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Abstract 

 

When is it better for the government to provide information, and when is this role better 

left to the market?  I present a simple framework for evaluating this question, where the 

key factors are the cost of errors based on imperfect information and whether information 

is eventually revealed to consumers.  I then apply the framework to examples. 

 

Keywords: asymmetric information; regulation; licensing 

 

  

                                                 
1
 St. Edward’s University, 3001 S. Congress Ave., Austin, TX 78704; mattcl@stedwards.edu; (512) 428-

1321, fax (512) 416-5819. 

mailto:mattcl@stedwards.edu


2 

 

I. Introduction 

 

Many social problems are fundamentally matters of asymmetric information.  These 

problems would vanish if information were perfect.  For example, certain kinds of 

securities figured prominently in the recent financial crisis; but the problems lay not in 

the nature of the securities themselves, but in the lack of information about their value 

and associated risk.  Information can be communicated through market mechanisms or 

through government intervention.  Examples of the latter include product regulation, 

safety standards, and professional licensing.  Credible transmission of information may 

change economic agents’ incentives: for example, professional licensing does not simply 

inform consumers about the quality of those providing services, but also changes the 

incentives of service providers to invest in quality.  Whether or to what extent the 

government should play these kinds of roles is a contentious issue.  There is, especially 

among economists, much support for the idea that free markets generate ideal outcomes, 

or at least efficient ones.  On the other hand, there is also widespread skepticism of the 

benefit to society of unregulated markets.  Examples supporting each point of view are 

abundant: bad or unnecessary regulation on one hand, uncorrected market failures on the 

other.  Such examples fuel opposing points of view that are sometimes unreasonably 

extreme.  

 

The economics literature, discussed in more detail below, offers substantial analysis of 

public and private mechanisms for information provision, often arguing for the 

advantages of one or the other, but without making a clear distinction between the two.  
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The purpose of this paper is to address this question directly: when is it better for the 

government to provide (or demand the provision of) information, and when is it better 

left to the market?  I present a simple framework for evaluating this question, where the 

key factors are the cost of errors based on imperfect information and whether information 

is eventually revealed to consumers.  I argue that there are cases where it is clear that 

government intervention is or is not necessary, with a substantial gray area in between; 

but even there, I argue that the question should be decided in light of the factors above, 

which are fairly easy for the average citizen to understand and thus could be used to de-

politicize some regulatory issues. 

 

I take a unified view of the potential for market failure resulting from asymmetric 

information, and I seek to avoid undue faith in or suspicion of markets (while also 

acknowledging that government intervention presents other issues not related to 

information; this is not a general theory of regulation).  In the following section, I review 

the literature on the subject.  In Section III, I discuss an illustrative example, focusing on 

what necessitates government intervention.  In Section IV, I present a framework for 

thinking about these informational issues.  In Section V, I relate the framework to 

examples in the U.S.  Section VI concludes. 
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II. Literature 

 

This is a representative but not exhaustive review, touching on several relevant strands of 

literature.  For overviews of market failures and the effectiveness of government 

intervention, see Viscusi et al. (1995) and Winston (2006). 

 

In an influential paper, Akerlof (1970) demonstrates the potential for market failure due 

to asymmetric information.  In the absence of information about product quality, high 

quality tends to be driven out of the market.  One market-based solution to this kind of 

problem is signaling, first introduced by Spence (1973), wherein one party (e.g. a firm) 

incurs some cost of sending a signal of quality to another party (e.g. a consumer).  If there 

is a sufficient difference in the cost of the signal to a high- and low-quality sender, it is 

possible for there to be a separating equilibrium, in which only a high-quality sender 

would incur the cost of the signal.  In such an equilibrium, receivers rationally infer the 

quality of the sender, and it is typically the case that quality is revealed to the receiver 

after some transaction (e.g. the purchase of a product).  Examples of signaling 

mechanisms are warranties, reputation, and third-party certification; see, respectively, 

