Effective Communication for Professionals and Executives

Peter Bowbrick

Copyright © Peter Bowbrick, peter@bowbrick.eu 07772746759.  The right of Peter Bowbrick to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act.
INTRODUCTION
1

2 COMMUNICATION
3

YOUR OBJECTIVES
3

Who Are You Aiming At?
5

DECISIONS BY ORGANIZATIONS
5

How to Persuade People
6

What do you do after this?
9

WHY WRITE?
10

 WRITING AS AN AID TO THOUGHT
10

Writing as an Aid to Self-Criticism
11

Writing to Protect Yourself
12

Writing Can Save You Time
12

SUMMARY
12

 TOOLS OF THE TRADE
13

The Office Furniture
13

Lighting
13

Writing Implements
14

Typing
15

Word Processing
15

Shorthand
16

Dictating
16

Paper and Files
17

STYLE
19

 Readability
20

WRITING AND RE-WRITING
22

HOW TO ORGANIZE YOUR WRITING
23

REPORT WRITING
25

OBJECTIVES
25

WHO ARE YOU WRITING FOR?
25

WHAT WILL THE READER DO WITH IT?
27

THE REPORT
28

Authorship
28

Summary
28

Statistics
29

The Contents
29

Presentation
30

WHY PUBLISH?
31

TRADE PAPERS
31

JOURNAL ARTICLES
32

PUBLISHING FOR ACADEMICS
33

WHERE TO PUBLISH
35

 Avoid Delays
35

Publish in High-Status Journals
35

Aim at the Target Audience
36

 Maximizing Readership
36

Publishing in Several Journals
37

TYPES OF JOURNAL
37

General economic journals
37

 Technical journals 
37

Specialist journals 
38

Regional journals 
38

Highly specialized journals 
38

Occasional papers 
38

Working papers
39

The Popular press 
39

Choose Carefully 
39

WRITING A JOURNAL ARTICLE
40

WHAT TO WRITE
40

Your Own Theoretical Models
41

Theory
42

Pencil-Point Theory
42

Techniques
42

Avoid Literature Reviews
43

Results
43

Experiments
44

Description
44

LAYOUT OF A JOURNAL ARTICLE
44

Authors
44

Acknowledgements
46

Title
46

Abstract
48

References
50

The Payoff
52

CRITICAL COMMENTS
53

WHY WRITE THEM?
53

Hurt Feelings and Bruised Egos
54

Personal Attacks
55

FINDING SOMETHING BETTER
57

IS THE HEAD-ON ATTACK WISE?
57

WRITING THE COMMENT
58

HOW TO REACT TO A COMMENT
60

REJOINDERS
61

FINDING THE ERRORS
62

Research Programmes
62

Individual Papers
63

CONCLUSION
64

REFEREES
65

HOW ACCURATE IS THE REFEREEING SYSTEM?
66

WHY PAPERS ARE REJECTED
67

IMPROVING THE REFEREEING PROCESS
68

VALIDATION
70

WHAT SHOULD BE DONE?
71

WRITING A CURRICULUM VITAE 
72

Name 
73

Special Skills
73

Personal Details
73

Education 
73

Publications 
74

Employment 
74

LENGTH 
76

PRESENTATION 
77

GIVING A TALK
78

WHAT IS YOUR AIM?
79

Content
79

WHO ARE YOU TALKING TO?
81

THE INTRODUCTION
82

QUESTIONS
84

HOW TO SAY IT
85

Reading a Paper
85

Notes
86

Rehearsal
87

Rhetoric
88

GIVING THE TALK
88

Timing
90

The Chairman
90

OTHER BENEFITS
91

AUDIO VISUAL AIDS
93

SLIDES
93

Equipment
93

Overhead Projectors
95

Flip Charts
96

Objects
96

Other Visual Aids
96

Legibility
96

GRAPHS AND TABLES
97

BE PREPARED
98

SPEAKING ON RADIO
100

GOING TO CONFERENCES
102

POSTSCRIPT
105

BIBLIOGRAPHY
106


INTRODUCTION

tc \l1 "INTRODUCTION
Real economists get things done. You cannot be an effective economist if you cannot sell your economics, if you cannot get your ideas accepted and your recommendations carried out. In the harsh world of economic consultancy, you cannot even earn a living.

I have written this book because a great deal of my early work was wasted, because nothing was done as a result. Work that I have spent years on, and some of the work that I am proudest of has been completely useless, because it has not been accepted, or, if accepted, it has not been acted on. I might as well have sat on the beach.

Because I soon realized that this was the fate of most economic analysis, I have worked hard all my professional life at developing the necessary techniques to sell my ideas. I have tried to learn something from every job I have done ‑ how I managed to communicate, if things went right: what went wrong, if nothing happened. I watched brilliantly successful economists in action and tried to condense their brilliance into a routine I could follow. I have also watched the charlatans, the smooth operators who know no economics, and have tried to learn from them the secret of presenting oneself and one’s ideas successfully.

What are my qualifications for writing this book? I am a practicing consultant, and I make my living largely from my ability to present complex economic ideas in such a way that my non‑economist client understands them and acts on them. I have also published thirty or forty academic papers and a dozen books and monographs, besides a lot of popular articles in newspapers and the trade press. I have been invited to give talks to economists, executives, farmers, homemakers and even students on a range of economic topics. I have been interviewed on radio and TV about my work.

This has fitted into a wide experience of practical economics. I have worked as a civil servant, in a university, in a research organization, in an international organization and as a consultant. I have worked in two European countries, in the near East, in Asia, Africa and the Caribbean. During this time, I have worked with and have observed economists at all levels of the profession, including ministers, civil servants, researchers, consultants and businesspersons. I have watched what they do, and have seen why some are more effective than others.

My work has included national policy, the economics of industries, the economics of large firms and the economics of very small firms, but it has always been aimed at the real world, at getting things done.

This book covers one of the three great problems facing real economists, how to communicate our ideas and get our recommendations put into practice. The other two great problems have been covered in a companion volume Practical Economics for the Real Economist. The first problem facing economists in the real world is to decide what to do. They have to select the tasks with a high payoff, a low skilled labour input and a high probability of implementation. The second problem is how to tackle these tasks effectively, with the right blend of method, theory and technique ‑ and this means knowing which of the theories and techniques so laboriously learned at university should be discarded, and which are invaluable and should be developed further. I hope that the two books together will do a lot to help economists make the difficult transition from studying economics at a university to making a living in the real world.


2 COMMUNICATION

tc \l1 "2 COMMUNICATIONTo be effective as an economist you must be able to communicate. If you cannot communicate your results and your reasoning, you cannot persuade other people to act, and if you cannot do this you are wasting your time. In a typical project, economists communicate in many ways. They write a proposal, setting out what they hope to achieve and how they intend to tackle the job, attaching a CV to show that they are competent to do the job. They then interview people as a two‑way communication process, partly to communicate goodwill and partly to find out what their terms of reference are. They do exploratory interviews to build up and develop their analytical model. They write questionnaires and interview people as part of a survey. They write report to explain their analysis and communicate their results to the different people who will want to read it. They may write a report for people in their company, an academic paper to build up their reputation with outside economists, an article in the trade press to influence the firm’s clients and an article in the newspaper to improve the firm’s image with the public. They may fight for their report in committees. They may give a slide presentation to the board of directors or to a local consumer organization. They may be interviewed on radio or television. This communication works both ways: all the time they are looking for feedback.

In this book, I cover all these ways of communication, except the art of committee work, which is vital in many organizations, but which would need a book in itself, and interviewing skills, which I have covered in Practical Economics for the Real Economist. First, there will be a chapter on writing generally. This will lead into a chapter on report writing, because report writing is the one basic communication skill that every economist must have. Then come chapters on communicating to academics, communicating through the press and communicating to potential employers ‑ all using writing skills. Then come the oral skills, public speaking, speaking on radio and television, attending conferences.

Before getting onto the detail of communication, though, I want to discuss what you are trying to achieve, who you are trying to communicate with, and how best to persuade them.

YOUR OBJECTIVES

tc \l2 "YOUR OBJECTIVES
Your objective is to get somebody to do something or to refrain from doing something. You may be persuading them to do something they had not thought of before. You may be persuading them that what they wanted to do was wrong. You may be telling them that they can go ahead with what they wanted to do anyway. You may be communicating directly with the decision makers or you may be writing for the people who make the recommendations that go up to the decision makers, trying to persuade them to include your work in their analysis.

Not all your effort should go to getting people to act now. You must think of the future, and build up your reputation as an economist, so that your recommendations are accepted quickly and without argument in future. 

This is very definitely in your employers’ interest. When they first take on an economist straight from university, they do not know how far they can rely on them. They cannot accept the economists advice on anything important without first having the report vetted by some economist they do trust. There are difficulties here. Even in a large organization, it is unlikely that there will be another economist competent to pass judgement on a specialized field, and outside economists can only be brought in at the cost of compromising commercial secrecy. The checking is expensive and time‑consuming. The senior officers in the organization must hope that they are right in their belief that, first, the referee is competent, second, the referee is competent in the specialized field being considered, and, third, the referee is competent as a judge of other peoples work, and not all good performers are. If there is a major disagreement, they cannot accept the young economists report, and their confidence in the other economists work is shaken.

How can you show your employers that you are competent? It would be twenty years before you could go to them and say Most of the projects I have recommended have been successful, and most that were implemented against my advice have failed ‑ and anyway, your record would not impress them overly, as unforecastable factors like oil crises, strikes, coups and devaluations mean that even the best economists predictions are often wrong. Nor do they know the hit rate of the average economist. The fact that your first half dozen reports pass the scrutiny of the referee who they think of as a competent economist will have some effect ‑ with the reservations mentioned in the last paragraph. There is a lot more you can do though. You can write academic papers for instance. These would cover the theory and analysis you have developed for your job (The commercial secrets can be left out: they are of little interest to a journal anyway). This shows your employers that an expert referee thinks that your work is something more than just competent. The fact that your paper is read with interest by your peers, and is not attacked, means that you are building up a solid reputation. There are many other methods, which will also be discussed in this book, like giving talks to trade associations, writing for the trade press, giving interviews for radio and television, and doing public relations. There are direct personal payoffs of course. As your reputation grows, your employability and your salary grow. The sharp operators spend a lot of time building up their reputation so that their views are listened to and treated with respect. Some spend little time on anything else: they have an enormous reputation with everybody except economists working in the same field.

You may find the idea of working on your reputation distasteful ‑ the English Gentleman does not boast of his achievements. Perhaps not, but he covers his wall with cups and trophies so that it is quite clear what he is not boasting about. You may feel that your work is good enough to be judged on its own merits. It is not. Most of your readers do not have the technical competence to judge your work and must rely on your reputation. Those who could appreciate your work have to read it first, and they are more likely to read it if you have a reputation for competence.

One warning. You may work on your own reputation. You may well work to improve the reputation of the organization you are working for, and so, less directly, improve your credibility. However, you should never do public relations for the industry you are working for, or for the product that you are working on. This can only damage your credibility, and your reputation for dispassionate judgement. I have seen cases where people did PR for a product, then started to believe their own PR and let it affect their judgement.

Who Are You Aiming At?

tc \l3 "Who Are You Aiming At?From the beginning of your study, you should be examining the organization to find out how decisions are made. In a typical large organization your report will go to an economist to see if it is technically sound. It then goes to administrators who work out the political and administrative implications and send their submission to the decision makers. You should know who these people are and present your case with them in mind. I do not suggest for a moment that you should change your analysis or conclusions to fit in with their prejudices, but you should remember their strengths, weaknesses and special interests when you set out your case. In a small organization you will be writing for Joe, knowing that he loves LPs of small firms, but he is very weak on marketing so all your points will have to be explained painstakingly. In a very big organization, you may be writing for some anonymous economist or administrator, so you will have to imagine their strengths and weaknesses.

Ask yourself too what they now believe, or what someone in their position might believe. Do they realize there is a problem at all? Do they think that the present system is satisfactory? Do they have any pet theories of their own? Obviously it is very much easier to persuade someone who recognizes that there are serious problems, and who already recognizes that your solution is relevant.

Do they hold their views fervently and express them with religious zeal, or do they hold them dispassionately as what seems to be the best option with the information now available? Have they thought deeply about the matter or do they hold their opinion because someone they respect holds it? Are their views based on an economic report or on something else? 

What are the vested interests involved? You are going to get opposition if you threaten peoples’ vested interests, their jobs, their status or their fiddles. They may think that they are perfectly open to reason but they will resist you with a strong, though possibly unconscious, bias. A report that shows that the job someone has been doing for the last fifteen years has been a complete waste of time will come as an enormous emotional shock and will arouse fierce, often hysterical, resistance. You can cause this reaction just by showing that someone has been wasting their time: it is not necessary to show that they have been incompetent or dishonest.

Sometimes you will conclude that there are some people who you cannot persuade. Perhaps they will be too deeply bound by their personal interests. Perhaps they will hold their view so deeply, so passionately, and so irrationally that it will be impossible to change their minds. You may have to decide that it is pointless trying to change their minds and to concentrate instead on changing the minds of people who can give them orders. Before doing this though, you should try to get some idea of their power base.

DECISIONS BY ORGANIZATIONS

tc \l2 "DECISIONS BY ORGANIZATIONSDecisions by organizations are not the same as decisions by individuals. The organization is structured to process problems and make decisions, and it has a mind of its own. It does happen that an organization makes a decision that none of the individuals in that organization would make if they alone were responsible for it. There is a large and fascinating literature on decision-making within organizations, but it gives no easy answers. It shows that it is impossible to generalize on the decision making process, much less on the best way to get your proposals accepted. The most that can be said here is that it pays to find out how decisions are made in the organization, and to concentrate on persuading the key people.

How to Persuade People

tc \l3 "How to Persuade PeopleI cling to the liberal superstition that most people are open minded, and that the best way to convince them is to present the argument as logically as possible, with all supporting evidence. However, I know that this is a gross oversimplification. In the real world, it is extremely difficult to persuade people even when you have a strong case. For instance, you are seldom dealing with the disinterested searcher after truth ‑ more often you are dealing with people defending themselves, people covering up for their own inefficiency or that of their subordinates, people who will not appreciate that a strategy they adopted twenty years ago is no longer optimal, or people who do not want to put themselves to any trouble. Moreover, people are not influenced by the quality of the argument alone: they are influenced by factors like the order in which arguments are presented, the tone of voice, the neatness of the typing, the length of your hair and so on.

There are many views on the best way to present an argument, some of them the rules of thumb of the successful practitioner, some the result of research by experimental psychologists. The rules of thumb are not based on any statistical evidence and it is difficult to see how any single practitioner or indeed any group of practitioners could get enough experience of different techniques in comparable situations to evaluate them. The experimental psychologists have come up with some interesting theories, but I find their attempts to test them unconvincing as they generalize from a few highly artificial laboratory experiments. All too often, they generalize from experiments on changing students views on rather simple issues. It would be quite wrong to assume that other kinds of people are influenced in the same way on complex economic and political issues. It would be wrong too to assume that decision making in an organization is the same as decision making by individuals ‑ research suggests that it is more objective, as people make decisions on behalf of the organization, not themselves, and they must be prepared to justify their decisions to their colleagues. 

I am not competent to evaluate the relative merits of different methods of persuasion ‑ indeed I doubt if anyone is ‑ so in this section I am just going to set out some of the theories, the ones that seem to be most relevant to the economist. I am certainly not suggesting that you should use unfair methods of persuasion, trickery, suppression of relevant information or brain‑washing techniques. However, it is reasonable to avoid counter‑productive techniques and to use any techniques that are both ethical and at least as persuasive as those used against you. In a world where it is difficult to get people to act even when you have an overwhelming case, you cannot afford to give up a tool that works.

One theory is that the reader goes through the following stages in adopting a new idea:‑ 

· 
AWARENESS of problem

· 
AWARENESS of possible solution

· 
INTEREST

Information seeking

Assessing information

Conviction

· 
DECISION

· 
ACTION

· 

Trial

· 
ADOPTION

· 
CONFIRMATION

If people are not aware that there is a problem, they will be totally uninterested in your proposed solutions. If an ACTION report or a DECISION report is presented to people who are not AWARE that there is a problem, it will go straight into the wastepaper basket. It follows that you must first make them aware. The spoken word is particularly effective in arousing interest and awareness. A talk or a lecture is effective. So are a few disturbing questions in an interview. If you have to use the written word, you must remember that your audience does not see any reason why they should read it: they do not even know that there is a problem. Accordingly, you may use an excited dramatic style to arouse their interest. You might also back up your report with a personal message, perhaps a letter saying why they should read the report.

Once the readers’ attention is aroused, they want information and they want to see it examined dispassionately and rigorously. The spoken word is much less effective here. It is difficult to communicate large quantities of information in a talk: too much information means total boredom and zero communication. This stage is nearly always tackled in a written report, written in a cool, straightforward style.

A DECISION oriented report requires another change in style. The report must be persuasive. It is about reports like this that C.P. Snow wrote of 

. . . the prime importance, in any crisis of action, of being positive what you want to do and of being able to explain it. It is not so relevant whether you are right or wrong. That is a second order effect. But it is cardinal that you should be positive. (Snow 1971)

At this stage, again, the spoken word is effective, possibly more effective than the written word, and certainly an important back‑up. You should consider a spoken presentation to reinforce your written report, and you should be prepared to defend it in committee.

One theory is that it pays to tackle each of these stages separately, first writing a report arousing awareness of the problem, then writing another with recommendations and so on. This gives time for one message to sink in before you start on the next one. In most real life situations, you do not have the time to cover all these by a series of reports. You have to put in one single report which covers all these stages. It can be done and it works well enough. In fact the real experts on persuasion, people like Billy Graham, can work a complete conversion, changing someone’s whole outlook on life and death in an hour, starting by making them uneasy and aware of the problem, and then presenting a solution which they adopt and act on.

Another view is that it is unwise to make people uneasy about the status quo unless you present your own solution immediately. Once you make them uneasy, they may unconsciously adopt an avoidance strategy. Avoidance is the commonest and most successful way that people keep their opinions intact and their minds unchanged. They unconsciously avoid all arguments against their views and all evidence that will challenge them. They may file and forget your report ‑ after all it did not set out decisions to be made, so no action was required. They may forget your arguments, or remember them in a weaker form. They may reject your report as being purely destructive. As long as the status quo is accepted as self‑evidently correct, they have no reason to take note of any evidence or arguments in favour if it. Once it is questioned though, they will start collecting information and arguments in favour of it. They will start nobbling the committees, pushing a favourable image for the status quo and at the same time attacking your professional status so that your later reports are considered sceptically. They can publish a rebuttal of your arguments before you even present them ‑ and the experimental evidence suggests that this is more effective than presenting the rebuttal afterwards. At the same time, everyone else in the organization, realizing that the status quo is under attack, will pull out their pet theories and start fighting for them, so your solution may be lost in the crowd.

A variant of this argument is inoculation theory. Since the commonest reaction of people to information they do not want to hear is avoidance, they do not want to read articles that disagree with their views, nor do they notice facts that do not support their theories. As a result, when they are forced to meet a serious challenge to their views, they are quite unprepared. They had not bothered to note the arguments in favour of their views, because they were so self‑evidently right. They are not used to arguing for their views. They are a pushover.

The argument goes on that there can be an inoculation effect. If they are exposed to a weak version of the opposing argument and told how to combat it, they will get used to rejecting it. They will also think that because they have dealt with the weakened argument, their defence applies just as strongly to the full argument. Experiments do show some support for this argument, and show too that the weakened arguments do little to modify their original views. This suggests that if you present your argument bit by bit or if you present a weaker case first, you reduce your chances of persuasion. Go in with all guns firing.

Communication theory also suggests that a message is more convincing if it is reinforced and that intermittent reinforcement is more valuable than continuous reinforcement. While practical considerations may force you to put all your messages in a single report, there is nothing to stop you from reinforcing the message in the future. It is best if you do not just repeat the old message. You may be able to write another report showing from a quite different angle that the problem exists. You may be able to do a detailed analysis of one of the possible solutions, reinforcing the message that a solution is needed. The reinforcement is stronger if the message comes from a different direction, and it is particularly strong if it comes from someone else, either one of their own colleagues or someone independent. Seminars, workshops, meetings, articles in the trade press all help reinforce your report. A further benefit of seminars and workshops is that people are more easily convinced if they are active participants in identifying the problem or finding a solution. They also provide feedback: they may show you that you were wrong.

People are more likely to accept a report that comes from a reputable source, an economist known to be competent who is working for an organization with a reputation for competence and integrity. It is for this reason that I put so much weight on building up your credibility.

Postponing a decision is itself a decision, often the most important decision that can be made. For example, I came across an industry which was on the verge of collapse because the machinery in the factories was old and constantly breaking down. An increase in the amount of the crop planted meant that the factory would have to process 50% more in the following year. This would place an unbearable strain on the machinery and cause the closure of the factory and the breakdown of the marketing system. Action was urgently required and several possibilities were suggested. However, a civil servant proposed to ask for a consultancy study to be prepared in six months time, so that a decision could be made in nine months time and new machinery could be installed and operating in eighteen months or two years. Postponing the decision like this would have a certain cost of several million pounds ‑ rather more than the cost of the new machinery. The decision not to make a decision was made with no analysis or evidence ‑ indeed it was made after a conscious decision to ignore any analysis or evidence that existed. The decision to employ consultants would have been the optimum one if it had been made two or three years earlier. When it was made though, it was far too late.

What do you do after this?

tc \l3 "What do you do after this?I have been discussing the best way of communicating your results. The first task is to identify your objectives, whether to get something done or to improve your credibility. Next, you must identify who it is that you are aiming at, and where they are in the organization. Find out what they now believe ‑ there is no point in presenting a DECISION report if they are not even in the AWARE stage. I have emphasized that you should use as many ways as possible of presenting your argument ‑ reports, papers, articles, interviews, seminars and slide presentations. In the next chapter, I am going to start with the first and most important of these, writing.


WHY WRITE?

tc \l1 "WHY WRITE?

 From Peter Bowbrick Effective Communication for Professionals and Executives Graham and Trotman, London Dordrecht and Boston, 1988.   Peter Bowbrick.
The one essential skill for consultants is the ability to write clearly and logically. Their main tool is the pen. All other tools, whether the computer, the mail questionnaire, or the statistical yearbook, are usually useless, are often affectations and are never essential. There are hundreds of first‑rate consultants whose knowledge of statistics, management theory and modern economic theory is negligible, but who nevertheless can analyse a situation logically and present the results to a decision maker. There are thousands of consultants who are skilled in econometrics and mathematical economics and who read all the journals, but who cannot draw clear conclusions and cannot persuade anybody to take action: they might as well be doing crossword puzzles. There are brilliant scholars who have an outstanding knowledge of the economic and econometric theory of others, but who cannot put together a logical paper of their own: they will never make it as consultants. Economics is writing: analysing data and calculating may sometimes be necessary, but they are never sufficient.

 WRITING AS AN AID TO THOUGHT

tc \l2 " WRITING AS AN AID TO THOUGHT
 Writing is necessary for clear thought. There may be people capable of solving a complex consultancy problem in their heads and giving a clear, concise, oral exposition of their work, which convinces and satisfies their clients. I have never met any of them, nor have I met anyone capable of understanding such an exposition and criticizing it. In consultancy facts, figures, description and analysis must be brought together into a cohesive whole. This is achieved by writing and rewriting, by simplifying, clarifying, investigating, and then rewriting, reordering and restructuring. Every time I try to write down even the most straightforward analysis of the simplest market, I find myself changing the assumptions to fit the facts, and changing the analysis to fit the new assumptions, finally ending up with a different analysis, but one that is both realistic and useful. If I cannot set out my argument clearly and convincingly, the chances are that I am wrong. If part of the argument is obscure to the reader, it is probably equally obscure to the writer. Often I have stuck at an obscure sentence of mine and have found that the obscurity was not due to bad grammar, but to a serious misunderstanding, and, on two or three occasions, an important paper has come out of trying to clear up my misunderstanding. Writing to be read is the best way of clearing your thoughts. Even if you are not going to show your analysis to anyone, even if you are only going to present a summary, you should write it out to clear your own mind and make sure your analysis is rigorous.

Writing as an Aid to Self‑Criticism

tc \l3 "Writing as an Aid to Self‑CriticismA badly‑presented argument is easily destroyed. It is easy to point out errors of logic, errors of grammar and obscurities. They may not be sufficient to invalidate your argument, but the long list of criticisms will be sufficient to get it rejected. It is hard enough to persuade people at the best of times: why give your opponents ammunition? A well‑presented argument is even easier to attack if it is wrong, but this means that you are almost sure to see the error yourself as you write. If you do not, any friend who reads over the paper, any referee or editor, will spot it. It can be corrected, or withdrawn if necessary, before it reaches its target audience. If you make yourself clear, the depth of your analysis is not obvious to the non‑specialist readers and they may not think it is very profound. If you write a journal article, it is infuriating to be refused publication on the grounds that your thesis is trivial or self‑evident when you know that you have directly contradicted the established view on the subject, and you know that there is no paper in the literature that makes your point. When you write a consultancy report, however, you are not trying to show that you are brilliantly original or that you have destroyed the orthodox theory: you are trying to get your report accepted and paid for. The ideal is to get the response from the client But we knew it all before. It takes very clear writing indeed to present totally new ideas so that they get this response. After all, it is not everyone that can make even the self‑evident seem self‑evident. Academics often seek obscurity. If your arguments are presented in such a way that nobody can follow them, whether because they are impossibly convoluted or because all the arguments are expressed algebraically without explanation or definition, people will find your argument impressive. It will also be unfalsifiable, because incomprehensible. Peter Medawar asks 

But what, I wonder, is the origin of the really mischievous belief that obscurity makes a prima facie case for profundity? ‑ the origin I mean of the syllogism that runs profound reasoning is difficult to understand . . . this work is hard to understand: therefore this work is profound?” (Medawar 1967 p9) 

Obscurity is a ploy. Sometimes consultants who are out of their depth use it to hide the fact from their clients. For this reason, I assume that any consultants who are obscure are trying to hide their incompetence. I have also come across the strategy of writing so ambiguously that no two readers are agreed on the content of the paper. If anyone criticizes it, the author indignantly accuses them of misrepresentation. This means that no criticism is successful unless all possible interpretations are covered ‑ which is usually prohibitively time‑consuming. You can also make your report more impressive, though not more comprehensible, with masses of tables, graphs, equations and statistics. This is not a new ploy. I remember a civil servant, a scientist, telling me in the 1960s that if he met any opposition in a meeting, he would pull out his slide rule, fiddle with the cursor, and then say Gentlemen, I am afraid that the alternative solution is just not on financially. The other committee members, stunned by this incomprehensible instrument, accepted his verdict. Nowadays we are more sophisticated: we wave printouts.

Writing to Protect Yourself

tc \l3 "Writing to Protect YourselfIf you present the clients with a report they can understand, they should spot any unrealistic assumptions and get you to change them before the damage is done. The full report also protects you at a later stage. When you are carrying out the post mortem after the project has been implemented, it is comforting to be able to look up the original economic appraisal, to see what it was meant to achieve and what were the technical assumptions made. In the absence of this document the consultant will be blamed, not the engineers who made a lot of promises that they could not fulfil.

Writing Can Save You Time

tc \l3 "Writing Can Save You TimeYou can save yourself time by writing up your work thoroughly. A clearly‑written document is invaluable when, as often happens, you present your argument to a committee some months after you have completed your analysis. You can refresh your memory before preparing the presentation. If you had to rely on your memory, you would present only some of the arguments, perhaps forgetting the main ones, and you would present them badly. If someone raised an objection, you would not remember how you disposed of it in the report (and I find that in these circumstances I panic, and forget that I had raised that objection myself and dealt firmly with it.) You are in an infinitely stronger position if you can refresh your memory by a quick glance at a good report, and then take your audience through it point by point. A written report, even an unpublished working report setting out the methodology and giving data, sources and bibliography, is also invaluable when the exercise is one that you will be repeating in a year or two. You will save a lot of time and a lot of errors when you repeat the job (By a kind of learning process, you make exactly the same mistakes each year if you start from scratch.) You also know that the job can be done by somebody else without much supervision if you are promoted or busy on something more important next time the job comes up. A lot of time is saved if the statistics at least are stored on disc.

SUMMARY

tc \l2 "SUMMARY
 Writing is an essential part of doing economics, and you should always write down your analysis, even if you do not intend to show the full detailed analysis to anyone else. It is an aid to logical thought. It is also essential for self-criticism, and for pre‑publication criticism by friends. A properly prepared report can protect you from criticism if things have gone wrong with the project because of technical misspecifications by engineers and others. Finally, a written analysis can save you a lot of time if you have to do any work on the project later.

