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Marion Clawson long has been regarded as one of the ablest 
and most practical scholars in agricultural and resource eco
nomics. Born and reared in Nevada, he received his BS and 
MS degrees from the University of Nevada and PhD from 
Harvard University. From 1929 to 1946 he was an economist 
with the U.S. Department of Agriculture. In 1947 he moved to 
the Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Department of the Inte
rior, and served as director of BLM from 1948 to 1953. After 
two years in Israel, he joined the staff of Resources for the 
Future in 1955 as director of land use and management and 
eventually also served as acting president. 

Or. Clawson 's research career spanned nearly six decades, 
producing more than thirty-five books and hundreds of articles 
and other monographs. One of his finest legacies is the practi
cal approach to policy making he devised for application to any 
natural resources issue. His approach integrates ecological, 
economic efficiency and equity, sociocultural, and operational/ 
administrative considerations. CHOICES is pleased to present 
Or. Clawson 's views and key influences on his thought, includ
ing John D. Black and Abbott P. Usher. 

Policy making for natural resources 

An Interview with Marion Clawson 
Vaughn: Among your many excellent books, For
ests for Whom and for What? (1975) may have the 
greatest value, because there you offer a practical 
approach to policy making that can be applied ro 
any natural resources issue. 

Clawson: Thank you very much. Yes, I regard it as 
an eclectic and inclusive approach to resource policy 
analysis. Cost/benefit and cost/effectiveness evalua
tions using this approach can contribute to sounder 
public policy in natural resources management. I 
elaborated on the approach, including the impor
tance of negotiation to reduce or manage conflicts, 
in an article for the Joumal of Business Administra
tion (Fall/Spring 1979-80, pp. 57- 66) . 

Understanding the processes of adjustment in spe
cific resource institutions is essential to form ulate 
sound public policies. I tried to analyze institutional 
change wherever relevant in my studies, and increas
ingly I gave primacy to institutional processes. 

For example, in my book Suburban Land Con
version in the United States ... (1971), I analyzed 
sub urbanization as an economic and governmental 
process. I wanted to examine how and why subur
bia arose, and by what processes it has changed and 

is changing. T he in tellectual conviction underlying 
this study is that economic and social programs 
should be based upon accurate understanding of 
facts, relationships, and processes. 

I think economists have an obligation to assist 
in inventing new institutions and new processes. 
T he economist should become adept at determin
ing the economic effects that follow a particular 
course of events or actions. We shouldn't tell people 
what course of action to take, but we can help 
them make better decisions on their own. 

In resource policy analysis, I learned to look for 
the most relevant facts, relationships, and processes. 
Well-executed, defi nitive studies of special topics 
are a better use of time and effort than sweeping 
comprehensive studies that require the same time 
and effort but tend to be broad-brushed. Limiting 
the scope of individual research projects both sharp
ened my focus and, by helping me to allocate my 
time, increased my productivity. When you get a 
study to a certain point, is the value gained from 
another six months spent on that book greater than 
the val ue of six months spent on your next book? 
As economists we can be pragmatists as well as 
emplflclstS. 

by Gerald F. 
Vaughn 
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A practical approach to resource 
policy analysis 

Vaughn: What are the main elements of resource 
policy analysis as you see them? 

Clawson: Economists do not have a universal or 
depersonalized economics; we are dealing with spe
cific, individualized, unique resource problems and 
the management measures poss ible for them. Re
source policy analysis boils down to a set of six 
decision-making criteria for each management mea
sure under evaluation. 

Fi rst, what is the physical/biological feasibiliry 
and what are the physical/biological consequences 
of each resource management measure? Second, 
what is each measure's economic efficiency; that is, 
what are its COSts in relation to its benefits? Third, 
what are its welfare or equi ry implications; that is, 
who gains and who pays? Fourth, what is its social 
or cultural acceptabili ry? For instance, a measure 
might protect a specific resource but infringe on 
landowner rights without compensation and there
fore be un accep table policy. Fifth, what is the 
measure's operational or administrative practical
iry? Do resource users have the skill and technol
ogy they need to put the measure into practice? At 
the program level, is the appropriation of funds 
adequate? Sixth and last, have the previous five con
siderations been integrated and reconciled? Attempt
ing to maximize any single objective by itself could 
lead to a different policy choice than if all criteria 
are considered together. 

Professional analysis contributes more to the first 
five considerations of each management measure; 
it has no special power to integrate and reco ncile 
them. For instance, economic efficiency has its place 
in resource policy analysis but is more important 
to economists than to most other people. Welfare 
or equiry implications are more important to most 
people and tend to be most important to public 
policy makers. T he decision-making criteria need 
to be co nsidered as a whole and reconciled by ne
gotiation to achieve win-win outcomes if possible 
or tradeoffs or compromises if necessary. 

Vaughn: Why do you emphasize negotiation 111 

conflict management? 

