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Coincidently, the same week I learned that 
the Board of Regents of the Texas A&M 
System had approved my Emeritus status I 
also heard that I was to be recognized with 
the SAEA’s Lifetime Achievement Award.  
Emeritus is nice, but I am particularly proud 
to be included in this elite group of Lifetime 
Achievers. 

I have had several outstanding 
mentors along the way to emeritus.  My 
interest in agricultural economics was 
stimulated by Dick Gibb, a fresh PhD from 
Michigan State, who was my teacher and 
advisor when I was an undergraduate at 
Western Illinois University.  At Purdue 
University as a graduate student, I learned 
from Don Paarlberg, J. Carroll Bottum, Earl 
Butz, and Ludwig Eisgruber.  As a new 
faculty member at Oregon State University, I 
was mentored by Manning Becker, Emery 
Castle, and Ludwig Eisgruber, again, after he 
came to Oregon State as department head.   

My career path has afforded many 
learning opportunities.  I served 9 years as 
department head at Oregon State, 14 years as 
department head at Texas A&M, 4 years as 
executive associate dean, and for the past 6 
years, I had the best job of all, as a faculty 
member. 

After 45 years in our profession, I 
hope I am not being presumptuous in offering 
some advice.  I certainly recognize that our 
profession is evolving.  We are teaching 
different courses, researching in new areas, 
and responding to new needs for extension 
education.  We have renamed our 
departments, associations, and journals to 
reflect these changes.  As I think about the 

future of our profession, three words come to 
mind: plan, innovate, and communicate.   
 
Plan strategically for an uncertain future 
 
One recurring activity has characterized my 
career – strategic planning.  It started with my 
teaching it in farm management classes.  
Then I was called on to lead strategic 
planning processes at the department level 
and college level.  Strategic planning in 
academia tends to be a long, involved process 
with lots of committees and data gathering.  
Many times, it seems that more is said than 
done.  What I have observed is that the 
important part of strategic planning is the 
discussions with our colleagues, working to 
develop a common vision of what we should 
be doing in the future.  To the extent that 
these discussions result in individuals taking 
the lead and doing different things, the 
process is successful.   

Successful change in academia is 
driven by the faculty.  Change doesn’t 
happen because the strategic plan says so, or 
because an administrator says so.  Change 
happens because faculty members are 
convinced and make it so.  Curriculum 
change is probably the best and most 
important example.   

Don’t be paralyzed by the 
uncertainty.  We need to try new things.  
What’s the worst that can happen when you 
have tenure? 

 
Innovate for future success 
 
It’s not that we haven’t innovated.  Most 
departments developed some type of 
agribusiness curriculum several years ago.  
Some have added natural resource and 
environmental studies.  We are still learning 
about distance learning.  At Texas A&M, we 
innovated with less than 12-month faculty 
appointments, beginning 20 years ago.    



In agricultural economics, we 
represent most of the economic and business 
fields of study, and we can combine them in 
different ways to emphasize real estate, 
environmental studies, finance, and other 
specializations.  A recent example at Texas 
A&M, with which I have been involved, is 
Financial Planning.  Here’s a relatively new 
profession that involves helping clients 
achieve their financial goals.  The Bureau of 
Labor Statistics expects jobs in this 
profession to grow much faster than average 
over the next decade.  Driving this growth are 
increasing numbers of retirees, more people 
with more money, the move to defined-
contribution retirement programs, and the 
increased complexity of financial markets.  
We are offering a certificate program for 
extended learners and a minor program for 
enrolled students.  Both prepare students to 
take the CERTIFIED FINANCIAL 
PLANNERTM Exam administered by the 
CFP Board of Standards.   

I am convinced there is room to do 
new and different things.  As we look ahead, 
that’s not a fork in the road – the road is 
getting wider.  We don’t have to make a 
choice; there’s room to try more things.  We 
can, if we choose to do so, take on a broader 
scope.  We also will need to be nimble to take 
advantage of the opportunities.  We just need 
the champions to provide leadership.  

 
Communicate to survive 
 
Here are signs we, as a profession, have a 
communication problem:  Stakeholders tell 
us we are “a well-kept secret.”  Our students 
find us after they have been at the university 
a year or two.   

I have been involved with C-FARE 
(the Council on Food, Agriculture and 
Resource Economics) since it was first 
formed in the early 1990s to represent the 
profession in Washington, DC, and 
communicate our capabilities.  C-FARE was 

founded with strong support from department 
heads and other leaders in the profession with 
the initial purpose of representing the 
profession in discussions about the allocation 
of federal research funds among the 
agricultural disciplines.  Since then, the 
mission has expanded to serve as a conduit 
between the profession and the decision-
makers and stakeholders in federal 
government, matching expertise to public 
needs. 

My experience as C-FARE board 
member and chair has convinced me that 
these communication activities on behalf of 
the profession must be a high priority in 
future.  In addition to C-FARE, the 
professional associations, academic 
departments, government agencies, NGOs, 
and individuals must all be involved.  
Choices is one of the best communication 
tools we have, but how do we get it more 
widely recognized?   

If we don’t tell our story, who will? 
In summary, as we think about the future 

of our profession, I would offer this advice: 
1. Engage in strategic planning – listen 

to your colleagues; be creative; 
consider the final report; then just 
pick one thing and do it.  If we all 
exercised the leadership to tackle a 
strategic initiative, wow, what a 
difference that would make to our 
profession.   

2. Be a champion of innovative 
programs.  The world is changing.  
We need to do different things and do 
them differently.  That’s how our 
profession will continue to be 
relevant. 

3. Communicate what you do, and 
communicate what your colleagues 
are doing.  We need to tell our story 
to those who influence the resources 
that we need to make a difference.     

 



It’s a Lifetime Achievement Award, but 
it’s not over yet.  I am optimistic about the 
future of our profession, whatever we call it.  
The breadth of the profession and its 
continuing evolution has allowed it to 
maintain its relevance in responding to the 
current issues facing society.  I believe that 
professionals trained as applied economists 
can do great things for our world.   

What I learned on the way to emeritus is 
that following this advice will not be easy.  
The future of our profession will require bold 
leadership to plan, innovate, and 
communicate.   
 


