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For the economist today certain precautions must be taken to avoid the !policy f
danger that writing and research in the policy field will become sterile as !

an occupation. The economist can draw up new policy proposals or analyze old The

ones, but to what purpose? Is there any chance that he will be listened to under pr

with respect by policy makers? Can he be useful and still be an independent  of polic
thinker, or must he be an ally of some special interest group? Picking the ‘dodic re

proper role is a task which needs to be performed periodically. Process
The first step in considering this role will be to examine briefly the We
process by which public and especially federal agricultural price policy is - ©&ffectiv

made. Second, we will consider those tasks which constitute the professional the resy
function of an agricultural eccnomist and those tasks which, while not strictl)ficiency
within the field of agricultural economics, are well performed by agricultural any give
economists because of their special training. Thirdly, the particular applicat- Obtainin
ion of these functions in policy formation, policy administration and the per- ffect,

iodic reassessment of policy will be considered. Lastly, the considerations  importan
which influence any agricultural economist in picking his own role will be 'and econ
considered briefly, as well as the responsibilities of the profession as a wholeffegtiv

The Process of quicy Formation What the

Generally speaking policy is first, the selection of the gencral objectivé Que
of the policy-forming group and secondly, selection of the mean to attain thost Pefore t
objectives. Price policy covers the area that revolves around prices and Concerni.
includes both prices considered as objectives of policy and prices as means to,uliar to
attain other objectives. As an objective the parity price concept has been wi' ®Special
us a long time but we also have for objectives price stability, certain relati’
prices among crops, and certain patterns of long-term price movement. As a The
means of achieving other objectives there are certain functions which the pric &re firs
system can perform and must perform efficiently in a free enterprise economy. ~3Ctual™
Price policy is also concerned with helping prices to perform those functions “availabl
efficiently.

: i -~ .-In
Policies which consider prices as means or as objectives cannot be consid Supply g
ed in isolation from other policies. In a sense, in our current agricultural “Cgether
legislation, prices are not objectives at all but are considered the means for Commj t e
achieving eguality in agriculture and satisfactory income levels. Frice objec -
ives will not be advanced to extremes when they conflict with other goals such In :
as proper income distribution, tenure patterns, and efficiency in agriculture'r°1e altl
since doing so would not advance the ultimate objectives which price policies'a Minist;

are used to advance. Likewise we do not go to extremes in promoting a free UWies of
market economy where it leads to local distress, excessive inequality and pOS’particulz
sible depression. rom agy.

Sought,

There can be little hope that a definitive statement of the objective of ©®Mdinip,
price policy will ever be made. Congressional hearings, speeches, interviews)
and resolutions do not give a consistent picture. Ve must recognize that publ The;

“The useful criticism of J.u. Tinley and S. Hoos is especially acknowledged.
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{Policy is directed toward many confused and even inconsistent objectives
‘because it is a composite of the objectives of many groups who differ in their
‘Wants and concept of society. There is no clear-cut mandate to any group to
form and develop agricultural price policy. By constitutional mandate . the
Congrcss is the chief policy farming agency of government, passing-laws’ and
ikeeplng a close watch over the executive branch of .the government. In addition,
‘the Secretary of Agriculture is clearly a policy-forming offical and farm
‘Organizations, editors and others have 1mportant effects on agricultural price
e ’POllcy formation. :

old The policy process.consists of formation of basic mandates by the Congress,
.0 Under pressure from many sides, interpretation and development of the: details
ent  Of policy by the Secretary "in the interstices of legislative mandate", per-
he  dodic reassessment of the results and consequent modification by the .same

- Process in which policy was originally formed. :

ne We can state that the objective of agricultural economics is to promote

s . - effectlve policy formation. This would mean promoting efficiency in obtaining
onal the results sought by some given action on the part of the Congress or ef-
rlct13f101ency in recognizing in advance what results wouid be obtained from passing
tural any gjyen law., It would call for being able to devise effective means of
Llcat‘Obtalnlng stated objectives of policy and being able to put those means into
per- 'effect, In this process the trained economist can be a big help. Of less

ons lmPortance, the process of policy formation should be rapid, well organized

2 'and economical of the talents of legislators and administrators. Making policy
3 Wholeffectlve is the main problem of price policy.

