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Agricultural economics does not suffer from provincialism in the sense
that individual researcn workers are unwilling to 1ift their heads from their
individual investigations and show interest in tne activities of their col-
leagues. On tne contrary, tne Journal of Farwm sconoumics has traaitionally
been a sounding poard for tiose umeuoers of tne profession who have desired to
make suggestions as to tune direction tuat research in agricultural economics
should take.g/ In recent years viie belief nas existed that a significant
number of relevant prooleuws have been overlooked because of tne traditional

specialization in agricultural economics.é/ Certain of these neglected areas

#Currently visiting Professor, Purdue University.

i/ These reumarks were originally given as a seminar to the Department
of agricultural wconomics at Purdue University. They nave been modified
somewhat as a result of tne discussion at tnut seminar,

3/ For example: ©Schultz, T. W., "Theory of tne Firm and Faru Management
nesearch", JFu, Volume XXI, No. 3, august 1939; James, H. B., "agricultural
sconomics in the Years ahead", JFi, Volume XXXVIII, No. 5, December 1956, and
Brandt, Karl, "The Orientation of agricultural wmconomics", JF&, Volume
XXXVII, Decemoer 1955, No. 5.

2/ Brinegar, George K., Kennetn L. Bachman and Herman Southworth,
"teorientations in agricultural nconomics", JFE, Volume XLI, No. 3,
august 1959.
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have been identified and recognized scholars have contriputed articles
wnich have reviewed relevunt researcn ana specified neglected areas or
problems 5/

This type of soul-searching is not to oe disdained; a certain amount
is necessary if we are to be progressive, although tnis type of introspection
can become patnological. Individuals and wven departucnts can spend so much
time in self-evdluation tnat tney fail to give tneir pest effort to the work
they are atteupting tg carry on.

sven so, it appears tnat tnere are a considerable number of proolems
that both tune administrator and tue individual researca worker umust face that
do not appear to nave ready solutions. Despite the ratner supostantial amount
of literwture on researcn metnodology and elaborate administrative arrangements
within the wsxperiment Stations and the USDa, the numoer of concrete guides
that can be used in specific situations is quite sparae.

Specialization Within agricultural kconomics

It is well known tnat agriculturcl economists have developed rather
highly refined areas of specialization. The traditional areas of specialization--
Farm Management, Land sconomics and Marketing were further sub-divided and some
individuals vecome known as commodity specialists, farm record analysts, and
tenure experts. Historically the man of wisdom and stature usually ended up
being an expert on agricultural policy. It has oeen charged that investi-

gation within tuese sub-disciplines tended to become standardized, rigid and

-

} 5/ Nerlove, sarc, and Kenneth L. Bachman, "The analysis of Changes in
agricultural Supply: Proolems and approaches", JFE, Volume XLII, No. 3,

august 1960; nuttan, Vernon, "aesearch on the wconomics of Technological

Change in american .griculture". JFk, Volume XLII, No. 4, November 1960;
Clodius, k. L., and muelier, willard F., "Market Structure as an Orientation
for hesearcu in sgricultural gconomics". JFE, Volume XLIII, No. 3, August 1961;
Fox, Karl, "The Stuay of Interactions, Between sgriculture and the Non-Farm
ticonomy: Local, hegional and National, JF&, Volume XLIV, No. 1, February 1962,




w F
unimaginatlve.é/ AS a conseyuence, studies were repeated in numerous states
with tne findings peing highly predictable.

we are all familiar witn tne cnanges since world war II and there is no

need to belubor tuew nere. The growtn of modern proauction econowics en-
compassea farin manageument, land economics, agricultural finance and part of
marketing. Today alumost every Land Grant Institution that offers graduate

work has at least one and usually two courses in Production wconomics. However,
the victory for production economics was far from couplete. Glenn Johnson
was pointing out by the earLly 1950's tnat farm management was more than pro-
duction economics and that exclusive concentration on tne theory of the firm
would result in many relevant manageuent problems going unnoticed.

