
85

RESEARCH
REPORTS

Vol. LXVIII No. 15 August 13, 2001

Published by

AMERICAN INSTITUTE
for ECONOMIC RESEARCH
Great Barrington, Massachusetts 01230

Over the last several years the media
have criticized economists for their ap-
parent apathy toward important economic
problems. Many in the economics profes-
sion have expressed growing dismay with
their discipline as well. The principal com-
plaints are founded in the belief that most
economic research focuses on seemingly
irrelevant topics and relies too heavily on
quantitative techniques. Concurring with
the critics, renowned economist Alan
Blinder, in an address years ago to the
American Economic Association, com-
mented that:

Every science has its game playing

and puzzle solving. It’s harmless, good

clean fun, helps sharpen the mind and

occasionally turns up something

spectacularly useful. Economics is no

exception, nor should it be. But I want to

suggest that contemporary academic

economists have taken a good thing too

far, pushed the game-playing aspects

beyond the region of even positive

marginal returns, and disengaged

themselves from the practical policy

concerns that affect the lives of

millions…. Didn’t Keynes have a point

when he longed for the day when

economists would be as useful as

dentists? Greater concentration on real,

rather than imagined problems need not

make economics less scientific.

What Do Economists Think of

Their Profession? *

The results of a recent survey of professional economists reveal a

majority express doubt that their research generates benefits outside

the profession itself. The results also suggest that economists believe

the publication of much economic research is determined by factors

other than a legitimate scientific contribution.

Unfavorable perceptions among col-
lege economics students appear to be in-
creasing also. According to an article in
the Journal of Economic Education, dur-
ing the period 1990-1998 undergraduate
degrees conferred in economics at Ameri-
can universities declined by 23 percent.
A steep decline in the number of econom-
ics doctoral degrees conferred in the
United States also is expected over the
next several years.

While economic science can help the
formulation of public policy, increase eco-
nomic literacy, and facilitate other socially
desirable goals, the profession’s poor repu-
tation may be exacting a toll on its poten-
tial to do so. According to some econo-
mists the credibility of the profession is at
stake and something must be done to save
it, although few have suggested concrete
remedies.

A Survey of Economists

A survey I conducted five years ago
indicated that economists believed their
work produced some social benefits, but
that it was limited to select groups—pri-
marily economics professors and graduate
students pursuing advanced degrees in eco-
nomics. The results of a newly completed
survey among members of the American
Economic Association, the largest of its
kind in North America, provide new infor-
mation on economists’ opinions of their
profession that perhaps reveal some un-
derlying causes of their waning credibility.
The principal findings of the survey and
their implications are discussed further be-
low. Based on these findings one may con-
clude that economists generally believe:

• The quality of their research varies sig-
nificantly.

• They are ineffective in communicat-
ing with the lay public.

• They are producing research for the
same narrow audience as that of years
ago—primarily other economists.

• Published economic research has little
value except for economists engaged
in research and students pursuing ad-
vanced degrees in economics.

• A “good-old-boy” network in the pro-
fession influences editorial decisions
at nationally recognized journals, us-
ing nonscientific criteria such as au-
thor recognition and school affiliation.

• The use of mathematics is necessary
for publishing economic research, to
the exclusion of alternative research
approaches.

• Nonacademic economists generally be-
lieve economic science has not im-
proved in identifying and solving eco-
nomic problems, and economic research
gets published for reasons other than
scientific contribution and consequently
does not have any social benefit.

• With few exceptions, only economics
professors in doctoral granting depart-
ments who are publishing believe that
economic research in nationally rec-
ognized journals has any benefit.

• Female economists generally perceive
a gender bias exists in the profession
because of its predominantly male
makeup, which they believe influences
the direction, scope and methodology
of most economic research; and as a
result, they do not believe economic
research has social benefit.

