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| mprovi ng Communi cation in Econonmics: A Task for Methodol ogi st sl

Thomas Mayer [Y
For a considerable part of the last century the central m ssion of
econom ¢ net hodol ogi sts was to introduce econonists to the
"received view' of philosophy of science and to its predecessors.
Currently, philosophy does not possess such a seeningly useful and
conveni ently packaged export. At the beginning of this century
met hodol ogi sts, while continuing to respond to devel opnents in
phi | osophy of science, have therefore an incentive to expand their
bailiw ck to enconpass sone nore nundane problens that arise in
maki ng economics a nore efficient engine of analysis. This paper
uses as an exanpl e one such issue, inproving conmunications
bet ween econoni sts and the public and anbng econoni sts thensel ves.
The former is a nore serious problemin the United States than in
some other countries; in Holland, for exanple, academ c economi sts
conmuni cate nuch better with the general public than they do in
the United States. (Cf. van Dalen and Kl amer, 1987; Frey and
Ei chenberger, 1993)1

Academ ¢ econoni sts generally do not tell firnms what
producti on and marketing technol ogi es they shoul d use; rationa
utility maxi m zation suffices to ensure efficiency. But that is
not so in the academ c-research i ndustry because of a
characteristic of this industry. Although pressures from
ultimate consuners, that is fromthe universities that provide | ow
teaching | oads and the foundations that provide research grants,
is not entirely lacking, it is other academ c econom sts, that is
ot her producers of research, who are of necessity the dom nant
judges of quality.dtd And they may use criteria that are
i nconsistent with maximzing the utility of final consuners, i.e.
pol i cy-makers and others interested in understandi ng how the
econony operates. 20Mreover, path dependency nmay al so generate
i nefficiency. B0The organi zati on of economic research and its
conmuni cati on practices should therefore not be treated as
somet hing that we can | eave to market processes.

If economi sts need to start thinking about the efficacy of the
academ c branch of the econonic-research industry, it is
nmet hodol ogi sts who should take the | ead. They are the ones who are
charged with | ooking at the field as a whole, and are concerned
with how efficiently it generates valid informati on. To be sure,
they usually deal with nore phil osophical and esoteric topics than
wi th such nundane matters as the way econoni sts conmuni cate. But
given the proportion of their research tine that econonm sts spend
readi ng, inproving their comunication techniques m ght increase
research productivity significantly. And inproving the efficiency
wi th which econonmi sts generate new and valid know edge is, after
all, what econonic nmethodol ogy tries to do. Moyreover, dealing with
such a practical issue mght also have the indirect benefit of
drawi ng econom sts' attention to other work done by
met hodol ogi sts. |

Met hodol ogi sts' work on such practical and mundane issues
shoul d go well beyond stating opinions based on casual observation



and introspection (as this paper is doing), but should enconpass
enpirical work, such as investigating how frequently certain types
of papers are read either as working papers and in published form
the readi ng strategy of econom sts faced with a plethora of
"shoul d read"” material, and how qui ckly pertinent findings spread
fromone subfield to another. It should al so deal not only with
conmuni cati on anobng econom sts, but also with their conmunication
with the public.q

1. Conmunicating with the General Public[y
The net product of the econom c-research industry -- what m ght be
called its exports -- consists of two, or arguable three itens.
The first is policy advice, the second is satisfaction of the
public's curiosity about how the econony functions. The third, the
expansi on of human know edge for its own sake is of nore debatable
value. Since witing for the general public (which I shall refer
to as popular witing) therefore fornms a significant conponent of
one of the two, or at nobst three, exports of academ c economnists
one m ght expect that they would hold it in high regard and devote
substantial effort to it. But, although it would be going too far
to say that in the U S. nobst academ ¢ econom sts scorn those who
wite for the general public -- several of those who do have been
el ected presidents of the Anerican Econom c Association -- it
seens that those Anerican academnm c econoni sts who both wite for
the general public and are highly respected by their peers,
recei ve this respect neither because of, or despite of, their
popul ar writings. [4[A young econom st aimng at a chair in a najor
uni versity should usually not allocate nuch tine to it.fq

This low regard for popular witing is not entirely
unjustified. Much of it [MsObad, as one woul d expect given the
criteria by which magazine editors and publishers evaluate it. Not
only is it technically bad, but it is often biased and strongly
i deol ogi cal . Sonetinmes it appears to be even di shonest: know ng
the author's professional witings it is hard to believe that he
does not know better. Mreover, in popular witing one can get
away with repeating what has al ready been said, even if the new
exposition is no better than previous ones, because it is
addressed to an audi ence that either has not read the previous
literature, or one that delights in having its views confirmed by
yet another article. Furthernore, one mght argue that academ a
exists in part to supplenment the market by subsidizing research
that is not appropriable, and hence its coin of the realm peer
recogni tion, should not be awarded to those who provide a
mar ket abl e product. But although that argunent deserves sone
weight, it is easy to overstate it. Even if universities were to
honor and reward professional and popular witing equally well,
those who wite professional papers would still have a substanti al
i ncentive to do so, since such witing generates grants and the
associ ated sumer salary, while, popular witing does not pay al
that well .