The development of certain quantitative techmiques made it possiole for
certain people to work "across tne board" with Little reference to traditional
areas of specialization. wsven so, in most Departuents of sgricultural mconomics
considerable specialization still exists. In part tuis may ve due to the ear-
marking of certain funds for marketing researcn, although tnis can explain only
a minor part of the specialization wnich prevails.

whatever tne case uumy have been historically, in the present setting
the disadvantages oI specialization on a factor or comuwodity pasis come down
to four:

(1) The most rewarding reseaici problems do not come to our attention.

(2) The pressure of a particular clientele may put undue emphasis on

routine problems witn a low "pay off" in terms of adding to our

store of knowledge.

_/ Heady, £.0., "Elementary models in Farm Product on gconomics Rasearch",
JFi, Volume axa, wo. 2, and "Implications of Particular mconowics in agri-
cultural mconomics mstnodology" JFu, Volume ssal, No. 4, Part 2, November l9h9,
Salter, Leonard sustin, a4 Critical heview of nesearcn in Land hconomics,
University of minnesota Press, L1948,
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(3) This kind of specialization prevents an individual from specializing
in a different ana possibly wore fruitful way. This latter type of
specialization migint involve considerable faniliarity with a par-
ticular empirical technique or a particular area of economic theary.

(4) Vested interests within a departuent may lead to the "building of
fences" around an area. In other words a researcher uway not want
a colleague working in an area on wnich ne has staked a claim. If
this occurs problems may not be meaningfully formulated or invested
in a funcamental manner.

S5till anotner disadvantage might be in training. If our graduate students
are given so much training in the factual and institutional considerations
pertaining to a particular factor of production or commodity, they may have
insufficient time to spend on the tools of analysis such as economics and
statistics. However, I pelieve most institutions have overcome tnis obstacle
and tne chief problem at present is not the quantity but the quality of
instruction in these areas.

with respect to the first disadvantage, it would pe fruitless to deny
tnat it may not pe operative. On the other hand, agricultural economists do
operate on a oroad scale at tne present time and if significant questions
escape them, it must in large part be due to their lack of imagination in
recognizing these problems. The fact that tnese traditional specialities have
persisted is some inaication of their utility. It seems a reasonable assumption
that people would not turn out in large numnvers to attend extension conferences
centered around these subjects if they did not believe some value was being

obtained.
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I am somewhat more concerned witn tne second prooleu. In our effort to
have sometning for tnese people on an annual oOr more frequent basis we may
have created a pressure tuat forces us to short-term routine research efforts.
I do not believe tnere is an oovious answer to this. we need to be aware of
tnis possipbility and attewpt to minimize its Llnpact.

If there is a need for comuodity and factor speciulists from the standpoint
of satisfying our clients it may ve desiraple to retain these specialties for
extension purposes but at tne same time peruit researcn workers to specialize
in quite another way. Tnis would involve an individual selecting an area of
tneory that he believes most relevant to nis area of research. For example, a
person working with probleis of rural development may oe particularly concerned
with location tneory. He tnen may take the special responsibility of keeping
abreast of tuhis field. Such a person might «lso be interested in aggregate
input-output analysis as oeing «n important empirical technique that might be
used. If our researcn workers speclalized in tnis way they could take the
responsibility of keeping the remainder of tne staff informed, at least
superficially, apout developments in these areas by means of seminars or by
reporting on the results of their research.

Un the other hanu, there snould ve some people in the department who are
free to apply their tools across tne board. One who knows the theory of markets
and a good knowledge of simultaneous egquations and other empirical techniques

may be able to apply this knowledge equally well to commodity and factor
markets.

If the above ideds have merit, study should then be given to the basic
disciplines wnich are relevant to agricultural economic prooleuws. Perhaps

we should be more concerned with tuis kind of balance than we are with having
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80 many people in marketing, farm manageuent, etc. If this were doune promotions
and salary advanceuent coula be based in part on concrete evidence of professicnal
improvement in tne area the researcner nas chosen as his specialty.

