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Institutionalists: A United Front
or Divergent Voices of Dissent?

Richard M. Alston
and

Michael B. Vaughan

One third of a century ago, Paul Samuelson [1959, 1629] ar-
gued that American economists "present a united front tbat
reflects too little basic disagreement on fundamentals."
Samuelson's point was confirmed in a 1976 survey of economists
by J. R. Kearl et al. [1979; hereafter "Kearl"]. Kearl concluded
that, among economists, there was much agreement and very lit-
tle disagreement on both theoretical propositions and policy
recommendations regarding the market. That conclusion, how-
ever, must be tempered by the fact that Kearl took the member-
ship of the American Economics Association (AEA) to be
representative of academic economists, and the survey instrument
was confined to propositions related to orthodox neoclassicism.
Clearly, while the neoclassical paradigm is widely supported by
orthodox economists and may currently be dominant, there are
substantial numbers of dissenting economists.

It is widely recognized that institutionalists disagree with or
outright reject many orthodox neoclassical theoretical and policy

The authors are John S. Hinckley Fellow, Willard L. Eccles Fellow, and Professor
and Chair, Department of Economics, Weher State University, and Dean, College of
Business and Economics, Weber State University, respectively. The authors wish to
thank the office of the Association for Evolutionary Economists (AFEE) for reviewing
the questionnaire and providing access to the 1992 membership list. This article was
presented at the Market in Question session at the annual meeting of the Association
for Evolutionary Economics, Anaheim, California, January 5-7, 1993.

351



352 Richard M. Alston and Michael B. Vaughan

propositions. Nonetheless, the determination of what contem-
porary evolutionary economists embrace, rather than reject,
remains to be addressed through formal inquiry. This paper fills
that gap by providing a statistical analysis of the views of institu-
tional economists. It also provides the basis for determining
whether an institutional "school of thought" can be identified by
the degree of consensus held by its members on specific proposi-
tions.

A Review of the 1990 Survey

In order to put the present survey into proper context, we first
need to briefly review the results of a 1990 survey of the economics
profession. Alston et al. [1992a, 1992b; hereafter, "Alston"]
sampled members of the Association for Evolutionary Economics
(AFEE) as one of six groups of economists used to define the
economics profession. As one would expect, the strong consensus
identified by Samuelson, particularly with respect to standard,
neoclassical, microeconomic propositions, continued to hold. But,
for the first time in formal inquiry, the nature and degree of dis-
sention between evolutionary and mainstream economists were
documented by including a group of 150 AFEE members. Not
surprisingly, based on standard statistical tests, the hypothesis of
similar response distributions between AEA members and AFEE
members was rejected on 32 of 40 propositions.^ Clearly, AFEE
members reflected a strongly contrarian view.

The Present Survey and the Questionnaire

During summer 1992, a two-page questionnaire was sent to all
528 individuals on the 1992 mailing list of the Association for
Evolutionary Economics. The two-volume work on evolutionary
economics in the Journal of Economic Issues [September and
December 1987] provided a reasonable backdrop against which to
formulate propositions. Indeed, many of the propositions were
taken directly or paraphrased from that collection of solicited
papers. There were a total of 286 respondents for a high overall
response rate of 54.2 percent.

Recipients were asked to indicate general agreement, neither
agreement nor disagreement, or general disagreement with each of
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35 propositions. The degree of consensus was estimated using a
measure of relative entropy {e)-a summary index derived from in-
formation theory-that ranges between 0 (perfect consensus) and 1
(no consensus). Relative entropy is defined as observed entropy
divided by the maximum possible entropy for the number of out-
comes considered, where entropy is the sum of the probability of a
particular outcome multiplied by the log (base 2) of the prob-
ability, i.e., (-Zpi Iog2 pi). A relative entropy value of 1.0 would
result if the respondents were equally distributed across the four
response options (including no response as an option). Table 1
reports the distribution of responses, the entropy index, and tbe
mean for each proposition (nonresponses are not shown). The
mean is calculated by giving weights of 1, 2, and 3 to "generally
disagree," "neither agree nor disagree," and "generally agree,"
respectively.

