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W hat a treat! This collection of papers—published over a 
twenty-year span of Beattie’s distinguished career—brings 

fresh, insightful, reasoned thinking to the always-present challenges 
of better administering a university. And he does so with clarity 
and wit, underlain by experience and a watchful eye to what his 
parent discipline, economics, has to say about such things. Be they 
fat times or lean (mostly lean the last couple decades), Bruce’s mes-
sages strike at the heart of many of the most vexing issues faced by 
presidents, provosts, vice-presidents, deans, directors, and depart-
mental chairs. Why do precious taxpayer and university resources 
go to proliferating administration when classrooms and laborato-
ries cry out, unanswered, for additional faculty? How can this over-
burdening and muddled administrative structure—that also stifles 
creativity and creates animosity between academic units—be fixed? 
How should administration react to the proliferation of interdisci-
plinary and topical-studies programs? What strategies will sustain 
and enhance departmental productivity in good times and bad? 
What role should scholarly research play in teaching and outreach? 
What role should decentralized faculty and learned societies, ver-
sus the administration, play in setting research, teaching, and out-
reach agendas? How can faculty evaluation be improved? And, of 
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course, how can faculty meet administration’s charge to do more 
with less in budget-strapped times? (They can’t!—as Bruce so deftly 
explains.)

Throughout his thirty-plus-year university career, Bruce has 
brought not only ability and training, but also passion and compas-
sion to his teaching, research, and administration. His peers have 
recognized these attributes—and the resulting benefits to his uni-
versities and beyond—with numerous administrative assignments, 
research and teaching awards, and the highest leadership positions 
within his profession. Here’s how some of those peers view Bruce’s 
contributions to better university administration:

Your papers and our conversations about universities and the proper role of 
academic administration have influenced my thinking—both as a faculty 
member and as a departmental chair—more so than any other person.

—Richard Shumway, past president and fellow of the 
American Agricultural Economics Association and 
immediate past head of department at Washington 
State University

Your ability and willingness to apply basic economic principles in thinking 
about our own academic enterprise is skillful and refreshing.

—Marc Johnson, dean of Agricultural Sciences, Colo-
rado State University and past head of department at 
Kansas State University

In my opinion, Beattie is perhaps the best active writer and economic story 
teller in our profession.

—Lyle Schertz, founding editor of Choices magazine, 
the primary outreach activity of the American Agri-
cultural Economics Association, and fellow of the 
AAEA

And,
Bruce Beattie is uniquely qualified to comment on the current state of affairs 
in our profession. He has been a faculty member of a least five different 
departments of economics and/or agricultural economics, and has been 
head or chair of two of them. He has, in recent years, devoted an increasing 
share of his time to thinking about—and writing about—educational pol-
icy in land-grant universities. He has been president of the American Agri-
cultural Economics Association and the Western Agricultural Economics 
Association. He is an administrator of some dexterity I have been told, and 
he is—coming from Montana, necessarily so—plainspoken. We enjoyed his 
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lecture (one of the papers reprinted here) when it was presented to us in 
Madison, and I commend it now to your reading. You will not, I expect, 
agree with all of it. But you will, henceforth, certainly think about these mat-
ters more clearly.

—Dan Bromley, more than once departmental head at 
the University of Wisconsin, long-time editor of Land 
Economics, and fellow of the American Agricultural 
Economics Association

Read these messages with high expectations that you will gain 
helpful insight into better administration and enjoy a chuckle here 
and there. If you are an administrator, don your thick skin before 
partaking! It is indeed a great pleasure to introduce this unique and 
penetrating collection from a treasured friend and colleague.

—Harry Ayer
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The ideas conveyed in this volume are due, in part, to the influ-
ence and writings of many economists, several of whom are 

former colleagues and personal friends. Prominent in my memory 
are Terry Anderson, Harry Ayer, Dan Bromley, Oscar Burt, Emery 
Castle, Ken Farrell, Al Halter, Dennis Henderson, Jimmye Hillman, 
Marc Johnson, Warren Johnston, Jeff LaFrance, Dan Padberg, Ed 
Schuh, Richard Shumway, Richard Stroup, Bob Taylor, and, espe-
cially, Myles Watts. For all these people, the usual caveat applies—
and with force, for none of them except Ayer, LaFrance, and Watts 
ever had an opportunity to see any of the papers prior to publi-
cation. Thus, unfortunately for the author, none of these people 
can he held accountable for misinterpretation of, or injury caused 
to, their otherwise good idea(s). It would be correct to presume 
that not everyone mentioned would like to be associated with all 
(or most) of what I have to say in these papers. At least a couple 
have said so in no uncertain terms. Notwithstanding, my think-
ing about these matters has been importantly influenced by all the 
aforementioned.

Appreciation is extended to my department head, Alan Ker, for 
encouraging me in this effort and for providing staff time and fund-
ing support to bring this effort to fruition. I thank my good friend 
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ing way of correcting my “occasional” misuse/abuse of the English 
language is always a kick.
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Over the years, I have had the good fortune to serve as depart-
ment head/chair at two different universities and as president of 

three professional associations. So in choosing the subtitle for this 
book I took the liberty of claiming status as a former administra-
tive “insider.” Some—university deans, provosts, and presidents—
may rightfully take exception. While it is undoubtedly the case that 
such folks are university administrators, it is not always clear how 
to characterize department chairs who simultaneously perform in a 
faculty role. I claim to know something about the characteristics of 
a good department chair. While never having been a dean, provost, 
or president, I have nevertheless not been hesitant about express-
ing my perception of their motivation and behavior (both good and 
bad). Nor has my lack of high-level administrative experience tem-
pered my enthusiasm and willingness to comment on how univer-
sities ought to be organized and what ought and ought not be val-
ued and rewarded. Despite these fairly important caveats, my hope 
is that you will find this collection of papers interesting, provoca-
tive, sometimes insightful, and, if nothing else, fun to read.

The main purpose of this prologue is to provide a bit of context for 
each of the six papers and to summarize the main point(s) of each. 
In a couple of instances, I offer clarifying comment where I may 
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have been too vague in the original and/or how my view may have 
changed slightly with the passage of time and the graying of my hair. 
The papers appear in the order in which they were written.

The first paper, “Ten Commandments for Agricultural Econom-
ics (and Perhaps Other) Administrators,” was far and away the most 
widely read of any paper that I’ve authored. It was written and pub-
lished in 1983. At the time I was serving as head of the Depart-
ment of Agricultural Economics and Economics at Montana State 
University. The president of the Western Agricultural Economics 
Association (WAEA) and others were troubled about the emerg-
ing problem of waning support for higher education. I was asked to 
prepare a plenary session paper on the topic for the annual meet-
ing. The paper characterizes the economic problem of an academic 
department along the lines of the budget-constrained-output/rev-
enue-maximization problem commonly taught in undergraduate 
production economics classes, and it argues that the fundamental 
strategy (rule) for optimization is invariant to budget stress. Faculty 
seemed to especially like the “ten commandments” for the behav-
ior of good administrators. If I were to rewrite the paper for today’s 
environment, the only change I would make (and ever so slightly) 
would be with regard to the handling of indirect cost recovery from 
grants and contracts. Nowadays, unlike the late 1970s and early 
1980s, many university departments literally live off of grant and 
contract funding, including indirect cost recovery, for their day-to-
day operations. My recommendation that all departmental indirect 
cost recovery be returned to the principal investigators from whose 
projects it was derived might be softened a bit to better fit today’s 
environment.

The second paper, co-authored with my good friend and col-
league Myles Watts, appeared four years after the first—in 1987. 
Watts was a former student of the incoming president of the WAEA. 
There had been a couple of papers, written by agricultural econo-
mists, circulating throughout the profession and extensively among 
higher-level administrators of the greater land-grant university com-
munity. Those papers, along with a popular report of the Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (“Scholarship Recon-
sidered” by Ernest Boyer), were being widely applauded and cited 
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by virtually all land-grant university administrators from assistant/
associate deans on up. Among other things, the existing culture 
of academia with its considerable emphasis on scholarly research 
and alleged undervaluation of teaching and service (to the needs 
of the taxpaying stakeholders) was under considerable challenge. 
The WAEA president-elect had reservations, in particular regard-
ing whether recommended greater agenda-setting authority and 
control in the hands of administrators was a good idea. And he 
knew two people (relatively young and inexperienced) who might 
be foolish enough to complain publicly. It was in this paper, “The 
Proper Preeminent Role of Parent Disciplines and Learned Societ-
ies in Setting the Agenda at Land-Grant Universities,” that Watts 
and I first espoused the non-conventional idea that instead of three 
separate missions (teaching, research, and outreach/extension), it 
made more sense to think of land-grant universities as having only 
one mission, namely teaching, and that research and outreach were 
part and parcel of teaching. Most faculty liked what we had to say. 
Some deans and higher-level administrators did not. I still like the 
paper—all of it.

“Some Almost-Ideal Remedies for Healing Land-Grant Univer-
sities,” my presidential address to the American Agricultural Eco-
nomics Association, was presented and published in 1991. At that 
point I was picking up steam. Feedback on the two earlier papers 
from agricultural economist peers had been more positive than 
negative, so I decided what better forum than the annual meeting 
of my national professional association to “let ’er rip”! No need to 
hold back; no need to offer only modest and timid recommenda-
tions for reform. It would be my biggest audience and likely a last 
opportunity. The main theme was to put forth ideas to sharpen uni-
versity focus, to reduce and streamline administrative overburden, 
to simplify and clean up faculty merit evaluation processes, and to 
defend rigorous promotion and tenure standards with research cre-
ativity as the dominant consideration. Following my presentation, I 
overheard one detractor comment to the effect: “I sure don’t agree 
with much of what Beattie had to say. But I must admit he said it 
well and interestingly. My greatest worry is that he might be lis-
tened to in some quarters.” I took that as a compliment.
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A perk of being president of any organization, academic profes-
sional societies being no exception, is the opportunity to write reg-
ular columns for the member newsletter. That was the occasion of 

“North American Studies, Wet Land Institutes, and Centers for Pol-
icy Reform: Academic Albatrosses or Panaceas?” This brief paper 
argues, counter-intuitively, that good times (flush budgets) are not 
always good for universities. It is during good times that a lot of new, 
less-than-essential programs get established in the form of centers, 
interdisciplinary institutes, and various topical “studies” emphasis 
areas and degrees. Once established, these things gain a life of their 
own and a claim on university resources, making the burden on 
core disciplines and programs of the university all the more difficult 
when the bad times come. I made a few enemies with this paper—
especially among the interdisciplinary priests, which certainly is 
not limited to but includes virtually every university administra-
tor. Upward mobility in university administration requires that 
one be in favor of interdisciplinary knowledge and pursuits. It is 
deeply embedded in academic culture. Why, I am not sure, but it is 
nevertheless.

In 1995, I was invited to give the Hibbard Memorial Lecture at 
the University of Wisconsin. I was asked to talk about “the emerg-
ing crisis in American higher education in general, and the land-
grant universities in particular.” Not knowing as much about that 
topic as some may have supposed, I decided to talk instead about 
what was of interest to me at the time—a standard professor pre-
rogative. I was intrigued with the literature and ideas of the body 
of economic theory having to do with bureaucratic behavior and 
decision making in the public sector. I had as much fun research-
ing and writing “Bureaucratic Behavior and Rent Seeking in the 
Ivory Tower (Including Agricultural Economics)” as any paper I 
have ever written. The paper characterizes universities, university 
administrators, academic departments, department heads, and fac-
ulty as entities and individual actors in a bureaucratic setting. Rent 
seeking behavior of university agents, from faculty to presidents, is 
a prominent theme. Specific examples of negative-sum rent seek-
ing behavior in the academy are offered—most in a light-hearted, 
albeit realistic, vein.
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The last paper appeared in print only recently (2003)—in the 
semi-annual outreach publication of my department. The paper 
was written for a general audience and principally for folks in the 
private sector—both consuming households and business firms 
(small and large) and their managers. That notwithstanding, “On 
Doing More With Less: A Doubtful Proposition” is, I think, as rel-
evant for universities and their leaders as for the private sector. The 
commonplace idea of “doing more with less” is espoused as often 
in academic circles as elsewhere. While the framework of the paper, 
that of a profit-maximizing firm, obviously does not fit the univer-
sity environment, I am guessing the main ideas apply nonetheless.

During my years as a department head, I would feel compelled 
on occasion to write a memorandum in an effort to “straighten out” 
our/my dean. I found it useful to preface those memos with some-
thing along the lines: “Best consumed following a couple of martinis!” 
If that suits, I highly recommend.

•
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Periods of budget stress in our universities accentuate the notion 
that something must be done to relieve the pressure lest our 

universities be forced to reduce the quantity and/or quality of their 
output. Faculty members get restless; university administrators get 
nervous. In short, everyone in and around the university, under-
standably and perhaps appropriately, gets uptight. Professional 
association presidents may even organize sessions at their associ-
ation annual meeting to discuss the issue, which was the occasion 
that prompted the thoughts giving rise to this paper.

Certainly it is generally perceived that these are times of greater 
than usual budget stress for agricultural economics and for univer-
sity and research/educational institutions generally. Stanton and 
Farrell, at the 1981 annual meeting of AAEA, provided empirical 
evidence suggesting that the perception is well founded. Taking this 
perception as given, it seems appropriate to consider how depart-
ment heads (chairs) might lower the level of tension and foster con-
tinued departmental productivity in the face of budget stress.

Specifically, the paper begins by proposing that whatever our 
view of the degree of budget stress and its rate and direction of 
change, the optimal decision rules—strategies or management prin-
ciples if you prefer—for sustaining/enhancing/maximizing depart-
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mental productivity in agricultural economics research, teaching/
advising, and extension are the same irrespective of the budget 
level. Since some people believe that department heads to some 
degree can influence, at least in the short run, the degree of budget 
stress and its consequences, the “management principles” are pre-
sumptuously offered in the form of ten commandments for guiding 
department head behavior in response to budget stress and com-
petition. Perhaps some of the commandments may even be rele-
vant for deans, directors, academic vice-presidents, and, perish the 
thought, faculty.

A Proposition

As intimated by Stanton and Farrell, for us economists, dealing with 
budget stress is hardly a challenge—after all, it is our business to 

“…teach students [both on and off campus] about economic deci-
sion rules for allocating scarce resources among competing ends. 
The political environment requires that we take our classroom les-
sons seriously and put them into practice in our own operations” 
(p. 796). Although this author is probably less optimistic than Stan-
ton and Farrell about how useful that which we teach is in pro-
viding insight and direction to academic departments in pursuit of 
excellence in teaching, research, and service, the challenge seems 
apropos. Toward that end, the following proposition is offered as a 
point of departure.

Proposition: The management strategy and philosophy for suc-
cessful university agricultural economics departments is the same 
whether budgets are stressed only slightly or severely.

To motivate the proposition, an analogy from the theory of 
the firm is perhaps useful. A university department, like a mul-
tiproduct firm, must choose an output combination subject to a 
set of constraints. For the revenue maximizing firm,1 the solution 

1 Revenue, rather than profit, maximization was chosen because it is closer to 
being a reasonable objective for a university department than is profit maximiza-
tion, although neither is appropriate.
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to this problem is an output-expansion-path. If the constraint or 
constraints are tightened, the optimization rule does not change 
although the optimal solution does. That is, the rule or strategy in 
either case is to operate on the output-expansion-path.

The analogy is admittedly weak because there is little, other 
than perhaps a fundamental belief in self-interest and optimiza-
tion, that is transferable from the theory of the firm to the theory of 
bureaucratic behavior. Nevertheless, the point is simply that we do 
not necessarily look for a new decision rule or strategy given rela-
tively greater budget stress. Rather, budget stress more likely merely 
heightens the need to know what we are about and to diligently 
pursue a strategy.

Accordingly, the following ten commandments are offered to 
agricultural economics department heads faced with budget and 
other stresses. Because the fundamental truth of the above propo-
sition is open to question, the commandments, or strategies, deal 
more with administrative philosophy than with specific procedures 
for optimization under budget stress. Those seeking the latter will 
be disappointed.

Ten Commandments for Department Heads

Commandment 1: Remember to distinguish between inputs and out-
puts. The only socially beneficial products of a university are teach-
ing/advising, research, and outreach/extension.2 We must remem-
ber to reward and otherwise encourage only those faculty activities 
that are socially beneficial, i.e., to reward output, not input.

A few examples should help clarify what is meant here and why 
it is important. Perhaps the best example is so-called university ser-
vice (i.e., on-campus committee work). University service is a trans-
action cost, not a socially beneficial output. Of course, it goes with-

2 The terms teaching/advising, research, and outreach/extension are used here 
in the context of output rather than process. Presume for convenience that there 
are valid measures of output associated with each of these three principal areas 
of faculty activity.
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out saying that transaction costs are to be minimized, not rewarded, 
if our objective is to maximize the net social value of our activity.

A second example of a non-output is professional development. 
Professional development is an investment in faculty human capital. 
While it is no doubt desirable to maintain or increase one’s capital 
stock, this too must be kept in perspective—it is a means to an end, 
not an end in itself. Grantsmanship also falls into this category.

Finally, how many faculty evaluation forms that you have seen 
ask for information concerning “creative” teaching or extension 
methods used by the professor? Remember, a method or proce-
dure is not an output! If the creative method works, then we should 
expect an improvement in the performance measures used to eval-
uate teaching or extension output.

Commandment 2: Always remember that everything relevant and 
beneficial (productive) in the university, i.e., in teaching, research, 
and outreach, occurs at the most micro level because of the imag-
ination, creativity, drive/desire, and intellectual horsepower of the 
individual faculty member. Thus, the successful administrator will 
put the needs and desires of the faculty first, for only they can make 
you look good. Lack of attention to these needs and details can turn 
an otherwise supportive faculty member into a “genuine pain in the 
posterior.”

Remember that administration produces nothing in and of 
itself—it is not a socially beneficial output. Accordingly, the role of 
the administrator must be principally as a facilitator. Among other 
things, administrators must (a) fight against the institutionalization 
of perverse incentives, (b) filter out the noise in the information/
signaling process, and (c) minimize transactions costs—not only 
those imposed by upper-level administration, but those that the 
faculty may wish to impose on themselves or, more likely, on “other” 
faculty members.

Faculty time is the scarcest of all scarce resources over which a 
department head can exert some influence. Therefore, eliminate all 
standing departmental committees except for the Graduate Admis-
sions and Assistantship Committee and the Promotion, Tenure, 
and Merit Evaluation Committee. All other departmental commit-
tees should be ad hoc and used sparingly. Talk hard to your dean 
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and Station and Extension directors, encouraging similar action. 
For example, does anyone know of anything with a B/C ratio 
greater than unity that came out of a College of Agriculture Intern-
ship Review Committee or Teaching Improvement Committee, an 
Agricultural Experiment Station Project Review Committee, or an 
Extension Service Program Planning and Review Committee?

Resort to faculty meetings only when all possible other ave-
nues of communication and decision making have been exhausted. 
Finally, divert at least two-thirds of the material directed to the fac-
ulty through you into that large round receptacle at the edge of your 
desk—no matter the source or how important they claim it to be.

Commandment 3: Strive always to hire the best human talent 
possible, for it is that which is scarce. Never settle for less than the 
best possible talent you can attract, even if it means running the risk 
of losing a position. In other words, be patient in filling positions if 
the best talent is not immediately available. Nothing is less relevant 
than a mediocre effort by mediocre minds addressing so-called rel-
evant social problems.

Accordingly, resist the temptation to slot-hire. The greater the 
“stress” the more important it is to hire quality people. Quality is 
always more important than “covering bases” and will get you in 
much less trouble in the long run.

Hire at the associate or full professor rank every time you can 
lever the higher administration into such an authorization. Signifi-
cant and valuable additional information is available at modest addi-
tional cost (wage) by hiring individuals with three to five or six years 
of post-Ph.D. experience. A few years of track record is about the only 
effective way to assess those most important intangibles, viz., desire 
to achieve and genuine interest in economics and the profession.

Commandment 4: Do not service short-term transitional teach-
ing and extension demand by increasing the workload of continu-
ing faculty. In Commandment 3, it was argued that we should never 
settle for less than the best in hiring new faculty (subject to wage 
constraints) and that patience should prevail. If this strategy is fol-
lowed, there will be considerable pressure to meet interim teaching 
and extension demands; this is true also of short-term vacancies 
resulting from sabbatical and other leaves.
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Cover such interim teaching and extension demand with tempo-
rary (non-tenure stream) people, using salary savings. If the dean, 
director, and/or vice-president will not allow the use of salary sav-
ings for this purpose, tell him or her that the department will can-
cel the course, and then have the will to make it stick. Again, do not 
service short-run transitional demand by increasing the workload 
of faculty on hand. There will always be short-term transitional 

“crises.” A series of short-term problems can, and likely will, add 
up to a long-term serious problem and permanent understaffing if 
increasing faculty workloads is followed as a “short-term” strategy.

Related to the method of servicing transitional teaching demand 
is the Stanton-Farrell hypothesis that research, more specifically 
experiment station, FTE has been diverted (“borrowed”—to use 
their term) to service teaching demands. In the case of agricultural 
economics at Montana State, it seems clear that the Stanton-Far-
rell hypothesis is true, although we are working hard to halt if not 
reverse the “borrowing” phenomenon. In pursuit of this reversal, 
we never use the terms “instructional or teaching dollars and FTE” 
and “research dollars and FTE.” Instead, we opt for the adjectives 

“college” and “station”; and we insist that it is as appropriate to use 
college dollars and FTE for research in agriculture as it is in those 
departments outside the College of Agriculture. Rumor has it that 
many if not all of the top academic departments at MSU outside of 
agriculture use college (instructional, if you insist) dollars and FTE 
in support of creative activity that is not directly related to class-
room instruction. Yet in agriculture that would be considered the 
ultimate sin. This unidirectional sense of morality in our colleges of 
agriculture has always been a puzzlement to me.

