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Annivers~ry Articles 

The Economic Research Service and 
The Journal ofAgricultural Economics Research 

J:ohn E. Lee, Jr. 

The 40th anniversary of The Journal of A{f1"!Cultural 
EconomICs Research IS an appropnate tIme to reflect on 
ItS role m the context of ItS InstitutIOnal sponsor, the 
Economic Research Service (ERS) The Journal, ap 
proved as a USDA penodlcal shortly after the end of 
World War II, was mtended as an outlet for contnbu
tIons by USDA social sCientIsts and cooperators m the 
land-grant university system Thus, the Journal's hfe 
spans the development of agncultural economics (and, 
to a lesser extent, the other social sCiences) m the 
postwar decades 

The Journal provides a vehicle for sharmg the mtenne
dlate products of ERS research WIth other social sClen 
tlStS Its objective IS to enhance their capacity to produce 
more effective mfonnatlOn and thereby Improve the per
fonnance of the rural and agncultural sectors It does 
that by contnbutmg to the state of the art m econonuc 
theory and method_s and by reportmg new findmgs about 
Important economic and SOCial relatIOnships 

The Journal's succeSSIOn of strong editors has, bUilt a 
legacy of high standards, whIle, \\~nnmg It grOWIng 
recogmtlOn and respect as a premier vehicle for refer
eed artICles on new developments m research methods 
and theory, new applIcatIOns of eXlstmg theory, and 
SignIficant new SOCial sCience research results 

The Journal thus dIrectly supports the nusslOn of ERS 
provldmg economiC and SOCial sCience mfonnatlOn that 
WIll Improve the publIc good by bettenng the perfonn
ance of U S agriculture and the rural economy Some of 
the components of that statement may need elaboratIOn 
to show more specIfically how the Journal's SCientIfi
cally ngorous style of articles meshes WIth the ERS 
miSSIOn 

Information Defined Broadly 

In the context of the ERS nusslOn statement, economic 
and SOCial sCience Infonnatlon mcludes all data (both 
raw and processed), short-deadhne staff analyses, SitU
atIOn and outlook analyses, results of research (from 
baSIC to applIed), mterprefatlOns of data, and forecasts 

The author IS the admlrustrator of ERS 

pertment to the needs of declslonmakers The ERS 
program mcludes such a vanety of InfonnatlOn vehicles, 
not as ends In themselves, but as different means of 
Improvmg the rural and agrICultural economies Infor 
matIon also encompasses applicatIOns of economic lOgIC, 
arguments and tests of econOmIC theory, and syntheses 
of eXisting research and analyses to fit the needs of 
declslOnmakers 

InfonnatlOn proVided by E RS deals pnmanly WIth 
economiCS, but also draws upon SOCIOlogy, hiStOry, law, 
and, occasIOnally, polItical SCience and the other SOCial 
sCiences By integrating economics and the other SOCial 
SCiences, E RS can proVide an extra dimenSion to ItS 
InfonnatlOn, makmg It more useful for the.full range of 
consideratIOns declslOnmakers take Into account 

Providing Information Means More 

Than Conducting Research 


InfonnatlOn IS useful only m a context of tIme, fonn, 

quahty, and, place Such dimenSions vary WIth, the 

context WIthin which the InfonnatlOn IS used TImeli

ness has one meamng m the ,ontext of the articles In the 


; Journal and q'Ulte another m the context of short-tenn 

~taff analyse_s 

InfonnatlOn publIshed In the Journal tends to be of a 
"capaclty-bUlldmg" nature That IS, the articles focus on 
development of Improved theory, research methods, and 
enhanced analytical frameworks They represent an 
mtennedlate step toward Improved declslOnmakmg 

The utility of such InfonnatlOn IS no less Important than 
for short-tenn staff work It IS Simply dIfferent In 
every case, mfonnatlOn must be tImely, relevant to the 
needs of users, and In the fonn most useful to the 
audience 

InfonnatlOn must, of course, be accurate, but the degree 
of accuracy vanes WIth the needs of specIfic declslon
makers For some, quantitative accuracy m great detail 
IS most useful Others may want only the basIC dIreC
tIons and orders of magnitude 

