
the consumer operates as if the distribution of prices were known, and Diamond’ s
argument should apply for economies with duplicate agents.

On the other hand, if the consumer has not observed a ‘large’ number of prices, he
cannot be sure of having observed all prices. He can then either ignore unobserved prices,
but at the risk that his search will breakdown if one of these shows up?, or he can assign
them arbitrary priors. In the latter case, the solution to the search problem depends on an
element which is not explained By the model.

The strength of the methodology we will use, the Maximum Entropy Principle, is
that it offers a guide on how to form initial beliefs. In addition, consider the case of
consumer who has no experience with the market, and who is unwilling to make
assumptions about the shape of the distribution of probability. Then at any time in his
search, the consumer divides the set of prices between the ones which are below the

maximum he already observed, and whose distribution of probability is of no concern to

1By targe we mean that the strong law of large numbers applies to the sample.
2Bayes rule does not allow to update a distribution with an observation which had zero total prior

probability.



him, and the one above this maximum, which by definition he has not observed. The
problem of the consumer is clearly to try and forecast the probability of an event he never
observed. In that sense the consumer never learns anything about prices he did not
observe, but only on the range these prices may belong to. The estimator of the price
distribution we propose is particularly well suited to take advantage of the latter

informaton.

On an other hand, the restriction of a discrete set of prices is not entirely welcome
eitherl. In most of the rest of economic literature the range of prices is continuous,
therefore for the sake of comparison, one would not want to discard this assumption when
studying search, As we will see, the Maximurm Entropy Principle can be harnessed to solve

this problem.

I'There are considerable technical difficuliies in using Bayesian analysis with a continuous random
variable. The set A mentioned in the footnote of section 2 becomes a set whose dimension has the power of
the continuous. Defining a probability distribution on such a set is a problem: for instance there are no
untiform priors on such a set (just as there are no uniform priors for the real line). A standard way around
this problem is to assume the true distribution belongs 1o some restricted set which can be finitely
parameterized, such as the class of normally distributed densities of probability. However, the consumer
should not assume such a restriction, unless he really knows it holds, first because the estimator he would
get would not be consistent, second because having a continuous set of prices does not mean that no price
should be assigned a probability mass, hence the possibility of repeated observation that rhe Bayesian

consumer cannot handle.



5.2 - The Maximym Entropy Principle.

Since some readers may not be familiar with the Maximum Entropy Principle, we
shall give a brief intuitive introduction to the matter, based on an examplel. Our
presentation is based on the notion of information as developed by Shannon (1948).

Let’ s suppose that a statistician has placed a bet on a soccer match between team A
and team B, and is waiting for the reliable message informing him who won. If the two
team are, in the statistician opinion, of equal strength he can not say that the message “A
has won™ surprises him more than the message “B has won”, both of them carry the same
‘amount of information’. On the other hand if team A 1s the Bayern of Munich (a leading
European soccer team) and team B is the local ball club of Knocklezout-les-Oies, if he
receives the message “team A won” he may say ‘I already knew that’, whereas if he
receives the message “team B won”, he may feel he is living through Homeric times.
Indeed, if an event has a probability one to occur, the message that this event actually
occurred provides no information to the statistician. This remarks leads to the notion that if
a random variable can have N possible realizations say {x;, ..., x5} to which the

n=N
statistician assigns subjective probabilities {py, ..., pN} with Yp, = 1, the information
. n=1

content of the message “event x,, occurred” is assigned an information content £(1/py),
where f is an increasing function. In order to obtain some desirable properties, for instance
that the information provided by two independent messages is the sum of the information
provided by each event, f is taken to be the logarithmic function f(1/p,) = log 1/py.

Next is defined the expected value of the information that the statistician is waiting
to receive a.k.a. the entropy of the message. It depends on the subjective assignment of
probability the statistician makes prior to receiving the message:

n=N
I(ps, - PN) =~ Elpn log pa
n=

Hnterested readers are referred to Theil (67) for a more thorough introduction, to Jaynes (83) for a
discussion of the place of the Maximum Entropy in the development of probability and statistics, and to

Shore (1980) and Skilling (1986) about an axiomatic derivation of the Maximum Entropy Principle.



The statistician may have some information about the true distribution of probabilities. This
information is particularly easy to process with the Maximum Entropy Principle when it is

provided in the form of a constraint on the moments of the distribution, like the expected
=N

value, and so on. These constraints plus the equality Y.p, = 1 define a set of admissible
n=1

distributions of probability for the problem.

The Maximum Entropy Principle then directs the -statistician to choose among these
the distribution which maximizes the entropy, that is the statistician ought to maximize the
information content of the message he is about to receive . Since the entropy is a concave
function of the probability distribution, providing the constraints mentioned above define a
convex set, the solution to this problem is unique.

A useful remark is that, when the statistician does not have any information about
the distribution of probability of the random variable under consideration, the Maximum
Entropy Principle tells him to assign equal probability to all events.

This idea can be extended to distributions of probability on continuous sets.
Suppose the set of realizations is the interval [0, 1], and that the subjective density of
probability of obsarving1 event x is f(x), then the entropy of this distribution is:

I[f] =—J f(x} log f(x) dx

and the statistician proceeds as before. If the the statistician does not have any information
about the distribution of probability of the random variable under consideration, then the
Maximum Entropy Principle directs him to select the uniform distribution on that interval,

We will make use of this remark next.

- rch for wh he Maximum Entropv Principl
Let’ s consider a consumer who knows the g-prices belong to the interval [0, 1],
but who has no ground to restrict his beliefs to a finite set of prices. The simplest case is
when the consumer has no further information about the price distribution, we will refer to
him as the ‘naive’ consumer. We may also want to consider the case of a consumer who
has in the past observed some prices which are not recallable now, he would then be an

‘experienced’ consumer,