 
 TOOLS OF THE TRADE

tc \l1 " TOOLS OF THE TRADE
Before going on to discuss how to write the different types of report and paper, I want to discuss the tools of the trade. Economists, like painters and carpenters, cannot operate at their best if they have the wrong tools. Not only do they work slowly and tire easily, but also their work will be below standard. For this reason the section on the tools of the trade comes before the chapters on how to write.

The Office Furniture

tc \l3 "The Office FurnitureEconomists spends most of their working life in an office, seated at a desk. They spend more time there than in their drawing room, and far more time than in their dining room. They could be expected to spend far more on making their office comfortable. They could be expected to spend three or four times as much on their office chair as on their dining room chair, which they only occupy for an hour a day. Instead, they take what their employers care to offer him, typically a desk and chair which might have been bought from an army surplus store. The desk and chair are critical to comfort. If the desk is too high, writing is difficult; if it is too low, you get backache. If the desk is the right height, but the chair is too low, it is as though the desk were too high, except that your legs are also uncomfortable.

 Many studies have been carried out on clerks, and it has been found that the right furniture increases productivity and accuracy by over 20%. The employers who have examined the costings have quickly switched to furniture that has been designed to be comfortable and easy to work from ‑ look at the furniture in a bank for instance. I cannot believe that an economist is less affected by uncomfortable working conditions than a clerk is.

You should have no difficulty in presenting an economic argument showing that it would pay to spend up to say £10,000 to re‑equip your office, even if you assume that your marginal productivity is no more than your salary. Non‑government employers are most likely to equip you properly, though I suspect that this is because your furniture reflects the status of the firm, rather than because it improves your productivity. However, all employers have their meannesses, and furniture is the meanness of government departments and publicly financed organizations, so I have usually ended up buying my own chair. I use typists chairs rather than executive chairs, as the arms on an executive chair prevent it from sliding under the desk. The arms also get in the way when I am typing or operating a terminal. When you are typing or operating a computer terminal, your arms should be parallel to the floor. This means a lower desk than the one you write on. If necessary, you can saw a few inches off the legs (measuring from the bottom of the leg, not the top) and remove any obstructions below the work surface. I have had to do this in the past, bringing a saw into the office.

Lighting

tc \l3 "LightingBad lighting causes tiredness, eyestrain and inefficiency. There is a wealth of evidence to show that good lighting improves the efficiency of clerks, but, again, economists seem to be satisfied with working conditions that they would consider unacceptable for their clerks.

The human eye is marvellously adaptable, and people can work in very poor light without realizing how bad the light really is. Once, after suffering from headaches and eyestrain, I asked the engineer from the local electricity board to come and assess the lighting in my office (a free service). He found that on a pleasant spring morning it nearly met the legal minimum standard. However, the recommended levels for clerical work were four times as high as the legal minimum. He recommended having four six‑foot neon lights in the office as well as a desk light ‑ the industrial model, not the 60-watt desk light which he dismissed as useless. The result was instant: my headaches and eyestrain vanished and my concentration improved. My only regret was that I had not brought the light level to well over the level recommended for clerical work, as more light is recommended for jobs requiring more concentration.

According to the ergonomists, the ideal light is fluorescent, with some tungsten lights to provide shadows. I can get very irritated by the flicker of the neon, and I gather that about 25% of users have the same problem. I am told that a skilled electrician can solve this problem, but several have failed to solve it for me.

Writing Implements

tc \l3 "Writing ImplementsSince writing is the major output of the economist, a 10% faster writing speed is a significant contribution to productivity. So is a more readable style. Your style and your speed of writing are affected by the pen or pencil you use. I find that for very fast writing and a fluid style there is nothing to beat a 0.5 mm propelling pencil. It is handy to have an eraser on the end of one's pencil, unless you cross out mistakes rather than rubbing them out. A soft lead leaves a darker impression but may jam some brands of pencil (I like the Pentel self feed). It does smudge though, and can leave the paper looking dirty and difficult to read. Steinbeck solved this problem by spraying each page with artists fixative. He hated to stop and sharpen pencils and would not use a propelling pencil, so he bought a gross of pencils at a time and sharpened them all each morning in an electric sharpener. He switched from one to another through the day, as they got blunt.

I use a fountain pen when writing a final draft and particularly when condensing an academic paper into publishable length. The slower writing speed, the extra discipline, and the improved look of the writing combine to make me think more about what I write, and to write more precisely, more accurately and with less verbiage. There may be some truth in the old belief that you can reduce fatigue by changing from one pen to another every hour or so, with the different nibs exercising different muscles.

After I have finished a draft, I use a fat, black, felt‑tip marker to go over my crossings out. This means that I can read what I have written without being distracted by what I crossed out previously. A firm, final deletion like this is also a big help psychologically when you are cutting down the length of a report and removing minor points and irrelevant points.

One reason why many people prefer typing to using a pen or pencil is that neither they nor their typists can read their writing. It is no more difficult to write legibly than not. It should not take intelligent adults more than a week to change their writing. As with so many things, an adult can master in days what it would have taken years to learn as a child. I always had terrible writing at school, but now I write very fast, with a legible and reasonably neat hand.

Typing

tc \l3 "TypingTyping is a useful skill for revising work, for rough notes, for letter writing and, of course, for operating a computer. Many writers, including some excellent stylists, do all their writing with a typewriter and would be lost if they had to use a pen. On the other hand, I find that even though I am a fast and accurate copy typist, I cannot compose on a typewriter. I must have a pen in my hand, so that I can go back a few words and cross out a clause, insert a word or make some other change.

Word Processing

tc \l3 "Word ProcessingToday every economist is computer literate and can use a word processing package and a spreadsheet, at the minimum.

I prefer to write books, popular articles and papers by hand and then type them up, or get someone else to type them up for me. I find that I write much better that way, and I write much faster. It is very time consuming to correct as you type, far more so than correcting as you write by hand. It is also very tiring. There is also a practical limit to how much work you can do at a screen. Most trade unions recommend a maximum of four hours a day. This means that if the word processor is your preferred way of writing you have a practical maximum of four hours slow work per day ‑ and this would include any programming or statistical work done in front of a VDU. 

I advise strongly that you should do your first three or four drafts by hand or on the typewriter and leave it to a typist to get your third or fourth draft onto the word processor after this. You can get a printout of this draft and work on this. When you have finished, ask the typist to put the corrections on the word processor. The word processor saves the typists time, not the economists. Occasionally, very occasionally, you may want to do some of the final corrections yourself.

The saving in typists time is considerable, particularly when she is dealing with several drafts of the same report, changing no more than one tenth of it in each draft. In one office, we kept a typist occupied for a whole year, retyping a project proposal time and again, with small changes in the figures each time. With a word processor, each redraft would have taken her perhaps a morning. The word processor can even be instructed to go through the report and write #6.5 million wherever you had #5 million. There are several word processing packages that check the spelling in your report, marking any word that they do not recognize. Their dictionaries can be updated to recognize jargon and technical words. They are not perfect, but they do spot a lot of errors that you would miss, and so cut down on proofreading time. 

As an economist, you may not be particularly interested in the saving in cost to your employer. However, you are vitally concerned with the speed with which the report comes out, because any delay means a delay in taking action, or even that the report comes out too late to influence action. The word processor is valuable here. If, for instance, the report cannot be finalized until the Budget is out, the draft can be typed and put on disc. When the Budget is announced, a few paragraphs can be inserted and figures changed to take account of the Budget changes. One could even write alternative sections, one to be left in if the Chancellor raises the price of cigarettes, one if he does not. Again, with statistical reports it is not necessary to retype all the tables every month: all that is necessary is to recall the data from the disk, add the new figure, delete the oldest figure, and print out the result.

Having said that, I must admit that I usually write my short-term consultancy reports directly onto the computer. I use the ‘Outline’ facility to make the headings, based on my terms of reference. I fill up the sections as I go along. Then I do a lot of cut and paste work. Sometimes I print out my first draft, delete it from the computer, and then write the final draft from scratch.

Shorthand

tc \l3 "ShorthandAs a student, I often wished that I could write shorthand, for taking notes in lectures or in the library. When I became an economist, I thought that it would make it possible to write at two or three times the speed. Recently I learnt Pitmanscript. It took me two hours a day for a week to learn it and a month or two to become good at writing it. I persevered for a year then I abandoned it.

The chief reason for giving it up was that I could not read it easily. I had little difficulty in typing it out or copying it longhand, but I could not read it quickly enough to follow my argument, or to check the grammar. I had not realized that a small saving in writing speed is unimportant unless reading speed is maintained. You write only once, but you read each draft ten times over, checking the logic, the spelling and punctuation. If it takes you three or four times as long to read the shorthand draft, any saving in writing time is wasted.

This would not have mattered so much if I had been able to hand over my draft to a typist for transcribing before I started on my next draft. However, I found it impossible to find a typist who had been trained in the same system or who admitted that she could read my version of her system. Even if I had found a suitable typist, she would have had to be working full time on my work.

Some authors can write well in shorthand ‑ Bernard Shaw is the example that springs to mind ‑ but I found that I wrote so quickly and easily that my sentences were verbose and loosely constructed. It took me just as long to say the same thing, because I said it in more words. I then had to do an extra draft to cut it to the length of a handwritten first draft.

It seems to be a good thing to use shorthand at an interview, but, again, it is counterproductive if you cannot read the notes back to the respondent or glance through them during the interview. I suspect, too, that most of us, when students, developed the ability to take readable lecture notes at something like the 80 words a minute of basic shorthand.

Dictating

tc \l3 "DictatingTape recorders are valuable for recording interviews, but I am not so confident of their value for dictating reports or making notes. Dictated reports are nearly always verbose and poorly constructed. No doubt, there are people who can stand up and dictate a concise, relevant report faster than they could write it. There are a lot more who think they can. I have never used a tape recorder for taking notes in the field, partly because I could upset the people I am with if I noted inefficiency out loud in their presence. It would be useful to be able to dictate notes during long car journeys, but, again, typing is likely to be a constraint.

Paper and Files

tc \l3 "Paper and FilesThe filing systems, the note‑writing systems and the card index systems used by academics are quite inappropriate for practicing economists. Unlike undergraduates, they are not trying to make notes which they can swot up for an examination. Unlike Ph.D. students, they are not trying to collect referenced material that can be easily relocated for citation in the thesis. Unlike lecturers, they are not trying to store lecture notes in a convenient form for updating. Practicing economists have different objectives, so they must adopt different methods.

Most practicing economists find that the A4 or foolscap page is best for writing. It is big enough to take several points of an argument, so that one can read and re‑read without turning over too frequently. It can be filed in a ring binder in book form, for easy storage and reference. It is easy to use on a clipboard for writing on the train or in a hotel bedroom. The filing system is flexible: you can keep any loose papers, cuttings etc in the clear plastic envelopes which can be bought ready punched to fit on an A4 ring binder. The smaller‑paged reporters notebooks can also be used for interviews and when writing on the move. They can be used for writing reports if your writing is very small and very neat. However, I find that the small pages are easily lost or overlooked in my files, and that so little is written on one page that it is difficult to follow the flow of an argument. The 8 x 5 inch filing cards beloved of the research student and recommended in books of advice to students are of no practical value as far as I can see: certainly I do not know any practicing economist who uses them.

It is false economy to skimp on paper. In one organization I had unlimited money for travel and for research, I had a mini‑computer and a car and there were plenty of drivers and typists. This organizations meanness was paper. We were asked to write our reports on the back of scrap sheets of duplicating paper. This makes you write slowly and badly. Your work is badly laid out, dirty and untidy. You cannot use a fountain pen. The paper dust gets into your eyes. The typist has difficulty in reading your work. I insisted on paper good enough for fast, smooth writing, and got it, though there was some jibbing at the cost involved, some #20 a year. Within six months, everyone including the boss had quietly followed suit. 

I like my paper to be ruled feint and margin, pre‑punched for a ring binder and bound in jotter pads of 100 sheets. I find that it pays to number the pages before I start on a pad, so that the loose sheets do not get in the wrong order as I tear them off the pad and file them.

I file my notes, including the odd photocopy of a relevant article, in a ring binder, trying to get them into a logical sequence. As I write, I cross out in my notes or in the earlier draft the points I have made. I file the next draft on another ring binder, not throwing away the latest drafts until the finished report appears ‑ I am always afraid of having to repeat three months work because the only copy of my report goes missing. When writing a long report, I want to keep the chapters or sections separate for easy reference, so that I can see how logically they are arranged and re‑arrange them easily. Either I use the alphabet dividers that are sold with the ring binders, or I staple a strip of card to the front page of the section, with a label protruding.


STYLE

tc \l1 "STYLE

  From Peter Bowbrick Effective Communication for Professionals and Executives Graham and Trotman, London Dordrecht and Boston, 1988.   Peter Bowbrick.
 
Sir Joshua Reynolds once asked him (Johnson) by what means he had attained this extraordinary accuracy and flow of language. He told him, that he had early laid it down as a fixed rule to do his best on every occasion, and in every company: to impart whatever he knew in the most forcible language he could put it in; and that by constant practice, and never suffering any careless expression to escape him, or attempting to deliver his thoughts without arranging them in the clearest manner, it became habitual to him. (Boswell, Life of Johnson, 1791)

 The style adopted by most economists is appalling. Yet a good written style usually means good analysis. A bad style always means bad analysis. It is no accident that Bertrand Russell, a founder of modern symbolic logic, was one of the best essayists of the century, and got the Nobel Prize for Literature. Keynes, too, was a brilliant stylist (and publicist). A good style means that you communicate your message to the readers and they read with ease and with pleasure. A bad style means that few readers will plough through what you have written and that the ones that do so will have a garbled, incomplete version of what you wanted to say.

 Style is a compound of logic, grammar, syntax, vocabulary rhythm and tone. To get a good style you should strive after logic and clarity: the rest may follow. By far the best book I have read on the subject is The Reader over your Shoulder by Robert Graves and Allan Hodges. A.P.Herberts What a Word is light-hearted and sensible. Sir Ernest Gowers Plain Words is not bad and is widely recommended, but I was disappointed in the rewritten paperback version which seems to have retreated towards bureaucracy.

 Below I give some rules for breaking the turgid, verbose, obscure and dull style that characterizes writings on economics. They will lead to a clear, simple and readable style, though possibly a flat one. They will not give a good style so much as a base on which you can build one ‑ and building up a good style is the work of a lifetime. Needless to say, in this section, as elsewhere in the book, my message is Do as I say, not as I do. 
Make one point per sentence, no more. This makes it easier for your reader to follow what you are trying to say. You will also find that it reduces your own confusion. In trying to disentangle a complex sentence, you will find that there were two or three quite different points, perhaps only distantly related.

 
Develop only one idea per paragraph, even if it means that there is only one sentence in the paragraph.

 
Structure your paragraph. State your point in your first sentence. The other sentences work to prove, support or enlarge upon that point. They should be in a logical order. Occasionally the sentences can work up to the main point, which is made in the last sentence.

 
Arrange your paragraphs in logical order, working from introduction to conclusion. 

 
Have no more than one, or occasionally two, subordinate clauses per sentence. This rule can be relaxed after you have broken the old style. However, you should still avoid making a statement with all its qualifications and modifications in one sentence. Make the statement in one sentence and then state any qualifications and modifications in the next sentences.

 
Avoid sentences which, like this one, have clauses inserted in the middle. Sentences read more smoothly if the clauses are tacked on the end, like this one. Internal clauses are fine for the spoken word, but make it difficult to read fast.

 
Avoid economic jargon. It is seldom essential, as you will soon realize when writing for administrators and other nonprofessionals. Even economists get confused when they are not familiar with the jargon used in your sub‑branch of the subject.

 
 Big events do not need big words. We are not told that history began when At the commencement The Deity created the biosphere
 
 Say I if you mean I. It is not more scientific to say It was observed that X was the case than to say I saw X. On the contrary, you should make it clear that you are reporting primary observation rather than secondary. The present author is a barbarism. Use we if there is more than one author or if an institution takes the credit. Statements like It is believed that . . . or It is suggested that . . . cause confusion. Who believes it? Who suggests it? Is it you, other economists, politicians or who? 

 
The passive voice should be avoided because of its dullness. It is thought by experimental scientists to be more scientific. It is considered by the present author that this view is untenable. It should not be thought that it is obligatory that a paper or proposal should be written in the passive in order that it be perceived as impersonal.

 
 Always seek clarity.

 
Use practical examples. It is usually possible to put across a difficult economic concept more clearly with a practical example than with abstract words or with formulae. If you cannot find a practical example, there is a strong possibility that the concept is invalid.

 Readability

tc \l3 " ReadabilityYour message is wasted if your readers do not understand what you are saying, whether it is because they do not concentrate, because they are not interested, or even because they are too stupid. It is pointless to blame your readers. It is up to you to make sure that the readers in your target audience can understand you and will want to read what you have written. It can be done: one has only to think of the achievements of the scientists in communicating the fundamentals of space flight, ecology, ethnology and agriculture to the nonprofessional.

If you want to find out how readable your work really is, test it on some friends or people in your target audience. Ask them to read aloud from your report without preparation. If they can pick it up, open it at random, and read it smoothly, without pausing or stumbling, you know that you have matched your style to your audience, or you have stumbled on outstanding readers. If they keep having to break off in the middle of a sentence and then to start reading it again to make sense of it, then readability is very poor. Few writers survive this treatment unscathed. When you are working really hard on your style, you should keep testing samples of your work like this, noting what type of sentence gives most trouble. Reading it aloud yourself is less of a test, but it pays to read sample pages aloud to test style and tone. Some of the most readable novelists read out every word they write.

You can also ask your reader to explain your tables and graphs. If they can explain them immediately, they are pitched to the level of your audience or below it. If they have to think for a couple of minutes before explaining them, you know that you have lost your audience. It is true, as they say, that one table is worth a thousand words, but it often takes four or five times as long to read as the thousand words. Very rarely, a table of this complexity in the text might be justified for a specialist reader. Normally though, if your readers cannot understand your tables immediately, or if they draw the wrong conclusions from them, you must prepare new ones. Of course, your appendix tables can be fuller and more complex than those in the text.

Ask your readers to summarize your report. Give them a little comprehension test. Are they getting your message? It is annoying if they are getting only part of your message, but it is very serious if they getting some messages that you did not intend to convey or if they are getting the wrong message entirely. 

There are some rules of thumb on readability, based mainly on length of sentence and length of words used. Dozens of tests have been developed to see how these affect readers (See for instance Klare, 1974/5, 1963; Berlo, 1960; Flesch, 1965, 1951; Paul, 1970). It has been found that an average sentence length of seventeen words is about right for a general audience. If your average length is 25 words, your writing will be considered hard going. It has also been found that an average of 150 syllables per hundred words is about right. If the average is 166 syllables, the paper is definitely difficult to read. Most word processor packages will do a quick count of word length, sentence length, etc. Long words that are familiar everyday language for your clients do not matter. Obviously, economists would not be troubled by polysyllabic words that are just jargon ‑ capital, Gross National Product, or regression for instance. Non‑economists, on the other hand would find them more intimidating than any other long words. 

You may be writing for an above‑average audience, an audience of highly literate economists or engineers. This does not mean that you should relax and write long, heavily‑loaded sentences. Your audience should not have to use their intelligence to understand your sentences. They should be able to use it purely for understanding your analysis

WRITING AND RE‑WRITING

tc \l2 "WRITING AND RE‑WRITING
There are consultants who boast of writing only a single draft. It shows. Inexperienced writers, having read how fast journalists work, will hope that their first draft is publishable and will be angry if their second draft is not. Experienced writers will not hesitate to rewrite an article, doing a dozen drafts if necessary, until they are happy with the result. This does not mean that they publish less: on the contrary, it means that a higher proportion of their output is publishable. Galbraith made a rule of always doing five revisions, and he was one of the most prolific as well as one of the most widely read economic writers of the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. He published an enormous amount in spite of having a career as an administrator, a teacher and then an ambassador, and in spite of having a strong involvement in politics. 

Once or twice, I have written more than a dozen drafts of an academic paper. Usually there would be four or five drafts. Once I wrote one in two drafts. Interestingly, this was a theoretical paper dealing with a small and precise problem, where I could assume away most of the problems of the real world, and where the need for logical argument ruled out disordered presentation and verbiage. Surprisingly, the short note with no theoretical pretensions needs more rewriting than the average academic paper. Because it has no theory and does not use a complex technique, it must be unusually good in other respects. It must be short, and it must be very carefully written. To compensate for the extra time you take, you have the satisfaction of knowing that a short comment will be read by most of the subscribers to the journal, while fewer than 5 per cent would read the average paper. 

Even popular articles need rewriting. When I first started, I spent weeks on them as I struggled to find the technique, but when I was writing them regularly, I could write a 2,000-word article ready for submission in a morning. However, even when I considered myself a hardened professional, I did a 1000 word article for the Sunday Times, a persuasive article based on several years research, and it took me a dozen drafts to cut out all that was not essential to the argument while keeping it persuasive and provocative. This is not a counsel of perfection: it is necessary if you are to be published. Several editors of trade journals and business magazines have told me that economists are noted for their poor presentation and obscure style.

You will have noticed that I keep referring to the number of words in an article. A writer is someone who writes, a writer is someone who counts words, as John Braine (1974) keeps emphasizing. I first started doing it when I was writing popular articles, knowing that I got paid by the word, but knowing, too, that some lengths of article were more acceptable than others, with most trade journals wanting 1000 words, 1500 words plus photographs, or, at a pinch, two thousand words. With academic articles, the opposite is true: the shorter the better, with 4500 words the maximum, except in exceptional circumstances. A lot of academic writing is condensing an argument into a sentence or two to save space.

HOW TO ORGANIZE YOUR WRITING

tc \l2 "HOW TO ORGANIZE YOUR WRITING
I will set out here the way I tackle a paper or report. I must emphasize that it is a very personal approach. It works for me, but everyone evolves their own methods. I suggest starting with a system like mine and modifying it by trial and error. 

The typical article applying economic analysis to a practical problem goes through several stages. In my first draft, I try and define the problem. I write as fast as I can, trying to mention all relevant points and putting in bits of analysis here and there, as they occur to me. I tend to follow one train of thought at a time, so in the margin I jot down notes to myself as I write, suggesting other points that could be mentioned later. The first draft is a disorganized jumble.

Books on report writing will tell you that each draft should be typed, so that you can get a better idea of what it is going to look like. Undoubtedly it should, but I have only once worked anywhere with adequate typing services and I have had to be content with getting only my final draft typed, usually after a delay of several weeks. Instead, I start working on my next draft immediately, using a different colour pen, so that the two drafts do not get mixed up. 

When I start on the second draft, I have some idea where I am going. I use scissors and glue to put my points from the first draft into the right order to set out the arguments logically. As I rewrite, the economic analysis starts to build up into a cohesive whole. The assumptions are clarified and checked against the facts. I start to reach towards a conclusion. However, the second draft still reads badly: points are made in the wrong place; unimportant points are given too much space; there is no line of argument running through the paper. 

This scissors and glue work is not confined to the second draft. I have done major restructuring on the fifth or sixth draft. I use scissors and glue to put the points in a better order before I start each draft. Then I can concentrate on presenting a tight cohesive argument, bringing in all the important points and only the important points. 

It is a false economy is to write on both sides of the paper. One of the most difficult and most important tasks in writing is to present your points in logical order. If you write on only one side of the paper this is achieved by working on your draft with scissors and glue. (A latex glue pen like Spotstick or Fastick is good, and the roll on Pelikan glues, especially the one that permits you to lift off the glued paper and stick it somewhere else instead can be even better). It is also a false economy to try and fill each page. If you are starting a new chapter or section, start on a new page so that you can change the order of sections, and so that you can add new points to a section as they occur to you. In the same way, I leave a line between paragraphs, which leaves a space for additions and insertions, and which makes cutting and gluing easier. 

 Scissors and glue means scissors and glue, not juggling with a word processor. Word processors only come into their own with the last drafts when paragraphs are moved from section to section but remain unchanged. At the earlier stages, the paragraphs will have to be completely rewritten, not revised, as it is almost certain that a heavily revised paragraph will read badly. One economist I know always makes extensive alterations in proof, with clauses deleted, inserted or moved to other sentences, with sentences inverted and with arrows going to inserts written in the margin. He usually ends up with at least one sentence per page having no verb, and this brands him in the eyes of the reader as an ignoramus. His other sentences are often grammatically correct, but they are heavy, complex and difficult to read. The result is that his writing is seldom read and never convincing. Yet this is a man who talks fluently, grammatically and convincingly, whose dictated notes would be better than his laboriously polished draft. Restructuring a paragraph on the word processor would have the same effect ‑ producing disorganized, unbalanced and ungrammatical sentences. 

For this reason a heavily corrected sentence or paragraph should always be rewritten and reconstructed and then glued in place of the original. I go even further and rewrite every word of the whole paper when I am preparing a new draft. As I write I see if the sentences are logical and grammatical, and it is very seldom I can copy a page without seeing some improvement. Some people find that they can do this even better if they type it out, but I find that I soon slip into mindless copy typing, and do not notice my errors. I sometimes read the new version aloud to make sure that it reads well, knowing that any check or hesitation is due to the words I have written, and not to the fact that I paused to follow an arrow to an insert.

When eventually you have a well‑written, convincing, logical paper, you may think that the work is over, but there are several more stages to go. The typescript must be checked carefully for grammatical and logical mistakes. All arithmetic and formulae must be checked. The references must be checked and inserted. A final check is needed to see that the typist has in fact made the changes you marked. I usually get the report typed by a typist from my handwritten draft. I do all the corrections and spell checking myself. I then do the formatting. I find that I pick up a lot of errors and obscurities as I do this. I also use the grammar check on my word processor. Most of the errors it points out are nothing of the kind, but it does pick up some mistakes. 

When it comes back with the referees comments, there is usually some rewriting to do. It may only mean making a few corrections, but it may mean cutting the length by a third. This is the hardest kind of rewriting: you must check that every word, every sentence and every paragraph is essential to the argument. The final draft is then checked and rechecked. You have no further chance to make any changes. You will usually receive galleys or page proofs before the paper goes to press, but this is to check for printers errors and for serious blunders. It is not to give you the chance to make minor changes (The printers have the right to make you pay for excessive changes, though not of course for correcting printers errors.) I am not good at proof reading, so I have to read the proofs through repeatedly, checking figures, punctuation and sense. I once spotted a howler on the tenth reading. 

Finally, you have the pleasure of seeing your paper in print, a well‑written, well‑presented piece of work you can be proud of.


REPORT WRITING

tc \l1 "REPORT WRITING
 All economic consultants, and most other economists have to write reports and, more often than not, they will be judged mainly on them. It follows that it is worth spending a considerable time mastering the skill of report writing. Here I want to concentrate on how the objectives of your report determine the way you write it. I think that if you know exactly what you hope to achieve, you will write accordingly. The other approach, of concentrating on techniques, can leave you doing the wrong thing, but doing it beautifully. I am an economic consultant, whose job is diagnosing the clients problems and opportunities and making recommendations. I am drawing very heavily on my own experience of this type of consultancy. Other consultants who work in the medical mode, of diagnosis and prescription, like engineers, agriculturalists and some management consultants will have a similar approach.

OBJECTIVES

tc \l2 "OBJECTIVES
Before putting pen to paper, you should get your objectives clear in your mind. Why are you writing the report? 
Are you writing it purely to clear your own mind?

· Are you writing to persuade someone to take action on your recommendations?

· Are you writing to present the information or the theory needed for someone else to reach conclusions and make recommendations?

· Are you writing to set out the facts you have learnt about an industry or a market?

· Are you trying to show off your grasp of technique?

· Are you writing it merely to show that you have you have not just been twiddling your thumbs over the last six months?

· Are you writing a report to set out the data and analysis for any economist who may have to do another report on the same subject in a couple of years?

Any of these objectives may be valid. What is important is that you know from the start what it is that you hope to achieve, so that you can concentrate on that. In practice, of course, things are seldom clear-cut and you may have two or more objectives that are partly conflicting. 

Once you have decided that the objective is, say, to get action on your recommendations, think out the secondary objectives. Is the report part of a campaign using different media and several reports, or is it the entire campaign? Is it to persuade people that there is a problem? Is it to set out possible courses of action? Is it to present the information needed to choose between them? Is it to make recommendations on what course of action to take? Is it to provide feedback on the effects of past action? 

WHO ARE YOU WRITING FOR?

tc \l2 "WHO ARE YOU WRITING FOR?
Your style, your presentation, your content and your method of argument will depend very much on who you are writing for. Generally, you will have several audiences, which means that you will have to compromise, aiming different parts of the report at different people. 