The degree of consensus among institutional economists was
notably high. As can be seen in Table 1, where the propositions
are listed from the highest degree of consensus to the lowest, only
9 of the 35 propositions fail to have a majority of respondents
choosing one of the two polar responses. Only two propositions
have an entropy value of .80 or greater (e.g., relatively low consen-
sus). This compares with 18 of 40 propositions among AEA mem-
ber economists in the Alston survey with an entropy value above
.80.̂  It is important to note tbat the entropy index is nonlinear
and, as a consequence, large changes in responses result in small
changes in entropy. For example, compare proposition 18, with
more than two out of three respondents generally agreeing, with
proposition 26, where a near majority neither agree nor disagree,
and there is little consensus one way or the other on the proposi-
tion. Nevertheless, the entropy values for these two propositions
may appear to be only slightly different (.62 and .77, respectively).

What, Then, Do AFEE Members Believe?

Tool [1987, 955] argues that the difference between in-
stitutionalist and orthodox methodologies is nowhere more sharp-
ly delineated than in the discussion of human nature. Our survey
supports that view. Thus, we find substantial agreement among
AFEE members on a variety of propositions, which suggests that
human nature evolves rather than being fixed. The proposition
(no. 2) that "economic behavior of individuals is a consequence of
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Table 1. Propositions, Responses, Entropy, and Mean
Response

Proposition Response (%)
1 2 3 E Mean

1. Even in situations characterized by extensive 86.0 10.1 2.8 .37 1.16
market failure, government activity will generally
make the situation worse.
2. Economic behavior of individuals is a conse- 2.1 12.2 84.6 .37 2.83
quence of enculturation rather than freely chosen
tastes and preferences
3. Equilibrium is seldom, if ever, attained in 5.2 9.1 85.0 .40 2.80
economic systems.
4. The study of anthropology provides important 4.5 14.3 80.8 .43 2.76
insights into the functioning of modern economies.
5. Wages are primarily determined by the mar- 81.5 13.3 4.5 .45 1.23
ginal product of labor.
6. Authority and control are inherent to all social 5.9 9.8 82.5 .46 2.78
and economic systems.
7. Wants are not unlimited; they are largely deter- 5.2 13.3 80.8 .46 2.76
mined by society.
8. There are relatively few compensation and 80.8 10.8 7.3 .47 1.26
promotion differentials between men and women
that cannot be explained by differences in produc-
tivity and/or worker preferences.
9. If poverty is to be reduced in the United States, 3.8 17.5 77.0 .52 2.74
emphasis should be shifted away from "means-
tested" public assistance toward antipoverty
programs focused on providing people the oppor-
tunity to work.
10. Health care should be provided to all citizens 8.7 12.6 77.3 .53 2.70
by the government.
11. A large federal budget deficit does not have 72.4 16.4 10.8 .56 1.38
meaningful efTects, either positive or negative,
upon the economy.
12. Externalities and transactions costs are useful 12.6 13.3 73.4 .58 2.61
concepts for understanding such issues as pollu-
tion and national defense.
13. Institutional change is an ever present conse- 3.2 24.8 69.2 .59 2.68
quence of instrumental valuation.
14. In comparison with its alternatives, democracy 7.0 22.0 70.0 .59 2.64
as a system is justifiable on the grounds that it
most efficiently enhances desirable kinds of
human growth and development.
15. Pareto optimality is a normative criteria. 14.3 11.9 72.4 .59 2.59
16. The United States needs an industrial policy 11.2 17.8 70.0 .61 2.59
based upon economic planning.
17. GJovemment's influence upon the economy 69.9 12.6 16.8 .62 1.46
should be lindited to areas where government
regulation or the public provision of goods is essen-
tial.
18. The deductive method is useful for economic in- 7.7 24.1 67.1 .62 2.60
quiry.
19. Marxist notions of exploitation have noplace 65.0 22.0 11.2 .67 1.45
in descriptive and analytical social sciences in the
twentieth century.
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Table 1 (Continued)