Gal-Or (1989), Shapiro (1982), and Biglaiser (1993).  There has been limited empirical 

research on signaling mechanisms.  One example is Dewally and Ederington (2006), who 

compare the effectiveness of different kinds of signaling using online auction data, but do 

not consider effectiveness relative to government provision of information. 
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The most forceful body of criticism of government regulation is capture theory, first 

introduced by Stigler (1971), which argues that industry captures the regulatory process 

and manipulates it for its own benefit.  This literature offers little commentary on when 

government regulation might be constructive.  Empirically, Pagliero (2011) finds 

evidence of regulatory capture in the U.S. market for lawyers.  Similar studies for other 

professions include Kleiner and Kudrle (2000) and Kugler and Sauer (2005).  In Section 

V, I offer a hypothesis as to why this evidence does not preclude the necessity of 

government regulation.  Another issue I address in the same section is the difference 

between licensing and certification. 

 

Law and Kim (2005) offer support for government intervention to mitigate asymmetric 

information through professional licensing.  They consider the Progressive Era, when 

many modern professions emerged, and present evidence refuting the idea that the 

primary purpose of such licensing was to reduce competition and increase profits for 

licensees.  They draw the conclusion that “private mechanisms alone could not eliminate 

all unqualified practitioners from the market” (p. 754). 

 

A more extreme view of the necessity of government intervention arises from antimarket 

bias, which Caplan (2007, p. 30) defines as “a tendency to underestimate the economic 

benefits of the market mechanism.”  This tendency, common among non-economists, 

leads to the belief that markets will not generally accomplish societal goals and that 

governments must prevent markets from doing harm. 
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Most of the economics literature offers support for either government intervention or 

market-based solutions, without addressing the question of when one or the other is 

better.  When this question is addressed, it tends to be in a very limited context.  Hadfield 

et al (1998), King and Smith (2010), and Smith (2000) broadly address consumer 

protection policy, including informational problems as well as problems caused by 

market power and issues of fairness.  The contribution of this paper is to offer a simpler 

framework for addressing these kinds of informational problems that is applicable to 

many important cases. 

  

III. An illustration 

 

In this section, I take commercial air travel in the United States as an example of an 

industry that has been regulated because of informational issues (among others).  I first 

discuss how the industry has been regulated and the rationale for doing so.  I then 

examine the feasibility of accomplishing the goals of this regulation through market-

based means.  This example helps to illustrate and motivate the framework of the 

following section. 

 

By the early 1920s, it had become technologically feasible to transport large numbers of 

passengers in heavier-than-air craft.  It was some time, however, before the industry 

became financially viable.  There were a number of reasons why consumers were 

reluctant to fly, including ticket prices, luggage restrictions, inconvenient scheduling, and 

cabin comfort (Leary and Trimble 1995).  The public’s lack of familiarity with this mode 
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of travel was also a considerable obstacle (Willis 1940).  However, in the words of one 

historian in the early 1940s, “The greatest deterrent to air travel has been fear” (Leary 

and Trimble 1995, v. 1 p. 98, emphasis in original).  Prior to regulation, there were many 

aviation accidents, both of private and commercial flights, and there was not enough 

consumer demand for air travel to sustain even the few firms in the industry indefinitely 

(Willis 1940). 

 

There was widespread belief that the commercial airline industry simply could not have 

survived without government intervention.  See, for example, Whitnah (1966), Burkhardt 

(1973), and Downs (2001), as well as the Federal Aviation Administration (2010): 

“Aviation industry leaders believed the airplane could not reach its full commercial 

potential without federal action to improve and maintain safety standards.”  In the mid-

1920s, U.S. President Calvin Coolidge appointed a commission to investigate the issue.  

Coolidge was not generally in favor of government intervention into market activity, and 

did not view such intervention as a desirable default: according to Downs (2001), 

“President Coolidge was dedicated to positive inaction: the idea that by doing nothing 

most issues would fade away on their own.”  Nevertheless, the president and the U.S. 