For example, the report may go to decision makers who have no knowledge of economics, to the Board of Directors or the Minister perhaps. They want a short, readable summary with no jargon, technical terms or statistical tables. This summary should not be a blow-by-blow, section-by-section, summary of the report. Instead, it should be a self‑contained article, setting out as persuasively as possible the logic that led to the conclusions. The decision makers will read the report and ask the technical men if the economics is sound. It is rare for them to read the whole report, though I have found that they will go over it very thoroughly indeed if and only if you can persuade them, in your summary, that it is very important.

There may be a rank of administrators, sometimes former economists, engineers or scientists, below the decision makers. They make the routine decisions themselves. They make the more controversial decisions, but send them to the top decision makers for approval, which means that they must be ready to justify the decisions if necessary. They pass the controversial decisions to the top decision makers, perhaps with a statement of the options, perhaps with a recommendation. These administrators will take a view, possibly quite unjustified, on your competence as an economist, before accepting or passing on your ideas. They will evaluate your report to see if your recommendations are administratively practicable, and they will point out the possible political problems. Generally, the body of the report must be directed to these people, intelligent nonprofessionals who may have the time to spare to read through your report thoroughly. This means that it must be closely argued, but as non-technical as possible. 

A third audience may be other economists. They sit in judgement on you and decide whether or not to support you. They will probably make their decision on the body of the report, the part aimed mainly at the administrators. However, it may be necessary to produce some technical economics to convince them on some points, and to make it clear that you are an economist, not just a journalist or an administrator. The answer may be to put in a technical appendix, or to have separate theoretical papers.

The next audience, one that is too often forgotten, is the consultants who are going to update the report in a year or two. Treat them kindly: you may be landed with the job yourself. They will want to have all the statistics, with details of sources and any problems you have found. They will want details of any analysis you have done. They will want your bibliography, and will want to be able to lay their hands on the books, papers and reports when they start and they will want to know who you met. One tries, of course, to keep these all in a working file, but it is usually lost or mislaid when the time comes to rework the data. The report is more durable and it is usually possible to lay your hands on one copy at least. I have found it difficult to understand my own working notes after a two‑year gap, and impossible to use other peoples. At a minimum therefore, you should have a statistical appendix containing all the large tables, background data and formulae. This adds weight to your report in more senses than one. It is particularly important to write a report if your analysis was inconclusive. Otherwise, nobody knows that the analysis was inconclusive or why it was. They may assume, instead, that no analysis was carried out, and repeat the analysis, to reach the same conclusion.

It is usually possible to aim at all these audiences in a single report, with the summary mainly for the decision makers, the main report mainly for the administrators or economists, but partly for the decision makers, the technical appendix for the economists, and the statistical appendix and bibliography for the man who will update the report. Sometimes this would make a fat report, which would put off most decision makers and not a few economists and administrators. In this case the report should be broken up into separate volumes: Summary,  Main Report, Technical Appendix and Statistical Appendix. I think that, as a general rule, the summary plus main report should not exceed 80 pages or 20,000 words. This is as much as decision makers or administrators will get through, even if the matter is important and the report is well written. Generally, you should be able to manage on a quarter of this.

WHAT WILL THE READER DO WITH IT?

tc \l2 "WHAT WILL THE READER DO WITH IT?
Consider your own reaction to a report, a book or a paper, and you will realize how much effort you are going to have to put into writing and presenting it if you want it to be read. If you see a document in a library for instance:‑ 
You may pass it by because it is not in the section where you expect to find things you will read.

· You may just glance at it and pass on, judging its content by its appearance and its author. 

· You may be sufficiently interested by the title and appearance to pick it up and look inside. A glance at the abstract, summary and introduction will show you whether it is relevant and well written.

· You may make a mental note to order it and read it some time ‑ and it is a long way from this decision to actually reading it.

· You may be so taken by the first couple of pages that you start reading it there and then (a rare occurrence).

· You may borrow the book and take it to your office to read.

This suggests that you are not very likely to read a book or report you see in the library. You are far more likely to read it if it lands on your desk, either because someone has sent it to you or because you have ordered it. You still have to decide whether to read it or not though. Typically, the decision is made in less than a minute: ‑ 


You may drop it in the wastepaper basket.

· You may pass it on to someone who, you hope, may be more interested in it than you are. (This at least gives you the feeling that you have done something more positive than throwing it away).

· You may pass a photocopy to someone who should be as interested as you are. 

· You may file it for future reference. This can be the equivalent of throwing it away. On the other hand, I normally file all the papers I get on my next project without looking at them, and then read them all at once when I switch to the new project.

· You may skim through it, looking at the abstract, the summary and some sample pages, to see if the subject matter is interesting. You may look at the style and note the number of tables and formulae, to assess its readability. You may note its level of theory. From this and its thickness, you can decide how much of it you are likely to get through.

· You may decide to skim through it now, and to read it properly later, if you get round to it.

· You may decide that a thorough reading of the summary, conclusions and recommendations is all that is required.

· You may sit down and start reading immediately.

From your analysis of your own response, you can work out what you will have to do to get your own work read. Over the years, you will have to get a reputation for being an author who is readable, competent and honest. Make sure that the organization sponsoring or publishing you has a reputation for competence and integrity, and is not just a mouthpiece for a commercial pressure group. Make sure that each report is attractively typed, bound and presented. Concentrate on making each report as readable as possible, with the abstract, summary, recommendations and introduction being particularly clear and readable.

THE REPORT

tc \l2 "THE REPORT
Now that the objective has been defined, and the requirements of the target audience have been identified, it is possible to work out the ideal structure of a report written for your particular purpose.

Authorship

tc \l3 "AuthorshipI think that a report should always have the authors names on it, so that readers know how much confidence they can have in it and so that the authors feel fully responsible for what they have written. This should also have a restraining effect on those administrators who calmly change a few of the essential assumptions or the conclusions and send on the report to the decision makers as though the analysis still supported the conclusions. Problems do arise with a joint report or a report by a committee, where some members will not be willing to put their name to the final report.

Summary

tc \l3 "SummaryThe summary is, as I have said, the hardest part to write, as it is read by everybody and judged by people with a wide range of technical competence. It should be short, only as long as is necessary to make your main points, perhaps 2000 words maximum for the normal report. I have come across a report with a 25-page summary for a 70-page report. This annoyed me, as I wanted to skip through the summary quickly before getting down to the meat. It made the full report seem unbearably repetitious, saying the same things more verbosely (and this particular report could have been presented quite comfortably in 25 pages). Another danger of such a long summary is that, in a hierarchical organization, someone two rungs above you, with no knowledge of the subject, will have to shorten it, and they will probably introduce several errors and biases.

The summary is not the place for complex tables, F tests or analysis. It must be comprehensible to the nonspecialist. However, you must make it clear if you have reservations on the adequacy of the frame, the reliability of the data etc. ‑ possibly referring to a section of the report for a full discussion. You must also make it clear if the case for one course of action is not much stronger than the case for another. If you do not, you are misleading your reader and it may rebound on you.

There is usually quite a lot of boring detail that must go into your report, just to show that you have done the work. This should be put in the appendix so it only bores the one person who really has to read it. Similarly, your complex mathematical proof of a point goes in an appendix instead of the main text.

I know that I should leave out any passage or section if it is not relevant or if it does not help the main argument. However, I find it psychologically difficult to do this if it is quite an interesting point in its own right. The answer is to move it to the appendix. Here it does not get in the way. It is also a lot easier to make the decision to drop it completely, once you have relegated it to the appendix as irrelevant. 

Statistics

tc \l3 "StatisticsLarge statistical tables in the body of the text make the report look forbidding and may make it unreadable. Cut them out. Instead of a full-page table making a dozen different points, use several small 2 x 3, or 3 x 5 tables, each making only one or two points. Collect the large tables and slap them in a statistical appendix. Some people try and make their report fatter and more impressive by putting in a lot of quite irrelevant statistics from the National Food Survey, the CSO etc. to pad out the report, statistics which they do not even refer to in the discussion. This is counterproductive, as most reports are too long anyway, and as an economist will not be at all impressed by a report full of irrelevant figures.

Present the tables properly with notes, sources etc. Other economists will certainly conclude that you are incompetent if you do not.

The Contents

tc \l3 "The ContentsThe report should present a logical argument tending towards a conclusion. Avoid a report that is just description or a list of facts and statistics.

The more theoretically sophisticated economists sometimes start with a hypothesis and then go on to sample selection, questionnaire design, pilot survey, survey response and so on before coming to the results, thirty pages of printout. This is commendable in showing the rigour of your approach, but it is desperately dull reading. What is more it produces facts but it does not analyse them or reach a conclusion. A report like this is acceptable as a technical appendix to a real report, but not as a report in its own right.

Presentation

tc \l3 "PresentationA badly typed, badly photocopied, report, which has no cover, and is stapled together at one corner, starts at a disadvantage. No one expects it to be good. There is really no excuse for this today. It should be possible to get your report typed on a word processor with a laser printer. You can get cheap and attractive cardboard or plastic covers. You can get it perfect bound instead of stapled. It takes very little extra effort or cost, but the effect on readership and conviction is substantial.

It is worth remembering, though, that the standards that are expected are rising all the time. Not that long ago, it would have been quite acceptable to have a typewritten report, or one written on a 24-pin letter quality printer, but now anything less than a laser-printed report on good quality paper looks tatty. Similarly, the advent of advanced word processors and page processors means that excellent typing looks very plain, rather as though you are presenting a rough draft. Considerably more time has to be given to formatting and headings. No doubt, in the near future illustrations and multicolour printing will be required.

The British Civil Service and the American land grant colleges get their reports typed out single spaced with very narrow margins in order to save paper. However, it is difficult to read single spaced reports and it is difficult to read long lines of typescript. It takes longer to read and comprehension is reduced. This is a typical bureaucratic blunder: a decision is made which saves a few million a year but which significantly reduces the efficiency of the whole organization. 


WHY PUBLISH?

tc \l1 "WHY PUBLISH?

 From Peter Bowbrick Effective Communication for Professionals and Executives Graham and Trotman, London Dordrecht and Boston, 1988.   Peter Bowbrick.
 
You remember old Hobson at college. He writes once a year to the British Medical and asks if any correspondent can tell him how much it costs to keep a horse in the country. And then he signs himself in the Medical Register as The contributor of several unostentatious queries and remarks to scientific papers. Conan Doyle Crabbes Practice
There is enormous personal satisfaction to be gained from publishing your work. Even publishing a popular article in the trade press is satisfying. You then know that someone thinks that your work is of practical importance and is willing to pay for it. This is not to be sneered at, as we all, I think, feel from time to time that our jobs are not important, that economics is a sham, that our conclusions are ignored and that we are parasites. I know that when I was an academic I was far more excited by my first 25 from the Commercial Grower, which showed that my work was relevant and useful to farmers, than by my first paper in an economic journal.

TRADE PAPERS

tc \l2 "TRADE PAPERS 

Popular articles in the trade press have a bigger impact than seems likely at first sight. If your message gets through to the decision makers from several directions, from trade papers, from academic journals and from reports, it carries more weight. Your credibility with academics and administrators is increased if it is seen that the trade accepts you and your views. To the trade your criticisms are taken as constructive criticisms from within, rather than as destructive criticisms by an ignorant outsider.

Articles in the trade or popular press also help you make contacts and exploit them. I found that my popular articles meant that I could get interviews with businesspersons who were notoriously difficult to approach. What is more, they meant that the businesspersons talked to me freely, treating me as an equal rather than as an academic or reporter to be disposed of as quickly as possible.

Articles in the business sections of newspapers get an astonishing readership. I found that when I published an article in the Sunday Times, most of my friends noticed it and read it, even though it was on an industry that they had no interest in. What is more, they noticed who had written it. I would certainly expect high readership from anyone interested in my industry: I know that if I see an article on my branch of economics in a newspaper, I usually read it even if I would have passed it over if I had seen it in a journal.

The trade papers pay well. You can expect to make a lot more from writing for them than from writing a novel. They are always keen to get articles from people who can provide an independent outside view of the industry. (They are not short of articles written by the Public Relations Officer or Marketing Manager of a commercial firm showing how their product can help readers make their fortunes.) If the editor recognizes you as that rare person, the economist who can write English, you will get a letter by return of post asking for more.

Articles in trade papers also help you get jobs. Managing directors get to know your name and will approach you when they are looking for an economist or an economic consultant. Headhunters, too, scan the back issues of the trade press to find out who is going places. 

JOURNAL ARTICLES

tc \l3 "JOURNAL ARTICLES
There is no reason why real economists should not publish as much in the journals as the average ivory‑towered academic does. Real economists must base their career on hard analysis. Their daily work involves writing reports quite as rigorous as the papers published in academic journals. Of course, they does not submit Economic Journal articles to the board of directors; they submit a short summary, stripped of jargon and unnecessary detail. However, the first draft of their reports may be very much the same as the first draft of a journal article. Once you have done the economic analysis, there may not be an enormous amount of extra work in preparing it for publication. You will, of course, be publishing the theory, rather than the commercially valuable information.

Publishing scientific papers builds up your professional skills. When you first leave university, you are only too well aware of the gaps in your knowledge. When you are a real economist, you cannot do what you do in an examination: select the easy questions and skim over the points you do not know. You have to tackle the right questions and tackle them rigorously. If you do not know the right theory, you have to learn it. In a journal article your theory, your analysis and your data must be correct. You cannot expect to bluff referees, editors and readers as you might bluff your non‑economist employer. After you have written a few papers, you will find that this rigour becomes second nature, and your reports are equally rigorous.

At the same time, you build up your confidence in yourself. When you write up a point on your subject and see your paper refereed and published, and you then see that you attract appreciative criticism (adding to your argument) or no criticism at all, you can feel that your work is competent. If your paper has attacked the conventional wisdom, or has disagreed with one of the better‑known economists, you have even more reason to feel confident. When you have published half a dozen papers, you know that you can hold up your head in any company.

For some people, the driving incentive to publish is the certain knowledge that if they do not, their results will be ignored and all their work will be wasted. A new theoretical model that they have developed will be used within their own organization, but nowhere else. Mendels work on heredity is the awful example. It was published in the Journal of the Outer Silesian Gardeners Club (or some such) and forgotten. Fifty years later, two scientists discovered the same thing independently. His work had no effect whatsoever on the science of genetics. Alexander Fleming in 1928 published his observation that penicillum notatum would kill bacteria in a dish and that it could be injected into mice without killing them. That was all. Nothing more was done by him or anyone else. The whole thing would have been forgotten if it had not been that ten years later Ernst Chain came upon Flemings paper in a back number of the British Journal of Experimental Pathology and started working to develop penicillin. Publication was what made a casual observation into an idea that saved millions of lives. Discovering means uncovering. It is not just what you find out that matters, but what you discover to other people.

The value of this has been recognized by one government at least. At one time, the Australian government, like most others, was pathologically secretive, and it was very difficult for an economist to get permission to publish. However, the Central Bank economists got permission to publish scientific papers, and the civil servants, afraid that they would be left behind, fought for the right to publish. Today, in my field, Australia is probably the third or fourth most prolific country in the world in terms of quality publications.

PUBLISHING FOR ACADEMICS

tc \l2 "PUBLISHING FOR ACADEMICS
Those real economists who are also academics have an even stronger reason for wanting to publish. Publishing is necessary if they are to reach the top of the profession. Publish or perish  is the rule, though it does not appear to be enforced very strictly on this side of the Atlantic. (In one organization, which boasted, of its publish or perish policy a statistical analysis found that publishing was negatively related to promotion). In the United States, though, payoff is expected to be positive and substantial. Since this is a matter of absorbing interest to academics, there are occasional papers in the mainstream journals attempting to quantify the payoff. One of these analyses, by Tuckman and Leahey (1975), concentrated on the payoff measured in direct salary increments, in promotion-related salary increments and in career‑related option effects. It was assumed that in the American academic world you get salary increases as a result of publication; that in some universities you have to publish even to hold on to your job; that you are more likely to get promotion if you publish; that if you publish, you are nationally known and are more likely to get a better job offer in another university; and that you are likely to get an administrative job with a better salary. They used an econometric model to explain the salary and grade of American university academics in 1972/3, by their age, their higher degree, the length of time since they took their higher degree, the region in which they had taken their higher degree, the reputation of their department and, of course, the number of books and papers they had written. This model reflects the American tradition and promotion patterns up to 1973.

They found that the salary increment from the first article is considerable, $542 (1972 prices), but this falls quickly to under $200 after four or five papers and then to less than $100 after 30 papers and less than $50 after 35 papers. The payoff is much higher than this initial increment, because the returns arising from salary increases and promotion mount up over a lifetime. The first paper of an assistant professor was worth $12,340 over a lifetime, the fifth only $4310 and the thirtieth only $1544. Because age was held constant and one is likely to write ones thirtieth paper much later in life, the lifetime returns are likely to be much smaller than this. One cannot imagine ones thirty-sixth paper, published shortly before retirement, having any money payoff. (I am not happy that Tuckman and Leaheys paper made due allowance for later papers tending to be joint publication with students who have done most of the work. These papers do not add much to your status).

Books are relatively unimportant: 


For a faculty member with no publications, about 1.37 books would have to be written to provide a salary increment equal to that obtained from writing the first article. The fifth article is worth only 0.45 of the first book, and the tenth only 0.36. Thus, the incentive to publish at least one book increases as a faculty member publishes more articles. It should be noted, however, that the return per additional book diminishes more rapidly than the return per additional article 

This low valuation of a book comes as no surprise to me because they are not a very good medium for disseminating economic theory. In most areas of economics, books are ignored (international trade appears to be one exception). My personal economics library consists of a few undergraduate textbooks and well over a thousand offprints and photocopies of articles. I assume that if anything is presented as an article it will probably be concise and rigorous. At least it is a matter of minutes to see if it is worth reading. All too often, a single idea which would make a good paper is padded out to make a bad book. Recently I wrote the first draft of a paper in 25,000 words, writing tightly and leaving out many useful lines of enquiry and all empirical data. I could easily have expanded it to book length, but instead I sweated blood to get it down to 9000 words for publication as a paper, because I knew that far more people would read it. Most economists find it easier to get hold of photocopies than books because it is one of the meannesses of most organizations that they would rather pay 20 for photocopies than 10 for a book. Another reason that the payoff from books appeared low was that many were descriptive rather than theoretical and that many are just low-level textbooks.

Tuckman and Leahey admit that the chief weakness of their research was that they could not quantify the personal pleasure and satisfaction from having ones work recognized. There is satisfaction in knowing that you are making good in your chosen career, and more still when you know that the evidence you produce, publications, will be accepted by your peers. There is a very deep and abiding satisfaction in knowing that you are producing work that is original, relevant, important and difficult. 

WHERE TO PUBLISH

tc \l2 "WHERE TO PUBLISH
Your decision on where to publish will depend on your desire for status, your desire to be published quickly and your desire to reach your target audience. As these desires point in different directions, you will have to balance the advantages and disadvantages of different types of publication.

 Avoid Delays

tc \l3 " Avoid DelaysIt can take two years before your paper gets into print, both because of slow refereeing and because the journal may have accepted so many papers that there is a backlog. There is a cost in this delay. You have to go without the status, and the promotion that goes with it, for a year or two. Your paper gets increasingly obsolete, and there is a chance that it may have been refuted before it gets published, or that someone will have published an identical paper first. A purely factual paper would certainly be obsolete, so there is no point in publishing it in a journal at all.

Trade papers and newspapers will publish your results instantly, but it can take two or three years to get your academic paper into press even if it is accepted. However, it may be rejected after the referee has had it for ten months (and ten months is the average time taken to referee), and you will then have to rewrite and resubmit elsewhere. The probability of acceptance is between .11 and .25 for the main American economic journals (Oster, 1980), so a high proportion of the papers submitted must have been rejected and resubmitted several times. Many, I would guess, are written four or five years before they are published. 

A young, impatient academic who wants results quickly and who has a horror of being rejected might well go for a relatively low‑status journal which has a fast refereeing time and a low rejection rate. An established academic might not be interested in anything but the top status journals, in spite of the delay and the limited readership. 

Publish in High‑Status Journals

tc \l3 "Publish in High‑Status JournalsAcademics, in particular, publish for status. The high flyers publish a lot and try to publish in the high‑status journals. The run‑of‑the‑mill academics try to publish a paper every year or two to get their status reconfirmed, to show that they can still produce a publishable paper. Real economists too need their status confirmed. A general economist might rank the American economic journals for status as follows 1. American Economic Review 2. Econometrica 3. Journal of Political Economy 4. Quarterly Journal of Economics 5. Review of Economics and Statistics 6. International Economic Review 7. Southern Economic Journal 8. Economic Enquiry. (See Hawkins, Ritter and Walter, 1973). Oster shows the very different rankings that might arise because of differences in the age, patience and ambition of the author. However, she does not give as much attention to the type of reader as she might.

Aim at the Target Audience

tc \l3 "Aim at the Target AudienceIf I were to publish in these journals, very few of my target audience would see my paper, so my gain in status would be small. All I would get would be a high‑status publication on my CV. The gain in status depends on who sees that you have published, not just on the fact that you have published. I would be much better off publishing in a specialist agricultural economics journal that is scanned by most of my colleagues. The much higher readership by my target audience offsets any loss in status ‑ and of course, the fact that a macro‑economic planner has not heard of me does not really diminish my status.

Aiming a paper at its target audience should be given a lot more emphasis. Authors have a strong interest in seeing that all the people who might be interested in it see their papers. I as a reader would also benefit: if I subscribe to a journal and only one or two articles in it are of interest to me, the cost per paper is high. I would be far happier subscribing to a journal if four or five articles in each issue interested me, both because the cost per article was lower, and because the search cost (such as reading half way through irrelevant papers) was lower. If  editors accept a paper for the wrong journal, only two or three people may read it ‑ and I do not think that this can be rare. The cost of printing the article could be 400, so the cost per reader might be 200. An ideal publishing policy would have the following aims: ‑


· All readers would see all papers that interested them.

· No reader would be exposed to papers that did not interest them.

· BUT readers would be exposed to ideas, techniques and methods outside their own paradigms.

· No readers should be exposed to more data or more theory than they need needs.

· Academic standards should be maintained

 Maximizing Readership

tc \l3 " Maximizing ReadershipAn enormous audience in different target groups can be obtained by a judicious mix of journals. An example is the coverage that I obtained for a routine study, an economic appraisal of the Dublin Fruit and Vegetable Wholesale Market.

· A detailed report was sent to the National Prices Commission, which had commissioned the study. They published the report through the Government Stationery Office.

· Copies of the report were sent to Government, the Corporation, the wholesalers, the farmers' union and consumer groups. The private sector, at least, read them and commented to the press (and acted immediately and decisively, without waiting for government to make a decision).

· Copies were sent to colleagues abroad who worked on similar problems.

· Copies were sent for abstracting to WAERSA and the International Society for Horticultural Science. 

· An article on one point of theoretical interest was published in the Journal of Agricultural Economics. Another was written as a comment on a paper elsewhere, but someone else published first.

· I was interviewed on national radio, both on a consumer programme aimed at homemakers, and in the commentary following the 6 oclock news.

· Press releases and copies of the report were sent to the papers, national and provincial. We got prominent front-page coverage in the national dailies. It was the lead story in one.

· Articles were written for Business and Finance and the Irish Farmers Journal. Press releases were sent to the Fruit Trades Journal, The Grocer, Supermarketing, The Fruit Trades Review, The Grower, Horticultural Industry, etc.

 There is one very easy way to get a reputation: send your offprints to the third world. A country like Tanzania has only enough foreign exchange to order 400 journals, covering all subjects. A student of economics may have access to only half a dozen journals. If you send your papers to their university library, they will see that you have written two or three papers on the subject, and they will think that you are the world expert on it, because they do not have access to the hundreds of other papers on the subject.

Publishing in Several Journals

tc \l3 "Publishing in Several JournalsIt is quite permissible to write one article for a journal, one for a trade paper and another for a newspaper, as they are written for different audiences and have a different level of sophistication. It is not permissible to submit what is virtually the same article to two competing journals. It is cheating the editors and your readers. It is done I know, particularly in the experimental sciences, and the people who do it get a large number of publications. If you do it though, you will soon be blacklisted by the editors and your colleagues will assume that you are writing nothing new, just rehashing the same paper, so you will get less credit than you deserve, rather than more.

It is quite permissible though to present a paper at a conference and then to submit it to a journal, because the conference has a small, select audience. It is also permissible to publish in journals that have totally different audiences, the Journal of Agricultural Economics and the Rand Journal of Economics for instance. 

TYPES OF JOURNAL

tc \l2 "TYPES OF JOURNAL
General economic journals

tc \l3 "General economic journalsThe general economic journals, like the American Economic Review and the Journal of Political Economy, discuss techniques and theories that are likely to be of interest to economists in all areas of economics. They tend to be specialist talking to generalist. To a greater extent than other journals, they are inspirational and have the function of widening the readers' horizons.

 Technical journals 

tc \l3 " Technical journals The more technically‑oriented journals, like Econometrica, the Journal of Marketing Research and the Bell Journal of Economics, give much more detail of technique, with many of the papers ignoring theory and method entirely. Specialists talk to specialists. I should like to see more of these technical papers in the technical journals and fewer in general journals.

Specialist journals 

tc \l3 "Specialist journals Journals like the Journal of Agricultural Economics, Regional Studies or Petroleum Economics confine themselves to one discipline, perhaps as wide as agricultural economics, perhaps as narrow as farm management. They are frequently given away to all members of a professional association, and so are more thoroughly scanned and are seen by people other than academics. The editors would hope that each subscriber would find one paper of immediate interest, and two or three that might be of value in future. They tend to describe the application of a technique or a theory, and to be particularly valuable for bringing new economic theory into, say, health economics.

Regional journals 

tc \l3 "Regional journals  There are regional journals like the East African Journal of Economics, which tend to introduce techniques used elsewhere to regional problems. The regional interest keeps readership high, even though the articles cover a wide range of problems and techniques.

Highly specialized journals 

tc \l3 "Highly specialized journals There is also a class of regional, discipline journals, like the East African Journal of Agricultural Economics, where most readers would tackle most papers because of their special interest in the region and the subject. Papers sent here tend to have very direct application to practical problems, but to have no broad appeal outside the discipline and region.

Highly specialized journals and conference proceedings tend to be of great and enduring interest to a small number of people. Acta Horticulturae (Economics issue), for example, is essential reading to some 200 people throughout the world, most of whom will read at least three quarters of the papers. The limited circulation means that they are expensive, even using the cheapest printing processes, but their interest means that the cost per page read is very low.

Occasional papers 

tc \l3 "Occasional papers Occasional Papers from a university or research institute are, in effect, reports that are published. They can be duplicated or printed cheaply. Since typing is the biggest cost, and since ones results have to be typed up anyway, the marginal cost of producing extra copies is small. Free copies are usually sent to the decision makers, to people who have cooperated in the study, and to colleagues working in the same field. Other copies may be sold and, with luck, the publications are self‑financing.

These papers have several very important advantages to the author. They are refereed by the authors own department, which should be reasonably quick. They can be printed within a couple of days. They can be posted direct to the target audience. Space is not a problem, so they are ideal for developing arguments, reporting results and giving details of equations, experimental design, response rates etc. They can also be used to report negative results which are too often excluded from journals.

Working papers

tc \l3 "Working papersWorking papers are becoming an increasingly important outlet for the author who is frustrated by the delays in journal publishing and the very limited space the journals allow for reporting results. They can be very similar to an occasional paper, though they usually are written and presented more in the style of a journal article. They are not formally refereed, though, of course, one always makes as much use of an informal refereeing system as possible. Economists can write full academic papers, setting out their methods and analysis in farm more detail than they could in a journal article. This working paper may then be discussed in a university seminar before the final, condensed paper is sent to a journal. It is quite acceptable to send copies to other economists while your paper is in press, both to stimulate discussion and to make it clear that you were first in the field.

Working papers and occasional papers are particularly suitable for reporting results. In the vast majority of economic studies, there is nothing special about the theory or techniques that would justify a journal article. The results are important, though, and it is important that they should be made available as soon as possible and with all the necessary detail.

The Popular press 

tc \l3 "The Popular press  Newspapers and the trade press have a wide coverage and they reach an audience that never reads academic journals. Trade journals are particularly valuable because they are targeted at an audience that is both homogeneous and influential. The readers give more credit to your views than they would if they saw them in an academic journal or a newspaper.

Choose Carefully 

tc \l3 "Choose Carefully You should pay a lot of attention to where you publish. Your chance of influencing action depends largely on your picking the right journal. If you pick the wrong one, the paper is likely to be rejected. Even if it is published, most of your target audience will miss it. Even the best and most important work will be wasted. 


