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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to consolidate, extend, and relate a set of
results on price determination and ef¿ciency that apply to the two-sided
search equilibrium model of pure exchange. Gains from trade are due
to different trader valuations, buyers and sellers meet at random at rate
determined by a linearly homogenous matching function, and prices are
bilateral bargaining outcomes. The principal results follow: The price of
every exchange is the same and the common price is equal to the Wal-
rasian market clearing price in the limit asboth the rate of time discount
and direct search costs converges to zero, i.e. Gale’s (1987) limit theorem
holds. However, given strictly positive search costs, social ef¿ciency ob-
tains if and only if the price rule satis¿es Hosios’ (1990) condition and the
rate of time discount is zero. Finally, if transaction prices are set exante
by competing third party “market makers”, then the set of search equi-
libria and the set of Pareto ef¿cient trades are equivalent, a result which
generalized Moen (1994) and Shimer (1995).

1 Introduction

The starting point for the analysis of economic exchange is the competitive theory of
market clearing supply and demand interaction. The dual purposes of the approach are
to identify the determinants of trade Àows and to illuminate the social role of exchange.
Although this standard paradigm is a very powerful tool, there are many questions on
which it sheds little light. For example, what is the process by which competitive
equilibrium prices are set? Why does it appear that some markets, those for labor
services and housing in particular, fail to clear? How robust are the claims of the theory
to modi¿cation of the perfect information and no transactions cost assumptions? These
are some of the questions that recent studies in search equilibrium have attempted to
answer.
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The purpose of this paper is to consolidate, extend, and relate a set of results on price
determination and allocative ef¿ciency under conditions of decentralized exchange ob-
tained in the context of two-sided search and matching models. Rubinstein and Wolin-
sky (1985) study a simple model of search equilibrium in which each buyer wishes to
sell a single unit of an indivisible good for some amount of another perfectly divisible
substitute and sellers have one unit to sell. In this market, buyer and seller pairs are
randomly matched, trade whenever both parties bene¿t, and split the gains according to
the outcome of a symmetric strategic bargaining game. In particular, trade takes place
at a price that provides each party with the option value of continuing to seek an alterna-
tive trading partner plus half the remaining trade surplus. In a modi¿ed version of their
model in which perpetual potentialÀows of buyers and seller, who generally value the
good differently, choose to enter the market or not, Gale (1987) shows that all steady
state exchange prices limit to a common value as “exchange friction” vanishes and that
the common price is “market clearing” in the sense that it equates demand and supply
as represented by theÀows of entering buyers and sellers. Here, we show that the law
of one price holds when the discount rate is zero even when search costs are positive
and that Gale’s limit theorem follows for every possible division of the trade surplus
between buyer and seller and any matching technology as search costs of transaction
vanish.

Of course, market clearing in the classical sense is not necessary for ef¿ciency if
time and resources are required by the transactions process. Still search equilibria are
generally inef¿cient, as we have known since Diamond (1982) and Mortensen (1982).
For any reasonable speci¿cation of the matching process, the marginal participant in-
creases the expected time required to¿nd a trading partner for all agents on the same
side of the market and decreases the expected time for all on the other side. We also
know from the analysis of Hosios (1990) that these search externalities can offset one
another in search equilibrium if the matching process exhibits constant returns to scale
and agents on two sides of the market are respectively identical. To maximize the ag-
gregate gains from trade less transaction costs, the traders’ shares of realized gain from
trade net of the sum of the values of the option to continue searching must reÀect the
marginal contribution of each agent to the value of the aggregate transactionÀow. The
Hosios condition is satis¿ed in the case of a linearly homogenous matching function if
and only if the buyer and seller shares respectively equal the elasticities of the matching
function with respect to the stocks of buyers and sellers in the market.

Although trade surplus shares reÀect relative “bargaining power” in a bilateral bar-
gaining formulation of price determination rather than satisfy the Hosios’ condition for
social optimality, the ef¿ciency loss associated with an arbitrary sharing rule is small
when transaction friction is small as a consequence of Gale’s limit theorem. Still, many
real markets are characterized by signi¿cant delay, search, and other forms of trans-
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action costs. Prices and exchange quantities in search equilibrium need not be close
to the price-quantity pair suggested by standard market clearing conditions. Is there a
competitive market story that yields the ef¿cient pricing rule as an equilibrium outcome
in this case? Moen (1994) and Shimer (1995) have independently provide af¿rmative
answers.

Here, we derive the Moen and Shimer result in a search equilibrium framework by
invoking the existence of third party “market makers” willing and able to provide the
means by which buyers and seller with different trade-offs between expected waiting
time and price in the Rubinstein-Wolinsky-Gale framework can improve their values
of participation. In what we call “competitive search equilibrium”, each trader opti-
mally selects to participate in the submarket preferred among those available before the
matching process begins, all sub-markets that can attract traders exist, and all existing
sub-markets clear in the sense that the numbers of buyers and sellers participating in
each adjust to equate the steady state inÀow of participating buyers and sellers to the
transactionÀow. As all gains from trade are exploited in equilibrium, including those
obtained through the implicit exchange of preferred expected waiting time for a less ad-
vantageous price for the good, the set of competitive search equilibrium and the set of
Pareto optimal trades are equivalent. Furthermore, because equilibrium is unique when
the discount rate is suf¿ciently small, the aggregate value of participation is maximal in
this case. Interestingly, the equilibium price in each submarket can be interpreted as a
trade surplus sharing bilateral bargain outcome that satis¿es the Hosios condition.

