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Outreach Matters

Damona Doye

I am deeply honored to have been included in

the list of agricultural economists honored by

the Southern Agricultural Economics Associ-

ation (SAEA). SAEA has contributed signifi-

cantly to my professional development through

its meetings and associated presentation and

networking opportunities, its journal, and the

service and leadership opportunities it offers.

In thinking about a contribution I might make

with this article that relates to my career, I

reviewed award winners’ articles and found that

many topics with which I am familiar—the land

grant system, Extension, interdisciplinary work,

and lessons learned through decades of work—

have been eloquently discussed by others (Duffy,

2011; Epplin, 2012; Jordan, 2009; Mapp, 2001;

Richardson, 2009; Sanders, 2009; Smith, 2009;

Turner, 2011).

Therefore, I have settled on discussing

some broader outreach issues and why outreach

matters. Oklahoma State University has given me

the opportunity for a career as a farm manage-

ment Extension specialist. So naturally I have

an interest in helping more people think like

economists. My skills have been improved

through affiliation with regional farm manage-

ment extension committees and research pro-

jects, the Polish American Extension Project,

Agricultural and Applied Economics Association

(AAEA) Extension Section (and the Extension

Committee, which preceded it), and AAEA, and

now the Council on Food, Agriculture and Re-

source Economics (C-FARE). Through these

affiliations, I have found mentors and learned

valuable lessons. I have also come to appreciate

the need for outreach in many forms, particularly

at the national level and to the broader public.

My adoption of an undergraduate research

technique (looking in Wikipedia) yielded this

comparison of outreach to Extension:

Outreach Extension

Outreach is an activity of providing services to

populations who might not otherwise have access

to those services. A key component of outreach

is that the groups providing it are not stationary

but mobile; in other words, they are meeting

those in need of outreach services at the locations

where those in need are. In addition to delivering

services, outreach has an educational role,

raising the awareness of existing services.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outreach (1/20/13,

3:11 p.m.)

The Cooperative Extension Service, also known

as the Extension Service of the USDA,

is a nonformal educational program implemented

in the United States designed to help people use

research-based knowledge to improve their lives.

The service is provided by the state’s designated

land-grant universities. In most states,

the educational offerings are in the areas

of agriculture and food, home and family,

the environment, community economic

development, and youth and 4-H.

Damona Doye is a Regents professor and Sarkeys Distinguished professor at Oklahoma State University,
Stillwater, Oklahoma.

Thanks to my family for unflagging support. Thanks also to the Oklahoma State University faculty who first
saw potential in me as an undergraduate, later gave me an opportunity to return as a farm management Extension
specialist, and since have supported me as mentors, colleagues, and friends on my personal road less traveled.

Journal of Agricultural and Applied Economics, 45,3(August 2013):351–357

� 2013 Southern Agricultural Economics Association



As I refer to outreach in this article, it in-

cludes but is not limited to Extension. In this

article, I advocate for agricultural economists

to choose to participate in outreach daily, in

both small and large ways, because I believe it

is important both for the profession and for the

world. As social scientists, we have an oppor-

tunity and an obligation to inform policy and to

help create a better world through a better un-

derstanding of economics. Surely, the nation

and world’s recent economic crises argue for

a better understanding of economic linkages,

policy tradeoffs, and the cumulative effects of

individual economic decisions. It seems what

people do not know may hurt them.

Outreach Small and Large

Outreach brought me to this point in my career.

I benefitted from the land grant system from

an early age. I remember my parents surprise

when I came home after attending my first 4-H

meeting saying that I had been elected song

leader (not something to which I had aspired,

much like becoming acting department head)

but an opportunity of which I took full advan-

tage. As a youth, I went with my parents to

various Extension meetings from pecan grafting

to artificial insemination (AI) schools and, of

course, participated in livestock shows. In high

school, I added vocational agriculture and FFA.