The just discussed |legitimte reasons for downgradi ng popul ar
witing are reinforced by less legitinmate ones. Many, (nost?)
econom sts feel insecure in asserting their status as [Scientistsl]
One reason is that much of the general public refuses to accord
themthat status, or indeed to privilege professional econon sts
anal ysis of econom c issues over its own cocktail-party chatter or



over the thunderous profundities of editorial witers. Not
surprisingly, economsts tend to believe that conmunicating with
such heathens is uninportant, and should be left to those who are
i ncapabl e of contributing to econonmic "science".

Mor eover, good witing for the general public requires a
different set of skills than does publishing in professiona
journals. Wiile it demand | ess mathematical skill and originality
it demands not only the ability to wite clearly, but also the
| ess common ability to wite in a way that sustains the reader's
interest. And that usually requires the ability to see the big
picture, that is, to relate the author's insight on a particular
point to the usually nuch broader issues that interest the
reader. Even a clearly witten paper on, say purchasing- power -
parity theory will not find nuch of a popul ar audi ence unless it
ties this theory to issues that interest the public, such as the
ability of Anmerican industry to conpete with firns in | ow wage
countries. Good popular witing often al so demands better judgnment
about what is inportant than does publishing in the professiona
journals. |

It is natural to overvalue the abilities and skills that one
possess and underval ue those that one does not. It is therefore
hardly surprising that nany academ c econom sts do not accord nuch
respect to authors of popular books and articles, even when they
contai n good econonmics and are well witten.

Since there are therefore several inappropriate reasons (as
wel | as sone appropriate ones) why academ c economi sts wite so
little for the general public, it would not be surprising if the
vol ume of such witing were suboptiml. Wat can be done about
this? Preaching to economists in generally not likely to help. To
be sure, given the tendency of so many econonists to imtate the
actions of those with high prestige, if just a few additiona
hi ghly prestigi ous economi sts were to wite high caliber popular
articles, that mght perhaps provide the critical mass needed to
make popul ar witing fashionable in econom cs. However, highly
prestigi ous econom sts, too, do not wel cone being preached at.
Perhaps all that one can hope for is that sooner or later such a
critical mass will form W are nowin a lowlevel equilibrium
trap; and in such a situation one can always hope for a shock that
will start a virtuous cycle. Suppose, for exanple, that sonme
energi ng policy issue induces high quality nagazi nes, such as the
[Atlanti Oor the OWIson Quarterlyl]l] to publish nore articles by
wel | - known economi sts. That would stinulate other economists to
wite nmore such articles, and that, in turn, would induce popul ar
magazines to carry nore articles on econom cs. Another possibility
is that a foundation mght intervene, possibly by starting its own
magazi ne (which need not be entirely devoted to economics), or by
providing grants to econom sts who wite popular articles. O it
m ght start a program of teaching econonmists to wite better, and
al so teach themhow to orient their witings to a popul ar market
and where to submt them B[

2. Communi cation between Acadeni c and O her Economi sts[y
Though one woul d hardly know it fromreadi ng the academ c
literature, at least in the U S., governnent and busi nesses are



maj or enpl oyers of econom sts. Academ c economics, as the
fundanment al research branch of the profession, owes a duty to
these "silent mnorities" (silent because their work is
unpubl i shed), simlar to the duty that a conpany's R & D
departnment owes to the manufacturing departnent. Little is known
directly about how well academ c econonmics fulfills this duty.
Mer el y aski ng governnent and busi ness econom sts whet her they
think that it does so is insufficient. Since they obtain the
results of academ c research essentially free, business and
gover nment econom sts obvi ously want academi c econom sts to
concentrate nuch nore on problens of interest to them Their
conplaints therefore need to be eval uated not just recorded. B[
A

However, the |low |l evel of interaction in econon cs between
academ cs and practitioners at |east [Suggests(that acadenics are
neglecting their duty to practitioners. Mreover, it is likely
that increased interact would provide academ c econom sts with
val uabl e insights and inprove their scientific judgnments.
Met hodol ogi sts m ght be able to provide | essons about such
interactions in other fields.

