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Learning and the behavior of potential entrants

Gautam Bhattacharya*

The possibility of cost reduction through learning by gathering experience is important in
many industries where organizational efficiency in production and management is an im-
portant determinant of costs. In these industries, the difference in unit costs of production
between experienced firms and potential entrants retards entry. This article investigates the
behavior of a potential entrant in such an industry and the nature of dynamic equilibria
resulting from the interaction of the entrant and the current producer.

1. Introduction

• The process of cost reduction through learning from experience is important in many
industries where organizational efficiency in production and management can significantly
alter costs.' Because of learning effects, potential entrants in these industries anticipate that
they will initially face a higher cost structure than the incumbent firms, and this can retard
entry. Here, one possible strategy for the potential entrant is to adopt a learning process
beginning before entry and continuing afterwards—for example, by starting a small-scale
experimental firm or by selling to a small group of consumers or even by acquiring experience
about production technology through R&D. Although such a strategy loses money in the
beginning, its learning effects enable the entrant to enter actively if costs are sufficiently
reduced and to obtain higher profits from cost-reductions occurring after entry. This article
analyzes the entrant's process of decisionmaking about a cost-reducing learning strategy
and examines the pattern of entry and the nature of the industry equilibrium after entry
in the context of a stochastic dynamic game. It also examines how industry equilibrium,
entry patterns, and learning strategies are affected if there are exogenous changes in the
initial cost disadvantage, in technology, in the discount rate, and in other parameters.
Unlike Spence (1981), this article considers entry to be endogenous rather than exogenous.
Further, in Spence cost reductions through learning depend on cumulative output and do
not involve any uncertainty. In this article the learning process does not depend on cumulative
output, but is characterized as a continuous-time stochastic Poisson process (with the
probability of success taken as a decision variable); each success is assumed to have a

* University of Kansas.
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fractional reduction effect on the unit-costs ofthe entrant's production. Section 2 develops
the model and Section 3 discusses the nature of dynamic equilibrium.

2. Dynamic equilibrium
• The industry considered has two firms—a monopolist and a potential entrant. The
monopolist has a constant unit cost of production a. The potential entrant's initial unit
cost is Tjoi where rjo = a -\- 8 + fi, 5 ^ 0, and /8 > 0. The initial cost difference (/3 + 6)
exists because through a long period of involvement in the production process, the monopolist
has acquired sufficient experience to choose the best technology and organization. Con-
sequently, the monopolist is assumed to have no further scope for cost reduction. The
entrant, however, may choose to adopt a learning process before entry through which he
will gather experience, possibly reduce costs, and enter as an active competitor when costs
are sufficiently lowered. This activity is characterized by a continuous-time Poisson process
of successful cost reductions ("successes") when the probability of one success at each
instant of time is 7, which is a decision variable. After k such successes, the entrant's unit
cost is

T/A: = a-I-5 + (8X*, 0 < \ < l . (1)

Thus every success reduces a part of the cost difference /3 by a fraction \. However, 5 is
the part of the cost difference that cannot be eliminated by the learning process (though
8 can possibly be zero). It is assumed later than 8 is sufficiently small so that entry would
be profitable for any firm with a large enough number of successes (see (11)). The entrant's
strategy is to choose 7 and output Xe at every instant of time. Similarly, the monopolist
chooses his output strategy x^ at every instant of time. The following standard assumptions
are made about the inverse demand function Pix^ + Xe) and the total revenue functions
Rr„ = Px^ and Re = PXei

PiO) = P<aa; Pix) = 0; x < 00; P' <0; P" is continuous; (2)

I shall consider a subgame-perfect eguilibrium^ for this dynamic stochastic game (Selten,
1975). Both players maximize the expected value ofthe sum of discounted profits over an
infinite horizon (r is taken to be the discount rate). After the entrant has chosen 7 at the
outset, however, there is a subgame at each instant / where each maximizes his current
profit, given the current unit costs of production of both players. Let i^7) be the instantaneous
cost associated with 7 incurred at every t with FiO) = 0. It is assumed that the learning
cost Fiy) is increasing and convex in 7 (F > 0, F" > 0). Further, let T' < 1 be the fastest
possible speed of learning the entrant can choose. If iTmiXm, Xe, a, 77,) and VeiXm, Xe, a,
7),) are instantaneous profits ofthe monopolist and the potential entrant, respectively, then
a subgame-perfect eguilibrium with Cournot-Nash eguilibrium for each subgame is defined
as a pair of strategies {x*(a, t?,)} and {7*, x?(a, tj,)} such that for every t,

ir;«(x*(a, J7,), xi^ia, r\), a, 77,) S; ivJ^Xm, X^ia, r\), a, 77,), X^ S: 0 (4)

m), X'^ioi, Vl), «, Vl) ^ TTeiX^ia, 7],), Xe, a, Vl), Xe ^ 0 (5)
and

7* maximizes £ | J e-"iireixt,ia, ri,), x*(a, 77,), a, 77,) - ^(7)) dt\yj; 0 :S 7 :̂  7̂ , (6)

where Ei • \y) denotes expectation with respect to the Poisson-process generated by 7.