Although not in the college-preparation track,

thankfully a vocational–agricultural teacher

reached out to encourage me to go to college

and, in fact, took me to Stillwater to enroll at

OSU. Because I liked science and agriculture,

I started my college career as a biochemistry

major. When I took the Introduction to Agri-

cultural Economics class, the professor reached

out to me at a critical time where I was ques-

tioning what I would do with a degree in bio-

chemistry to invite me to become an agricultural

economist.

In the PhD program at Iowa State Univer-

sity, I had the opportunity to support outreach

through the Farm Financial Stress Task Force

during the farm financial crisis in the 1980s,

including briefing presidential candidates and

being interviewed by a Wall Street Journal re-

porter. The point of these personal notes is that

outreach—even one-on-one—matters. It can be

life-changing for individuals and we must not

overlook opportunities to invite and educate.

Just as there are many small ways that in-

dividuals can contribute to outreach, there are

also bigger ways that the profession can con-

tribute to outreach as well. Although outreach

can extend beyond national borders, it may be

even more important in the short run to re-

double efforts domestically. Research focused

on outreach could pay dividends, just as fur-

ther leveraging research would do. What form

should the optimal system today take to link

science and the public? How do we better dem-

onstrate the returns on investment in Extension

or outreach? How do we better communicate

what we do as applied economists? If we were

building a system from scratch rather than hav-

ing it evolve based on retirements and funding,

what would we choose? How much more should

we be investing in outreach and public relations?

Although we may believe that the whole of the

land grant system is greater than the sum of its

parts, how do we better quantify it?

Outreach Must Evolve

Many things have changed in 25 years of Ex-

tension from the supply side. Seemingly, a

gradual disinvestment in the land grant system

is taking place. Evidence is perhaps most ap-

parent in statistics regarding public invest-

ment in agricultural research (Shields, 2012).

Although finding aggregate numbers for Ex-

tension funding is more difficult, clearly there

are fewer Extension faculty and staff. Differ-

ent models for delivery have developed with

county-based staff replaced with regional spe-

cialists in many states. Although some of the

national responsibilities for communication

are maintained within the U.S. Department of

Agriculture (USDA) National Institute on Food

and Agriculture (NIFA), traditional national

program leaders within disciplinary areas such

as farm management no longer exist. More

program delivery is done by distance educa-

tion and accessed through the Internet. Use of

web sites and social media have allowed Ex-

tension personnel to leverage scarce time and

resources to reach wider audiences with not
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only print, but also video and audio instruction.

eXtension has been added as an option for

collaboration and program delivery. In recent

years, competitive grants through the USDA’s

Risk Management Agency and regional Risk

Management Education Centers have provided

valuable financial support for educational ef-

forts; in earlier times, limited educational pro-

gram funds might have been distributed through

an opaque mechanism through national pro-

gram leaders. Some regional Extension com-

mittees no longer exist. Recruiting and retaining

local and area educators is difficult as Exten-

sion struggles to offer competitive salaries and

a different generation has different career paths

and commitments. Finding faculty and staff

with agricultural, not just economics, expertise

interested in Extension careers is increasingly

difficult. Government funding agencies empha-

size multistate, multidisciplinary collaboration.

Land grant universities seek national audiences

and sponsorships for their outreach efforts

(farmdoc, for example, is a successful model).

Scientists must recognize that consumers’ be-

liefs often translate into political action and

impact funding.

Much has changed in 25 years of Exten-

sion from the demand side as well. Certainly

the environment for agricultural producers has

changed. Markets for agricultural commodities

are more obviously connected to global trade

and to nonagricultural products such as oil. Ag-

ricultural policy has shifted from commodity-

based payments and ad hoc disaster assistance

to direct payments and insurance (and soon,

risk management assistance is likely to be pri-

marily insurance-based with less subsidization

of premiums). The average size of commercial

farms has continued to grow. The cost of in-

puts, including land in many areas, has risen

dramatically. Land parcels have become more

fragmented, particularly near cities and towns.