WRITING A JOURNAL ARTICLE

tc \l1 "WRITING A JOURNAL ARTICLE
WHAT TO WRITE

tc \l2 "WHAT TO WRITE
Once you have decided to have a go at writing a journal article, you have to think of something to write about. The all‑important criterion is that the article should help economists do their job better, faster or easier in the future. It may do this in many ways, by developing new and better theory, or by attacking existing theory, for instance. I have, I know, said that it is legitimate to write journal articles to improve your status, but this does not mean that you should concentrate on demonstrating your knowledge of recondite theory or your mastery of obscure techniques. No, you demonstrate your understanding of economics by knowing what is important, and by not wasting the readers time or your own.

The authors who publish most often in the journals are not necessarily the most brilliant economists. They are, however, the economists who have developed a nose for what will interest other economists, in the same way that a journalist has developed a nose for a good story. You cannot just take your latest project report and summarize it in 5000 words for publication as an article. It would be compressed beyond recognition and totally unreadable. Anything new or original would be left out or given so little space that its importance was missed. Instead, you should look through the report to find out what is new and original and will help other economists. Often it is only one small section of the report which you hardly discussed there, because it did not support the main thrust of the argument.

What real economists are looking for in a journal article is something that they can put into practice themselves, and this is exactly the sort of article that is easiest for you, as a real economist, to write. When I am doing a study, the sort of report I find most useful is a previous study of the same industry or a recent report on a similar industry elsewhere ‑ a consultancy report or an occasional paper. These can be used immediately for building up my model and will provide facts and understanding that I could not easily get elsewhere. They have the disadvantage though that it is not at all easy to apply them to other industries. A report on petroleum marketing may be of little value in working out a model of the clothing market, even though the theory and analysis used may be much the same.

This is where journal articles come in. What I need is a model that has been stripped of all the detail of the petroleum industry and is presented as a simple theoretical model. This should be reasonably realistic, not assuming perfect competition, zero transport costs, a homogeneous product and a single price and income elasticity for all consumers.

Partly because of this, the way in which your reader will be using the paper, and partly because of the one to two year wait before publication, the paper must confine itself to points that are really important and are not going to become obsolete soon. Because the journal provides a permanent record, and some papers are still being quoted and used twenty or thirty years later, you must select points that will still be interesting in two years time and will have some residual interest for a further five years at least.

You are not going to offer new facts, new theories or new points, but a new way of putting them together into a logical argument. Nearly every sentence you write, nearly every paragraph, will make a point that other people have made before, in other contexts. Nearly every bit of theory you use is borrowed. Nearly every bit of information you use is well known or unsurprising to most of your readers. Your originality depends on the use you can make of them. Your paper is judged on whether it is a cohesive, logical argument, using facts, theories and points to get from your assumptions to interesting conclusions.

Your paper should have a single objective and stick to it. If you are displaying an econometric technique, display it: do not clutter up your paper with results. The pages of variables, with values, standard errors etc. do not add to your model. They are obsolete when published. They are too compressed to be meaningful. They are not analysed and explained. Their proper place is a working paper. Similarly, if you are presenting a theoretical model, you should not clutter it up with any more description of the market than is necessary. Statistics, and particularly undigested statistics, should not be included. The more irrelevant material you have, the more difficult your message will be to understand, and the more likely it is that you will be tripped up on an unimportant point.

Your Own Theoretical Models

tc \l3 "Your Own Theoretical ModelsAs a real economist, you are most likely to want to publish your own theoretical models. They are what interest you, and what you spend most of your working life on. They are also extremely useful for other economists working in similar industries, as I have shown in Practical Economics for the Real Economist. 
The trick here is to find which parts of your model are worth writing about. You may find a paradoxical supply response in the typewriter industry and work out why it occurs. You could write it up like that, but you would have few readers, because most of us would be put off by the subject, typewriters, and would be confused and irritated by all your background information and the technicalities of the typewriter industry. Your first step, therefore, should be to simplify the model. Take away all the assumptions that are not strictly relevant to the point you are making. Is the supply response affected by the facts that a typewriter can be either a capital or a consumption good, that there are Japanese imports or that there are discount shops? If not, leave them out of the model. All these points may be very important to your industry analysis, but if they are not relevant to your main point, leave them out. 

The article you write from this may be publishable, but the mention of typewriters and the technicalities of the typewriter industry may put off potential readers. You can strip away all references to the typewriter industry, and consider instead an industry with the following characteristics . . . You will be left with an elegant bit of pure economic logic that can be easily applied to other markets. It is clearly expressed, and you will probably see ways of elaborating it yourself. You can present the model as pure abstract theory, or you can mention, preferably in the discussion at the end rather than the introduction, that it was based on the typewriter industry.

Theory

tc \l3 "TheoryYou can also tackle theory in a rather different way, attacking or changing existing theory rather than presenting your own complete model. In your day-to-day work, you will use bits of theory borrowed from journal articles and find it quite inadequate for your purposes. You are forced to develop your own, more realistic theory. It is usually cobbled together, adequate for the purpose but no more. Sometimes though, you will come up with a synthesis that is really original and useful. It can then be published either as a contribution in its own right or as a comment on the article that proved inadequate. Real economists have done this on a host of subjects including consumption economics, production economics, tax incidence and market share analysis.

Again, the art is to strip the theory of unnecessary assumptions and to make it as simple as possible. Note that I say unnecessary assumptions. One of the big contributions that you as a real economist can make is to say that some simplifying assumptions cannot be made without destroying the relevance of the theory, that some explicit assumptions have quite unwanted implications, and that there are a large number of implicit assumptions.

Pencil‑Point Theory

tc \l3 "Pencil‑Point TheoryThere is one kind of theory that has a particular appeal to the Ivory‑Towered Academic. This is the one which starts with the absolute minimum of assumptions, and builds up an enormous chain of logic, mathematical as a rule, from it. One sees people attempting to build up a complete theory of consumption from two or three assumptions (and ignoring all the findings of market research, psychology etc.) This type of theory is attractive as it permits the exercise of pure logic and mathematics. It is totally unstable though. If one alters any one of the handful of assumptions, to bring it near reality, the whole edifice collapses. It is rather like trying to balance a pencil on its point. Real economists do not produce any of it in their work, so there is no temptation to publish it. To produce a model which is of any value to employers, a model which will affect decisions and action, they must make a host of assumptions, to make the model reasonably realistic. Typically, there is a short chain of reasoning from a broad base of assumptions. There is no less theory or reasoning, than with the pencil point model, but it is more difficult as you cannot assume away the inconvenient facts, or make simplifying assumptions to make the mathematics manageable. This rich, complex model is also more stable than the pencil‑point model: because there are perhaps fifty main assumptions, the model does not collapse when five are altered; because the assumptions are based on reality, ridiculous explicit and implicit assumptions are soon spotted.

Techniques

tc \l3 "TechniquesAt first sight, it seems that development of new techniques must be left to the academic economists, because only the universities are prepared to pay people to do basic research. However, even with statistics, practitioners make many of the most important developments. One has only to think of Student who developed t for the benefit of the brewery he was working for.

A lot of practical techniques, even if they are little more than hints, meet the criteria of being interesting to other economists, of saving them time and of helping them do their job better. As an example, there is the article I wrote on the use of tape recorders in economics, which I sure was the most widely read article in its issue of the journal, even though it had no intellectual pretensions. There are many possibilities here; articles on survey technique, on organizing your work around a micro‑computer and so on.

Avoid Literature Reviews

tc \l3 "Avoid Literature ReviewsA comprehensive review article by a top academic economist, like Blaugs excellent The methodology of economics in the series Cambridge Surveys of Economic Literature, can be valuable to the working economist. However, working economists should not waste their own time in writing review articles: they should leave it to top academics ‑ and I mean top academics. There are several reasons for this. Review articles are hard work. You must spend perhaps two or three years collecting all the literature on the subject. Then you must spend months or years identifying trends, lines of enquiry etc., and sorting and classifying the papers into schools of thought. The analysis owes much to the techniques of English literary criticism and of the history of economic thought. I confess that I am quite incapable of this: I cannot stand detached from what I read and classify it into schools of thought. Instead, I read papers only to find theory that I can fit into my present model to solve the problem I happen to be working on. I am left with a very confused picture of the literature I have read, but a very precise model of my own.

What is the payoff from review articles? A major achievement will help hundreds of economists but will take years. A more modest target would be to review perhaps forty papers on a topic. At the end, you might make it possible for workers on the subject to read the papers with more understanding. You are more likely just to say succinctly what everybody knew already. You do not get any academic kudos for this type of work. The payoff is particularly low when there are a lot of review articles written on the subject. The Journal of Marketing Research, for example, has a very high proportion of review articles, and it is most unlikely that any one of them adds substantially to the last one on the subject.

Much of the problem lies in the objective. If you set out to produce a review, you do just that: you describe what has been said before. If you set out to produce a synthesis, you are not likely to do much more than formalize the status quo. If, however, you set out to challenge a research programme, you will certainly come up with a new perspective and you will probably come up with something startlingly new. This is a rapid and effective way of doing real economics and it is a lot more fun than reviewing the literature. 

Results

tc \l3 "ResultsI do not think that results have much place in an economic journal, because they get obsolete too quickly, because they cannot be presented adequately in a small space, and because they are of very limited value even to the economist who is working on the same subject as you.

When a new branch of the subject, such as development economics or business economics, is established, its journals tend to publish a lot of results and descriptions. These have a certain value to other economists not just in providing hypotheses but also in setting out the boundaries, saying what it is legitimate for a business economist to study. As the subject gets established, it swings towards theory, mainly because more people are working in it and the competition to get into print is harder. 

If you do present results, which is occasionally justified, present them properly. You should be able to summarize them clearly with the bare minimum of figures. You want to say what your results are and what they imply. You should not confuse this message with the figures you used to reach the conclusion, as these can usually be happily relegated to the appendix or a working paper.

Do not present undigested statistics, least of all the printout of the regressions you have run. The long string of results in an econometric study, giving values and standard errors for all variables under half a dozen specifications, is totally without interest as results. If one were to write out the results instead of putting them in figures, they would certainly be rejected as boring and trivial: It was found that weather appeared to be correlated with demand, but the effect was very small, and we could not really be sure whether it increased or reduced demand, and indeed the result may be just a chance error. There may also be autocorrelation errors which invalidate the whole exercise . . . If the written results are boring and trivial and fail to distinguish between important and unimportant results, how can the figures be any better?

Experiments

tc \l3 "ExperimentsIn the physical sciences, the typical paper has the sections Hypothesis, Method, Results, and Discussion. This format is seldom used in an economic article, as it is very seldom that we are presenting an experiment for replication. We are normally presenting chunks of logic.

Description

tc \l3 "DescriptionDescription is, as I have said, of limited interest to economists at the best of times. With journal articles, there is the added problem that a description of a volatile industry will be obsolete by the time it is published.

LAYOUT OF A JOURNAL ARTICLE

tc \l2 "LAYOUT OF A JOURNAL ARTICLE


Authors

tc \l3 "AuthorsWho are the authors? Should anyone who has given a helpful suggestion be cited as a co‑author? If not, how much help justifies co‑authorship? Is the head of department ex officio co‑author? Does help by students have to be acknowledged?

Disputes over authorship cause intense bitterness and have started life‑long feuds. If someone spends three years on a research project and they see their professor publish the results, they have a right to be furious. They see someone else getting the status and material reward that they have worked for. With a Ph.D. student the situation is even more serious. If the supervisor publishes without mentioning the student, the research cannot be put in the thesis. If anyone other than the supervisor publishes the research, it cannot be included in the thesis, even if the student is cited as co‑author.

Because of the passions it arouses, you should never let anyone feel that their contribution has been overlooked or that they have been cheated of the credit from the publication. The cost to you is small. You may not get quite as much credit from a joint publication as you would as sole author, but I do not think that the loss is serious. Your readers will realize that you are the main author, and you will get the lions share of the credit. You will gain the reputation of being someone who can collaborate with others.

Anyone who makes a substantial contribution to the paper should be made a co‑author. It is up to you to decide what is substantial. Twenty per cent certainly is. One of the four or five main arguments probably is. A few comments and suggestions are not. Doing the legwork in collecting and analysing data does not qualify here. A biochemist friend feels that he must cite as co‑author anyone who has made a valid point that was included in a paper, so he generally has two or three co‑authors. When he applied for a chair, it was suggested at the interview that this implied that he was unable to work on his own. He got the chair though, so it must have been inferred instead that he was a good collaborator. In an economics paper, though, it would generally be sufficient to acknowledge the contribution in a footnote. As I have said above, in economics it is not the points that count, as they are seldom novel: it is the way you put them together into a logical argument. Only if the point means a major change should you cite the contributor as co‑author.

No one should be made a co‑author without their permission, however important the contribution they has made. They may think that the rest of the paper is rubbish and resent being blamed for it.

The main authors name comes first. This is particularly important now, as citation indices generally work in terms of the first author. Computer listing by author is usually in terms of the first author alone, and so are a lot of library files. Sometimes writers cite in their references Smith et al instead of mentioning all the authors, so Jones and Brown are forgotten. If there are two or more equal authors, the first author is the one whose name comes first in the alphabet. If the authors publish several papers on the subject, they alternate ‑ Jones and Smith in the first paper, Smith and Jones in the second.

Who is the first author? A few academics publish over twenty papers a year. I had assumed that they were professors who slapped their name on everything published by anyone in their department as a sort of droit de seigneur. I spoke to someone who had published a classic textbook with one of these prolific professors and was second author. I expected a veiled resentment, but no: the rule was strict in that department: whoever wrote the first draft got first authorship. Another comforting illusion shattered. At the other extreme, though, I have seen someone demand to be cited as co‑author on the grounds that he had negotiated the grant, even though he had played no part in the research or writing. This is quite unacceptable.

When writing with a student, one practice is: 

· Ignore undergraduates.

· Thank MSc students in a footnote.

· Make PhD students second author.

I am not happy about this. I prefer the more widely accepted view that M.Sc. students should be first author if they have done most of the work (though in practice they seldom deserve first authorship). Ph.D. students should be first author. Non‑graduate staff are generally ignored, or, if they have done all the work, thanked in a footnote, but I believe that they are entitled to exactly the same consideration as anyone else. I have frequently given my assistant joint authorship ‑ he deserved it.

I know of a case where a research student spent a sunny afternoon constructing an economic model. Since the data and analysis were not good, he attached two or three pages of caveats. His supervisor read it and saw that it had publicity value. He collected the same data independently and did the same analysis, though he was most emphatic that he had not copied the work, but had just repeated it. He presented his paper to a conference under his own name. To the students delight it was presented without the caveats, and it was torn to pieces in the discussion.

Acknowledgements

tc \l3 "AcknowledgementsIt is both polite and good business to acknowledge any research grants given. Help by people who have read and criticized the report is often acknowledged, but I think that it is overdone. You should certainly not thank them without their permission. People who are not experts in the field, but who pointed out the odd blunder, will not be pleased to be acknowledged. They know that they will be held partly responsible for any errors that remain in spite of any caveat. You should not thank typists, computer operators, lab staff or anyone else who is just doing the routine work they are paid for. Nor should you thank your wife, mistress, or parents for love, affection and support or even for typing the manuscripts. Ideas are what should be acknowledged, not effort.

Title

tc \l3 "TitleA hundred people will read your title for every one that reads your abstract. A hundred people will read your abstract for every one that reads your paper. A bad title and abstract will mean that nobody but the editor and referee ever reads your paper ‑ this is no exaggeration, as it is quite on the cards that you will have less than a dozen readers anyway.

Prospective readers usually have to decide from the title alone whether or not to read your paper. They may pick up a journal, look at the contents and decide to look at one of the papers, if the title catches their eye. It is seldom as easy as that though. The only journal that most working economists see is the journal given free to members of their professional association, the Economic Journal to members of the Royal Economic Society, the American Economic Review to members of the American Economics Society or the Journal of Agricultural Economics to members of the Agricultural Economics Society for instance. Their department may have a small library, but they usually have to work from offprints and photocopies. They decide what to read by a search of one of the databases, some of which give only titles and no abstracts. Alternatively they may leaf through the Journal of Economic Literature, which publishes the titles of most mainstream economic literature, but the abstracts of only a select few, so that they must decide from the title alone whether the paper is interesting enough for it to be worth ordering a photocopy. It takes time, trouble and money to get photocopies and the cost per useful paper is very high if they order a lot of papers that appear to be interesting from their titles, but turn out to be useless. They will be reluctant to order your paper unless the title gives a clear indication that it will be useful.

Most titles are dull, uninformative and misleading. One might think that the authors were so unsure of themselves that they hoped that nobody would read the paper, spot its errors and publish a comment. Sometimes the title seems to have been written before the paper, so it is rather general and misleading. Sometimes, you think that the authors must have been so sick and tired of the subject after working away at it for months, that they made a snap judgement. There is no real excuse for this, as you can always change the title later, after the refereeing, when you can think about it with a fresh mind.

Some titles seem to have been chosen solely to look impressive on a curriculum vitae. They are not designed to attract readers, but to make prospective employers think that the papers are extremely high powered. This may well be a successful ploy, according to an economist friend who sat on many selection boards, both in universities and in a publications‑oriented research institute, and who watched how they evaluated candidates publications. The board had to look through a large number of applications, each with perhaps three or four papers cited. The members of the board are busy men and may have no direct interest in who is appointed to another department. They are certainly not going to look at all the papers to assess their merits. At most, they will look at the titles, the number of pages and the journals in which the papers are published. Far too often, the people on the selection board have not done more than glance at the documents before the interview, and I have seen them surreptitiously reading a CV during an interview, obviously for the first time. Only the head of department, the person who is going to be your boss, will be sufficiently interested to glance at some of the papers if they are in the departmental library. They make a quite arbitrary assessment of the relative value of the long and short papers on different subjects in a branch of economics that they are not familiar with. They will judge you by the number of papers and the reputation of the journal, and, no doubt, by the complexity of the title.

Think, though, what kind of a career you are planning for yourself, where it is so important to have an impressive CV and so unimportant that anyone should ever read what you write. Is there any career where jobs do not open up because people have read your work?

Some economists choose frivolous titles as if to say I am so famous as an economist that I know my work will be accepted and read whatever it is called. This is silly. It ignores the realities of the information explosion. There are far too many papers written by even the best‑known economists for anyone to read them all. Few people will read even the papers with informative titles. I nearly missed an excellent paper, paradoxically on information economics, because it was called The market for lemons, the lemons being dud motor cars. I picked it up only because I was working on fruit marketing at the time. Most people would have missed it because of its silly title.

Abstract

tc \l3 "AbstractA hundred people will read your abstract for every one that reads your paper. A good abstract will attract the attention of everyone who is even marginally interested in the paper. It will mean that those people who ought to order the paper do so. A bad abstract means that the people who should read the paper decide from the abstract that the paper is uninteresting, off the subject, bad or badly written.

There are now an enormous number of computer databases that store abstracts or titles of journal articles ‑ 700 in 1979 (Williams, 1980) and the number is rising rapidly. A listing of those most useful to the economist is provided by Williams (1982), and Seiss and Braden (1982). Table 1 extracts those most relevant to the general economist from the rather more specialized list prepared by Seiss and Braden.

Economists starting a new project will often search a database to get a list of everything that has been published on that topic. They can then order the literature and start work where others left off, knowing that they are well up on the subject, and they are not repeating work that has already been done. Naturally, you want your abstract to be turned up by the computer is searching your subject.

Computer search of the literature has changed the role of abstracts. The abstract is no longer a summary at the beginning of the paper, designed to attract someone who is already looking at the paper. It is designed to be read by a computer looking for keywords, so it should have as many keywords as possible. It is designed to be read as part of a printout of abstracts on the subject, so it must persuade the readers to order a copy, a far more difficult task than to persuade them to continue reading a paper that they have in their hands already.

The information scientists idea of a well‑prepared abstract is one that enables readers to identify the basic content of a document quickly and accurately, and to determine its relevance to their interests and thus to decide whether they need to read the document in its entirety (Weil, 1970). Weil, and the American Society for Information Science, argues that the abstract should contain the following information:

Purpose state the primary objects and scope of the study. Is it a state of the art report, a historical review, a report of original research, a literature survey, a comment?

Methodology 
State the techniques used, briefly, but with more detail if the techniques used are novel.

Results 
Describe findings as informatively and accurately as possible
Conclusions 
Describe the implications of the results. Conclusions can be associated with recommendations, evaluations, applications, suggestions, new relationships, and hypotheses accepted or rejected.

I am not happy about giving results. If it is a paper whose only value is its results, they deserve to be examined properly. A listing of a few select results, like gross margins or elasticities, is not going to be a balanced presentation. It may stop people from reading your report if they think that they have read it all in the abstract. Some people may even pick up your abstract and cite your results without reading your paper. (This appears to be an accepted practice in the experimental sciences, but it is anathema in economics. It is certain that anyone doing this will misrepresent you, misunderstand your figures and ignore your caveats.)

In fact, I am not at all happy about the information scientists approach. A summary of the paper is not what you want. First, you want the key words for computer search, and then you want one or two hundred words explaining why someone should want to read your paper. Does it deal with an important problem? ‑ how important? Does it use a new technique? ‑ what is so good about it? Does it have policy implications? It is a chastening experience to try and write an abstract like this and to find that you can give no reason why anyone should want to read your paper.

The following example will show what I mean. The abstract had a quite remarkable effect in attracting requests for copies, and I am sure that everyone who should have read the report did so, providing they saw the abstract. 

BOWBRICK, P. An economic appraisal of the EEC fruit and vegetable grading legislation, Dublin 1981. 130pp. 222 refs.

The economic impact of the EC fruit and vegetable grading legislation is analysed in relation to market segmentation, price stabilization, new product development, control of imports, transmission of information etc. The purchasing decision at each stage of the main channels in the EC is analysed. It is found that the legislation harms producers, consumers and distributors and that, partly because the legislation has no defined purpose and attempts to achieve vague and conflicting aims, there are few compensating benefits. It prevents aggressive marketing and the development of grades appropriate to the different segments of the market. The grades carry no useful information. If the legislation were enforced, the marketing system would collapse; instead, incomplete enforcement reduces the harm. An exhaustive review of the literature also shows that economists are almost unanimously opposed to this type of grading system. An alternative system which retains any of the benefits of the present system and avoids most of its weaknesses is suggested.

Note that it did not say This brilliant, important, in‑depth study . . . as the abstracting services would have cut it, and written their own abstract, as flatly and as boringly as they could.

It is not enough just to write a good abstract: you must see that the abstracting services publish it. Most journals are sent there by the editors, and are abstracted automatically. If your paper is a little off the beaten track, an industrial economics paper in a marketing journal for instance, it may not get abstracted automatically. Books and research reports are only abstracted if you send a copy or an abstract to the abstracting services. You should attach your own abstract as it saves them a lot of work, and as they would rather print what authors think they said than what they think authors said.

References

tc \l3 "ReferencesThe rule with references is to cite only those references that you think an interested reader will want to consult. The volume of economic literature is so enormous that no one can read everything that has been written on a subject. You do nobody a service by citing everything you have read on a subject. On the contrary, you can help by filtering out the rubbish.

However, a school of thought holds that it is evidence of scholarship that everything ever written on a subject is cited in a paper. For instance, it is common to see 70 to 100 papers cited in the American marketing journals and I have seen a German university departmental report which cited over 700 publications ‑ more than five citations per page. Most economists, I think, find this pretentious, and take it as lack of discrimination. Certainly, this number of references would not be found in one of the top economic journals, except in a review article.

It is a vulgar error to believe that the more supporting references that are cited the more likely it is that a statement is true. In fact, you can produce dozens of references to support any exploded theory. Hundreds of books were written expounding the flat‑earth hypothesis. Nevertheless, you will frequently be asked by referees or others to put in references where you consider it unnecessary or wrong. You may even be asked not for references to support certain points, but just for more references. I was once asked by agricultural scientists to put in 220 references where I needed only 30. There is not much you can do under these circumstances but to put in the references under protest. This sort of thing debases your work and it wastes time, yours and your readers.

There is one time when a multiplicity of references is essential. If you are attacking someones work, showing that he has got all his facts wrong, and that his analysis is wrong, every statement of yours has to be carefully documented. This is particularly so when he is vague, ambiguous or contradictory in his statements: you have to be able to show that he did indeed say X, so the fact that he said Y elsewhere cannot be quoted as evidence that you were wrong.

References are sometimes used to show that a famous man once expressed a similar view, as though this gave it more validity. I remember seeing a book in praise of apartheid, which consisted entirely of quotations from famous men, including Bertrand Russell and many others who abhorred the system. The trick was to take single sentences and even part sentences from one writer and put them next to sentences from other writers work as though they were mutually supporting and supported the argument being presented. The dishonesty here was at least obvious.

References should be used in support of facts in the same way that they are used at the bottom of a statistical table: so that the interested reader can go to the source to check the validity of the use to which they have been put. Failure to do this can cause endless confusion and waste of time, as I have found to my cost. In one case, I was delighted to find in the trade press some figures which confirmed my guess. They came from an independent source, a well‑known market research firm. Eventually it turned out that the market research firm had picked up my guess and published it, without reference to the source, as being authoritative. Proper use of references should stop such manufacture of spurious knowledge.

A reference may also be given to show that someone has a different view of the matter which you reject, implicitly or explicitly. Again, it can be overdone, and intellectual honesty does not require you to cite every paper that disagrees with you or, indeed, any that you find trivial, irrelevant or just wrong‑headed.

Some people feel that they should cite every paper that makes a point that they use, so that they will not be accused of stealing ideas. This is a hangover from the physical sciences, where there is a desperate struggle to establish priority in discovery, especially at Nobel Prize time. There is then a clamour: I said it first, No, you didnt, Yes, I did. In economics, individual ideas are not that important: a paper is judged on the way it fits individual ideas into a logical structure. Most of the ideas are self‑evident or are commonly accepted. In fact, I have found that I can trace many ideas not to what is commonly accepted as being the seminal paper but a book or paper published twenty years earlier, or even to a Victorian textbook. Should one then cite the seminal paper, the textbook, which may have been considered seminal in its day, or the relevant passage in the Book of Isaiah?

Even if you have lifted an original idea, you should only cite the paper if you feel that the reader would get a fuller and better interpretation of that idea by reading that paper. You do a public service by reducing the amount that people are expected to read. Information and ideas are not copyright. (Having said that, I must confess that I do cite these papers).

Perhaps because I have already published a lot, I am no longer worried about people using my work without citing it. I think that the worst thing that can happen to it is that it should be ignored. Probably there is more chance that my ideas will be noticed and accepted if they appear to come from quite independent sources. I sometimes feed my ideas to politicians, civil servants or pressure groups in the hope that they will publish. If I publish first, their support is lukewarm. If they publish first, they are fervent in support of their own idea. As I have said before, there is no chance of my ideas, or anyone elses, taking the world by storm. Hard work and publicity over a long time is needed to get results.

If you work in one area of research for long, you will find yourself citing your own work. This can irritate a reader even when it is unavoidable. For this reason I try not to cite my own work and I often leave out references when I would have no hesitation in citing anyone else. There are mutual appreciation clubs, whose members cite each other whenever they can convincingly do so, and often when they cannot. There is a very high rate of citation within the economics department of many universities. Again, it irritates.

A little planning saves time with references. All photocopies and offprints should have the full reference written on them as soon as they are received ‑ it is infuriating to have a vital paper which you cannot cite because you do not know where it was published. When you first cite a paper, write its full reference in the bibliography at the back of your binder. This saves the errors that occur when you are copying out footnotes from one draft to another. Since you have written out the full references, you do not have the desperate rush to find page and volume numbers when the article is in galley proof.

The Payoff

tc \l3 "The PayoffWhat is the payoff from all this work? There is, as I have said the build up of economic knowledge and recognition, which means that you have improved recognition, improved status, and a higher salary.

There are other payoffs, though, which are more important. You know that your work is not ignored, and that your recommendations are implemented. You know that your work is helping hundreds of other practical economists in their daily work. You have the enormous satisfaction of knowing that you are stretching yourself to your limit. What is more, you know that your best work is good enough to be published next to that of the best brains in the business ‑ you may even turn out to be one of them yourself.


CRITICAL COMMENTS

tc \l1 "CRITICAL COMMENTS 

WHY WRITE THEM?

tc \l2 "WHY WRITE THEM?
The critical comment, or refutation, is the most difficult type of paper to write, but it is one of the most satisfying. It is also the most important, for without criticism and refutation there is no science, just the accumulation of theories, with nothing to distinguish the right from the wrong, the good from the bad.