2 Search Equilibrium

2.1 De¿nitions

Each buyer demands one unit of the indivisible good in exchange for a divisible sub-
stitute only if the price of the former in terms of the latter,s, is less than the buyer’s
valuation or demand price,{, and each seller supplies one unit only if the price exceed
the its cost or supply price,|. The potential buyerÀow, e> and the continuous distribu-
tion of buyer demand prices, described by the c.d.f.I +{,, characterizeÀow demand
while the potential sellerÀow v and the continuous distribution of seller supply prices,
denoted by the c.d.f.J+|,, determineÀow supply.4 There is a continuum of buyer
types represented by the interval^{> {` � ?. and a continuum of seller types repre-
sented bŷ|> |` � ?.. Of course,{ A | is necessary for trade. For future reference,
let s� andt� represent the perfectlycompetitive market clearing price and quantity, the
solutions to

e^4� I +s�,` @ vJ+s�, @ t�= (1)

� The assumption of continuous types distributions is a simpli¿cation that permits
the use of differential methods. All the results presented here can be extended to the
more realistic case in which the distributions of types are discrete given the appropriate technical ¿xes.
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In a market with friction, buyers and sellers are matched as potential trading part-
ners at an aggregateÀow rate determined by some matching functionP+E>V, where
E andV are the stocks of buyers and sellers respectively currently in the market.5 The
matching function is increasing, concave, and homogeneous of degree one by assump-
tion. Pissarides’ measure ofmarket tightness, the buyer to seller ratioE@V, is denoted
as�= Given that the speci¿c buyer and seller matches are determined at random, the
probabilistic rate at which a seller is matched with some buyer, the duration hazard
rateP+E>V,@V @ P+�> 4,, is represented asp+�, while the rate at which a buyer
is matched isP+E>V,@E @ p+�,@�= The respective expected duration of time spent
waiting to be matched is the inverse of the meeting rate (waiting time duration haz-
ard) in each case. A common exponential rate of time preferenceu is assumed. Out
of pocket transactions costs take the form of positive search or participation costÀows
denoted asfe per period for each buyer andfv per period for each seller.

When a buyer and seller meet, one of the two announces a take it or leave it price
offer and the other accepts or rejects. Who sets the price is determined at random�
let � represent the exogenous probability that the seller sets the price. If the price is
rejected, both continue to search as though they never met. If the price is accepted, the
exchange is made and both exit the market. Under these assumptions, the responding
trader accepts the price if and only the utility received exceeds the value of continued
search.

Let Ye+{, represent the steady state value of market participation to a buyer charac-
terized by demand price{ and letYv+|, denote the analog for a seller with supply price
|. As formally de¿ned below, each is the expected present value of an exchange less
the seach costs incurred during the random time interval required to make it. Hence,
the take it or leave it prices is acceptable to a buyer if and only if the utility realized
by accepting it,{� s> is at least as large as the value of continued search,Ye+{,> given
that the buyer’s limit price is{. Similarly, a seller with cost| accepts the prices only if
s�| is no less thanYv+|,. Under the assumption of complete information, the optimal
response of the agent who sets the price is to offer the other party’s reservation value,
i.e., se+|, @ | . Yv+|, when the buyer sets the price knowing the seller is of type|
andsv+{, @ {� Ye+{, when the seller sets the price knowing that the buyer is of type
{. The implied expected price for a transaction between buyer and seller of type pair
+{> |, is

s+{> |, @ �sv+{, . +4� �,se+|,

@ �^{� Ye+{,` . +4� �,^| . Yv+|,` (2)

@ | . Yv+|, . � ^{� | � Ye+{,� Yv+|,` >

2 See Pissarides (1990) for a discussion of the origins and usefulness of the construct.
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As a consequence of the last expression, the expected share of joint trade surplus, equal
to { � | � Ye+{, � Yv+|,> received by the seller, �, can also be interpreted as the
“bargaining power” parameter in a generalized Nash bargain over a pie of size{ � |
with “threat point” equal to+Ye+{,> Yv+|,,. Speci¿cally, the seller’s realized gain from
trade,s � |, is equal to the value of continued search plus a share of the joint trade
surplus.

As any buyer-seller type pair+{> |, expects an exchange prices+{> |,, the expected
values of participation for a buyer with valuation{ in a steady state solves the continu-
ous time Bellman or asset pricing equation

uYe+{, @
p+�,

�

]
+pd{i{� s+{> },> Ye+{,j � Ye+{,,g�+},� fe (3)

whereP+E>V,@E @ p+�,@� is the expected frequency with which a buyer meets
a seller and�+|, is the distriubtion of types over the steady state stock of sellers in
the market. Analogously, for a seller with cost| the value of steady state value of
participation solves

uYv+|, @ p+�,

]
+pd{is+}> |,� |> Yv+|,j � Yv+|,,g�+},� fv (4)

whereP+E>V,@V @ p+�, is the expected time frequency with which sellers meet
buyers and�+{, is the distribution of types over the steady state stock of buyers in the
market.