Congress thought intervention necessary in this case, and passed the Air Commerce Act 

in 1926.  This act created the Aeronautic Branch of the Department of Commerce, which 

was renamed the Bureau of Air Commerce in 1934.  Its responsibilities were transferred 

to the Civil Aeronautics Authority in 1938, and from there to the Federal Aviation 

Agency in 1958, renamed the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) in 1967.  These 

agencies were responsible for overseeing many aspects of civil aviation, including air 
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traffic control, development of aviation technology, and specification and enforcement of 

standards for the maintenance of aircraft and pilot training (Burkhardt 1973). 

 

Throughout the 1930s, there were many advances in technologies for production and 

maintenance of aircraft, as well as in the training of pilots, that increased the safety of air 

travel.  The predecessors of the FAA contributed directly to the development of these 

technologies and methods, and in many cases mandated their adoption (Leary and 

Trimble 1995).  The volume of air travel increased dramatically through the 1940s and 

the following decades, and airline profitability increased commensurately. 

 

It may be that commercial air travel could have continued in the absence of regulation.  

Clearly some consumers would still have been willing to fly, and demand may have been 

enough to support the industry on a smaller scale.  The more important question is 

whether the market as a whole is better off—whether more value has been created—with 

regulation than without.  In addition to the views discussed above, it is noteworthy that 

even the harshest critics of airline safety and of the FAA itself, such as Lowell (1967) and 

Nader and Smith (1993), do not suggest leaving safety standards to the market.  These 

authors criticize the bureaucracy of the FAA and suggest many ways in which the agency 

should be directing its resources differently, or devoting more resources to ensuring 

safety; but even to such critics of the specifics of government involvement, eliminating 

this involvement altogether is just out of the question.
2
 

                                                 
2
 This kind of regulation has also been criticized on ideological grounds.  This paper is an attempt to clarify 

when regulation is or is not appropriate without resorting to ideology. 
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Furthermore, it is useful to consider what the alternatives to intervention were, and to 

what extent they might have been successful.  If the primary barrier to consumer air 

travel is fear, then the goal is to alleviate the fear.  Fear of flying arises from two factors: 

the undesirability of the worst-case scenario and the inability to judge the probability of 

that scenario’s occurrence.  Consumers are highly averse to dying or being severely 

injured in a crash, but typically have no way to observe whether any particular aircraft 

has been maintained to a reasonable standard of safety, or whether any particular flight is 

being conducted safely.  If consumers knew that crashes were sufficiently improbable, or 

if crashes themselves were not so bad, there would be nothing to fear. 

 

The inability of a consumer to observe safety standards is especially problematic because 

it persists even after a flight is taken.  This is an example of a credence characteristic, in 

the terminology of Darby and Karni (1973): a dimension of quality that the consumer 

never learns, or only learns after a very long time.  There might happen to be a glaring 

safety violation that is noticeable to passengers, but in general the only indication of the 

airline’s level of maintenance will be whether anything goes wrong during the flight.  

Furthermore, this indicator will not be reliable, since a poorly maintained aircraft can 

easily have an uneventful flight, and a well-maintained aircraft can still crash.  There is 

also the considerable issue of what maintaining an acceptable standard of safety even 

means in this context.  A consumer typically would not be able to make any 

determination on this even if given the opportunity to inspect the airline’s operations 

thoroughly. 
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The credence characteristic combined with the high stakes of flying hinders an airline’s 

ability to signal its safety to risk-averse consumers.  One common signaling device is a 

warranty, which in this case could take the form of a payment to any consumer that takes 

a flight for which specified safety standards were not upheld.  Reputation effects can play 

a similar role: an airline that has established a public record of safety benefits from this 

reputation and also has incentive to maintain it by continuing to provide safety.  A firm 

with no reputation can begin this process by offering consumers some other inducement 

to buy from the firm, such as introductory pricing or the aforementioned signaling.  