Refutation and comment are particularly important for practical economists. They have to be able to assess proposals put up by government, industry and their own organizations, to find out their weak points, and to kill them if necessary. It is not enough to dismiss them as rubbish: he must be able to kill them, firmly, decisively and finally ‑ a desperately difficult task as bad ideas regenerate like the Hydras heads. Economists must also be able to identify which of the theoretical approaches currently in vogue are unnecessary, unrealistic or just plain wrong, and they must be able to kill them. They must be able to kill the more unrealistic ideas of the ivory‑towered theoretician. There is not the same pressure on academics: it does not matter to them how many conflicting theories are floating around ‑ they can always add another.

Critical comments are the strongest weapon for keeping up professional standards. The greatest incentive for writers to make sure that their facts and theory are unchallengeable is the fear that somebody will write a comment exposing their blunders publicly. It is always possible to get even a bad paper published if you submit it to enough journals: eventually a careless editor or referee will let it slip through. It is very easy to write a paper that is excellent except for two or three errors or non‑sequiturs that completely ruin the argument. The author knows that these will not be spotted by anyone but an expert in the subject, and certainly not by the average referee. It is the fear of the biting comment that prevents this type of paper being even more common than it is. If there were more comments and refutations written, the standard of papers would rise sharply, the number of papers submitted would fall, and there would be adequate space in the journals for good papers.

It can be argued that it is your duty as a member of the profession to criticize in order to keep up its standards. Harry G. Johnson thought it an economists duty 

to be forthright and unstinting in criticizing his professional peers (the idea of the profession as a club in which criticism among members should be muted if . . . expressed at all [is anathema). (Harberger, 1978)

It can be a moral obligation to attack error. It is now known that Sir Cyril Burts research on intelligence, research which had a great deal of influence on the design of the British school system, was faked, and very crudely faked at that. There is now strong and growing criticism of his colleagues for not investigating and refuting his research. It seems that it was widely believed during his lifetime that his data were false and probably faked, but nobody did anything about it.

There are one or two well‑known academic economists publishing research based on faked results today. Once in a lifetime you may be in a position to expose such a man. They have considerable power in the academic establishment, so any young academic who exposes them is taking a very big risk. The risk is particularly great because other powerful academics have accepted and propagated his ideas and may feel themselves committed to them. However, exposing falsehood is exactly the job that academics are paid to do and, done successfully, can make an academic reputation. Of course, it is possible for me as a consultant to do this with less risk, as I have no academic career to lose. I stand to lose only some of my professional reputation and the chance of moving back into the academic world when I am tired of consultancy, a substantial cost, but not one that will put me on the breadline. However, exposing faking takes an enormous amount of time. One must spend months in specialist libraries checking the facts against the historical source documents. Each fact must be checked repeatedly, and carefully referenced. Alternative sources must be tracked down and compared. The writers; own work must be read until you know it off by heart, so that you know, and can prove that he said X, even if he later says that he said Y. Then you must write a comment with scrupulous care, getting all facts, attributions and citations checked independently. Then you have to disseminate your results, publishing papers, giving papers at conferences and seminars at universities. You then have to withstand the sort of counter attack that is to be expected from a man who will fake results. Yes, it is possible for me to do it, but only if I give up a lot of paid work to do so. The cost could easily be £30,000. I do not stand to gain any financial reward or promotion from it, the opposite if anything. The other payoffs have to be enormous to justify it. 

Hurt Feelings and Bruised Egos

tc \l3 "Hurt Feelings and Bruised EgosWhen you see that someone has made a mistake and you decide to write a comment, do not be held back by the knowledge that your comment may hurt their feelings. Inevitably, it will to some extent. If you show that they have not erred but blundered, it may affect their reputation and career. However, everyone who submits a paper for publication knows that they are taking this risk, and  they take the risk willingly in the expectation of promotion and other benefits if it escapes attack.

Your comment is an attack on Error, not an attack on a person. You should aim at an overwhelming, unanswerable attack. If you pull your punches to spare someones feelings, you are letting Error survive. You are also leaving yourself open for a no‑holds‑barred counter attack.

The academic ethos is that there is a relentless search for truth, and that people quite dispassionately discard their own ideas the moment someone else comes up with a better one.

In this search for truth, real economists are their own most savage and best informed critics, and they discard the most satisfying models, the most convenient evidence, the moment they spot their flaws, even if they are pretty sure that nobody else would spot them. They abandon them reluctantly, but firmly. Their final draft seldom bears close resemblance to their first draft. From this it follows that they are not surprised or heartbroken when someone else points out a flaw in the argument.

Many economists also take it a bit as a game and enjoy the argument. Everyone who plays chess is used to a more concentrated and more relentless attack than the average academic criticism, and they are used to the idea that they will not always win. No doubt, some people see it not as a competitive game like chess, but as a game against nature, a search for the truth, like doing a crossword puzzle.

The academic ethos is not entirely a myth. I have come to know two academics whose work I had attacked earlier, and they have certainly not taken it personally. One offered me the hospitality of his university department if I wanted to do research, and another acted as my referee for a fellowship. The community of scholars is not dead. Mind you both were of the old school, and retired long ago. I doubt if today’s academics would do so.

Sometimes one welcomes comments as they can save a paper from obscurity. I would rather have people say I think Bowbrick is wrong, than Bowbrick ‑ who is he? At least I know that I have succeeded in an economists first task, identifying an important topic and bringing it to the attention of the public. The fate of a bad paper and many good papers is to be ignored. If you are lucky, your good paper will be taken up, criticized, changed and developed. The most you can hope for is that your paper will be the seminal paper which laid down the broad principles, and that any refutations and comments amount to an enlargement of the original idea. Even Einstein thought that the best he could hope for was that his theory would remain as a special case in the theory of the future.

You also welcome a comment if you have a sound case and want to defend it properly. It is much better to have a paper attacked openly so that it can be defended openly, than to have it attacked by gossip. It is too easy to kill a paper, particularly a conference paper, by snide remarks in the bar: Readable, I grant you, but is it sound?, Just a popularizer, Convincing, but rather shallow, I thought, I didnt like it at all ‑ I prefer Smiths method, Personally, I distrust that approach to the problem.

You may not want the trouble of writing a comment or, as with a research report or occasional paper, there may be nowhere obvious to publish it. If the subject really interests me, I write a letter to the author. Sometimes there is a pained silence, sometimes there is a reply clarifying a point or raising new points, and a pleasant correspondence follows. I also write from time to time congratulating an author on a beautifully written paper or one with a particularly neat bit of analysis. This positive feedback is a fantastic boost to the authors morale.

Personal Attacks

tc \l3 "Personal AttacksPersonal attacks are never permissible. Common politeness demands that you should treat the author of the paper as a competent economist who has, on this occasion, made an error of judgement or a mistake through a momentary lapse of attention. Even if they have been making similar blunders for years, treat them politely.

Personal attacks on the author are not just impolite, they are counter‑productive. They make the reader think that you have a personal vendetta, or that you are resorting to personal attacks because you have a weak argument. To avoid the impression that you are arguing ad hominem, never refer to Dr Smith or Professor Brown, but to the paper itself: Smith (1985). There is a surprising difference in tone between Professor Smith argues that . . . and It is argued in Smith (1985) that . . . It is also less personal if you can say I choose Smith (1985) as a typical example of the research programme in practice. Unfortunately, a biting attack on a bad bit of work is likely to be taken as a personal attack, however much you concentrate on the Error, and however dispassionate your writing. I do not see any way out of this. Certainly you should never pull your punches, as you are laying yourself open for a devastating, and totally unjustified, counter‑attack.

Sneering and sarcasm are never polite and they lose the readers sympathy. It is foolish to sneer at established economists, as they are likely to be very important in their own field of study. They are likely to be friendly with all the better‑known economists in related fields, including the journal editor. Those who have not studied their work in detail will judge them on their reputation, and conclude that you are a conceited young puppy. The fact that all your younger colleagues think that they are incompetent fuddy duddies does not make it any safer. Attack their work by all means, but do not sneer.

It is particularly foolish to sneer at the famous. Modern economists may disagree with Keynes, but if you treat him as an erring schoolboy making blunder after blunder, you lose all credibility. In one paper (Williams,1975), I read the following:‑ 

At present grossly inflated claims about Poppers importance are made as a matter of course. . . . The faithful members of the Church of Popper have no doubts. . . . The conclusion is that Popper is a philosopher of little rigour and less importance because his epistemology deals with non solutions to non problems . . . Poppers only importance is as an idealogue whose conclusions many find politically congenial . . . Popper endlessly reiterates . . .  . . . I also dissent from Poppers cruder travesty of Marx . . .  . . . reactionary empiricists like Popper. . . .  . . .in his pseudo‑refutation of Marx . . .
If the author suggests that Poppers work was this bad, the reader concludes that he did not understand the philosophy he was attacking. Poppers reputation is too high among outstanding philosophers for us to believe that his philosophy is trivial or easily disproved, though it may well be wrong. The sneers and emotive adjectives do not give the reader any confidence that the paper is going to be unbiased, or that he can expect anything but a diatribe against someone with different political views.

Consider your reader too. I have read Popper with interest, even pleasure, and I have accepted many of his ideas. I would not be at all surprised if quite a few of these ideas were wrong and could be refuted, and after a lot of thought I have concluded that some are definitely wrong, but I do not like to be told that I was a fool not to reject them out of hand. I do not like to be told that I am a reactionary empiricist or a faithful member of the Church of Popper”. Common sense demands that you treat the readers, like the authors, as intelligent people who have accepted a wrong theory only because some of the flaws were not pointed out to them. In fact, most of our professional knowledge consists of theories and concepts which we have read in books, but which we have not examined in detail, and which we could not defend. We accept them because competent economists wrote books on them. We have no emotional investment in them, and we are quite willing to change our views whenever someone comes up with a new idea or when fashions change. This is a perfectly reasonable approach. Nobody could possibly critically examine the basis of all the economics they use. Practical economists must take most of what they read on trust, as they are far too busy with their job to examine the logical basis of every paper they read. It is a gratuitous insult to say “Only a fool could ever have accepted this idea.”

Unfortunately, all really serious attacks on people’s work may be seen as an attack on the authors, even if you have scrupulously avoided anything the least bit ad hominem, even if you had never met the authors, or heard of them before you read their papers. There is not much you can do about this: you should not under any circumstances pull your punches.

FINDING SOMETHING BETTER

tc \l2 "FINDING SOMETHING BETTER
There is a pernicious doctrine that you should not attack a research programme unless you have something better to put in its place. This is quite wrong. If a research programme is doing the wrong thing badly, it should be scrapped. If it is doing the right thing badly, the dead wood should be cut away so that it can become productive. This doctrine has meant that an immense amount of money and economists time is now being wasted on research programmes that should have been scrapped decades ago. At the same time, there are no funds or competent economists available for the important work ‑ and there is no shortage of important work to be done.

IS THE HEAD‑ON ATTACK WISE?

tc \l2 "IS THE HEAD‑ON ATTACK WISE?
Should you launch a head‑on attack, with no holds barred, or should you present your case more tactfully, setting up an alternative system that the reader is asked to consider as an intriguing possibility? One school of thought prefers the indirect approach, saying that it is more effective to establish the widest possible area of common ground and then to ask the opposition to modify their views on one or two minor points. If you attack people head on, they will feel that they have to fight back, while if you give them alternatives to consider, they will be more co‑operative. There is a lot to be said for this approach when tackling dissenting opinions within your own organization, but I much prefer the head‑on approach for other situations, particularly for the published comment.

With a comment in a journal, there is not the same worry that you may be driving people into a corner and forcing a counter attack. You will be attacking the author, and possibly some people who are committed to his views, but the majority of your readers are disinterested observers and will not feel threatened. They will probably look on with detached amusement. At any moment, only a small proportion of the economics profession holds decided opinions on any single issue or theory. On most issues, most of us do not hold any decided views, and we are quite willing to change our views, provided that a plausible argument is produced. A frontal attack on a complete research programme will only be taken as an attack on their own work by the entrenched orthodox. An attack on a single paper will usually only be taken as a threat by its author. Everyone else will look on with a detached interest.

A stronger case can be made for the indirect approach when the orthodoxy you are attacking is widely held. It is more likely then that your head on attack will meet a fierce resistance. You can expect to be refused publication by editors and referees who can see no merit in your crushing refutation. It is sometimes argued by people like Kuhn, for instance, that scientific revolutions do not happen when people change their minds; they happen when the orthodox retire and are replaced by the younger generation who learnt the new ideas as students. If this were so, the correct strategy would be to ignore the orthodox and write for the students, giving the welcome message that their preceptors are old‑fashioned, muddle‑headed and wrong. However, the facts seem to be in support of the other theory, of a disinterested community of scholars in search of the truth, and Kuhn has modified his views accordingly. Certainly, this is my own experience.

Even when attacking a widely held orthodoxy, a low‑key, indirect approach will probably be ignored by most of your target audience, as readers will think that it is just a re‑hash of existing theory. A clear statement that you are attacking orthodoxy may attract their attention. The classic case is Keynes General Theory, which was presented as a slashing attack on orthodoxy. As expected, it aroused a violent reaction from the old brigade. Pigou, for example, was outraged by the attack on Marshall, and reacted strongly. Years later, when he re‑read the book calmly, he realized that he accepted nearly all it said and published a retraction in the Economic Journal. Keynes had achieved what he wanted ‑ controversy and publicity. If he had presented his theory as a reformulation of Marshall, as he might have, it would have had no effect. Having his ideas ignored would have been a disaster: having them opposed was good publicity. It is worth noting though, that Keynes had spent the previous quarter century establishing his reputation as a competent economist, which meant that his attack was read with care.

WRITING THE COMMENT

tc \l2 "WRITING THE COMMENT
Generally, the comment is a brief article of up to 2000 words criticizing or refuting an article that appeared in a recent issue of that journal. Comments attacking research programmes are rather longer. Another form of comment, less common and less important, is the short note of perhaps 1000 words, which adds to a previous paper, gives it supporting evidence, or points out a complementary line of research.

It looks easy ‑ 2000 words with little or no mathematics and no data collection ‑ but it is far more time‑consuming than an ordinary paper four or five times as long. It may take only half an hour to identify the main blunders, but you must write and rewrite, polish and burnish, to make the argument clear and convincing. Surprisingly often, the comment appears to be a statement of glaringly obvious errors. This is an illusion. If the errors had been glaringly obvious, the original paper would not have been published. Usually it takes a great deal of effort and logical analysis to identify the errors. Some of them seem obvious immediately you have spotted them, but others are only obvious after you have spent a long time on presentation. Sometimes the basic mistake in a paper is immediately obvious to you, but, even so, close analysis will usually identify half a dozen more errors, which, with hindsight, are equally obvious.

Another reason why a comment is so time‑consuming is that you cannot afford to make a mistake. If you launch into an attack and are shown to have made an elementary blunder, you make a fool of yourself. You are setting yourself up as a perfectionist by presuming to attack the imperfections of others. If you made a mistake in an ordinary paper, on the other hand, people would sympathize, as we all make mistakes. Another reason for being careful is that even if most of your attack is valid, the author can make a very effective (though invalid) reply by harping on one or two blunders of yours.

A comment is not a listing of the mistakes of the original article. It may be a logical attack on a single article or a logical attack on a common error, using that article as an example, or it may be an attack on a research programme. In any of these cases, it should be written as a single, cohesive logical argument. You have a message to get over, and you should concentrate on that message, even if it means not mentioning many of the mistakes you have found. Typical messages would be:‑ 

· There are limitations in the use of the model far beyond those admitted by the author.

· There are a great many limitations in the applicability of the research programme, there are many practical problems, and certain errors are common.

· There are errors of method, logic, technique or fact in the article. However, the model can be reformulated or applied rigorously.

· There are errors of method, logic, technique or fact. The model is wrong beyond redemption.

Most papers that you attack will be wrong in method, theory, technique and fact, for, as a rule, a paper that is bad in one respect is bad in all. However, if you attack the paper on all these grounds, the message you send will be confused. It will amount to This is a bad paper. It has lots of mistakes. You will not be getting across your more general message, that a certain theory or a certain technique should be avoided. You should decide on what is your primary message and then stick to it. If your message is The theory is wrong, any criticism of data sources or autocorrelation errors distracts from your main point. Logically, in fact, it contradicts it ‑ if the theory is wrong, then techniques and data must be irrelevant (though occasionally it is the relationship between theory and data or theory and technique that is in question). Similarly, you should concentrate on a few major errors, rather than distracting attention and weakening your argument by discussing minor arithmetical errors. Remember too that the more errors you point out, the more likely it is that you will be wrong on a few of them which means that the author can write an invalid but blistering reply based entirely on your errors. Concentrate on the major errors and make your refutation stick.

Introduce your comment with a summary of the paper you are attacking, as most of your readers will not have read it, and as those who have read it will have only a vague recollection of a paper they read six months previously. Summarize the argument with special emphasis on the points you are going to challenge. You should be quite dispassionate and avoid any criticisms at this stage. You lose credibility if you attack from the start. You must be seen to treat the author fairly, so that it is clear to the reader that you are not deliberately setting up an easily disproved version of the argument.

Next, you may have to spend some considerable time showing why the assumptions or point of logic you are going to question are vital points. Once you have established this, you can attack. In some comments, you would spell out the implications of the model so that afterwards you can show that the implications are contradictory or that the facts do not support the predictions. Again, you should be quite neutral, making it clear which of the implications were stated in the original model and which are your own assessment. Political propagandists often adopt the ploy of deriving ridiculous implications from their opponents statements and dishonestly letting it be thought that the opponents had explicitly stated these implications. This ploy is dangerous in economic journals where the author has the right of reply.

You cannot assume that your reader is an expert in the subject. Most of the users and potential users of the article are practical economists who are preoccupied with the problems they are trying to solve, and who are looking for useful analytical tools. They are not experts in the theoretical basis of the techniques they use. They are not willing to spend most of their working life mastering the finer points of welfare economics. In spite of this, I have read comments that assumed that the reader had a quite extraordinary knowledge of the intricacies of two or three branches of economics. Few economists can have been expert in any of these, and nobody but the author can have been expert in this particular combination. It is seldom safe to assume that your readers are expert in one of the subjects raised: it is never safe to assume that they are expert in all of them.

Preaching to the converted may raise your reputation among the converted, but it does not get any new converts. A perfectly valid attack on monetarism using Marxist jargon is unlikely to convince anyone but Marxists. All too often the attack is merely I have shown that the arguments presented here are contrary to the views of myself and my fellow Marxists (or Friedmanites, Keynesians, Monetarists etc.)
If your criticism depends on a complex point of theory, it may appear to the readers, and the editor, to be just a quibble over technicalities. Consider the possibility that it is just that. If it is important, you may have to devote most of your comment to showing how important it is. If a complex point is not important, it is better to leave it out, as it will reduce the force of your other arguments. Even if the point is quite straightforward, it is worth explaining why it is worth bothering about.

When you have written the comment and have had it thoroughly vetted by your friends, send it to the authors, with the request that they confirm that you are not misrepresenting their views. This is partly courtesy and partly to protect you both from starting a controversy over a misunderstanding. When you receive their reply, send it with your comment to the editors of the journal it was published in. The editor then asks the author to reply and publishes comment and reply together.

HOW TO REACT TO A COMMENT

tc \l2 "HOW TO REACT TO A COMMENT
What happens if you open your mail one morning and find a critical comment on your paper, with a covering letter asking if it has misrepresented your views. If you were wrong, there is nothing more to be said, though you might drop a line to the editor admitting that you were wrong. If you were right, you will want to reply. If you were partly right, you will want to save whatever there is to be saved. Remember, though, that if a paper is logically consistent, one error means that the paper is shot through with errors.

If you want to defend your paper, you will have to devote as much time to it as you would to a comment. The reply is not just a matter of taking the points raised and disposing of them one by one. Decide on your line of argument and present that. Present your refutations of the points only as they fit into your argument. If the comment has made an irrelevant point, or one which does not fit into your logical structure, ignore it out or relegate it to a footnote. If you allow yourself to be drawn into an argument on irrelevant points, you weaken the force of your main arguments. What is more, if the comment is more convincing than you on irrelevant points, it will appear to readers that you have lost the argument.

If some of the points made in the comment are correct and effective, but your basic argument still holds, then say so. Admit the force of the comment, and then restate what remains of the argument. At conferences, the unethical frequently use this approach even when their argument has been destroyed. In print, though, you must be more careful. If you try to bluff through an exploded theory, you leave yourself open to a devastating rejoinder.

It is quite acceptable to admit that your model is in ruins and then to construct another one which does not fall foul of these criticisms, building on the comment. I was pleased to read recently a reply where the author thanked the author of the comment for his help on the reply ‑ this shows two authors in a dispassionate search for the truth.

Should you reply to a comment at all? Alfred Marshall never did, on the grounds that it was too time‑consuming, and not that important. For lesser mortals this is impractical, as many people will assume that there was no reply because no reply was possible. In fact, they realize that most replies are just face‑saving formalities. I suggest, therefore, that you reply if it is possible to save most of the argument, or if much of the attack can be shown to be invalid. Otherwise, it is best not to draw any attention to the paper.

REJOINDERS

tc \l2 "REJOINDERS
If you have commented on a paper and the author has replied, you may write a rejoinder. There are several reasons why you should not bother. It is time consuming, you have already presented your argument, and the editors may refuse to publish it because they do not want to publish an interminable correspondence. They will certainly refuse to publish a rehash of your original comment. You are entitled to a rejoinder only if the reply is dishonest or disingenuous, if there is a personal attack, or if the reply raises points not covered in your original comment (though they may have appeared in the original article). I once wrote a rejoinder because the reply raised a lot of points as an alternative to those demolished in the comment. I felt it necessary to demolish these new points.

FINDING THE ERRORS

tc \l2 "FINDING THE ERRORS
Before you write your comment, you have to find the errors in the paper or research programme. This is surprisingly easy. It is a matter of attitude more than anything else. Once you have trained yourself to suspect the printed word rather than to treat it as gospel, the errors stand out. Once you find one error, several others immediately become obvious. Even when I had trained myself to do this, I once wasted a lot of time in library research, because I could not bring myself even to consider the possibility that someone was deliberately faking his evidence. It was a good month before I was willing to admit to myself that this was the only explanation of the facts.

Research Programmes

tc \l3 "Research ProgrammesIf you are appraising an entire research programme, a very effective approach is to make a collection of the literature and read it through. In their introductions or discussions, many of the authors comment on the difficulties that they have encountered. Often the weaknesses the authors of each paper admit to are enough to invalidate the paper. One wonders why they submitted it: there seems to be a superstition that if you confess to the weaknesses, they will go away. The authors are even more forthcoming in discussing the mistakes of previous writers in the field. These include errors of method, of theory, of technique, and of data. Add up all the admitted weaknesses of all the papers in the research programme, and you will often end up with an overwhelming attack on the whole research programme. At worst, you should be able to produce an attack on several leading schools within that programme.

Before attempting to find errors of method or theory, ask yourself Does it really matter?, Does the research programme matter?, Does this particular paper matter?. Simple questions, but devastating. A lot of papers and research programmes are on trivial points. I have mentioned for instance the research programme designed to prove that some buyers sometimes judge quality by price, thinking that the more expensive goods are better. This hypothesis would not make any businessperson or consumer raise an eyebrow. Is it worth any effort at all? Evidently some people think so, for I have found a hundred papers (reflecting perhaps 30 Ph.D.s) proving no more than that some people sometimes appear to think that the more expensive goods are better. Asking yourself So what? at the beginning of a research programme can save years of wasted effort. Asking it at the end will make you unpopular. Tough.

If the programme does not matter, why waste your time commenting? First, it can save a lot of other economists a lot of time. As I know from my own experience, it is only too easy to get locked into a silly research programme, and to do irrelevant research because it is the sort of work other people are doing. You can get so obsessed with the detail of the programme that you never ask whether the programme itself is meaningful. It is a relief if an outsider comes along and asks you the awkward questions, as it gives you a chance to break loose and get into something more rewarding. The second payoff is to the authors: it gives them a perfect excuse for dropping the research programme himself and it gives them the psychic and financial payoff from publishing an important paper.

A scientific research programme may be based on poor scientific method. It may be crass, with researchers feeding their data into a computer, with no hypothesis and no testing, and then publishing the equations as they appear, complete with F tests. This is not difficult to criticize. It may be more subtle, though, and then I am very uneasy about refutations based on it, even though scientific method is a hobbyhorse of mine. A comment like this is desperately difficult to write convincingly and one is always afraid that one will let ones values intrude. For example, Since Poppers falsificationist scientific method is incompatible with Marxist method, the Marxist paper is based on bad method. Alternatively a Marxist could show that a paper that is quite unexceptional from the falsificationist point of view is incorrect Marxist method. An argument that one thought was based on logic collapses into a political and religious squabble. (Of course, my choice of method was based on a dispassionate analysis of its logical bases but others may be deluded into thinking that theirs was too.)

Individual Papers

tc \l3 "Individual PapersFinding the errors in individual papers is usually easier, if only because it is easier to convince yourself that one economist is fallible, than that a school of economists are all making the same mistakes. There is a psychological barrier here: if you can once identify a single error in a paper, from then on you look at it with a different attitude and you find error after error staring you in the face.

When looking at papers dependent on mathematical economics, I concentrate on the assumptions and the implicit assumptions. I have a little bet with myself that I can spot a fatal flaw, usually contradictory implicit assumptions, before the first equation turns up.

With econometric papers, I concentrate on the assumptions and implicit assumptions. I also look at the quality of the data. It is often implied, and sometimes stated, that It is the econometric model that we are interested in: the data are just illustrative. or The correct data are not available, so we have just taken some that may be correlated with the correct data.. They get away with it. The fact is that few people bother to write comments challenging the facts. They assume, rightly or wrongly, that the editors agree that the facts are unimportant. I feel that this approach is indefensible. 

Honesty requires too that if you are going to use illustrative data for your paper, you should choose data that are clearly invented, (e.g. a constant elasticity demand curve). If you quote figures on the real world, make sure that they are correct and appropriate. Authors get away with murder in journal articles, but you have to be very careful when presenting a paper at a conference, because people who would not bother to write a comment are quite willing to stand up and point out an error. In Ireland, conference speakers always check their figures, because Bob OConnor, who has an encyclopaedic knowledge of how Central Statistical Office figures are collected, is always present to point out abuse and misuse of official statistics, showing that, because of the way they were collected, they cannot have the meaning that the author wants them to have. I wish there were more like him.

Real economists in a business cannot afford to take any liberties with the statistics. Their colleagues may not be able to judge their economic ability, but they can and will shoot them down on incorrect data as they have the facts at their fingertips. If you confuse seed cotton and cottonseed, financial year and calendar year, or margin and mark‑up, they will be on to you like a flash.

With papers on experiments, technique should be assessed at two levels. First, is it a correct and internally consistent method of testing the hypothesis it purports to test? Is it in fact a good experiment technically? Second, does the hypothesis it purports to test have any relevance to the major argument? Let us look again at the example of buyers judging quality by price. Everyone accepts that some people sometimes (but not always) think that the product with the higher price is of better quality. What more do we learn from an experiment that shows that in a specific artificial situation (i.e. a laboratory experiment with an imaginary product)? ‑ that 

· all buyers appeared to judge quality by price?

· no buyers appeared to judge quality by price?

· some buyers appeared to judge quality by price?

Whichever of the three results are obtained, the general hypothesis is neither challenged nor corroborated. We do not expect that all people always behave in this way, so a negative result shows nothing. We cannot assume that because everybody in the sample appeared to act in this way, everybody always acts in this way for all products. Because the experiment is with an imaginary product under laboratory conditions, we cannot even generalize about the conditions under which this effect is strongest. The experiment is meaningless. If, on the other hand, the experiment had been test marketing a brand of scent before a product launch, the hypothesis would have been different and the tests would have been crucial.

CONCLUSION

tc \l2 "CONCLUSION
 It is worth taking a lot of trouble to master the difficult art of writing a comment. It will help you enormously when you see people presenting half‑baked ideas about your industry as dogma. It dissuades people who are experts in other fields from coming in and giving instant advice on your special subject, laying down the law on the basis of a superficial similarity between two markets. It does a lot to raise standards throughout the profession. There is also the gamblers satisfaction: to an even greater degree than with a journal article you are staking your reputation that you are right.