Proposition Response (%)
1 2 3 E Mean

20. Considerations of power and gender differen- 7.7 28.3 61.5 .67 2.55
ces strongly suggest that analysis of income dis-
tribution include intrahousehold allocations (i.e.,
spouse, parent, child).
21. Ameliorization of ecosystem degradation and 63.0 25.0 10.0 .68 1.46
accompanying human misery could not be ac-
complished through alterations in human be-
havior. It is the number of people, not their
behavior, that matters in the long run.
22. Reforms in Eastern Europe do not represent a 14.3 30.8 54.2 .73 2.40
wide-spread embrace of the market system; they
reflect a revolt against corruption.
23. Price theory may be usefully employed to 53.8 22.0 23.8 .73 1.70
develop policy recommendations to deal with con-
temporary social problems such as drug abuse
and AIDS.
24. There exists a comprehensive, contemporary 20.6 22.0 55.6 .77 2.36
formulation of institutional political economy that
provides a viable alternative to prevailing neoclas-
sical orthodoxy.
25. Output per worker-hour provides a useful 19.2 30.1 49.3 .77 2.30
measure of productivity.
26. Industrial society is less democratic than 32.5 49.0 17.5 .77 1.85
primitive society.
27. Consumption is the purpose of economic ac- 48.6 31.8 18.9 .78 1.70
tivity.
28. The level of government spending relative to 17.8 41.6 39.2 .78 2.22
C>fP should be increased.
29. Money is simply a ration coupon and provides 51.7 25.9 20.6 .79 1.68
no standard of value.
30. Attempts to reform the educational system 19.0 28.0 50.0 .79 2.32
through "vouchers" and "choice" are doomed to
failure. Any serious effort to reform the nation's
education system must ultimately be linked to
some degree of national economic planning.
31. Comparative static analysis is useful in 29.4 23.3 46.5 .79 2.17
providing theoretical propositions that may be em-
pirically tested.
32. Poverty is intrinsically related to modem 31.8 21.0 46.2 .79 2.14
market economies.
33. Cultural progress and economic growth are 40.6 37.8 20.3 .79 1.79
the consequences of saving and capital formation
along with the unleashing of the competitive
entrepreneurial spirit.
34. Scarcity underlies the study of economics. 32.5 22.4 43.7 .80 2.]1
35. Continued advances in science and technology 34.0 24.0 41.0 .81 2.07
can create the resourees necessary to sustain
economic growth and progress, "limits to growth"
theorists notwithstanding.

Notes: In column 2, 1 = generally disagree, 2 = neither agree nor disagree, 3 =
generally agree.
In column 4, E = entropy. The responses do not sum to 100 percent due to rounding
and because the "no" response category is not reported.
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enculturation rather than freely chosen tastes and preferences"
may be anathema to neoclassical economists. They prefer to deal
with utility maximization over a given and, presumably, freely
chosen set of tastes and preferences. However, 84.6 percent of
AFEE respondents agree with the proposition.

In the arena of public policy and social control of business we
see a clear alternative to neoclassical laissez-faire arguments. In-
stitutional economists flatly reject the conservative proposition
that "even in situations characterized by extensive market failure,
government activity will generally make the situation worse" (no.
1). They also reject the contention that "government's influence
upon the economy should be limited to areas where government
regulation or the public provision of goods is essential" (no. 17). In-
stitutional economists recognize that "authority and control are in-
herent to all social and economic systems" (no. 6) and find several
legitimate functions for the governmental exercise of that power.
They overwhelmingly agree that "health care should be provided to
all citizens by the government" (no. 10) and that "the U.S. needs an
industrial policy based upon economic planning" (no. 16). In-
stitutionalists do not, however, favor unlimited government. They
reject the proposition that "a large federal budget deficit does not
have meaningful eflfects . . . upon the economy" (no. 11) and tend to
be relatively neutral to the proposition that "the level of govern-
ment spending relative to GNP should be increased" (no. 28).

Doe8 AEA Membership Matter?

