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Since 1979, we have discussed the sig-
nificant work of each of the Nobel prize-
winners in science, economics, and liter-

ature. 1-3 While these essays will never

qualify as up-to-the-minute science
journalism, we believe that Current

Conterrt.r” (CC@) readers appreciate the
in-depth approach we have adopted.
Through citation analysis, our main pur-
pose is to evaluate the impact of an
aut her’s most significant publications.
As pointed out recently in discussing
faculty evaluation,’1 this type of analysis

is not performed overnight, nor is it

merely a matter of consulting a comput-

er printout. We are also interested in
learning, in each case, whether the data
anticipate or confirm the decisions of
the Nobel committee.

We are covering the 1982 awards in
five separate essays. The first dealt with
the work of physics laureate Kenneth G.
Wilson.s The second focused on the

work of chemistry prizewinner Aaron

Klug.b The third covered the work of the
1982 laureates in medicine: Sune K.
Bergstrom, Bengt I. Samuelsson, and
John R. Vane,T A discussion of the eco-
nomics award follows here. An essay on
the 1982 prize in literature will appear
shortly. A future essay will discuss the
work of the 1983 Nobel prizewinner in

economics, Gerard Debreu, University

of California, Berkeley.

The 1982 Nobel prize for economic
science was awarded to George J. Stig-
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ler, age 71, University of Chicago, 11-
Iinois, for his studies of industrial struc-

tures, the functioning of markets, and
the causes and effects of public regula-

tiOII.8 Instrumental in all these contribu-
tions was his pioneering work in the
“economics of information, ” which con-
cerns the effects on the marketplace of
consumers’ knowledge of what they’re
buying, producers’ knowledge of what
their competitors are selling, and the
cost of acquiring such knowledge. Stig-
Ier’s work, collectively, has been cited
over 4,800 times from 1955 through

1983, according to Science Citation In-
dex’~ (SCP ) and Social Sciences Cita-
tion Index[s (SSCF ).

In the discussion that follows, we have
indicated the number of citations re-
ceived by each of Stigler’s ten most-cited
publications. All citation data were ob-
tained from the SSCI and SCI data
bases.

Incidentally, Stigler is not the inven-

tor of Stigler’s Law of Eponymy,~ which
states that an eponym is never named
after its originator or discoverer. lo The
law was impishly formulated by his son,
statistician Stephen M. Stigler.

Stigler’s early work reflected his inter-
est in numerous areas of economic sci-
ence. For instance, while at the Univer-

sity of Minnesota, Minneapolis, his work

included a paper on production and dis-

tribution, 1I a critical review of a statisti-
cal method, 12and a theoretical paper on
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cfuopolyls-a situation in which two
sellers dominate but cannot gain control
of a given market. Also among his earli-
est publications was an articleld on a
subject wh~ch would interest Stigler

throughout hiscareer: price theory, the
study of the factors affecting the value
set bysellers on their goods.

Stigler began empirical work in price
theory in the mid- 1940s, soon after mov-
ing to Columbia University, New York.

Indeed, he published what was perhaps
the first example of linear programming
in a paper entitled “The cost of subsis-
tence.”ls His work also included the sta-
tistical investigation of a specialized
theory of rigid price structures, lb and a
paper on the factors governing the de-
livered prices of commodities. 17In 1946,
he published a landmark book, The
Theory of Price. 18 After two revisions,
in 1952 and again in 1966, it is still used in
graduate schools throughout the US. It
has been cited over 260 times through
1983.

Stigler also coauthored another im-
portant empirical study of prices in 1970,
The Behavior of Industrial Price.s19 (75
citations through 1983). This book ex-
amines the question of price stability and
presents meticulous data collected by
Stigler and his colleague James K. Kin-
dahl, University of Massachusetts, Am-
herst. The book’s statistical evidence
helped undermine the long-standing
economic maxim that a major segment
of the economy sets prices by manage-
ment decision rather than in reaction to
market factors.

While pursuing his interest in price

theory, Stigler continued to be active in
other areas of economics as well. During
the post-World War 11housing shortage,
for example, he wrote a controversial
pamphlet entitled Roofs or ceilings?zo
with Milton Friedman, University of

Chicago. The pamphlet used an ava-

lanche of statistics to argue that rent
controls had the inevitable effect of dis-
torting the rental market, bringing about
severe shortages of apartments. Fried-
man won the 1976 Nobel prize for his
work concerning monetary economics
and statistics,

Stigler matured as a scholar during his
years at Columbia, and his reputation as
a clear-sighted, empirically oriented sci-
entist grew. He wrote several books, in-
cluding one on the expansion of employ-
ment opportunities in the service sector
of the economyzl and one on job pros-
pects in science.zz He also published nu-
merous papers on a variety of subjects,
including: monopolies;zs.zd utility the-
ory, the study of how the consumer’s use
of a product affects the way in which
that product is marketed; zs the limits on
the division of labor in a given market;zb
and historical accounts of the lives and
works of early economists.27,26 But
much of Stigler’s most important work
lay ahead of him, upon his move to the
University of Chicago in 1958.

