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• leS 
rDeclining 

Academic 1i1iterprises 

L
and grant university administrators and 
budget analysts are scrambling to find ways 
to cut university spending. In searching for 

savings, budget analysts have been heard to wonder 
out loud to administrators: Why should depart
ments with an agricultural or rural modifier (agri
cultural economics, agricultural business, rural so
ciology, agricultural journalism, agricultural engi
neering, crop sciences, animal sciences, etc.) be as 
big as they are? Why are they needed at all? Purdue 
Professor Emeritus Don Paarlberg forecasts the out
come of such questioning, predicting that agricul
tural disciplines gradually will be absorbed by par
ent disciplines. 

While agricultural disciplines exhibit traits simi
lar to those of declining businesses and may suffer 
the fate forecast by Paarlberg, brighter futures are 
possible for them. This article discusses how rural 
social science departments (mainly agricultural eco
nomics and rural sociology) in land grant universi
ties might survive and qualify for a successful fu
ture. The formula calls for them to think through 
their objectives, differentiate their products, and 
compete vigorously for resources. Members of other 
agricultural disciplines will recognize similarities 
between their problems and options and those of 
rural social scientists. 

The prove-your-worth drill 
James Bonnen, professor of agricultural economics 
at Michigan State University, argues that members 
of agricultural economics departments are in a 
prove-your-worth drill. Other rural social scientists 
are in a similar situation. This is not surprising 

since parallels exist between rural social science de
partments and declining businesses which are sub
jected to similar drills. 

What is the nature of this parallel? Professor 
Kathryn Harrigan's strategic management research 
at the Columbia Business School shows that busi
nesses slip into decline for a number of reasons. 
These include demand losses stemming from so
ciological and demographic changes, technological 
obsolescence, and strategic actions of competitors. 

Problems besetting the rural social sciences make 
them the academic equivalent of declining busi
nesses. The decline in number of farmers has re
duced the client base for these departments. Sec
ond, business schools have proven to be formidable 
competitors, attracting students who in earlier years 
would have enrolled in ag econ programs. Third, 
private firms now supply services once provided by 
ag econ and rural sociology extension workers. 
Fourth, declining demand for ag econ PhD gradu
ates is manifested in sharp reductions in the num
ber of those graduates hired by the Economic Re
search Service of the U.S . Department of Agricul
ture (ERS-USDA) . The North American academic 
market for ag econ PhDs also has shrunk. For ex
ample, in 1989, U.S. and Canadian universities 
produced only about 2.5 times as many ag econ 
PhDs as were hired by ERS-USDA and U .S. and 
Canadian deP<l:rtments for entty-level faculty posi
tions. By 1993, the comparable production-hiring 
ratio had jumped to nearly five, reflecting approxi
mately constant PhD production and lower hiring 
by ERS-USDA and academic departments. Finally, 
rural social science departments-Like other units 
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of the land grant university-have lost customers 
because of the vanishing uniqueness of the land 
grant university. 

Present strategies 
Budget-driven strategies have been used by rmal so
cial science departments to deal with these develop
ments. Budget shortfalls have forced the departments 
to downsize, seek additional grant funds, educate 
additional foreign graduate students, teach more un
dergraduates, and diversify into perceived growth 
markets such as agribusiness, small business manage
ment, and new public policy areas. Results of these 
mostly marginal efforts have been mixed. Success in 
grantsmanship, for example, has been tarnished by 
feelings that some grant-funded work is incompat
ible with departmental and college missions. 

Alternative strategies 
Mixed results will not save rural social science de
partments from the fate predicted by Paarlberg or 
worse. But all is not gloomy. Harrigan 's strategic 
management ideas suggest how rural social science 
departments might survive and expand. 

Harrigan identified strategies used by firms for 
managing their declining business units (producers 
of electronic receiving tubes, percolator coffee mak
ers, certain baby foods, cigars, synthetic soda ash, 
acetate, etc.). Her research revealed that compa
nies' preferred strategies varied depending upon 
strength of enduring demand for products of the 
declining business, competitors' strategies, and the 
industry environment. Some firms expanded in
vestments in declining business units that survived 
prove-your-worth drills. 

By substituting the word "university" for "fi rm" 
whenever it appeared in her list, H arrigan's list of 
practices that firms used for managing declining 
businesses was converted into tile following sched-

ule of options available to administrators for man
aging rural social science departments. It also can 
be interpreted as a list of survival and expansion 
strategies for these departments. 

l. Increase the university's investment to dominate 
or get a good competitive position. 

