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I \·fill bcgfo by stat'i119 four crH:ici/1 assumptfons to rny argw:1enl:: 

(1) Priorities for any -ir1(1'ivicluc1l or grnup of "ind·iv·idunl s are c1k,o-• 

1 utely r.ssc,ntic:l -•·\·;e ca1111ot fonctfon as econDm·i sts (tnd que~;t'i u11 

the ro ·1 e of pr 'iorit i es. . 

(2) The settin~J of prforit·ips is not a free good-••it ·is not cost-• 

less 'in t2rms of both t·ime and cash costs. 

(3) The costs of estab1·ishing pr'iorit·i2s are much more tang"it:i"lc:~ and 

certain than are the benefits. 

prio1~it·ized. The is~ue is rather .. -\-Jhat ·is the npptopr·iute levc-•l 

at \vhich pr'ioritics can best be establish-2d? That ·is, is it 

best done vrith'in departments, colleges and government or9ani­

zati ons ~ or by a profoss"iona1 society? 

Next, I \'toul d 1 i kc to talk about pr'iori ty setting from two perspec­

tives--conceptual and operational. 

ConcrJotua l ·1 v ..... 

The expendit~re of scarce resources to establish research priorities 

is \'torU11·:hi1r. if and only H fow· conditfo1,s are m2t: 

(l) The n.•sul ts must be used; 

(2) Pcr·incl'ic assc:ssnxmt of hO\'! good our prognos"is v1as must be po:;s·lb1c; 
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{3) Feedbnck must exist (learning); and 

{4) We nrust be operating within a closed system which is more or less 

value consistent. 

H0\'1 do \'/C! score on these four nc?c8ssary conditions? 

(1) No assurance thnt the resuHs \'/Ol!ld ever be used if \'te produced 

this inforrnatfon-••Grade: D 

{2) Periodic assessment of how good our list was would be possible, 

but difficult--Grade: C+ 

(3) Feedback to permit lcarn'i'ng poss·ible--Grade: rs-
i 

. 
(4) Value consistent closed system is nonex·istent--Grade: F 

Hhat consistency does exist is \'/ith respect to the logical sys-

tern to be used--and even here we have fundamental problems be­

tween neoclassical and Marxist thought--rather than with the 

ways "ir1 \'lhicl, titat 5ystei11 ouvlit to be app1'ied and/or uti1'i2ed. 

Operationally 

The profession is one of a diverse group of economists (both applied 

and theoretically oriented) involved in an impressive array of important 

and interesting research. The profession is broader than the A/\E/\, and 

to think that the Association can--through a committee--art'iculate resca1°ch 

priorities for this group strikes me as naive. 

I was involved for six years on a regional research committee concerned 

~ with natural resources, and we found it difficult--if not ·impossible-­

to come up with meaningful research priorities. 

I submit that a meaningful list is impossible for an applied social 

science that spans the ideological spectrum from Marxist to near-Fascist, 

and the interest spectrum frorn geoth,~rmal energy to pork bellies; from 
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pesticides to peanut programs; from circuit brea~ers to biogas; from sew­

age sludge to broilers. 

Indeed, to the extent that such a l'ist m·ight imrk against a scho1nr 

who wants to ·initiate qood sound_ research on a top'ic near the l.iottom of 

the list then we must admit that such an exercise in priorities might 

well be quite counterproductive. 

In Summary_ 

I find AAEA-articulated research prforHics a bad idea on both con­

ceptua~ and operational grounds: I believe in the wisdom of the individual 
i 

scholar to select important research issues within his/her own specializa­

tion, and I believe in the prevailing market place--including its political 

qspects--to re1'/ard researchers within and among_ speci a 1 i za tions. 

regardless of the particular subdisc·ipl inary category. Its efforts nt 

attempting to influence ch9ices among those categories are organizationally 

inappropriate, and destined to be quite useless--if not mischievous. 

It is an idea whose time I hope will never come. 
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