The theoretical foundation for this
work was laid in Stigler’s most-cited

paper, “The economics of informa-
tion, ”zg published in 1961 and cited over
370 times through 1983. This Citation
Classic ‘M discusses the costs and the
benefits to both producers and con-
sumers of supplying and obtaining infor-
mation about commodities. Stigler’s
commentary on this article appears in
this week’s issue of CC/Social & Behav-
(ord Sciences.30 A later paper applies

thk theoretical framework to the
description of the ways in which mem-
bers of an oligopoly-a situation similar
to a duopoly, but with more partici-
pants—interact and monitor one an-
other3] (120 citations). Another paper
extends the economics of information to
the job market, discussing the cost-effi-
:iency of various methods of locating
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prospective employers for workers en-
tering a labor poolsz ( 135 citations).

It should be mentioned here that Stig-
ler’s good friend, Fritz Machlup, Prince-
ton and New York Universities, was in-
strumental in bridging the “gap” be-
tween information science and econom-
ics. Although Machlup was an expert on
international currency problems, he

published a monumental work on
knowledge productions in 1962. It has
been cited in over 230 publications
through 1983. Moreover, three volumes

of a multivolume work on the economics
of knowledge and informatiord’t were
completed before Machlup died last
year, shortly after his eightieth birthday.

Stigler’s work in the economics of in-
formation and his interest in the public
regulation of industry spurred his study

of economic and political institutions

and industrial organization. Among his
first efforts in this area, he confirmed a

correlation between a given industry’s
profit margin and the degree to which
that industry is concentrated in a few
large firmsss ( 155 citations). In addition,
he coauthored a paper with Claire Fried-
Iand, University of Chicago, on the ef-
fects of regulation on rates and profits in

electric utilitiessb (85 citations). The pa-

per showed that nonregulated electric
utilities of the 1930s tended to behave in
similar fashion to their regulated coun-
terparts. Later, his numerous articles on
industrial organization were reprinted in
The Organization of Industry37 (220 cita-
tions).

Stigler’s skepticism of the notion that

government regulation makes a positive
difference in the behavior of regulated
industries is reflected in subsequent

work. For example, he showed that even
when regulation did affect industrial

behavior, it usually produced more costs
than benefits.sssg Indeed, according to
Stigler, it is not necessarily true that reg-
ulatory agencies pursue the broad, com-

mon interest. In a paper entitled “The
theory of economic regulation”4° (315

citations), in which he argued that stan-
dard economic theory can be applied to
determine when and how regulation will
take place, he also found regulatory
agencies were liable to be “captured” by
the very industries they were supposed
to regulate. They tended to protect the
interests of the regulated industry to the
disadvantage of the consumer.

According to 1970 Nobel prizewinning

economist Paul Samuelson, Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology, Cam-
bridge, not all of Stigler’s conclusions
are universally accepted. ~ In the utillty
rate study, for example, the evidence
could also be interpreted to support the
view that the unregulated industries kept

their rates competitive out of fear of
regulation. But it is important to note

that Stigler’s emphasis on statistical
documentation has been no less than
revolutionary. Previously, regulatory
agencies were frequently judged by their
original intentions or their self-pro-
claimed successes—indeed, by almost
any standard but the verifiable results of
their actions. Much of the credit for the
growing interest in the empirical
verification of economic theory must be

given to Stigler.
Perhaps the best example of Stigler’s

combination of theory and hard data is
provided by a paper entitled “De
gustibus non est disputandum”il (85 ci-
tations), coauthored in 1977 with Gary
S. Becker, University of Chicago. The ti-
tle is roughly translated as, “There’s no
accounting for taste. ” It refers to the

belief among traditional economists that

certain economic phenomena are due
solely to the vagaries of personal taste
and are therefore unsuitable for scien-

tific scrutiny. In this paper, however,
Stigler rejects the traditional view and
proposes that standard economic logic
and analysis be applied as extensively as

110



possible. He asserts that it is not tastes

that change, but levels of economic in-
formation.

Stigler’s conclusions yield useful pre-
dictions about behavior, even in such
seemingly unpredictable industries as
fashion and advertising. But perhaps
even more significant than the paper’s
results is its combination of theory and
confirmation by observational data.

Stigler’s work establishes the para-
digms for four different .WC1 research
fronts. Briefly, a research front consists
of a group of current papers that cite a
cluster of earlier, “core” papers. dzThree
of these research fronts were identified
through our SSCZ cluster analyses for
1978 through 1980. The first, entitled
“Electoral conditions and economic out-
comes, ” is based in part on a paper in
which Stigler questions the traditional
assumptions about the ways economic
conditions influence voters.dJ The core
of the second SSCI research front, enti-
tled “Economics of crime, ” contains a
paper in which Stigler discusses a theory

of the constraints on the rational en-
forcement of the laws in society, given

the inherent shortcomings of law en-
forcement agencies and the limitations
imposed on them from without .44 Stig-

ler’s highly cited paper on the theory of
economic regulation forms part of the
core literature of the third SSC1 front,
“Economic theory of regulation.” The
fourth research front is derived from the
ISI/CompuMathm data base, and is en-
titled “Consumer search, industrial
search, market information, and adap-
tive expectations. ” Its core literature in-
chrdes Stigler’s most-cited paper, “The
economics of information. ”zg

Although it was Stigler’s tangible work
on the causes and consequences of eco-
nomics and political institutions that was
recognized by the Nobel committee, his
intangible contributions to economics
may be just as important. He has raised

the standards of industrial economics far
beyond those found in the work of
earlier scholars. Moreover, Stigler has
made sterling contributions to the
hktory and sociology of economic
thought. His recognition by the Nobel
committee is a testament to his rigorous,
clear-thinking style,

*****

My thanks to Stephen A. Bonaduce
and Terri Freedman for their help in the
preparation of this essay. G1984 1S1
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