2. Hold the university's investment level until un
certainties about its industry can be resolved. 

3. Decrease the university's investment posture se
lectively by sloughing off the unpromising mod
els of customer groups while simultaneously. 
strengthening the university's investment pos
ture within the lucrative niches of enduring cus
tomer demand. 

4. Harvest the university's investment to recover 
cash quickly, regardless of the resulting invest-

5 ment posture. 
1 5. Divest the unit quickly by disposing of its assets 
~ as advantageously as possible. 
§ 
:;;: 

.~ Strategy 2 in Harrigan's list is probably no longer 
! available to most rural social science departments 
j as a survival strategy. This practice undoubtedly 
j would be branded as a "do nothing" strategy by 

many administrators. 
Administrators have used strategies 4 and 5 (har

vesting or divestiture) to deal with small ag econ, 
rural sociology, and rural development departments 
located in regions where commercial agriculture, re
source, and rural area problems have declined sub
stantially in importance. The academic counterpart 
of harvesting or divestiture includes denying requests 
from departments to fill vacant faculty, staff, and 
clerical positions; merging departments with other 
units; providing incentives for early faculty and staff 
retirements; and elin1inating such units outright dur
ing times of financial emergency in the university. 

Although they might identify them for similar 
treatment, administrators find it difficult to em
ploy strategies 4 and 5 to quickly harvest or divest 
themselves of large rural social science departments 
in areas where agriculture, resource, and rmal prob
lems are important. Academic ten me, inertia, and 
client support create exit barriers that keep such 
departments in operation in the short run. 

Survival strategies: 
avoiding harvest or divestiture 
From a self-interest perspective, it is unhealthy for 
a department to be earmarked for eventual harvest
ing or divestiture. To avoid such status and survive 
(i .e., to successfully pursue strategy 1 or 3) many 
rural social science departments will need to per
form strongly in their present lines of work. In 
addition, they must adopt business-like practices 
foreign to many departments. These practices in-



clude developing a mission statement, responding 
to state and local needs, working in teams, and 
doing academic market intelligence studies. 

Developing a mission statement 
Members of rural social science departments need 
a mission statement to guide them as they develop 
strategic plans and consider ways to acquire addi
tional resources. Michigan State University agricul
tural economics professor Stephen Harsh points out 
that a mission statement defines for a business "who 
we are, what we do, what we want to do, and 
where we are going." Departments need a similar 
statement. 

Being accountable and responsive 
to state and local needs 
G . Edward Schuh, dean and professor of the 
Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs at the Uni
versity of Minnesota, and James Bonnen suggest 
the necessity for accountabili ty and responsiveness 
to state and local needs. Schuh reminds land grant 
university professors that they will not be rewarded 
for doing only what they want ro do. Bonnen re
ports that land grant university administrators now 
believe they need social science help but have dis
covered that ag economists are unresponsive, spend 
time publishing for a national audience of other ag 
economists, and are not interested in working on 
real problems at the state and local level. Schuh 
and Bonnen forecast nasty consequences for those 
who ignore concerns for accountabili ty and respon
siveness to state and local needs. 

Working in teams 
Businesses long ago discovered that they must em
ploy teams of scientists to handle customers' prob
lems. Ag college deans find that teams of university 
researchers and extension workers-frequently in
terdisciplinary teams-are needed to deal effectively 
with important problems that have emerged at tl1e 
state level. Competitiveness problems confronting 
dairy and hog enrerprises in the midwestern U.S. 
fall into this catego lY. Rural developmenr prob
lems in many parts of the U.S. do also. If such 
teamwork is to materialize, disincenrives for such 
work must be reduced. In particular, univers ity pro
motion and tenure committees need to be persuaded 
that this is importanr academic work. 

Conducting academic market intelligence 
Members of rural social science departments need 
market intelligence to guide strategic changes and 
changes in their research-extension-teaching prod
uct mix. Among other tl1ings, the intelligence gath
ering should focus on learning from experiences of 
business schools. Those schools are grappling with 
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problems created by overcapacity and lack of prod
uct differentiation. 

Market intelligence would help rural social sci
ence departments identify unexploited niches. Whi le 
obviously not an exhaustive list, the following ex
amples-one dealing with policy intelligence re
search and ano ther with PhD programs in eco
nomics-reveal opportunities. 

Professor John Longworth of the University of 
Queensland in Australia found that Australian pro
ducers suffered large and unexpected losses of mar
ket share in the Japanese beef markets and Chinese 
wool markets in the 1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s 
because industry and governmen t officials failed to 
understand tl1e important political-economic de
terminants of Chinese and Japanese importing poli
cies. Noting that policy intelligence is rypically a 
public good and in short supply, Longworth called 
for increased policy intelligence research to help 
Australian producers avoid a repetition of such losses 
of market. U.S. rural social science departments 
might find that similar, novel research is needed 
for domestic industries. 