Commandment 5: Make the difficult negative decision on grant-
ing of tenure. This decision may be even more important than who 
you hire—certainly it is more painful. Do not opt for a strategy of 
passing along a difficult case in the hope that a “positive” depart-
mental recommendation will be reversed at higher levels. That is 
at best risky and certainly a neglect of duty. In periods of severe 
budget stress nationally, the pool of available talent of good qual-
ity should tend to grow, at least in the short run, making a ques-
tionable tenure decision look all the more questionable. To make 
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difficult tenure decisions is one of the reasons that department 
heads are so well paid.

Commandment 6: Remember that incentives matter—in univer-
sities as well as in the “real world.” Never forget that the market-
place for agricultural economists (especially good ones) is national 
in scope. One must be prepared to reward those attributes that are 
in greatest demand in that market. (More on this under Command-
ment 7.)

Be alert to every opportunity to hustle additional (more than 
“the department’s fair share”) salary money for the faculty from the 
dean and/or academic vice-president. Always hire new people at 
the highest possible salary (within reason) rather than the lowest 
amount that will “catch” the candidate. This will save you headaches 
later, when you have to try to make equity, promotion, and merit 
salary adjustments out of a fixed pool of salary-increment money—
a thorny problem.

Use caution in trying to motivate marginal or submarginal ten-
ured faculty to look for alternative employment. Often, the result of 
such efforts is to create a major problem, with significant negative 
externalities, out of what was merely an annoyance. It is often bet-
ter to try to make “the best out of a bad situation” by encouraging 
marginal improvement than to run the high risk of turning a weak 
faculty member permanently sour. Frequently, marginal producers 
earn in excess not only of their MVP in their present position (your 
problem), but also of their opportunity wage. In such cases, attempt 
to encourage resignation by negative incentives is almost certain to 
fail. Remember that reducing net social cost is every bit as valuable 
as increasing net social benefit.

Finally, do not underestimate the power of both public and pri-
vate praise and appreciation—especially when monetary rewards 
are unavailable or meager. Be alert to every opportunity to call to 
the attention of all appropriate audiences the quality performance 
of your faculty.

Commandment 7: Do not apologize to the dean for faculty mem-
bers who work on “esoteric” things and who write mainly, if not 
exclusively, for their peers. These are the faculty that are working 
at the frontiers of our profession. After all, there are three clients 
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for our teaching—resident students, off-campus clientele, and on-
and-off-campus peers. Such faculty are the lifeblood of our pro-
fession. Thus, they are also the lifeblood of our teaching, applied 
research, and outreach mission—certainly in the long term if not 
the short term. It is for good reason that such individuals are gen-
erally at the upper end of the salary schedule and in the greatest 
demand by competing institutions. A good department head must 
never tire of (in fact, should look forward to) defending the salary 
of such individuals, even to the most “applied-oriented” of deans 
and directors.

Commandment 8: Remember that no one—most of all an admin-
istrator—has a monopoly on the most interesting and important 
teaching, research, and extension methods, topics, and agenda. 
Some of us may have reservations about the efficiency of perfect 
competition and market solutions vis-à-vis social welfare generally. 
However, no one should doubt the efficacy of freedom, competition, 
and producer sovereignty in the area of science, scholarship, and 
communication or education. The process must remain as decen-
tralized, unregulated, unsupervised, and uncoordinated as possi-
ble.3 Surely, laissez-faire is the superior operational model in the 
sphere of teaching, research, and scholarship, as with most endeav-
ors that rely importantly on individual creativity.

Commandment 9: Thou shalt not covet, let alone touch, thy fac-
ulty members’ grant monies, including indirect cost recovery. And 
do not take the initiative to reduce the hard-money support for suc-
cessful grantsmen. Rather, be prepared to be a grateful beneficiary 
of that which the principal investigator sees fit to direct toward gen-
eral departmental needs and/or specific peers.

3 Coordination is truly a dangerous concept, especially its operational form, as 
all freshman assistant professors soon learn. No telling how many resources have 
been wasted and how much creativity destroyed by efforts to “coordinate” teaching, 
research, and/or extension activity in order to “avoid duplication” and to “ensure 
that all bases are covered” (comprehensiveness). While on this diversion, the con-
cept of comprehensiveness or breadth is also an unfavorite of the author. A gen-
erally forgotten phenomenon among university types is that given a fixed flow of 
resources, increased breadth is inextricably tied to increased shallowness!
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Many an otherwise successful department head has violated this 
commandment, much to his later detriment if not chagrin. It is a def-
inite and universal no-no—severe budget stress notwithstanding!

Commandment 10: Thou shalt not ever believe you are indis-
pensable. There is always at least one replacement waiting in the 
wings that can surely perform the role of department head better 
than “yours truly.”

A Parting Thought

Despite severe resource constraints and institutional rigidities in 
many of our western land-grant universities, there is reason to be 
optimistic about the future. The quality of the people in our profes-
sion—their analytical ability, their desire to succeed, and their com-
mitment to teaching, research, and extension—seems not to have 
diminished but rather to have improved (at least on the average). 
We have only to realize that we do not have to be big to be good; 
that, if push comes to shove and we have the will, we can control 
(limit) the demand for our services in order to maintain or increase 
the quality of that which we do; and that, in the final analysis, a 
fundamental component, if not the driving force, of everything of 
social interest is economics.

Times for economists are not all that bad. Furthermore, it seems 
plausible that our opportunity set and support will improve if we 
are unwavering and uncompromising in our pursuit of quality in 
agricultural economics teaching, research, and extension.

•
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In preparing this paper we were torn between two titles: the one 
chosen or “Revitalizing Land-Grant Universities: A Second Opin-

ion,” taking off on Ed Schuh’s (1986) important and widely read paper 
published in Choices. This particular title was chosen because it is 
descriptive and expresses our biases rather clearly. We do not share 
the view of a number of eminent agricultural economists that our 
land-grant universities have “lost their way”; we believe it is appro-
priate that academic administrators (including those at land-grant 
universities) have by and large deferred to the parent disciplines and 
professional academic associations in calling the tune on the “appro-
priate search for academic excellence,” criteria for promotion and 
tenure, and thus indirectly the academic agenda.

While it is not our intention to provide a critique of Schuh’s 
paper, it is nevertheless important to review the main themes put 
forth by Schuh to place our thoughts in proper context. In so doing 
we also draw significantly from James Bonnen’s 1986 AAEA Fel-
lows Address. Following this brief review of the “revitalization 
appeal and proposals” of Schuh and Bonnen, we narrow the focus 
more specifically to the idea that, rather than being a problem, the 
evolving basic disciplinary and peer-driven orientation of contem-
porary land-grant universities, and agricultural economics in par-

Co-Author: Myles J. Watts
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ticular, is positive and more likely to be in society’s and our own 
self-interest than a more administratively/clientele/social-problem 
driven system.

Review of Revitalization Proposal

Perhaps the most efficient way to summarize the main points of 
the revitalization proposals of Schuh, and to a lesser extent Bonnen, 
is to pull excerpts directly from their papers. Direct quotation is 
intended to minimize biases and misinterpretation on our part, but 
it clearly has the disadvantage of taking ideas out of context.

Schuh (1986) begins emphatically:
The land-grant universities have lost their way. Faculties have become 
introverted in their disciplines… A strong bent to a disciplinary ori-
entation seems to be eroding allegiance to the land-grant concept. 
For large parts of the university the land-grant concept is completely 
alien (p. 6).

Schuh continues:
Several symptoms tell me that there is a serious malaise. Most prom-
inent is the pervasive attitude in our land-grant universities that 
applied work is not important; publishing for professional peers and 
consulting for the highest paying firm or government agency are the 
priority tasks… [Historically] staff members were rewarded as they 
contributed to the solution of society’s problems. In contrast, today 
the criteria for promotion is publishing in scholarly journals. In turn 
people are self- and peer-oriented. They do not feel a responsibility 
to contribute to the institutional mission of solving society’s prob-
lems (p. 6).

Serious stuff; accusations that are perhaps worthy of rebuttal or 
empirical test, although we shall not.

Challenges are offered by Schuh:
The basic challenge of today’s land-grant university is to bridge the 
gap between society’s current problems and the frontiers of knowl-
edge. … While we must be involved in the frontier of knowledge, we 
must not abandon today’s problems. To meet this challenge presi-
dents, deans, and faculty must reinstill a mission orientation into our 
land-grant universities. They must revitalize the tripartite mission of 
teaching, research, and extension. This needs to be done across the 



The Proper Preeminent Role of Parent Disciplines and Learned Societies

•  |  13

university in both teaching and research. Everyone needs to recover 
a sense of institutional mission, to mobilize their considerable on-
board resources to devise solutions for the pressing problems of our 
society (p. 7).

Finally, Schuh suggests six corrective prescriptions (tasks), one 
of which is particularly germane to our topic today. He encourages 
us in the land-grant universities to “give university administrators 
more authority” presumably to direct the university agenda. As will 
become clear later, we feel uncomfortable with the substance of this 
recommendation, while, in the main, we agree with a number of 
Schuh’s other suggested tasks.

In his recent AAEA fellows address, James Bonnen lends support 
to a number of Schuh’s themes. Again quoting out of context, Bonnen 
(1986) states:

Other colleges of agriculture, many land-grant universities, and some 
agricultural professional associations have absorbed as their ideal 
the academic science establishment’s focus on disciplinary research. 
Their “search for academic excellence” is denaturing the land-grant 
tradition of problem solving and service to all people, irrespective of 
wealth or position. A near-exclusive focus on basic discipline depre-
ciates applied, multidisciplinary research, denies admission of prob-
lem solvers and prescriptive analysis to the academic pantheon, and 
turns good land-grant universities into second-rate, private acade-
mies. Such an environment destroys the basis for effective extension 
education and problem solving and lowers the potential productivity 
of any agricultural science investment (p. 1076).

Turning to agricultural economics in particular, Bonnen 
suggests:

Since World War II agricultural economics has been drifting toward 
an antiempirical and a disciplinary outlook, away from the great 
empirical tradition around which the profession was built and upon 
which its reputation still rests. Today we celebrate theory and statis-
tical methods while ignoring the data collection and problem solv-
ing necessary to validate our theory and models… The search for 

“academic excellence” in agricultural economics…places excessive or 
sole emphasis on rewarding the development of disciplinary knowl-
edge almost to the exclusion of the development of subject-matter 
and problem-solving knowledge, both of which are essential outputs 
of an effective agricultural economics department.
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Thus, a badly flawed notion of what agricultural economics is 
about is leading to incentive structures for tenure and promotion, 
penalizing those who do empirical work or who would spend large 
parts of their lives in applied, problem-solving and subject-matter 
research, without significant disciplinary contribution (p. 1078).

And finally, Bonnen comments that, “…as Schuh has pointed 
out, the value structures and behavior pursued today in many land-
grant universities and their colleges of agriculture suggest that the 
land-grant idea is being abandoned” (p. 1066).

So there we have it: many of our land-grant universities, includ-
ing their colleges of agriculture and agricultural economics depart-
ments, have “blown it.” We have sold out to the expediency of letting 
the basic academic disciplines and learned societies call the tune, 
we have become peer- and self-oriented, and we have succumbed 
to celebration of the false god of theory and statistical method. In 
short, we have lost our way and are of considerably less social value 
than we might be, and surely once were.

While we have admittedly and purposively overdrawn and dra-
matized the positions of Schuh and Bonnen as we interpret them, 
we nevertheless believe (and fear) that this position enjoys consid-
erable sympathy among many agricultural economists, college of 
agriculture faculty generally, and agricultural teaching, research, 
and extension administrators. In juxtaposition to the Schuh-Bon-
nen view, we assert that the drift toward greater emphasis on basic 
disciplinary training and research and greater reliance on peer 
review and learned societies in setting standards of excellence 
and the academic agenda has been healthy for colleges of agri-
culture and for agricultural economics in particular. And this dis-
ciplinary focus is crucial for a continuing, if not greater, role for 
colleges of agriculture and land-grant universities in serving the 
needs of society in teaching, applied research, and extension. The 
decentralized agenda setting of the parent disciplines and learned 
societies has greater long-term potential to serve social needs and 
contribute to the solution of problems, thus fulfilling the land-
grant mission, than do politically/administratively determined 
and directed processes. We turn now to the development of this 
alternative view.
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What Is a University Professor?

An appropriate place to begin is with some thoughts about what it 
means to be a university professor. First, we offer the perhaps star-
tling proposition that there are not three functions of a land-grant 
university as popularly believed and touted. Rather there is but one 
function—teaching. Whether one’s position is funded principally 
from university or instructional dollars, from extension or from 
experiment station funds, all university faculty, i.e., professors, are 
first and foremost teachers. Perhaps this needs a bit of explanation. 
None of us presumably have difficulty casting those professors with 
resident teaching responsibilities as teachers; hopefully not many 
have difficulty with the idea that extension faculty are also teachers, 
in this case their students being off campus.

But why is it that we argue that those faculty with principally 
experiment station appointments should be thought of as fulfilling 
a teaching function? In our view the purpose of research conducted 
by a university faculty member, be he or she on college, station, or 
extension appointment, is to convey the knowledge, ideas, and 
principles gained thereby to others—resident students, off-campus 
students (sometimes called clientele), and/or peers. Yes, our peers 
are also our students, and we theirs.1

Thinking of all land-grant university faculty, be they funded from 
instructional, station, or extension budgets, as university professor-
teachers would be a useful first step in placing all college of agricul-
ture faculty on equal footing, affording all full-fledged membership 

1 We owe this thought to the late Professor Albert Halter. A reviewer commented 
that our subsuming the traditional tripartite mission definition under a single 
title, university professor-teacher, is not helpful. We disagree. While it is from 
time to time convenient to think in terms of the separate functions of teaching, 
research, and extension, we firmly believe that more damage is done to effective 
program (output/service) delivery in most colleges of agriculture than is gained 
by maintaining the “separate” function mindset. The concept of wholeness of the 
ideal university professor role is what we wish to emphasize. In our view it is cru-
cial to the future of our colleges of agriculture, and in particular their extension 
components, that the matter of scholarly and scientific inquiry become implicit 
in the thinking and assumed job description of each and every faculty member 
(including administrators).
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on the faculty and in their respective professions. As a final point 
here, we do not accept the oft-stated role for extension as being dis-
seminators of solutions to problems or of experiment station scien-
tists as being discoverers of solutions to clientele or social problems. 
Such a view is not in keeping with our idea of what it means to be 
a university professor or educator.2 Our argument, that we are not 
discoverers and disseminators of solutions per se, seems even more 
compelling for a social scientist, given the fundamentally non-Pareto 
social choices that economists are so often called upon to investigate.

Viewing all university faculty as professor-teachers has implica-
tions for our special role in society and obligation to those who pay 
the bill. In particular, we in the colleges of agriculture must abandon 
the atypical and nonsense view that research, scholarly, and creative 
activity is expected and deemed socially responsible behavior only 
for those with a formal research, i.e., experiment station, appoint-
ment. Nothing could be more foreign to the concept of a university 
professor. If college of agriculture “teaching and extension” faculty 
are to be afforded full rights, privileges, and recognition within our 
academic institutions, then we and our administrators (perhaps 
especially our administrators) must come to understand and appre-
ciate the fact that scholarly/creative activity (research, if you will) is 
a necessary and built-in part of our job descriptions even if we are 
budgeted 100 percent college or 100 percent extension. Not hav-
ing a formal experiment station appointment is not an excuse for 
a physicist, an historian, or a general economist to avoid scholarly 
research and publication, and neither is it an excuse for an agricul-
tural economist or plant scientist. The rest of the university expects 
it, will demand it, and for good reason. One cannot be a university 
professor and avoid scholarly activity (research). The latter is nec-
essary for the former. Furthermore, we assert that the integrality of 
research to a university professor’s role is understood even outside 
of academia (among the taxpaying public) and is even reflected in 
commonly accepted definitions of a university.

2 In this connection we wholeheartedly endorse Schuh’s (1987) call for more 
teaching on the part of extension and less one-on-one technical assistance in a 
pure service role.
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If for no other reason, scholarly research is essential for human 
capital preservation and growth. Nothing is of less social value than 
teaching, applied research, or extension on so-called relevant and 
crucial social problems, but taught, researched, or extended by 
those whose human capital has long since been depleted or never 
was what it should have been in the first place.

In his discussion of Knutson’s 1986 AAEA address on “Restruc-
turing Agricultural Economics Extension to Meet Changing Needs,” 
Libby (1986) suggested that,

Extenders must invest in the search for useful knowledge, just as 
most land-grant researchers should spend their time on topics that 
make a difference to somebody. … Extension is an integral part of 
the intellectual capital of departments of agricultural economics, not 
just as deliverers of research results but as contributors to the stock of 
knowledge [emphasis added] (p. 1313).

Johnson (1987), in a presentation to the Western Agricultural Eco-
nomics Council, echoes Libby’s concern by calling for “deeper disciplin-
ary training for extension specialists and more applied research as part 
of extension program and material development” (p. 1). Johnson (1985) 
comments elsewhere that, “all university faculty are promoted and given 
other rewards for maintaining their disciplinary potential by keeping up 
with journal publications, practicing disciplinary inquiry and publishing 
results” (p. 6). If all of this is true for university professors with extension 
appointments, then it surely is true for so-called teaching/research types 
as well. Research results that are not committed to paper, or otherwise 
conveyed to our students (again, broadly defined), is research undone; 
and society has assuredly been “ripped off” if such happens often.

Peer-Reviewed Journals and Applied Research

Having argued that research is integral to every university pro-
fessor’s job description, we next attempt to debunk what we con-
sider to be a particularly debilitating notion that publishing in 
peer-reviewed journals is antithetical to what Bonnen calls subject-
matter and problem-solving research. In so doing we will focus 
exclusively on agricultural economics.
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Frankly, we find it somewhat amazing that some eminent agri-
cultural economists would seem to suggest that publication in the 
American Journal of Agricultural Economics, the Western Journal of 
Agricultural Economics, the North Central Journal of Agricultural 
Economics, the Southern Journal of Agricultural Economics, Land 
Economics, Water Resources Research, the Journal of Farm Managers 
and Rural Appraisers, Agribusiness, Agricultural Finance Review, the 
Journal of Production Agriculture, and so on, is not to be involved 
in applied, subject-matter, or problem-focused research or activity. 
How can one read these journals and conclude that their orientation 
and content is exclusively, or even mainly, original, basic, disciplin-
ary research? The editorial policy statements in every one of these 
journals suggest otherwise; virtually every editor’s pronouncement 
we can recall suggests otherwise; and, more important, a perusal of 
the contents of these journals surely suggests otherwise.3

The bottom line is that the vast majority of those of us who call 
ourselves agricultural economists are engaged in applied rather 
than basic research; most of us are unlikely ever to produce what 
could legitimately be called a truly scholarly piece or a paper that 
would have profound or lasting impact on the evolution of eco-
nomic thought or method. To be sure, it has become advantageous 
for our department heads (we know, we’ve been there) to convey 
a particular impression when arguing the case for promotion and 
tenure of agricultural economists at upper levels of the university 
review process. Such buzzwords as “scholarly,” “seminal,” “basic,” 
and “excellence” are invaluable in effectively playing the academic 
game. But we should not let this administrative/bureaucratic expe-
diency confuse us as to what we are in fact doing, what our compar-
ative advantage is, or the social value of our work.

3 We also contend that much of the research of scientists in our parent disciplines 
is applied or concerned with “real world” problems. For example, the most recent 
issue of the American Economic Review [Volume 77, Number 3, June 1987 at the 
time of original publication] contains twelve articles plus Professor Buchanan’s 
Nobel Prize lecture. Of those twelve articles, at least half have an applied focus and 
make little or no contribution to the main body of economic theory or quantita-
tive methods.
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Surely, in the main, good work in teaching, research, and exten-
sion tends to be rewarded whether it is basic or applied or problem-
focused or discipline-focused. We submit that a review of the salary 
structure at most land-grant universities would support this claim. 
Certain professors with strong track records of a discipline-focused 
nature are among the highest paid—as they should be and as the aca-
demic market dictates (Beattie 1983). However, the number of rela-
tively high paid and highly regarded professors with problem-focused 
track records and modest or negligible disciplinary contributions is 
also significant, and not all of them are senior citizens that were rec-
ognized for their problem-focused contributions in a bygone era.

We hypothesize that this is not only true within our land-grant 
universities, but it is also true of our professional associations and 
learned societies. One needs only to review the list of fellows and 
past presidents of the AAEA to see that problem-focused and 
applied activities count, and count a lot. One needs only to review 
the past recipients and titles of the outstanding published research 
awards of the AAEA and WAEA to see that an applied and prob-
lem-focused orientation has its rewards. Finally, we reemphasize 
that one has only to read the broad array of peer-reviewed journals 
accessible to agricultural economists to conclude that problem ori-
entation and applied work is rewarded. We have no doubt whatso-
ever that this is true not only in agricultural economics but through-
out all college of agriculture professions and the academe generally. 
Do we seriously believe that all recently anointed full professors of 
physics, history, or economics in our land-grant and other U.S. uni-
versities have distinguished records in disciplinary research with 
little or no recognition of applied problem-focused activity? Let us 
not kid ourselves! Those of you who have served on university-level 
promotion and tenure review committees know better.