Contracting has become increasingly impor-

tant both in input purchases and product sales

with broiler and hog production almost solely

done through contracting. The Farm Service

Agency makes few direct loans (primarily

to socially disadvantaged populations) while

guaranteeing many commercial loans, a very

different model than the past. Although the

number of people and percent of the population

involved in production agriculture continue to

shrink, the distance in connection from food

production continues to grow for most and

shrink for a minority interested in local foods

and urban agriculture. Evolving social mores

impact growing and harvesting practices, par-

ticularly in the livestock sector as consumers

voice concerns.

Delivery opportunities have changed dra-

matically. Now, many producers are computer-

savvy. ‘‘Hands-on’’ computer workshops no

longer have to start with how to turn on the

computer. Although face-to-face meetings are

still popular, making educational materials ac-

cessible 24/7 on the Internet is perhaps more

important. More questions and contacts come

from e-mails than phone calls. Educators are

also now challenged to learn to use social

media for educational efforts.

The audience has changed in that more

producers and their spouses have off-farm jobs.

The number of small, part-time farmers has

grown, whereas the number of full-time oper-

ators continues to shrink. That can mean fewer

day-time Extension meetings or different types

of audiences for day-time or evening meetings.

It also means people are less willing to give up

scarce free time in the evening or on weekends

for educational meetings. Although the av-

erage age of farmers is increasing slightly, the

distribution of age of operators has changed

more dramatically, and a shrinking middle may

mean a generation is skipped in farm/ranch

ownership. More women are now recognized

as farm operators and programs targeted to

them such as Annie’s Project (www.extension.

iastate.edu/annie/) are now common.

Some things have not changed in 25 years

of Extension. In 1992, I had the good fortune

to live and work in Poland for one year. As I

learned some of the language, I picked up

several frequently heard responses in conver-

sations about why things were done in certain

ways. I quizzed the translators about these

phrases and after they chuckled, they told me

they were: there is no money; it is a tradition;

it is a very difficult situation. These reasons for

choices apply to many topics in farms, agricul-

tural economics departments, Extension, and
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education more generally. Not only do some

things never change, but they may be globally

true as well. Basic financial literacy skills are

often lacking. Farmers and ranchers enjoy pro-

duction more than business management and

marketing and they enjoy market outlook more

than recordkeeping and analysis. Collaboration

and networking are still important (with educators,

audiences, administrators, and agencies). Schol-

arship is still important in the promotion and

tenure process but hard work is valued as well.

Why Outreach Is More Important Today

Than Ever

Not only do people know less about food pro-

duction (see, for instance, a video entitled

‘‘What People Know about Agriculture’’ at

www.youtube.com/watch?v569OYZ-bQdqs&

sns5em referenced recently in a Council on

Science and Technology e-mail), they know

less about science in general. I hypothesize

that as a society we are underinvested in both

science and associated outreach. Better informed

decision-makers presumably make better de-

cisions that serve the larger public good; hence,

we need both the public and legislators to un-

derstand science, know how to interpret statistics,

understand the interconnectedness of markets,

and appreciate the alternatives and conse-

quences of policy choices. The public gains

access to research information through Ex-

tension and outreach more broadly. Legisla-

tors gain information as citizens first and later

through staffers and those who communicate

with their offices. As applied economists, we

need better roads and bridges between re-

search and both the general public and poli-

cymakers plus we need more traffic on those

roads and bridges. We need links between

agencies and universities. Strong partnerships

with agencies such as the Economic Research

Service and the National Agricultural Statistics

Service (NASS) are critical. Data, the lifeblood

of applied economists, is at risk as shrinking

budgets force agency and organization cost-

cutting measures and policymakers fail to un-

derstand the potential impacts on research and

decision support. Within NIFA, we need na-

tional program leaders in all disciplines who

understand and value the contributions that

economists can make beyond accounting and

budgeting. It is in both our professional and

personal best interests to ensure that decision-

makers are well informed. In fact, it may be

a matter of survival. A lack of outreach means

missed opportunities not only for funding for

research and education, but also opportunities

to impact policy and inform decisions. Policy

centers and scattered experts are necessary but

not sufficient to educate other legislators or

the broader public.