Equation (2) - (4) imply that the expected search cost plus interest holding cost per
meeting incurred by an individual agent is equal to the expected share of the gain from
trade attributable to meeting an agent on the other side of the market in the sense that

+uYe+{, . fe,
�

p+�,
@ +4� �,

]
pd{i{� } � Ye+{,� Yv+},> 3jg�+}, (5)

and

+uYv+|, . fv,
4

p+�,
@ �

]
pd{i} � | � Ye+},� Yv+|,> 3jg�+},= (6)

One can easily verify from these functional relations that seller’s and buyer’s value
functions are respectively monotone increasing in{ and decreasing in|. Hence, only
buyers with demand price{ � Ue enter the market while participating sellers are those
with supply price| � Uv where

Ye+Ue, @ 3 @ Yv+Uv, (7)
The solution pair+Ue>Uv, identify the marginal participating buyer-seller type in the
market.

In a steady state, the inÀow of each participating type must equal the per period
Àow of that type’s stock in the market who affect a trade. Because exchange takes place
when pairs meet with a gain from trade surplus,{�|, no less than the sum of the values
of continued search
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egI +{, @
p+�,

�
Eg�+{,

]
!+{� } � Ye+{,� Yv+},,g�+}, (8)

; { � Ue and g�+{, @ 3 otherwise

and

vgJ+|, @ p+�,Vg�+|,

]
!+} � | � Ye+},� Yv+|,,g�+{, (9)

; | � Uv and g�+|, @ 3 otherwise

where !+}, is the indicator function that takes on the value unity if its argument } is
non-negative. Since

� � E@V (10)
where+E>V, is the steady state pair of buyer and seller stocks participating in the
market at any point in time, the fact thatI and� are both c.d.f.s de¿ned on^Ue> {`,
thatJ and� are both c.d.f.s de¿ned on

�
|>Uv

�
, andp+�,V @ P+V>E, imply

e ^4� I +Ue,` @ vJ+Uv, @ P+V>E,

] ]
!+{� | � Ye+{,� Yv+},,g�+{,g�+|,

(11)
in steady state by virtue of (8) and (9).

A steady statesearch equilibrium is a pair of marginal participating types+Ue>Uv,,
a pair distribution functions characterizing type frequencies of the steady state stocks
of buyer and seller+�+{,>�+|,,, and a pair of steady state buyer-seller stocks+E>V,
that satisfy equations (7) - (11). Because the¿rst three equations uniquely de¿ned the
value functions and the marginal participating types for any¿xed distributions of buyer
and seller types, the general existence problem is one of¿nding a¿xed point of the
map from the space of distribution functions in which the pair+�+{,>�+|,, resides
into itself implicitly de¿ned by the steady state conditions. Rather than dwell on the
technicalities required to establish a general existence result, we focus in the sequel on
the special case that arises when the time discount rateu is small relative to the meeting
rates at which participants meet.

2.2 Equilibrium Properties

In the limiting case of no time preference,u @ 3> the right side of equation (5) must
be the same for all{ and analogously the right side of (6) is invariant with respect to
|= Hence, continuity with respect tou and the de¿nitions of the marginal demand and
supply prices imply that

olp
u$3

Ye+{, @ {�Ue (12)

and
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olp
u$3

Yv+|, @ Uv � | (13)

where equations (5) and (6) require that the limiting reservation values and market
tightness solve

+4� �,pd{iUe �Uv> 3j @
fe�

p+�,

(14)

�pd{iUe �Uv> 3j @
fv

p+�,
=

Obviously, the equations of (14) imply that the marginal demand price exceeds the
marginal supply price. As a consequence, the trade surplus exceeds the sum of the
values of continued search for every participating pair,

olp
u$3

i{� | � Ye+{,� Yv+|,j @ Ue �Uv @
fe�

p+�,
.

fv
p+�,

A 3 (15)

; { � Ue and | � Uv=

In other words, every meeting results in trade in the limiting case. Indeed, continuity
implies that the same condition holds for all suf¿ciently small values of the discount
rate if buyers and sellers both face a strictly positive cost of participation. Finally, the
steady state condition (BB) reduces to

e^4� I +Ue,` @ vJ+Uv, @ P+E>V,= (16)
Hence, the unique equilibrium that obtains when u @ 3 is fully characterized by triple
+�>Ue> Uv, which solves the two equations of (14) and the ¿rst equation of (16).

2.3 The Law of One Price: o ' f

Gale proves that a single price prevails and that price is the competitive equilibrium
when in the limit as the ratio of the discount rate to the meeting rates, u@p+�,, vanish
given � @ 4@5. Actually, the law of one price holds in the limiting case of zero time
preference even when there are costs of seach. Indeed, equations (2), (12) and (13) im-
ply that the common price in all trade is the following weighted average of the marginal
demand and supply prices, i.e.,

olp
u$3

s+{> |, @ es @ �Ue . +4� �,Uv ; +{> |,= (17)

To fully characterize the other properties of equilibrium,¿rst note that the equations of
(14) imply that the ratio of buyers to sellers in the market is the unique solution to

4� �

�
@

fe
fv
�= (18)

Given this solution for market tightness, the difference between the marginal buyer’s
limit price and the marginal seller’s cost is
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Ue �Uv @
fe�

p+�,
.

fv
p+�,

. (19)

