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Correspondence

Letter from America

Your wolf is 
interfering with my t-value!  
Angus Deaton reports on the creeping regulation affecting academic research in US universities.

MY FRIEND DUSTIN raises Black Angus cattle on a
ranch in Montana. Yellowstone National Park,
about 120 miles to the south, reintroduced long-

eliminated wolves fifteen years ago, and their descendants
are now widespread in South West Montana. According to
Dustin, they prey on his cattle, and he regards the restora-
tion of wolves with only slightly less detestation than he
would the restoration of his land to the Crow and
Shoshone who once lived there. To him, the wolves are a
pest, imposed on him by coast-dwelling liberals, who
compound the injury by passing laws that prevent his pro-
tecting his livestock. According to a doubtlessly exagger-
ated account, when he has his rifle sights on a wolf that is
attacking a calf, he must get live permission from all of the
bureaucrats who have jurisdiction over him, his rifle in
one hand, his cellphone in the other, and letting his 4x4
steer itself. He hates bureaucrats, he hates the federal gov-
ernment, and he hates the Darwin-believing Democrats
who force him to host their not-so-cuddly pets.

Mitt Romney agrees. His website notes that ‘Regulations
function as a hidden tax on Americans’ with a burden that
is ‘much higher than the entire burden of individual and
corporate taxes combined. The end result is an economy
subject to the whims of unaccountable bureaucrats pursu-
ing their own agendas.’ Among other regulations to be
abolished if Romney is elected are those against emissions
of carbon dioxide, those that limit the production of coal
and oil, as well as the Dodd-Frank regulations of the finan-
cial sector, though these last are to be replaced by some-
thing else, not currently specified. Chief among the unac-
countable bureaucrats, at least until his recent resignation,
was President Obama’s head regulator, Cass Sunstein, the
coauthor with Richard Thaler of Nudge, who is roundly
denounced on Romney’s webpage. Sunstein’s perform-
ance was widely criticized from both sides, and he was
accused of being both an under- and over-regulator, per-
haps as good an accolade as could be expected.

Regulation and research
Universities are not as heavily regulated as power plants,
pharmaceutical companies, or banks. Yet regulation is
becoming a significant part of the lives of academic econ-
omists in America. After the Oscar-winning documentary
Inside Job pilloried the financial malfeasance of econo-
mists, the American Economic Association imposed dis-

closure requirements on its authors ($10,000 or more from
interested parties, in cash or kind-including data-over the
previous three years.) The National Institutes of Health,
reeling from a series of scandals in which prominent sci-
entists were paid hundreds of thousands of dollars by phar-
maceutical companies to provide apparently disinterested
scientific backing for their products, has instituted a new
set of conflict of interest rules. According to an account in
Nature, Sunstein successfully moderated the draft propos-
als, but the final rules are draconian enough. Those of us
who have NIH grants must make annual declarations of all
of our family’s sources of income and holdings of assets
(other than mutual funds-a gift to the industry), as well as
trips financed by others (e.g. for me to give a talk in
London), and if ‘an unaccountable bureaucrat’ decides that
there is a possible conflict, all of these income sources,
assets, and trips will be made publicly available by
Princeton, either on a website, or on request within five
days. One consequence of these and related regulations is
that the groups that support research within universities,
originally set up to help academics with logistics and fund-
ing, have been turned into unpaid policing organizations
for the state. Our shepherds have been turned into wolves,
and many of us have had to hire yet more bureaucrats to
deal with their demands. The cost of meeting these regu-
lations is large, not least in the fast rising ratios of bureau-
crats to researchers in universities. The AEA, unlike the
NIH, has no penalties for those who ignore its rules, and
one might wonder whether these regulations, well-inten-
tioned although they are, will justify their burden by doing
much to rein in evildoing; as Dean Inge noted, it does the
sheep little good to pass resolutions in favour of vegetari-
anism when the wolf remains of a different opinion. 