Disadvantage numper 4 is operative in some departments. However, where
it is operative it is o syuptom of a more pasic difficulty tnan merely
specialization. If such provincialism is supported aduministratively then the
administrator is solving personnel problems by « least resistance means. If a
staff imposes such a restriction on itseif then it is obvious an Infusion of
new thinking in the staff is needed. The above should not ve interpreted as
giving support to tne person who flits from one aresa to another as his fancy
dictates but it is intended to support tne rignt of an individuzl to pursue a
research problem to its roots regardless of wnere tnose roots lis.

The above brief discussion of specialization does not, however, get at
some of the basic difficulties associated with the selecticn of research problems
nor the way we should organize to tackle tuose problems. To treat these issues
it is necessary to explore some methodological considerations of a more
fundamental nature.

Kinds of research Proolems

There is considerable evidence that the difference between the true
pioneering research worker and tue.madiocre researcher lies in tne formulation
of the problem to ve investigated and the hypothesis to be tested. There is
also evidence tunat no rules exist whereby tne pioneer can transmit tnis ability
to others except by exanple and stimuletion. In other words, intuition anc
imagination must be brought to bear in making tne leap from our present con-
ception of the ways things are. This is not to say tnat it is irfereatly
impossible to impart tuis aoility to ctners. It is to say that at tnis time
it cannot pe taugnt as we can teach a person to fly an airplane, Lo bake a

cake, or to work a regression proolem.




It is possiole, however, to classify research efforts and in this way
arrive at some judgment as to wnere current emphasis in agricultural economics
is pbeing pluced. Numerous classifications have veen suggested. Classification
on the basis of supject matter specialization--land economics, farm management,
etc.~--has already peen mentioned. snother classification is on the basis of
normative versus positive orientation, s5till another might be basic versus
applied research. For certain purposes a micro versus a macro orientation
may oe used.

Presumably researcn is undertaken to answer some guestion. A question
occurs when souwieone experiences a proolen. Proolems may be said to oe of two
kinds--theoretical and practical. A practical problem arises when some person
or group of people experience a gap petween their objectives and tneir actual
achievements. As a result such people are primarily interested in questions

of "what to do". Theoretical proolems, on tne other hand, arise pecause of

soméone's dissatisfaction with the current state of knowledge with respect to
"what is". 4 theoretical problem can be discovered either in seeking an
aﬁswer to‘a practical proolem or to satisfy man's inherent intellectual
curiosity. In other words, tneoretical problems can arise because guestions of
"wnat to do" cannot oe satisfactorily answered with existing "what is" knowledge.
; Let us return to practical problems that can be expressed as "what to do"
guestions. Questions of tuis kind are usualrly referred to as normative. If a
gap exists between a person's objectives and his current achievements, it is
clear that the difficulty can ve resolved in two general ways. First, the
person may chdnge nis actions so that he more nearly achieves nis objectives.

Secondly, he mght change nis opjectives to wore nearly conform with his

achievements. It is usually tne first kind of advice tinat economists are
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called upon to give. Wwe may be expected to develop a more profitable farm
plan or to recommend a moi‘e profitable product mix to a murketing firm. If the
objective of the client is clearly stated or well understood, value judgments
are not necessarily implied. For example, tne statement "If you want to maximize
profit, you should eliminuate your 20-head herd of dairy cows and expand your
hog enterprise by 30 sows", does not necessarily involve a velue judgment. By
tne same token such statements as "If you wish to have price supports and avoid
surpluses you .ust provide for some type of production control" do not involve
value judgments. Value judgments may enter wnen we do not accept the client's
objectives, althougn tnis may ve a way of solving ails problems. In fact,
psychologists and psychiatristsrely heavily on tnis metnod. sven here, value
Judgments do not necessarily enter if the professionual person merely shows
the inconsistency of means and ends. There are a gre.t meny "what to do
guestions that are normally classed das normative, that may not involve value
Jjudgments and wnich may not cell for a loss of objectivity on the part of the
researcher. Of course, there is always tne danger of phrasing the answer to
a "what to do" yuestion in such a way tnat our value judgments do play a role
without tnis pbeing recognized znd the value judgments identified,
If the above is accepted, it pecomes possible to offer the following
propositions:
l. That tunere are some "what to do" questions that can be answered
without any additional "what is" information.
2. There are other "what to do" questions tnat are peing answered
routinely on tue-ba31s of existing "what is" information but we
have little notion avout the reliapility of those answers. For
example, how much confidence can we place in our routine outlook
work? How confident are we of our recommended farm plans? Have we