3. Communi cati on Anmong Acadeni ¢ Economi st s[Y
Serious communi cati on probl ens al so exist wthin acadenic
econom cs. W hear perpetual conplaints about the inpossibility of
keeping up with inmportant literature in one's subfield. There are
even clains that sonme published papers may not find even a single
reader, and that many others have just a handful of readers.
Enpirical tests of these clains would be a useful contribution.f

How does a teacher of, say a graduate nonetary economni cs
course deal with the problen? He or she cannot read all the
publ i shed papers and worki ng papers that nmay deserve a place on
the reading list. One response is to teach only a very narrow part
of the field, perhaps two or three wi dely used nodels and their
progeny, while hoping that students will read nore widely on their

own. Sonme will, but many won't, since their course will have |eft
themwith a very narrow view of the field. There is therefore the
danger that in their own research they will ignore many inportant

i ssues. {OHow serious a problemthis generates for progress in the
field depends, in part, on the extent to which teachers in the
maj or graduate school s teach the sanme set of nodels.

A survey of the practices that econom sts use to cope with the
torrent of publications -- for exanple to what extent they read
wor ki ng papers rather than published papers -- mght help to speed
t he adoption of best practices. It would be particularly useful to
new Ph.D s who confront the problem of now having to make up their
own reading list after years of being handed such lists in their
courses. Beyond surveying econom sts it mght also be useful to
see if other sciences handle the information-fl ooding problem
better than econom cs does. Suppose econom sts spend 20 percent of
their research tinme "keeping up." Even a 1 percent inprovenent in
efficiency, by saving 0.2 percent of their research tinme would
have a benefit that would greatly exceed the cost of such a
survey. |

Conpl aints about the inability to keep up with the literature



are, of course, not new -- | remenber hearing them sone 50 years
ago --and they were voiced already in Marshall's tine, when
conpared to the present the volume of publication was m nuscul e.
The internet will perhaps make the problem worse. This depends, in
part, on whether it will further the belief that authors are
supposed to have read not just all the published papers, but also
t he unpubl i shed wor ki ng-papers on their topics. It al so depends on
whet her, by | essening the distinction between "published" and
"unpubl i shed", and thus reducing the power of referees and
editors, it will induce econom sts to substitute quantity for
quality of "publications".q

For academi c research the market bal ances supply and demand
very inmperfectly. In the private sector if nore books or articles
are published while readers' demand is constant, a correction
takes place until the marginal cost of publishing an additiona
book or article again equals the marginal utility that readers
derive fromit. But in acadenmia journals live to a | arge extent
off library subscription, where this mechani smmay not be so
ef fective. Suppose that a university were to make the foll ow ng
offer to its econom cs departnent. The library will elimnate its
subscriptions to the one third | east used econom cs journals and
distribute the savings to nmenbers of the departnment. It seens
likely that nost departnents would accept the offer. Moreover,
some journal s are subsidized by university presses, and nopst
receive subsidies in the formof free services fromtheir editors
and referees. BO

VWhat can be done to aneliorate such information floodi ng? The
traditional response has been increased specialization. In 1900
econom sts tried to keep up with alnost the entire subject. By the
1950s economi sts in major universities specialized in two or three
subfields, and now some seemto specialize in only a few of the
probl ens arising within one subfield. Such specialization has its
costs. ldeas developed in one part of a subfield may al so be
useful in another part, or in another subfield altogether, but may
take a long tine to get there. Mreover, a high degree of
speci ali zation retards research by making it harder to discern
whi ch research projects are worth pursuing. Puzzles that perplex a
narrow speech community, but are of little interest to anyone
else, are likely to receive too nmuch attention, and the use of
sophi sticated techniques is likely to be val ued above the
contribution they make to solving a problem of general interest
In addition, the narrowi ng of vision that acconpanies
specialization is likely to make both undergraduate and graduate
teaching | ess effective. Methodol ogi sts coul d perhaps provide a
useful service by trying to determ ne, possibly by |ooking al so at
fields other than econom cs, how inportant such | osses from
speci al i zati on have been.

Anot her way to cope with information flooding is to increase
the efficiency with which new information can be assinilated. One
aspect of this efficiency is to discrimnate between inportant
papers that we should read, and those we can skip, at least if we
are not currently working on that particular problem The standard
way of doing so -- which works reasonably well -- is to
di scrimnate by the ranking of journals. However, referees seemto



have a conservative bias that reduces the chance that even a
first-rate paper that departs fromthe standard paradi gm or

enpl oys unusual procedures is likely to appear in a top rated
journal . @0It would therefore be worth seeing whet her some of the
natural sciences have devel oped ot her techni ques for

di stingui shing between first-rated and second-rate papers that we
could use in econom cs. Probably not, but the potential pay-off
makes it worth | ooking.q

Anot her way of dealing with the mass of publications -- one
that is also working reasonably well -- is to rely on survey
articles to highlight the inportant papers and to avoid the need
to read an extensive literature. It would be worth seeing if
readers want additional survey articles, and if so, what type.