The regulators are concerned, not only with financial
ethics, but with statistical ethics, not only our values but
our t-values. In order to prevent the selective reporting of
the results of randomized controlled trials, all clinical tri-
als must be pre-registered with the government, and med-
ical journals will not publish results where this protocol
has not been satisfied. The American Economic
Association is under pressure to maintain (and enforce) a
similar registry for economic experiments. Judging by
recent trends in medicine, this is only the beginning. An
article in the Journal of the American Medical
Association argues that all results should be reported to
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the state, and that a well-run research team should be able
to monitor and report every cross-tabulation or explorato-
ry regression; otherwise, how can we judge the signifi-
cance of the results that are published? Along similar
lines, it is argued that we must somehow take into account
not only all of the calculations that have been done, but
those that people chose not to do. That such regulations
might have an adverse effect on creativity is noted, but
dismissed, given the absolute necessity of preserving the
purity of t-values. Bias should be regulated by sticking to
randomized controlled trials, and t-values regulated by
banning free form data exploration.

It is hard to believe that the science is so fragile that it
needs this sort of protection.  Would the case for (or
against) a stimulus be affected by a new revelation about
Keynes’ financial portfolio? Should we stop using antibi-
otics until we have an account of paid trips made by
Alexander Fleming? Or until we are sure that his assis-
tants did not peer into the petri-dish in advance?  One of
the problems is surely the reliance on randomized con-
trolled trials, whose results depend, not on scientific
advance or on convincing demonstration of a new mech-
anism, but on the precise circumstances under which they
were conducted; if the experiment was tainted in any way,
the results are automatically suspect. If RCTs are the only
way of doing science, then we need the bureaucrats to
guard the sanctity of their t-values. Yet, one wonders how
so much good science managed to get done in the past. 

If we want to have both cattle and wolves in Montana,
someone is going to have to sort out the inevitable con-
flicts. But are we really so overrun with wolves in eco-
nomics? Is data mining such a serious threat? And while
there certainly are villains, are they really undermining
the integrity of advance in economics? And would we
really be better off running under state supervision?

The Norman Houblon-
George Fellowship

Applications are invited for Houblon-Norman/George
Research Fellowships tenable at the Bank of England dur-
ing the academic year 2013/2014.  Appointments will be
for full-time research on an economic or financial topic of
the candidate’s choice, preferably one that could be stud-
ied with advantage at the Bank of England.  The length of
any appointment will be by agreement, but will not nor-
mally be less than one month, nor longer than one year.

Senior Fellowships will be awarded to distinguished
research workers who have established a reputation in
their field.

Fellowships will also be available for younger post-doc-
toral or equivalent applicants, and for these, preference
will be shown to British and other EU Nationals.  The
award will normally be related to academic salary scales.

Application forms (to be returned no later than 25
November 2012) and details are available from:
http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/research/houblonnor-
man/index.htm 
or by emailing the Houblon-Norman/George Fund
account MA-HNGFund@bankofengland.co.uk, postal
applications should be addressed to the Secretary to the
Houblon-Norman/George Fund, Bank of England,

Threadneedle Street, London EC2R 8AH.

The Rybzcynski Prize for
Business Economics

The Society of Business Economists has, since 2000,
awarded an annual prize for the year’s best piece of
writing on an issue of importance to business econo-
mists. The Rybczynski Prize — worth £3000, thanks to
the generous sponsorship of KPMG — is awarded in
memory of the late Tad Rybczynski, an eminent econo-
mist and long-serving former Chairman of the Society. 

Essays can be written especially for the competition, or
may be work published in the course of 2012. The judges
will be looking for around 3000 — but not more than
4000 — well-written and thought-provoking words. 

Previous winners have been Roger Bootle, Simon
Briscoe, Joanne Collins, Fergus Hicks, Thomas Mayer,
Pam Woodall, Kevin Daly, Ian Bright, George Buckley
and, last year, Sam Tombs of Capital Economics. 

To have the chance of adding your own name to this
list, please contact the SBE secretariat at
admin@sbe.co.uk, or visit the SBE website, for an
entry form. The closing date for entries is 

10 December 2012

CALL FOR PAPERS
Rethinking the Economics of Pensions: Is There a Crisis
of Pensions or of Pensions Governance and Regulation?

March 21/22 2013

- a two-day conference organized by the Financial
Services Knowledge Transfer Network and the Centre for
Competitive Advantage in the Global Economy (CAGE),
University of Warwick.

We invite submissions, from both academics and practi-
tioners, which address any aspect of the economics of
pensions and pensions policy

Confirmed speakers so far:
Nick Barr, London School of Economics

Tim Jenkinson, Said Business School, Oxford
University

Con Keating, Brighton Rock Group
Juan Jermo, OECD

Dennis Leech, Warwick University

Preferred themes, deadlines and further information can
be obtained from:shaul.david@oba.co.uk