really tested our "what to do" recommendations against suosequent
performance?
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3. There a.e many '"what to do" questions where all reasonable people
recognize tnat tne "wnat is" information is grossly inadequate for
the development of a "what to do" answer.

L. There are "what is" questions wnich intrique the researcner but which,
at tonis tiwe, are not necessary to answer current '"what to do" questions,
However, tne amount of researcn resources currently being devoted to
answering sucn questions in agricultur«l economics is relatively small.

The two way table wuich follows may illustrate the above points.

Type of Type of Problem Percent of He-

Interest "What is" Ywhat to do search hesources
Primarily Popular (20) 20
Professional & Popular 3;) f3Q¥ 60
Primarily Professional ;fﬂf} (E) 20
Percent of Hhesearch o

Hesources {45) (EE} 100

Dr. Hardin has estimated the uncirculed figures in tne table for
agricultural sconomics at Purdue. I entered the circled figures for illus-
trative purposes on tne basis of deduction and sweeping assumption. I assumed
that tne researcn of popular interest only is concerned mainly with "what to
do" gquestions based on "what is" knowledge that is generally assumed to be
saiisfactory. Therefore, [ credited tne full 20 per cent to "what to do"
questions; I divided tne protfessional and popular equally between the two
problem types although I have no basis for any division. I assumed further

that "primarily professional" included some "wnat to do" effort based on a

-
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reading of tine Journal of Farw wconomics. I therefore, come to the conclusion
that there is not a great awount of effort peing devoted to "ivory tower" work
without application to a practical problem in mind. wMore searcning analysis
might disprove tnis nypotnesis and I certainly intena to do additional testing.
However, a reading of tne Journal of Farm wsconomics &nd other scholarly articles
written by agricultural economists certainly support thnis position. almost
every researcn project proposal that I have seen atteupts to relate the antici-
pated researcn results to sowe practical problem. In not all cases do the
results have practical application pbut tnis 1s usually due to an unsuccessful
research effort, or because of a poor formulution of the practical problem. In
any case, at tnis stage I fail to find evidence that too much emphasis is_béing
given to "positive'" research and tnat too little emphasis is being given to
“normativé" research if "normutive" is defined as peing the same as the '"what
éo do" catégory descrioed above.é/Z/

Decision-making with rnespect to

Uwhat is" and "What to do!

Now let us turn to the nature of the decisions wuich we face. First,
consider researcn oriented to "what to do" questions but wnich depends on
"what is" information. In this case the eventual pay-off is in terms of the
economic decision wuicn is affected and the probability of obtaining the relevant
information.

I£+ GA = nctual gain from research as reflected in its impact on

decision-making.
P = Probapility of a research project resulting in the discovery

of the relevant information.

é/ For a contrary point-of-view see: Johnson, G. L., Some Philosophic
Thoughts about NCk (4)'s work. iimeographed.

Z/ I am of the opinion that the word "normative! as now used by agri-
cultural economists does not convey a precise meaning. There is need for
someone to re-define tne word or provide a new classification.



N
E(GA) = pxpected pay-off from researcn in terms of its impuct on
decision-making.