THE JOURNAL OF AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS RESEARCHIVOL 40, NO 1, WINTER 1988 3 



Much good research and analysIs are wasted because 
the results are not clearly commurucated and are, 
therefore, mIsunderstood or mIsused Much of the 
"comment and response" In professIOnal lIterature rep
resents such IIlIscommumcatlOn rdther than substantIve 
dIsagreement Lack of clarIty In commumcatlng IS 
costly In terms of both wasted resources and reduced 
effectIveness 

"ProVIding mformatlOn" means dOing more than con
ducting research and analyses and generating data It 
means interpreting and reporting the results of re
search to make those results useful It means not only 
proVIding mformatlOn WIth the most useful tIme, place, 
form, and quality characteristIcs, but also helping oth
ers understand, Interpret, and use It Because users of 
E RS information range from declslOnmakers to econo
metrICIans to public pollcymakers, ERS dIstills ItS infor
mation mto a variety of forms to reach those varied 
audIences The Journal IS one such vehICle Through 
other vehIcles ERS helps extensIOn agents dnd others 
engaged In provldmg public pohcy educatlOn and In 

adVISing farmers, agnbuslnesses, and rural leaders 

Performance As It Relates to 
Achieving Society's Goals 

The performance of the food and fiber system IS mea
sured m terms of socIety's obJectives, whICh Include 
such factors as effiCIent use of resources, financIal 
well-being of people and industries, faIT and eqUItable 
dIstributIOn of costs and benefits, and human health and 
safety Thus, "Improved performance" IS more than 
narrow techmcal effiCIency It encompasses a broader 
purpose for US agncultUl e and the rural economy 

ImplicIt In the ERS IIlISSlOn statement IS the assump 
tlOn that system performance IS enhanced If we help 
indIvIduals-consumers, farmers, agnbuslnesses, and 
public pollcymakers-make more Informed chOIces 

Strategy for Achieving ERS Mission 

Becduse It IS difficult to predJct the precIse InformatIOn 
needs of declslOnmakers, E RS has chosen, as a strategy 
for achIeving Its mISSIon, the development of a "capacIty 
to respond" to specific needs dS they anse Develop
ment of such capacIty means antIcIpating broad subject 
matter areas lIkely to be Important, developing "cap 
Ital" In the form of enhanced databases, human exper
tIse, and accumulated research results, and developing 
analytical frameworks (formal and conceptual models as 
well as enhanced theory and research methods) to apply 
the "capItal" to the InformatIOn delivery systems 

The declSlOnmakers to whom ERS InformatIOn IS ad
dressed Include both the public offiCIals who set the 
polIcy envmmment and the private decIsIOnmakers 
Public officIals reqUIre InformatIOn to understand and 
momtor economIc and sOCIal phenomena, to formulate 
publIc polIcIes WIth full knowledge of the consequences 
of alternatIve courses of actIOn, and to manage pro
grams to achIeve pohcy ObjectIves Private CItIZens need 
sllllllar InformatIon to make Informed deCISIOns In the 
economIc arena They also need access to market Infor
mation and analyses and to other InformatIOn wIth 
"publIc good" characteristics ERS proVIdes such Infor
matIOn to WIden the opportumtles for partIcIpants In 
agrIcultural and rural markets through vehIcles like the 
Journal 

Rural SOCIal sCIence researchers and analysts outSIde 
ERS are not our clients as IS often stated or Implied, 
they are fellow laborers In the Vineyard We all have the 
ultimate objective of Improving the understanding of 
economIc and SOCIal relatIOnshIps and thereby contrlb
utmg to more effective public and prIvate declslOnmak
Ing As d sIgl1lficant part of the SOCIal sCIence commu
nIty, ERS has a responsIbIlity to contribute to the state 
of the art In economIc theory and methods and to share 
new findings about Importdnt econOllllc and SOCIal rela
tIOnshIps so as to enhance the capacIty of the professIOn 
at large The Journal IS a major vehIcle for that sharing 
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