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DISEQUILIBRIA ... when things don't/it and other thoughts 

Edward I. Reinsel on Agricultural Data 

They Remain Obsolete 

lauren Soth's recent commentary in 
CHOICES raised several legitimate con
cerns about the enchantment of econo
mists with mad1ematics. Honest transla
tion he feared would reveal "lime sub
stance behind the diagrams and 
equations." A related problem only indi
recdy alluded to by Soth is the conceptu
al quality of the data that underlies many 
policy decisions, as well as some applica
tions of sophisticated analytical tech
niques. 

To their credit, several agricultural 
economists have expressed concerns 
about the quality of the data. Almost 
from its formation the American Farm 
Economics Association, now d1e Ameri
can Agricultural Economics Association 
(AAEA), had an interest in data issues. 

Concepts vs Reality 
Early concerns focused largely on the 

need for more data. In response, the 
availability of some state and local agri
cultural statistics was improved. Howev
er, by the late 1950s Philip Raup raised a 
more fundamental issue-an inconsis
tency between data concepts, such as d1e 
farm and reality. He said: 

It is becoming increasingly difficult to 
give a succinct answer to the question: 
''What is agriculture?" We have already 
seen how the concept of the farm in agri
culture is blUrring and losing analytical 
usefulness, in the form which our present 
statistics report it ... In a broader sense, 
the entire concept of "agriculture" is los
ing distinction . . . We have only the fog
giest notions about the extent of total 
economic activity devoted to the provi
sion and distribution of our supplies of 
food and fiber products. 

By 1972, the recently formed Eco
nomic Statistics Committee of the AAEA 
expressed its doubts concerning the 
"crumbling" data system. The Commit
tee saw the system as being in "deep 
trouble" because of fundamental struc
tural changes which had "transformed 
agriculture and rural life." 

Edward I. Reinsel is an Agricultural 
Economist in the Economic Research 
Service. 
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The concerns went even further. The 
committee noted that much data was 
conceptually obsolete. Continued use of 
conceptually obsolete data systems, they 
worried, would make agricultural eco
nomics research and analysis less rele
vant, despite highly developed theory 
and use of sophisticated analytic tech
niques. Unless more resources were de
voted to solution of d1ese problems, 
they feared the profession itself could 
decline. 

While people questioned the validity 
of the concepts on which our data sys
tems were built, economist's analytical 
tools became more versatile and sophis
ticated. Developments in economic the
ory, application of constructs from od1er 
disciplines, greater use of more power
ful statistical techniques, and the increas
ing use of computers suggested new and 
challenging lines of work which could 
potentially utilize large masses of data. 

Pushing ahead with "research" clearly 
held more fascination of many profes
sionals than did working for improve
ments in the data systems. Major concep
tual improvements such as were sug
gested by the 1972 Economic Statistics 
Committee are yet to be realized. For 
example, they raised concerns about sta
tistics on farm population, but we still 
estimate the farm population about as 
we did then. 

In themselves farll) population esti
mates are not harmful. However, data 
users sometimes treat them as if they 
were counts of members of families op
erating farms-a correspondence which 
was essentially valid many years ago. But 
today the farm population includes peo
ple working exclUSively in nonfarm jobs. 
And it doesn't count those who live in 
town but travel to their farms to operate 
them. 

We still count as farms those places 
from which $1,000 or more of agricul
tural products were sold or normally 
would have been sold during the year. 
But given the heterogeneous agriculture 
we have in the 1980s, what is a farm? Is it 
the sterotype we brought from child
hood? Or is it a large integrated broiler 
operation? 

Deciding What to Measure 
Some people are large ly concerned 

with units engaged in production of 
food and fiber while others would like 
more information on people and their 
socio-economic situations. Can we reach 
a consensus on what we want statisti
cians to measure? Or do we keep trying 
to force the real world into a mold of 
concepts that were once appropriate but 
have by now become outmoded? 

Agriculture has been experiencing se
vere difficulties recendy. Clearly, those 
difficulties cannot be attributed to data 
problems alone. But, a different set of 
data focused on the finances of house
holds relying heavily on agriculture 
could have alerted us much earlier to 
the present fmancial crisis. And what of 
the future? will our continued adher
ence to concepts that were appropriate 
to the situation at d1e end of World War 
II bring an increasing mismatch be
tween available information and analysis 
and that needed for policy choices? 

Improvements Require Time 
and Effort 

Even given agreement on d1e extent 
and depth of d1e data problems and on 
what to do about them, new statistical 
programs would need to be funded and 
could take several years to become es
tablished. Making changes in d1e con
cepts on which agricultural and rural 
data are based will require input and 
work from a wide spectrum of interests. 

Translating the new statistics into new 
programs and policies will require an 
even longer term. Users of data, espe
cially those whose policy recommenda
tions can greatly affect the sector, must 
recognize the need and their role in the 
process. We could enter the twenty-first 
century with improved data and be bet
ter able to anticipate events and the ef
fects of alternative policy options. But 
improvements will come only if data us
ers, including those relying on sophisti
cated models, take an active interest and 
work toward realization of a data system 
that describes reality rather' than perpet
uates outmoded concepts. " 
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