These results support the findings of
the earlier survey, implying that econo-
mists continue to believe their research is
useful mostly for other economists pub-
lishing in academic journals and graduate
students in economics doctoral programs.

Significant differences of opinion re-
vealed in the survey seem to be split down
gender and occupational lines, which is
hardly surprising. Economists in private sec-
tor or government jobs are typically not re-
quired to publish research in academic jour-
nals while many academic economists, most
notably those in doctoral programs, are. It
follows naturally that academic economists
have more favorable opinions of their own

* This article is by William L. Davis, Professor of
Economics at the University of Tennessee at Mar-
tin and a participant in AIER’s Visiting Research
Fellowship Program. This program invites distin-
guished economic scholars to spend the summer
at the Institute pursuing their chosen course of
research. Our hope is that these scholars will pro-
duce research that is useful not only to themselves
and fellow economists, but to the general public.



86

research than would others. This finding re-
flects an important distinction between aca-
demic and nonacademic economists and the
types of research they produce—the latter
must meet the market test by producing re-
search that has practical uses and applica-
tions. Research produced by academic
economists, however, typically does not
have such a prerequisite.

Do Economists Compete?

A belief commonly held by econo-
mists, and one strongly supported by the
results of this survey, is that the use of
mathematics is necessary for conducting
economic research, especially if it is pub-
lished in a nationally recognized academic
journal. The use of mathematics, however,
may not be sufficient for producing pub-
lishable economic research, at least for
academic economists, as indicated by a
strong belief that a good-old-boy network
in the profession controls many academic
journals, using author recognition and
school affiliation as criteria in their edito-
rial decisions. These findings are consis-
tent with the notion that a hierarchy exists
among academic economists that is
equivalent to a career club where research
is produced in a noncompetitive and po-
litically motivated environment.

In this view academic economists
strive to join the club as a way of improv-
ing their standing within the profession
and thus facilitating their pursuit of aca-
demic rank, tenure, and grant money.

The highest ranking club officials (i.e.,
economics faculty members at the most
prestigious universities) set the agenda for
the club through their control of economists’
professional associations and academic
journals, frequently requiring mathemati-
cal model-building as a component of eco-
nomic research. This provides convenient
measures for ranking economists and eco-
nomic research. Prestigious awards such as
the Nobel Prize in Economics, the author-
ship of textbooks mostly by prominent
economists, and “single-blind” reviewing
practices at nationally recognized econom-
ics journals (i.e., in which the reviewers but
not the authors of articles submitted for pub-
lication know each others’ names) help pre-
serve the pecking order in the profession,
which in turn influences its intellectual
agenda over generations. In their book The
Making of an Economist, Klamer and Col-
ander  summarize the economics pro-
fession’s informal code of conduct:

Like medical doctors, economists

behave as professionals. Their articles

have a professional format. Theorems,

lemmas, and mathematics are in.

English is out. Their professional

language is at least as foreign to the

public as medical jargon is to patients.

In dealing within the profession,

economists follow a professional code.

Helping out colleagues, writing

recommendations, traveling long

distances to serve on panels—all are

gestures to be expected from the

professional economist. Much of the

interaction within the economics

profession is non-market interaction.

Like medical doctors, economists have

their own institutions that sustain the

profession. Their equivalent of the

American Medical Association is the

American Economic Association

(AEA), which confers legitimacy on

economists. This association is

dominated by the elite graduate

schools… However, most doctors work

as doctors, applying their skills in the

real world, whereas most elite

economists don’t work in the real world.

To understand how the profession op-
erates, one must be familiar with the edu-
cational process in graduate school where
the conditioning of economists begins. In
graduate school economists are taught
about the profession’s priorities, includ-
ing its distinction between important and
unimportant topics, and acceptable meth-
ods for studying those topics. Completing
an advanced degree in economics typi-
cally entails the narrowing of students’
interests and views to an extent that some
call brainwashing. In most graduate pro-
grams learning research technique seems
to have the highest priority while other
topics such as augmenting one’s under-
standing of the economy apparently has
little if any value.

