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Prof James J Heckman is the Henry Schultz Distinguished Service Professor of Economics
at the University of Chicago. A world authority in the economics of human development, he is
a scientist, economist, and above all, a humanist who is devoted to serving humanity with hard
knowledge and first rate research skills.

He won the John Bates Clark Medal in 1983 and the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 2000.
These are on top of numerous notable awards and honors from all over the world which were piled on
him for his contributions to the education and development of children and public policy, for his ground-
breaking contributions in econometrics, and for his renowned achievements in labour economics.

Most befitting to Lingnan University, Prof James J Heckman is a fervent believer in liberal arts
education and a practitioner of free and independent thinking. Raised in a fundamentalist Christian
family and born in 1944 of humble parentage—neither parent having completed a university
degree, Heckman became a “child minister” at eight and had cherished the dream of serving as a
church minister as a life goal. However, as the young Heckman grew up, he began to raise many
questions. When no one was able to answer these questions to his satisfaction, he made a daring
decision: without denying the possible existence of God, he broke away from fundamentalist
Christianity altogether. This decision was not at all easy, as it literally isolated him from his family
and friends. He had to learn to live off his own intellectual and emotional resources. Moreover, his
estrangement with his family meant that he also had to be financially independent at a young age.

The young Heckman gained his financial independence through a generous Boettcher
Foundation scholarship at the age of 17. The scholarship required that he attended college in
Colorado. In the end, he chose Colorado College, which offered a liberal arts environment and
exposed him to anthropology, philosophy, English literature, political science and economics.
He edited a student paper, protested civil rights abuses, fought anti-Semitism and anti-black
restrictive policies in America, and took a trip through the segregated South with his Nigerian
roommate, witnessing racial discrimination in practice and experiencing confrontational situations in
Birmingham, Alabama and Hattiesburg, Mississippi. He also became acquainted with the organisers
of the Freedom School, a libertarian organisation near Colorado College and learned about the
works of renowned economists, liberal theorists, writers and philosophers past and present
including Friedrich Hayek, Frédéric Bastiat, Ayn Rand and Milton Friedman. During college days,
the young Heckman took advantage of any opportunity to deepen his intellectual development, and
broaden his knowledge and experience.

Although he graduated Summa Cum Laude in Mathematics from Colorado College, through
his economics professor, he had acquired a keen interest in economics, and particularly economic
development. He treasured very much the book that his professor loaned him, Foundations of
Economic Analysis by Paul Samuelson, which became his keepsake to this day.

After college, Heckman briefly attended the University of Chicago, and then transferred to
Princeton University. As much as he liked and respected Milton Friedman personally, as a liberal
arts graduate he did not enjoy the rather impersonal Chicago environment. At Princeton, he
gradually shifted his interest from development economics to labour economics, benefiting from
the likes of Al Rees and Orley Ashenfelter. At the time, there was an ongoing large scale empirical
project on labour supply, and other projects on labour market models. These empirical and policy-
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oriented projects were a major source of stimulation to Prof Heckman'’s intellectual development.
Prof Heckman also benefited greatly from the highly interactive econometrics group. He acquired a
passion in applying economic theory and econometric methods to solve policy problems.

Prof Heckman took up his first academic job at Columbia in 1970 as a labour economist. He
thoroughly enjoyed the intellectual environment there and Columbia’s daily lunch gatherings that
offered intense discussions on wide ranging topics. In 1973 he moved to the University of Chicago,
and has stayed there since then. He currently directs the Economics Research Center, the Center for
the Economics of Human Development, and the Center for Social Program Evaluation at the Harris
School of Public Policy. He is a professor of law at the University of Chicago School of Law, senior
research fellow at the American Bar Foundation, and research fellow at the Institute for Fiscal Studies.

What distinguishes Prof Heckman from most other economists is his propensity to work with
experts in other fields. Prof Heckman has conducted groundbreaking work with a consortium of
economists, developmental psychologists, sociologists, statisticians and neuroscientists. His team
empirically demonstrated that quality early childhood development heavily influences health, economic
and social outcomes for individuals and society at large, so investing in early childhood development
really pays off for society. This work has been published in the top science journal Science.

Prof Heckman's work has been devoted to developing a scientific approach to economic
policy evaluation, with special emphasis on models of individuals and disaggregated groups. In the
early 1990s, his pioneering research of those who obtained the General Education Development
certificate received national attention. His research, which showed great deficiencies in the assumed
value of the certificate, spurred wide debates across the country.

His recent research focuses on human development and lifecycle skill formation, with a special
emphasis on the economics of early childhood development. His research has given policymakers
important new insights into such areas as education, job-training programs, minimum-wage
legislation, anti-discrimination law, social supports and civil rights.

Prof Heckman is currently coeditor of the Journal of Political Economy. He is also a member of
the National Academy of Sciences, the Econometric Society, the Society of Labor Economics and
the American Statistical Association, a fellow of the American Academy of Art and Sciences, and
the American Philosophical Society.

Prof Heckman and his sociologist wife Lynne Pettler have been happily married since 1979. The
couple has two talented children: Jonathan, an aspiring mathematician, and Alma, an aspiring actress.
Prof Heckman loves nature, and enjoys a hike in the mountains whenever he can find the time.

Mr Chairman, for his remarkable contributions to the economics profession and to the global
community, may | present Prof James Heckman to you for conferment of the degree of Doctor of
Social Sciences honoris causa.

English citation written and delivered by Professor Ho Lok-san
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