The Importance of Disciplinary Competence

The importance of disciplinary competence seems to us to be self-
evident. Surely we would all agree that contemporary disciplinary 
competence is essential to the conduct of good applied research and 
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teaching, focused on relevant problems facing society. No doubt, 
where disagreement arises is in defining the minimally accept-
able level of disciplinary competence for a university professor and 
the appropriate level of taxpayer dollars to invest in sustaining or 
enhancing the human capital of professors already in place. To put 
the issue in more specific terms, in an applied discipline like agri-
cultural economics, do all or most of its professional participants 
need to be continuously at or near the “cutting edge” in terms of 
their capability? To us, at least, the answer is obvious: Those partic-
ipants calling themselves university professors should strive to be 
on the frontier of knowledge of at least an appropriate disciplinary 
subfield. We do not naively believe that such a lofty goal is attain-
able, but that it should be the university’s goal is without question in 
our minds. Furthermore, contrary to popular perception, we expect 
that such is a goal for which one would find considerable support 
among the taxpaying public.

“Span[ning] the ever-widening gap between the frontier of knowl-
edge and the problems of society” (p. 9), as called for by Schuh 
(1986), is not inconsistent with disciplinary competence or with 
being on the “cutting edge.” In fact, it is difficult to believe this gap 
could be spanned by someone who is not intimately familiar with 
the frontier of knowledge. In our view the best, perhaps only, way to 

“know the gap” is to be actively engaged in research, at least some of 
which must have a strong disciplinary component.

It may be that our land-grant universities, and our colleges of 
agriculture in particular, are devoting too many resources to disci-
plinary knowledge production vis-à-vis what we might call problem-
solving activity. However, as argued earlier, the facts of the matter, 
in our view, do not support that allegation; rather, the problem with 
our colleges of agriculture, including the agricultural experiment 
stations and the extension services, is that we have been laggard in 
embracing a rigorous “cutting edge” ethos in the conduct of teach-
ing, applied research, and extension activities. Only very recently 
have our colleges of agriculture generally been forced into the main-
stream of university/professorial life through “upgraded” promotion 
and tenure criteria, scientific expectations, and such matters. In our 
estimation this bodes well, rather than dismally, for the future of our 
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colleges of agriculture; we would be surprised if the overall com-
petency and productivity of our agricultural faculty has not been 
enhanced in the process. If this is true, then surely it has positive 
implications for our prospects for doing truly relevant applied work.

Let us face it—our agricultural colleges historically have not been 
exactly bastions of intellectual leadership or academic and scientific 
productivity4 and, in our view, a rather relaxed promotion and ten-
ure system and attitude in our colleges of agriculture contributed to 
the lack of productivity on the part of a good many college of agri-
culture faculty. The probability of less competent or less motivated 
faculty surviving today’s tenure and promotion process seems more 
remote than was the case in our not distant past. The disciplinary 
prowess of new entrants into our tenured ranks—and, more impor-
tant, their commitment to sustained scientific inquiry—has assur-
edly improved. How can such a situation be interpreted as inappro-
priate for our land-grant universities and the states they serve?

Administrative Versus Decentralized Agenda Setting

We come now to the point where we take rather direct exception 
to one of Schuh’s suggested remedies for revitalization of our land-
grant universities. Schuh (1986) suggests that administrators be 
given more authority vis-à-vis individual scientists and disciplin-
ary peer associations in setting the academic agenda and regain-
ing a sense of institutional mission. In separate letters to the editor 
(of Choices), both Bromley (1986) and Smith (1986) express their 
skepticism—a skepticism we share. In our view, academic agenda 
setting emphasizing peer-review and learned-society involvement 
better serves society’s interests (broadly defined) than do adminis-
trative/political processes.

4 This comment certainly should not be interpreted as suggesting that our colleges 
of agriculture have been (or presently are) devoid of strong academician-scien-
tists and university leaders. To be sure, a goodly number of outstanding individu-
als, including agricultural economists, have graced the halls of our land-grant uni-
versities over the years.
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We, like Johnson (1985), hold to “the Hayekian notion that the 
totality of individuals holds more knowledge than a single central 
authority…[And that] program decisions are best decentralized 
so the full talents, interests and knowledge of the faculty can be 
revealed” (p. 5). To be sure, Schuh’s call was for only some degree 
of greater administrative authority at the margin. Nevertheless, 
we are not excited about even that kind of a prospect. There is a 
fundamental institutional/incentive problem, we fear, with signif-
icant administrative control of the academic agenda, especially for 
the artistic endeavor of research. The problem is that land-grant 
university administrators, especially directors of experiment sta-
tions, directors of extension services, deans of agriculture, and 
presidents, by the nature of their positions, spend far more time 
moving in clientele, legislative, and other fundamentally political 
circles than they do academic/scientific circles. There is oppor-
tunity, and we fear tendency, for these administrators to get too 
close to the pragmatic short-run interests of clientele groups and 
to drift away from the longer-run view and attitudes of the aca-
demic community.

The result, we suggest, is that the behavior and thought processes 
of these individuals often become more bureaucratic/political than 
academic/scientific. The outcome of bureaucratic positioning and 
budget-maximization behavior, including the usual requirements 
of political compromise, coalition building, etc., are not always con-
sistent with the pursuit of scientific/academic progress, free inquiry, 
or for that matter, the social interest. It is indeed the exceptional 
agricultural college administrator (and surely there are some) that 
can successfully resist the political agenda setting that is brought to 
bear during the necessary conduct of their budget garnering and 
public relations functions.

In no way should this be viewed as a condemnation of the person-
alities, character, or motivations of our key university administra-
tors. It is rather just an unfortunate fact of political/bureaucratic life 
and process. Accordingly, to turn very much of the academic enter-
prise over to administrators and away from individual faculty/scien-
tists would be a grave mistake in our view. At the several universi-
ties with which we have been affiliated, the research and extension 
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agenda likely would have been in near-constant turmoil if adminis-
trators had in fact had the ability to call the tune. Would it really be 
a wise allocation of society’s resources, for example, to have signifi-
cant agricultural economics faculty talent devoted to the research of 
intrastate agricultural value-added (product enhancement) options? 
Does this have a familiar ring to most of you? We suggest that this 
would be a likely prospect for many agricultural economics depart-
ments in the United States today and for the next couple of years if 
Schuh’s recommendation were taken seriously, just as “solving the 
farm financial crisis” would have been the activity the preceding 
couple of years. When the nonsense and futility of such effort on 
the part of social scientists is ultimately revealed through the hard 
reality of the marketplace and ultimately the political process, what 
would be the next agenda item of a clientele/political/ administra-
tive articulated mission? Our land-grant universities have far too 
much to offer to risk such outcomes.

To be sure, self- and peer-driven agenda setting is not a perfect 
mechanism. It is the nature of any institutional arrangement that 
we be working continuously in a world of second-best. Individual 
scientists, peers, and learned societies occasionally take off on one 
particular kick or another, e.g., linear programming, dynamic pro-
gramming, ARIMA processes, duality, welfare economics, natural 
resource economics, community development, international devel-
opment, or maybe even macroeconomics. The list could go on and 
on. One person’s or group’s sense of a priority, relevant social con-
tribution is another individual’s or group’s irrelevant disciplinary 
kick or worse yet, mere self- and peer-adulation.

The beauty of decentralized market-like processes is that if one 
group turns out to be wrong, then we can expect fairly rapid and 
orderly adjustment to market (peer and learned society) signals 
due to self-interest and self-preservation instincts. It is not clear 
that university administrators with their shorter-run bureaucratic 
tendencies would be as likely to take “appropriate” corrective action 
consistent with the broader social interest. As we know all too well 
from the public choice literature, reliance on the vision, motiva-
tions, and good intentions of well-educated bureaucrats does not 
often lead to optimal social outcomes.
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Finally, who is to say what is important and what in the way of 
academic activity is going to yield the greatest social value—peer 
scientists and learned societies, clientele, legislators, or administra-
tors? No doubt all are going to have something to say about it. The 
question is, have we drifted too far in letting the parent disciplines 
and learned societies set the agenda? We think not. We believe the 
present balance is preferable to a process involving greater admin-
istrative control and direction. We also are confident that the peer 
and learned society component of the academic agenda-setting 
process will in fact take corrective action if individual members, 
groups, or even an entire profession gets too far adrift.

Conclusion

In summary, we have attempted in this paper to make four main 
points:

(a) A distinguishing characteristic of all university professors 
ought to be a commitment to, and a requirement for, active partic-
ipation in research in support of their principal function, teaching, 
be their students on-campus undergraduates or graduates, off-cam-
pus clientele, or professional peers.

(b) Contrary to popular opinion, rewards and recognition of 
university faculty, both on-campus and through their professional 
associations, clearly are not exclusively correlated with disciplin-
ary prowess and contribution. Historically, including recent his-
tory, applied problem-focused teaching, research, and extension 
has been rewarded, especially in colleges of agriculture and includ-
ing agricultural economics.

(c) The notion that all or even most recognized peer-reviewed 
journals are exclusively or mainly oriented to disciplinary research 
is malarkey.

(d) Reliance on individual faculty initiative and learned societies 
in academic agenda setting has greater promise for yielding timely, 
high-quality, problem-focused output, and thus contributing to the 
land-grant mission, than more administratively driven and domi-
nated systems.
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To be sure, recent reminders that all may not be well in our land-
grant universities provide serious food for thought. We do not wish 
to be interpreted as suggesting that everything is “hunky-dory” in 
contrast to the warnings of Schuh (1986) and Bonnen. However, it 
is our view that the prescriptive advice that we become less self- 
and peer-oriented, less disciplinary in our focus, and more admin-
istratively directed is bad medicine. While there may be a malaise, 
surely these are precisely the wrong medicines at the wrong time. 
The land-grant universities may need to become more problem ori-
ented, but the appropriate way to go about it is not through a de-
emphasis of parent disciplinary attention and greater administra-
tive authority. Greater administrative leadership, characterized by 
a facilitative, encouraging attitude to enhance faculty human capi-
tal and productivity, may be called for, but that is decidedly differ-
ent than the vesting of greater mission, programmatic, and direc-
tive authority in our university administrators.

The creative/artistic activity of teaching, including the discovery 
as well as dissemination dimensions, must remain as undirected, 
uncoordinated, intrapersonal, spontaneous, and free as possible. 
Effective university administration involves expertise in coaching, 
cheerleading, and cleaning the path of debris. Greater administra-
tive authority in setting the academic agenda, identifying the mis-
sion, and providing programmatic direction are likely to be coun-
terproductive to enhancing the long-run efficacy of the land-grant 
universities and their ability to contribute to the solution of relevant 
social problems.5

5 Two reviewers questioned whether the role we advocate for university adminis-
trators is a bit too limited. Again, we think not; but perhaps some amplification is 
in order. First, our views regarding administrative leadership in terms of coaching, 
cheerleading, and cleaning the path of debris is discussed in some detail in an ear-
lier paper (Beattie 1983). The discerning reader will no doubt agree that doing these 
three jobs well represents near full and worthwhile employment in and of itself.

In a broader context, we believe that administrators have an extremely impor-
tant role to play in determining the long-term quality of the university through 
their decisions and considerable power and influence in staffing, i.e., through 
the hiring, firing, and tenure and promotion process. One of the most important 
administrative functions is to improve the quality of weaker units. Administrators 
should lean heavily on learned society member input in evaluating the strength of 
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In discussing the proper role for our land-grant universities, 
many people seem fond of the idea of “going back” to some earlier 
time when we purportedly had a better sense of mission and when 
our work was allegedly of greater social value. We have always been 
somewhat uncomfortable with the historical approach in suggest-
ing appropriate current thrust and orientation. Nevertheless, we 
did a little historical investigation of our own. Actually, that is not 
quite true; what we did was read The Legacy: A Centennial History of 
the State Agricultural Experiment Stations, 1887–1987, by Norwood 
Kerr. It is an interesting book; we recommend it highly. A couple of 
selected quotations from Kerr’s historical account provide a fitting 
conclusion for this paper.

Kerr notes that,
By 1887…fourteen states scattered over the nation had established 
agricultural experiment stations. In perhaps an equal number of 
other states, the land-grant colleges were engaged in the same types 
of activities on a less formal basis. … Although their work was almost 
entirely practical, the station leaders aspired to more. As the nation’s 
first agricultural experiment station director, Wilbur O. Atwater, 
stated in the Connecticut station’s first annual report, “It has been 
felt from the first that more abstract scientific investigations would 
afford not only the proper, but also the most widely and permanently 
useful work of an Agricultural Experiment Station” [emphasis added] 
(p. 16).

And subsequently, as first director of the Office of Experiment 
Stations, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Atwater addressed the 
1889 convention of the Association of American Agricultural Col-
leges and Experiment Stations. Kerr suggests that,

a unit. Strong units should be allowed to “run their own show” with little interfer-
ence, even in the important hiring and tenuring decisions. Administrators should 
attempt to increase the quality of weaker units by active involvement in the hiring 
and tenure process, particularly of the department head or chair. Administrators 
then need actively to support the head or chair in recruiting, hiring, and reten-
tion of quality faculty. The administration should only intervene directly in the 
departmental and individual scientist’s research and teaching agenda in extremely 
unusual situations and, instead, should concentrate on strengthening weak units 
via intervention in matters of staffing rather than program.
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Because Atwater was convinced that the support of farmers ulti-
mately could be won only by discovering principles of agriculture 
that were long-term solutions to their problems, he cautioned against 
straining resources in an effort to find a cure for every new problem 
the farmers encountered. In an era when the tendency was to do 
anything to garner farmer loyalty, Director Atwater’s advice…was a 
valuable reminder that the demands of the scientific discipline should 
be the guide and the advancement of knowledge should be the standard 
of success for the stations [emphasis added] (p. 39).

•
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This paper follows up on the “Land-Grant University Revitaliza-
tion Debate” so forcefully and eloquently led by Schuh, Bonnen, 

and others. The paper offers some small steps that might be taken 
(little things that might be done) by way of internal institutional 
reform to enhance the prospects for sustainability and contribution 
of the land-grant tradition in the twenty-first century.

Two topics are addressed in the spirit of institutional reform: (a) 
fixing administrative structure, titles, and responsibility consistent 
with a collegial environment of individual faculty entrepreneurs, 
i.e., a university environment, and (b) fine-tuning faculty incentive 
mechanisms, i.e., faculty evaluation processes for annual merit-sal-
ary increments and promotion and tenure. The centrality and pre-
eminence of the single, coherent mission of educating resident and 
nonresident students through teaching/learning/discovery is an 
underlying subtheme. The general pedagogical strategy is to dis-
cuss “the way it is,” followed by “the way it ought to be—an ideal,” 
and concluding with “a way it might possibly be—an almost ideal.” 
That is, the plan is to conclude each section with suggestions for 
reform that are hopefully doable—that move us in a positive direc-
tion and that stand some chance of gaining acceptance within the 
academic community. A modest number of ideas are offered that 
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might lead us from where we are toward greater service to society 
given the fundamental nature and purpose of a university.

Setting the Stage

Certainly prominent among those calling attention to apparent 
problems in the direction and priorities of our land-grant universi-
ties have been Schuh and Bonnen. In his widely read and cited piece 
in Choices, Schuh (1986) argues that our land-grant universities have 

“lost their way” and are in serious need of “revitalization.” Among 
the symptoms of malaise he notes are faculties introverted in their 
disciplines, publishing for professional peers to the disadvantage of 
applied work, and consulting for the highest paying firm or agency 
in lieu of public service. Schuh calls for a recommitment to the tri-
partite mission of teaching, research, and extension and to an institu-
tional mission of contributing to the solution of society’s problems.

Schuh challenges us to (a) capitalize on what we have learned 
about agricultural development, specifically, to invest more in 
human capital formation (I take that to mean a higher priority on 
our teaching functions); (b) respond to the changed economics of 
education, i.e., recognize the opportunity cost of students and adapt 
our teaching/training programs accordingly; (c) train and educate 
students for the international economy; (d) contribute to the design 
of institutions; (e) span the ever-widening gap between the fron-
tier of knowledge and the problems of society; and (f) give uni-
versity administrators more authority. Watts and I expressed con-
cern about the validity of Schuh’ s allegation that the applied gap 
between the frontier of knowledge and societal problems was not 
being addressed, and we (and others) wrote in strong opposition 
to the proposition that university administrators be granted more 
authority (Beattie and Watts 1987, Bromley 1986, Smith 1986). Nei-
ther of these two issues need be recounted here. Suffice it to say that 
most, if not all, of what Schuh had to tell us is worthy of our serious 
consideration and corrective action. I find Schuh’s first four tasks 
and the fifth of giving even greater attention to “spanning the ever-
widening gap” compelling indeed.
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Bonnen, in his 1986 AAEA Fellows Address, lends support to a 
number of Schuh’s themes. Bonnen, like so many others, is con-
cerned that the reward structure of most contemporary land-grant 
universities undervalues applied subject-matter and problem-solv-
ing research relative to disciplinary research. He is concerned about 
the basis for effective extension education and problem solving, and 
by implication a penalizing of those who do empirical work.

Harold Enarson (1989), a past president of The Ohio State Uni-
versity and senior advisor to the Western Interstate Commission on 
Higher Education, draws significantly from Schuh in expressing his 
concerns. He notes that many land-grant universities, along with the 
best of the other state and private universities, have become “pre-
mier national institutions,” attaining the status of so-called research 
universities. Enarson is concerned whether land-grant universities 
can embrace the research university model and remain faithful to 
the land-grant mission.

As these concerns are played out, it occurs to me that our land-
grant institutions are engaged in a war involving two closely related 
yet distinguishable battlefields. There is the external war for the 
hearts, minds, and tax dollars of the citizens that support and sus-
tain us. It seems clear that this external war is on the minds of many, 
e.g., Hildreth (1991), Enarson (1989), McDowell (1988), and others. 
Yet, clearly the external war is intimately connected to a battle within 
the university about what is going to count, what we are about, and 
who are going to be the principal players. It is this internal battle to 
which most of my remarks are directed. It is a battle of particular 
importance to our colleges of agriculture, and one, in my view, that 
we must win if we have any hope of success in the larger struggle.

To put it rather directly and perhaps a bit harshly, the internal 
war has to do with the perceived irrelevance and inferior scholar-
ship of many, if not most, of the more applied professional pro-
grams within our land-grants—agriculture being a prime example. 
It has to do with the matter of the relative importance of teaching or 
human capital building vis-à-vis new knowledge discovery of initial 
primary interest to ourselves and our peers, and to the legitimacy 
and scholarly quality of the extension mission. It is my view that if 
we applied types can better position ourselves within the land-grant 
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university, then our and the university’s chances of success in the 
external war and opportunities for greater social service are decid-
edly enhanced. Those of us in the application business and in the 
professional schools are a minority. The sooner we recognize that 
and begin to compete with first-class scholarship and a mind-set in 
concert with academia generally, the sooner we will be able to win 
over the “rest of the university” and get on with the important work 
of enhancing the status of resident and nonresident teaching and 
obtaining recognition for the high social value of rigorous applied 
knowledge. For colleges of agriculture, getting our minds in concert 
involves nothing more than modifying our language and adminis-
trative structures to something to which the rest of the university 
can understand and relate.

Enough said by way of background. To be sure many among us, 
perhaps even a majority, believe there are problems of priority, of 
lost mission, of undervaluation of teaching (including extension). 
The voices of these individuals have not fallen on deaf ears. Prob-
ably every land-grant university is presently giving serious discus-
sion and attention to these matters, especially to the alleged under-
valuation of excellence in teaching. With the aim of redressing some 
of the perceived maladies, this paper offers some ideas for rethink-
ing how we view our role, how we administer and govern ourselves 
and our programs, how we might modify our incentives structure 
and evaluation processes, and how we might adopt a heightened 
view of teaching (both resident and nonresident varieties).

Fixing Administrative Structure, Titles, and Responsibility

In my humble opinion, the administrative structures of most of our 
land-grant universities are, to put it mildly, a mess. It is little wonder 
that many of us find ourselves concerned about the lack of coher-
ence of our academic programs, about the lack of integration of 
research and teaching, including nonresident teaching (extension), 
about the apparent low priority of teaching generally, and about a 
number of other maladies. Consider a simplified organization chart 
for the typical land-grant university (fig. 1). Amazing; and, mind 
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you, this is simplified! I have not bothered to add in the complex-
ities of that whole army of so-called academic professionals that 
oftentimes, I get the feeling, run the university—the offices of the 
registrar, of admissions, of affirmative action, of student affairs and 
services, of facilities planning and management, of intercollegiate 
athletics, and so on. Nor does my schematic include all the invisible 
curved lines that connect every “lower level” with each and every 

“upper level.” Actually, these omitted (invisible) lines are among the 

Board of Regents

System Chancellor

System Vice-Chancellors

President

Vice-Presidents

Associate Vice-Presidents
and Directors

Deans and Directors

Associate Deans
and Directors

Department Heads/Chairs

Associate/Assistant Heads

Faculty

Assistant Vice-Presidents
and Directors

Assistant Deans 
and Directors

Figure 1. A simplified typical university organization chart
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most important. Also missing from my chart is the vast array/net-
work of interdisciplinary institutes, centers, and specialized study 
programs (for every imaginable topic) that permeate and infest so 
many land-grant universities these days. (But that is another topic 
best left for another time. Suffice it to say, my attitude about such 
creatures is not unlike Stigler’s. I recommend his essay on “Spe-
cialism: A Dissenting Opinion” [1936:9–16] for your enjoyment.) 
Finally, I have not included the sometimes lightning-bolt-like lines 
that connect the state legislature and governor’s offices to various 
levels of the official organization chart.