If academic economists conduct re-
search in a noncompetitive arena, we
should not be surprised that they perceive
their research to have little use outside
their own circles. Nor should we be sur-
prised if they perceive themselves as in-
effective communicators to the public
about the implications of their research—
because much of it may seem void of any
substantive implications for government
policy or anything else that holds interest
for society.

Does Society Benefit?

Perhaps the most striking finding of the
survey is that many economists do not be-
lieve economic research in academic jour-
nals generates spillover benefits for soci-
ety, a particularly perturbing finding since
economists are presumably concerned with
the efficiency of resource allocation—that
is, allocating scarce resources to their high-
est valued uses. To achieve efficiency, eco-
nomic science prescribes the following: (1)
recognize that all economic goods have an

opportunity cost, (2) competitive markets
are the most effective mechanism for in-
suring that resources are allocated effi-
ciently, and (3) only taxpayer-funded ac-
tivities that provide spillover benefits to
society are economically justified. Spillover
benefits accrue to society when taxpayer-
funded activities generate social value in
excess of the tax dollars used to pay for
them. Because all economic research has
an opportunity cost and much economic
research is publicly funded, it seems ap-
propriate to ask if the resources used in
economic research are efficiently allocated.
A more important question for taxpayers
to ask is what are the spillover benefits
from the millions of public dollars that are
spent annually on economic research. Cu-
riously, economists have not addressed ei-
ther of these questions. Of course the same
questions could be asked about research
conducted in any discipline. But one may
reasonably expect economists to be held
especially accountable since their science
is concerned principally with efficient re-
source allocation.

Cost-benefit analysis is a technique com-
monly employed by economists to deter-
mine the relative worthiness of various gov-
ernment-funded projects such as new high-
way construction and hydroelectric dams,
and social programs including Medicare and
Medicaid. Such an analysis has not been
conducted for the activities of a publicly
funded economist. So it would be mere
speculation to conclude that the average
$103,880 nine-month salary, reported by the
American Economic Association for an eco-
nomics professor at a Ph.D granting institu-
tion last year, most of which is for research,
generated an even greater amount in social
benefits. The survey results suggest that
economists themselves are skeptical of the
value of their work. Perhaps taxpayers
should be more skeptical as well and ask
economists to conduct a cost-benefit analy-
sis of their own publicly funded research.

A perceived insufficiency of competi-
tion combined with a lack of concern for
generating spillover benefits suggests that
economists may not be practicing what
they preach in college classrooms.

As a result, it seems likely that econo-
mists along with others will continue to
see the rest of the profession largely as a
self-serving enterprise devoid of other
uses. Should economists care if their pro-
fession has credibility among those out-
side the profession? Yes! A profession that
advocates competitive markets and pur-
ports to have expertise in identifying in-
efficiency in others may be intentionally
overlooking one of large proportion within
its own ranks. Perhaps the economics pro-
fession itself needs a healthy dose of new
competition and less public funding. ❑
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In 1998, the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD)
published “Harmful Tax Competition: An
Emerging Global Issue,” followed by “To-
wards Global Tax Cooperation” in 2000.
In brief, these reports propose measures to
counter global tax competition, which is
deemed “harmful” because it affects the
location of financial activities, distorts trade
and investment patterns, and undermines
national tax bases.

The OECD is an intergovernmental
organization comprised of 29 industrial-
ized countries. Its activities are carried out
by more than 100 committees, which re-
view specific issues and formulate policy
recommendations. The organization has
no specific power over sovereign nations
but uses its influence over members to
achieve desired goals. Its stated goals are:
1) To achieve the highest sustainable eco-
nomic growth and employment and a ris-
ing standard of living in member coun-
tries, while maintaining financial stabil-
ity, and thus to contribute to the develop-
ment of the world economy; 2) To con-
tribute to sound economic expansion in
member as well as non-member countries
in the process of economic development;
and 3) To contribute to the expansion of
world trade on a multilateral, non-dis-
criminatory basis in accordance with in-
ternational obligations.

