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A researcher’s life is devoted to
learning, so it’s not unusual for
the quest to lead back and
forth across fields that cross-
fertilize. Occasionally, too,
illumination lies along paths
that are unconnected. Take the
presidential papers of Gerald R.
Ford. And the poetry of the
thirteenth-century Sufi mystic
Mevlâna Jalâluddîn Rumi. For
RFF Fellow Jim Boyd, each of
these sets of documents has
been a discrete source of guid-
ance. As an undergraduate in
history at the University of
Michigan, Boyd used Ford’s
papers to write his thesis on
what was then the new federal
Office of Science and
Technology Policy. Today Boyd
reads Rumi’s mystical medita-
tions to round out workdays
spent analyzing problems from
the less mystical point of view
of economics and the law. 

“Life is definitely a yin-yang
deal,” Boyd says by way of
explanation. “Being an econo-
mist twenty-four hours a day is
not a way to lead a balanced
life, emotionally or intellectual-
ly. So, given that I definitely
care about balance, it’s not
surprising that my profession
forces me to be open to other
aspects of life. Economics offers
a rational view of the world,
whereas my more general view
is that rationality can take you
only so far. It’s a useful but
limited perspective.”

Still it is a perspective that
Boyd sought out, winding up

at the Wharton Business
School, although he had never
taken a course in economics
and had expected to earn a
doctorate in public policy
instead. 

“I had some math aptitude
and Wharton took a chance on
me,” he says. “I wanted to do
policy analysis and realized
that, if you want credibility,
you need a structure for your
ideas. Economics seemed the
best way to do that. It is scien-
tific in ways that other disci-
plines are not.”

What attracted him also
was that Wharton is a sort of a
“hybrid,” rather than a pure
school of economics. While his
teachers were all economists,
the applied side of the curricu-
lum opened a window onto the
worlds of business and finance.
The rigor of mastering a
methodology while getting
exposure to the way people
actually behave kept him inter-
ested. It still does. 

“I ended up with a skill, but
it’s the means, not the end,” he
points out. “I’m probably less
interested in being an econo-
mist per se than most of the
people at RFF,” Boyd confesses.
“I don’t really like the math.
The math takes you away from
what economics is really talk-
ing about: namely, the real
world.”

If he is nonetheless commit-
ted to being rigorous in a
mathematical sense, he doesn’t
expect other people to be. To

him it is crucial
to translate his
research find-
ings into lan-
guage that is
uncomplicated
and unfancy.
“Taking what
you’ve learned
and applying it
to make a
difference
means putting
your results
into terms that
are useful. And
they’re only
useful if they’re
understandable
to people who
are not economists.” 

How systems actually oper-
ate and how ideas play out in
practice fascinate Boyd. He has
spent a fair amount of time, for
example, looking at how busi-
nesses come to terms with their
environmental responsibilities
in the course of their day-to-
day decisionmaking and long-
term investment planning.

As systems of regulation
have matured, so too has the
ability of business to anticipate
and head off environmental
problems in the first place
rather than pay for them later
when regulators call for action.
But win-win opportunities to
save money by preventing
pollution may not be as abun-
dant as many hope, Boyd
learned through case studies he
conducted earlier this year at

several U.S. chemical firms.
If business managers don’t

opt for “environmental” invest-
ments, Boyd says, it is not
because they are environmental
villains. In fact, most of them
are pretty environmentally
concerned as private citizens at
home, he thinks. However, as
managers making investment
decisions, they need to know,
for example, if the benefits of
an upgrade in facility efficiency
will exceed a certain rate of
return on the cost of capital
before giving such a project the
green light. Right now environ-
mental benefits are difficult to
quantify financially. A list of
prices or costs usually isn’t
available to assign a dollar
value to reduced emissions.   

Meanwhile, people in the
private sector often have a hard
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time communicating what it is
they do in their day-to-day
problem solving, Boyd
observes. Through his case
studies, he says, he tried to
shed light on accounting and
capital budgeting and to
explain what the private sector
is worrying about when
engaged in such common
everyday business practices.
“To best motivate action in
favor of the environment,
regulators need to understand
how the private sector oper-
ates.”

While his interest hasn’t
flagged in furthering such
understanding, Boyd is turning

to other issues of concern as
well, such as the difficult goal
of striking a balance between
economic growth and preserva-
tion of endangered habitats. He
is also planning to sit at the feet
of RFF’s senior water guru Ken
Frederick to understand the
challenges involved in allocat-
ing the resource more efficient-
ly, especially in the West. 

These areas require a whole
different set of skills and per-
spectives than his work on
business practices, economics,
and the law. “But that’s one of
the great things about working
at RFF. There are no constraints
if you have an interest in an

area and a willingness to learn.
That’s basically why I’m here.” 

In some respects, Boyd
says, the unconnected paths he
has gone down are beginning
to converge. Not that he is
drumming for dervishes at the
office yet, but there is less of a
disconnect between his profes-
sional and private lives. A big
reason, he says, is the security
of the tenure he received at
RFF this year, which has led to
a sense of liberation.

“I’m willing to take more
chances on what I’m working
on and how I go about it.” The
case studies for the pollution
prevention study are a case in

point. “Having a more secure
position here allowed me to
pick the method I thought was
best for the purpose, rather
than the safest in terms of
publication.”

To some extent, Boyd has
always seen himself as a kind
of frustrated artist. And yet he
has found that a researcher’s life
is a lot like a painter’s or a
writer’s, holed up in a garret
somewhere. “You have to self-
generate and follow your own
muse. It’s also entrepreneurial.
No one’s telling you what to
paint. You’ve got to go out and
buy your own canvas.” 

New fellows
RFF’s Quality of the Environ-
ment Division hired two new
fellows this past fall, each with
a background in resource
economics. Before coming to
RFF, Heidi J. Albers was an
assistant professor at Stanford

University’s Food Research
Institute where in her teaching
and research activities she
focused on renewable resource
economics, especially in devel-
oping countries. 

At RFF Albers plans to
continue developing models to
study biodiversity conservation,
forest fragmentation, and shift-
ing cultivation patterns, using
her knowledge of geology and
environmental studies as well
as economics. 

Albers received a Ph.D. in
economics from the University
of California at Berkeley and a
master’s degree from Yale
University’s School of Forestry
and Environmental Studies.
She has published on the eco-
nomic management of tropical
forests, the impact of economic
reform on China’s forest com-
position, and the conflicts

between protected area man-
agement and rural people in
China and Thailand. 

James N. Sanchirico
earned his Ph.D. in agricultural
and resource economics from
the University of California at
Davis after graduating with
distinction in economics and
mathematics from Boston
University.  

Before coming to RFF, he
was a postdoctoral researcher
for the Pacific States Marine
Fisheries Commission investi-
gating multispecies fisheries
management in the Bering
Sea/Aleutian Islands groundfish
fishery. 

At RFF, Sanchirico will
continue to focus on develop-
ing bioeconomic models to
study the effects of renewable
resource management policies.
For example, he is looking at

the impacts of marine reserves
on the harvesting industry and
fish populations. He is also
attempting to refine method-
ologies that are used to deter-
mine appropriate economic
and ecological scales for
resource management. Heidi J. Albers

James N. Sanchirico
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