Notwithstanding these important omissions, there are sufficient 
serious problems of structure and title on this simplified organi-
zation chart (fig. 1) to make one’s head swim. To begin, the solid 
vertical lines are presumed and sometimes actual lines of author-
ity. The dashed lines denote staff functions; unfortunately, they are 
most often staffed with Ph.D.s and may or may not have significant 
duties, responsibility, or authority. The first problem that should be 
apparent to almost everyone is that there are far too many layers of 
administration above those that carry out the principal purposes 
and valuable work of the university, viz., the faculty. Not only is 
the overburden enormously expensive and cumbersome, it is often 
obstructive and not always prone to good judgment. It is certainly 
not compatible with fostering creativity. The expense of excessive 
administrative overburden is especially noticeable/painful in our 

“smaller” land-grant universities. Such institutions, even those with 
fewer than 10,000 to 15,000 students, seem bound and determined 
to emulate their big research-university brethren in all ways, good 
and bad. The need for smaller universities to streamline and reduce 
their administrative structure seems particularly manifest.

A second problem with the chart (fig. 1) for many members of 
academia is the curious title of “director” that appears here and 
there, especially in colleges of agriculture. Can you imagine the 
reaction of a historian, a philosopher, a mathematician, a physicist, 
or a professor of modern languages to the very idea that there might 
be someone (especially an administrator) who somehow “directs” 
the programs of individual faculty members or some collective of 
same? The very idea is foreign and repugnant to most of academia. 
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And it should be to us as well. But even if it is not, we, in colleges 
of agriculture, should shed ourselves of such administrative titles 
in the interest of opening up the lines of communication with the 
rest of the university if we wish to push successfully the case for the 
importance of extended education and applied research.

To pursue these ideas further consider figure 2, a revised ver-
sion of figure 1 with a bit more specificity, using agriculture as the 
example college. This typical university is fortunate that it is not so 
complex to need chancellors and vice-chancellors. Also, to simplify 
further, this organization chart, unlike figure 1, does not show the 
morass of linkages between and among associate deans and vice-
presidents, nor does it show any assistant deans within the example 
college of agriculture.

Notice that the repugnant title of director has been eliminated, 
but several severe problems still remain (fig. 2). First of all, look at 
the roster of vice-presidents. Remember that often this is the cast 
of characters that forms the president’s cabinet and sets the larger 
direction and resource allocation decisions for the university. The 
most notable problem here is that typically fewer than one-half 
(often many fewer) have programmatic responsibility central to the 
academic mission of the university. In fact, it is sometimes the case 
that only one vice-president has main line academic responsibil-
ity: the academic VP or provost. The implication of such a situa-
tion for core academic programs within the university is not prom-
ising. I might add here that one would expect the VP for research 
and the VP for extension to be strong advocates for the primacy of 
academics within the greater university, but unfortunately this is 
not always the case. Often the VP for research, no matter how well-
intentioned and oriented he or she might be, over time becomes 
principally a tax collector for the university, often working at odds 
with faculty who are attempting to garner resources to do their jobs 
and be creative. It never ceases to amaze me, the number of such 
individuals who measure their success and the success of the uni-
versity in terms of total grant and contract dollars, not to mention 
indirect cost dollars generated, as though that were some measure 
of output or productivity. (I will return to some of the pitfalls of this 
mad dash to individual and institutional stardom through grants-
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Figure 2. A more specific, simplified university organization chart
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manship later in the paper.) And, equally unfortunate is the fact 
that some VPs for extension (or in some cases, directors of exten-
sion) are far too preoccupied with service per se and not necessar-
ily extended education or teaching.1

A second and crucial problem with the administrative struc-
ture depicted in figure 2, as Johnson (1987b) has pointed out, is 
its disintegrative nature. For purposes of completeness, the sepa-
ration of resident instruction, research, and extension is shown at 
the vice-president level, at the college level, and at the department 
level. Obviously, this functional separation does not occur at every 
level at every land-grant university, but I dare say it is characteris-
tic of most. Please note that on my version of the typical organiza-
tion chart, despite the disintegrative functional organization at the 
department and dean levels, there is a solid connecting line between 
the faculty and the department head and between the department 
head and the dean. When these lines do not exist (and sometimes 
they do not), the problem of disintegration is even further exacer-
bated. The structuring of our administration along functional lines 
is not conducive to a concept of oneness of purpose and of the fac-
ulty. It is unfortunate indeed that our land-grant universities are 
burdened with an administrative structure that falsely separates 
that which should be inseparable, namely, resident teaching, non-
resident teaching or extension, and research and creative activity. 
We, in colleges of agriculture, are the most guilty of all in this regard. 
It separates and divides us in a way that is particularly debilitat-
ing and counterproductive in our efforts to achieve equal standing 
for all forms of instructional/educational efforts alongside and in 
concert with research. Such a structure contributes to what Farrell 
(1986) and colleagues have called “a culture of separatism” between 
extension and the rest of the university. I think the same might be 
said for resident instruction.

1 By the way, the blank VP position is for you, the reader, to fill in your favorite. In 
doing so, might I suggest you choose one for which “blank” best describes your 
perception of the duties, performance, and need for the position. Every university 
will have at least one such VP position.
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The very idea that research should be thought of separately from 
teaching is unfortunate. It is foreign to the very conception of a uni-
versity. As Watts and I have argued elsewhere, it is foreign even in 
common usage of the term university as codified in most diction-
ary definitions (Beattie and Watts 1987). In terms of agricultural 
economics specifically, Warren Johnston (1990) reminded us as 
recently as last year that, indeed, the common glue of our profes-
sion is applied research. It is not some functional or subdisciplinary 
interest groupings that constitute the core of our profession; rather, 
our common interest in the conduct and application of research in 
either a “disciplinary, subject-matter or problem-solving” context is 
our central core (p. 1119). I submit that the notion of separation of 
research from teaching is especially repugnant to the majority ele-
ments of the university outside of colleges of agriculture. If we within 
colleges of agriculture and those at top levels of the university truly 
believe that all three functions are important, then we would, curi-
ously enough, best serve our cause by making less, not more, of a 
distinction between the functions. Would it not be nice just once to 
hear a university president say, “Teaching, including extension, is so 
important and so intertwined with active involvement in research 
that I herewith announce elimination of the positions of vice-presi-
dent for research, resident instruction and extension and am assign-
ing those responsibilities to the provost/academic vice-president.” 
Would it not be nice to hear a dean of agriculture say, “The missions 
of resident instruction, outreach, and research are so important and 
crucial that I am forming a new position of vice-dean of agriculture, 
and am eliminating all the line associate dean and director posi-
tions.” Rather, what we almost inevitably hear is exactly the oppo-
site. Statements like, “Extension is so central to the mission of this 
university that I am creating a new vice-presidential level position 
to raise this function to its rightful position in the university.” And 
what is the consequence? Almost always just the opposite of what is 
desired ultimately happens. The inseparable function becomes sep-
arate, loses standing in the minds of the majority of the university 
faculty, with the usual consequences.

If we learned nothing else from the great civil rights movement 
in this country, we learned that the concept of separate and equal is 
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an oxymoron! If extension and/or resident teaching are somehow 
separate or separated (administratively, in annual merit evaluation, 
in promotion and tenure, in housing/space arrangements, or in 
purpose), then they will undoubtedly not be equal to each other or, 
most importantly, to research/creativity in status or reward. How 
many land-grant universities either have, or are seriously talking 
about, separate merit evaluation processes and/or criteria, separate 
promotion and tenure processes and/or criteria, separate housing 
arrangements (buildings, floors, wings, or office suites), separate 
secretarial assignments, etc., for extension faculty or undergrad-
uate teaching faculty? All such arrangements, however major or 
minor, contribute to “the culture of separatism” and divisiveness of 
mission and purpose of our land-grant universities. Such policies 
and arrangements must be resisted continually.

Many top university officials are smitten these days with an 
especially bad idea that is being championed as a means to ele-
vate teaching (including extension) to higher status within the uni-
versity. The logic follows these lines. University productivity will 
be enhanced by recognizing the diverse interests and abilities of 
faculty, i.e., exploiting comparative advantage through specializa-
tion. And we are to accomplish this by recognizing the distinct and 
equal “scholarship of discovery, of integration, of application, and 
of teaching” (Boyer 1990). This separate-but-equal philosophy is to 
be formally recognized through “differentiated staffing” with “dif-
ferent tracks” for merit evaluation and for promotion and tenure 
based on appointment, assignment, funding or expectation in res-
ident instruction, nonresident instruction, and/or research. The 
idea sounds innocent enough. The problem, to be sure, is not with 
recognizing and capitalizing on the benefits of some degree of spe-
cialization. But, formalized “different tracks” for promotion, tenure, 
and merit evaluation is another matter. Such ideas will most cer-
tainly not foster a sense of oneness of purpose, mission, and stand-
ing among the university faculty. Such notions tend to separate, and 
with separation, inequality of status and reward will undoubtedly 
prevail (in the long run if not sooner). Rather than separate tracks, 
what is needed, in my mind, is a modest fine-tuning and broaden-
ing of the existing single track.
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There is yet another reason a functionally separate administra-
tive structure is debilitating to colleges of agriculture. This is a bit of 
an aside, but nevertheless it is a pragmatic and important problem. 
Without question (I think) our deans of agriculture carry a much 
greater administrative responsibility than their counterparts in other 
colleges. Deans of agriculture have external responsibilities involving 
extension, branch station management, public relations for the col-
lege and university, and budget garnering, second only to the presi-
dent. Consequently, we often find ourselves with no one tending the 
store when crucial resource allocation and policy decisions are being 
made on campus. An associate dean, or deans as the case may be, 
filling in for the dean is (are) often outmaneuvered, outflanked and 
certainly outranked when the provost calls a meeting of the deans. 
(The University of Arizona has gone a long way toward fixing this 
problem by naming a strong and effective vice-dean from among the 
usual cadre of associate deans.) It is crucial in the ongoing resource 
allocation process that our colleges of agriculture be represented by a 
strong functionally integrated administrator with appropriate stand-
ing among the competitors. The typical college of agriculture admin-
istrative structure is often not conducive to that outcome.

Again, the fundamental integrality of the discovery and dissemi-
nation of knowledge, i.e., research and teaching (resident and non-
resident), is so embedded in the consciousness of the academe, 
and rightfully so, that it is imperative that we reorganize ourselves 
administratively to correct this fundamental structural inconsis-
tency. To this end I offer you my ideal land-grant university organi-
zation chart (fig. 3). Recall, this is to be followed with an almost-ideal, 
but hopefully politically acceptable, alternative. So do not panic!

In my idealized view of things, I include (above the top dashed 
line) those the university presumably serves—our students of all 
varieties—labeled “external” public. The limiting of our external 
public exclusively to those carrying the title of student is not an 
oversight, it is purposeful. I wish to emphasize the primacy, in fact, 
exclusivity, of the educational mission (see also Beattie and Watts 
1987). In my world, all that is legitimate that the university does 
must be captured one way or another under some output category 
where the recipient of the service is in a learning mode. I accept no 
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other purpose for a university and I allege it is the only purpose for 
which we have a comparative advantage. And, in this day of shrink-
ing real budgets it is more than we can do well. While those an orga-
nization serves are not normally part of the formal organization 
chart of the institution, it is useful here to provide context.

Before leaving the matter of our “external public,” a term (in addi-
tion to director) that we in colleges of agriculture and the extension 
service should purge from our vocabulary is that of “clientele.”2 It 

Figure 3. An ideal university organization
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2 The author is indebted to Myles Watts for pointing out the critical and subtle dif-
ference and importance of distinguishing between students and clientele as well 
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should be dropped in favor of nonresident students. The words cli-
ent and clientele conjure up bad, or at least inappropriate, vibra-
tions for many academicians. Immediately, I think of a doctor writ-
ing prescriptions, or an attorney giving an opinion, an accountant 
filling out my tax forms yet another year, the plumber unplugging 
the drain one more time, or “Mr. Goodwrench” doing the annual 
tune-up on the family car. The professional–client relationship is 
one characterized as repetitive, service-oriented, and, most impor-
tant, one that does not involve an intended teaching/learning expe-
rience. Consider the dictionary definition of client: “1: one that 
is under the protection of another: dependent 2a: a person who 
engages the professional advice or services of another ‹a lawyer’s ~ s› 
b: customer ‹hotel ~ s› c: a person served by or utilizing the ser-
vices of a social agency ‹a welfare ~›…” (Merriam-Webster, p. 248). 
Notice the subservient role and dependency status of the client that 
is involved in the professional–client relationship. (My dependency 
on people who can fix mechanical things is total, repetitive, and 
hopeless. There are certain things in life I never intend to learn how 
to do—like how to run a VCR, let alone fix it. Thank goodness for 
people who can. They are important and highly valued members of 
society as far as I am concerned.)

But the so-called “clientele” of the university, in particular those 
whom extension serves (or at least ought to serve), are fundamen-
tally different. Our comparative advantage, and I submit our only 
legitimate purpose, is to teach those who come to us how to do it 
themselves; we must engage them in learning. If there is no learn-
ing involved, then surely there is a better way, a less socially expen-
sive way than $40k to $100k professors to provide such services, 
including the dissemination of research-based information. Again, 
appealing to my 1989 Merriam-Webster: a student, in contrast to a 
client, is a “1: scholar, learner… 2: one who studies: an attentive 
and systematic observer…” (p. 1170). We can dream, I suppose! But 
do notice that the focus is on learning, and I submit that this dis-
tinction is fundamental and important. Among other things, it has 

as the repugnant nature of the title of director in a university setting (discussed 
earlier).
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important pragmatic implications. Faculty are much less likely to 
become captured by their students than by their clientele, who are 
by their nature dependent, maybe even desperately so. Faculty and 
students do their work together; they are jointly engaged in a learn-
ing situation and opportunity. I submit the student-professor rela-
tionship is different, special, and socially valuable; it should never 
be confused with the equally important relationship between other 
professionals and their clients. The responsibility to engage others 
in a learning situation is a special opportunity, and we must never 
forget that this responsibility is all of what we are about. Whether 
engaged in classroom instruction, nonresident (extension) instruc-
tion, or research (some of which is to teach ourselves and our peers), 
the exclusive purpose (single mission, if you will) is teaching/learn-
ing (Beattie and Watts 1987, Watts 1991).

Between the two dashed lines in figure 3 are the “internal facili-
tators.” The direction of facilitation should be from the bottom up; 
some administrators and some faculty have been known on occa-
sion to forget that fundamental point. Faculty fall into the category 
of facilitator only as related to student learning and development. 
Department chairs, deans, and the academic vice-president, if they 
do their jobs well, focus the vast majority of their attention on serv-
ing the needs, i.e., facilitating the agenda, of the faculty and student 
education. This facilitation involves mainly coaching, cheerleading, 
clearing the path of debris, and serving as referee. Coaching, cheer-
leading (including making the case to upper-level administrators 
for protection or augmentation of his/her unit’s budget), and clear-
ing the path of debris are primary and the most beneficial roles for 
the facilitative-minded administrator. These are valued characteris-
tics in successful administrators. Every game is governed by rules 
of conduct, and the academic game is no exception. To be sure, a 
fair bit of administrator effort must be devoted to refereeing. Fac-
ulty and students are, after all, real people, and real people will all at 
one time or another, in the pursuit of self-interest, take some liberty 
with the rules of the game. (See Beattie 1983 for more on the facili-
tative role of administration).

The most important feature of the “internal facilitator” block 
of figure 3 for our purpose is to note that all assistant or associate 
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heads, deans, and VPs are cast in a staff role rather than a line posi-
tion. The disintegration of figure 2 has been officially eliminated. 
To be sure, the jobs of department head, dean, and provost in most, 
if not all, of our land-grant universities are more than one person 
can say grace over. These people need help. They need advice and 
counsel and considerable staff support on a daily basis. While these 
offices should be lean and mean, it would be naive to think in this 
day and age of accountability and litigation that most of the assis-
tant and associate positions can be eliminated (although I am confi-
dent, as are many of you, that a number could be eliminated and the 
productivity of the university enhanced!). The key feature is a min-
imum number of levels and oneness of function—resident instruc-
tion, nonresident instruction, and research/creativity, it is all the 
same ball of wax.

Finally, below the bottom dashed line of figure 3, we have our 
“external facilitators” in contrast to “external publics” at the top of 
the chart. I trust most of you have no difficulty with the notion that 
the job of president (and below) is mainly external to the university. 
Theirs is the important role of public relations and budget garnering 
that without question is crucial to the short- and long-term health 
of the institution and surely a full-time job these days.

Since even I, with my great insight and power of persuasion, will 
not likely convince most people to view university administrative 
structures right-side-up, I offer figure 4 as an almost-ideal structure 
in the hope that it is something toward which we might strive. By 
way of summary, the key features are the following:

1. The position of president is recognized for what it is—mostly 
external, with little responsibility for management of the academic 
enterprise.

2. The provost/AVP is the chief academic and managerial offi-
cer of the university and its only vice-president. All other VPs carry 
with their titles the modifier, associate or assistant, and are answer-
able to the provost. (In larger complex institutions this cast of char-
acters will be admittedly large).

3. At the college level, the dean has responsibility and adminis-
trative authority for all academic functions germane to that college 
including resident and nonresident instruction and research/cre-
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ative activity. In the case of the college of agriculture, it may be nec-
essary to add a single vice-dean as a line position given the external 
demands on the dean’s time.

4. Ditto number three for the department chair level.
5. Faculty must always remember that they too are facilitators, 

that their exclusive function is education and in a university that 
includes both the discovery of knowledge and the transfer of knowl-
edge to students in a manner conducive to learning.

6. Only persons above or below on the vertical chain report to, 
answer to, ask of, demand of, or whatever of others.

7. All titles of director are eliminated.

Figure 4. An almost-ideal university organization chart
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8. All persons served should be thought of, and where feasi-
ble referred to, as students, and university interaction with same 
should be in an educational/teaching context.

I admit and recognize that these views are extreme and there is 
much gray area. Nevertheless, I believe that principles are impor-
tant in guiding our actions and day-to-day work. I submit that if 
the principles embedded in figure 4—limiting the university’s role 
to that of teaching, minimizing administrative levels, and eliminat-
ing all possible opportunities for functional disintegration—were 
front and center in all our minds, it would help immeasurably in 
our revitalization efforts. In particular, it would give those of us 
with interests in applied research and extension an opportunity to 
win over the mainstream of academia by eliminating terminology 
and ideas that are repugnant to them. I turn now to a second area 
of crucial importance in providing direction in the university: the 
matter of faculty evaluation and promotion and tenure.

Faculty Evaluation

A former colleague of mine at Montana State, Richard Stroup, had 
a favorite expression, which I hereby proclaim as Stroup’s Law (see 
also Gwartney and Stroup 1990:8–9). Stroup’s Law is the most fun-
damental of economic laws in that virtually all other economic laws 
and principles follow from it (except the law of diminishing returns 
which really is not an economic law anyway). Stroup could almost 
daily be heard to say, “Well I’ll be, incentives matter!” It is rather 
amazing how much of our lives we are constantly bombarded with 
policies, great ideas, and all manner of wondrous things for which 
the proponents are flabbergasted to discover consequences entirely 
different than intended or expected. We economists know, if we 
know anything, that changes in policies and rules and regulations 
inevitably involve changes in incentives and that human behavior 
will be altered accordingly. It is this propensity of economists to 
be looking for, and gleefully pointing out, these unintended conse-
quences that endears us to our colleagues in and outside the univer-
sity and to politicians and their constituencies.
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As good as we are at this, and even with our constant vigilance to 
the notion that a change in the incentives will without doubt bring 
about predictable behavioral response, it is interesting, I think, that 
so many of us are so often surprised to find that the model also 
applies to the behavior of professors. Sure enough we too respond 
to incentives, self-interest, and all those things we economists attri-
bute to real people. In our case, response occurs perhaps even to 
some of the annual merit evaluation and promotion and tenure cri-
teria nonsense that we impose on ourselves and our colleagues. To 
conserve time and space (not to mention lost energy and creativ-
ity on the part of the author) I dispense with “the way it is” and 

“the ideal” and move directly to “an almost-ideal faculty evalua-
tion/reporting instrument for land-grant universities.” Actually, no 
great harm is done here in that most of what is ideal with respect 
to faculty evaluation is, I expect, potentially doable in most land-
grant university environments. And most of you are as familiar as I 
am with many of the wondrous items that presently appear on fac-
ulty evaluation/reporting forms—things like involvement in inter-
disciplinary efforts, creative and imaginative teaching methods 
employed, grant and contract dollars generated, research activities 
(as opposed to output), extension program planning activity, and 
the list continues ad nauseam.