While only 1.2 percent of the total membership of the American
Economic Association also hold membership in AFEE, a substan-
tially greater proportion of AFEE members also belong to the AEA.
Of the 286 respondents, 140 (49 percent) indicated membership in
the AEA. This is very near the actual ratio of the membership of
total AEA members to AFEE members, which we obtained by
directly comparing mailing lists. Forty-seven percent of 1992
AFEE members were also listed in the 1991 directory of members
of the AEA.

In the present survey, we compared the responses of AFEE
members who are not members of AEA with those AFEE members
who are. Based on a chi-squared test of significance, we rejected
the proposition that AFEE co-membership in AEA matters on all
but five propositions at the .05 significance level.^ The absence of
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substantial differences between AFEE member responses with
and without co-membership in AEA in the present survey con-
trasts sharply with the results reported earlier with respect to dif-
ferences between AFEE members and AEA members in the
Alston survey. Therefore, we interpret these results to mean that
AFEE membership is more revealing with regard to views held
than is membership in AEA. For those with co-membership,
AFEE appears to be the primary choice of affiliation; membership
in AEA is secondary.

Institutionalists: A United Front!

Mark Blaug [1978, 710-713] suggested that the core of in-
stitutionalism rests on three methodological features: (1) dissatis-
faction with neoclassical economics and orthodox price theoiy; (2)
a call for interdisciplinary integration with other social sciences;
and (3) rejection of casual empiricism. Blaug also argued that
"despite certain common tendencies, the school of 'institutional
economics' was never more than a tenuous inclination to dissent
from orthodox economics. . . . [Nlothing exists today that could be
described as an institutionalist movement in economics." Certain-
ly, the results of the survey reported here suggest that the three
common methodological elements of institutionalism mentioned
by Blaug continue to this day. While it is also clear that there are
differences as well as agreements, it is not unreasonable to argue,
as did Tool [1987, 9531, that the agreements "overwhelmingly ex-
ceed the [disagreements] and that [it might be possible to] present
an integrated institutionalist theory of political economy."

Virtually no one would question the existence of a "Chicago
School of Political Economy." As Warren Samuels [1976, 13] ar-
gued, "Chicago is not a school solely of economics . . . or of
economic science . . . for it is self-admittedly (1) heavily infused
with certain values and (2) directed at prescribing certain legal-
economic relations." We can use the degree of consensus among
Chicagoans to provide a "benchmark" against which to compare
consensus among institutionalists. The Alston survey used factor
analysis to look for common patterns of response by groups of in-
dividuals across all 40 of the 1990 propositions. The dominant fac-
tor, using an unconstrained varimax rotation, had an eigen value
of 10.02 and explains 25.1 percent of the variation. It shows cor-
relation among politically conservative propositions and orthodox
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microeconomic propositions similar to those found in the earlier
Kearl survey. Kearl labeled this factor the "Chicago School"
phenomenon, and the authors of the Alston survey had "no reason
to change the moniker" lAlston 1992b, 14]. Subsequent analysis of
all nine respondents in the Alston survey who obtained their
highest degree from the University of Chicago is even more con-
vincing. (Interestingly, none of the AFEE respondents in the
Alston survey were from the University of Chicago, even though
each of the other five strata had a Chicagoan.) On three proposi-
tions in the Alston survey, the Chicago graduates were unanimous
in their choice-entropy was zero, indicating perfect consensus. (No
survey of economic opinions among economists that we know of
has ever reported such a result.)^ Of the four propositions dealing
with monetary propositions in the Alston survey, the average
entropy was a very low .54, indicating a high degree of consensus
among the Chicago group. (The average entropy for all respon-
dents, in comparison, was .82.) For Chicagoans, the overall entropy
on all 40 questions in the Alston survey was .58, again a very high
degree of consensus. How do institutionalists compare?

We have shown that there is a high degree of consensus among
AFEE members on a wide variety of propositions. Indeed, the
average entropy level for all propositions on the 1992 survey of
AFEE members is .63. Although the questions differed, this is ex-
actly the same average degree of consensus among AFEE members
on all propositions in the Alston survey. When we exclude AEA
members from the 1992 survey, the average entropy falls to .51 for
the five propositions with significant difference at the .05 level (see
Note 3). This provides even stronger indication of a common
perspective held by institutionalists. With the caveat that the
entropy measure is not linear, these results are very close to the
benchmark degree of consensus found for the Chicago School. In
contrast, for other strata included in the Alston survey, the
average entropy was AEA elite (.71), business economists (.73),
other AEA members (.74), government economists (.75), and prin-
ciples teachers (.76).

