The Efficiency of Equity.in Organizational Decision Processes

By PAUL MILGROM AND JOHN ROBERTS*

It is now widely accepted that rent-seeking
(Anne Krueger, 1974) or directly unproduc-
tive profit seeking (Jagdish Bhagwati, 1982)
may cause inefficiencies in the context of
public sector decisions. The possibility that
government decisions (for example, about
taxes, quotas, franchises, or standards) may
create or redistribute rents induces private
parties to spend valuable resources to influ-
ence that distribution, even when such ex-
penditures carry no social benefit. Moreover,
the social cost of rent seeking can exceed the
value of the resources spent trying to gain
and protect rents, for example, because the
fear of losing wealth through redistribution
reduces the incentives for wealth creation.

Treating rent-seeking activities as charac-
teristic of public sector decision processes
ignores the fact that similar phenomena are
to be found in firms, unions, and other pri-
vate sector organizations. Our recent work
(Milgrom, 1988; our 1988, 1990 papers) at-
tempts to identify the advantages of decision
processes (private or public) that permit rent
seeking, and to incorporate these into a
cost-benefit analysis of optimal decision pro-
cesses.

Our work begins with an analysis of why
rents and quasi rents arise in organizations
and of the forms that the rent seeking they
engender may take. Some measures to insu-
late the decision process from rent seeking,
such as limits on the provision of informa-
tion by interested parties or restrictions on
the range of options considered, may de-
grade the quality of decisions, especially by
blocking the flow of valuable information.
Optimal decision processes balance the costs
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of rent seeking against the value of informa-
tion obtained.

Several aspects of the rules affect the op-
portunities that members have to spend re-
sources trying to alter the distribution of
rents. To ascertain the possibilities for rent
seeking, the analyst must ask questions like:
Can the parties propose new initiatives at
any time? Can they give volumes of testi-
mony in a form of their own choosing? Can
they appeal adverse decisions? Are decision
makers obliged to respond to the parties’
initiatives? Is the range of actions that they
can take in response relatively broad, rather
than being tightly constrained by property
rights or other formal rules? More affirma-
tive answers to these questions lead to more
opportunities or greater incentives for costly
rent seeking. As a kind of shorthand, we call
decision processes that have more of these
elements “more open” processes.

The very elements that make a process
open to rent seeking may also add flexibility
and responsiveness, helping to ensure that
important ideas and proposals are fully con-
sidered. From this perspective, the benefits
of openness can (in principle) be measured
by a “value of information” calculation, in
the usual manner of statistical decision the-
ory. Weighing the costs and benefits, it fol-
lows that a more open process is more
desirable when the rents available for redis-
tribution are low, and the value of the infor-
mation that might be acquired is high. Con-
versely, when the potential for redistribution
is high and the value of information is low,
the optimal decision process is less open.

This kind of reasoning helps to illuminate
the variations in the decision processes that
are found in many organizations. We have
discussed a number of examples in our ear-
lier work, including the characteristics of
personnel departments, the contrasting pat-
terns of decision making, employment and
compensation in U.S. and Japanese firms,
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and the frequently manifested policy of lim-
iting observable pay differentials.

As a further illustration, consider the way
tenure decisions are made at Stanford Uni-
versity. The tenure appointment decision is
one of the most important ones faced by the
University, since mistakes in tenure appoint-
ments tend to remain in place for many
years. For the party whose tenure is being
decided, and for any untenured faculty
member whose potential slot may be filled,
the redistributive consequences of this deci-
sion may be very large. For the tenured
faculty and those from other departments,
the redistributive potential is much smaller.
Accordingly, the detailed discussions of
tenure decisions are mostly limited to other
tenured faculty and are reviewed by a Uni-
versity Committee with representatives from
other departments. Because of its impor-
tance, a successful tenure case will typical-
ly incorporate evidence of various kinds,
the main restrictions being that sufficient in-
formation is supplied to make an accurate
judgment and that outside experts in the
candidate’s field be consulted. For those who
participate in this decision, the form of the
permitted inputs are not highly structured;
reports and letters can raise almost any issue
that the writer deems relevant. But, for those
most personally affected by the decision, an
attempt is made to conceal the identities of
the decision makers and to limit access to
the decision process.

According to our theory, it is desirable to
employ different sorts of processes for deci-
sions with large or small redistributive con-
sequences. It would then seem to follow that
organizations will try to separate efficiency
and redistributive issues, and to settle the
latter issues first, so that they won’t interfere
with decisions about how best to create value.
To some extent, this theoretical prediction is
borne out in reality. At Stanford, for exam-
ple, student housing priorities are fixed by
lottery and then the students are permitted
to choose from the housing that remains
after higher priority students’ choices have
been filled. Similarly, airline flight attendants
are given priority to bid for routes according
to seniority. In both cases, the distributional
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issue is treated mechanically (by lottery or
seniority rules), and the remaining efficiency
aspect is delegated to the parties with the
relevant information.