Ironically, these goals appear at the
beginning of each report, despite the fact
that each outlines corrective measures that
ultimately would discourage capital for-
mation, slow world economic growth, and
impose discriminatory trade practices
against uncooperative nations.

The latter report stresses that “the project
is not primarily about collecting taxes and
is not intended to promote the
harmonisation of income taxes or tax struc-

TAX COMPETITION IS BENEFICIAL, NOT HARMFUL*

The drive by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-

velopment for “information sharing” between governments for tax

collection purposes is akin to their campaign to eliminate “harmful

tax competition.” Either proposal would enable high-tax countries to

avoid capital flight.

tures within or outside the OECD.” How-
ever, a careful reading reveals that the goal
is precisely this. The report frequently con-
tradicts itself, sometimes within the same
sentence. For example, one passage reads,
“Countries should remain free to design
their own tax systems as long as they abide
by internationally accepted standards in
doing so.” The first half of that sentence is
negated by the second half. At bottom, the
report calls for setting international stan-
dards that everyone must obey.

In the opening remarks of each report,
the OECD emphasizes that taxes should
not be a factor in making capital alloca-
tion decisions. The OECD seems to as-
sume that an absence of taxes causes a
capital distortion instead of the imposi-
tion of taxes causing the distortion. The
way to have taxes and not distort the capi-
tal distribution is to force citizens to face
the same effective tax rate regardless of
where they invest. Given that the reports
include a list of tax havens and not of
excessive tax nations, it doesn’t take a
rocket scientist (or an economist) to fig-
ure out that their goal is the harmoniza-
tion of high tax rates around the world. In
a particularly telling section, one report
laments that the existence of tax havens
“may hamper the application of progres-
sive tax rates and the achievement of re-
distributive goals.”

The reports go on to characterize harm-
ful tax practices, produce a list of “tax ha-
ven” countries, and recommend a timetable
for the elimination of these tax practices.

The factors that the OECD uses to iden-
tify harmful tax havens are: 1) no or low
effective tax rates; 2) a lack of effective
exchange of information; 3) a lack of
transparency; and 4) an absence of a re-
quirement of substantial activities. A to-
tal of 41 nations, mostly in the Caribbean,
were classified as tax havens.

Being classified as a tax haven tends to
reflect the geopolitics of the OECD as op-
posed to the strict application of a standard.
For instance, research by tax attorney Bruce
Zagaris has shown that the remedies the tax
havens are asked to adopt in order to be
removed from the list are not completely
practiced by most of the OECD countries
recommending them. According to an April
2, 2001 National Review article, Ireland,
Switzerland, Austria, Singapore, and the
U.S. met the OECD standards for tax ha-

vens but had not been included on the
OECD’s list.

The reports called for countries failing
to commit to reforms by July 31, 2001 to
be listed as “Uncooperative Tax Havens.”
At that point, OECD countries were to
take a range of “defensive” measures, such
as requiring comprehensive information
reporting rules for transactions and “trans-
actional” charges or levies.

In May, Treasury Secretary Paul
O’Neill announced that “the U.S. does not
support efforts to dictate to any country
what its own tax rates or tax system should
be, and will not participate in any initia-
tive to harmonize world tax systems.” He
criticized the current OECD project as “too
broad and not in line with [U.S.] tax and
economic priorities.” This development
represents a significant setback for the
OECD initiative.