^ I am indebted to a referee for suggesting the use of subgame-perfect equilibrium instead ofthe usual open-
loop Nash equilibrium in this context. It should be noted, however, that each player's strategy in the equilibrium
considered is de[>endent only on the current cost levels of both players and not on the past actions ofthe players.
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In this game the equilibria in the subgames played at each instant are the usual
Coumot-Nash equilibria with the monopolist's unit cost a and the entrant's unit cost 77,
at time t. The following lemmas describe well-known properties of such equilibria (see
Bhattacharya (1982) for proof of these lemmas).

Lemma 1. For every a, 77 such that 0<,a<,P,Q<,r}:^P, there exists a unique Coumot-
Nash equilibrium x%ia, 77) S; 0 and x?(a, 77) S; 0.

Let the equilibrium profits be 0m(a, 77) = 7rm(xJ,(a, 77), x?(a, 77), a, ri) and

<t)eia, 77) = iTeixttia, 77), x?(a, 77), a, 77).

Lemma 2. For any a G [0, P), there exists 77*(a) such that

x*(a, 77) = O, 0,(a,77) = O for 77 ^ 77V), V^P (7)

x*ia, 77) > 0, 0e(«, V)>O for 77 < 77*(a), r; ^ 0. (8)

Further, if a < 77 < 77*(a), then

fir* etr* r>Y* fir*

^ > 0 , ^ < 0 , ^ < 0 , ^ > 0 (9)
da or] da at}

f>0, f<0, ^<0, ^>0. (10)
da or) da dt]

As an example of the model to be developed in the next section, the case of linear
demand curves will be considered. The relevant information about static Coumot equilibrium
in the case of linear demand curves is given below.

Let P = P - bix,n + Xe). Let a < A Then

0.(«,»») = ^ (^ + « - 277)', 0 < 77 < - ^ (10a)

(10b)

(10c)

rfia) = ̂ ^ . (lOd)

From Lemma 2 it can be seen that the firm will enter as an active producer if its unit
cost is sufficiently reduced and falls below 77*(a). Assume that k* successful cost reductions
through leaming are necessary to enter actively; that is, there exists a positive integer k*
such that

77;t. = a + 5 + /SX*̂* < 77*(a) <a + b + /3X**"' = 77^.-,. (11)

Let tk be the time taken to achieve k successes when 7 is the probability of one
successful cost reduction at any instant of time.

Lemma 3. tk is a random variable which has a gamma distribution with parameters I/7
and k.

Proof. If kit) is the number of successes up to time t, then

h) - kit) = \\kit) = k) = yh + Oih), k = Q,\,2. (t2)

It is shown in Karlin and Taylor (1975) and Bartlett (1978) that if the waiting time
between the (/c - l)th and kx\\ jumps is s^ = tk — tk-i, k = 1, 2, 3, . . . , then s '̂s are
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independent and identically distributed as exponential variates with parameter I/7. The
distribution of/̂  will therefore be the joint density ofk ofsk's, and hence will be the gamma
distribution with parameters (I/7, k). If g{tk\y) is the probability density function of 4,
then

' O^tk<oo. Q.E.D. (13)

Since k* is the required number of cost reductions through learning before the entrant
can enter actively, from Lemma 3 the expected entry time E(tk*) is k*/y* and the variance
of tk- is k*/y^. The expected entry time therefore varies directly with the number of times
costs have to be reduced before the entrant can make a positive profit. It also varies inversely
with the speed of learning y.