Figure 1 emphasizes why outreach is more

important than ever. Funding provides the means

to invest in people (and other assets) needed

for research and education. Through purchases

of people’s time and talent, new knowledge

is created and programs and services are de-

veloped and delivered to the public. However,

without measuring impacts and communicat-

ing them to decision-makers in ways that are

meaningful and resonate, funding is unlikely

to follow. This is true whether discussing de-

partments of agricultural economics, univer-

sities, or government agencies. Scholarship

donors want to know their contributions matter

just as agencies want to know that projects

they help fund have impacts. Funding to NIFA

has grown at a much slower pace than other

agencies such as the National Science Foun-

dation, National Institutes of Health, and De-

partment of Energy. Is it because we have failed

to demonstrate a high return on investment? Is

that merely perception or a reality?

Why Have We Underinvested in Outreach?

The first three phrases I learned in Polish may

apply here as well: it is a tradition; there is no

Figure 1. Outreach Importance
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money; it is a very difficult situation. Let us

start with the tradition issue. I wonder whether

most in the profession sufficiently value and

understand the importance of outreach in in-

forming decision-makers and shaping policy.

For faculty members whose majority appoint-

ments are teaching and research, outreach may

be thought of as the responsibility of those with

Extension appointments. Alternatively, perhaps

it seems self-serving. We might argue that we

are not trained to do it. In fact, graduate school

grooms us to communicate with other applied

economists, primarily through journal articles.

We rarely are coached in talking to the public

or media. Outreach may not be in our job de-

scriptions; thus, we lack incentives to do it or

do it well.

Are separate funding lines for research and

Extension within the land grant system con-

tributing to the problem? What would happen

if (almost) every journal article were required

to have an outreach corollary and Hatch pro-

jects required an outreach plan? Research deans

expect their investments to result in journal

articles and members of promotion and tenure

committees likewise expect journal articles of

aspiring scholars. Perhaps the promotion and

tenure process is also part of the problem and

could benefit from some reform.

‘‘It is a very difficult situation.’’ Public goods

and associated free rider problems are not

new. The Wikipedia discussion of public goods

and related free rider issues lists two quotes

from ancient Greece. Thucydides (approxi-

mately 460 B.C. to approximately 395 B.C.)

stated: ‘‘[T]hey devote a very small fraction of

time to the consideration of any public object,

most of it to the prosecution of their own ob-

jects. Meanwhile each fancies that no harm

will come to his neglect, that it is the business

of somebody else to look after this or that for

him; and so, by the same notion being enter-

tained by all separately, the common cause

imperceptibly decays.’’ In other words, it is

convenient to presume that someone else will

do it. Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) similarly artic-

ulated the common goods problem as he ob-

served it in Athens: ‘‘. . .Everyone thinks chiefly

of his own, hardly at all of the common interest;

and only when he is himself concerned as an

individual. For besides other considerations,

everybody is more inclined to neglect the

duty which he expects another to fulfill; as in

families many attendants are often less useful

than a few.’’ Because it is everyone’s job, it is

no one’s job.

Public goods give the rational and selfish

person an incentive to be a free rider. Out-

reach for agricultural and applied economists

(or even science generally) may be considered

a public good with benefits deriving to all re-

gardless of whether the individual contributed.

Individual benefits from outreach are low be-

cause the benefits accrue to all agricultural and

applied economists. The free rider knows that

he or she cannot be excluded from outreach

benefits regardless of whether he or she con-

tributes. Lacking compensation or other reward

or some personal pleasure or incentive for con-

tributing to outreach, the free rider does not

voluntarily dedicate any effort to it.

The private and voluntary provision of

public goods is successful only if enough peo-

ple do not think like free riders. Public-minded

individuals get an inherent pleasure from help-

ing the broader community. Public-mindedness

may be encouraged by nonmarket solutions

such as peer pressure, perhaps building to social

norms and traditions.