The main problem with our faculty evaluation (incentive) struc-
tures is the propensity to confuse input with output, means with 
ends. It happens over and over again and at every university with 
which I am familiar. Productivity, at least to an economist, should 
have something to do with output relative to input. A measure to 
which many of us could relate might be “quality-adjusted output per 
unit of input,”3 where output is expressed (thought of) in terms of 
final demands of the university. Initially, let me presume that there 
are some quantifiable final demands of the university for teach-
ing (both resident and nonresident students) and for research as it 
might be delivered through some teaching medium. The problem 
with university evaluation/incentive processes is that invariably we 
want to count means and process as output when it is in fact input, 

3 The author owes this terminology to Jeff LaFrance.
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so we end up seriously understating the denominator and overstat-
ing the numerator in productivity calculations. Faculty, being rea-
sonably bright and sometimes rational economic men and women, 
respond not surprisingly.

In terms of “the way it ought to be,” I give you my “almost-ideal 
faculty evaluation/reporting instrument” (table 1). Notice two key 
features of table 1: service has been degraded to minimal status, i.e., 
a necessary evil that must be done well yet nevertheless minimized, 
and extension has disappeared. Or did extension disappear? Actu-
ally it did not; rather, it has been upgraded, renamed, and fully sub-
sumed within the single and most important function of the uni-
versity, namely teaching, nonresident teaching to be precise. (I 
believe this is consistent with Henderson’s (1988) view that educa-
tion [teaching] is the basic mission of extension.)

Now you may say, what is the big deal—just semantics or, worse 
yet, extension has now been downgraded even further to the sta-
tus of undergraduate instruction; we all know the university could 
not give a hang about undergraduate instruction and those who 
do it well. Just look at what universities do, not what they say, not 
their rhetoric. On that point I must confess to some uneasiness. 
Whether or not the status of undergraduate instruction will rise at 
land-grant universities is yet to be seen. Nevertheless, I believe a 

Table 1.	An Almost-Ideal Faculty Evaluation/Reporting Instrument for Land-
Grant Universities

	 I.	 Teaching and Advising
		 A.	 Resident (undergraduate and graduate)
		 B.	 Nonresident (formal & informal)
		 C.	 Awards and recognition
	 II.	 Publications and Other Evidence of Scholarly Output/Accomplishment
		 A.	 Publications
		 B.	 Other research output
		 C.	 Awards and recognition
	 III.	 Service (Chores)
		 A.	 To professional societies
		 B.	 To department, college, and university
		 C.	 Grantsmanship (NPEO)
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strategy of subsuming extension education within the umbrella of 
teaching/instruction is a good one, particularly if the goal is to gain 
recognition and raise the status of extension faculty in the minds 
of the greater university faculty, who for the most part do not have 
the foggiest idea what extension is all about and who are, to say the 
least, suspicious.

I submit that language makes a difference; it is not just a matter of 
semantics. I have only anecdotal evidence from serving on “ump-
teen” different college and university committees. But my interac-
tion with faculty and administrators from across several campuses 
impresses upon me how much of a “black box” the extension ser-
vice and the agricultural experiment station is to those outside the 
college of agriculture, including upper-level administrators who 
have spent their entire careers in and around land-grant univer-
sities. Faculty and administrators outside the college of agricul-
ture have not the faintest idea about extension and the agricultural 
experiment station, could not care less, and are suspicious that fac-
ulty associated therewith are engaged in fluff, are inferior academ-
ics, and are overfunded and underemployed.

Is there some truth to what they say? If there is not, is there rea-
son to blame them or point fingers at them for not knowing what it 
is we do, or to condemn them for abandoning or not understanding 
or appreciating the tripartite mission of the land-grant university? I 
think not. Rather we would serve our self-interest and the cause of 
resident and nonresident teaching and of applied research by chang-
ing our, not their, mind-set. We must infiltrate the game following 
their rules, adopting their academic jargon, their administrative 
structure, their passion for academic excellence, their insistence of 
arm’s-length relationship with “clientele.” I believe a strategy of infil-
tration and winning from the inside is surely wiser than emphasiz-
ing our differences and our enlightened and presumably superior 
sense of the land-grant mission. Colleges of agriculture are but a 
small cog in the land-grant university wheel. That wheel is not all 
bad and is capable of understanding where we are coming from 
if we will but give it a chance by making ourselves more like the 
wheel rather than fighting a losing battle of hoping the entire wheel 
will mold itself in the image of a shrinking cog. Friends, right or 
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wrong, remolding the university in the image of colleges of agricul-
ture “ain’t a gonna happen!” We have to buy in, we must adopt their 
language, their mind-set, and their ideals. Once we have done that, 
then I believe we will be pleasantly surprised how many within the 
rest of the university share our interest in applied research and in 
teaching willing learners wherever they might be.

One more item by way of setup before we take up the details of 
faculty evaluation implicit in table 1. That is, Beattie’s “First Rule 
of Faculty Evaluation: Beware the Bean Counters!” Anyone who 
desires to reduce, or who thinks faculty evaluation can be reduced, 
to a numerical process with subcategory scores ultimately giving 
rise to a weighted-average grand total score is nuts. Evaluation is 
subjective and that is the way it is—period. Ultimately, some will 
be judged more productive than others, some will get higher raises 
than others, some will make promotion and some will not, some 
will gain tenure and some will not. It is inherently a process of 
shooting at a moving target with constantly changing judges with 
their own principles, ideas, and criteria (Johnson 1987a). It is not 
great, but it is workable and, in my view, better than overly struc-
tured, overly detailed, overly quantified, naive alternatives.

I believe a simplified faculty reporting instrument limited to just 
the items on table 1 serves the purpose of (a) heightening the status 
of teaching including nonresident teaching, (b) keeping the focus 
on output rather than input and/or process, and (c) relegating ser-
vice to internal busywork having to do with running the academic 
enterprise, not to be confused with the output of the enterprise. I 
believe this is the way that the academe (outside of colleges of agri-
culture) has viewed the role of university professors for eons.

With regard to teaching/advising (table 1) only three things are 
important: (a) the quantity of teaching I do, (b) the quality of that 
teaching as subjectively perceived by my partners in the learning pro-
cess, viz., students, and (c) the quality and content of that teaching as 
subjectively perceived by my disciplinary peers. This is true whether 
my teaching is of the classroom or one-on-one variety, whether my 
students are resident or nonresident, or whether my instruction is for-
mal or informal. And, it makes absolutely no difference what teach-
ing methods I use, old yellowed lecture notes or the latest technolog-
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ical gadgetry! Evidence of one’s teaching quantity, i.e., (a) above, and 
quality, i.e., (b) and (c) above, must be offered for annual merit eval-
uation and for promotion and tenure. Peers, including the appro-
priate disciplinary administrator, must then render a judgment. In 
the case of annual merit, the judgment has to do with productiv-
ity relative to one’s colleagues. In the case of promotion and tenure, 
the judgment is relative to some notion of minimally acceptable 
performance. The process, especially that of evaluating quality-
adjusted teaching and research output, cannot be reduced to a mind-
less mechanical/clerical process. There are times when the continued 
pursuit of quantification is not the way to go—faculty evaluation is 
one of those instances.

Returning to table 1, notice that under “Publications and Other 
Evidence of Scholarly Output/Accomplishment” publications are 
not sub-categorized into peer-reviewed (important) and lay- or stu-
dent-oriented (unimportant). I expect I may be the last professor of 
my cohort (or younger) that still does not have publications classi-
fied on his/her curriculum vitae by various categories. I refuse to do 
it. (The fact that I have never had to stand for a real P&T review prob-
ably has something to do with my refusal!) The point is that subcat-
egorization of publications is just another form of unnecessary dis-
integration in land-grant universities, and it should be discouraged, 
not institutionalized or encouraged. Some of my best papers appear 
in peer-reviewed journals, so do some of my worst. Some of my 
more valuable scholarship appears in lay-oriented publications. To 
reduce the concept of scholarly contribution to the mere counting 
of refereed journal articles under some pecking-order of journals 
is to oversimplify the notion of research productivity, i.e., “quality-
adjusted output per unit input,” to say the least. Such subcategori-
zations are especially silly on annual merit review reporting forms. 
If someone writes so many papers in a given year that I cannot sort 
out what is there, then the appropriate conclusion is that individual 
has written too much for any of it to be of much quality! It is not out 
of the range of possibility that an annual faculty productivity report 
with one refereed journal article and two lay-oriented pieces could 
represent greater scholarly output and social value than a full page 
of refereed paper titles.
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Service, the last item on table 1, is problematic. Service in a uni-
versity and a professional association such as the AAEA is a cost of 
doing business rather than an educational output. But benefits of 
well-done service accrue to our colleagues, and those who do these 
chores well deserve some reward lest we all decide the best strategy 
is to free ride. The main point to remember is that within the uni-
versity, intramural service of a colleague can be valuable in terms of 
facilitating the agenda of one’s peers, and is therefore meritorious. 
But for the university as a whole, intramural service is not a final-
demand output.

The problem of what to do about grantsmanship is more difficult. 
You will notice on my list that grantsmanship is listed under service 
(chores) and that it is followed by the initials NPEO or “net positive 
externalities only.” Grantsmanship is much like intramural service; 
if our peers are good at it, then it is entirely possible that the effec-
tive resource base of a department, above and beyond the resources 
needed to complete the contracted research, is enhanced. From this 
and only this viewpoint, grantsmanship should be considered in 
evaluating the performance of individual faculty. The part of the 
grant that is expended in the conduct of the grant’s intended pur-
pose is not an output, but rather an input. The output of that input 
is what should be counted—the research and/or educational liter-
ature produced, the graduate or undergraduate students trained, 
or the workshops and conferences conducted—but not the grant 
dollars generated. We must not confuse input with output when 
attempting to evaluate productivity; inputs go in the divisor and 
outputs (including net positive externalities) in the numerator.

As alluded to earlier, there is not one vice-president for research 
in the world who understands the importance of this fundamen-
tal accounting distinction. The opportunity for perverse outcomes 
as our land-grant universities become increasingly dependent on 
grant and contract funds for their day-to-day operation is not pleas-
ant to contemplate; perhaps we should ask one of our colleagues 
from Stanford about the risks involved in this rat race to univer-
sity stardom through grantsmanship. It is an area of faculty evalua-
tion and university management that needs some serious attention 
and thoughtful consideration, especially in these times of budget 
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stress. It is such times when those of us in administration might 
be tempted to throw caution to the wind and embrace anything 
and anyone who has money that might generate some desperately 
needed indirect cost recovery to replace our ever-shrinking hard 
money operations support. Remember “Stroup’s Law”: incentives 
do matter, even to level-headed, highly principled, and infallible 
administrators!

As with university administrative structure, it has been my expe-
rience that our colleges of agriculture are among the worst offend-
ers in coming up with all kinds of nonsense when it comes to fac-
ulty evaluation and promotion and tenure. I am amazed how often 
college of agriculture department heads and faculty express the 
belief that evaluation and P&T criteria should be considerably dif-
ferent for faculty with different funded-appointments, like if God 
had meant for philosophers to do research then She would have 
created a philosophical experiment station. Or, as is more often the 
case, if Professor X in animal science has no experiment station 
appointment, then it is appropriate (perhaps even desirable) that 
he be judged solely on the basis of his teaching for merit and pro-
motion and tenure. And certainly in extension we are far too prone 
to confuse or substitute process for output in evaluation matters. 
Again, such behavior on our part confuses and puzzles our peers in 
the rest of the university. It hinders our efforts to gain respect and 
higher status for nonresident teaching and applied research.

Conclusion

There seems little doubt that our land-grant universities, their col-
leges of agriculture and extension services, and their departments of 
agricultural economics are “under the gun” (or at least believe they 
are). Allegations of lost focus and mission, of misplaced emphasis, of 
self-serving professors rather than professors tending to the needs 
of their students and of society, and of sustainability are common 
themes of addresses, papers, strategic planning efforts, and study 
commissions. These topics and efforts seemingly occupy a dispro-
portionate share of the time and energy of top-level administrators 
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and others in our land-grant universities and their colleges of agri-
culture. It may even be possible that the amount of introspection is 
out of control relative to any hope of insight or benefits from such 
introspection. Despite that distinct possibility, this paper attempted 
to provide some specific suggestions for fine-tuning within the land-
grant system (and colleges of agriculture in particular), to focus 
attention on the one function/mission for which universities have a 
comparative advantage, and to get on with the task of heightening 
the status of, and fully integrating, resident and nonresident teach-
ing within the university administrative and reward structures. Sug-
gested institutional reforms were offered in the belief that winning 
the internal war (getting our house in order) is an essential prereq-
uisite to winning the external war for the hearts, minds, and pock-
etbooks of those we serve and who sustain us.

To that end, several specific recommendations were made in the 
paper:

• Land-grant university administrative structures, and especially 
the administrative structures of colleges of agriculture, should 
become more integrated with respect to teaching (resident and 
nonresident/extension) and research. In the process, the number of 
levels of line administration can and should be reduced.

• We should purge our vocabulary of the term clientele in favor 
of student, especially in colleges of agriculture and the extension 
service. Students are fundamentally different from clientele, and 
the university’s exclusive business (single mission) involves teach-
ing students in their many varieties. Also, I take as a given that, for 
all individuals aspiring to the title of professor, the expectation of 
knowledge discovery (research) is part and parcel of the teaching 
function, and I might add that is true irrespective of the professor’s 
budget/appointment split. And, while we are at it, it would not hurt 
to use the term nonresident instruction rather than extension at 
every opportunity.

• We should purge the term director from our administrative 
vocabulary. The concept of director has no place in a university set-
ting. There may be a place for directors at the head of an orchestra, 
or a manufacturing division of IBM, or in state or federal govern-
ment. But in a university, definitely not!
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• Faculty incentive/reward structures must be coherent, consis-
tent, productivity based, and as simple as possible. The agreed upon 
measure of productivity should be quality-adjusted output per unit 
of input. All items that cannot be articulated in terms of the legiti-
mate final-demand outputs of a university should be stricken from 
(or greatly de-emphasized in) all merit evaluation and promotion 
and tenure criteria statements and documentation.

In violation of an important rule of good writing, I offer two 
additional thoughts not heretofore discussed in the paper.

• Active participation in meeting the undergraduate teaching 
responsibility of the university should be an expectation for every ten-
ure-track faculty member except for those whose teaching responsi-
bilities are off campus (extension) and except for those program areas 
where there is no or only an inconsequential undergraduate program. 
In the case of agricultural economics, there are few teaching/research 
funded faculty so valuable in research or graduate education that 
they should be totally excused from teaching an undergraduate class 
at least every other year. Undergraduates deserve, and the taxpayers 
pay handsomely for, the privilege of exposure and interaction with 
the greatest minds our profession can provide. Teaching undergrad-
uates is not a second-class occupation; in fact, it is a kick in small dos-
ages (and for agricultural economists the dosage typically is not that 
onerous).

• Finally, academic agricultural economics is surely an undergradu-
ate-program-dependent profession. There is not a good, reliable sup-
ply of grant and contract dollars for basic or applied research to sup-
port an exclusive research/graduate program effort for anything like 
the entire academic agricultural economics enterprise as exists today. 
As a pragmatic matter, undergraduate interest in agricultural econom-
ics has been, and will continue to be, dominated by undergraduates 
with interests (at least initially) in agribusiness. Our programs and 
faculty would be wise to accommodate (in some way) to this reality.4

4 The author had originally hoped to discuss a few ideas explaining how we eco-
nomic purists could “have our cake and eat it too” with regard to agribusiness, ideas 
that would keep economics rather than business front and center and would at the 
same time permit us to turn out a competitive and valuable student product to soci-
ety. But, given time and space constraints, I leave that for another time and place.
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To be sure there are plenty of reasons to be pessimistic about the 
future of land-grant universities, their colleges of agriculture, and 
agricultural economics. We, the members of AAEA, have reason to 
be concerned about the health and welfare of all three, especially 
the latter. The future is uncertain, but if we remember always to 
emphasize quality and to get in harness in so far as possible with 
the mind-set of academia generally, then surely there is reason to 
believe that someone will “turn the light back on at the end of the 
tunnel.” As my friend and colleague, Jeff LaFrance, often says after 
something good happens, “Life ain’t always bad!”

It is perhaps a bit trite, but surely our future is mostly up to us. 
Dan Padberg (1989) advises us well: we must learn to give a bet-
ter play from an unstable institutional stage rather than the some-
times mediocre play we became accustomed to giving from the all 
too familiar and stable stage of the past. As I look to the future, I 
cannot help but be optimistic. I observe, in the generations of econ-
omists following mine, an enthusiasm, the theoretical and quan-
titative skills, the analytical rigor, and the imagination that would 
make any father or mother proud. I believe we are in for some “fine 
plays” and for several years to come.
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A rguing against interdisciplinary institutes and programs in 
today’s modern universities is a bit like being against mother-

hood, apple pie, and Chevrolet—like playing Russian Roulette with 
five live bullets. But I, for one, have grave misgivings about such 
creatures. Lest I bear the unnecessary wrath of some of my friends, 
I offer an important caveat up-front. I am not here speaking of cen-
ters and such that are wholly and naturally subsumed within an 
existing traditional academic department or those institutes lying 
alongside, but totally outside, the university.

At many (if not all) state universities, interdisciplinary and topical 
studies programs abound and they are eating our collective lunch. 
My university has no fewer than two dozen such programs, several 
of which have their “own” tenure-track faculty positions, roughly 
one deep in each of a half-dozen or so otherwise legitimate aca-
demic disciplines, complete with baccalaureate, master’s and even 
Ph.D. programs. The very nature of these programs places empha-
sis on broad-based exposure with minimal prerequisites and little or 
no depth in any particular disciplinary subject matter. All such pro-
grams need (at a minimum) a high-salaried director, who spends 
much of his/her time networking with others from related or sim-
ilar programs, all to justify continuation and expansion of this or 
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that critical thrust. Collectively, and on average, these “babies” don’t 
come cheap. Whether the long-run interests of students are well 
served by their proliferation is open to serious question.

The rallying cry of the interdisciplinarian seems plausible on its 
face. “All interesting and important societal problems are inher-
ently interdisciplinary in nature. The purpose of the university is 
to solve society’s problems. Disciplinary departments are intro-
spective and indifferent (if not antagonistic) to the ‘real’ problems 
of people. Addressing real world problems in any meaningful way 
thus requires new innovative approaches to circumvent the ‘aca-
demic purists’ and guarantee relevance.” I have difficulty with all 
of these premises and the associated conclusions, but that’s neither 
here nor there.

Back in the “good ole days” of growing nominal and sometimes 
even real budgets, these creatures were only a minor nuisance to us 
academic traditionalists. Not that many students were afflicted or 
harmed and the stress on not so limited university budgets seemed 
almost inconsequential. But the times, they are a changing. It is the 
era of downsizing, recision, and reallocation or whatever the opera-
tive buzzword at your institution. (My favorite, I heard just recently, 
is deallocation! Now that word has a clear and definitive ring to 
it.) It is a time of insufficient faculty lines to teach the required sec-
tions of basic English, chemistry, mathematics and, yes, even eco-
nomics. Undergraduate classes in the basic disciplines are burst-
ing at their seams; students rarely get required beginning courses 
in a timely fashion; the traditional core disciplines and professional 
school programs of our universities are under severe stress.

It is time to retrench from the periphery, from the nice but not 
essential, from the interdisciplinary—not from the basic disciplines. 
Yes, Virginia, there is waste, misallocation of resources and mis-
placed priorities in our state universities. For me, much of it involves 
centers, institutes and studies programs. Our problem, however, is 
that the waste I see is the interdisciplinarians’ “cup of tea” and the 
waste they see is excessive depth and over emphasis on traditional 
academic values and rigor associated with core disciplines.

So it goes in the public, democratic, and bureaucratic environ-
ment in which we function. We in the universities are victims of 
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our own rent-seeking bureaucratic behavior. Our greatest threat in 
the long run is the good times. Like all good bureaucrats we pro-
liferate, extend way out on the perimeter and lock ourselves into 
irreversible (or nearly so) positions. New and “innovative” pro-
grammatic thrusts are the name of the game in garnering large bud-
get increases during the good times. “Decision packages” they’re 
called—new buildings, new programs, new institutes, new prob-
lem-solving centers—something political and legislative types can 
get their teeth into! What self-respecting politician would win any 
points merely by supporting funding to teach another section of 
English or to hire a janitor to clean the new building.

Enough, I say—it is time to pay serious attention to maintenance 
and strengthening of core disciplines and professional school pro-
grams of the university!
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L est you think the title of this paper damning and a bit too close to 
home for comfort, consider my original idea: “Rent Dissipation, 

Transactions Cost Maximization and Other Bureaucratic Misbehav-
ior in Land-Grant Universities, Colleges of Agriculture and Agricul-
tural Economics.” How’s that for inflammatory language! While not 
inclined to engage in outright falsehoods, I must confess to an occa-
sional exaggeration to gain attention. Such is the case with both the 
original and present title of this paper. In truth, I focus mostly on what 
might be called the “new political economy” (public choice or collec-
tive choice [Stevens 1993]) of universities—calling here and there on 
anecdotal evidence from the agricultural economics profession and 
my own experience. Having been a part of the academy some twenty-
five years (not counting my student years), I am fully confident that 
the rent seeking and bureaucratic behavior of agricultural economists 
is not the least bit different from our colleagues’ across the university. 
Aside from other economists and a few political scientists, the only 
difference between them and us is that we might feel an occasional 
twinge of guilt when we engage in rent seeking, if only because we are 
aware of the negative-sum/social-cost consequences of such activity.