Because the ¿rst steady state condition (16) de¿nes a negative relationship between Ue

and Uv, a unique solution for +Ue>Uv, exists.
All the interesting characteristics of a search equilibrium in the case of u @ 3 are

illustrated in Figure 1. As in the standard supply and demand diagram, the vertical axis
represents price s, the horizontal is quantity t, the demand curve GG is the graph of
the inverse demand function, which in our case is I�4+4� t

e
,, and the supply curve VV

is the curve of the inverse supply function J�4+t
v
,. The competitive market clearing

price-quantity pair+s�> t�, is at the intersection of the two curves. The equilibrium
transactionÀow et @ P+E>V, @ vJ+Uv, @ e^4 � I +Ug,` is the value oft such
that the vertical difference between the marginal demand price and the marginal supply
price is equal to the expected cost of search per transaction. The competitive market
clearing price is bracketed by the limit price of the marginal buyer and the cost of the
marginal seller, i.e.s� 5 +Uv> Ue,, as illustrated in Figure 1. The search equilibrium
pricees @ �Ue.+4��,Uv is a simple average of the values placed on the good by the
marginal buyer and seller type in the market. Consequently, the pair+es> et, converges to
the competitive market clearing pair+s�> t�, de¿ned by equation (1) as the participation
costsfe andfv vanish holding their ratio constant by virtue of (18) for any measure of
relative market power, reÀected in the value of�=6

2.4 Price Dispersion: o : f

The case of a small positive time discount rate provides an illustration of how prices
depend on the buyer and seller types involved in an exchange in general. By virtue of
(15), it follows that every meeting results in an exchange for all suf¿ciently small values
of u. Hence, the value functions that solve equations (5) and (6) are of the linear form

Ye+{, @
+4� �,p+�,

+4� �,p+�, . u�
+{�Ue, andYv+|, @

�p+�,

�p+�, . u
+Uv � |, = (20)

By substitution into (2), it follows that the type contingent exchange price,

s+{> |, @ �

�
u�{. +4� �,p+�,Ue

u� . +4� �,p+�,

�
. +4� �,

�
u| . �p+�,Uv

�p+�, . u

�
> (21)

increases with both the buyer’s willingness to pay for the good,{> and the seller’s cost
of providing it, |. Still these deviations from the law of one price are small when the
rate of time discount is small relative to the rates at which buyers and sellers meet one
another, i.e., whenu@p+�, andu�@p+�, are small.

� Furthermore, the steady state ratio of the stock of buyers to seller in the market waiting to trade tends
to f as the market structure tends to monopsony (q < �) and to " as the market
structure tends to monopsony (q < f) by virtue of (6), a result that suggests the relative numbers
of traders on the two sides of the market is determined by ”bargaining power” rather than vice versa.
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Figure 1: Search Equilibrium: u @ 3
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By substitution from (20) back into (5) and (6), one obtains

+4� �,

] �
Ue � | � �p+�,

�p+�, . u
+Uv � |,

�
g�+|,

V
@

fe�

p+�,

and

�

] �
{�Uv � +4� �,p+�,

+4� �,p+�, . u�
+{�Ue,

�
g�+{,

E
@

fv
p+�,

=

Hence, the steady state condition (8) and (9) and a rearrangement of terms yield

+4��,+Ue�Uv,.
+4� �,u

�p+�,

#
Ue �

] Uv

|

|gJ+|,

J+Uv,
� fe�

+4� �,p+�,

$
@

fe�

p+�,
(22)

and

�+Ue �Uv, .
�u�

+4� �,p+�,

#] {

Ue

{gI +{,

4� I +Ue,
�Uv � fv

�p+�,

$
@

fv
p+�,

= (23)

These two equations and the market clearing condition (16) determine the equilibrium
triple +�>Ue> Uv,. A unique solution to these equations exists satisfying the following
participations Ue � { and Uv � | if the discount rate u and costs of participation fe
and fv are small enough.

However, if the discount rate is too large, the meetings of certain buyers and sellers
fail to generate trades because the sum of the values of continued search exceeds the
potential gains from trade. As an implication of (20), the necessary and suf¿cient con-
ditions for trade{�|�Ye+{,�Yv+|, � 3 holds for all participants, i.e., for all{ � Ue

and| � Uv, if and only if the limit price of the marginal buyer exceeds the cost the
margin seller, i.e.,Ue � Uv. Hence, the critical discount rate is that for which the two
are equal to one another. As the two are both equal to the competitive price when equal
to one another by virtue of the market clearing condition (16), which can be regarded
as a parameters� dependent only theÀow demand and supply conditions, equations
(22) and (23) imply that the critical discount rate and its associated equilibrium market
tightness pair is the solution+eu>e�, to

eu @ fee� � �
4��

�
s� �

U s�
|

|gJ+|,
J+s�, � fee�

+4��,p+e�,

@
fv

�
4��
�

�
e� �U {

s�
{gI+{,
4�I +Ue,

� s� � fv

�p+e�,

� = (24)

Of courses� � U s�
|

|gJ+|,
J+s�, A 3 and

U {
s�

{gI+{,
4�I +s�, � s� A 3 given the assumption of

both buyer and seller diversity. These facts,p+�, increasing and strictly concave, and
olp�$3i �

p+�,j @ 3 imply the second term is strictly increasing ine� and equals zero

ate� @ 3 while the last term is strictly decreasing and converges to in¿nity ase� $ 3.
Consequently, the solution fore� to the second equality is unique and positive and the
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associated solution for the critical discount rate eu which is strictly positive if and only
if both buyers and sellers face a cost of search. In sum, all meetings result in trade if
and only if the traders are suf¿ciently patient in the sense that their common discount
rate is no larger than the strictly positive critical value eu de¿ned in equation (24).7