Public goods without strong special interest

support are often underfunded. Insufficient in-

come for outreach is generated because indi-

viduals are unlikely to give up valuable treasure

or time if they cannot individually benefit from

it. The profession has something of a Coasian

solution in that a mechanism is provided by

which potential beneficiaries of the outreach

public good band together and pool their re-

sources based on their willingness to pay for

it. The transaction costs are low, it is easy for

beneficiaries to find each other and pool their

resources based on the public good’s value to

them, and some public goods production oc-

cur through C-FARE and the AAEA outreach

committee with funding support from the

AAEA Trust. Thus, although the AAEA gov-

ernment does not save us from individual ten-

dencies to be a free rider by taxing members,

it does in a way help subsidize production of

a public good in the private sector through the
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AAEA Trust, but only if members vote through

annual donations and specify a preference that

funds support C-FARE and/or the Outreach

Committee.

Why Outreach Is Everyone’s Job

Outreach is of the profession and by the pro-

fession but for the outside world. We seek a

better world through better economics. Out-

reach should be encouraged for everyone

whether Extension is part of the official aca-

demic appointment or not. It is sorely needed.

Extension alone cannot be responsible for edu-

cating policymakers, leaders, and the general

public. Extension is necessary but not suffi-

cient for a better world through better econom-

ics. C-FARE with one employee, a volunteer

board, and very limited funding cannot do it.

Relying on a few public-spirited individuals

is insufficient. If not you, who? If not now,

when? Outreach needs educators in the class-

room explaining the land grant model to un-

dergraduates, demonstrating the links between

research and teaching. Both undergraduates

and graduates need to be involved in research

and extension projects. Data sources and the

need to maintain survey series should be high-

lighted in presentations of all kinds. With more

and better roads and bridges to other disci-

plines, funding agencies, and policymakers, ap-

plied economists must demonstrate the value

of our contributions by helping people think

about long-term consequences as well as pe-

cuniary and nonpecuniary benefits and costs.

As a profession, mentoring new professionals,

offering special problems classes to teach Ex-

tension methods, and offering opportunities

such as the Extension/graduate student compe-

tition are good. However, we can do better.

We have opportunities daily for outreach

large and small. Individual choices to con-

tribute time, talent, and treasure contribute to

stewardship of the profession. Researchers

should not stop with the journal article—they

should write for Choices or similar outlets,

blog or tweet, make Congressional visits, serve

on grant review panels and other panels, take

time to comment on requests for proposals, and

communicate with national program leaders.

Economists must be involved in interdisci-

plinary projects to demonstrate the breadth

of skills that economists have to contribute.

Outreach is most effective if there is per-

sonal contact. Congressional offices want to

hear from their constituents. An assistant pro-

fessor relating how NASS data are used to

evaluate the impacts of the drought in their

Congressional district can be a powerful testi-

monial to the value of data, more powerful

than journal articles. We must all share success

stories and impact statements beyond depart-

ments with C-FARE and congressional offices.

If we believe in the land grant mission, we

must invest in outreach professionally and per-

sonally. We must be good stewards by contrib-

uting our time, talent, and treasure in places that

matter. It is in our profession’s best interest.

Practices That Have Served Me Well

Labor omnia vincit. Work conquers all. If you

are not the most brilliant economist, play to

your strengths and find ways to compensate

for your weaknesses (think comparative ad-

vantage). Through teamwork, great programs

can be built. Always do more than your share

of the work and be generous with credit. Re-

spond timely to information requests whether

it is producers or administrators; you will make

them happy and it helps you in the long run.

Seek grants that facilitate doing things you

need or want to do. Have a portfolio of pro-

grams and projects, some with long-term pos-

sibilities and others to address short-term needs.

Find ways to leverage your limited time whether

it is through training other people, finding

funding to hire assistants, or putting resources

on a web site so people can train themselves. It

is OK to make mistakes. Keep it simple. Tell

stories—they are powerful. Challenge yourself

with change. What does not kill you makes

you stronger.

‘‘Whatever you are, be a good one.’’ Abraham

Lincoln

‘‘Do your best.’’ Georgia and Damon Doye

‘‘Don’t wait until you write right, write.’’

Attributed to Kenneth E. Boulding by Earl O.

Heady who passed it on to Francis Epplin
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I am truly grateful for the opportunities

that a land grant education and career have

provided me. It literally opened doors around

the world for me.
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