Our results do not prove that institutionalists form a school of
thought "possessing a distinctive paradigm, a general metaphysi-
cal orientation or point of view, and a conceptual framework that
influences the nature of the problems and types of questions it will
consider and the terms of that consideration" [Samuels 1976, 6-7].
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The results suggest, however, that institutionalists are not merely
voices of dissent; they present a united front.

Conclusion

Our survey clearly supports the claim made in the two volumes
published in 1987 by the Journal of Economic Issues under the
general title of Evolutionary Economics that "the institutionalist
approach is essentially different from the orthodox neoclassical
approach" [Tool 1987, 951]. The question remains, however,
whether institutional economists can legitimately claim to offer a
viable alternative to prevailing neoclassical orthodoxy. A substan-
tial majority (55.6 percent) of AFEE members think that they do
(no. 24). Perhaps the statement of one respondent who generally
agreed with proposition 24 sums up the view of many respon-
dents: "I'm not sure if any formulation is fully comprehensive, but,
given that I do not think neoclassical theory is very useful, [the
cujrent institutional formulation! is closer to the mark."

Notes

1. We recognize that any subset is arbitrary and cannot
be taken as representative of all economists. To be
truly inclusive, we might have surveyed such diverse
groups as the Union of Radical Political Economy
(URPE); the Committee on the Status of Women in
the Economics Profession (CSWEP); the National
Economic Association; the Committee on the Status
of Minority Groups in the Economics Profession; the
members of the Southern, Western, Eastern, and
other regional economics associations; the Interna-
tional Society for Ecological Economics; and so on. It
was not our intention, as suggested by one anony-
mous reviewer, to imply that only those included in
the survey have claim to the title "economist."

2. This test compares those economists termed "other
AEA members" with AFEE members in the 1990 sur-
vey.

3. Among other strata in the 1990 survey, the principles
instructors and the government economists each had
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18 of 40 propositions with entropy greater than .80;
AEA "elite" and business economists each had 12 of 40
propositions with entropy greater than .80. In com-
parison, for AFEE members, entropy was greater than
.80 on the 1990 survey for only 10 of 40 propositions.

4. The strong tendency for institutionalists to advocate a
positive role for the state is interesting in light of
Steven Cobb's [19931 finding that "students complet-
ing the Principles of Microeconomics (Principles of
Macroeconomics) courses were more interventionist."
Cobb's finding runs counter to the general perception
that institutional economics has little effect upon the
principles curricula. This issue was specifically ad-
dressed by Philip Klein [1993], who asserted the
failure of the institutionalists to influence mainstream
economics and contemporary textbooks. While we find
Klein's thesis to be generally correct, the strong con-
sensus among institutionalists on public policy
propositions, together with Cobb's finding, suggests
that heterodox economics may have made modest in-
roads into the principles curriculum.

5. Propositions 4, 7, 11, 23, and 32 were significant at
the .05 level. Propositions 29, 30, and 33 were sig-
nificant at the .10 level. Respondents also reported
other affiliations. Those professional associations with
10 or more AFEE co-memberships include ASE (40),
AFIT (27), EAEPE (20), URPE (18), AAEA (15), IRRA
(11), and EHA (11). A meaningful statistical com-
parison between these cross-memberships could not
be done because of problems of minimum cell values.

6. They unanimously reject the propositions that (1)
"wage price controls are a useful policy option in the
control of inflation" and that (2) "the cause of the rise
in gasoline prices that occurred in the wake of the
Iraqi invasion of Kuwait is the monopoly power of the
large oil companies." They unanimously accept the
proposition that (3) "a ceiling on rents reduces the
quantity and quality of housing available." In con-
trast, only 31.2 percent of AFEE members reject (1),
only 41.0 percent reject (2), and only 39.0 percent ac-
cept (3), respectively.
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