Information Sharing Initiative

The OECD and the European Union
(EU) are now pushing an information shar-
ing initiative. After years of trying unsuc-
cessfully to persuade Britain, Austria, Lux-
embourg, and other relatively low-tax EU
members to create a withholding tax on all
savings, the EU adopted a banking infor-
mation exchange agreement last June. This
agreement stipulates that EU countries must
collect information on foreigners’ savings
and send it to their home countries if they
are also EU members. Once the home coun-
try has the information, it will be able to
impose its own tax rate on these savings,
thereby eliminating the incentive for its citi-
zens to save in other EU countries for tax
purposes. The lower tax countries agreed
to the regulation under one condition: other
havens such as Switzerland and the U.S.
would have to follow suit.

The IRS is currently considering a
regulation that would require U.S. banks
to report interest earned on accounts held
by nonresident foreigners. Such accounts
are exempt from U.S. tax, but the infor-
mation would be passed on to their home
country where they could be taxed. Cur-
rently the U.S. does this only for Canada.
If the U.S. adopts such a policy, it will be
possible for the OECD and its allies to go
ahead and pressure other tax havens to
exchange information too. This will be
just as effective in ending international
tax competition as the OECD’s campaign
which the U.S. rejected.

Some proponents of information ex-
change claim that the goal is to fight in-
ternational criminal money laundering.
However, nowhere in the combined 110
pages of the two reports is this implied.

Benefits of Tax Competition

Tax competition promotes low levels

* This article is by Benjamin Powell, a partici-
pant in this year’s AIER Summer Fellowship Pro-
gram. For over half a century, this program has
provided direct training and financial support to
distinguished students who are pursuing graduate
studies in economics in preparation for a teaching
career. Our intensive 8-week program provides
students with an alternative to the largely
ahistorical, theoretically abstract mathematical
approach fostered by most university graduate
departments. By promoting procedures grounded
in observation, we hope to encourage promising
young economists toward more useful lines of
inquiry.
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of taxation and greater rates of economic
growth. With tax competition, if one coun-
try raises its level of taxation too high,
citizens shift some of their money to other,
less confiscatory regimes. The ability of
citizens to “vote” with their capital gives
the home government an incentive to in-
stitute lower tax rates and to try to use the
money it collects more efficiently.

Eliminating tax competition essentially
eliminates the ability to avoid excessive
tax regimes. Once there is nowhere for
citizens to run to, governments will no
longer have to fear driving away economic
activity if they overtax their citizens. This
is not to say that governments could tax at
any rate they want. There will still be other
checks on the level of taxation that a gov-
ernment can impose, such as fear of being
voted out of office, but the removal of tax
competition would lead to higher tax rates
than would otherwise exist.

There is evidence of tax competition
being effective at lowering rates in the
past. After the Reagan and Thatcher tax-
rate reductions in the 1980s, all but two
OECD countries lowered their top mar-
ginal rates, income tax rates worldwide
were lowered by up to 50%, and all but
one EU country cut their corporate tax
rates. The OECD’s own tax statistics show
that the falling levels of income taxation
and relative lower burden on corporate
profits were a result of tax competition.
The OECD acknowledged that, “This
trend reflects in part an increasing ero-
sion of the tax base as a consequence of
widespread tax planning including the use
of tax havens and intense tax competition
among industrialized countries.”

These rate cuts do not mean that the
OECD countries are now having a hard
time raising taxes to fund government ac-
tivities. During the past 20 years OECD
countries have been increasingly shifting
to general consumption or VAT taxes. In
spite of the above tax cuts, not only have
total taxes collected risen but the level of
taxation as a percent of GDP in OECD
countries has also increased. By the
OECD’s own estimates taxes in OECD
countries were 33 percent of GDP in 1980,
36 percent in 1990 and 37 percent of GDP
in 1998. So the OECD drive to eliminate
“harmful tax competition” is not about pre-
serving the ability of the governments to
raise a minimum amount of taxes. It is sim-
ply ever-greedier governments in OECD
countries searching for ways to continue to
impose higher taxes on their citizens.