2.5 Social Ef¿ciency

Although a search equilibrium is “approximately” market clearing when friction is
small for any allocation of “market power” as reÀected in the shares of trading sur-
plus obtained by seller and buyer by virtue of Gale’s Limit Theorem, Diamond (1982)
and Mortensen (1982) long ago pointed out that search equilibria are generally inef-
¿cient. The reason is that trader welfare is inversely related to the time required to
make an exchange except in the limiting case of zero friction and these expected wait-
ing times depend non-trivially on the participation and search behavior of other agents.
Although inef¿ciency characterizes search equilibrium for an arbitrary allocation of the
gains from trade between buyer and seller, Hosios (1990) shows that a social optimum
is achieved if the trade surplus shares equal the elasticities of the matching function
with respect to buyers and seller provided that the matching function is homogeneous
of degree one and that all buyers and sellers are respectively identical. In this case, the
two search externalities, the congestion diseconomy imposed by every other agent on
the same side of the market and the “thick market” external economy attributable to the
participation of any agent on the other side, just off set one another.

In the case of a zero discount rate and a linear homogenous matching function,
Hosios’ result holds even in the case of heterogenous trader types. In this case, one
can think of the social planner as choosing the best among the set of search equilibria
parameterized by�.8 Given the assumption of linear preferences, the appropriate social
welfare criterion is the steady state gains from trade realized by buyers and sellers per
period less the search costÀow per period. In other words, the optimal seller share
solves

pd{
�5+3>4,

+
e

] {

Ue

+{� es,gI +{, . v

] Uv

|

+es� |,gJ+|,� feE � fvV

,
(25)

subject to conditions that the marginal participant types and steady state numbers of
buyers and sellers satisfy the equilibrium conditions, (18) and (19) and steady condition
(16) where the equilibrium exchange pricees is that speci¿ed in (17).

e Because RW M d%c %o K d+c +oc
U %
R�

%_8 E%�
�38 ER��

3 RW < f as the support of the distribution of buyer

types collapses while RW 3
U R�
+

+_CE+�
CER��

< f as seller dispersion vanishes. Hence,

eo < " in either case. In other words, if either all buyers are identical or all sellers are
identical, then all meetings result in trade for any positive time rate of discount and,
consequently, the competive search equilibrium in either case solves equations (22), (23) and (16).
D This formulation of the planner’s problem would be too restrictive in the case of a
matching function that is not homogenous of degree one simply because the optimal
solution is not supported by any search equilibrium in this more general case. However,
in the linearly homogenous case it is an insightful way to look at the problem.
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Note that the integral in (BB) is consumer plus producer surplus over all value of t
out to the equilibrium trade Àow et @ P+E>V,. As the total search cost Àow satis¿es

feE . fvV @

�
fe�

p+�,
.

fv
p+�,

�
P+E>V, @ ^Ue �Uv`et

by virtue of the homogeneity of the matching function and the equilibrium condition
(19), the optimal choice of � is that which maximizes aggregate surplus net of transac-
tions cost, the shaded area in Figure 1. But, maximizing the shaded area is equivalent
to minimizing the search cost incurred by both parties per trade, equal in equilibrium to
the difference between the demand and supply prices of the marginal buyer and seller.
As the necessary and suf¿cient condition is

p3+�,

p+�,� �p3+�,
@

fe
fv
> (26)

a comparison with (18) veri¿es that the optimal choice of the seller’s share parameter
is uniquely determined by theHosios condition

� @ 4� �p3+�,

p+�,
@

VPv+E>V,

P+E>V,
= (27)

2.6 Three Results

Along the way, we have established the following results: Assume: (i)p+�, is increas-
ing, strictly concave, and satis¿esolp�$3i �

p+�,j @ 3. (ii) The distributions of buyer
typesI = ^{> {` $ ^3> 4` and the distribution seller typesJ = ^|> |` $ ^3> 4` are both
continuous=

Proposition 1 (Existence and Uniqueness): Under the assumptions, a unique steady
state search equilibrium exists for all u A 3 but suf¿ciently small with the property that
every participating buyer-seller pair trades when they meet.

Proposition 2 (Gale’s Limit Theorem): Consider any sequence of search equilibria
de¿ned by a sequence of strictly positive triples+u> fe>fv, limiting to +3> 3> 3, @ 3=
The expected price of an exchange between any participating pair converges to the
competitive equilibrium price. Namely, given continuity

olp
+u>fe>fv,$3

s+{> |, @ olp
+fe>fv,$3

i�Ue . +4� �,Uvj @ s� ; { � Ue and | � Uv=

Proof: The ¿rst equality is a corollary of (21) and the second follows from the fact that
equations (22) and (23) require that the marginal demand and supply prices converge
to a common value as participation costs vanish and the fact that the market clearing
condition (16) requires that their common limit is the competitive equilibrium price as
de¿ned in equation (1).
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Proposition 3 (Hosios) In the case of u @ 3, search equilibrium maximizes aggregate
trade surplus less search costs if and only if sellers and buyers shares of match surplus
respectively equal the elasticities of the matching function with respect to the steady
state stocks of participating sellers and buyers.