Clawson: T here are limits to the effectiveness of 
both market and land-use control approaches to 
resource situations. I explo red the characteristics, 
the advantages, and the disadvantages of private 
markets and the legislative-j udicial approach. The 
operations of the market are severely restrained; 
actually, market in many ways have been repudi-

ated. The legislative-j udicial process is somewhat 
inflexible, expensive, and adversarial; one parry wins, 
the other loses. I concluded that negotiation would, 
in general, be more effective. 

Negotiation has the potential to produce an out
come where all parties gai n something. The skills 
of the labor negotiator may prove more valuable to 
natural resources management than those of the 
scientist, economist, or lawyer. Of course, weU-done 
economic research can help to identifY possible win
win outcomes as the basis for negotiated settlement 
of disputes. 

For the nego tiation process to wo rk, there must 
be respect and trust on both sides, and a willing
ness to genuinely seek a better outcome-features 
that are often lacking. At times it may be necessary 
to fa ll back on one or a combination of the other 
approaches, and the result probably will not be a 
win-win outcome but, instead, a tradeoff or com
promise that leaves some or all parties less than 
satisfied. Win-win outcomes can be achieved only 
when all parties seek to reach a mutuaUy satisfYing 
agreement, and such negotiations cannot be forced. 

Vaughn: What led you to this approach? 

Clawson: 1'd say there were three major influences. 
Certainly my own work experience, in studying 
public land management, outdoor recreation, for
estry, and so many different kinds of resource prob
lems over so many years, influenced me in ways 
toO numerous to mention. I tried to draw conclu
sions from my own empirical research and analys is 
of specific resource institutions. 

Many persons and events have influenced me 
importantly, but I can single out twO people in 
particular. As a doctoral student at Harvard I stud
ied under John D. Black, who had keen insights 
about natural resource utilization and was a major 
influence. Abbott P. Usher, the noted economic 
histo ri an at H arvard, knew that historical events 
are determinately located in both space and time, 
and he too was a major influence. 

John D. Black 

Vaughn: What are some important lessons you 
learned from Black? 

Clawson: Black was very helpful to me then, and 
enormously .helpful to me in later years, including 
participation in writing two of his books, Parity, 
Parity, Parity (1942) and Farm Management (1947). 
In those days, my concern was mostly with farm 
management, or the economics of the individual 
farm. I took for credit Black's course on the eco
nomics of agriculture, and I audited his course on 



price analysis and marketing. His courses were very 
good, but I had read all of his major writings be
fore I went to Harvard, so I was already familiar, in 
general, with Black's thinking and the material he 
assigned. However, Black's methods of thinking and 
analyzing economic relationships became vely im
portant in my work, especially when I studied re
source problems more as a production economist. 

Vaughn: How did Black help to sharpen your ana
lytical skills? 

Clawson: Black was known mainly as a production 
economist and for his work on agricultural policy. 
But he always did research on agricultural and for
est land problems too. Black helped me understand 
how to bridge the gap between the economics of 
the individual farm and the economics of overall 
land use for a whole area. He made excellent use of 
technical data to measure one land use against an
other. In regard to soil conservation, Black showed 
how soils can be profitably built up by sound man
agement practices. He related submarginality of land 
to its specific use and the techniques employed in 
its use. Most importantly, Black revealed what com
plete reorganization, rather than incremental change, 
of farm and forest units could do to improve in
comes. 

Also, I learned a lot about writing from Black. 
He felt you should carefully think out your article 
or book before writing it on paper. By better orga
nizing your research and thinking about its policy 
implications more clearly from the start, the final 
report needs minimum rewriting. 

Abbott P. Usher 

Vaughn: What are some Important lessons you 
learned from Usher? 

Clawson: From Usher I acquired a particular view 
of how to study social institutions in meaningful 
ways. I took his course in economic history. He 
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felt that economic history revolves around the man
agement of resources and that the movement of 
economic history is due to the reactions between 
physical resources, technologies for using resources, 
and social institutions. He was far ahead of his 
time in studying these reactions. To Usher, the 
processes-the how--of institutional change were 
of paramount concern. 

In resource policy analysis, where resource insti
tutions are central, we toO often neglect the pro
cesses of institutional change that Usher understood 
to be vital . He knew that the ongoing development 
of seemingly the same economic institution, such 
as land tenure, can be distinctly different from place 
to place, even within a single sociery. 

Vaughn: Why do you think Usher gave top prior
ity to studying the processes of institutional change? 

Clawson: He felt that historical method was toO 
concerned with what happened, where, when, and 
why, to tl1e neglect of how these things happened. 
He felt the more vital question is: How do things 
happen? 

Vaughn: Did Usher see value in the study of quan
titative aspects of social change? 

Clawson: Definitely. He felt that economic history 
has to account for the quantitative aspects of social 
change, especially population growth and changes 
in the standard of living (per capita consumption). 
He sought to describe the resources availab le to 
society over long periods and felt that quantitative 
expression should be given to both actual and po
tential resources, in physical as well as value units. 
He saw mathematics and statistics as valuable 
complements to narrative description and analysis 
of historical processes. 

Vaughn: Thank you, Dr. C lawson. We are grate
ful and wish you continued good health and 
happiness. [!l 
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