The idea of looking at the behavior of publicly-employed aca-
demics as bureaucrats seems an appropriate lens through which we 
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economists might view this subject. It is interesting, I think, that to 
date little of the professional dialogue about land-grant universities 
and the role of academic agricultural economics has taken advan-
tage of the compelling public-choice/bureaucratic-behavior para-
digm. As noted by Houck (1992), agricultural economists seem to 
love to engage in “professional introspection.” Yet, we have carefully 
steered clear of rigorous analysis and theory in so doing. Unfor-
tunately, I must confess to having contributed more than my fair 
share (1983, 1987 [with Watts], 1991, 1992a, 1992b, 1992c).

The plan of this paper is (1) to review several ideas drawn from 
the theory of public choice as they might apply to the behavior of 
faculty, departments, and department heads; colleges and deans; 
and university provosts and presidents; (2) to consider some possi-
ble rent-seeking examples from the academy; and (3) to offer some 
tips to university rent seekers.

Critical self-evaluation is seldom undertaken and almost never 
desired. Nevertheless it might be instructive to have a look at our-
selves (i.e., we academics) from the vantage of our own paradigm 
and in our usual dispassionate manner as critics of the behavior of 
others—especially of other bureaucrats. If nothing else, I ask you 
to sit back, relax, and join me in having a laugh at ourselves. Who 
knows, this might be fun!

Review of Some Public Choice Ideas

An appropriate starting point is to review two prevalent ideas in 
the public choice literature: bureaucratic behavior and rent seeking. 
The goal is to frame what we do in academia, i.e., our bureaucratic 
behavior, in a public choice context.

Bureaucratic Behavior

The principal architect of the analytical framework and ideas most 
economists embrace when discussing the design and functioning of 
public sector (and some private sector) agencies/bureaus is Niskanen 
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(1971). In his treatise, Bureaucracy and Representative Government, 
Niskanen develops a theory of supply by bureaus based on a model 
of purposive managerial behavior. His motivation is not to explain 
the particular behavior of individual bureaus, but, like the theory of 
the firm and the theory of consumer choice, to explain the proba-
ble social behavior (the aggregative consequences of the interaction 
among individuals) of the composite of such entities (pp. 5–6). Not 
surprisingly, the model assumes that bureaucrats act purposively, are 
self-interested, and are rational. In short, it is assumed that, like other 
persons, bureaucrats are economic men and women.

Niskanen identifies two distinguishing characteristics of a bureau:
1. The owners and employees of these organizations do not appro-
priate any part of the difference between revenues and costs as 
personal income.
2. Some part of the recurring revenues of the organization derive 
from other than the sale of output at a per-unit rate.

In a single sentence: Bureaus are nonprofit organizations which are 
financed, at least in part, by a periodic appropriation or grant (p. 15).

Do state-supported (including land-grant) universities qualify as 
bureaus under Niskanen’s “distinguishing characteristics”? Certainly 
such universities are not-for-profit institutions with the lion’s share of 
their funding coming from state- and federal-appropriated dollars and 
with lesser amounts from tuition and grants and contracts. Tuition 
and in some cases grant and contract dollars might be loosely thought 
of as revenue owing to “the sale of output [services] at a per-unit rate.” 
But, state- and federal-appropriated dollars are clearly “recurring reve-
nues…derive[d] from other than the sale of output…” And, most uni-
versity employees can not legally “appropriate any part of the difference 
between revenues and costs as personal income.” For state-supported 
universities this is a bit of a moot issue. Since revenue from tuition 
and legislative appropriation equals cost, the difference between reve-
nue and cost is, by definition, zero, so there is per se no net revenue to 

“appropriate.”1 It seems our state-supported universities rather clearly 
satisfy the “distinguishing characteristics” of bureaus.

1 An area where a faculty member might be thought to “appropriate” some of the 
difference between revenue and cost would be supplemental compensation from 
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Niskanen discusses a number of characteristics of the goods and 
services supplied by bureaus. He notes that goods and services sup-
plied by bureaus are typically

•	supplied beyond that which would be supplied by market 
transactions

•	characterized by high fixed costs of production
•	characterized by difficulty of collecting user fees
•	difficult to define (pp. 19–20).
Taking these items in reverse order: to be sure much of the prod-

uct of universities is ill-defined. University bureaucrats and their 
sponsors do not talk much about output, preferring instead to 
focus on such matters as numbers of students served, extension 
contacts, and grant and contract dollars garnered. While it seems 
relatively straightforward to think of degrees granted and student-
credit-hours produced as quantifiable output, the matter of exten-
sion education and certainly research and service are problematic.

Because output is ill-defined, user fees are seldom levied (except 
for tuition). While some might argue it’s a bit of a stretch to think 
of this paper as research, nevertheless assume the paper is a univer-
sity output. Is the output well-defined? Imagine trying to recoup an 
appropriate pro rata share of the taxpayers’ investment in my salary, 
computer, office space, and access to library acquisitions used devel-
oping and presenting the ideas herein. What do you suppose the 
price per copy would need to be to cover costs? And, more frighten-
ing, how many copies might we expect to sell—at any price? Sorry I 
asked! Anyway you get the point.

The public-good character and inability/failure to assess user fees 
for most university products effectively negates the use of market 
price as a valuation mechanism. To make matters worse, even when 
such fees are assessed and collected, as in the case of tuition, they usu-
ally are not “passed back” to departmental units or individual faculty 
in proportion to the producing unit’s/individual’s contribution. The 

a grant. However, in most cases one technically has to show that the supplemental 
compensation is for non-contract time with the university; and if that is the case, 
then who is to say that it is “an appropriation of a difference between revenue and 
costs of the university.”
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upshot is an incentive/signaling mechanism which is indirect and 
weak. Thus, the incentive for faculty and departments to seriously 
consider alternative output combinations (between and among basic 
vs. applied research, lower-division-general-education vs. upper-
division classes for majors, graduate vs. undergraduate classes, agri-
cultural extension vs. youth-at-risk programming, etc.) is tenuous. 
Because the valuation mechanism is weak and noisy, academics are 
free to argue (and we do) all sides of all issues depending on our 
particular agenda at the moment. Faculty, departments, colleges, the 
university, and professional societies debate ad nauseam the “proper 
balance” between teaching and research, between applied research 
and basic research, between outreach and service. The bottom line 
is we are fuzzy about the nature of our output and we have problems 
when it comes to knowing the most valuable output mix, and we 
have little or no incentive to seek least-cost input combinations.

Without doubt the production costs of universities are predom-
inantly fixed costs. Often these days labor and management costs 
account for more than 80 percent of university budgets. These costs 
tend to be fairly rigid given their contractual nature, often involv-
ing long-term tenure obligations. Certainly the buildings, facilities, 
and scientific equipment of modern universities contribute as well 
to the fixed cost nature of university budgets.

Whether all this and the tendency for bureaucrats to budget max-
imize (see next paragraph) points toward an incentive for state-sup-
ported universities to produce a quantity greater than that which 
would be supplied by market transactions is perhaps uninteresting 
given the public good character of university products. Nevertheless, 
it seems to this writer that there are strong incentives and at least 
some prima facie evidence pointing in the direction of “oversupply,” 
even assuming the supply function is balanced against a “correct” 
(properly aggregated) social demand function.2 But we will certainly 

2 College graduates are having difficulty finding jobs these days. And for many 
the starting salaries are not particularly impressive. Let me share with you a cou-
ple of examples. My son, a baccalaureate degree holder in sociology/criminal jus-
tice from a small liberal arts college, recently obtained a position (after a multi-
ple year search) as a police officer with a major metropolitan police department. 
There were over 1,400 applicants for 32 slots. My son tells me that those odds are 



On Doing More with Less and Other Messages for University Administrators

68  |  •

not resolve that complex issue in the context of this paper. Whatever 
our personal views on the matter of the “optimal” mix and supply of 
higher education outputs, perhaps something we might agree on is 
the lack of incentive for state-supported universities to aggressively 
seek least-cost production alternatives. This leads us nicely to the 
budget maximization proposition of the Niskanen framework.

In developing his model of bureaucratic behavior Niskanen sug-
gests that a good proxy for the typical bureaucrat’s goal is budget 
maximization. He begins by assuming that bureaucrats are util-
ity maximizers with their utility functions having several plausible 
arguments: salary, perquisites of the office, public reputation, power, 
patronage, output of the bureau, ease of making changes, and ease 
of managing the bureau. Niskanen contends that all but possibly the 
last two “are a positive monotonic function of the total budget of the 
bureau during the bureaucrat’s tenure in office” (p 38).3 He further 
notes that “It is not necessary that a bureaucrat’s utility be strongly 
dependent on every one of the variables which increase with the 
budget, but only that it is positively and continuously associated 
with the level of the budget” (p. 38). And, “The budget maximiza-
tion assumption is not necessarily based on a cynical interpretation 
of the personal motivations of bureaucrats” (p. 39). There is no rea-

not unusual for entry-level positions in law enforcement. A couple of years ago 
another acquaintance of mine with a degree in elementary education was the suc-
cessful candidate for a multigrade teaching position in a fairly remote Montana 
town. The starting salary was considerably less than $20,000 and there was no 
shortage of qualified applicants. For larger Montana school districts (e.g., Billings 
and Bozeman) the number of applicants per position commonly exceeds 250, 
although the starting salaries are a tad better. 

This past year our Department received authorization to fill an assistant profes-
sor position. We had over 100 applicants. At Montana State, there were 498 appli-
cants for their most recent economics assistant professor search! Whether these 
kinds of observations will dampen the bold claims of sociology, education, and 
economics departments about the job market for their graduates remains to be 
seen. But I, for one, don’t plan to hold my breath. I recall hearing, for example, 
about the impending teacher shortage for at least three decades now.

3 As a sitting administrator at a university in a downsizing mode, it strikes me 
that “ease of making changes and of management” is not enhanced as the budget 
shrinks. I believe a coherent argument could be made that, at least within bounds, 
the last two items are also positively correlated with the budget.
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son to assume that bureaucrats are any more or less well-intended 
than other economic actors or that they do not try to serve the pub-
lic interest as they perceive it.

Does it sound like this could apply to educators? Indeed, I would 
argue that most academics, agricultural economists included, really 
do believe in what they are doing. We are, generally speaking, a proud 
and well-intentioned lot. This, and the fact that our “output” is diffi-
cult to define let alone “price,” makes it easy for us to unquestionably 
believe that the value of our services is high and that surely society 
would be better off if only it had more of what we have to offer. It 
follows, of course, that we need more resources to produce more of 
the good things we presently produce, not to mention all manner of 
new thrusts we might like to pursue. And, I might add, I’ve met few 
academics who believed they were overpaid or who thought their 
computer was too powerful or their office too nicely furnished. (I’ve 
met several who thought other academics and perhaps especially 
administrators were overpaid and pampered, but never they them-
selves.) All of this bodes well for the budget maximization hypothe-
sis in the academic establishment. But there is more.

It is also interesting to contemplate the length of time that the 
typical university bureaucrat serves. For purposes of this paper, I 
take the term bureaucrat to apply to all the players inside univer-
sities. Depending on the context, the bureaucrat might be a faculty 
member, a department head or chair, a dean or associate dean, a 
provost, or president.4 Faculty, as bureaucrats, are commonly “in 

4 I include faculty along with their administrators as bureaucrats for two reasons. 
First, university faculty share governance and management with university admin-
istrators. Second, most academic departments might appropriately be thought of 
as a federation of individual faculty entrepreneurs (some even with autonomous 
budgets); most colleges might best be described as a federation of departments; 
and the university can be viewed as a federation of colleges. Since faculty are indi-
vidual entrepreneurs, we are, in effect, the administrators/managers of our own 
bureaus within a hierarchy of bureaus and sub-bureaus. Thus, we are appropri-
ately thought of as bureaucrats every bit as much as our department heads, deans, 
provosts, and presidents. As with most of the academic literature on bureaucratic 
behavior, it is important to remember that the term bureaucrat is not meant to be 
pejorative. There is no reason to assume that university bureaucrats are any more 
or less self-interested, benevolent, public-spirited, disinterested, ill-intended, or 
dishonest than other persons.
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office” 35 years or more. Fortunately, for those bureaucrats “up the 
line”—department chairs, deans, provosts, and presidents—the 
length of tenure is much shorter. (Some might argue, nevertheless, 
too long.) In any case, most of us in the academic business, what-
ever our role, are in (the business) for a long time. Our perspec-
tive is anything but short term. Accordingly, that we should desire 
to survive and to enhance the budget for what we do seems com-
pelling. In the past several years most deans and department chairs 
have been frantically about the work of trying to maintain budgets 
at current levels or to stem the rate of erosion of the budget. Such 
efforts are consistent with both the short- and long-term budget-
maximization and survival interests of faculty and their adminis-
trators. Efforts to reduce the rate of loss during hard times is max-
imizing behavior every bit as much as is angling for larger budgets 
during the good years.

The budget protection/maximization behavior of those univer-
sity bureaucrats we call administrators (department heads, deans, 
etc.) is reinforced by two groups of players that significantly influ-
ence “their” administrator’s tenure in office. In the case of depart-
ment chairs and deans, these players include the employees “below,” 
principally the faculty, and other administrators “above” or, in Nis-
kanen’s words, “the officers of the collective organization” (p. 40). 
The pressure exerted by faculty on department chairs (and deans 
indirectly) to fight for the retention of faculty lines, hard-money 
graduate student and staff support, travel funds, computer hard-
ware and software, and other equipment and operational support 
can be intense. Certainly that is my personal experience. Most 
department chairs correctly consider themselves a member of the 
faculty team and they certainly don’t want to be remembered as the 
key player who fumbled the ball and let the team down. Faculty 
expect their administrator to deliver and they won’t put up with 
failure for very long. To be sure and for good reason, academic ten-
ure is not granted in administrative positions. For the most part, 
the positions are neither secure nor academic.

A second source of pressure for budget maximization on the 
part of university administrators is that brought to bear by higher-
level officers in the organization. Like the faculty, superior univer-
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sity officers can cut short the tenure of a lower-level administrator. 
While less of a threat to “administrative tenure” than dissatisfied 
faculty (my opinion), higher-level administrators are nevertheless 
a factor to be reckoned with. Higher-level administrators usually 
are the performance reviewers (with appropriate faculty input) of 

“their” lower-level administrators and they (the upper-level admin-
istrators) control the purse strings. Like lower-level players, upper-
level players often judge the performance of “their” administra-
tor by whether he/she is a “team player” and more importantly on 
whether he/she is helping to make the accepted surrogate indica-
tors of output grow. Are student-credit-hours rising or falling? Are 
grant and contract dollars garnered up or down? Are the number 
of refereed articles higher or lower than before the incumbent took 
over the reins? Have prestigious faculty been attracted and retained 
or are we losing ground? Up is the only acceptable direction. And up, 
by definition, can only happen if the total budget is rising—assum-
ing we were producing before and after on our least-cost expansion 
path, which is, of course, a debatable proposition for universities. 
Indeed, one of the arguments of the budget maximization hypoth-
esis is that bureaucrats have little or no incentive to produce on the 
expansion path or at minimum cost per unit output. Certainly the 
end-of-year spending habits of most department heads would sug-
gest that cost minimization is the last thing on these individuals’ 
minds or the minds of the faculty in queue for goodies.

Rent Seeking

The literature on rent seeking is now more than two decades old, 
dating back to Tullock’s 1967 article, “The Welfare Costs of Tariffs, 
Monopolies and Theft,” in the Western Economic Journal. The term 

“rent seeking” per se is attributed to Anne Krueger (1974). In his 
textbook, Public Choice: An Introduction to the New Political Econ-
omy, Johnson (1991) tracks the evolution of the concept of rent as 
used in economics. He suggests:

Economic rent now refers to a higher return, income, or receipt that 
cannot be reduced or eliminated by the normal competitive fac-
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tors in the economy. Short-run rents can readily exist in any indus-
try [including the academic, I might add]… However, economists 
are particularly concerned about economic rent earned in the long-
run because of barriers to entry in an industry. The most persistent 
and pervasive entry barriers are those created by government that 
exclude or reduce competition… [T]hose who attempt to use gov-
ernment to obtain such rents are called rent seekers (p. 328) [brack-
eted insertion mine].

It is the “long-run economic rent” due to special privilege and 
protection from competition granted by government and gained 
through political activity that is the principal concern of public 
choice theorists and practitioners. And, as Johnson notes, it is the 
pursuit of such rents that most authors have in mind when they use 
the term rent seeking.

For our purpose, we should be reminded of two things. First, 
the “special privilege and protection from competition” need not 
be absolute; rent-seeking behavior is not dependent on the expec-
tation of gaining a complete monopoly position. Just the expecta-
tion of some or limited special privilege is sufficient to induce rent-
seeking activity. Second, “government” need not be limited to the 
kind or level that we normally think of, i.e., the federal, state, or 
local government. Specifically, in this paper we will find it conve-
nient to think of government loosely as a collective institution with 
power to allow, prevent, facilitate, or hinder our rent-seeking objec-
tives. Curriculum committees, executive councils of colleges and of 
university central administration, boards of regents, and the execu-
tive boards of professional societies are all important governmental 
entities within and around the academic bureaucracy. At one time 
or another, we seek special privilege, monopoly position, or transfer 
payments of one kind or another, and we and others look to, fend 
off, or otherwise deal with the people on these committees, coun-
cils, and boards—people having the power to facilitate, grant, or 
thwart rent-seeking proposals.

An important point is implied in the Johnson quotation above: 
there is good rent seeking and there is bad rent seeking. Good rent 
seeking has to do with efforts that are wealth (economic pie) 
increasing. Indeed, the prospect of earning economic rents moti-
vates entrepreneurial activity benefiting producers in the short run 
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and consumers in the short and long run (Johnson, p. 329). There 
are always opportunities for building better mouse traps in aca-
demia and other bureaucratic entities as in all areas of economic 
life. Such effort, both inside and outside the bureaucracy, should be 
fostered and applauded. It is “good rent seeking”—rent creation and 
profit seeking (Buchanan 1980).

Of course, the really troublesome aspect of “bad rent seeking” 
has to do with the negative-sum/wealth-decreasing character of 
such games. Anderson and Hill (1980) in their book, The Birth of 
a Transfer Society, discuss what amounts to “bad rent seeking” as 
transfer activity in contrast to productive activity. As they put it:

Transfer activities add to the wealth of specific individuals or groups 
of individuals but reduce the wealth of other individuals or groups… 
Because transfers consume resources, such activities decrease the 
total product of…society…

…productive activity is a positive-sum game, or social interaction, 
that enlarges the pie. Transfer activity, on the other hand, is a neg-
ative-sum game—a series of social interactions that decreases the 
size of the pie. There is less after the social interaction than before 
(Anderson and Hill 1980:3).

The resources invested by competitors in the rent-seeking game, 
attempting to secure and then defend a preferential status, can be 
considerable and in many instances equal or exceed the expected or 
existing rents. That is, the rents are dissipated in the course of the 
political rent-seeking process (see Mueller 1989:231). Suffice it to say, 
there are few rent-seeking scenarios where a zero- or negative-sum 
outcome, as suggested by Anderson and Hill, is not the case.

The implication for academic rent seeking, it seems to me, is that 
negative-sum outcomes are likely because the players (you and me, 
our cohorts and co-conspirators, and those opposing or competing 
with us) invest relatively little of our own resources in the conduct 
of our rent seeking. Our personal costs of rent seeking, like those 
of other bureaucrats, are lower than for private-sector rent seekers. 
This is especially true for those of us who have “earned” tenure and 
who are on the upper-end of the pay scale. Our opportunity cost of 
foregone productivity (an additional paper, a better lecture, etc.) is 
low because the merit system can no longer reach us; we have an 
incentive problem. The citizens of Arizona and Wisconsin pay our 
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salaries and foot the bill for our computers, our paper, our postage, 
and our phone service, whether we are engaged in productive (edu-
cational) activity or in rent-seeking activity. Because we bear lit-
tle of the out-of-pocket cost of our rent-seeking effort, and if our 
opportunity cost is low, we most certainly will overinvest in such 
activity. If one believes that “bad rent seeking” among private sec-
tor participants is in excess supply, then one has to believe that “bad 
rent seeking” on the part of bureaucrats is really in excess supply. As 
Mueller notes, “When rent seekers are agents investing the money 
of their principals, risk-taking behavior is more plausible than risk 
aversion, and an overdissipation of rents can be expected” (p. 233). 
If Mueller is right, then imagine the incentive to overinvest in rent 
seeking when the “principals” are taxpayers. To the extent that we 
academics (agents) engage in transfer activity of the bad rent-seek-
ing type, we reduce our contribution to the social pie below what it 
otherwise might be.

Let us turn now and look at some specific examples of academic 
behavior—behavior that seems to me to be mostly rent seeking, yet 
is predictable and may be unavoidable in the academic bureaucracy.

Rent-Seeking Examples from Academia

Before looking at three specific rent-seeking examples, recall that 
earlier we drew a distinction between “good rent seeking” (Buchan-
an’s “profit seeking”) and “bad rent seeking.” In most instances it is 
easy to discern the difference between the two varieties. However, 
with several of the more interesting forms of academic rent seek-
ing it is not always easy to know whether the particular activity is of 
the “good” or the “bad” variety. In fact, a number of the things we 
do in universities strike me as falling in the gray area somewhere 
between the two—having some potential to be “pie increasing” but 
more often than not being mostly “pie dividing” or “pie stealing” in 
intent and outcome.