It is almost universally accepted that
low tax rates promote economic growth
and high rates inhibit it. By promoting
lower rates of taxation, tax competition
helps to promote growth. The more mo-
bile a resource is, the more it will respond

to tax competition. While there are many
instances of people emigrating in order to
have a lower personal tax rate, most people
find the other associated costs too high to
make it worthwhile.

In today’s global economy, savings and
investments are so extremely mobile that
they readily respond to tax competition. In
many cases, this causes tax rates on sav-
ings to be quite low. Non-resident foreign-
ers pay a 30 percent U.S. tax on dividends
but pay no taxes on bank deposits or capi-
tal gains. The lower rates encourage sav-
ings and investment that are crucial to capi-
tal formation and economic growth. Dan
Mitchell, an economist with the Heritage
Foundation, notes that “The OECD mis-
takenly assumes that taxes on capital sim-
ply shift where investments take place. But
as one tax scholar notes, the world’s sup-
ply of capital is not fixed and depends on
the net rate of return. If all governments
increase the tax burden on capital income,
world capital accumulation slows down and
economic growth will slow.”

The Impact on the U.S. Economy

Disclosing financial information to
other countries forces money out of the
U.S. economy. The U.S. is a relatively
low-tax nation that does not tax foreign
bank accounts and does not disclose in-
formation to other countries, with the ex-
ception of Canada. The U.S. is far more
politically stable than most island tax ha-
vens. Because of these factors, the U.S.
attracts $7 to $8 trillion of foreign capital
per year. This investment takes a variety
of forms including checkable deposits,
time deposits, corporate bonds, govern-
ment bonds, corporate equities, and for-
eign direct investment. Foreign govern-
ment investment is included in the $7 to
$8 trillion dollars and would not be ex-
pected to change because of any tax or
information changes. Unfortunately, since
this money is not separated out of the data,
it is impossible to precisely estimate how
much foreign capital would be at risk with
new regulations. Most foreign government
savings in the U.S. is probably in the form
of U.S. government bonds that comprise
$1.7 trillion of the $7 to $8 trillion owned
by foreigners.

Foreign capital provides valuable ser-
vices to our economy. It gives money to

small business, venture capital to high-
tech startups, financing for further capital
expansion in the manufacturing sector, and
countless other businesses sectors. In
short, it enables us to add to our capital
stock and achieve greater rates of eco-
nomic growth, higher worker productiv-
ity, and a higher standard of living. By
adopting an information-sharing require-
ment, we would undermine our competi-
tive advantages and risk losing some ben-
efits foreign capital provides.

Not all of the foreign money in U.S.
banks is here for tax purposes. Some would
still come because of investment opportu-
nities even if the home country could tax
it. Some of the money, however, comes
exclusively for the privacy that is offered.
This is not to say that it is illegal money.
Some nonresidents make deposits in the
United States to avoid extortion and kid-
napping in their own countries. Robert
Brookes, president of Miami’s Eagle Bank,
said, “The rule [information sharing] could
prompt withdrawals of $15 billion to $20
billion by Latin American depositors in
Miami alone.”

While adopting an information shar-
ing regulation would not cause all foreign
capital to flee the country, especially if
the OECD could force other tax havens to
adopt the same rule, it would still under-
mine our competitive advantage and risk
losing significant amounts of capital. Be-
cause the U.S. is the world’s largest “tax
haven,” it seems foolhardy for the U.S. to
support any regulations that would endan-
ger the competitive advantages that attract
the foreign capital here.

Conclusion

The information sharing initiative sup-
ported by the OECD and EU is simply a
continuation of their attempt to enable
high-tax countries to raise tax rates and
avoid capital flight. The effort to elimi-
nate “harmful tax competition” was cor-
rectly seen as an attempt to collude and
harmonize high tax rates around the world.
While information sharing seems more
innocuous, its result would be the same,
the elimination of tax competition. This
would cause tax rates around the world to
rise and capital formation and economic
growth to slow, with the loss of some for-
eign capital in the U.S. ❑