‘What the Lconomist Can Do

ectivé Questions of public policy have.been the concern of economists since
thoS‘ €fore the days of Adam Smith. In a democracy everyone has the perogative of
cOHCErnlng himself with policy, but the special, role of the economist, pec-
ns to uliar to himself, lies within the flelds for which his training and experience
en w1‘espec1ally qualify him.
elati'
a The roles which the agricultural economist can play in policy formatlon
pric e first, research roles, which means digging up, assembling and analyzing
omy. “2Ctualinformation, and drawing conclusions on the basis of what evidence is
ions “®Vailaple,

In hlS ‘role as an educator the agrlcultural egonomist is the one Who can
onSldSuPply and interpret facts and show people the means or method of putting facts
ural °&ether to arrive at useful conclusions. Class rooms, extension work, and
s for Oumittee. service all have their place in this educational function.
objec - .

. such, In addition, there are many flelds in which an economist can play a useful
ture Tole although they are outside his sphere of professional competence. As an
cies dministrator or legislator, a man would not be called upon to perform the

ee Uies of a professional economlst, but having such training would make a man

! pos’gartlcularly able to be effective in such positions. Often the advice sought
Tom agricultural economists is not strictly professional advice, but is

Sought, because the individual of whom it was asked had particular talents in

J
e of °mbln1ng his economics with polltlcal or administrative know-=how.
iews) . 4
" publ There is another role, ne;ther_researchrnr education in any strict sense
;edo

 Iss-




of the term, and which is hard to name. It is almost the most common role pla;
ed by agricultural economists in the policy-formation field, and consists main/
of preaching the doctrine of national welfare as the proper goal of policy and
of free enterprise being the way to attain that goal. This role is observable
in many sections of the Readings in Agricultural Policy,published by the Farm
Economics Association, in the report on Postwar Agricultural Policy of the laf
grant colleges, and in any issue of Farm Policy Forum. oo

+

There is a great tradition behind this activity and in general economics |

find a large proportion of the profession engaged in parallel activity in bus-
iness, labor, international trade, and such fields. Although no name can be
attached to this role, it should be clear that it is not a form of research or
education. Indeed, one of the characteristics of the pronouncements in the 1i
we are thinking about is that those pronouncements are seldom based on researc{
results, but are the outgrowth of an implicit faith in some form of free-enter}
economy. We do not mean to condemn this faith, but merely to point out that i
is a faith because there has been little proof that the results which many
economists believe would come about if a general free enterprise system were
instituted would be obtained. e just do not know. Indeed, our economic hist
is full of examples where application of the free enterprise principle in re-
stricted spheres led to results far different from those expected.

‘ It should be clear that preaching the free enterprise doctrine is not edv
tional in the sense of supplying facts and means of reaching conclusions from
facts, if for no other reason, because there are so few facts within easy reaq
of the common man. uwhile the originators of the free-enterprise doctrine indv
ed in close logic there is far more teaching and accepting of general conclusi'
than teaching the means to reach conclusions from facts. This process is espe'
1y well demonstrated in beginning classes in economics, where students very
quickly learn the jargon of marginalism or general equilibrium theory and the
acceptable conclusions as well. Wwe rate them good students when they know the
right answers to the economic catechism, but know that the time of exposure we
too short for assimilation of very much of the logical framework of economic
theory. Thurman Arnold described the process and .content of popular economics
as being essentially theological when he wrote his excellent Folklore of
Capitalism. e T : : .

role requires separate evaluation. It raises
many special questions. It is not directly related to the policy-formation
process-although the-attitudes it engenders affect the policy process. To the
extent ‘that-it persuades people to accept common policy objectives it serves 9
important unifying function which is quite essential in a democratic country. .
While it may hamper thinking things out by supplying ready-made answers we shl
also recognize that there are many questions for which there are no answers,
proved in the scientific tradition, and there are some areas where the idea of
"proof" does not apply. Agricultural gconomists will continua‘ﬁo_give answer’
in these areas because they will be asked for. answers and will be.unable to &
giving them.