Two examples occur immediately to me. First, an agricultural 
economics audience would surely be disappointed if I didn’t men-
tion the proliferation of “centers” and “interdisciplinary institutes” 
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as a possibility. My President’s Column, “North American Studies, 
Wet Land Institutes, and Centers for Policy Reform: Academic Alba-
trosses or Panaceas?” in the AAEA Newsletter (1992) still haunts me. 
It was not the most popular piece I’ve written—especially at The 
University of Arizona. At Arizona, we have nearly as many centers 
and institutes as The University of Wisconsin, and they have lon-
gevity and a capacity for growth about like a Giant Sequoia. A sec-
ond example that falls in the gray area is the “recent” proliferation 
of undergraduate and graduate ethnic‑, gender-, and topical-based 
studies programs across the country. Doubtless these “centers,” 

“institutes,” and “studies programs” have pie-increasing possibilities. 
But, they also provide great rent-seeking opportunities for their 
entrepreneurs and constituency groups (Kimenyi 1992).

Because we academics/educators are absolutely convinced that 
the discovery, dissemination, and application of knowledge is a 
good thing, the idea that our rent seeking might be more of a “pie 
dividing” activity than a “pie increasing” (profit seeking) activity is 
not easy for us to fathom. In this regard we are not unlike preach-
ers. So, in what follows, I address what seem to me to be behaviors 
that “smack of bad rent seeking.” I’ll leave it to you (the reader) to 
pass your own judgment.

Vanity Courses

Pages could be written on the topic of “vanity courses.” Vanity 
courses are courses developed in support of specialized and narrow 
faculty interest but not “fundamental” to student training or edu-
cation. Certainly on many campuses there has been a proliferation 
of frivolous degrees and majors in every conceivable topic known 
(and unknown) to man/woman and all manner of specialized van-
ity courses to support these programs. One of the nice things from 
the individual rent-seeking professor’s perspective about a vanity 
course is that enrollment is usually small and the “takers” are most 
often upper-division or graduate students. The upshot is that heav-
ily subscribed lower-division, general-education classes are often 
undersupplied and/or offered only on a mass lecture basis.
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It is also not uncommon to find that the lower-division princi-
ples and core classes of a department are taught by the junior fac-
ulty, temporary faculty, or graduate students. Part of the explanation, 
I suspect, is that the senior faculty have had time and opportunity 
to figure out that upper-division and graduate classes, targeted to 
majors and the professor’s personal interest, are more fun (not to 
mention, easier) to teach. Furthermore, such classes often garner the 
professor a higher student evaluation score than a large-enrollment, 
lower-division, required class for nonmajors. An additional advan-
tage of a vanity course is that, if it is sufficiently narrow in focus, it is 
possible, in any given year, that student demand will be insufficient 
for the class to make. If the cancellation decision point can be post-
poned to the last minute, then a reduced teaching load for the year is 
a distinct possibility. Believe me, it works—and all too frequently.

When budget crunch time comes it is often the case that the 
“vanity” classes survive and a section or two of the large-enrollment 
principles class gets taught by whomever the department head can 
find bumming around campus and willing to teach for low wages; or 
worse yet, the principles class gets canceled. (Lower-division class 
cancellation is consistent with the “Washington Monument Strat-
egy” discussed later.) Is it any wonder that taxpayers, legislators, and 
governors are upset when their sons and daughters cannot get into 
a section of Econ 100, Engl 101, or Math 102? Are all the upper-level 
specialized classes really viable? Do they add beyond their cost of 
production to the size of the social pie? Or is there some rent seek-
ing going on here? I have my own ideas; but after all, at the moment, 
I am an administrator with a limited personal teaching load and 
the responsibility for trying to get the “core” classes covered. You 
decide. My objectivity and sanity are temporarily impaired.

Proliferation of Administration

Another pet peeve of mine is the proliferation of administration, 
administrative overburden, and the convoluted and disintegrative 
nature of administration in land-grant universities and colleges of 
agriculture in particular. My AAEA Presidential Address won and 
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lost me some political capital on this one. I shall not repeat here 
my concerns about the disintegrative character of the typical col-
lege of agriculture administrative structure. Rather, let’s talk just a 
bit about the size and growth of university administration and how 
administrators fare in comparison to faculty.

Since, at the moment, I am safely away from Tucson, let me use 
The University of Arizona (UA) as a case in point. Presently, we 
have a bit of a brouhaha in progress over the matter of the num-
ber of administrators vis-à-vis faculty positions in the University. 
Near as I can tell, the debate, if we can call it that, is a bit like the 

“Crime Bill” discussion. Mr. Clinton, among other things, wanted 
“more cops on the street.” Some outspoken UA faculty seem to want 
“more professors to teach classes” and “more scientists in the lab-
oratory.” And, they have the audacity to suggest that a way to get 
there is to reduce the number of administrators and administrative 
support staff and convert these positions to faculty lines. Depend-
ing on whose numbers you believe, the number of administrators 
at the University is either up 42 percent or down 3 percent over the 
decade 1983–84 to 1993–94 (Denogean 1994). Not surprisingly, the 
42 percent up number is claimed by a faculty member based on 
American Association of University Professors (AAUP) data; the 3 
percent down figure is claimed by university administration based 
on UA Office of Institutional Research data. Who knows the truth—
perhaps it’s somewhere in between.

What I have learned in attempting to get to the bottom of this 
(for purposes of this paper) is that the University’s data are problem-
atic. I am told, by a person who knows, that the data base is good 
only about three years back due to changes in the definition of some 

“key” personnel categories. Apparently the historical data series on 
student numbers are good, as one might expect. And the data on 
instructional faculty numbers, classified staff numbers, and total 
employee numbers are accurate; but the definition of administra-
tor has changed over the years, “so those numbers may be mislead-
ing.” Nevertheless, with this caveat noted, table 1 shows data for aca-
demic years 1988–89 (six years back) and 1993–94 as reported by the 
UA Office of Institutional Research. I chose 1988–89 as the base ref-
erence point because prior to ’88–89 fewer (less detailed) reporting 
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categories were used, masking our ability to separate administrative 
and administrative-support functions from other functions of the 
University. Also, I have taken the liberty to combine “other faculty,” 

“budgeted graduate assistants/associates,” and “other graduate assis-
tants/associates” into a single category, as those categories are inci-
dental to the main story.

So, for what it’s worth, in 1988–89 there were 30,112 FTE students 
enrolled; there were 1,505 budgeted, instructional faculty FTE and 
supposedly 286 budgeted-FTE administrative positions at UA (see 
table 1). In 1993–94, we had 31,381 FTE students, about 1,541 faculty 
lines (of which 13 percent were vacant) and about 312 administra-
tive FTE (of which only 3 percent were vacant). In six years time, 
our student FTE grew by 4.2 percent; our “budgeted” faculty lines 
grew by 2.4 percent; and administration grew by 9.1 percent. And, 
interestingly, the category called “academic professionals” (mostly 
administrative- and infrastructure-support positions) seems to have 

Table 1.	Budgeted Employee and Student FTE for AY 1988–89 and 
1993–94, The University of Arizona

		  FTE
	 1988–89	 1993–94	 % Change

Instructional Faculty	 1,505	 1,5412	 2.4 
Administrators	 286	 3123	 9.1
Academic Professionals	 1,278	 1,545	 20.9
Classified Staff	 5,120	 5,005	 2.2
Other1	 1,498	 1,679	 12.0
Total	 9,687	 10,082	 4.1

Students	 30,112	 31,381	 4.2

Notes:
1 Includes graduate assistants and associates and other faculty
2 Of which 13% were vacant
3 Of which 3% were vacant
Sources:
•	Office of Institutional Research, The University of Arizona Fact Book, 1988–89 

edition and 1993–94 edition.
•	Office of Institutional Research, “University of Arizona Department Profiles, 

Personnel: Summary—Main Campus Summary,” May 9, 1994.
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grown by 20.9 percent! (In the administration’s defense, undoubt-
edly some of this growth is due to unfunded mandates for student 
services and accountability requirements.)

In fact, the matter may be even more perverse than implied by 
the data in table 1. It is rumored that a sizable chunk of the cur-
rent vacant “budgeted” faculty lines have no dollars attached and 
that this shortfall has widened with each passing year. If the rumor 
is true and if there is little future prospect for filling most of these 
positions, then it is possible that there has already effectively been 
a percentage decline in instructional faculty lines as administrative 
and/or administrative-support positions have increased. Perhaps 
we will never know the truth on this one.

This past year, we went through a little exercise in salary adjust-
ment at UA called “market equity.” I realize that “market equity” is 
an oxymoron for economists, but that’s neither here nor there. The 
interesting part of the story is how faculty were treated in this pro-
cess compared to administrators, especially higher-level admin-
istrators (deans, vice-provosts, and higher). The upshot was that 
several upper-level administrators received salary adjustments 
bringing their current-year salary up to the level of comparables 
at peer institutions. The allocation to the faculty adjustment pool 
was an amount that enabled moving faculty (on average) up but 
a fraction of the difference between their present salary and the 
appropriate base peer salary, lagged two years. The explanation 
the president gave to the faculty was that it would “look bad” if 
high-level administrators at The University of Arizona were lost to 
other institutions and besides, the money used to give administra-
tive raises was from “internally generated savings.” Needless to say, 
most of the faculty were not impressed. In one college (not agricul-
ture) the dean’s raise was in absolute dollars greater than the total 
faculty-salary adjustment allocation to each and every depart-
ment/unit in his college. I ask you: what is going on here? Could 
it be bureaucratic behavior and rent seeking? For me, the magni-
tude of university administrator salaries is not the issue. I believe 
most of them earn their salaries and then some. But, the size of our 
administration, its growth, and the differential way in which fac-
ulty and administrator salaries were handled this year at Arizona 
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sure smacks of rent seeking and predictable bureaucratic behavior 
to this observer. What do you think?

The Name Change Game

We come now to an example that, while certainly not unique to 
agricultural economics, is nevertheless on a number of agricultural 
economists’ minds these days. I approach this subject with some 
trepidation because I understand it is a bit of a sore point here at 
Wisconsin. I shall try to be careful. I speak here of recent discussion 
in agricultural economics circles about the wisdom of changing the 
name of our profession and (some) land-grant university depart-
ments from “agricultural economics” to “applied economics.”5

To be sure, agricultural economists did not invent the “name 
change game,” although we do have some experience. I am proud 
to say that I was in the last class to graduate from Montana State 
College. It was June of 1963. I received a B.S. degree in agricultural 
science. The quarter before graduation I was in agricultural business. 
In August of 1964, I received an M.S. degree in agricultural eco-
nomics from the same institution, but then and now called Mon-
tana State University. In 1974, Montana State University cashed in its 
M.S. degree in agricultural economics for an M.S. degree in applied 
economics. It was about the same time that a decision was made to 
strengthen the “economics” side of their joint department of agri-
cultural economics and economics. The year I interviewed for my 
first faculty position at the University of Kentucky, the American 
Farm Economics Association became the American Agricultural 
Economics Association. I recall it was a matter of some concern 
during cocktail hour and dinner both evenings I was in Lexing-
ton. When I joined the faculty at The University of Arizona, I came 
as professor and head of Agricultural Economics in the College of 
Agriculture. Four years and a few months later, I am presently head 

5 I am aware that the profession has spoken (in the negative) on this issue, at least, 
for the moment (Barry 1994). However, I have full confidence that we have not 
heard the end of it.
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of the Department of Agricultural and Resource Economics in what 
hopes to become the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences.

I think I understand a little bit about this name change business. 
Occasionally, new names involve a substantive change, motivated 
by a real opportunity to increase the size of the economic pie. But, 
usually not. Often it’s difficult to see much other than a thinly veiled 
pie-cutting-and-transfer activity. Academics are constantly engaged 
in one manner or another, either defending turf against the threat 
of others or taking the initiative in trying to claim some of the turf 
presently “belonging to” someone else. The turf involves “property 
rights” to subject matter and even descriptive modifiers, e.g., “busi-
ness,” “management/managerial,” “mathematics/mathematical,” and 

“ethics/ethical.” The battle is over the names/titles of departments 
and colleges; of degrees, majors, and options; and even of specific 
courses. The war zone includes curriculum committee meetings 
and debate at the departmental, college, and university levels where 
the faculty generally do battle, as well as executive board meetings 
within the university where the various administrators, representing 
different interests, posture and attempt to finesse one another. If the 
name change involves that of a degree or major or of a department 
or college, the contest continues “up the line” to boards of regents. 
At this point a whole set of additional players are invited to join 
the fray. Often these are interested parties (competing rent seekers) 
from other state universities and various internal and external con-
stituency groups. Sometimes when the game involves changing the 
name of a department or degree it becomes useful to engage profes-
sional colleagues around the country in the process, perhaps even 
attempting to get one’s professional association to endorse the idea 
or better yet to lead the way by changing its name, thereby setting 
precedence and facilitating the desired local outcome.

Sometimes, if the onlookers are lucky, somewhere along the way 
a real fracas breaks out. The probability of a donnybrook is greatest 
when the stakes are high—when the rents are perceived to be great 
and especially when survival is in question. My friend Dan Brom-
ley (1992b) pointed this out in his reply to my gentle chiding of his 
paper “Vested Interests, Organizational Inertia, and Market Shares: 
A Commentary on Academic Obsolescence” in Choices (1992a). In 
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my comment on Dan’s paper I suggested that, if it was desirable to 
search for a new name to describe what agricultural economists 
do, we should consider “nonthreatening…thus politically possible” 
compromises like, for example, agricultural and resource econom-
ics (Beattie, 1992c). Dan, in his usual articulate way, states the prob-
lem clearly in his reply:

…that agricultural and resource economics is nonthreatening—and 
therefore politically possible—is the very best evidence that those 
in competition for the same students know very well that we cannot 
hurt them with that title…

We can only survive in the new economics of higher education 
if we have a student base commensurate with our faculty base. That 
this implies a tough struggle with economics departments to divide 
up the student base should be obvious. Momentary expediency, with 
misleading, incomplete, and nonthreatening departmental names, 
only compounds the impression that meaningful change is too dif-
ficult to contemplate. Only revolutions cure the curse of complacency 
(p. 40) [emphasis added].

What can I say? Dan has always been less comfortable and more 
revolutionary than I!6

The important question, I think, is as old as the hills: Is the best 
strategy to go for the gold (e.g., “applied economics”) in the face 
of a high probability of losing or to go for the silver (e.g., “agricul-
tural and resource economics”) which we can grasp with virtual 
certainty? The problem, of course, is exacerbated by the fact that all 
of us have our own notions about what’s gold and what’s silver; we 
all have our own preferences for gold versus silver; and we all assess 
the comparative costs and probabilities of winning the gold ver-
sus silver differently. In any case, we should choose strategies that 
enable the field we know as agricultural economics and its players 
to continue to be positive contributors to the economic pie as our 

6 I agree with Dan, and have suggested elsewhere (1991; 1992b), that agricultural 
economics without students—especially undergraduate students—will not sur-
vive for long. While I do not believe there is much prospect of increasing agricul-
tural economics faculty positions by increasing student credit hours and majors, I 
expect appreciable reductions in student numbers would result in the loss of fac-
ulty positions. There is likely some undefined threshold below which we would be 
ill-advised to fall.
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profession evolves—whether that evolution be toward something 
quite different than our past, toward something much like our past 
(but smaller), or toward extinction.

Now that I’ve cleverly broached the subject of extinction: to my 
knowledge, Don Paarlberg (1992) in his Choices piece, “The Land 
Grant College System in Transition,” is the only agricultural econo-
mist to have the courage to openly and for the record discuss the pos-
sibility of extinction as an acceptable evolutionary outcome for col-
leges of agriculture and associated departments. Paarlberg states:

What can we expect to happen to the Land Grant college system 
in the 21st century? Slowly agriculture is losing its uniqueness. It is 
leaving the backwater and entering the mainstream, where it will 
have to learn to navigate. Public support for institutions that serve 
a diminishing number of people will decrease… The agricultural 
disciplines—agricultural economics, agricultural engineering, agri-
cultural biology, agricultural chemistry, agricultural business, agri-
cultural statistics—will gradually be absorbed by their parent disci-
plines (p. 45).

I must say this forecast makes sense to me. In fact, I’m inclined to 
endorse the idea, not only as a forecast, but as perhaps the socially 
optimal outcome for some institutions. In suggesting this, I recog-
nize that I am among but a small minority who believe it is possible 
that the right place for agricultural economists in the future (if not 
now) is as members of economics departments. And, it is possible 
that the right place for plant and animal scientists in the future (if 
not now) is as members of biology departments.

As one might predict from my earlier writings, what I like about 
this possible solution is that it places the applied fields as compo-
nent parts of, and in immediate proximity with, their appropriate 
parent disciplines. I believe there are all kinds of reasons why this 
would enrich both the applied and the parent discipline depart-
ments. Watts and I hinted at some of the reasons in our 1987 WJAE 
piece. I am also aware of the risks and difficulties associated with the 
cohabitation of parents and mature children, of purists and applied 
types, of “real” economists and “aggies.” Nevertheless, I believe the 
Paarlberg prediction is a feasible option worthy of serious consid-
eration. But, best we leave for another day fuller discussion of the 
benefits and costs of joint applied/parent departments.
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The heavy weight of integrity compels me, at this point, to make a 
little confession. In a devious sort of way, I’m kind of hoping that the 

“applied economics” advocates prevail. Why? Because I think they 
have it wrong. Once we formally become applied economics depart-
ments, then, to borrow terminology from my friend Dan: “Some-
one is bound to notice.” Someone will surely notice that there are 
now two economics departments on campus and “we can scarcely 
afford one, let alone two!” Presto: we get the Paarlberg prediction. 
Agricultural economics gets merged into economics—and it hap-
pens sooner rather than later. It occurs to me in this era of bud-
get stress and downsizing, universities will be under intense and 
continuous pressure to eliminate programs, to consolidate depart-
ments, and to redeploy faculty and other resources of the university. 
Those departments and faculty who choose names nearly identical 
to their “parents’ ” are setting themselves up, indeed asking, to be 

“absorbed by their parent disciplines.” I don’t think this is the out-
come that the “applied economics” advocates envision.

Put another way, I believe the name “applied economics” would 
shorten, not lengthen, the life expectancy of agricultural econom-
ics. I’m not at all sure why it is that we need an applied econom-
ics department and an economics department, any more than we 
need a mathematics and an applied mathematics department or a 
music department and an applied music department. And, I am 
convinced that provosts, presidents, members of boards of regents, 
governors, legislators, and the taxpaying public will be even more 
puzzled than I am. Be that as it may, I trust we can at least agree 
that the “name change game” is rent seeking and, more often than 
not, it is not good rent seeking.7 To the extent that we participate in 
the game, we should strive to conduct ourselves in a manner that 
reduces dissipation of the rents and violence to ourselves and our 
colleagues in the process.

7 I do, however, want to concede the possibility of “rent creation and profit seek-
ing” in the present agricultural economics name change effort. Bill Dobson (1995) 
presents some ideas along this line.
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Rent-Seeking Tips: The Art and Skill of Rent Seeking

Given that rent seekers, including academics in university bureau-
cracies, are here to stay, and given that Paarlberg’s long-run pre-
diction for agricultural colleges is some indefinite distance in the 
future, I offer a few rent-seeking strategies that academic rent seek-
ers might use in the meantime. The idea is to increase the probabil-
ity of rent-seeking success or reduce the associated psychological 
and social costs. Thankfully, I’ll be brief.

Mask Bad Rent Seeking in Good Rent-Seeking Clothes

First, an effective rent-seeking tactic is to disguise “bad rent seeking” 
intentions in “good rent seeking” clothing. We’ve all seen this. It’s done 
all the time. As agricultural economists, we’ve had ample opportunity 
to witness the success of this strategy over many years as observers 
and students of American agricultural policy. How often, for exam-
ple, have farm price increases and income subsidies been disguised as 

“resource conservation” measures—from the “Soil Conservation and 
Domestic Allotment Act of 1936,” to the “Soil Bank” program of 1956, 
to present day “Conservation Reserve” programs? Not only have aca-
demics been attentive students, but we too are adept at the art of dis-
guise, distraction, and cover-up. We are masters at writing and pro-
viding motivation and justification statements—for research funding, 
for our papers seeking publication, for new classes, for new degree 
programs, for new faculty and staff positions, for promotion and ten-
ure of a colleague. Just think of all the wonderful pie-increasing things 
that this new thrust, new program, new option, new person, new dis-
covery is going to do for our students and their future employers, for 
science, for mankind, for social well-being. The idea is a simple one: 
point out and highlight the endless pie-increasing possibilities; deny 
emphatically any allegations of self-serving motivation; rebuff indig-
nantly cries of foul that the opposition might and will raise; make sure 
that one of us is on the appropriate college/university committee(s); 
and if it’s rent seeking, make it look like something else. You know what 
I mean; we’ve all participated in the game one time or another.
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Don’t Shoot Yourself in the Foot, Don’t Throw the Baby Out with the Bath 
Water, and Above All Don’t Tick Off the Dean

This one is especially for my revolutionary friend Dan: “Don’t Shoot 
Yourself in the Foot, Don’t Throw the Baby out with the Bath Water, 
and Above All Don’t Tick Off the Dean.” This tip is more difficult to fol-
low than it might seem—even for an old, complacent conservative like 
me. The part about not ticking off the dean or a higher-level bureaucrat 
has frequently caused me to trip in pursuit of my own rent seeking and 
bureaucratic behavior, both in my role as a professor and as a depart-
ment-level administrator. Some of the things I say and write do not 
endear me to university administrators, or faculty for that matter. They 
are not always forgiving. Some of them fail to see the humor in it.