For exanple, should they strive harder for a synthesis that
sketches the broad |ines along which the literature is advancing,
or should they concentrate nore on specific papers.q

Beyond that it would be hel pful to reduce the time required to
read a paper. Some readers need to see the detail ed proofs, other
need only to grasp the intuition behind the analysis, while stil
others require only a relatively brief discussion of the
assunptions, characteristics of the analysis or evidence used, and
of the major inplications and limtations. Such a demand for a
qui ck readi ng shoul d not be denigrated. On a topic on which one
does not aspire to expertise it is often better -- and take no
longer --to grasp intuitively the basic idea of, say ten papers,
than to work through the proofs of a single paper.q

The abstracts that currently acconpany nost papers soneti mes,
but not always, provide the intuition. However, they are very
short and hence insufficient for many potential readers, while the
papers thensel ves demand much nore of the reader's tinme than he or
she may want to spend. And the concl usion section of papers do not
al ways provi de adequate descriptions of the intuitions and
summaries of the qualifications, but sonmetines may stress needed
further work. It mght be worth seeing whether other sciences
acconmodat e the needs of the less than fully engaged reader better
t han econom cs does. Perhaps a journal (which could be web based)

t hat provides nuch | onger abstracts would be useful .

Final ly, an obvious procedure to reduce the burden of keeping
up --but one that would be hard institute -- is to convince
authors to make their papers nore accessible. Art critics may
censure a painter for being "excessively viewer-friendly"
(Littl ej ohn, 2000, p. A 16). W econom st, who know that the |ess
the total costs required to consume a product, the nore val uable
it is, my smle at such naivete or snobbery, but many economnists
seemto be proud if how "technical", that is hard to read, their
papers are. Such an attitude is hard to conmbat, but it is worth
trying. v

4. Concl usionly
The way econom sts comruni cate both anong thenselves and with the
general public should be inproved. Standards are needed for
eval uating popular witing. This would increase the respect that
good popul ar witing receives in acadenm a, and hence stinulate its



supply. Inproved conmuni cati on between acadeni ¢ and nonacadem c
econom sts would hel p to connect various parts of the econom cs
pr of essi on. Academi c econonists would benefit by being brought
closer to real-world problens and insights, while nonacademc
econom sts woul d benefit froman easier access to new ideas.
Wthin the acadenmic wing of the profession information flooding is
a serious problem But the potential for reducing it exists.
Admittedly, the pay-off is uncertain since on this issue it is
difficult to back one's recommendati ons with strong evi dence, and
since even when strong evidence is available it is hard to change
prevailing practices and policies. But the potential pay-off is
large. 1

Endnot es[{

1. For exanple, sales of books oriented to the general reader
depend upon their appeal to these ultinmate consuners, and to sone
extent student conplaints do affect textbook sales.q

2. Such a problemis not unique to econom cs, but shows up al so
in other areas, such as nedical care, where consuners nust rely
on the expertise of suppliers.q

3. For example, if several papers on a certain topic,

particul arly papers by well-known econonists, have appeared, that
itself nmakes this topic seeminportant. Hence, even those
referees who thenselves find this topic uninteresting may be
reluctant to reject further papers onit.fq

4. In Europe popular witing is nore accepted by academ cs. The
ot her part of communicating with the public, teaching, also
receives little professional kudos.

5. Gven the |large nunber of popul ar magazi nes a one-day
conference on howto find an appropriate outlet for various types
of article, is a promsing, relatively | owcost possibility, and
so i s a book about narketing economcs articles and rel ated

i ssues.

6. A related problemis whether graduate training adequately
prepares econom sts for service in governnent and business. On
this issue see Col ander and Brenner (1992)¢

7. | wonder what proportion of graduate students have even heard
of post-Keynesi an econom cs or Austrian econom cs. One need not
be a fervent admrer of either one to believe that they may
contain [Sonmeluseful ideas, so that students should at |east know
that they exist.

8. The argunment of this paragraph is subject to two
qualifications. First, for two reasons the nmarket outcone need
not be optimal. On the one hand, publishing additional books or
papers increases variety, and thus generates consuner surplus. On
the other hand, it reduces sal es of existing books, and since
publishing is a decreasing cost industry this is undesirable. The
second qualification is that cutting library subscriptions woul d
reduce econom sts' productivity, and this would be reflected only



to some extent (probably only to a small extent) in their
salaries. But it seens likely that even if it were fully
refl ected econom sts woul d accept the offer.q

9. Ceorge Akerlof's difficulty in publishing some of his
pat hbr eaki ng papers is a case in point. Wether these cases show
a systenic bias against innovative work, or whether there are
just as many exanples of innovative but bad papers that were
publ i shed, but should not have been, is a matter of judgnent.f
.. pagef
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