3 Competitive Search Equilibrium

Of course, there is no reason that expost bilateral bargaining should yield prices that sat-
isfy the socially ef¿cient trade surplus sharing rule. However, Moen (1994) and Shimer
(1995) independently demonstrate that Hosios’ condition does obtain in extended for-
mulations of the search equilibrium problem in which price offers and waiting times
are known prior to the matching process. Here we interpret their equilibrium constructs
as a complete markets Walrasian equilibrium, one in which the expected duration of
time until a trade is made is implicitly priced, and extend them to the case of hetero-
geneity on both sides of the market. Because search externalities are internalized in
this competitive formulation of search equilibrium, participation and sorting of buyers
and sellers into a collection of submarkets that offer different expected waiting times
is Pareto ef¿cient and, conversely, and any Pareto ef¿cient solution to the participation
and sorting problem can be interpreted as a competitive search equilibrium. In the case
of a zero rate of discount, the competitive search equilibrium is the search equilibrium
with surplus shares that satisfy the Hosios condition. More generally, the equilibrium
pricing across submarkets can be formally interpreted as the particular bilateral bargain-
ing outcome in each submarket for which the Hosios condition holds. Finally, there is
only one competitive search equilibrium for all positive suf¿ciently small rates of dis-
count and that equilibrium necessarily maximizes the aggregate values of buyer and
seller participation.

3.1 De¿nitions

Imagine that each trader can participate in one of a collection of submarkets� where
in each one buyers and sellers¿nd one another at rates determined by the numbers
of buyers and sellers who participate. Since the meeting rates,p+�, for sellers and
p+�,@� for buyers, are uniquely determined by the ratio of buyers to sellers� in the
submarket visited, theset of submarket � is simply the set of distinct values of the
market-tightness parameter offered by the collection of market. Differences in trading
prices across the submarkets, given by the endogenousprice function s = � $ ?.,
implicitly price differences in expected waiting times. Each participating trader selects
among the trade-off available by choosing the most preferred submarket taking this
price function and the set of submarkets as given. An equilibrium price function in
market clearing in the sense that the steady state numbers of participating buyers and
sellers in each submarket adjust to equate theÀow of buyers and sellers who enter each
submarket with the common transactionsÀow. Finally, the equilibrium set of market�
satis¿es two conditions: (i) Each submarket isopen, i.e., each is the preferred choice
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of some buyer and some seller type. (ii) Markets are complete, i.e., no other submarket
exists that would be preferred by a buyer and seller pair to those that are open.

In a competitive search equilibrium, buyers and sellers who participate in each sub-
market are willing to trade when they meet as a consequence of the completeness con-
dition. Therefore, the type-contingent stationary values of buyer and seller participation
in a particular submarket characterized by a particular price-tightness pair+s> �, are

Xe+{> s> �, @
p+�, +{� s,� �fe

u� .p+�,
(28)

and

Xv+|> s> �, @
p+�, +s� |,� fv

u .p+�,
(29)

by virtue of the Bellman equations (3) and (4). Given any price functions+�,, the
values of voluntary participation for each type is equal to the value of participating in
the preferred sub-market, i.e.,

Ye+{, @ pd{
�5�

iXe+{> s+�,> �,j
(30)

Yv+|, @ pd{
�5�

iXv+|> s+�,> �,j=
Again, the value of buyer participation increases with the demand price and the value
of seller participation decrease with supply price. Hence, all buyers{ � Ue and all
seller types| � Uv participate where the marginal types again solve

Ye+Ue, @ Yv+Uv, @ 3= (31)
Let �e+{> �, and�f+|> �, represent anassignment of buyer and seller equal respec-

tively to the fraction of the enteringÀow of each type assigned to the submarket indexed
by the steady state buyer to seller ratio�= A feasible steady state ormarket clearing as-
signment equates theÀows of participating buyers and sellers into each market, i.e.,

e

]
�e+{> �,gI +{, @ v

]
�v+|> �,gJ+|, ; � 5 �

(32)

where
]
�

�e+{> �,g� @

]
�

�e+{> �,g� @ 4 ; +{> |,=

An assignment is acompetitive if and only if it is market clearing and respects the sub-
market self-selection and individually rational participation conditions (30) and (31),
i.e.,

�e+{> �, @ 3 if either{ ? Ue or � @5 dujpd{ iXe+{> s+�,> �,j ; { � Ue>

(33)

�e+{> �, @ 3 if either| A Uv or � @5 dujpd{ iXe+{> s+�,> �,j ; | � Uv=
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In the usual Walrasian formulation of exchange equilibrium, the commodity space is
taken as given. Here we need to extend the concept by allowing the set of commodities,
�> in our case, to be endogenous. There are two natural conditions to impose. First,
each market in the set is open in the sense that it attracts some type of both participating
buyers and sellers.

For every s 5 � there exists a +{> |, 5 ^Ue> {`� ^|>Uv` (34)

such that � @ dujpd{Xe+{> s+�,> �, @ dujpd{Xv+|> s+�,> �,=

Second, an equilibrium set of submarkets is complete in the sense that there is no other
strictly preferred by some pair of buyer and seller types.

