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The Story of a Social Experiment 
and Some Reflections 

It is a little known - deservedly little known - fact that I 
studied sociology and anthropology as an undergraduate 
before turning in despair to the Queen of the Social Sciences. I 
remember reading in those days about a figure who recurred 
often in the myths of many American Indian tribes. It was a 
god or demigod called "The Trickster". He would appear 
sometimes as a crow, sometimes as an eagle or a sparrow, 
sometimes as a wolf or otter or a fish and he would pester the 
poor Indians, causing bugs in computer programs, making the 
rivers run backwards, fiddling the 'order of nature, puzzling 
and confounding the Indians before vanishing as mysteriously 
as he had come. 

Nowadays, most of my work is in macroeconomics, and I 
often feel as if "The Trickster" had decided to leave the 
Indians alone and do this thing to the macroeconomics profes
sion instead: messing up the consumption function, 
introducing inexplicable glitches in the productivity trend, 
shifting the demand function for money just when you had 
come to rely on it. The worst consequence of "The Trickster's" . 
machinations is that he pulls the rug from under the sober 
analysis. When economic behaviour is unstable, doctrine 
becomes unstable. There are usually two or more ways to 
explain the given set of erratic facts. The questions we want to 
ask are too complicated for the data to answer, given that "The 
Trickster" is at work. 

One wishes that economics were an experimental science. 
The classical way to induce nature to part with the answer to a 
complicated question is to break the question down into simple 
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parts, and design a series of controlled experiments to explore 
the role of one factor at a time. The statistical theory of 
experimental design teaches us how to do a bit better than 
that, but the principle is the same. Unfortunately, that way out 
is closed to macroeconomics. All we have to go on is the one 
experimental run that history performs for us, and history 
never bothers to repeat itself holding constant all but one 
factor at a time. That being so, two clever macroeconomists 
can always find two models that will give equally good explana
tions of the narrow range of facts at our disposal, but have 
different implications for fiscal policy. 

This line of thought gave me an idea for a Geary Lecture, 
when I had the honour of an invitation to give the 13th in a 
distinguished series. (I wonder if 13 is an unlucky number in 
Ireland too?) First of all, a plausible case can be made that Roy 
Geary is "The Trickster". He certainly has that characteristic 
habit of turning up sometimes as a coyote, sometimes as a 
salmon, now as a mathematical statistician, now as an applied 
statistician, once or twice as an economic theorist, several times 
as an analyst of social-accounting methods and concepts, and, 
more recently, as a student of wage differentials, unemploy
ment, and the problems of the peripheral members of the 
labour force. I was especially interested to see how much of 
ESRI's recent and current research programme is aimed at this 
field of "social economics". That made me think I had a story 
worth telling. 

I have recently been involved in a large-scale socio-economic 
experiment that has just come to an end after some four years. 
I would like to describe it to you both for its intrinsic interest 
and for its wider implications, which bear specifically on 
labour-market policy and, more generally, on social experi
mentation as a part of the policy process. Then at the very end, 
I will wonder out loud if this approach holds out any hope for 
macroeconomics. 

One of the more intractable problems facing the US 
economy is the concentration of unemployment and low wages 
on a hard core of people who simply do not connect with the 
prime labour market. The men and women in question are 
usually residents of the decaying centres of large cities, and this 
fact is both cause and effect of urban decay; but rural poverty 
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persists too. They are often, but not always, young; they are 
usually uneducated. They are often, but not nearly always, 
black or Hispanic. Many combine two or three of these 
characteristics, and have a correspondingly harder time of it in 
the labour market. I do not suppose that the US is unique in 
having this problem. Indeed, it is my impression that 
migration within Europe and between Europe and its 
periphery has made Europeans familiar with the same complex 
of economic and social pathology. But the US has been diverse 
and geographically mobile for a longer time, and so we have 
been trying to do something about it for quite a while, not very 
successfully. 

The generic name for the sorts of policies directed at this 
class of problems is Manpower Policy. We have had a long 
history of a variety of manpower policies. I would like to be 
able to tell you which of them had succeeded and which had 
failed, and what exactly it means in this field to succeed or to 
fail. That is not so easy to do, however, because most of the 
various schemes had been conceived in a hurry, translated into 
national programmes without much analysis or forethought, 
found disappointing in action even in the absence of clearly 
stated criteria, and abandoned either with a bang or a 
whimper, sometimes both. Worst of all, despite occasional 
attempts at evaluation, usually undertaken after the fact, the 
history of manpower policy has left behind it very little in the 
way of tested knowledge or reliable information about the 
operation of different programmes and their effects on the 
behaviour and labour-market experience of their participants. 

My story has to do with a particular manpower programme 
that goes under the name "Supported Work"1

• It began as a 
trial run conducted by the Vera Institute of Justice in New 
York in 1972. Vera's expertise is mainly legal, as its �ame 
suggests; but it is easy to imagine how it got involved in an 
attempt to provide employment experience for a group of 
ex-drug-addicts. The idea was to provide work experience as a 

1For a more complete summary of the findings of this programme, see .Board of
Directors, Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, Summary and Findings 
of the National Supported Work Demonstration, Ballinger Publishing Company, 
Cambridge, Mass. 1980. 
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