This special "theological

To what extent should agricultural economists be guardians of the public
interest? To what extent should we try to persuade the public to accept our
somewhat poorly defined concept of the public interest? Our concept of the
public interest is derived .from the classical economists and has undergone suf
prisingly little change. A modern .man can feel a strong community of ideas
when he reads Adam Smith. We.must recognize that the economic criteria of

o
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public welfare are special, and may not be the same as those preferred by “--
many others. This raises the question as to how we can advocate means to

~attain the public interest as we see it, and evaluate and provide means tor

others to advance the public interest as they see it. .

We must also recognize that many of the prescriptions auwvancea for max-'
imizing national welfare have much the same status as pre-Harvey medicine. -
The analogue of economic prescription and medical prescription is a good one,
both because of the: history of development in each case and because of the
Nature of the idealogical conflict involved. The logic of medical science - ¢’
as derived from Galen and Aristotle was thought impeccable by generations of
Scholars, even as is economic theory today. Medieval doctors neither hesitat-
€d to prescribe for their patients on the basis of their medical theories,

Nor often thought it necessary to test their theories. When Baconian principles
of experimenting and testing were -applied and medical science was abetted by -
dvances in other fields the results became one of the triumphs of our civ-

- ilization.,
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Today economists often prescribe agricultural price policies derived from
theories which too few of us show any interest in testing. It would be a

‘Unigue experience in the history of ideas if the body of economic theory could

Survive empirical test without modification. ihere practical politicians and-
Others can call our bluff by asking "prove it" we should be very cautious
about making policy statements based on untested hypotheses in neo-classical
€conomics. This is not to say that we should hesitate to make pronouncements
€fore all the facts are in. Useful statements can be made on the basis of

Fheories which are not proved but which seem justified by their seeming real-
1Sm and logical basis. Our experiences with price theory show it -to be a very
Useful tool for predictive purposes, and tests made in the field of production
Sconomics are heartening also. The point is merely that in making policy
Statements ‘based on neo-classical economic¢s we should proceed with caution and

zith.an understanding of the status of the theory on which our recommendations
Te based. . : : o

.

The difficulties of making prescriptions for advancing the national wel-
should not deter-economists from concerning themselves with its problems.
Ations are welded intq -one and prosper through the efforts of men with broad
Prospective. Agricultural economists will be more useful advisors and workers
Or the national well-being if they call to the attention of policy makers -~
Toad general interests instead of narrow fields of interest and if we per-- -~
i“ade policy makers to take the long view instead of the short. We will be
PSGful if we persuade legislators to examine the philosophy behind production
®Striction and price control in agriculture, and if we persuade them to con=-

S?der whether the restrictive policies they favor for agriculture are con-

Slsteqt with their ideas about promoting competition in the rest of the econ-

SmV: While there can never be complete agreement as to what sorts of price

“Olicy will advance the general welfare, the criteria advanced by agricultural

c°°n0mists and the thinking which they are in a good position to stimilate

an help solidify popular opinion along useful lines and can lead to a more
€qQuate consideration: of general-welfare objectives of policy. '

fafe

Sots There is need for research efforts. directed toward certain policy obj-

e 1Ves a5 there .is need for factual information unshaped by biases. Let us
enslder what kinds of information will contribute to efficiency in the pro-
SS of palicy formation. : :
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Policy Formation . . _ . The
: ' o ' : : C - s real.
In the specific field of policy formation we can visualize several roles for exam
of importance. Nothing is more certain than that the ideas of people on the the effe
subject of agricultural prices are fluid, changing under the impact of the  and gych
information at their disposal, how straight they think, and economic circum~  logg lev
stances, The general price policy atmosphere of 1950 seems to be.quite dif- iop is
ferent from that of 1930 with regard to factual information, ideas, the nature

of prejudices and the sophistication with which they are blended. People need The
leadership ana they need concrete ideas to play around with, to accept or @ain sou:
reject. By general discussion and specific proposals advanced by economists e haye |
these functions are facilitated. ' R lence wis
C _ - the expe:
Agricultural economists have a special fund of information which they muSeen to

mike available, and in so doing we will promote the efficiency of policy form- ’
ation. As trained scientists we also have a special understanding of the way It j
in which the economy operates. Our valuations and concepts of society's goalfSuppopt, I
have a special flavor and are worth advancing as proposed objectives. informat;
inf rI
There is need, for intelligent public thinking on the relation of such the regei
limited objectives as high farm prices to such objectives as maximizing natiolthat of ,
- income, economic progress, equitable income distribution, and efficiency withVWe ghouic
agriculture. L ‘ : Ommodi t