REFEREES

tc \l1 "REFEREES
WHEN you submit an article to a journal, the editor sends it to one or two economists for refereeing, asking them whether they consider it suitable for publication. You will then have to wait until the referees have read it. There is no knowing how long this will take. The three fastest, and most thorough, assessments I have had took one month. At the other extreme, one referee never got round to making a report, in spite of repeated requests by the editor. The average wait is about ten months. This is nerve racking when it is your first paper that is being considered, and I still find it upsetting when an important paper is being considered. There is nothing you can do about the delay. It is no use telephoning the editors: they are as annoyed as you are.

Eventually you will receive a letter from the editors enclosing the referees comments. If you are lucky, the paper is accepted, subject to your meeting the referees’ criticisms. This means rewriting. It also means rewriting if the paper is rejected and you want to submit elsewhere. I have an inflexible rule of acting on all criticisms, however silly: either I am wrong or I have expressed myself badly.

A good referees report shows you how you can improve your paper. It gives comments and analysis on points of substance, as well as a list of weaknesses in presentation, ranging from the labelling of your diagrams to your grammar.

A good report helps you in another way ‑ it shows that you have not blundered. I am never quite sure, and I worry for six months after publication that someone is writing a blistering comment on it. If the referees have obviously read the paper carefully and the criticisms they make are sound, you have some confidence in them. On the other hand, if they say “It looks all right to me”, and make a few comments on grammar and spelling, you do not know whether they examined it or just got tired of seeing it in their in‑tray. One referee accepted a paper of mine without criticism, but to show he had read and understood it, he sent in a little essay neatly summarizing its objectives, its importance, its originality (not much) and its competence. This reassured me and the editors. At the other extreme, two referees for Food Policy went to an enormous amount of trouble checking my references and pointing out where alternate readings were possible.

My first paper was rejected with a long list of harsh criticisms. It was a painful experience. It was even more painful when I realized that the criticisms were fully justified. I sat and studied them, and I have not made the same mistakes again. One or two of my colleagues have mentioned similar experiences. We are grateful to the referees who took the trouble to write a full and detailed comment to help a beginner, instead of writing a few lines of rejection.

The criticisms that accompany a rejection may show that the paper is misconceived, and that there is nothing you can do to rescue it. They may, however, show you how to turn it into a good paper. After you have rewritten it once or twice, you can submit it to the same journal or another one. I try and submit to a journal of equal or greater reputation to the one that rejected it. There are people who will keep sending the unchanged article to journal after journal, hoping to find one with low enough standards. Eventually it may slip through the net.

HOW ACCURATE IS THE REFEREEING SYSTEM?

tc \l2 "HOW ACCURATE IS THE REFEREEING SYSTEM?
It has been argued that even if a refereeing system is 99% accurate, 90% of what is published will be rubbish. If an Einstein writes a paper, there is a 1% chance of its being wrongly rejected. If a really bad paper is written, there is a 1% chance of its being wrongly accepted. Since there are 1000 bad papers for every one by an Einstein, there will be ten bad papers for every good one. 

Unfortunately, the system is nothing like 99% accurate. There is a lot of evidence to show that it is most unreliable. It has been found that most referees will agree on their verdict if a paper is very bad, is badly written or is sent to the wrong journal. Most will agree to accept an article that uses generally accepted techniques competently on a slightly different problem. This aside, there is no agreement at all. The refereeing process is random selection.

For example, Ingelfinger (1974) examined the performance of referees for the New England Journal of Medicine. 500 papers were each refereed by two people. The two referees agreed only slightly more often than could be expected by chance. Since both reviewers considered a quarter of the papers bad, this suggests complete randomness on the papers that were not obviously bad. In fully 10% of cases, one reviewer rated the paper A while another rated it D. Zuckerman and Merton (1971) report that agreement between referees was only slightly better than would be expected by chance for 1572 papers submitted to two biomedical journals over a 5‑year period. For 193 social science papers, there was agreement in 73% of cases, compared with 62% agreement predicted by chance.

Worse, there is evidence to show that referees are more likely to reject the very good papers. Gordon (1977) quotes an unpublished study, which found that there was a significant negative relationship between what an editor thought of a paper, and the number of times it was cited subsequently. Current Contents ran a series of articles by the authors of the most cited papers in the physical and biological sciences ‑ those that were cited over 1000 times in ten years. Time after time the authors complained I had more difficulty in getting this published than anything else I have written. Some of the more prolific authors in economics and econometrics have found the same: it is easy to place a routine paper using or modifying standard techniques, but it is difficult to place an original, important or controversial paper. Cases have been known where one journal rejects a paper as rubbish, while another, perhaps of higher status, accepts it as being the most important paper ever published in this journal.

This is extremely serious. A good journal is one that publishes good papers ‑ important, original and attacking orthodoxy ‑ even if it publishes a lot of bad papers too. A journal that never publishes anything risky, or anything that any of its editorial board disagrees with, never publishes anything good. Nature has made its reputation on just this, publishing the best, and possibly some rubbish too.

WHY PAPERS ARE REJECTED

tc \l2 "WHY PAPERS ARE REJECTED
The fact that the paper is rejected does not mean that it is bad or unimportant. It may be too long (5000 words is usually the maximum). It may be good economics, badly written and presented. It may be too controversial or not controversial enough (and I have had a referee admit in writing that he was rejecting a paper because it was too controversial!). A lot of papers are rejected because they are submitted to the wrong journal, to a journal that never publishes in that specialty. Many journals will automatically reject your paper if they have published another by you recently.

Some papers are rejected on style, either because it is bad or because it is good. Franz Ingelfinger, editor of the New England Journal of Medicine, writes 

On one occasion, for example, one of our reviewers approved of the substance of a socio‑economic discussion, but recommended rejection because the style was not suitable to the NEJM. The paper belongs, the reviewer wrote, in the Atlantic. Good God! What words could, for a medical‑journal editor, make an article more desirable (Ingelfinger, 1974)

Unfortunately, few editors of economic journals take the same view.

Experiments have shown that referees are more likely to accept papers that support their own beliefs. Papers that had the identical method, analysis and discussion sections, but different results, were sent to referees by a psychology journal. They were much more likely to be accepted if the results supported the referees theoretical position.

Equally, you are likely to be rejected if your methodological approach is not the referees. There are Ivory‑Towered Theoreticians who will reject a paper as eclectic if it has sufficient assumptions to approximate to reality, or as anecdotal if it cites empirical data. Sometimes the journal, not just individual referees, will reject all papers with the wrong approach. There are journals that are almost certain to reject the work of other schools, be they monetarist, Keynesian or Marxist.

Both journals and referees are likely to react strongly if you attack the paradigm within which they work or if you attack a large group of their papers. If you write to the Journal of Psychoceramics (the study of crackpots) proving that Psychoceramics is rubbish, you should not be surprised if it is rejected. I have twice written papers for such specialist journals attacking one of their basic paradigms, and have had them rejected on quite specious grounds. I then published the papers quite easily in more prestigious journals. In neither case did the referee nor the people attacked publish a comment in their defence. Colleagues have had the same experience. One brilliant econometrician took a sample issue of a general economics journal and showed that all the econometrics there was wrong for one reason or another. This was turned down very firmly by the editorial board.

Similarly, it has been shown that referees are much more likely to accept articles written by people of similar training and especially people from the same few universities. This seems to apply even if the referee is not given the authors name. Crane (1977) discusses the refereeing of the American Economic Review and the American Sociological Review. She concludes that the American Economic Review, which had most of its editors from the top ten universities, was more likely to accept papers from people working in these universities and from people who had their PhDs from these universities. She suggests that this is because they have the same academic training and so approve of the same methodology, theoretical orientation and mode of expression. In the American Sociological Review, 41% of the articles between 1955 and 1965 were written by authors from four universities, while 58% of the editors had degrees from these universities (Wanderer, 1966). Canterbery and Burkhardt (1983) come to very similar conclusions. They report that the top economic journals are controlled by graduates of half a dozen universities, and most of the papers they publish are written by graduates of these universities ‑ 71% in the case of the Quarterly Journal of Economics.

Tests which compare referees assessments, both when the authors name is known and when it is not, confirm the existence of the Matthew effect ‑ To him that hath shall be given. Referees and editors are reluctant to reject any paper by someone with an established reputation.

Referees may deliberately reject a paper because they dislike you, your institution, or the methodology you use, or because they are both after the same job as you. In Ireland, that most political of countries, some editors are so afraid of this that they get all papers refereed abroad. In other countries, vicious academic infighting does have its effect. Even removing the authors name from the paper does not prevent this: he can usually be identified by his subject matter, his style or his references to earlier work. Editors are in an impossible position: either they choose a referee who is in competition with the author or one who knows nothing about the special subject, and who may therefore reject a totally novel approach as “self evident”.

It is generally accepted that journals are more likely to accept papers with statistically significant results. (See for example Feige, 1975, or Walster and Cleary, 1970). Statistically significant is usually not what is significant to a statistician, but an arbitrary level such as p( .05. If two factors are randomly related, one experiment will find a relationship significant at the 5% level, and nineteen experiments will not. The one experiment is published and the nineteen not. Journals also accept papers with positive findings far more often than papers with negative findings. Some researchers react to this editorial policy by putting all their data into a computer, trying all combinations of function and specification until they get a good fit. They then work out a suitable hypothesis and publish their results, which are statistically significant and positive. This is outright faking, but it is common.

Feige (1975) and Walster and Cleary (1970), among others, have discussed the problem and have come up with suggestions on how the editorial policy could be revised to avoid these consequences. I am not sure that their ideas are practical, and anyway I do not see any sign of their being put into action. 

The conclusion is unequivocal. Journals are not a suitable place for publishing results. They are a suitable place for developing theory, method and methodology.

IMPROVING THE REFEREEING PROCESS

tc \l2 "IMPROVING THE REFEREEING PROCESS
Editors would like to weed out the ineffectual referees, but they have difficulty in identifying them. They can sometimes identify  people who, for instance, let through a very bad paper, which is then heavily attacked. The referees who reject anything that is very bad, very good, or controversial will not be shown up by this.

As author, you are in the best position to identify good referees. Unlike the editor, you should be able to make a good guess whether the referees 

· are definitely right in their major criticisms.

· disagree on a matter of judgement rather than on right or wrong, on the importance of your caveats for instance.

· failed to appreciate your work because they know nothing about your field.

· were totally out of their depth.

· came up with a hysterical reaction, misquoting you, etc.

· just skimmed through the paper.

There is little point in writing to editors and pointing out the referees carelessness and errors. They will put it down to your emotional reaction to being rejected. They will not be keen on upsetting a referee, and particularly a member of the editorial board, by reversing their judgement. It may ruin your chances of serious consideration in that journal in future. Perhaps the best thing to do would be to write to editor if you have a good referees, saying why you thought that they were good. It would carry great weight if you praised someone who had rejected you. If enough people did this, the editors would be able to allocate a greater proportion of the papers to the good referees. 

The average delay of ten months is a serious cost to the profession as a whole, as it means that information is delayed, often until the paper is obsolete. If a paper is rejected, successive drafts may go through this refereeing process two or three times, causing a delay of years. These delays cause authors needless worry and affect their career. To add insult to injury, the referees that take eighteen months to write their report are just the ones that are slipshod and careless.

No doubt, the delay is partly because some referees are sent too many papers. It is then a matter of courtesy and duty for them to say so, and to send back those they cannot report on within a month. Editors could blacklist those who took more than three months. A recent article in the Indian Journal of Agricultural Economics suggested, not altogether tongue in cheek, exposing referees to peer‑group pressure by publishing an annual list of the referees and the time they took. This improved organization would largely solve the problem, with the same referees handling the same papers, but in a reasonable time, once the backlog had been dealt with. However, it might be necessary, and it would certainly be desirable, to expand the base of the refereeing system, and rely less on the old warhorses of the editorial committee. The referees do a great deal of hard work, purely as a service to the profession, and they get no payment for it. The burden should be spread.

A few journals have decided that refereeing should be dropped, since referees opinions are not terribly useful, and since refereeing causes a ten-month delay. Instead, their editors rely on their own assessment and that of their departmental colleagues. They can select for controversy and originality rather than safeness. This is the policy of some of the most famous journals, like Nature, and other journals are starting to move the same way. It results in the journal publishing a lot more good papers and controversial ones, as well as a few more bad ones. It has been found that the fast refereeing that follows quickly attracts the best authors, who do not like the delays, and that the journals rapidly gain in reputation.

VALIDATION

tc \l2 "VALIDATION
Most of the academic journals are, to some extent, validation journals. Their function is not just to communicate: it is to give the stamp of approval to papers, saying that they have been competently written. For example, academics are expected to produce a paper every year or two, to prove their professional competence. The paper has to be competent, but their promotion does not depend on its being original, and neither the theory, nor the analysis, nor the results need be of any interest to anyone. Today some academics have such heavy teaching loads that they do not have time for much original work, and anyway nobody manages to produce interesting, publishable results all the time. The academics who run the journals recognize this, and they realize that this function of validation is essential to the smooth running of the academic system, assisting in allocating promotions and tenure for instance. They are prepared to publish a proportion of papers that are entirely without interest but that have passed the referees as being technically competent. This is why the journals are full of articles giving yet more examples of ridge regression or linear programming, yet more results of surveys carried out several years previously.

While the validation must be done, there is no reason why the full paper should be published, as no one is going to read it. Publishing papers that nobody reads adds enormously to the cost of journals and adds to the noise of superfluous information which makes it difficult for us to find and use the information we want. It makes it difficult for the interesting and original article to find a place in a journal and it means that there may be a two or three year delay in getting it printed. Indeed, referees used to performing the validation function look only for a competent application of well‑known techniques, or perhaps a slight twist of accepted theory. The original and important papers do not fit this model and are often rejected.

Surely, it is possible to separate the validation function from the communications function. If  people have work that they want validated, they could put it in a working paper, which would give them enough space to present it properly. They could then submit the work to a validation journal. If it passed the referees, a 500 to 1000 word summary could be published (and 500 words is no worse for presenting a report that needs 15,000 words than the 3000 words that most journals would allow it). The working paper could then be printed with the words “Refereed by the Royal Economic Society” on the cover. This would mean that the results were published in the most effective way, as a working paper or occasional paper.

The system would also be useful to working economists, who want outside comments on their papers, and who want to be able to show their employers that they are professionally competent. They would get the validation without having to take the time to write a journal article based on their report. They could also have it refereed in confidence, so trade secrets were safe.

WHAT SHOULD BE DONE?

tc \l2 "WHAT SHOULD BE DONE?
I have shown that the refereeing system is grossly inefficient in its main task, selecting the very good papers, and is not much better in separating the adequate from the moderately bad.

My suggestions would go some way I think to improving the situation, both in seeing that more good papers were published, and in seeing that we did not have to wade through so many totally pointless papers, merely because someone needed validation.


WRITING A CURRICULUM VITAE 

tc \l1 "WRITING A CURRICULUM VITAE 
A good curriculum vitae will get you an interview for the job you want, while a bad one will mean that you are rejected without being seen. It can determine your career. It follows that the CV may be the most important document you ever write. 

Since the CV means so much to you, should you get professional help? Should you write to those people who advertise their specialist skills on the jobs page of the Sunday papers? I would not rely on them, as I have seen a CV rewritten by one of these professionals. It took an outstanding man, with an excellent academic record, with unusual and very saleable experience, and presented him as a nonentity. Look, too, at the English and punctuation of their advertisements and ask yourself if you cannot do better on your own. This is not to say that you do not need help. Show your draft to as many people as possible and ask them to be hypercritical. Then act on their criticisms to produce a more effective, more polished product. A CV is intended to show that you are capable of doing the job and that you may be the person the employers are looking for. An examination of the CV should show employers whether you should be on the short list or not. Personnel officers expect to be able to select a suitable candidate from the CV alone. They interview largely to see which of the possible candidates gets on best with the boss (Quite rightly, since personal compatibility is important). 

Your CV is not a confession. You can present yourself in your best light, emphasizing your strengths and playing down your weaknesses. This is quite fair: your competitors do the same. Besides, nobody is good at everything, and you will be employed eventually for what you can do well, not for the fact that you are moderate at a wide range of activities. In fact, your readers will expect you to concentrate on your best points. If you do not emphasize them, they will assume that you have none. At the other extreme, if you lay it on too thick, you may waste your time being interviewed for dozens of jobs you are quite unsuited for. Worse still, you might get one. 

Normally a CV should be rewritten for each job, emphasizing the skills and experience that are relevant. This is true even in consultancy where you may do half a dozen different jobs in a year. When buying consultancy, I have been startled at the consultants whose CVs were clearly written with some other job in mind. Needless to say, they started at a serious disadvantage. I have quite different CVs depending on whether I am selling myself as a product specialist, a production economist, a marketing economist or an academic. 

LAYOUT The layout of the CV is critical, as a bad layout means that its effect is wasted. In one highly prestigious organization, I saw a man examining a pile of CVs, looking for suitable candidates. The pile was a foot high, but he went through it in a couple of minutes. He glanced at the front page of each for perhaps five or ten seconds, before putting it in a pile Possible or Rejected. He selected ten as Possible, and only then started to read them. The message is clear. You have to make your impression in the first half of the top page. This means that:‑ 

-
anything favourable about you should be on the front page, in summary form


if necessary: -
the unfavourable or doubtful should be put in the second page.  


It may even be postponed until the interview. (And you will certainly be asked 


to explain any gaps.) 

 -
the necessary but uninteresting information should be kept off the front page as far as possible.

Name 

tc \l3 "Name NAME is of course the first heading. Some people put instead curriculum vitae. Why? It does not tell the readers anything that they do not know. It takes up the most valuable part of the most valuable page and so reduces the impact of the CV. 

Special Skills

tc \l3 "Special Skills SPECIAL SKILLS is the next section. Generally, your readers will not get any further than this. If  they want an econometrician, and you are not one, that is it. 

One United Nations agency, which employs some 7000 people, mostly on short‑term assignments, examines the CVs of all the people on their books when looking for an expert. It studies all the Special Skills sections, to select out all the Possibles for a job. When preparing a CV for them, it is important to see that the CV, and especially the Special Skills section, covers as much as possible. You can easily miss out on a job because your CV does not mention your experience on one particular product. In this organization, and no doubt in many big employment agencies, CVs are put on a computer, and a computer search through the Special Skills section is used. In order to be sure that the computer will pick out your CV, your Special Skills section must contain as many key words as possible. For example, instead of putting in just econometrics, put in econometrics, linear programming, statistics, computers and programming. You must, of course, be able to back up your claim. If you have some acquaintance with econometrics, but could not hold down a job as an econometrician, do not mention it in the Special Skills section, but mention it in the Job Experience section. 

Personal Details

tc \l3 "Personal Details PERSONAL DETAILS: Born 1956, Britain. British Citizen, Single. can go in as one line. If you spread it over the first half page, you waste the one part of the CV that you can expect everyone to read. 

Education 

tc \l3 "Education Use the education section to show why you are particularly well qualified for the job. If you got a First or any other glittering prize, emphasize it. A friend just put B.Sc.(Econ)I and I missed it, even though I was looking for it. If you have a Third, leave it out and explain at the interview ‑ they will certainly ask you, so have your explanation ready. 

If you are applying for your first job, you will not be able to give any other indication of your ability, so you will have to concentrate on your education. Put in the details of your degree and, perhaps, schooling, emphasizing those subjects, projects and dissertations that are particularly relevant. It is not really necessary to name your school, though it is important in Britain to mention it if you went to a public school, or in Northern Ireland, if you did not go to St. Josephs Parochial School. (Incidentally, I always refuse to give details of religion.) 

Remember, though, that potential employers are unlikely to know much about the school system. In particular, they likely to be thoroughly confused by the GCEs, CSEs, RSAs, HNCs and HNDs. Explain it to him. Similarly, you may have to explain the technicalities of your degree. You would have to explain that the Oxford B.Litt. is a postgraduate degree (though you may not feel it necessary to say that your Oxford M.A. is equivalent to a London B.A.) If you have done a two‑year masters degree by thesis, rather than a one‑year degree by examination, then say so. 

As you get more saleable experience, you will be able to drop the rather boring details of your education. You will start by cutting your schooling to 8 O Levels , 3 A levels (AAB). Eventually, you will cut out your school altogether and put in your university as B.Sc.(Economics) II (2) London. 

Publications 

tc \l3 "Publications If you have a significant number of publications and you are applying for an academic post, mention them here. If not, the same rule applies: put them at the end. If you just attach a photocopied list, most prospective employers will just assume that you have written a long and boring CV, and will not read as far as the list of publications. If you have, say, four or five publications, list them here. Otherwise say 10 journal articles, one book, several popular articles: please see list attached. 

Put your journal articles in one list, and any borderline articles in another, under the head Other Publications. If you are applying for an academic job, only cite the academic publications. The others will be held against you: you will be branded as a popularizer. It counts against you to treat non‑academic publications as fully-fledged journal articles. For non‑academic posts on the other hand, your popular articles are very important, showing that you can write readably and that you can handle technical matters in a way comprehensible to a general audience. 

Employment 

tc \l3 "Employment Since you want the impact to come on the front page and as early as possible on the second page, list your past jobs in reverse order, with your latest and most interesting coming first. Your vacation job then comes at the end, and the employer does not have to wonder why a supermarket assistant or farm hand is applying for the job. 

The organization There should be a clear heading for each job. This should explain what the organization did. Inevitably, the title leaves a lot to be explained. The Marketing Development Bureau could mean anything, but in Tanzania it is one of the key organizations providing the analysis for some of the most important government decisions, so the CV should say so. Remember that your organization may be very well known in its immediate environment, but nowhere else. For example, I once worked in an Irish organization called An Foras Taluntais. The name is meaningless even to those with an Irish dictionary, and it means nothing to people outside Ireland, even though the organization is well known within its sector. To a foreigner a local name, like the Midlands Bank, or a family name, like Barclays or Lloyds, may suggest that the organization is insignificant. Always be ready to spell it out. By accident or design, a lot of business names do not make it clear whether the organization is state run, semi‑state, a quango, a charity or a private firm. Explain the aims of the organization and why its work is relevant to the job you are applying for. Here, as always, the rule is Never be obscure, except deliberately. 

A suitable start might be as follows: 


Ministry of Agriculture, Tanzania, Marketing Development Bureau 


This Bureau employed 13 economists. It was responsible for setting the prices for most products in the agricultural sector, which accounted for 80% of the GNP. It was also responsible for monitoring the efficiency and effectiveness of the many State Marketing Boards

The job description Job titles are meaningless for an economist. If your job title sounds impressive, Senior Economist, then put it in, but if it is less impressive, research assistant perhaps, then put in Economist. 

The job description is designed to show what techniques you can use and what markets you are familiar with. It should also show how adaptable you are, and how likely you are to be able to handle new markets. It should also give some indications of what you have achieved. Unless you are going for a job requiring some very specific skill, you are likely to be judged primarily on achievement. Employers think that someone who has had a successful career in one line of work is more likely to be successful in another. Personnel officers also like to see a solid career structure, moving on from one job to another higher in the progression, without any jumps sideways or backwards. Your year spent hitch‑hiking to Nepal will count against you, as a pointless exercise, a waste of a year when you could have been getting established in the bureaucracy. Your year spent as a Voluntary Service Overseas worker in Nepal, setting up and managing a co‑operative for growing and marketing vegetables, on the other hand, could be presented as evidence that you are a dynamic young executive, able to take responsibility, and able to operate under extremely difficult conditions. 

Personnel officers are impressed by the number of subordinates you have, so you should mention any supervision you have done, and any positions of authority you have held. This is why they ask you to mention whether you have been secretary or treasurer of any society. To an economist this seems silly, as a top‑rank economist is rather less likely to have a host of subordinates than a mediocre one who has moved over into administration. However, bureaucrats measure your success in terms of your achievement as a bureaucrat. They also seem to place weight on the number of members of the public you meet. Words like planning, negotiating, and administration also help. 

I am often startled by the irrelevant information put in a CV, information that has nothing to do with the job applied for. I remember one case, in Zambia, of a Boer announcing with pride, Hell man, we always used to keep a Cat on the farm at home. In this case it turned out that he was right and I was wrong: he was applying for a job as manager of a farm with several crawler tractors. 

Societies Application forms often ask you to list the societies you are a member of, so it can do no harm to put them on your CV. They are interested in your membership of the local sports and dramatic clubs, as showing that you are reasonably fit and gregarious, and it is a plus if you have the administrative experience of being treasurer or secretary. 

They also ask for lists of your professional societies. I do not know why anyone would be impressed that you have joined a lot of these. People may just wonder why you should bother to join the Royal Economic Society, when your library already gets the Economic Journal. Do not be tempted to make too much of membership. Once, when buying consultancy, I saw that a consultant had put Member of the Royal Economic Society after his degree in his list of professional qualifications. This indicated only that he subscribed to the Economic Journal, so I immediately wrote him off as a fraud. 

Referees You are often asked to give the names and addresses of referees. I just say The names of referees can be provided if necessary. I know that this means that my name may not be considered at all, but I think it is still worth it. There are a great many firms who hand the pile of applications to a typist and tell her to write to all the referees. Only after the references have been received do they look at the applications and see whether the applicant is a possible. This shows both gross incompetence and grave discourtesy to you and the referees. I personally would prefer not to work for such an organization. 

It is a grave discourtesy to call up referees unnecessarily. If there are 40 applicants for a job, and the personnel department approaches the referees of all of them, they are asking 80 people to spend perhaps an hour or two writing a reference, merely because they have not bothered to look through the applications. If they were to weed out those obviously unsuitable, they would reduce the burden considerably. If they were to write only to the referees of the people who passed the first interview, they would be showing that they were not taking them lightly. 

It is quite unnecessary: competent employers should be able to select a short list of perhaps three or four candidates from the applications. The fact that you have been able to find two people who will say something favourable about you should not noticeably affect their decision. You may even be employed by someone who will give you an excellent reference merely to get rid of you. Personnel managers would not normally ask for references unless they were about to offer you the job. Even then, they would place more weight on an informal telephone call to your employer. 

It is not enough to give the referees names with a request that they should not be approached without your consent. There are organizations which ignore the request and write to them anyway. 

LENGTH 

tc \l2 "LENGTH 
The CV should not be more than two or three pages, or else it will put off the reader. I have a rather longer one, for a special reason. A consultancy firm putting me up for a job can go through it selecting out the experience most applicable for that particular job. In effect, they are doing what I advise any job applicant to do, writing each CV specifically for the job. 

PRESENTATION 

tc \l2 "PRESENTATION 
The final step is to present the CV well. It is worth the cost of getting it on a word processor. This means that it can be professionally laid out, so that it is both neat and eye‑catching. Every prospective employer gets a top copy typed on expensive paper, not a smudged photocopy. You give the impression that you are someone who is willing to take pains to do the job properly ‑ and this is no deception, because you will indeed have done the job properly.


GIVING A TALK

tc \l1 "GIVING A TALK
From time to time, you will have to address meetings, give papers at conferences, talk on radio or appear on television. You can make or lose a reputation by your performance. Most economists are abysmally bad at this. They bore and confuse their audiences, without convincing them. People who are accustomed to speaking to captive audiences are frequently the worst speakers of all. University lecturers, for example, do not have to try. Their audience, students, have spent the last fifteen years being bored. They can absorb information when half asleep ‑ they have to if they are to pass exams. It is no surprise that the vast majority of lecturers are dull in the extreme.

You, as a practical economist, cannot afford to give a second‑rate talk, or a dull one. You may have spent months or even years in reaching your conclusions, but you have only minutes in which to convince your audience that your work is of practical importance and that they should act on your recommendations. If you fail, your work is wasted. Even if you are presenting a written paper, you may be sure that most of your audience will not have read it before you start your talk, and that nobody will read it afterwards unless your talk is interesting and impressive. Even people who have your paper and has been impressed by it may change their mind after a bad presentation.

Not the least important reason for learning to give a good speech is good manners. It is bad manners to bore an audience for an hour. It is bad manners to expect them to sit quietly, to appear to be attentive and to applaud politely, when you have not bothered to try and present a good talk. In Cambridge, the students start reading their newspapers if a lecture gets boring. Bad manners? Yes, but not as bad as the manners of the lecturer.

You will boost your professional reputation if you talk well when you are addressing your fellow economists. Only perhaps one in four of any audience of economists is likely to have a direct professional interest in your subject, and only half of these are competent to judge the merits of your paper. However, you can convince them all of your skill and competence as a speaker, and most will assume that you are equally brilliant as an economist. Some reputations are built on this alone.