Nevertheless, in many situations, the expe-
dient of separating the distributional and
efficiency issues is not available or effica-
cious. For example, although some airlines
employ the same process for assigning flight
crews to routes as they do for cabin crews,
this can be costly, as when the least-experi-
enced pilot, copilot, and flight engineer all
end up together on the same run that no one
with more seniority wanted. A wage policy
that provides compensating differentials to
losers from a decision might also sometimes
immunize value creation from distributional
considerations. For several reasons, however,
the policy of compensating differentials is
not generally feasible. First, as we have ar-
gued elsewhere, the compensation system
may be serving other important objectives,
such as spreading risk, retaining key employ-
ees, motivating hard work, encouraging in-
vestment in human capital, and so on. Sec-
ond, it is not generally possible to know how
much compensation would make an individ-
ual neutral about a decision. Finally, the use
of cash payments opens new opportunities
for extortion, bribery, and other forms of
costly rent seeking. For all these reasons,
organizations must often manage decisions
that have some significant distributional ef-
fects. Such situations are our concern here.

The theoretical model sketched below con-
siders the process of making proposals for
new activities or investments in an organiza-
tion where a separation between efficiency
and distributional issues cannot be achieved,
and where the main providers of proposals,
information, and analysis are the very same
parties who are affected by the decisions.
Under these circumstances, we show it is
often optimal for the decision maker to com-
mit to a policy of assessing alternatives ac-
cording to their distributional impact or eq-
uity as well as to their contribution to the
organization’s overall objectives. The reason
for this is that requiring some “fairness” in
the distribution mitigates the incentives for
rent seeking, and also may lead to better
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overall proposals being generated. However,
the decision maker must not pursue this
concern with equity too far, because to do so
risks destroying the incentives for those who
propose projects to do their jobs well.

1. A Model of Project Proposal and Evaluation

We model an organization whose objective
is to maximize the expected total (transfer-
able) utility of its members. It is, at a mini-
mum, controversial to assign no weight to
equity concerns in discussing the organiza-
tion’s true objectives (Margaret Meyer and
Dilip Mookherjee, 1987), but we make this
assumption with an analytical point in mind.
With no weight accorded to “equity” in the
organization’s exogenous objective, any con-
cern for equity that emerges from the model
is attributable to an endogenous concern for
efficiency in the processes of generating al-
ternatives and information and of making
decisions.

We shall assume that there is a central
coordinator for the organization who has the
power to make decisions about project adop-
tion, and who is chosen and compensated so
that she has no personal interest in the out-
come, but rather seeks the organizational
goal. However, the members have better in-
formation than the coordinator about the
possible projects, so it is they who generate
proposals for projects that the organization
might conduct.

Our main conclusions will be derived us-
ing variations of the following simple model.
The organization has just two members, only
one of whom generates proposals. A pro-
posal is characterized by the utility pair (u, v)
for the two members, where u is the utility
accruing to the proposer, (#, v) is the default
utility if no project is proposed or none is
accepted, and O is the lower bound on each
of the utilities across all possible projects.
The proposer can generate projects (u,v) >
(0,0) at a personal cost C(u,v) that is in-
creasing in each argument. The central coor-
dinator can observe any project (u, v) that is
proposed, and has the power to accept or
reject it. Assuming differentiability and con-
vexity of C, the first-best is achieved when
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the “proposer selects and the coordinator ac-
cepts a project that maximizes (u+ v)—
C(u,v).

If the coordinator accepts all project pro-
posals that increase the organization’s per-
formance (u + v> u + ), then the proposer
will find it most profitable to generate pro-
posals that maximize u subject to the ac-
ceptance constraint, rather than to generate
proposals that maximize the organization’s
objective u + v. It is possible that this leads
to no loss for the organization (if C(u,v)
takes the form C(u + v)) but, in general, u
will be set too high and v too low compared
to the organization’s optimal levels (u*, v*).
We shall suppose that to discourage this sort
of choice, the coordinator has the power to
commit herself to an acceptance policy, un-
der which, for example, she accepts only
proposals with v > v*. In this simple model,
the acceptance policy just described would
lead to the first-best outcome for the organi-
zation provided that u*— C(u*,v*)>1u, so
that the proposer is willing to make a pro-
posal.

A somewhat richer description of the opti-
mal policy is obtained when we vary the
model as follows. Suppose that the proposer
cannot pick a project (u,v) exactly, but in-
stead that when he aims for (u, v) and incurs
costs C(u, v), he gets a project (#, ), where
the conditional distributions of # and & are
f(@tju) and f (6]v), and where f, exhibits
the monotone likelihood ratio property, so
that higher realizations of § are evidence of
higher values of v. Suppose further that the
proposer can conceal any project proposal,
so that the only proposals that will be forth-
coming are those with # > u. Finally, sup-
pose that the coordinator can commit to an
acceptance policy X according to which any
proposal (i, 0) that is made is accepted with
probability X(i, ). With these assumptions,
we reach the following basic conclusion.

PROPOSITION: (Apparent Concern for
“Equity”) The optimal project acceptance pol-
icy will accept or reject each project without
randomization (X =0 or 1). The only accept-
able proposals are those with a high enough
level of utility O for the nonproposer, where the