. In the development of means to achieve such objectives as high farm pric%eem to 1
the economist can increase the efficiency of policy formation through his ad‘out‘adeqt
on the effectiveness of various means to obtain those objectives. Even if hehad {q
' does not favor high price support the economist can perform useful tasks for Fesifable
legislators who do. It is no easy matter to put together the elements that Bhot payj;
up a suitable policy, even if the objectives are such simple ones as high pridn jpnfony
Usually there is not enough information for anyone to make sure what the resy

" of any given policy-act will be, and in the absence of complete data the intv ¢
ion of trained economists is often pretty good. 3 society
oD adaiti

. .In the usual case, price policy is developed as a result of a fight amonOne of +tf
interested groups.- The roles of arbitrator or advisor are useful ones for Strictjqy
which agricultural economists are often well qualified, We can be somewhat “Cnefjtg
impartial; we can be a source of compromises and stimulating ideas; we can  ©0stg o
point out common ground, misconceptions; and we can clarify time-wasting argvfaileq in
" ments and confusion. Being able to draw upon professional training and infor hey will
ation has made it possible for some agricultural economists to perform these

' functions very effectively in the development of marketing agreements in Cali Even
" ornia ' i

. make

L . o actual 3

. Usefulness of Economic Information in Policy Formation 2 Jective

' O the ef

In the main, the role of the economist in price policy formation must bﬂ°r affect
provide information. We have discussed several possible roles and can think _ |
several more besides, but in each case the economist is useful because of th¢iﬂisz_§g
special fund of information and theory on which he can draw and which he can
to provide analysis of particular situations. It follows from this statemen?, Once
that it is highly important that agricultural economists be well equipped witing agenc
information and theory also. The short-comings of theory without factual ba’ |
have been discussed, and it appears evident that development of better theor! Dlavig
depends on having better factual information. . “QOnomiés
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L The need for more and better factual information concerning policy matters
- 1s real. In developing market control programs under state and federal laws,
roles for example, interested parties and the administrative ageneies want to know
the the effectiveness of various control techniques. Secretary Brannan's proposals
he ., 8nd such questions as what level of support prices would be so-called "stop-
cum- loss levels" will be more effectively dealt with if adequate factual informat-
dif- ion is collected. : : ‘

nature
e neeé ] The information which the economist can supply will be drawn from two
r Main sources. First, economic theory will yield useful generalizations, which

ists e have stated must be handled with care. Secondly, we consider our exper-
lence with other comparable programs, paying particular attention to checking
the experience against the theory in those areas-where the theory does not
ey muSeem to give complete answers.
- form~ '
e wayd It is regretable that factual information on the operation of price’
goalﬁupport programs is so scarce, especially when we consider the need of such
information in evaluating current proposals. Consider, for example, the kinds
°f information on such an important matter as storage policy which appeared in
ch . the recent Readings in Agricultural Policy. The only article to appear wads
na?loﬁhat of J. 5S¢ Davis, published in 1938. Is it not strange that 12 'years later
“With¥e should have so little analysis of the results of the operations of the =
Smodity Credit Corporation? There have been many articles but little infor-
fation. Shepherd's work stands .almost alone. liarketing agreements, which
L priciSeem o be increasing in importance, are in exactly the same situation. With-
15 adout.adequate factual information good analysés have been difficult. We have
if hehad to rely on very general economic theory to a greater degree than is
 for Fesirable. Wwe can do much with theory alone, but it can never compensate for
hat ?mOt having sufficient factual information. Proper economic analysis calls for

h Przfn informed blending of the two.
> res

 intv

3 One of the.limitations of excessive reliance on theory is that we live in
i Society where people are accustomed to facts. Theory unsupported by facts,
a oﬂOh adaition to its other limitations, will not be convincing to policy-makers.
, amoll

ne‘Of the best examples is in the field of international trade. Trade re-
for  Strictjons are often favored by groups who are deluded as to the size of the’
what cenefits they will gain, and are not opposed by groups who fail to see the
-an 9Sts to them. while economists. are free-traders, almost to a man, they have
y argV8lled in the main to convince the general public, and it is a safe bet that