University of Wisconsin economics professor W. 
Lee Han en reported results of an American Eco
nomies Association survey which showed that job 
skills needed by economists differ from those devel
oped in the typical PhD program in general eco
nomies. Nonacademic employers of PhD economists 
(mainly government agencies and businesses) appear 
particularly displeased with the training received by 
new economies PhDs. T hese employers favor changes 
to include less emphasis on theoretical techniques 
and more emphasis on the substance of economics, 
greater emphasis on developing students' writing and 
speaking skills, helping students acquire research 
skills, and greater emphasis on policy-relevant re
search during PhD programs. Hansen also observed 
that economies departments tend not to differenti
ate their PhDs, noting that "The PhDs they pro
duce need to fit the hiring priorities of other eco
nomics departments, most of which seem to be try
ing to enhance their standing by emulating the more 
highly ranked departments that do not specialize and 
do not need to specialize in view of their size and 
resources" (see Hansen, p. 1063). 

The product mix decisions of economics depart
ments have created niche marketing opportunities 
for ag econ departments. 

Qualifying for a successful future 
In addition to meeting conditions necessary for sur
vival , rural social science departments hoping to 
qualify for a successful future must position them
selves for treatment under Harrigan's strategy 1 or 
3. Obviously, departments wishing to attract in
vestment that would enable the universiry to domi-
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nate or get a good competitive position (item 1 in 
Harrigan's list) or strengthen its investment pos
rure within lucrative niches of enduring customer 
demand (item 3 in Harrigan's list) face tough chal
lenges. It is difficult to persuade deans and pro
vosts to expand investment in a declining academic 
enterprise, especially when this would increase in
terdepartmental or intercollege competition. 

The case for additional investment by 
the university in applied economics and 
applied sociology 
Ag econ departments appear qualified to obtain a 
strong competitive position in applied economics. 
While their names suggest a narrow specialization, 
much of what ag econ, ag and applied economics, 
and ag and resource economics departments do falls 
in the applied economics category. Administrators 
and budget analysts will greet such observations 
with the question: Isn 't that what the economics 
department does? Hansen's survey results suggest 
that the answer at many universities is no. The 
nonacademic market for PhD economists, in par
ticular, is an important niche for applied econo
mists which appears to be inadequately served by 
general economics departments. Nonacademic em
ployers hire 350 to 370 PhD economists per year. 
These totals are about double the number of ag 
econ PhDs produced by U.S. and Canadian de
partments annually. 

Emphasizing applied economics could affect 
many facets of ag econ programs. Here the effects 
on PhD programs are analyzed because these pro
grams are candidates for reengineering under crite
ria offered by management gurus, Hammer and 
Champy. In particular, ag econ PhD programs ex
hibit prominent dysfunction; that is, they appear 
to be in trouble, are important, and may be fea
sible to fix. 

Ag econ PhD programs appear to be headed for 
a "shake out." In 1993, rwelve of the thirty-four 
universities that granted PhD degrees in ag econ 
granted only one or rwo PhDs. Expect administra
tors to ask some of the rwelve departments-many 
of which have a history of small output-to show 
that their PhD programs are viable. Such scrutiny 
could remove some smaller producers from PhD 
production. A sizable group of departments (rwo
thirds to three-fourths of the PhD-generating de
partments) might survive as PhD producers. How
ever, if potentially viable medium-size and larger 
producers focus on a traditional, restricted market 
(for exanlple, farm management, production eco
nomics, agricultural marketing, and international 
agricultural development) they will encounter in
tense competition and may find it difficult to re
main viable. 

Alternatively, if medium-size and larger ag econ 
departments aggressively pursue the large, applied 
economics PhD market, academic administrators 
might be persuaded to expand investment in the 
departments. Departments wishing to attract such 
investment undoubtedly will need to develop a stra
tegic plan, complete with an analysis of market 
segments to be served and description of the cur
rent unpromising effortS to be sloughed off. As ag 
econ departments pursue this initiative, the follow
ing points should be kept in mind. 
• While concentration is not high in production of 

ag econ PhDs in the U.S., some departments con
sistencly produce relatively large numbers. For ex
ample, Iowa State, Illinois, Minnesota, and Texas 
A&M University were top-ten producers of ag econ 
PhDs each year during 1989-93. A dozen addi
tional departments consistencly produced large 
numbers of Ph Os during this period. The com
petitive strategies of these departments must be 
taken into account by other PhD producers. 