However, a typical consumer needs considerable assurance of safety before being willing 

to fly.  It is difficult to imagine that a consumer would be sufficiently reassured by the 

promise of a warranty payment in the event of a crash, or that it would be feasible for 

airlines to offer introductory fares low enough and for a long enough time that consumers 

would be willing to fly in the absence of any direct information about safety.  Willis 

(1940, p. 22) notes that, pre-regulation, “no airline could keep on operating at a loss and, 

at the same time, buy newer and bigger planes and continue to do so year after year until 

it had a long record for perfect safety behind it before getting a profitable volume of 

passengers.” 

 

Another possibility would be the establishment of a private certification agency: a firm 

that is independent of both the government and the airlines, and performs the FAA’s 

function of certifying the safety of aircraft.  One advantage of such an entity over other 

market-based attempts at providing information is that this firm would be more strongly 
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dependent on reputation effects.  One firm would provide certification for a number of 

airlines, and if this firm is found to be derelict in this responsibility in any instance, it 

would potentially lose credibility for all the airlines it certifies.  Thus the agency has a 

stronger incentive to maintain its reputation than any one airline does. 

 

It would not be feasible for this agency to sell its information directly to consumers 

because of the public-good nature of information: consumers’ incentive to free-ride 

would severely limit the firms’ ability to sell its information.  It would be especially easy 

for consumers to share certification information because consumer perception of the 

information is so simple: e.g., whether United Airlines has been certified as “safe.”  A 

different problem arises if airlines pay to be certified, even though they have strong 

incentive to demonstrate their safety to consumers.  The appearance of corruption or 

collusion between the airline and the certifying agency, even if it is not actually present, 

could weaken consumer confidence enough to defeat the very point of certification.  

Furthermore, there would be good reason to expect collusion, given that consumers never 

directly observe the standards an airline maintains.  Given a standard for the appropriate 

level of safety to maintain (which could also be manipulated by the airline), on the 

margin, the airline can easily have incentive to back away from the standard in order to 

cut costs.  This may present a very small risk to the certifying agency’s reputation, 

leading to the possibility that the airline could influence the agency through some kind of 

bribe, overt or otherwise.  An even stronger possibility is that the airline could influence 

an inspector working for the agency, who is only indirectly concerned with the agency’s 

reputation.  If the agency can do no more than fire a derelict inspector, it is limited in its 
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ability to discourage corruption of the inspector, who would weigh this maximum 

penalty, along with the probability of being penalized, against any benefit obtained from 

corruption. 

 

The government, on the other hand, has access to more powerful incentives.  Criminal 

fines or imprisonment, while not guaranteed to be effective deterrents, provide stronger 

discouragement of corruption.  Now, consider a publicly funded, private certification 

agency whose activities are overseen by the government, which has the ability to impose 

criminal penalties.  If an inspector colludes with an airline to award certification when it 

is undeserved, there are two potential indications of this: direct evidence of corruption 

(such as a payment from the airline to the inspector) and evidence that the airline did not 

meet the standards as certified by the inspector.  There are practical difficulties in 

detecting and prosecuting corruption.  Furthermore, knowledge of the actual failure to 

follow certification standards may be the first step in an investigation that uncovers 

bribery, and clear indications of this failure may be necessary for a successful prosecution 

of corruption (Asian Development Bank 2003).  This means that government authorities 

overseeing the certification agency must be able to evaluate the work of the inspector.  To 

do this, the government must have the ability to do the inspector’s job, since the job itself 

consists of gathering information.  If this is the case, then the government might as well 

do the inspector’s job in the first place. 

 

This is not to say that there is no possibility of corruption of government inspectors.  One 

necessity for the market to function as it does is that the government is functioning as it 
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should, and more importantly that the public perceives the government to be trustworthy.  

I address this further below. 

 

IV. A framework for assessing government intervention 

 

I now use the above illustration to motivate a framework for determining whether 

government intervention is the best solution to market failure resulting from asymmetric 

information.  The framework is based on the degree of credence of some aspect of 

quality, the magnitude of the stakes to consumers of quality differences, and the unique 

characteristics of government as a market participant. 