To prove that a subgame-perfect equilibrium exists, the expected total profits of the
entrant will be expressed as a function of y. For any chosen 7, the entrant's unit cost
between tk and 4.4.1 is rik = a + /3X* -I- 6. If A: < k*, his instantaneous profit is zero (as he
has not entered yet). If Ac ^ k*, then his instantaneous profit is <l)eia, r)k) between intervals
['*, tk+\], assuming Coumot-Nash equilibrium occurs in each instantaneous subgame.
Hence his expected discounted total profit is evaluated as

F{y)e-"dt + iq 2
0 V^^o Jtt'+jJ
0

1 ( 2 0.(«, yik'^i)ie-"'"*' - e-^>"*>*^) (14)

7** •" 7̂ '

as tk'+j is a gamma variate with parameters (I/7, k* + j).
Hence WJci) is a continuous function of 7, and a maximum exists over the compact

range [0, y\ at 7*. Therefore, it has been shown that a subgame-perfect equilibrium exists
with equilibrium strategies {7*, {x?(a, 77,)} for the entrant and {xV^a ?;,)} for the
monopolist.

3. Displacements of the dynamic equilibrium
• From (14),

Obviously, the first term on the right-hand side of (15) is the present value of the
stream of learning costs, while the second term is the present value of the stream of expected
profits starting from time 4 . when k* successes have been achieved. If ^^^(7) is a concave
function of 7, then the optimum 7* is unique. However,

F(7) , " . , . y'-\jr - 7) ,,..
—jT + 2 </>.(«, rij) ^^ ̂  ̂ y^^ (16)

Y

+ 2 Ma, Vj), I ,,̂ 3 [JU - i y - 4jry + 27']. (17)I j=k' V "^ y)

As Fly) is convex, ^"(7) > 0. Therefore, Wl(y) is negative if

- 47>7 + 27') < 0
or

y/r e iJ - IJU + l ) / 2 ] " ^ ; + [jij + l)/2y'\ j = k*, k*-\- l,.... (17a)

Hence, it is obvious that We(y) may not be concave, and multiple optima may exist.
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To simplify the characterization of equilibrium, it is assumed that

^ 0 . (18)

If (18) holds, three types of equilibria may exist (multiple equilibria may also exist):

(a) Y* = 0. As k* > 0, the entrant's expected profits cannot be positive if 7* = 0. So
7 = 0 is optimal only if Wdy) :£ 0, 0 :£ 7 :S 7. Here t^' = oo or the potential entrant
decides not to initiate a leaming process because leaming costs are excessive or expected
postentry profits are insuflScient.
(b) 7* = 7 or the speed of leaming chosen is the highest possible one available to the
firm. Here W^iy) ^ 0.
(c) 0 < 7* < 7. This is the case of an interior optimum. Here

(a, Vj)

< 0. (20)

Equation (19) shows that in case of an interior optimum, marginal cost ofthe speed
of leaming 7* should be equal to addition to expected present value of postentry profits
from lower costs and from earlier entry-time resulting from a faster speed of leaming.
Equation (19) will be used extensively to characterize the nature of dynamic equilibrium
in the rest of this section, assuming that the optimum 7* is an interior optimum.

First, consider the effect of a larger initial difference between the unit-costs of the
monopolist and the entrant. At first glance, it seems that this will lead to a new dynamic
equilibrium with a slower speed of leaming adopted by the entrant. As seen below, however,
this is not necessarily true.

Let a higher cost difference be reflected by a higher 5. If the change in 5 is small, k*
(as defined by (11)) will not change, but the entrant's cost at entry time and in all subsequent
periods (a + 5 + X**j8) will be higher. The effect of a change in 5 on the entrant's speed
of leaming in dynamic equilibrium is found as

(WAy)\ (21)

), however, can be rewritten as

+ 2 Ma, vk'^j) \
j=o V •' 7 /

- V . (.6a,

Differentiating with respect to 6, writing (/>«, = d<t)e/dri = d<t>e/dd, and rearranging the
second term on the right-hand side of (16a), we get

**̂ >̂ '|8) - 0,,(a, a + d + X**̂ >̂ )], 7 = T*. (22)

From Lemma 2 (/)̂ ,, < 0. If 4>e is convex in t}, then each term on the right-hand side
of (22) is negative and from (21) dy*/d8 < 0. On the other hand, if <pe is concave in 7;,
then it can be shown that dy*/d8 > 0 if

7* > rk* (23a)
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and

,„(«, « + 5 H- X**+̂ +'i8) - <l>,Ja, a + 6 + X'
—- , J = 0, 1 , . . . . (23b)

We therefore have:

Proposition 1. If postentry equilibrium profit is a convex function of the entrant's unit
cost, then an increase in the initial cost difference between the monopoUst and the entrant
will reduce the speed of leaming adopted by the entrant. On the other hand, if postentry
proft is concave and the proportional fall in marginal profits from any successive cost
reductions is bounded below by rk*ly*, then an increase in initial cost difference will
increase the speed of leaming of the entrant.

In the case of straight-line demand curves, it can be checked from (10a) that 0^ is
convex in TJ; hence dy*ldb < 0.