There exists no � @5 �> s 5 ^|> {` and +{> |, 5 ^{> {`� ^|> |` (35)

such that Xe+{> s> �, A pd{iYe+{,> 3j and Xv+|> s> �, A pd{iYv+|,> 3j=
One way to interpret these conditions is to invoke the existence of notional third party
“market makers” with a pro¿t motive who could set up submarkets. Then, if there were
positive but suf¿ciently small costs of setting up and operating a submarket, any that
failed to attract both buyers and sellers would not exist while those that could attract
both buyers and sellers from existing markets would be created.9

Finally, a competitive search equilibrium is a pair of marginal participant types
+Uv> Ue,, a market assignment+�e+{> �,> �v+|> �,,, a set of submarkets�, and a price
functions = � $ ?. that satisfy (31) - (35).

3.2 The Equilibrium Price Function

Because there are no externalities under market completeness, the sets of feasible steady
state Pareto ef¿cient assignmnents of buyers and sellers to submarkets and the set
of steady state equilibrium competitive assignments are equivalent. Speci¿cally, the
marginal rates of substitution between price and market tightness for any buyer-seller
pair +{> |, who are assigned to the same submarket must be equal, i.e.,

gs

g�
mXv

@ �p3+�, ^u+s� |, . fv`

p+�, ^u .p+�,`
@ s3+�,

(36)

@ � ^p+�,� �p3+�,` ^u+{� s, . fe`

p+�, ^u� .p+�,`
@

gs

g�
mXe

because otherwise completeness (35) would be violated.
This tangency condition collapses to the transaction cost minimization condition

(26) for all +{> |, in the case of a zero rate of time discount. Because the marginal

S This interpretation is borrowed from Greenwald and Stiglitz (1988).
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rates of substitution are the same across buyer and seller types respectively when u @
3, all buyers and sellers participate in a common market in this case and the price,
that which induces optimal buyer and seller participation, is given by (17) where the
share parameter � satis¿ed the Hosios condition (27).When the discount rate is strictly
positive, the trangentcy condition can be written as the pricing rule (2) with the seller’s
share parameter� equals the elasticity of the matching function with respect to the
number of participating buyer each submarket, i.e.,

s @

�
4� �p3+�,

p+�,

�
^{� Ye+{,` .

�
�p3+�,

p+�,

�
^| . Yv+|,`

(37)

; � 5 � and+{> |, such that+�e+{> �,> �+|> �,, A 3=

In other words, the price in every submarket can be viewed as the bilateral bargaining
outcome for which the Hosios condition holds. Note that an equilibrium price function
s+�, is a¿xed point of the map de¿ned by (37) and a competitive assignment of types
to submarkets. Below, we show that the set of¿xed points contains a single element for
all suf¿ciently small discount ratesu=

In the general case, transactions costs include the forgone interest on the potential
gain from trade as well as the cost of search. Indeed, the total cost per period spent
searching equals the sumu+s� |,. fv for a seller of type| and the sumu+{� s,. fe
for a buyer of type{. The marginal rate of substitution between price and market
tightness for a seller, represented by the left side of (36), decreases with supply price|
for this reason and for a buyer, the right side of (36), increases with the demand price{=
As a consequence, sellers with higher supply prices strictly self select into markets with
buyers who place a higher value on the good. The prices in markets chosen by buyers
and sellers with higher demand and supply prices are higher while market tightness is
lower because buyers are only willing to accept higher prices for a shorter expected
times to trade while sellers will accept longer expected waiting times in exchange for
higher prices.

To prove these assertion, consider Figure 2. In the¿gure, the curveHH represents
the a particular price functions+�,>which is downward sloping because the indifference
curves of all buyer and seller types are negatively sloped. The buyer’s and seller’s indif-
ference curves through any particular point

�
s3> �3

�
, those for the type pair+{3> |3,, are

labeledL 3eL
3

e andL 3vL
3

v respectively in Figure 2. Now consider a different point+s33> {33,
preferred by the buyer-seller type pair+{33> |33,. At the point where the indifference
curves of the two seller types cross,D in the¿gure, the indifference curve for type|33,
represented by theL 33v L

33

v , is necessarily less steeply sloped than the indifference curve
for type|3. This fact and the left side of (36) imply that|33 A |3. Analogously, the fact
that the indifference curve for buyer type{33, L 33e L

33

e in Figure 2, is more steeply sloped
than that of buyer type{3 at their point of intersectionE requires{33 A {3 by virtue of
the right side of (36).

The steady state equality of theÀow of buyers and sellers into every submarket,

16



Figure 2: Socially Ef¿cient Market Segmentation
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implied by the equality of both to the common rate at which buyers and sellers transact
in every submarket, requires the following speci¿c positive matching of buyer and seller
types across the submarkets:

e^I +{,� I +Ue,` @ vJ+|, ; | 5 ^|>Uv`

where (38)

e^4� I +Ue,` @ vJ+Uv,

As the tangency condition (36), rewritten here as

p3+�, ^u+s� |, . fv`

u .p+�,
@

^p+�,� �p3+�,` ^u+{� s, . fe`

u� .p+�,
> (39)

de¿nes a decreasing relationship between { and | for every pair +s> �,, these two equa-
tions uniquely identify the assignment of both the buyer and the seller types who would
choose to participate in the particular market characterized by that price and market
tightness pair. In other words, there is one and only one buyer type assigned to every
market, i.e., a unique pair+{> |,exists for every� such that�e+{> �, @ �{+|> �, @ 4
and that pair is determined by the functions

{ @ i+s+�,> �> Ue,

(40)

| @ j+s+�,> �> Ue,

implicitly de¿ned by (38) and (39). Note in passing thati+�, is increasing andj+�, is
decreasing inUe=

