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Don Paarlberg’s Viewpoint

My 10 Commandments for
Economists Who Counsel Politicians

by Don Paariberg

For 16 vears, 1 was responsible for
conducting ecconomic studies and pro-
viding economic counsel to elected and
appointed officials of the US. Govern-
ment. In 13 of those years, T was in the
Department of Agriculture. In three, |
was in the White House. Both posts
were intensely political.

Over the vears | developed a set of
principles 1o guide my aclivities as an
economic counselor in a politcal set-
ting. Thev were huased originally on
counsel of my former professor, Dr. E.
C. Young of Purdue University. [ kept
these principles in my desk drawer,
pulling them out from time to time for
reflection and updating.

Abave all, these principles were
counsel to myself over the vears; they
served me well. They are perhaps
unique to my own needs. However, as |
observe other work environments, 1 in-
creasingly suspect that they may be valu-
able to CHOICES readers who are econ-
omists—whether in government or in-
dustry or in farm, wade or consumer
organization, on a farm, a ranch, or in
academia So-1 share them with you.

I. Get Your Economics Straight.
Nobody expects vou 10 be a politicul
expert. Bt people do expec vou to
know vour econamics. [f vou are defi-
cient in both, vou are in bad shape. Re-
member: Your joh is 10 be a profession-
al economist—not an amateur politi-
Chn.

H. Do Not Leak. Report only to vour
boss. Let him ke the hows—and the
brickbats. IF vou leak information, vou
will soon find thin vou will not be trdst
ed with the informaton yvou need 1o do
vour job. Tel the reporters what you
tegitimately can. IF vou wreat the report-
ers with respect, they will, in most cases,
reciprocate. You have o poor memory,
socll the wruth: vou can then remember
what vou said earlier. Cleverness may
getyou some shortterm gains buticwill
kil you in the end.

I1I. Do Not Be Overly Concerned
With Survival. Survival is a means, ne
an end. The end is service 1o the public
IF vou survive but accomplish itde, you
are simphe occepying space thae should
he given over oo bener, bolder person

IV. Be Sure Your Boss Wants An
HonestJob. If he doesn't, and you are o
principled person, vou should get out.
You will be quite unhappy if you do not.

V. Anticipate, Probe and Be Ob-
jective. Try to anticipate issues and re-
search them before they become emo-
tional. It is difficult to do good research
in the white heat of controversy. It is
hetter 1o break new trails than o sift the
ashes of campfires laid by others. Don't
sutk if your principal rejects your coun-
sel or seeks a second opinion.

Some subjects are not researchable
because they are politicatly sensitive or
because adequate research methods are
not avaifable. But these limits are not as
restrictive as most people think, and
they keep changing. Keep probing and
challenging 1o find the new limits. When
vou find them, respea them. In choos-
ing a method, use as a criterion the use-
fulness of the results rather than the
professional prestige of the technique.

Try 10 be objective. Objectivity does
not mean steering midway between ri-
val views; it means steering toward your
ohjective, which should be the truth. 1f
this gives more comfort to one party
than o another, so be it. Don't profess 1o
he without value judgments; there is no
such person. IF there were. they would
be unfit 10 do responsible research.
Know vour values, and let them be
known to others. Respect the right of
ather people o their value judgments.
Recatdl that what may seem a conflice of
testimony may in fact be evidence of the
muny-sidedness of trath.

V1. Do Not Be Rigid. It is hetertobe
resilient than (o be either rigid or re
laxced. Research should be done in a
spirit of inquiry, and the essence of in-
quiry is that it is not wo sure of the
ANSWOTS

V1. Do Not Malign The Bureaucra-
cy. What today may seem like obstinacy
bv others mav wmorrow  help you
bridge over what would otherwise be a
catastrophic error. If acall possible, trust
vour subordinates, knowing that trust
winds w engender trustworthiness. Al
the sume time, don’tallow vourselt to be
captured by vour subordinaes—or by
vour hass. You don't owe total lovaity 1o

either. Don't be surprised if your rela-
tonships, both up and down the bu-
reaucracy, turn out 1o involve a tanializ-
ing combination of exasperation and af-
fection. This is the norm, not the
aberration.

VIii. Do Not Impugn a Person's
Motives. How can you know other peo-
ple’s motives? You are not in their skins.
You can't even be sure of your own mo-
tives. Remember President Eisenhow-
er's counsel: “If you have a difference
with a person, allow him a way to retreat
with honor. Remember, a person’s hon-
or is his proudest passession, and if you
frame an issue so that his honor is at
stake, you leave him no choice but 10
fight vou with every weapon at his com-
mand. There is no good reason to make
vour battles that tough.”

IX. Communicate Well. Respect
deadlines. A perfect report, oral or
written, received afier the deadline is
useless. Remember that the purpose of
your report is to help the recipient, not
o impress your colleagues or to save
vour own skin.

Be brief. The relationship between
length of the report and recipients in-
terest is best described by a curve tha
has a negative slope and is steep, ap-
proaching the bascline as an asymprote
Lise plain language.

The hest counsel on communication
was given by the Apostle Paul nearly
2000 vears ago: “Unless vou uner by the
tongue speech that is clear, how will it
be known what is spoken?”

X, In Special Cases Disregard the
Above. Doing cconomic studies and
providing economic coussel in a polit-
cal environment is 1o complex an un-
dertaking 1o be always governed by this
set of rules or anv other. Honor these
rules as you do the rules that govern
parking—sometimes in the breach bu
most often in the observance.

Don Paarlberg s Professor Emeritus,
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In the next issiee of CHOICES, Do
Petcwrtberg will shave another st of priv-
ciples: Wheat adininistrators and execre-
tves showld expect (aond ot expect}
front economists
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