Then, & (G,) = P . G,

If rp GA is O tinen tne largest pay-off prooably would occur from research
on tnose problems where GA and P are intermediate in nature. 1In other words,
tne routine work with a nigner prooability of success prooubly does not have

as large a potential pay-off as tnose research efforts dealing with large
pressing social proolems. However, the probability of success is undoubtedly
much higher for the former. HSetween these extremes there are intermediate
problems with substantial pay-off but with a probapility of success in the
(say) .7 to .4 range. If tne above hypothesis is correct it would appear that
tnis is tne type of problem that we should euwphasize. It is recognized, of
course, that tnese functions will ve different for different individuals. The
trick, of course, is to get eacn individual to obtain nis maximum pay-off. This
may mean that a research organization will have a "peaked" or perhaps even a
rectangular distribution depending upon the indiviauals making the research
effort. Of course, tnis distriobution can pve affected by tne type of individuals
added to a research staff.

We now turn to the development of "what is" information that appears
unrelated to a "what to do" question. e must recognize that individuals may
become interested in soue yuestions for no reason except intellectual curiosity.
Tnis type of interest may result in significant information in the long run.

The question is one of now much of tnis should be encouraged or permitted.
First, there do not appear to ve many researcn resources currently being devoted
to this type of work. I believe most agricultural economists' interest in "what
is" informetion stems pasically from some practical problem. However, to the

extent that such interest does exist there are certain things that we can say
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about it. The wost fruitful view of tuis problem to me was provided by an
"adventures of tne mind" article in tne saturday mvening Post article by Segle
éntitled "what akes gasic hesearch ﬁasic?"g/ Segle lists three characteristics
of basic researcn:

1. Findings are true not as facts put in the way they are interpreted.

2. The finaings can be generalized.

3. They are surprising in tne light of wnat was known «t the time of

discovery.

If the above is accepted, we have some criteria for judging tne relevance
of so-called fundamental or basic research. In what way, assuming a hypothesis
is proved or disprovea, will tuis affect our conception of things? In some
cases, regardless of now tue research turns out, the findings will be trivial.
By trivial I mean in terws of the basic discipline involved whetner it be
economics or statistics or some other field. (I assume we are not at tnis time
considering its impact on economic decision-making.) So-called "fundamental"
research can oe judged, subjectively to pe sure put nevertheless judged, in
terms of what dirference it would make ir it is successful.

recent Uevelopment in wmconomics

With Special attention to sconometrics

At the present time, few people in agricultural economics will deny that
tne roots of our field of specialization lies in general economics. almost
without exception our graduu.te students take substantial work in general

economics. It is therefore appropriate to muke a few remarks with respect to

8/ Segle, H., Volume 25L:30, January 24, 1959.
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developments in general economics «nd to speculate regarding the impact these
developinents have on research in our field.

In recent years agricultural economists have been in the vanguard of
developments in micro-theory. we have relied heavily on this body of knowledge
and it is to our credit that the applications to agricultural problems on both
a firm ana industry basis aas refined tiie tneory in important respects.

Developments in macro-econouics have peen somewhat marginal in recent
years. Yet I am not convinced that tunis body of theory has peen applied as
imaginatively in agricultural economics as has micro-economic theory. It may
pe that it nas more application to problems of resource development and rural
development than nas pbeen realized.

The literature on the economics of growth is, so far as I can tell, some-
what unmanageaole at tuis tiwe. s wide variety of approaches are being tried
and many disciplines are contriouting to the effort. One can find elaborate
mathematical growth wmodels on the one hand and sociological and institutional
treaties on the other. One has tne intuitive feeling that tne mathematical
models are assuming <s exogenous those items wuicn are of crucial importance in
understanding the process of growth. On the other hand, the sociological and
psychological literature does not appear yet to ve nighly operational from a
research standpoint. wven so, it appears that we should attempt to keep
abreast of tnis area. wot only do we need & fraumework for our work in other

countries outv we also need to know more apout tne growth of firms in our own

country to say nothing of tne development of rural areas.
Perhaps the area tnat has developed tne wost rapidly «nd wnhich is only