 

Credence 

The degree of credence is the extent to which information is revealed to consumers upon 

consumption of a good.  This could be parameterized as the probability of discovery of 

quality, or the precision of updating of prior beliefs about quality, based on consumption 

of the good.  For the air travel example, this would mean how much information 

consumers can glean about the maintenance of safety standards by observing the flight 

itself.  If there is a strong enough connection between maintenance and observed 

performance—e.g if poorly maintained aircraft always crash—then safety is not really a 

credence characteristic at all. Airline safety is a “high credence” good insofar as 

consumers have little or no ability to draw inferences about safety.  Although firms have 

incentive to provide some level of quality for a credence good, the economics literature 
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recognizes that mechanisms for communicating information about quality do not work as 

well, or do not work at all, for credence characteristics (Dulleck and Kerschbamer 2006). 

 

Stakes 

I define the stakes associated with consumption as the potential difference that consumers 

perceive between consuming high quality and consuming low quality.  Air travel is “high 

stakes” in that the difference in utility received from a safe flight and an unsafe one is 

large.  This difference in utility translates into greater willingness to pay for high quality 

and thus greater value to the firm of convincing the consumer that quality is high.  This 

gives the firm greater incentive for manipulation of the process of communicating 

information.  When stakes are low, misleading consumers into believing that quality is 

high is not very profitable for a firm and it is not as difficult for consumers to believe that 

quality verification measures (such as a passing grade from a safety inspector) are 

appropriate. The stakes are only an issue in the presence of uncertainty: stakes are 

effectively low if quality is easily observable or if provision of high quality is 

inexpensive enough that firms always provide it, in which case there is no informational 

problem for either the market or the government to solve. 

 

 

The role of government 

Unlike any private entity, the government has coercive power over other market 

participants (which, presumably, is derived from the consent of the governed
3
).  It is this 

power that enables the government to perform the most basic role that allows markets to 

                                                 
3
 There is a debate to be had about whether government power is so derived and whether government 

should have this power at all.  I will not address that debate here. 
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function, the protection of property rights.  The government can also mediate some 

externalities and provide some public goods more efficiently than the market, alleviating 

transaction costs and overcoming free-rider problems, through its ability to set and 

enforce laws. 

 

On the other hand, government agencies are generally less efficient than private entities.  

Winston (2006) presents evidence of this from a variety of sources.  This inefficiency 

could be parameterized as a cost of government intervention.  This leads directly to the 

argument that government intervention is undesirable without strong reason; it is not 

enough to recognize a theoretical possibility of improving upon a market outcome.  

Moreover, government intervention will clearly not be effective if the government itself 

is incompetent or corrupt—if, for example, regulatory capture is the primary driver of 

regulation. The key issue here is trust: in order to be able to provide information credibly, 

the government must be viewed as sufficiently trustworthy. This is arguably the case 

whenever there is a perceived need of government oversight of an activity. Even if some 

function is in fact better left to the market, that the public would call upon the 

government to perform that function indicates that the public trusts the government 

enough to do it well. 

 

The framework 

There is potential for market failure arising from asymmetric information: inefficient 

provision of quality, or complete foreclosure of a market, because consumers do not have 

credible information about quality.  This framework recognizes that markets often reach 
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the best achievable outcome on their own, but also that in some instances government 

action can substantially improve upon market outcomes.  Government intervention is 

most effective when both of the effects above are strong: some information is never 

revealed to consumers and the stakes are high.  If either effect is very weak, government 

should not be involved.  For intermediate cases, I am not drawing an explicit line, but 

rather arguing for the considerations that create a sensible basis for drawing the line. This 

framework enriches a simple cost-benefit analysis of government intervention by way of 

a concrete means of assessing the benefit: this benefit is large when stakes and credence 

are both high. 