If they cannot judge you on your economics, they may judge you on anything else they know about. I once gave a talk to the International Society for Horticultural Science, speaking to a specialist symposium on plant propagation. I was talking about the economic planning methods needed for the extraordinarily complex production systems they have. When I was preparing the talk, I went to Jim Kelly, a top plantsman, and asked him for some examples of plants which took one year from propagation to sale, plants which took two years, and so on. I also asked for examples of plants propagated and grown on in different ways. He gave me a list of about a dozen, with resounding Latin names like Genista saggitalis, Jasminum nudiflorum, Potentilla arguscula, and Pittosporum tenuifolium, and told me how to pronounce them. I practiced the names, and dropped them casually in my talk when examples were needed. I got away with it, even using the names in the discussion. Next morning, I was called up by a leading horticulturist: the horticulturists in our national nursery stock industry had decided that, since I was clearly an outstanding plantsman, I was the obvious man to carry out an export sales mission for the industry ‑ my economic training might be of some help too!

British economists underestimate the importance of the spoken word. Their education has trained them to absorb information and concepts from books. They are rather poor at absorbing information from interviews: most need training in interview techniques. They tend to use the spoken word more to communicate the strength of their convictions than to convince. They use it to outline their conclusions rather than to transmit information. The oral tradition is more marked among businesspersons, politicians, homemakers and academics than among real economists. These people are adept at absorbing information from the spoken word and are less likely to be influenced by the written word. However, businesspersons and politicians expect the information to be properly presented. They do not tolerate fools. If the talk is bad, or if it is not relevant, they will stop listening. Surprisingly, though, if you take them out of their business environment and get them into semi‑academic conference, they will spend days listening to badly‑presented rubbish and be impressed. It is not safe to count on it though. 

Speaking well requires a bit of an effort, but nothing more than this. No doubt, some orators were born with the gift, but far more have learnt the technique. Hitler himself was intensively coached by an actor before he developed the technique of the Nuremberg rallies. It helps if you have a commanding presence and a fine carrying voice, but it is not necessary. I know someone who consistently gives lectures in the top rank in spite of a thin voice and a stammer. The key to good speaking is what you say, so I will deal with this first. Later, I cover the rather less important questions of how to make a speech and how to use visual aids. 

WHAT IS YOUR AIM?

tc \l2 "WHAT IS YOUR AIM?
If you are not clear what your aims are, you will not achieve them. Before you start to prepare your talk, write them down. Are you trying to show them that a problem exists? Are you trying to persuade officials to take action? Are you trying to arouse professional or public opinion in your favour, to put pressure on officials to act? Are you trying to communicate the results of your research, so that they will be incorporated in further research? Are you trying to communicate facts, and if so what facts? Are you trying to impress them with your technical brilliance? Are you trying to impress them with your professional competence? Are you trying to impress them with your personal charm? Are you trying to rouse the rabble? The content, structure and presentation of your talk will depend very much on which of these aims you are trying to achieve.

If there is no compelling aim, do not give the talk, or you will bore or annoy the audience. Your talk must also have content: if there is nothing new to say, shut up. 

Content

tc \l3 "ContentOnce you are clear about your aim, work out what points you will have to make in order to achieve that aim. Most lecturers fail to make these points, perhaps because they do not have any real points to make, perhaps because they are trying to make too many points, perhaps because the talk is disorganized. To confirm this, go to the audience after a typical lecture and ask them to write down the main points that were made. You will find that there is no general agreement.

The maximum number of points you can expect to get across is four, so select the four most important points and hammer them home. Mention them in the introduction, expand on them in the body of the talk. Repeat them in the summary. 

Four points do not limit you nearly as much as you might think. At first, it seems that you have forty relevant points to make. Look at them carefully. Some are trivial. Some are considerably less important than the others. Some are interesting results in their own right, but have nothing to do with your aim. Leave these out, and you have perhaps twenty‑five points left. Now try and reformulate the points in terms of your aims. One aim may be to get action on corruption. Eight of your points refer to types of corruption. Instead of being points on their own, they can be evidence supporting your main point. They can be sub‑arguments in your main argument. You will be left with a few points, some of them important, which have nothing to do with your main aim. Drop them. Be ruthless, because if you do include them you will distract attention from your main points and you will not achieve your aim.

This reformulation makes it far more likely that the audience will get your main message. You will also find that they will understand and remember your sub‑points far better when they are part of a logical argument leading to a main point. 

A talk is an excellent way of communicating ideas and concepts. It is a poor way of communicating facts and data. If you want to communicate facts or statistics, do it in writing if possible. When putting across ideas and concepts try not to make them too abstract though, as people find it difficult to absorb abstract ideas from a talk. Even with the written word, they find it much easier to absorb concrete ideas. Abstract ideas should be expressed in as concrete a form as possible, in terms of real products and real markets. Theory should be presented in its application to real problems. Some economists have great difficulty in getting down to earth in this way. Most real economists should have none, because they think in terms of real markets, then abstract the theory when writing it up for publication, rather than vice versa.

Very few people can absorb figures from a talk. A radio interviewer once warned me that three quarters of a radio audience does not understand the concept of percentages, and that they stop listening the moment a percentage is mentioned. No doubt, some of these people were at school and others were tuned to other channels, but there were certainly many in my target audience. Economists are better than the average person at understanding figures, but they too are easily overloaded and confused if given too many facts and figures. Only essential figures should be given.

Economists seldom realize that very few figures are essential. If you are presenting the results of a survey, you need not present everything in terms of figures. Say what you found out, but do not give all the figures that led you to the conclusion. With econometrics too, say what you tried to do and why. Do not give the details. I have seen someone put a transparency on the overhead projector, showing the formulae of his model, and the values and standard errors of his variables. He stood and talked to this one transparency for 45 minutes. Afterwards he sat down next to me, well satisfied with his performance. The next speaker stood up, put on his own transparency with 30 variables and began to speak. I heard a horrified whisper from my neighbour “My God! Was I like that?”

Round all figures as much as possible. Round them to the point that they are wrong. If this worries you, tell the audience that the correct figures are in the written report. Most percentages can be rounded to the nearest five or ten percent (and very few economic statistics are that accurate). It is almost never necessary to give anything after the decimal point. Talk of a quarter, half, a third or most, rather than giving percentages. Except in exceptional circumstances, standard errors, R~, etc. should be left out.

If you must use figures, use percentages rather than absolute values. Absolute values are difficult to remember and to understand. Often, in fact, they are meaningless. If someone tells me that a million tons of steel was produced, I do not know whether this is good or bad, whether it is more or less than last year, whether it is an expanding or declining market share.

Your audience can absorb rather more figures from visual aids (which are discussed later) than from the spoken word. This does not mean that you can relax and use all the figures you want if you have an overhead projector. It means that you must use visual aids if the minimum number of figures is more than the audience could absorb without it. In fact, one of the advantages of such visual aids is that you do not need the figures ‑ you can present graphs and diagrams instead.

WHO ARE YOU TALKING TO?

tc \l2 "WHO ARE YOU TALKING TO?
Before you start preparing your speech, find out who you will be talking to. At various times of your life, you can expect to be addressing businesspersons, civil servants, managers, economists, students or homemakers. Each group has to be approached in a different way. Find out as much as you can about them. What do they already know about the subject? What do they want to know about it? What special interests do they have? What are their attitudes and prejudices? How many people will there be in the audience? What sex are they? What income group? Why do they want to listen to you? Do they want to listen to you at all?

You must pitch your talk at an appropriate level. This does not mean that you talk down to them. Most of your audiences will consist of intelligent people, successful in their own profession. They do not know as much as you do about your pet subject ‑ why else would they listen to you? ‑ but they are not fools. Treat them as intellectual equals who do not happen to know as much about this line of economics as you do. If they are fools, this is still a good image to put over. Do not condescend. Remember that they are better than you at some things: could you manage a factory, do a degree in chemistry, run a home, decoke an engine?

If you despise your audience or dislike them, it will show in your talk. You will antagonize them; you will not convince them; you will get no action. For this reason, public personalities who are invited to speak by all sorts of clubs and societies to try to think themselves into sympathy with the audience ‑ thinking of them as being concerned with the public good instead of being interfering old busybodies and of their club as being a quaint anachronism, instead of a nest of reactionaries. There must be something to like about any group of people. There must, mustnt there?

It is difficult to pitch your talk at the right level when talking to economists. One sometimes sees newly graduated assistant lecturers talking to an audience of economists as though they were backward students, and demonstrating their overwhelming superiority of intellect by showing that they are conversant with such esoteric concepts as the standard deviation, even writing down the formula of the standard deviation and explaining the concept of GNP. At the other extreme, it is never safe to assume that your audience has the same technical and theoretical knowledge as you. Within such a narrow speciality as horticultural marketing, you have econometricians, market researchers, systems analysts, descriptive economists, theoreticians and practical marketing men. All study the same subject but their skills are quite different. You must start your exposition on a low level of common ground and work your way up, so that your audience can understand at least the broad outline. Unless you are at an econometrics conference, you cannot assume that anybody in your audience understands, or is interested in, the subtleties of econometrics.

It may be necessary to explain the background even when you are quite certain that everyone in the audience understands it. When writing one report I did not mention the dramatic fall in international commodity prices, as I knew that my audience were all well aware of it. However, my report showed a big decline in farm gate prices, and from reading this, they thought that I was implying that this was due to a declining efficiency in the marketing system. This could have led to a row. Quite by accident, I mentioned the fall in commodity prices in my oral presentation, and the tension vanished.

At most, conferences only a minority of people will be interested in your pet subject. You have to make the talk sufficiently interesting to keep them awake. You want them to come out with at least a general idea of what you did and why you did it. You want to communicate your enthusiasm to them. It is possible. I have seldom laughed as much as when Tony Hales gave a paper on linear programming to an audience of general economists. He was able to make the talk sufficiently amusing to keep the general economists laughing, while at the same time teaching them something. In spite of keeping the general level within their grasp, he managed to put over points that are some more abstruse for the specialists. It is not easy, I know, but it is possible.

THE INTRODUCTION

tc \l2 "THE INTRODUCTION
You have two minutes to catch the audiences attention. If you do a bad introduction, you have lost three quarters of the audience, and you will never win them all back, however good the rest of the talk is. They will be doodling, looking out of the window, whispering to each other or having a quick nap. Several introductions that will lose an audience are: 

First, I must apologize to you for not having had time to prepare my paper properly, as I have been very busy with my teaching . . .
I would like to thank the organizers for inviting me here, to address this august body . . .
I am not going to talk on the advertised topic: Problems in Mail Surveys. Instead, I am going to talk on Sample Design in Mail Surveys . . .
Now, according to the Pocket Oxford Dictionary, the definition of survey is . . .
Testing. One. Two. Three
There were an Englishman, an Irishman and a Scotsman on a desert island . . .
Introductions that start like this usually last ten minutes, say nothing and annoy the audience. There are several lessons to be learnt from this.

First, you should never have to apologize to your audience for not having prepared your talk. It is an insult, saying, loud and clear, that the audience was not worth bothering about. If you did not have time to do it properly, you should have refused the invitation. The organizers should have no difficulty in finding someone else: all reasonably prolifics writer always have half a dozen papers in a final draft, with the referees, or in press. They can produce a competent paper at very short notice. Let them take your place. Perhaps once in your life there will be a real excuse, if for example you are asked to stand in for someone who did not turn up. You should still not apologize. It is not your fault. You should concentrate on a good introduction. Let the chair thank you for standing in.

Quibbling about the title is silly, as most of the audience will have lost their programmes, and the others will notice only that you were going to talk about mail surveys. No one is going to be heartbroken by the change, so why apologize? The experienced speaker billed to speak on mail surveys in Scotland, will open his talk The marketing margins of retailers in the pharmaceutical industry are . . ., and give a talk about the pharmaceutical industry in Pakistan. He knows that few of his audience will notice that he is not talking on the advertised topic, and fewer still will mind, provided that he gives an interesting talk.

Quoting a dictionary definition is boring and unnecessary, typical of a prep schoolboys weekly essay. To quote from a pocket dictionary makes you ridiculous: use the Oxford English Dictionary or nothing.

The time to test your microphone is when the audience is at breakfast. When you do give your talk, step up to the microphone and start to speak. If someone has switched it off in the meantime, it is immediately obvious, and it takes two seconds to switch it on again.

You are not there to tell jokes and the audience is not there to listen to them. You have twenty minutes to achieve your aim. You cannot afford to waste five of them on a joke. Any joke starting An Englishman, an Irishman and a Scotsman . . ., is dud. Top comedians never tell big, set‑piece, jokes like this, or if they do, they will spin one out for five minutes getting their laughs from their emphasis, their timing, their asides, as Ronnie Corbett does. You are not a top comedian. Stick to economics.

Telling a joke at the beginning of a paper is one thing: making a joke to emphasize a point in the middle of a talk is another. This can be very effective indeed. Even so, pauses, emphasis and timing are what get the audience laughing.

One way to catch an audiences attention is to make a dramatic statement of the problem to be examined or its symptoms: 

This cake of soap cost me 21p this morning. In Tanzania it would cost 7. Peasant farmers must work nine full days to get the cash to buy it. They must then walk 200 miles to find a black marketer who sells it. Why is this?
The golden rule is Say what you are going to say. Say it. Then say what you have said. An introduction that says what you are going to say cannot be too far wrong, provided it is brief.  However, like many golden rules, it should be taken with a pinch of salt. There are many other formats for a talk, just as there are many formats for a short story. If you are describing history, the very briefest introduction is needed, because the structure is temporal.

QUESTIONS

tc \l2 "QUESTIONS
The correct time for questions is after the talk. Some people say Please dont hesitate to interrupt me if there is anything you want to ask or discuss. Dont. If you have prepared your paper properly, there will be no excuse for an interruption. Any interruption is likely to destroy a carefully planned presentation and lead you into a discussion of irrelevancies. I have seen a seminar collapse in ruins, because of a hostile attack before the introduction was complete. The speaker tried to deal with the interruption immediately. The correct answer was I will be dealing with that point later. Perhaps you could raise your point at question time, if I have not answered it by then.

I know that it is a good teaching practice to encourage discussion, as an aid to the learning process, but you are not a teacher. Teachers may be desperately trying to maintain interest in a subject which most of their students consider irrelevant. They are certainly dealing with students who have been listening to lectures day after day for years and who are not excited by the prospect of listening to another. They do not have to get his message across in forty minutes. If there is a far‑ranging discussion, they can cover the subject next week. As long as the discussion is within the syllabus, they are satisfied. You, on the other hand, have a very definite aim, and you must concentrate on that. You have an interesting message to put across. Your audience hopes that you will be interesting, where students expect to be bored.

Some interventions are helpful. If someone interrupts Could you please clarify the difference between PIDA and PIMA? Which is the EEC body? they are making sure that they, and the other ignorant people in the audience, can understand the rest of the talk. They are also making it clear that they, at least, are interested in your talk.

There is an embarrassing moment at the end of the talk when the chair rises and says Any questions? and there is a silence. If there are no questions at all, it suggests that nobody is interested in your speech. If the questions come late, it suggests that they have been thought up out of kindness. It pays to have a planted question to set the ball rolling. Give a friend a question to ask. After you have answered this first question, other people will follow. It is particularly helpful to have someone briefed to open the discussion at a conference.

HOW TO SAY IT

tc \l2 "HOW TO SAY IT
Reading a Paper

tc \l3 "Reading a PaperThere is an English expression reading a paper, which means speaking to a paper. Anyone who actually reads a paper to an audience should be put up against a brick wall and shot. I except only those foreigners who do not understand the true meaning of the phrase, and whose English is very bad. A paper that is read is always boring, and always gets the message across badly.

I do not know anybody who does not speak far better and more interestingly without a script. It is painful to hear a brilliant talker, an Irishman with the gift of the Blarney perhaps, reading a complex economic paper, and reading it badly. Always, without exception, someone who reads their paper is far more interesting and far more convincing in the discussion. However, they may not get a chance to show this, because it is difficult to get a discussion going after a paper has been read out.

True, a very few people can read well ‑ clearly and with expression. They get jobs as newsreaders. They have several advantages over you. First, they are reporting the most interesting happenings in the world over the last twenty‑four hours. Second, they only have to keep your attention for perhaps five minutes, and their presentation is interspersed with newsclips and interviews. Third, their news is written for reading. Any radio journalist will tell you that the style used for a newspaper is quite different from that used for radio. There is an even bigger difference between the style for an economic paper and the style for the spoken word. A good style for a journal article is concise, with no words wasted, with each point made once, in the most economical way. This style is too compressed to be intelligible if spoken. If a script is written to be spoken, for a news bulletin or a ministers speech for instance, the style is quite different.

I have actually heard somebody reading his paper like this:‑ 

To investigate the sensitivity of our conclusions, we simulated the effects of trade and stocks under two alternative assumptions about the variability of the country under discussion. . . miss two lines . . . which indicate uneven variations in export values without reference to the magnitude or direction of the relevant trends. . . . miss three lines: second sentence of the next paragraph . . . From equation (11) we see that for t = 0, p { 0pw.
Not only must your written paper and your talk have different styles, but also they must be constructed differently. They have different objectives. The aim of the talk is to arouse interest, to show that there is a problem and a possible solution. Often you are not even trying to convince them that your solution is right, only that there is a problem and that yours is a possible answer. You are trying to make them sufficiently interested to read your paper. It is your written paper that provides the detailed argument and analysis that convinces them.

When you are presenting a written paper, either circulate it to the audience a week in advance, or else give it out after your talk. Do not give it out just before you start, or else they will be trying to read it while you are talking, or scrabbling through it to find what page you are on ‑ which should be impossible if you have prepared your presentation independently.

Notes

tc \l3 "NotesThe experts jot down their four main points and speak from these notes alone. I find this too demanding. I jot down the four main points, with subheadings. I can then speak for an hour fluently and apparently without notes (for my single page of notes is flat on the desk, out of sight of the audience). The notes are there more to help me if I forget what I was going to say next, than as a guide to be consulted throughout my talk. I try to make the points follow on logically from one to the other so that I always know what the next must be. Most people can manage this quite easily if they prepare the talk properly. The gain in freshness and liveliness of presentation is enormous.

Equally effective, and a good deal easier, is to use your visual aids as notes. Each slide in your presentation reminds you of a point that you want to make. Each heading on the overhead projector is a note to you, though the audience will think that it is intended for them alone. An example of such a slide is:‑ 

The reasons for failure were:‑ 

Corruption

Inefficiency

Low world prices

The foreign exchange constraint

This is an effective way of keeping your audiences mind on the logic of your argument. As you go on to explain one point, its relationship with the others remains clear. David Ogilvy (1978, 1983) found that the impact of such headings, or of any sentence projected on the screen, is far higher if it is read out verbatim than if the point is made in different words.

Never write out your speech. It is usually impractical to take the week or two off work that would be necessary to write it out properly. It would be impolite to read it once it was written, and for most of us, it would be impossible to learn it off by heart. Instead, try to remember in which order to make your points, using your notes as a guide. I have no difficulty in remembering an argument, but the words I use change each time I give the talk. I have often given ten‑minute talks on the same subject to each of six groups. No two talks ever turned out the same. The wording is never the same, and I never remember all the sub‑arguments. I react differently to each audience, using different words, pauses and emphasis and getting different laughs.

Inexperienced speakers are terrified of drying up. It is nothing to be alarmed about. In practice, you are silent for perhaps two or three seconds, while you try to remember what you were going to say next. Usually the audience does not know that you have dried up. After all, successful orators like Mrs Thatcher or Tony Benn often stand silent for six or seven seconds at a time to build up tension. If the worst comes to the worst and you still cannot remember, just say What was my next point again? and walk over and look at your notes. The audience sees this as a sign of a relaxed and confident speaker, not as a sign of incompetence.

Rehearsal

tc \l3 "RehersalVery few people can stand up and give an interesting, effective, speech without practicing it, notes or no notes. The man who stands and gives a brief, witty and informative talk, apparently off the cuff, has probably practiced it for two whole days. The born speakers, people who can, if necessary, give a brilliant, impromptu speech, always practice their speeches whenever possible. As they get more experienced, they practice more and more. For example, I know such a man, who was asked to give the presidential speech at a conference dinner to be held six months later. During these six months he kept it in mind, looking for new ideas, appropriate jokes and relevant facts, and asking his colleagues to do the same. The week before the conference, he prepared his speech and practiced it. Then he tried it out on us, his colleagues. We spent a morning listening to successive versions. We criticized the jokes he told, the phrasing he used when he talked of women, the way he stood, his haircut, his failure to stress some points. We were being hypercritical, and, of course, not all our criticisms were valid. When he finally gave the speech, it was brilliant ‑ light, flowing and effortless; apparently made up on the spur of the moment. So good was it, that it was quoted on Pick of the Week. The work that had gone into it was invisible: all that showed was the result.

The amount of time that you have to spend on rehearsal is inversely proportional to the length of the talk. A ten‑minute talk needs careful planning and rehearsal. Points have to be made carefully in the right order. All irrelevancies have to be pruned away. On the other hand, it is easy to stand up and make a four hour‑speech without notes. Mind you, the ten‑minute talk is more effective at getting your points over.

Undoubtedly, when you are talking, you will have a brilliant idea, a new point that you simply must make. Resist the temptation. If the idea is brilliant, it will make a paper in its own right. Brilliant or not, it will upset the balance of your talk. After you have completed your talk, you will probably realize that it was irrelevant or wrong. There is also the danger that you will stop dead as you try and think out how to say it, and you will dry up completely.

If you leave out an unimportant point, there is a temptation to say I should have mentioned a few minutes ago that . . . Again, this breaks the flow of the argument. It is likely to confuse you and make you lose your place. It is better to forget it, unless it is essential. After all, you deliberately left out many points in preparing the talk. What is one more or less? It is in the written paper anyway.

Rhetoric

tc \l3 "RhetoricYou should strive for clarity rather than at oratory. You are aiming at convincing people rather than arousing emotional responses. Atkinson (1984) has written a very interesting and even frightening book about the techniques that politicians use to get audience response. He has not yet determined how relevant the techniques are to someone presenting a straight argument, rather than rabble rousing. All I can suggest is that you read the book and keep it in mind when watching a good talker, to see which of the techniques seem to work.

GIVING THE TALK

tc \l2 "GIVING THE TALK
When the chair calls on you to speak, stand up and walk to the front of the stage. Stand there and look at your audience for a couple of seconds. This gives them a chance to look at you and assess your peculiarities before you start talking, rather than when you are making your introduction. Button up your jacket if this helps fill the time. You will feel nervous. Everyone does. It keys you up and improves your talk. Your nervousness vanishes as soon as you start to speak ‑ provided you have prepared your talk properly.

The audience must be able to see you if you are to create empathy. If most of your body is hidden behind a desk, you lose contact. Anyway, you do not need to sit down or stand at a lectern unless you are reading your paper, which God forbid. I nagged and nagged at one friend until he agreed to stand up when he spoke. The transformation was dramatic. He stood up, looked the audience in the eye and spoke out. Instead of being a tiny figure behind a desk, he was an impressive figure at the front of the stage. What is more, he could be heard ‑ if you sit down, and especially if you crouch down over your notes your lungs are compressed, so you cannot project your voice to the back of the hall unless you are a trained actor. The same is true if you rest your hands on the back of a chair. You stoop slightly and your lungs are compressed.

When talking to small audiences, some speakers sit on the front of the stage or the front of the desk, so that they can be as close as possible to the audience and build up a relaxed atmosphere. It is artifice, pure artifice, but it works for them. I would be too self‑conscious to do this during a talk, but I can relax and sit on the edge of the desk during question time.

It has been found very important indeed that the speaker should establish eye contact with the audience. Within every two‑minute period, you should look for a moment into the eyes of every member of the audience, including those at each end of the front row. For reasons we do not know, this gets the audiences attention and keeps it. It makes them more receptive to your ideas. It gives them more confidence in you. At the same time, it is a constant reminder to you that you are talking to people, not giving a speech. It tells you how your presentation is going down: are they listening? Are they bored? Are they laughing at your jokes? The nervous speakers who address the air over the audiences head lose all these advantages.

Speak up. I judge the volume of my voice by the echo from the back of the hall. Some speakers stop after a minute or two and ask Am I speaking loudly enough? Again, this is artifice: it is more to create a bond with the audience than to check that they can be heard. (Plant a friend at the back if you really want to know). Do not use a microphone. My normal speaking voice is very quiet, but my voice can easily be heard when I speak up and project it. The extra clarity compensates for any loss in volume. You have to learn the skill of using a microphone and even then, it hinders you. You must keep about one foot away from the microphone all the time. You cannot move around. You must be careful when you look round at your audience, or turn to check your visual aids, in case you look away from your microphone and your voice is lost.

Avoid any mannerisms which can distract attention from your talk. Avoid scratching yourself, buttoning and unbuttoning your jacket, putting your hands in your pockets or walking up and down the stage. Dress according to the image you are trying to project. Normally this means dressing plainly and neutrally, so that the audience does not notice how you are dressed. You are not trying to communicate the fact that you do not give a damn for the conventions of bourgeois society, or that you have a particularly exciting taste in shirts. You can dress to create an effect that will further your aim, though, like the forester who addressed an international conference in his lumberjacks clothes.

Verbal mannerisms can be even more distracting. Um, Ah, Well, Right, as such, This being the case, Under these circumstances, . . so called . . . These are just nervous tics: like the physical mannerisms, most of them are unconscious. To find out what your mannerisms are, get a friend to listen to you giving a talk and write them down. A video recording of your talk is revealing, and often startling. Use a tape recorder when you are rehearsing a talk, and when you are giving it. Listen to the recording critically. With most people, the um word comes because they are afraid of silence. The cure is not so much to try and stop saying the words, as to stop being afraid of silence. Every time you start saying an um word, shut up. At first the silence is frightening. There seems to be five seconds of silence with the audience wondering what you are going to say next. In fact, it is just your mind switching into top gear and working far faster than usual. The time elapsed is only half a second or so. The audience do not notice it at all. At most, it will be seen as a dramatic pause, giving expression to your delivery. Expert speakers will deliberately pause for five seconds, looking round the audience to build up tension and emphasize what comes next, so your half‑second pause is unnoticeable. You will never be worried at your silences again if you watch Mrs Thatcher speak, and see how her pauses add to the impact of her talk. Once you have broken yourself of the um habit, you will not even notice the pause.

If there are any interruptions, like an aeroplane passing overhead or a waiter wheeling the tea trolley through the room, stop talking, wait until it is quiet, then continue, perhaps after a comment. By acknowledging that you are in the same world as the audience, you improve your rapport. There is nothing like a shared experience to create a bond with your audience.

Once I want to an open‑air production of Salad Days in New College. In the sunshine the young flappers danced. Boy lost Girl. The interval was strawberries and Pimms beneath the rose-decked arches of the cloisters. The sky started to cloud over. After the interval, Boy and Girl were reconciled. They danced. The clouds threatened. She sang Salad days and summer sunshine. It began to rain. She laughed and we laughed with her. There was a peal of thunder. Oh! isnt it a wonderful summers day she trilled as she danced beneath the umbrella brought in by the prompt. She laughed: we laughed. The English put up their umbrellas and watched. The foreigners retreated to the cloisters and watched from there, revelling in the joys of a shared experience. It was magic. 

Timing

tc \l3 "TimingAt one conference, I saw a speaker waffle on half an hour over time, saying nothing in particular. There was then a lengthy question and answer session. The next speaker, who had written by far the most interesting and important paper of the conference, stood up and started to present it, using a set of beautifully prepared slides. He had just gone far enough to show that he was an excellent speaker and was making a major contribution to the subject, when the chairman interrupted to say that the speaker would have to finish in ten minutes instead of forty‑five if we were to get a drink before dinner. Murder has been committed for less!

If you are given half an hour to speak, sit down after twenty‑nine minutes. To exceed your time is an insult to the speakers who follow you. You are forcing them to cut the length of their talks and implying that anything you have to say is far more important than anything they could possibly want to say. You insult your audience, because it is clear that you have not bothered to prepare your talk. You lose your audiences goodwill, interest and attention.

The Chair

tc \l3 "The ChairmanYou will, eventually have to chair a session yourself. The conference chairs’ first duty is to see that the meeting runs to time. They should call the meeting to order on time (or perhaps a quarter of an hour later, using their own, secret, timetable). They should see that the speakers do not exceed their allotted time; they should break for tea at the right time, and they should call everybody back at the right time. They must be ruthless in this, not making exceptions for anyone.

Some chairs are worse than the speakers for waffling on, and I know one who often talks longer than the speakers. Careful briefing is no help with him. One economic society asked a non‑economist, a senior civil servant, to chair one of the sessions, as a compliment to his office. He seemed to be under the illusion that the Societys Annual Conference was a meeting held to brief him, the chair. He entered into the discussions at length, introduced an uninvited speaker to give a half hour paper, and managed to extend his hour‑and‑a‑half session to three hours, in spite of constant protests by the conference organizers. Bad briefing (mea culpa), plus his delusions of grandeur.