beginning to oe exploited in agricultural economics is tnat of econometrics.
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Tne technigues tnat nave been developed nere indicate tnat it is possible to
make operational many of our tneories and to supply answers to questions of
fuch. Instead of reasoning about the general snape of functions, it has becous
possible to estimate tne function directly. In my opinion tiis has considerable
application to probiems of both group and individual decision-making. In the
area of policy, it has tine potential of narrowing the areas of disagreement. i
Ao not believe we have fully exploited tne application of these techniques and
L hope that agricultural economics would continue to develop in tuis direction.
UnLess we do we will oe "solving" problems by the least efficient mesns. %1ic
does not mewn that evsrybne snould become an econometrician. It does mean that
wo need Lo be sufficientiy aware of the potentiality of these tools so that we
co nobt use inappropriate tecnniques on a prooiem. The development of these
+anls opens up, rather than curtaila, opportunities for tue non-econometrician.
One con select an activity for wnich he has tne greatest comparative advantage
and exploit that wnile leaving wore advanced econometric work to tne specialich
in tnis field. This kina of specialization will need to be accompanied by a
petter level of generalL understanaing of tne potentiality of these tools. Ws
need to give attention to achieving a rather wide intuitive understanding of
these techniques for most professionals rather than naving two groups--one
highly trained, the otner with littie knowledge. This will tarow some teacning
responsibility on tnose who have acquired these tools. In my opinion, durrent
teacning in tuis area is generally intended for the developer or user of these
tools rather than for tne person who needs an intuitive grasp of the subject
particularly as it relates to nis area of specialization.

Perhens a word of caution on tuis point is in order. The "pay-of f" from

quantitative work will pe determined by tne adequacy of tine underlying social
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theory. Therefore we have a responsibility in organizing graduate programs to
take tnis into account. Otnerwise quantitative tools will oe applied to the
same problems over and over by students who are well trained in quantitative
techniques out wao are not economists. If too narrowly trained, they will not
see the possibilities of advances in social tneory. I believe there is some
evidence that tnis has occurred and tnat it is something that needs to be watched
and controlled.
Conclusions

The preceding umaterial is general, vague, and tentative in nature.
rdowever, it does permit the drawing of some conclusions. The conclusions must
also pe tentative and shoula ve viewed as hypotnesis for subsequent testing. This
testing may come from general opservation or from tne consequences of implemen-
tation.

l. It is appropriate tnat Departments of agricultural kconomics continue
to concentrate researcn efforts on probiems of both professional and
popular interest. wffort should be exerted to select tnose practical
problems whose solution rests on significant unanswered "what is"
questions. We should minimize the answering of routine questions under
research activity. However, tnis is an appropriate extension activity.
As our field matures tne number of people working on questions of
popular interest only should increase. a4n analogy can be drawn here
between the practicing physician and the medical researcher,

2. We should look carefully at the questions we have been answering on
a routine basis to vecome more certain of the "what is" information

on wnich our answers are based. For example, our outloock work is
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based largely on intuition and judguwent. Yet procedures do exist by
which predictions can oe made opjectively. The results of both types
of work can be subjected to rigorous ex post analysis. We should then
be able to draw some conclusions as to tne relative reliability of the
two metnoas.

It appears that it would be logical to concentrate relatively more of
our research resources in areas where the potential pay-off is sub-
stantial out avoid those problems at the extremes, i.e., where the
pay~off is extremely large but where operational tools of analysis do
not as yet exist, and routine problems mentioned above.

That the relevance of so-called "basic!" research can be judged in light
of its potential effect on the discipline involved.

That traditional specialization in agricultural economics has both
advantages and disadvantages. If tnis specialization is retained for
extension purposes it should be accompanied by specialigation on the
research side that will perwit the researcher to work on the frontiers
of the tools of analysis most appropriate to nis type of activity.
Greater sophistication in quantitative techniques calls for a coordinate
responsibility in keeping abreast of relevant social theory. It is
believed that to this time the two have been complementary. We should

work to keep them that way.