• Administrators are unlikely to be impressed by 
efforts of smaller producers to ape the behavior 
of leading PhD-producing departments. That is 
a strategic error being made by lower-tier eco
nomics departments. 

• Medium-size producers of PhDs for the applied 
economics market might consider entering into 
joint effortS with large producers or other me
dium-size producers of this degree. Where 
complementarities exist, this would be a way to 
attract srudents and additional resources for the 
program. 

• Product differentiation in PhD production will 
be important. Promising areas of differentiation 
under the applied economics title include 
agribusiness, small business management, applied 
econometrics, environmental economics, risk 
management, and consulting services. Faculty in 
the ag econ departments at Purdue, Texas A&M, 
the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and the 
University of Illinois already recite anecdotal suc
cess stories about limited initiatives in one or 
more of these areas. 

• Advantages exist for early movers. The window 
of opportunity for supplying the applied econom
ics market will not remain open indefinitely. 
A few ag econ departments have assumed func

tions neglected by economics departments. Some 
have combined these strategic initiatives by chang
ing their names to agricultural and applied eco
nomics (Minnesota, Virginia Tech, Georgia, and 
Clemson). Minnesota recently took the additional 
step of gaining approval to change its name to ap
plied economics. At other universities (such as the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison and Purdue), pro
posals for name changes which included applied 



economics were blocked or delayed by members of 
economics departments who shouted "duplication." 
Such bleatings are frequently sufficient to make busy 
university administrators lose enthusiasm for sup
porting expansionist moves of the ag econ depart
ment. T his is unfortunate. Whi le more than a name 
change is needed to make a department successful 
in new markets, a restrictive name can stifle growth. 

Rural sociology departments appear qualified to 
record a stronger presence in the applied sociology 
area. Eight rural sociology departments in the U.S. 
have ten or more faculty members (Cornell, Mis
souri, Iowa State, Pennsylvania State, Texas A&M, 
Kentucky, Wisconsin-Madison, and Washington 
State). These departments and perhaps others may 
possess the resources needed to serve other custom
ers in addition to traditional academic and govern
ment clients. T hey are equipped for such work with 
valuable analytical tools. Moreover, they study many 
of the same policy issues analyzed by ag econo
mists. At present they are expanding policy analysis 
relating to important rural environmental issues. 
This author's experience in working with rural so
ciologists suggests that they could playa larger role 
in policy analysis for businesses and state govern
ments, in particular. If they pursue these areas ag
gressively, they can capture business from lethargic 
ag econ departments and attract additional resources 
from university administrators. They possess an im
portant competitive advantage relative to many ag 
economists: Their scholarly writings tend to be un
derstandable to policy makers. 

Strengthening universities' investment 
posture within enduring niches of 
demand 
T he enduring niches of demand will vary from uni
versity to university. For ag economists in the Mid
west, an enduring demand niche exists in the com
mercial agriculture area. Serving the increasingly 
sophisticated needs of these customers will not be 
easy. The commercial agriculture teams employed 
by the University of Missouri-Columbia represent 
a promising model for serving this sector. Ag econo
mists on these teams work with an imal scientists, 
veterinarians, and others to provide state-of-the-art 
help to animal industries in Missouri. T he Mis
souri case teams have among them most skills 
needed to handle major interdisciplinary problems. 

It makes sense for ag econ departments to main
tain a strong posture in commercial agriculture for 
at least rwo reasons. First, it is easier to keep exist
ing customers than to obtain new ones. Second, if 
efforts to enter new markets fai l, the commercial 
agriculture base wlll provide a base of support for 
the department's activities. 
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Problems or prospects? 
Equating rural social science departments to de
clining businesses underscores the problems facing 
the former. However, a less than dismal picture 
emerges for these departments. Aggressively-run ru
ral social science departments might qualifY for ad
ditional investment by the university. Parallel situ
ations and ourcomes may exist for other agricul
tural disciplines, especially departments such as ag
ricultural engineering and agricultural journalism, 
which have relationships to parent disciplines simi
lar to those affecting ag economists and rural soci
ologists. Sadly, administrators' eyes tend to gloss 
over when it is suggested that possible duplication 
should be permitted to gain for the university the 
benefits of competition. The glaze often remains 
when it is pointed out that firms risk duplication 
and encourage competi tion witllin the firm for busi
ness that has been the near-exclusive turf of a par
ticular unit. T he rural social sciences and perhaps 
other agricultural disciplines face the prospects de
scribed by Paarlberg if this problem cannot be over
come. [!) 
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