‘;nfgﬁ €y will not succeed until more precise down-to-earth information is on hand.
hese | o

1 Cald  Even if political considerations determine the decisions which Congress

3 make in policy matters we should not overlook the importance of accurate
o Qtua; information and analysis in clarifying the issues. Selection of
toJeCt:Lves must always be political. wuconomic research contributes directly
ebr the efficiency of the policy formation process, not so much by changing
1i? zi 8ffecting those objectives as by implementing the attainment of them.
>hink

Baye
of tﬁ%ﬁﬂ&gz;ggministration
f ¢ | PR
teme?%n Once the basic policies have been established by Congress, the administer-
ai g:; ® agencies have the task of implementing them. Since legislation seldom
theOramDaVis, J.S. "The Economics of the kver-Normal Granary" Journal of Farm
OnOmiCS, 19380
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goes into the details of administration, it 1s necessary for administrators ¥ infl
make a multitude of rules and decisions, often according to principles.stateé to ¢t
in the basic law. .asdministration has, therefore, the same need for informat¥ teact
and economic analysis which exists in the legislative phase of policy formatd colle
Indeed, since laws need only state general principles and administrators mus? publi
come to grips with the problems that Congress tosses into their laps, they P¥ Price
even more need for the services of economists. This need seems to be indica? ion,
by the commonness of economic-analysis units within action agencies of the
United States Department of Agriculture. Only since the war has Congress est

lished an economics unit for legislators. do. |
infor
Reassessment and Modification ivity
recog)

The policy formation and modification process is continuous and where

it develq
seen that desired results are not being obtained there will be changes in 14 ‘
and techniques of administration. &fficiency of policy formation will be i 4
creased, therefore, by speed and accuracy in evaluating results. A4s agricuﬁ restri
economists, we shoula attempt to answer guestions ‘on "live issues". Histori! questi
material is useful insofar as it bears on current or’prospective questions. .
We know -that federal farm programs have affected thé operation of indiviare by
ual farms and the pattern of agriculture as a whole, through changing the p# helpin
of relative commodity prices, the overall price level and price expectations"f‘ot Su
and also through direct controls ovér the use of land resources. ‘We. know tb intuit
one of the effects of these programs has been to bring about production chatt frame
which have offset efforts to increase prices. There have been substantial “ ~
ferences in the impact of the programs on farmers in daifferent situations, if i
different crops ana different choices to make among crops. The indirect eff plenty
of programs on the production of forage and non-controlled crops, the effect 10 terr
the amount of animal production, and the price effects of these changes are idea of

other areas about which we know less than we should. €conom;
As in the analysis of policies being proposed, factual information andvaol' Tt
analysis in economic terms is needed for study of programs already in'eff6°£la;°Z£

and being considered for modification. .
whateve
Our present information on programs does not permit evaluation of eff”:viéuat
in terms of many welfare issues such as the impact of programs on agricultszs om
income distribution. The impact of the programs on resource allocation ha%to earc
studied and some excellent reports issued, but the picture is still incomphoutpﬁ?i
and inconclusive. The whole question of the importance of price and produ%persgl‘
uncertainty in agriculture and its effect on the use of resources needs in%belie?a'
igation, particularly in connection with the impact of federal price prograeconom§:

which.change the pattern of price expectations. : , must esc
, ‘ ri

Individual Decisions as to What Role to Play ‘ fhegaﬁgj

Lties of

All agricultural economists have their own beliefs, valuations, thell h e o ame
favorite objectives for price policy, and their own favorite ideas of waysf e
achieve those objectives. Since we are human after all, these beliefs‘andﬁespon .
are bound to affect our research ana teaching, either by influencing the pr—=£onsd
on which we choose to work, or by intluencing the techniques we use. The

The economist working for public agencies or private organizations mWDSESEZ;C
prepared to auvance the avowed aims of his employers, although he may havé
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tors ¥ influence in determining those objectives. hcademic people are usually free

‘state? to choose their own.objectives within wiae limits, provided only that their

format¥ teaching be educational and their research meaningful in the eyes of their

formati collggues. It is doubtful if anyone can be happy working for a group with

rs musﬁ bublic-policy objectives widely different from his own. Our personal ideas on

they D¢ Price policy will determine what role we wish to play in price-policy format-

indica! ion, and for whom we can work in a satisfactory fashion. '

the

ess est Qur training will determine what tasks in policy formation we are able to
QO‘ liany of the tasks in the policy field call for the development of objective
}nﬁormgtion. while no one can be completely objective, the concegt of object-
lvity 1s real and valuable, and objectivity exists in varying degrees. ile must
recognize that some economists are well qualified by instinct and training to

mere 1! developing objective information while others are not.