Other effects of an increase in 6 depend on the sign of dy*ldb. If 7* falls as 5 rises,
the expected entry time k*ly* increases: entry occurs later on the average. Var(4.) or the
variance of entry time also rises. Further, expected total postentry profits will also
fall in this case. On the other hand, if dy*/d8 > 0, then both Eitk*) and yaritk») fall as
5 rises.

Finally, the expected present value of profits We(7*) will always fall if 5 rises irrespective
of the sign of dy*/dd. This can be verified from the envelope theorem:

do

= 2 0.,(a, a + 5 + X̂ )̂ 7 v > . . 7 = 7*. (24)

Since 0^, < 0, ^^ (̂7*) falls if 5 rises.
If the change in 8 is large, then k* will increase; i.e., a larger number of successful

cost reductions will be necessary before entry. Further, a + 8 + X**j8 might increase or
decrease, so that costs at entry time may be larger or smaller. To keep the analysis tractable,
assume that when 8 rises, k* rises to ik* + 1) but entry-time costs (a + 6 + X**/3) remain
the same, and 7* continues to be an interior optimum. Hence lVeiy*ik*), k*) = 0 and
Weiy*ik* + 1), A:* + 1) = 0. Therefore, y*ik*) > y*ik* 4- 1) if

WAy*ik*), A:* + 1) < W^yik*), k*) = 0.

Or, y*ik*) > y*ik* + 1) if PT̂  is a decreasing function of k*. Although k* is an
integer, we can treat A:* as a continuous variable to calculate dWJdk* and claim that
y*ik*) > y*ik* -I- 1) if dWJdk* < 0. In the following, rik'+j is kept constant for all
7 = 0, 1, . . . because of the assumption of constancy of entry-time costs (which implies
constancy of costs at all subsequent stages):

Rearranging the second term on the right-hand side of (25), we get
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I' j=0

- (peia, a + d + X''*"*"̂ j8)]), 7 = 7*. (26)

As (t>e^ < 0 and 7*/(r + 7*) < 1, the second term on the right-hand side of (26) is
negative. Therefore, dWe{y*)/dk* < 0 if [1 + fc* log(7*/(r -I- 7*))] < 0 or if

(7*/(r + 7*))** < ^ . (27)

Therefore, if 8 rises in such a way that k* increases but costs at entry time and at all
subsequent stages remain constant, then 7* will fall if (27) is satisfied or more generally,
if (26) is negative (i.e., if the total effect of a change in k* is a reduction in additional
profit obtained from a change in k*). It can be shown that (27) is satisfied only when
y*/k* < r 01 the value of 7* is relatively low (see the remarks following Proposition 3).

If a change in d entails both a rise in k* and a change in a -1- 6 -f X**j8, then two
possibilities (among many) are given below:

(a) If (X**;8 -I- 5 -I- a) rises as 6 rises, (27) is satisfied, and <t>e is convex in 77, then 7* falls
as 5 rises.
(b) If (X'^'p + 8 + a) falls as 5 rises, (26) is negative, 0^ is concave in t), and (23a) and
(23b) are satisfied, then 7* falls as 8 rises.

Proposition 1 and equations (26) and (27) provide other possibilities.
Next, the effect of technicat progress on dynamic equilibrium wiU be discussed. If

there is disembodied technical progress whereby both the monopolist and the entrant may
lower their costs, then in this model a falls. The effect on 7* will depend on the nature
of

d(pe(<X, V)

(because 77 = a + 5 + X*/3). There is no a priori reason to assume <t>ea + 0*, is rising in a
(although this is satisfied in case of straight-line demand curves). We know that

dy* 1
da W^(y*) da

If <t>ea + 4>ev is negative and rising in TJ, then it can be shown that dy*/da < 0. Therefore,
the following has been proved:

Proposition 2. Suppose technical progress reduces unit costs of both the monopolist and
the entrant. Further, at higher levels of the entrant's costs, let technical progress lead to a
smaller increase in postentry profits of the entrant. Then technical progress will result in
a higher speed of learning, earlier expected entry time, and higher postentry profits for the
entrant.

Turning to the case of a change in the rate of interest, it is seen from (19) that a rise
in r will reduce the present value of marginal learning costs, but it will also change the
discounted value of postentry profits. Thus the effects on 7* and other variables depend
on whether both effects operate in the same direction. Omitting all calculations, we state
the following proposition:

Proposition 3. A rise in the rate of interest will reduce the speed of learning i{y*/k* > r.
lfy*/k* < r, then the speed of learning will be reduced if the reduction of present value
of marginal learning costs is greater than the reduction in present value of postentry profits.
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If the speed of leaming falls, expected entry time will increase and the entry time discount
factor will fall.