I trust we all know what “not shooting yourself in the foot” and 
“not throwing the baby out with the bath water” mean. But just in 
case we don’t, let me give you an example close to home. Most of 
us are members of agricultural economics departments, connected 
to the college of agriculture of a land-grant university. The lion’s 
share of the budget for our salary, support staff, graduate assis-
tants, and operations comes from where? It comes from the agricul-
tural experiment station and the extension service. Typically, little 
comes from the instructional budget. Let me rephrase that: typi-
cally, damned little comes from the instructional budget of the uni-
versity. I submit that for a good many departments of agricultural 
economics the idea of disavowing a major interest in agriculture 
by purging such terminology from departmental names, degrees, 
courses, and indeed our profession, runs some considerable risk of 

“throwing the baby out with the bath water.” It may be a risk worth 
taking; some would argue that if we don’t we are doomed to extinc-
tion—and soon. However, I submit for some agricultural econom-
ics programs, purging (or even de-emphasizing) agriculture from 
their name would only serve to hasten the day of extinction. Most 
experiment station and extension directors whom I know are inter-
ested in and supportive of a “broad interpretation” of agriculture. 
But, I don’t know any who are anxious for a wholesale purging of 
agriculture from the units in which they have significant funds. In 
cases where this is the disposition of the dean/director, we must 
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make certain to not “pull the trigger before the pistol has cleared 
the holster.” We cowboys understand that!

Exercise Care in Using the Washington Monument Strategy

My friend Rick Stroup at Montana State University reminded me 
of a rent-seeking, bureaucratic-behavior strategy that he recalls I 
used a time or two when I was department head there. He also sup-
plied a name for it: the “Washington Monument Strategy.” During 
the James Watt era as secretary of the interior, Rick (on leave from 
MSU) took a turn as director of policy analysis in the Department 
of the Interior. Among other things, Rick participated in budget 
discussions for units in Interior, including the National Park Ser-
vice. The way Rick tells the story, frequently when the National Park 
Service was threatened with a budget reduction (or an increase less 
than requested), agency administrators and spokespersons would 
suggest that an unavoidable consequence, as distasteful as it might 
be to them personally, would be a restriction of visitor hours and 
services at the Washington Monument (or some other highly vis-
ible attraction). The strategy is to hit the decision makers where it 
hurts; pick something you know they like and put it on the chop-
ping block. That will bring them to their senses!

I suspect it would be hard to find a department chair at The Uni-
versity of Arizona who has not at least thought of employing the 

“Washington Monument Strategy” at one time or another during 
the past four years. No doubt many have tried. Certainly, I’ve had 
no shortage of faculty encouragement during my nine-plus years as 
a departmental administrator (at Montana and Arizona) to go for 
it: “Tell that *#%!@ dean/director that if we lose our vacant posi-
tion or if we have to take that big of a hit, then we will have no 
choice but to shut down half the sections of Econ 101!” Threaten-
ing to close down a section or two of heavily subscribed, lower-divi-
sion service classes is a common university variant of this strategy. 
Actually, one of the reasons the “Washington Monument Strategy” 
doesn’t work well at Arizona is that we all got to watch our presi-
dent try the ploy with the Regents and the Legislature a few years 
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back. He threatened to terminate funding for the “Pride of Arizona” 
marching band in the face of proposed budget reductions. It didn’t 
work; the budget was reduced; the band played on; and the presi-
dent looked a bit foolish.

Unfortunately, the “Washington Monument Strategy” is about 
the only recourse that lower-level bureaucrats have to deal with 

“bad resource-allocation decisions” of higher-level administrators.8 

To be sure, higher-level administrators are capable of making “bad” 
decisions. The key in using the tactic successfully is to make sure 
your threat is “credible,” not “incredible.” A “credible threat” is one 
that hurts and is likely to be followed thorough on, i.e., not a bluff. 
Good poker players bluff, but not often; it is because their threats are 
credible that they are ever able to bluff successfully (including set-
ting your opponent up for a big hit the next time around when you 
are not bluffing). It is a strategy we academic rent seekers must keep 
in our tool kits, but my advice is to use it carefully and sparingly.

Use Economic Calculus in Picking Your Rent-Seeking Fights

This one’s simple and needs only to be mentioned to an audience 
of economists. Using economic calculus in picking our rent-seek-
ing fights is nothing more than the practice of what we preach. 
We should rationally choose our rent-seeking targets and strate-
gies based on some sort of reasoned judgment about the expected 
benefits compared against the expected costs. I’m not talking here 
about expected social benefits and costs or anything so grand as 
that. Rather, as an individual faculty rent seeker, we size up per-
sonal expected gains against personal expected costs and we choose. 
Faculty seldom miscalculate on such choices. I think we are a bit 
more prone to err when we do the calculations “for the department” 
or “for the profession.” This, of course, is not surprising given the 
spillover, incentive-compatibility, and free-rider problems we face 
as individuals and as members of groups. All these problems, and 

8 My thanks to Jeff LaFrance for blasting a particularly bad closing paragraph on an 
earlier draft of this section and for suggesting the ideas and phrasing in this version.
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others, point to why it is not easy to effect rent seeking at the pro-
fessional association level. Also, I would argue that collective, self-
interested-rent-seeking is especially difficult for economists; we do 
understand something about the undesirable consequences of such 
things. Economists do seem to believe in economics and have a cer-
tain abhorrence when it comes to transfer activity that is social wel-
fare decreasing, even when we stand to benefit.

Tend to Business:  
Seek Out Rent-Seeking Opportunities of the Good Variety

Finally, my personal favorite is to seek out rent-seeking opportuni-
ties of the good kind. It is always best to take the high ground and 
engage in rent creation and profit seeking rather than rent seek-
ing. Or, as my father would have said: “It’s time to tend to business, 
son.” My hunch is those faculty who successfully avoid rent seek-
ing in favor of doing their job well—teaching (resident and nonres-
ident) students and research—and those departments and depart-
ment heads who are successful in facilitating that outcome will end 
up the winners. Rent seeking is a costly business. It may not be 
worth it. It is important that agricultural economics and agricul-
tural economists survive only so long as we have a pie-increasing 
contribution to make.

Summary

Several key points were raised in this paper:
• The public choice paradigm provides an appropriate lens for 

examining the behavior of publicly-employed academics, includ-
ing agricultural economists.

• In particular, Niskanen’s model of bureaucratic behavior and 
rent seeking seem consistent with observed activity of academics. 
Examples include (1) the proliferation of centers, specialized (non-
discipline based) “studies programs,” and vanity courses, (2) the 
proliferation of administrative positions and administrative infra-
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structure, and (3) the seemingly irresistible attraction to the “name 
change game.”

• Those agricultural economists advocating the “agricultural” 
descriptor be purged in favor of the modifier “applied” in agricul-
tural economics may be in for a rude awakening. Success could 
lead to a shorter, rather than longer, life expectancy for the agricul-
tural economics profession and related departments at land-grant 
universities.

• Paarlberg’s forecast that agricultural departments will gradually 
be absorbed into parent discipline departments could be a good 
long-term outcome—especially for agricultural economics. If we 
have the courage to think analytically about the future in terms of 
the reallocation of scarce university resources in pursuit of social 
welfare maximization, rather than as rent-seeking individuals with 
strong vested interests, then we must at least admit the possibility 
of the optimality of the Paarlberg prediction.

• Several common-sense, rent-seeking tips are to (1) disguise bad 
rent seeking in good rent-seeking clothes, (2) avoid stupid mis-
takes that seem likely to tick off higher-level bureaucrats or con-
stituencies in a position to hurt you and hurt you bad, (3) employ 
the “Washington Monument Strategy” infrequently and cautiously, 
(4) carefully pick your rent-seeking opportunities so that expected 
gains exceed expected losses, and (5) opt for profit seeking in favor 
of rent seeking every time you get the chance.

The bottom line. It is important to remember that, unlike profit 
seeking, rent seeking is a nasty business. It is especially wasteful in 
the bureaucracy because bureaucrats, including university bureau-
crats, do not invest their personal funds in playing their rent-seek-
ing games. As a result, we are prone to seek rent to even greater 
excess than private sector players. Finally, rent seeking is an espe-
cially unbecoming activity for economists, who know well the 
social-pie decreasing implications.

•
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Doing More with Less: 
A Doubtful Proposition
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Sometimes a little Econ 101 tells us most, if not all, of what we 
need to know. A case in point is debunking the nonsensical 

idea that individuals, households, business firms, and other organi-
zations “can do more with less.” Regularly we hear ourselves or oth-
ers suggest that shrinking budgets should get us motivated, make 
us creative, and before we know it we will be producing and con-
suming more and be happier than we were previously. This notion 
is partly, but by no means principally, due to the goofy idea that 
people respond more creatively to sticks than to carrots. Interest-
ingly, the folks who subscribe to the superiority of incentive by stick 
do so mainly in reference to what needs to be done to motivate oth-
ers—not to motivate themselves, their household, their business, or 
their workplace unit.

All we need to remind ourselves of the foolishness of the “doing 
more with less” idea is to take down from the attic our dusty old 

“Principles of Economics” textbook and read three chapters. First, 
we should reread the chapter that discusses consumer response 
to increases and decreases in disposable income, in particular the 
response to a shrinking household budget for purchase of goods 
and services. Second, we should reread the parallel chapter on pro-
ducer response to a shrinking budget for purchase of production 
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inputs. And lastly, we should have a look at the chapter that talks 
about changing (improving) production technology. I’m suggesting 
that we only reread three chapters because I presume we all remem-
ber what was in chapter 1. That is, surely we recall that incentives 
matter—all economic participants (individuals, households, busi-
ness firms, even university professors and deans) ought to and, in 
fact, do respond to both negative and positive incentives—and self-
interest and rational choice are instinctive for all sound-minded 
persons.

To further expedite this little excursion, I suggest we move directly 
to the chapter on producer response. We are all consumers and we 
know from personal experience that we are never happier or able 
to consume/do more when our income falls. When our incomes 
decline, our ability to purchase goods and services is diminished; 
we “get to” consume less, not more; and we darn well aren’t happy 
about it. Despite that, we continue to nod approvingly like some 
kind of mindless robot when admonished to “do more with less” or 
to “learn to do more with less” in our work place—in our role as 
producers. In fact, most of us are so conditioned to the retort that 
we are often ourselves the admonishers.

We proceed as follows: First, we debunk the idea that producers/
business firms “can do more with less.” Then we turn to the slightly 
more involved idea of producers “learning to do more with less.”

The Nonsense of Doing More with Less

Suppose it’s 1999 and you and your family are in the cookie busi-
ness, specializing exclusively in chocolate chip cookies. You have 
a small bakery and retail outlet down at the corner of Main and 
Elm in Small Town, USA. Because your family is not independently 
wealthy (not that it matters), you obtain your operating funds for 
purchase of cookie ingredients, store rent, and utility bills from 
your friendly banker—just down the street. Things have been going 
along quite well (you know, “good times”). With the national and 
local economies humming, an ample number of Small Town choco-
late chip cookie lovers, and your friendly banker’s $2,000-a-month 
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line of credit, you’ve been happily baking and selling a thousand 
dozen (that’s 12,000) cookies a month.

Of course, this is way too simple. So enter your cheerful econ-
omist to explain it all to you—not just any old economist but one 
like me who specializes in something called production econom-
ics. As we all know, economists love graphs. The relevant graph here 
is something appropriately called a production function—think of 
it as a flattop cookie mountain (see figure 1). On the horizontal 
axis we have dollars’ worth of cookie ingredients—a recipe com-
bination of flour, salt, chocolate chips, and whatever else is in your 
secret delicious chocolate chip cookie recipe. On the vertical axis 
we have cookies produced (the number of cookies baked and sold) 
using various quantities of cookie ingredients, which, by the way, 
you purchase from your friendly, local cookie ingredient supplier. 
(Notice how everyone in Small Town is friendly; even the econo-
mist is cheerful!)

Figure 1 is indeed a nice (well-behaved) production function. We 
first notice that it takes more ingredients to make more cookies, i.e., 
as cookie ingredients increase, the number of cookies produced 
increases up to a maximum possible 14,000 cookies per month at 
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Figure 1. Small Town Bakery’s cookie production function
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point A. Why does our cookie mountain (cookie production func-
tion) max out (not that it matters) at 14,000 cookies per month? 
It’s because of something I forgot to mention. Your bakery is quite 
small, scarcely 600 square feet with but one oven, and only you, 
the spouse, and one school-aged youngster for workers. No mat-
ter what you try, no matter how much cookie ingredient you fetch 
and attempt to push through the system, the maximum number of 
cookies you can produce in a month is 14,000. One month when 
you tried for more, your spouse got fuming mad and quit work 
early; Child Protective Services started paying your store a visit 
nearly every day; and the oven started acting up. The upshot was 
that even with more ingredients, the system could produce no more 
than 14,000 saleable cookies. About now you’re beginning to won-
der: So if you can produce and sell 14,000 cookies a month with-
out excessive strain on your oven and spouse, and without having 
to endure the wrath of Child Protective Services, why are you only 
producing 12,000 cookies a month?

Enter your friendly banker. He likes you a lot and he realizes that 
you are Small Town’s only second generation baker, but… Yes, but 
for whatever reason, he thinks you qualify for a maximum line of 
credit of $2,000 per month. (Remember that bankers, even friendly 
bankers, are a risk-averse and conservative lot.) Now $2,000 per 
month, after you’ve paid the rent, the utility bill, and minimum 
wage to the kid and spouse, leaves you only enough wiggle room 
to buy $1,000 worth of cookie ingredients, enough for 12,000 cook-
ies. Thus, there is a vertical line in figure 1 that cuts your produc-
tion off at 12,000 cookies. As much as you might like, your banker-
imposed budget constraint (BC1), the quantity of funds available for 
purchase of cookie ingredients, limits you to X pounds of flour, Y 
pinches of salt, and Z handfuls of chocolate chips per month. Given 
your production function and your secret family recipe, X + Y + Z 
= 12,000 cookies and no more. Bummer, you are constrained to a 
maximum obtainable output of 12,000 at point B.

If that wasn’t bad enough, welcome to the twenty-first century. 
We all know what happened more or less at the turn of the mil-
lennium. The economy went south on us—no longer “good times” 
with flush budgets and friendly bankers. Not only your portfolio 
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and mine, but the banker’s portfolio also went south and he got 
noticeably less friendly—not grumpy mind you, just less friendly. 
The banker generally worries, and he really worries about the impli-
cation of this economic downturn for the demand for chocolate 
chip cookies. Better safe than sorry is his motto. So, this month 
you discover that he’s reduced your line of credit to $1,750. To make 
matters worse, you find that the lowest wage you can get away pay-
ing the spouse and kid is the minimum wage that you’re presently 
paying. Your landlord informs you that she’s standing firm on the 
monthly rent. The utility company cares not one whit about your 
plight. And to add insult to injury, the grocer informs you that the 
prices of flour, salt, and chocolate chips are unchanged.

So what happens to the vertical line in figure 1? You guessed it: It 
shifts leftward from BC1 to BC2. Are you now able to purchase more, 
the same, or fewer ingredients than you did before? Are you now 
able to produce more, the same, or fewer cookies than last month? 
According to the popular adage: “You need to, you must, you will do 
more with less.” Baloney! Any rational person, household, or busi-
ness firm can do only one thing with less, and that is less—not more, 
not the same—only less!! Your operating budget constrains you to 
the purchase of $750’ worth of cookie ingredients (remember, the 
$1,000 used for spouse and child wage payments, the rent, and the 
utilities comes off the top of the $1,750), and $750 allows only the 
purchase of enough ingredients for 9,000 cookies (point C in fig-
ure 1). In the real world of real business firms with real produc-
tion functions and real constraints, not the least of which are bud-
get constraints, “doing more with less” is clearly invalid on its face. 
Why the idea persists as such a popular admonition and rallying cry 
is a mystery to me.

Learning to Do More with Less—More Nonsense

Now hold on here Bruce, maybe you are jumping to too hasty a 
conclusion. Perhaps what people mean when they say “doing more 
with less” is not literally “doing more with less,” but rather they 
think we should, indeed must, and will “learn to do more with 
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less.” Now there’s a creative idea that even a production economist 
might find acceptable. Let’s see how this works—on to chapter 3 
and figure 2.

Figure 2 is similar to figure 1 with one added feature. First notice 
that the “curve” labeled “old cookie production function” is iden-
tical with that in figure 1. The curve labeled “new cookie produc-
tion function” is similar to the “old” one except now for every unit 
of cookie ingredients, you are able to produce more cookies than 
you did before. You have discovered a “new and improved” produc-
tion technology. Maybe it’s a better oven, or a new and improved 
recipe, or the additional schooling/training of the kid—how do I 
know? You, after all, are the creative entrepreneur in this cookie 
business, not me. However, you did it, you learned to do more with 
less. With your new tighter budget constraint, you are now pro-
ducing nearly 13,000 cookies (at point D) compared to the 12,000 
that you were producing before the onset of “bad times” and your 
banker-imposed reduced line of credit. Heck of a deal—right? What 
a clever team, you and your family. You have “learned to do more 
with less”—good for you!
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But hold on, maybe there is something not quite right with 
this picture/story. Suppose I make the following observation and 
ask you a nasty, bubble-bursting question: “I notice with the ‘new 
cookie production function’ in figure 2, that given your old budget 
constraint (before your banker cut you back to $1,750 a month), you 
could have been producing 17,000 cookies per month (at point E) 
rather than 12,000 (at point B). Why, for goodness’ sake, did you not 
take advantage of ‘learning’ (the adoption of the new and improved 
technology) before imposition of the tighter budget constraint? If 
point B was good, would not point E have been even better?” What 
is it that precluded or discouraged you from “learning to do more” 
with the “more” (BC1) you had in 1999?

The Upshot

The idea that individuals, households, or business firms “can do more 
with less” is pure nonsense. The idea that we “can learn to do more 
with less” is not pure nonsense, but close to it. Sure, “we can learn to 
do more with less,” but that clearly begs the question: Why should 
or does it take “less” to trigger creative juices and learning? Why not 
creativity, improved technology, and/or learning when budget con-
straints are unchanged or relaxed (increased)? Which brings us full 
circle back to chapter 1: Why is it that so many believe a stick (a lower 
budget) will motivate improved outcomes, but a carrot (the possibil-
ity of greater output and profit absent a lower budget) will not? There 
can be only one answer, and that from one of the wisest men I’ve ever 
known: “Damned if I know, Son!”

Epilogue: So…What to Do?

The Review editor strongly suggested that I add an idea or two about 
what to do when confronted with the admonishment to “do more 
with less.” At first I thought that was a silly idea: If something is invalid, 
then we should simply refrain or ignore—end of story. But upon sec-
ond thought, perhaps he has a point. I do have a couple of ideas.
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First, if you are at the top of the organizational chart of a busi-
ness firm, a governmental agency, or a university, you should think 
very carefully about whether to invoke the “let’s do more with less” 
admonishment. At a minimum, lower-level managers/adminis-
trators and other employees may wonder about your intelligence, 
your leadership skill, and/or your credibility. At worst, you will suc-
ceed in negatively affecting morale and worker productivity. Fully 
employed, talented, and productive lower-level managers and 
workers, when admonished to do what they clearly cannot do, will 
become increasingly stressed, exhibit reduced loyalty and organiza-
tional citizenship,1 and productivity and product quality will almost 
certainly suffer.

If you are a mid-level manager or worker and a superior makes a 
public pronouncement about getting on with “doing more with less,” 
don’t immediately panic or succumb to rage. Remember, those at 
the top of organizations always, when they speak, simultaneously 
address multiple audiences—especially when making public state-
ments. (Also, remember that seasoned managers know that it is 
wise to assume that all their statements and conversations, includ-
ing private conversations, will become public.) So, cut them a lit-
tle slack. As noted earlier, most of us realize that we cannot literally 
do more with less. Yet we universally hold on to the view that oth-
ers can and should (do more with less). It may be that your superior 
officer, in fact, knows that you cannot do more with less, but he/she 
nevertheless believes (perhaps correctly) that it is what must be said 
to win the continued support of stockholders, customers, taxpayers, 
or other “outside” stakeholders.

Lastly, and most importantly, what we can and should do when 
confronted with a deteriorating budget or staffing situation is to 
prioritize and reduce or eliminate low priority activities (downsize 
or downscope) in order to maintain effort levels associated with 
higher priority needs. We can and should do less of the presum-
ably valuable but nevertheless lower priority activity. And one of 
the things that a wise manager (high-, mid-, or low-level) will do is 

1 I owe this idea to my daughter, Jennifer L. Beattie, Human Resource Information 
Systems Manager, Bear Creek Corporation, Medford, Oregon.
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to enlist the advice and counsel of his/her juniors all the way down 
to the worker level in identifying and making those difficult choices. 
The further “down the line” those choices can be identified and 
made, the more likely the choices will be good ones, and the more 
likely the desired outcome will be achieved. But make no mistake 
about it, reducing or eliminating a lower positive-valued activity in 
order to maintain the quantity and quality of other higher-valued 
activities is to do less—not the same, and certainly not more!
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