5 in 18 , o
1 be i At the same time we should recognize that economy of efforts will usually
agricuﬁ restrict objective workers in the policy field to working out the answers to

1istord! Questions framed in terms of other peoples! objectives.
tions.
Certain important tasks which the economist can play in policy formation

£ indidare py their nature impossible tasks for an objective worker, as for example,
the pﬂkmlplng decide what their policy objectives are. Where factual information is
tations not §u§ficient to permit definitive objective statements of fact, or where
Know t¥ intuition and judgment must be exercised, objectivity is not a very useful
on chaqframe of mind. |
ntial ° _— . . , ' v
S ons, W While there is plenty of room for objective research there are also
ect off plenty of research and educational opportunities for those who prefer to work
3 effectln terms of given goals. There are, of course, competent men who reject the

es are idea of objectivity in the social sciences and who consider the work of any
économist in terms of his known biases.

ion and  _. It is interesting t? speculate as to whether meny specialists in price
nveffeczpollcy ever make a conscious effort to determine what role they are able to
pPlay and what role they wish to play. Most of us probably take advantage of
whateve? opportunities come to us, but there are important reasons for
of effdevaluatlng those opportunities in terms of our abilities and interests. It is
tu;seldom that performing one function will not partially shut the door to others.

ricul ‘ . - X .
?ion hasResearch workers who advocate certain policies will not be acceptable advisors
'1ncompﬁt° persons not favoring those policies, &nd objective research which they turn

gout will ?e accepted with some slight suspicion, not based on any question of
eds i ﬂpergonal integrity, but on the subtle effects on objectivity of biases and
> ragbellefg. Those who wish to do objective research in the tradition which many
77 economists have taken over from the naturcl scientists will find that they
mugt €schew taking an active part in the policy process. Those who work for
brivate groups must be willing to accept very definite limitations on the part
' t@ey will play in advocacy of policy or in research. The particular difficul-
.. ties of working for public agencies and being active in the policy field at

thedl hhe same ti ] i
éf waysﬁ time are all too obvious.,
an e _
;fih; ﬂﬁespon51b111t1es of the Agricultural Economics Profession

e |

There is need to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the agricultural

ons gutconomics profession in price policy formation, and to consider the relations
,:;phaveoetween different members of the profession. The impact of agricultural
N
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economists is the impact of many different individuals whose ideas cannot and
“should not be molded to any comuon pattern. It is sumewbat aorealistic to ask
what differences might exist in public policy if these individual economists
were removed en masse at some past date, and whether these differences were go
or bad. I am not prepared to evaluate them, other than to state -generally tha
the work of some cconomists hds obviously been harmful in terms of my own ides
while I approve of that of some others. In a sense, the idex of parity came
from the agricultural economics profession. The parity idea is something of 8
millstone around our necks at the present time, but are we prepared to say ths
it would have been better if it had never been thought of? °

In terms of the future the question is not whether or not agricultural
economics can make a positive contribution to policy formation, but how it cap
make the most effective contribution. It is safe to say that improvements in
information and training will increase our professional effectiveness.

Improvements in information will result from improved skills in informati
collecting and statistical knowledge, and: from improvements in the ‘analytical
abilities of agricultural economists. There is no reason why these improvemel
~ should be restricted to forthcoming graduates of our colleges. Improved infor
' mation will bé the product mostly of the work of specialists in particular
aspects of agricultural economics. Specialists in farm management and - storagf
programs are better qualified for consideration of the impact of storage prog’
on production while price analysts must answer certain other questions.' The
theorists and the policy-specialists have their parts to play also.

We need to reconsider whether the training and direction of efforts in ﬂ
price field have been efficient in terms of implementing effective price polif
formation, and whether or not something might be done to better direct our

. efforts. : . :
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