The condition iy*/k*) > r may be interpreted in the following way. The probability
of active entry per success iy*/k *) can be regarded as an internal discount rate for the
leaming process. If this internal discount rate is greater than the rate of interest, a rise in
r will always reduce the present value of expected postentry profits. On the other hand,
the effect is ambiguous i{y*/k* < r.^

Another possibility of a parametric change is a change in X which is the extent of cost
reduction every time a success occurs. Analyzing this case in a way similar to that of an
increase in 5, we can demonstrate that a small increase in X (keeping k* constant) will
reduce y* if <t>e is convex in X. Finally, the effect of an increase in market size may be
examined in case of a straight-line demand curve. Omitting the proof, we state the following
proposition. (The effect of an increase in P in (10a) is considered here.)

Proposition 4. An increase in the size ofthe market in case of a straight-line demand curve
will increase the speed of leaming, reduce expected entry time, and increase expected
postentry profits of the entrant.

The propositions stated above indicate two important features of this type of equilibrium.
First, the amount of uncertainty is an endogenous decision variable controlled by the
entrant. If the entrant chooses 7* = 0, he faces no uncertainty, but he ceases to be a
potential^entrant if i/o < »?*(«)• On the other hand, the higher the value of 7 chosen, the
higher is the expected value of postentry profits, but the higher is the variance of per period
postentry profits. Hence, 7 itself is a measure ofthe amount of risk taken by the entrant.
Therefore, from Propositions 1-4, it is seen that (if the postentry profits satisfy the respective
convexity conditions) the entrant takes a smaller risk if his cost difference with the monopolist
increases, if technical progress reduces the costs of both producers, or if the rate of interest
rises. On the other hand, market expansion induces the entrant to take a greater risk.

Second, plausible conclusions are obtained in this model when <̂ <,(a, rj), the entrant's
postentry profit in static Coumot-Nash equilibrium, is convex (rather than concave) with
respect to the entrant's unit cost r; (e.g., a rise in the initial cost difference will reduce the
speed of leaming if (̂ ^ is convex in TJ). It should be noted, however, that <t>eia, TJ) is not
the usual profit function but profit as a function of costs in Coumot-Nash equilibrium.

4. Concluding remarks

• Since leaming effects are significant in many industries,^ it is important to analyze the
effectiveness of different govemment policies to expedite entry in those industries. The
results obtained in the preceding sections are helpful in this regard. First, Proposition 1
indicates that lowering the initial cost difference 8 through a production cost subsidy to
the entrant will increase the speed of leaming and expedite entry if postentry profits are
convex in the entrant's unit costs. Entry may be delayed, however, if postentry profits are
concave. It is well known that the standard analytical forms of market demand functions
do not always ensure convexity of profit functions in Coumot-Nash equilibrium. Hence,

' If 7*/** < r or k*/y* > 1/r, then the expected entry time k*h* is quite large. If r = 5% per year, then
k*/y* > 20 years; if r = 3%, then k*/y* > 33.3 years. Unless the level of i="(7)—marginal leaming costs—is
quite high for small values of 7, it is unlikely that values of 7 would be chosen to allow for entry to occur at such
a late date.

* Leaming effects have been empirically investigated in the airframe industry (Alchian, 1963), in nuclear
power technology (Zimmerman, 1982) and in transportation equipment, farm machinery, and combustion engines
(Sahal, 1981).
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unless the shape of the profit function is empirieally verified to be convex, a cost subsidy
to entrants may have a perverse effect. On the other hand, a direct reduction of leaming
costs F(y) may be achieved through provision of better information about markets and
technologies or investment credits and will always expedite entry. Second, financial incentives
in the form of lower interest rates will always increase the entrant's speed of learning if
his current speed of leaming is low (Proposition 3). Finally, any policy conducive to
technical progress beneficial to all producers may actually delay entry (Proposition 2). In
sum, it can be said that a direct reduction of leaming costs will always expedite entry,
whereas other policies will be successful only under special circumstances. Of course, the
above fxjlicy implications will be more pertinent if this model can be extended to incorporate
the possibility of several incumbents' and entrants' adopting different leaming strategies
simultaneously and the extemal effects associated with leaming. Thus, this article should
be seen only as a first step towards building a framework for analysis of both theoretical
and policy-oriented issues related to the interaction among leaming, competitive behavior,
and the dynamics of industrial structure.
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