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11.  PAULI  COLLOQUIUM 
 
 

 Time: Tuesday, 17  May 2011, 13.00 – 15.00 
Location: Hörsaal 1 / UZA2, Althanstrasse / Nordbergstrasse 

 
 
 

13.00 – 13.15: 
„Introduction” Monika HENZINGER (WPI c/o Fak. Informatik, U.Wien & EPFL) 

 
 

      13.15 – 14.15:  
 

        Jason HARTLINE (Northwestern University) 
 

            “Approximation in Mechanism Design" 
 
 

           14.15 – 15.00:   Coffee & Cake 
 
 
 
 
Abstract: This talk surveys three challenge areas for mechanism design and describes the role 
approximation plays in resolving them. Challenge 1: optimal mechanisms are parameterized by 
knowledge of the distribution of agent's private types. Challenge 2: optimal mechanisms require 
precise distributional information. Challenge 3: in multi-dimensional settings economic analysis has 
failed to characterize optimal mechanisms. The theory of approximation is well suited to address 
these challenges. While the optimal mechanism may be parameterized by the distribution of agent's 
private types, there may be a single mechanism that approximates the optimal mechanism for any 
distribution. While the optimal mechanism may require precise distributional assumptions, there 
may be approximately optimal mechanism that depends only on natural characteristics of the 
distribution. While the multi-dimensional optimal mechanism may resist precise economic 
characterization, there may be simple description of approximately optimal mechanisms. Finally, 
these approximately optimal mechanisms, because of their simplicity and tractability, may be much 
more likely to arise in practice, thus making the theory of approximately optimal mechanism more 
descriptive than that of (precisely) optimal mechanisms. The talk will cover positive resolutions to 
these challenges with emphasis on basic techniques, relevance to practice, and future research 
directions. 
 
Short Biography: Jason Hartline is currently ass. professor in the EECS department at 
Northwestern University, Evanston, IL. He was a researcher at Microsoft Research, Silicon Valley 
from 2004 to 2007, where his research covered foundational topic of algorithmic mechanism design 
and applications to auctions for sponsored search. In 2003, he held a postdoctoral research 
fellowship at the Aladdin Center at Carnegie Mellon University. He received his Ph.D. in Computer 
Science from the University of Washington in 2003 with advisor Anna Karlin and B.S.s in 
Computer Science and Electrical Engineering from Cornell University in 1997. 
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