Controlling chairs is made more difficult by the fact that they tend to be powerful people. The organizers will invite the Minister or Director because it is the only way that they can get him to attend. They will ask Professor X to be chair, because he is so influential that he must be asked to do something, but he clearly has not got the time to prepare a paper. They will ask Professor Y because he gives terrible papers, and reads them, but, again, he must be asked to do something.

The conference organizers should delegate people ‑ irreverent students are best ‑ to watch the time. They should make a signal from the back of the hall five minutes before time is up, and then set off a buzzer. A kitchen timer can also be effective. The organizers must control the chairs of the sessions, not letting them make any exceptions. 

The second duty of the chairs is to control the questions. Their main problem is to stop people making speeches, particularly the people who make speeches at all the other papers. They must also try to give as many people as possible the chance to speak before the time is up. This means slapping down some of the more important and more loquacious people in the business, which is another reason why only senior people are made chairs.

Sometimes Professor X is asked to chair the session at which Dr Y is speaking, because it is known that they disagree violently, and this will stop them from clashing in an unseemly manner. It does not always work though. I have seen the chair stand up after the talk and launch into a violent attack on the speaker. This came as a shock to the speaker, and if it had been a brief attack, it might have unnerved him. However, the attack lasted twelve minutes, by which time the main speaker had recovered his composure and the audience was thoroughly annoyed with the chair (who was in any case wrong). This behaviour is not acceptable. The chairs job is to control discussion, not to discuss, and never to attack.

The third task is to introduce the speaker. The introduction may be a few words: And now I will call on our first speaker, Professor Smith, of Reading University. Sometimes, particularly at a seminar, the chair may give a brief biography. It should be very brief though, not a three‑minute profile.

One Oxford economist, Colin Clarke, used to stand up, give a brief biography of the speaker, and then give a complete, concise and fascinating summary of the subject the speaker was going to talk on, giving the latest developments in the field. The speaker would then get to his feet, wondering if there was anything left to say.

Some chairs will give a broad outline of the subject as a whole, saying where each of the papers to be presented in that session fits in. I have seen it done excellently at international conferences, by Dutch economists in particular, but it does not seem to be part of the British tradition.

OTHER BENEFITS

tc \l2 "OTHER BENEFITS
The ability to stand up and make a polished speech may not be important to you more than once or twice a year at work. You will find, though, that as you get the reputation of being a good speaker you are asked to give presentations more and more often, sometimes presenting work done by other economists, sometimes presenting for the department as a whole. This will probably carry through to your other interests, social or political. There are two big personal benefits from this. There is the obvious one that as you get better known through the organization your promotion prospects improve. There is also the fact that your self‑confidence will improve, as you realize that you can interest and amuse people, that they ask for the opportunity to listen to you.


AUDIO VISUAL AIDS

tc \l1 "AUDIO VISUAL AIDSExperiments have shown that people can absorb four times as much information if a talk is accompanied by visual aids. If you just talk, peoples eyes wander and their attention wanders too. The visual aids hold their attention. They transmit more information and they transmit it more quickly than the spoken word, especially to an audience that is used to absorbing information from books and reports. They are particularly valuable for statistical data and for trends and other relationships best shown graphically. They reinforce and consolidate the information given by the speaker.

Speakers who use visual aids well are taken to be competent in other things he they do, though this does not follow logically. The speakers get increased self‑confidence from the knowledge that they have a well‑prepared set of visual aids to back him up. They also know that they can use them as notes, if they dry up.

SLIDES

tc \l2 "SLIDES
Slides are the most useful form of visual aid available to the average economist. a colour slide of a leper begging in the streets, the sores on his fingerless hands oozing through the rag bandages, conveys images of poverty, neglect and callousness, far more effectively than ten minutes talking could. A picture of the bald tyres on a police Land Rover conveys the reality of the foreign exchange constraints on a developing country. Slides can often be made of tables, graphs and headings. Cartoons and press cuttings can often make a point that it would take a lot of talking to put over. I clip out any promising cartoons and keep them on file.

Ever since I saw a master at work, Colin Clark giving his university lectures on population, I have known the power of slides, and I have built up my personal collection. I now have thousands of slides illustrating several industries at retail, distribution and production levels, and illustrating infrastructural problems as well. Many of the slides are of graphs, tables and maps. I can illustrate an amazing range of points from this, and I have often lent colleagues the odd slide to illustrate their lectures on quite different subjects ‑ my photographs of Lantana and prickly pear (relevant to ranching in Africa) were used to illustrate a talk on biological weed control ten years later.

Equipment

tc \l3 "EquipmentYou do not need any fancy equipment. I took nearly all my photographs on a 35mm single‑lens reflex camera. This has the advantage that it will handle almost anything if you have the right equipment ‑ and I can take any picture I am likely to want with my macro‑zoom lens. Prices are very low indeed by the standards of even ten years ago. The disadvantage of the single‑lens reflex is that it is bulky. You cannot carry it around on business visits and you cannot leave it in the car in case it gets stolen. When you are interviewing a managing director and he says Lets have a look around the factory, you have nothing to record the visit with. I now have one of the pocket 35mm cameras, about the size of a cigarette pack, for this purpose. It has a wide angle lens (38mm), which is useful for taking photographs in a cramped factory. I can carry it anywhere, in my pocket or briefcase. Because it is so convenient, I take three photos with it for every one with the single lens reflex.

You have to be careful where you take photographs. In Teheran I took a photograph of a peaceful streetscape, with streams running beneath the trees on each side. Suddenly, beggars rose from the shadows, making signs against the evil eye, and chased me back to my hotel (though I have not come across this reaction in other Muslim countries). In Dar‑es‑Salaam, I took a photograph of a filthy, run‑down office block, and, as I turned to get in to my car, I was surrounded by militiamen pointing their Chinese carbines at my stomach, and demanding that I hand over my camera. It took me some time to persuade them that I was not a South African spy planning to sabotage the Venus Secretarial Services. I argued that I worked in the building (above the secretarial services I may add) and so could legally give myself permission to photograph it. Still, it was only when they saw the UN logo on my car and realized that I worked for the best‑known aid organization, FAO, that they broke into smiles and let me go. After this, I got a military permit to take pictures and, whenever possible, got a local photographer to take the photographs for me. In most countries, it is not safe to take photographs of airports, harbours, soldiers, bridges, banks or government buildings.

If you want to make your own slides of graphs and tables, the macro‑zoom lens is ideal. You could also use a standard macro lens. Extension tubes and bellows also work but are not easy to use unless there is a coupled diaphragm, linked to your through‑the‑lens metering (which would bring the cost up to that of a macro lens). They also lose a lot of light so the camera has to operate at very slow speeds.

The paper to be copied should be lit by two photoflood lamps, one on each side, about 18” from the paper, and behind the lens. (They generate a lot of heat, and if you leave one in a reading lamp for any length of time, it will set it on fire). For many purposes, it is easier and quicker to photograph text or graphs straight from the VDU of your computer, and to do without the fancy lighting.

You can use a normal colour slide film, but you must accept the delay in processing unless you are willing to accept the very high charges of the firms that specialize in same‑day processing for advertising and PR firms. With colour film you can have your tables typed on tinted paper ‑ black on yellow is most legible. You can also have your graphs drawn in several colours.

Black and white slide film is available. Do not use the ordinary black and white slide film for tables, as it leaves in all the shades of grey, like an ordinary photograph. Instead, use the high‑contrast film designed for copying, e.g. Agfa Ortho document copying film (sold in cassettes), or Kodak Multilith (sold on 100 ft. reels). A new Polaroid film is now available for this. The slides come out as negatives with white writing on a jet-black background. The negative picture is very clear on a large screen, hence the white lettering on a green background for road signs. You can use a coloured felt‑tip direct on the slide to pick out curves on a graph, or to emphasize headings. If you want black writing on a white background, you can copy from these negatives by contact printing or using a slide copier. Processing is simple and quick, similar to processing ordinary black and white film.

Purists like to use only colour slides or only black and white in a talk. If they do have to switch from colour to black and white, they will certainly not switch back. They think that it breaks the unity of the talk and that the audience are upset unconsciously.

The best way of storing slides I have found is the plastic sheets that hold 25 slides in little pockets. You can just hold the sheets to the light and you can see at a glance what slides you have. It is also very handy in sorting your slides into order for a slide show.

You can link a tape recorder to a slide projector, to give a lecture with the slides changing automatically at the right moment. You can even use two projectors, with one fading out as the other fades in. This is particularly useful where the same message has to be given to a lot of audiences, and where you cannot spare the time to give every talk yourself.

Overhead Projectors

tc \l3 "Overhead ProjectorsYou have more flexibility with an overhead projector than with a slide projector, though you are more limited in what you can show. You can prepare your transparencies as late as the day you give your talk. You can even write on the transparencies as you speak: this gives added impact to your explanation of how diagrams are constructed for instance. (More often though, writing as you speak is a sign that you have not prepared your lecture.) With an overhead projector you can leave the lights on, so that the audience can see you, and you can maintain eye contact. You can also switch to another form of visual aid in the middle of the talk, unveiling the companys latest product for instance.

Overhead projectors cannot have the impact of a colour slide. They cannot show the starving child, the drought‑stricken crops, and the grain rotting in the port. (Though you can photocopy black and white pictures onto transparencies). They are good for presenting figures. They are excellent for diagrams. If you do not have any dramatic or instructive slides, and you present a lot of diagrams, the overhead projector is the obvious choice.

If you have several headings or several equations on the one transparency, cover up the ones you have not discussed yet. Some people do not bother, with the result that the audience is concentrating on what comes next rather than on what is actually being said. 

Overlays are effective. A transparency can be prepared giving the basic geographical features of the country. Taped to this along the left hand side is another transparency. When it is flipped over the top of the first one, the railway system, for example, could be superimposed on the map. A further transparency could have coal deposits. The system can be used effectively for graphs, building them up step by step. I have also seen it used very effectively by an advertising man. First, he showed an uninspiring picture of the product, and then he flipped over a transparency with the message. The difference in impact was immediately obvious. 

Flip Charts

tc \l3 "Flip ChartsFlip charts are made by writing with a thick, felt‑tip marker on 18” x 24” cards or on pads of cheap newsprint. These can be carried round easily, and set up on a blackboard easel or, if necessary, on the back of a chair. They can be set up rapidly for a presentation in an office. They can be used for audiences of up to forty or fifty people.

They have exactly the same function as an overhead projector. They present the same sort of information in the same way, but are a bit more restrictive. You can write on them in the same way (and if you pencil in your diagrams or calculations in advance you seem to be very skilful indeed). I like flip charts, and I probably use them in half my talks, partly because they are effective, partly because I can use them anywhere and partly because I can prepare them the day before I give the talk.

Objects

tc \l3 "ObjectsIf you can produce a solid object, you show that you are talking about the real world. Produce your product, produce an example of storage damage, produce the cake of soap that the Tanzanian farmer could not afford to buy. To keep the impact high, keep the objects out of sight until you produce them to your audience ‑ you do not want them wondering what a cake of soap is doing on your desk when they are supposed to be thinking about macroeconomics.

Other Visual Aids

tc \l3 "Other Visual AidsThere is a lot to be said for varying your visual aids, particularly if you are giving a long seminar. It is a refreshing change for the audience if you turn off the overhead projector, and then turn on a film of the industrial process you are studying, or a tape recording of a market‑research interview, (remembering the overriding consideration of confidentiality). For the same reason, the organizers of a conference should try and see that not all speakers use overhead projectors.

The sort of work that practical economist do means that they seldom have the opportunity to use the blackboards and whiteboards of the classroom, nor the time to set up a powerful video display.

Video is becoming important in the classroom, and it should be equally valuable in talks. If you can start your talk with a clip of Esther Rantzen taking your product to pieces, you have your audiences attention. One disadvantage is the expensive equipment needed to project it to a large audience.

Legibility

tc \l3 "LegibilityThe visual aid must be legible. Graphs should be prepared in black ink on white paper. I trace them on typewriter flimsy, using an ordinary fountain pen with black ink. One or two scale lines can be put in if necessary. Theoretically, it should be possible to photograph a graph on its original graph paper, as the black and white Orthochromatic film is insensitive to the colour blue, but even if this does work, the red scale lines show up clearly; it is safer to trace the graph onto white paper.

If the writing is to be big enough to be read on the screen, you can only have a few lines of typescript. In practice, the limit is five or six lines of double‑spaced typescript. Even so, a solid block of text this long would be too much. A second, equally important, consideration is that it should be possible to read and understand a slide in four seconds. It follows that it should not have too much information on it.

With overhead projector transparencies, I like to have each letter half an inch high at least. This will be visible in nearly all halls. It also reduces the temptation to try and get too much on one transparency. 20 point letraset is the minimum size. The giant print golfball is marginal ‑ test it in the actual room to see if someone with slightly below average vision can see it. It is safe to assume that any table from a book will be too small. Construct a reduced table and write it in big letters. A space constraint is that there should be one inch of margin all round, if the first and last words of a sentence are to be visible. You can get caught out on this if you prepare your transparency on a large projector, and you have to present it on a smaller one.

Even if your slides are perfect, the projection system may not be good enough. I check that my slides are legible before giving a talk. This means standing at the back of the hall and reading them. By moving the projector back a bit the letters cam be made bigger, but less distinct. It is reckoned that 

figures 1 inch high can be seen at 15 feet

figures 2 inches high can be seen at 30 feet

figures 4 inches high can be seen at 60 feet

figures 6 inches high can be seen at 90 feet

GRAPHS AND TABLES

tc \l2 "GRAPHS AND TABLES
If you look at Column 5, thats the fifth column, counting the headings as one column of course ‑ its measured in real terms here, I think ‑ what does the footnote say? ‑ Yes 1972 prices ‑ Now take the 1977 figure ‑ thats the six, seven, eight, ninth figure down ‑ Now look at column 10 ‑ Oh dear, its run over the side: Ill just move it across ‑ now the first column has disappeared ‑ Oh well, youll just have to imagine it ‑ now here is the 1977 figure ‑ No it isnt, Ill just count ‑ six, seven, eight, nine ‑ Yes, this is it . . .
We have all heard speakers presenting figures like this, using slides or overhead projectors, and we have all noticed that the result is a total failure in communication.

Now that it is possible to photocopy onto a transparency, a lot of economists photocopy a page from the Monthly Digest of Statistics or, worse, from a computer printout. A full‑page table copied from a book and presented on a slide or overhead projector fails on two counts. First, it is illegible and, second, it cannot be read or understood in the time available. The maximum size of a table on a slide should be six cells by three. I emphasize that this is the maximum. I never have a table this big; usually two cells by three is the most. What this means is that, to make a single point, I use only the figures directly applicable. I select out the relevant figures from columns 18 and 23 and present them in a small table. Instead of trying to make five points from a 10 x 10 table, I try and have five 2 x 2 tables. My rule is that every figure presented to an audience must be relevant to the argument, it must be explained, and it must be used in the argument.

The audience can absorb rather more figures from tables presented on a slide than from the spoken word. Do not presume on this, though. Give the minimum number of figures, round them off and use percentages instead of absolute figures. Your written paper is the place for the statistical evidence.

With graphs, again, simplicity is the key. Three curves are the maximum that can be clearly understood. The graph should have its axes clearly ruled, with a few guidelines if necessary. The Y axis should have horizontal labels. The graph can be a stripped‑down version of one you have in your paper. 

You must stick strictly to the formal rules of presenting graphs. Your audience has not time to examine the graph closely and see if you have a zero on both axes. If you deviate from the normal graph, by having a log scale for instance, you must point it out to the audience, orally and on the slide. If you have different vertical axes at left and right, you will cause confusion. You must have a title, and you must label the axes. Remember that listeners attention wavers for a second when the slide first comes on the screen, as they try and interpret it. If the graph is not self explanatory, and if you try to explain it in that first second, they will miss your explanation.

If it is necessary to give detailed explanations of the graph, it probably means that you have not thought the problem through. Often a complicated graph becomes simple if you change the axes. Instead of plotting X and Y against time, you may plot X against Y. Instead of presenting absolute figures, you may plot percentage deviation from trend.

BE PREPARED

tc \l2 "BE  PREPARED
The economist who walks up to the podium, presses a switch to turn on a projector and presses another to start his slides coming in the right order and the right way up, is a rarity. The audience may wonder, quite rightly, if a man who cannot operate a slide projector is capable of doing the simplest economic analysis, and they may believe, less justifiably, that a man who can operate a slide projector is a competent economist. Yet all that is needed is ten minutes work before the meeting and a bit of foresight. 

Before breakfast, or during the lunch break of a conference, I go into the lecture hall, fit my slides into the machine and run through them once or twice, partly to refresh my memory, partly to check that the slides are in the right order, and partly to get used to the equipment. I then leave everything ready for the start, so slide number one appears as soon as the projector is switched on. If somebody else is going to use the projector before me, I sit next to it, and get my slides back into place during the question time on the previous paper.

It helps if all slides have a dot on the bottom left hand corner, which will appear on the top right when the slides are loaded. The slides should also be numbered in pencil, so you can put them back in the right order if you drop them accidentally.

Check with the organizers well in advance whether a projector will be available and remind them the day before you are to speak. If you are speaking locally, bring your own just in case, as the organizers often let you down, or provide an unsuitable projector. Your projector should have a long lens suitable for projection in a hall ‑ the 250mm zoom is ideal. The 85mm wide‑angle lens on home projectors is not suitable. The remote control mechanism needs an extension lead if you are speaking in a big hall (though the latest models are operated by an infra‑red torch in the speakers hand). You will also need an extension cable for the power supply, as the optimum site for the projector is always ten yards from the nearest plug. The socket in the hall never seems to match the plug on the projector, so you will need a 15 amp/13 amp adaptor, a tester screwdriver, a penknife (in case it is a 5 amp socket) and some spare fuses. It pays to have a spare projector bulb and to know how to fit it. (You should always let the projector cool for at least ten minutes before moving it, or bulb life will be short)

Give yourself plenty of time to set up everything, and do it in advance. You cannot afford to spend any of your allotted speaking time on it. If everything goes well at rehearsal, but the projector fails as you start speaking, you can ask the chair if he would mind bringing in the next speaker while you try to fix the projector. It might take only a few seconds, if for instance someone has switched off the wall plug. However, it might take fifteen minutes to find what has gone wrong, and another fifteen to change the bulb or fuse. It is not too much to ask provided that you have you have prepared a polished performance and provided that you checked everything before breakfast. If you did not, it is presumptuous.

I was asked to give a seminar in a lecture room where, for fifteen years, visiting lecturers had been placed in front of a large picture window. I had seen the effect of this on other speakers. They were silhouetted against the light, which meant that nobody could see their faces. The curtains had to be drawn if you were to see the overhead projector screen. The chairs were crowded up at that end, which meant that the audience was too close to the speaker and the overhead projector got in everybodys way. Two hours before the talk, I made my routine check to see that the overhead projector was there and working, and that my transparencies were in the right order. I moved the screen and projector to the other end of the room, so that there would be a blank wall behind me instead of a glaring window. I set up the screen and projector so that I could manage them without obstructing the audiences view. It was a hot spring day: the sun shone through the glass and the atmosphere was stuffy and sultry. I could imagine people dropping off to sleep, so I opened all the windows and doors. (This was another reason I did not want to have to draw the curtains.) Altogether, it took perhaps twenty minutes. I do not think that anyone realized why I had changed things. The fact that they were not drowsy, that they were able to concentrate, not having to wriggle around to see me or the screen, and not being blinded by back light, they put down to the quality of my message.


SPEAKING ON RADIO

tc \l1 "SPEAKING ON RADIO
Speaking on radio is not very different from speaking to an audience. You should know when you go into the studio exactly what points you want to make. This time concentrate on making only one or two points. If you have nothing in particular to say, do not waste your time or the interviewers. The interviewers will chat to you for a few minutes, either while the engineer is adjusting his equipment for a recorded show or before you go in to the studio for a live show. This is your chance to tell them what you want to say, and also to say what subjects you want to avoid. They will be quite happy to concentrate on what you consider to be the big story.

My experience is that if, in this preliminary chat,  I present interviewers with a reasoned argument, going logically from point one to point ten, they will start the interview at point number five. Interviewers do this deliberately, to throw you off balance, so that you do not sound as though you were reading from a prepared speech. If you are expecting it though, it is no problem, though you must keep alert if you are going to work back immediately to the point you wanted to make. 

Once you have got under way, the interviewers will not try to sidetrack you from your main points unless you are trying to cover up a scandal or unless you are a politician, and presumed to be able to look after yourself. Out of ignorance, though, they may ask the wrong question, so you have to be alert, and you have to be firm about making your point before answering the question. You did not go to the studio to chat, but to get your message over.

In a recorded interview, the interviewers are less co‑operative. They will ask some quite outrageous questions, just in case you answer them. When an interviewer asked me what I thought of the competence of the Irish Ministry of Agriculture, I just smiled at him and he smiled back, and said, “It is amazing how many people answer these sucker questions.” The interviewers cut the unanswered question from the tape. If you do say what you think and then realize that you have put your foot in it, you can ask them to cut out question and answer. It isunlikely that they would refuse. Only in the most hostile news interview, when, for instance, you are answering questions on your firms practice of selling sub‑standard medicines to the third world, would they insist on keeping the interview uncut. Even here, you would have the right to demand that the answers were suppressed if the interview did not cover the subjects you had agreed on before.

In ordinary interviews the interviewers are quite happy as long as you are talking, and will only ask questions which keep up the flow of the talk, as much to indicate that they are in the studio as anything. They get paid according to the length of time you talk. If you start to falter, they will think up questions to help you get started again.

You should also find out from the interviewer who your audience are. You are sitting looking at a highly intelligent, well-educated interviewer, who is interested in your subject, but your real audience may be homemakers, lorry drivers, or Open University students. The producer and interviewers know, so ask them. If you are talking on a morning consumers programme you may have an audience of women aged 30 to 50, in the BC socio‑economic groups. Even this audience covers a wide range of education and experience and there is very little common ground you can take for granted.

Obviously, all economic jargon will be misunderstood, and any numbers or percentages are likely to turn off most of your audience, so keep it simple.

It is not nearly as frightening as you would expect. In fact, with a good interviewer it ends up as a cosy chat across a table.


GOING TO CONFERENCES

tc \l1 "GOING TO CONFERENCES
A conference can be fun and it can be valuable for your work and career. Before even applying for the conference work out your aims and write them down. A typical list might be:‑ 

· 
To find out what are the latest developments in the field.

· 
To impress people by giving a paper.

· To meet people who will be useful research contacts, interested in the exchange of ideas and information.

· 
To meet people who may be able to offer jobs now or in the future.

· 
To meet people able to arrange exchange fellowships, sabbatical posts, etc.

· 
To enjoy yourself

First, select a suitable conference. It should be related to your subject and have a large number of your invisible college attending. If it is a very large conference, you may never meet the people who most interest you. In fact, for pleasure as well as self-interest, the best is the small, specialist, conference, with perhaps seventy people attending. The homogeneity of interest means that everyone knows everyone else by name at least.

When conferences are held on a university campus, all the delegates are living on the spot, and discussion will go on until late at night, so it is worth staying there instead of at a hotel in town.

Right at the beginning of the conference, go to the organizers and say that you want a conference photograph. As soon as you get your copy, make notes of what names fit what faces. It may be two or three years before you go on another conference of that society. If you then spend an hour matching the names and the faces, you can greet people by name, and you start where you left off.

With perseverance, you can meet everybody at a small conference, seventy people over three days. Keep a list of participants and tick off the names of those you have spoken to. Introduce yourself to everyone you have not met, find out what work they are doing, and make a note of it. Follow up after the conference includes writing to people confirming figures you quoted at a late‑night session, and sending your off‑prints to people who will be interested. You may let them know of fellowships or travel grants coming up. You may invite them to speak at conferences or seminars on your home ground. If you are at an international conference, you can usually arrange to stop off at a couple of places on your way back. You can visit some of your new friends on their home ground, and be introduced to other members of their departments. All this helps you communicate in future.

You will see the rising young lecturers at a conference. They have read all the papers in advance. They stand up the moment the speaker sits down (most people hang back right at the beginning of question time). They speak loudly, clearly and confidently. They make an innocuous comment referring to some other work in the field that was not cited: How does this relate to Buchannans recent paper on the subject in Econometrica? or You may be interested to know that recent work in Australia, notably by Massell, has reached similar conclusions. This does not require much effort. All that is needed is quick glance through the abstracts and the latest journals. They do this at two‑thirds of the papers. They are marked as high flyers: fluent, confident, widely read, brilliant.

In the speakers reply to comments, you will see a gamesmanship that would be quite unacceptable in a reply to a printed comment. For example, Professor Smith raised the point of the paradoxical [i.e. wrong response recorded with respect purchases of radios and television. This is certainly intriguing, and I will look at it more closely in a new model I am developing. I am afraid that I cannot accept the point made on elasticity of substitution, I should have to make a close examination of the statistics on the purchases of motor vehicles before I could accept this point, I am afraid I could not see the force of the argument on . . . A crucial point may be mentioned in such terms that it appears to be a trivial technicality not worth discussing. 

Listening to the papers is a painful process, as most of them are very badly presented. It is much easier to read them, preferably before the meeting. If you do go to the papers, note down the names of the good and bad speakers. You may be inviting them to give a seminar someday.

I am always irritated at the quality of the papers published in the conference issue of a journal. People are invited to present a paper on a subject, and they snatch a few weeks of the vacation to write a paper (I have heard someone admit to preparing his paper in a month). The papers are then published without refereeing and without revision. They are usually mediocre or bad. Yet all the time the editor of the journal has a big backlog of manuscripts based on long, hard, research, not written to order on a subject dreamed up by the conference secretary. Many of these manuscripts have been refereed and approved, but must still wait a year or two for publication, while the waffle is published within two months of the conference.

How do you get the chance to give a paper at a conference? I have given papers and I have organized conferences, but I do not know the answer. All I could advise is that you get in touch with the conference secretary very early on, and offer a paper, or you get your professor or someone similar to suggest your name. When organizing a conference I have found it surprisingly difficult to get speakers, and many of the papers offered were quite off the subject. It is easier to give a paper at an international conference as the organizers accept all offers of papers. They realize that the younger members in particular have no chance of getting their fares paid if they are not giving a paper. The result is a much better crop of papers than when the best‑known people in the field are asked to talk, as the unknowns are trying to make a reputation. In some societies, the members of the committee invite themselves to give all the papers, and the result is a rather poor set of papers and low morale among the members.

I have sometimes seen attempts to make a conference come up with a consensus view, which can perhaps be used to guide national policy. This is quite wrong. A conference cannot arrive at a conclusion on any subject. A conference is where individuals present individual opinions. We value the individuality and the disagreement. It would be quite improper for a learned society to have an opinion. (Impossible, I would say, rather than improper, if it were not that some evidently do.) One can hardly imagine Oxford University or the Royal Society announcing it as dogma that Lysenkoism is wrong or that the Big Bang theory is right.

One always hopes that the international conferences will be held in exciting and exotic places, but the choice is determined by such mundane factors as what location will minimize travel expenses, what degree of subsidy will be given by the local government, and whether the president of the society thinks that he will gain in prestige by having the conference in his home country. Only once have I seen any imagination used in selecting a conference venue. The Irish delegate, Mick Harkin, noticed that the Yugoslavian delegate had dropped off to sleep during the business meeting. He promptly rose and said “I propose that we accept Professor Dubrovniks invitation to hold our next conference on the Adriatic.” The proposal was carried unanimously, to the consternation of the Professor when we woke him up after the meeting and told him.


POSTSCRIPT

tc \l1 "POSTSCRIPT
I have had enormous pleasure out of my career as an economist. It is a job that stretches my mind to the full. It is interesting as very few other careers are: no two projects I tackle are the same and I can be confident that I will be handling new and interesting projects all over the world for the next twenty years.

There can be few careers that are capable of producing such payoff and such job satisfaction. A study of a firm can quite easily identify savings and opportunities worth millions. An economist working on agricultural price policy in developing countries can give a million peasants a fifty per cent higher income. Some of my colleagues working on food policy and food security have averted famines.

The job satisfaction depends, though, on ones ability to communicate ‑ imagine the horror of knowing a famine was imminent and of not being able to persuade anyone to act.

Quite apart from this, though, communicating is fun. There is an enormous satisfaction in writing something that people enjoy reading. There is a pride in seeing your papers in print. There is pleasure in talking to an audience and seeing them respond to your words. There is a pleasure too in visiting people in offices, markets, factories and fields, and finding out what they think and what they feel.
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There have been several more recent papers tending towards the same conclusions, but I am sceptical about the methodology used.
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