Substituting for| in the¿rst equation of (36) yields the ordinary¿rst order differ-
ential equation

s3+�, @ �p3+�, ^u+s� j+s> �> Ue,, . fv`

p+�, ^u .p+�,`
(41)

Let

s @ s+�, @ s3 . k+� � �3> Ue,>

(42)

k+3> Ue, @ 3>
Ck

C�
? 3> and

Ck

CUe

A 3>

represent its general solution where the properties follow by virtue of (41), the fact that
j+�, is decreasing inUe> and the boundary conditions that follow. Because

Ue @ s3 .
�3fe
p+�3,

(43)

Uv @ s4 � fv
p+�4,
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are implied by the participation conditions of (30), equations (38) and (39) require

u
�
s3 � |

�
. fv @

^u .p+�3,` ^p+�3,� �3p3+�3,` ^u+Ue � s3, . fe`

p3+�3, ^u�3 .p+�3,`

(44)

@
^u .p+�3,` ^p+�3,� �3p3+�3,` fe

p3+�3,p+�3,
>

u +{� s4, . fe @
p3+�4, ^u�4 .p+�4,` ^u+s4 �Uv, . fv`

^u .p+�4,` ^p+�,� �p3+�,`

(45)

@
p3+�4, ^u�4 .p+�4,` fv
^p+�4,� �p3+�4,`p+�4,

>

and

e

�
4� I

�
s3 .

�3fe
p+�3,

��
@ vJ

�
s4 � fv

p+�4,

�
= (46)

These three equations together with the requirement that

s4 @ s3 . k

�
�4 � �3> s3 .

�3fe
p+�3,

�
(47)

determine the endpoints +s3> �3, and +s4> �4, of the set of submarkets that satisfy the
steady state conditions together with participation and self-selection conditions.

3.3 Three More Results

In sum, we have established the following:

Proposition 4 The sets of steady state competitive search equilibrium and steady state
Pareto ef¿cient assignments of buyer and seller types to submarkets are equivalent.

Proposition 5 In every submarket, the seller’s and buyer’s shares of realized match
surplus respectively equal the elasticities of the matching function with respect to the
stocks of participating buyers and sellers, i.e., the Hosios condition holds in every sub-
market.

Proposition 6 A unique competitive search equilibrium exists for all non-negativeu
suf¿ciently small.

Proof. In the case of u @ 3, the ef¿cient price function degenerates to the point

s4 @ s3 @ s @

�
4� �p3+�,

p+�,

�
Ue .

�
�p3+�,

p+�,

�
Uv

�4 @ �3 @ �
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where +Ue> Uv> �, is the unique solution to

p3+�,

p+�,� �p3+�,
@

fe
fv

Ue �Uv @
fe�

p+�,
.

fv
p+�,

e^4� I +Ue,` @ vJ+Uv,=

Given the continuity of the equation system (44) - (47) with respect tou, we need only
demonstrate that equations (44) - (47) have at most one solution whenu is suf¿ciently
small. The strict concavity ofp+�, implies that the solution to (44), call its3+�3,, and
the solution to (45),s4+�4,> are both strictly increasing for allu A 3 suf¿ciently small.
Hence,

e

�
4� I

�
s3+�3, .

�3fe
p+�3,

��
@ vJ

�
s4+�4,� fv

p+�4,

�
implicitly de¿nes a decreasing functional relation between�3 and�4 while the relation
de¿ned by

s4+�4,� s3+�3, @ k

�
�4 � �3> s3 .

�3fe
p+�3,

�
is strictly decreasing given the properties ofk+�,. The unique solution de¿nes the two
endpoints+s3+�3,> �3, and+s4+�4,> �4, which solve the larger system.

Because Pareto optimality is necessary, it follows that any unique search equilibrium
also maximized the aggregate value of participation of the enteringÀow as de¿ned by

e

] {

Ue

Ye+{,gI +{, .

] Uv

|

Yv+|,gJ+|,=

4 Conclusions and Future Research

It is our contention that we have learned quite a lot about price determination and al-
locative ef¿ciency through this exercise of collating and extending existing results in the
literature on search equilibrium. First, the framework provides a simple but convinc-
ing story about how the price-quantity pair in a decentralized market is determined and
why it is approximated by the market clearing pair when transactions costs are small.
Second, when the conditions for a good approximation do not hold, then the search
equilibrium solution for price and quantity are not those associated with the intersec-
tion of the usual supply and demand curves and there are stocks of buyers and sellers
waiting to exchange. In short,these market do not clear either in appearance or in fact.
Although this fact does not provide aprima facia case for market failure given that
transactions costs exist, search equilibria do not generally minimize transaction costs
when prices are determined by ex post bargaining between the traders after they meet
as assumed. To obtain ef¿ciency a complete set of markets is needed that offer traders
the opportunity to shorten the time required to¿nd a trading partner at the appropriate
implicit price. The question that remains is who provides these markets?
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The lessons learned in the paper are all predicated on the assumption that transac-
tion technologies as embodied in the matching function exhibit constant returns to scale.
The literature provides examples in which this condition need not hold and demonstra-
tions that social ef¿ciency cannot be attained in search equilibrium when it does not. A
question left open for future study is whether the “complete market” model of search
equilibrium developed in this paper might resolve this dif¿culty as well?
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