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FOREWORD

This report began its life with a simple question: what, these days, is the role of the chief economist? We felt
this would be an interesting topic of study even in ordinary times. The fact these are, in many ways,
extraordinary times has made it all the more so. In the wake of the global financial crisis, the economy
continues to dominate the headlines. Following a sustained period of calm and prosperity, all of us are
adjusting to the idea that, economically speaking, nothing can be taken for granted.

This process of adjustment has been unnerving, for two reasons. One relates to the profound impact the
state of the economy has on our everyday well-being: the economy is not the kind of thing whose clutches
we can easily escape. The other relates to the sense of control we have over our surroundings: far from our
having the measure of the economic world, something fundamental about its inner workings has revealed
itself to us, unexpectedly and, indeed, destructively.

In these circumstances, it is natural to look to economists to help us understand what has happened and to
tell us what to do next. Their brief extends from diagnosis, through to prescription, and thence onto
implementation — from the realm of science, as some conceive it, to that of engineering. Economists do not
simply inhabit a world of theory confined to universities and research institutes. They are also in the business
of turning theory into practice through involving themselves in the day-to-day workings and decision-making
of organisations that affect our daily lives.

Our report focuses on the worlk of this practitioner community. As well as looking at how the financial crisis
has affected its standing and the sense its members have of their place in the world, the report covers
broader questions that, our discussions revealed, are much in the minds both of economists and those they
advise. These broader questions concern how far economists constitute a profession, what duties they are
under, and what kind of relationship should exist between the realms of theory and practice. As such, the
report stands as an anatomy of a professional discipline at a time of scrutiny and uncertainty.

e hope you find the report informative and stimulating. If you have any comments on it — or if you would
like to know more about the work of Syllogism — please email us at projects@syllogism.co.uk or telephone
us on 020 7873 2217.

C,- L Leke

Dr. Christopher Lake

Director
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 The aim of the report

This report is about the role of chief economists — what they contribute to the organisations they work for,
how they conceive of themselves, and what duties they take themselves to be under. But it is also about
something broader, namely, the state of a professional discipline at a time when its methods and
assumptions have been the subject of intense examination. As such, it uses the role of chief economists as a
prism through which to view wider questions concerning the expertise and ethics of economists as a group
and the standing of economics itself.

1.2 The structure of the report

The report is organised into eight sections. Section 1 is by way of introduction: as well as dealing with
questions of definition and methodology, it offers some preliminary remarks on the distinctive features of the
chief economist position and on the way in which that position is distributed across different parts of the
economy. Section 2 examines the nature of the authority that senior economists enjoy within their
organisations and how the financial crisis has coloured perceptions of economics and economists. Section 3
analyses the different functions economists see themselves performing within organisations, ranging from
the management of uncertainty, to providing technical expertise, to promoting organisational credibility.
Section 4 assesses the nature of the expertise that economists offer their organisations, pivoted around the
distinction between the advocate and the expert witness. Section 5 extends this theme by analysing some of
the dilemmas practising economists face and how they resolve them. Section 6 looks at the sense in which
economists constitute a profession and the arguments for and against formalising their professional status.
Section 7 assesses the relationship between the worlds of academia and practice. Section 8 is by way of a
conclusion.

1.3 Sample and methodology

The report is based on interviews with more than twenty senior economists from across the private, public,
and not-for-profit sectors in the United Kingdom. The majority in our sample are or have been chief
economists. Others in our sample are closely involved in the practice of economics and were able to offer
views on the subject from a wide range of perspectives. The report gives expression to many voices and
aims to capture views that are provocative as well as conciliatory. Nor do we hold back from venturing our
own views on the issues: the report is as much a commentary as it is a survey. Because it is written by non-
economists, the report speaks of economists as them rather than us.

Whilst the interviews have been supplemented by background research, the primary data of the report are
the discussions we had with the study participants. To preserve the topicality of the report, we have
favoured a quick turnaround between the interviews taking place and the presentation of the findings. The
interviews began in May and were completed in mid-November. A full list of those who took part in the
study is given at the end of the report.

We wanted participants to feel they could speak freely on a wide range of issues. As such, the interviews
were conducted on Chatham House lines: participants spoke to us on a non-attributable basis. Nothing
about the thinking of individual institutions, nor about the views of individual participants, can be inferred
from what is written here. Indeed, we encouraged those we interviewed to draw upon the full range of their
experience across different institutions and sectors. Notwithstanding the pressures on their diaries, the
participants gave their time freely and generously. Any errors are ours and ours alone.
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