 

To summarize, the framework is as follows: 

When a firm provides a product or service that includes some unobservable dimension of 

quality, where this quality may never be revealed to the consumer but nevertheless affects 

consumer utility, the firm may use one of a number of mechanisms to communicate 

quality to consumer, or the government can set and enforce a standard.  If credence and 

stakes are sufficiently high relative to the cost to the government of implementing a 

standard, government enforcement of a standard is preferable.  Otherwise, market 

mechanisms are more efficient. 

 

In the next section I apply the framework to examples as well as illustrating some 

complications. 
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V. Applications 

 

High credence, high stakes 

In addition to airline safety standards, licensing of physicians and attorneys in the U.S. is 

a responsibility of government.
4
  First note that, whether licensing is done publicly or 

privately, it is clearly more efficient to license the person rather than to monitor the 

activities performed, since the most important question is whether the person has the 

ability to perform the activities correctly.  In many instances, a patient or client is never 

certain of the quality of services performed: a disease may or may not be cured, or a 

lawsuit may or may not be successful, and these outcomes depend on factors out of the 

practitioner’s control.  Also, in many cases, the stakes are very high: life or death, 

freedom or imprisonment.  These factors provide a rationale for government control of 

the licensing. 

 

An interesting complication is that, for both doctors and lawyers, there are also cases in 

which one or both factors are absent: when the legal or medical matter at stake is minor, 

or when the task to be performed is straightforward enough that it is easy to observe 

whether it has been done adequately.  I would argue that the need for licensing is strong 

enough, because of the incidence of high-credence, high-stakes situations, that it is 

worthwhile to allow the professionals to obtain some rents from licensing due to the 

incidence of situations with lower stakes or lower credence.  This divergence explains 

why there is empirical evidence of capture for these professions (as in Pagliero (2011) 

                                                 
4
 Licenses to practice medicine or law are usually granted by states. 
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and Kugler and Sauer (2005)) alongside a compelling rationale for licensing (as in Law 

and Kim (2005)). 

 

Furthermore, in addition to licensing, physicians and attorneys may seek certification, 

which in the U.S. is a verification of some level of quality by a private organization.  

Licensing, by contrast, is concerned with protecting consumers from incompetent 

practitioners.  It would often be the case that the consequences of incompetence are more 

severe than the consequences of varying levels of quality above a threshold of 

competence.  This difference in stakes can explain the separation of licensing and 

certification to the public and private sectors, respectively. 

 

Low credence, low stakes 

At the opposite end of the spectrum, consider hairstylists.  For the most part, the 

consumer can verify the quality of the consumed service, and even a disastrous haircut 

loses relevance as time passes.  Credence and stakes may be somewhat higher in the most 

extreme cases, but not enough to justify public licensing.  The market is capable of 

communicating information about quality effectively.  Although it may be difficult for a 

new hairstylist to establish a reputation, a firm with an established reputation (and a 

greater capacity to assess the quality of a hairstylist than a consumer possesses) can 

obviate this need.  Goldstein (2012) presents a similar example, of a woman not 

permitted to practice hair braiding in Utah without a cosmetology license, and argues that 

many professions are protected by licensing laws for no other reason than greater 

profitability of the professions. 
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Film ratings in the US are determined by a private organization, the Motion Picture 

Association of America (MPAA). This is as it should be, given the ability of consumers 

to assess the accuracy of ratings ex-post and the small cost of inaccuracy.  Objections to 

the rating system, such as those filmmaker Kirby Dick raised in his 2006 film, “This Film 

is Not Yet Rated” (IFC), tend to focus on the perceived fairness and lack of transparency 

of the process.  Although the MPAA is unwilling to state its rating criteria explicitly, and 

although there are some inconsistencies in the criteria (such as different ratings based on 

similarly explicit love scenes, depending upon whether the scene is between members of 

the same or opposite sexes), consumers have a good idea of what ratings indicate in the 

context of a specific film. 

 

Intermediate cases 

A notable case in the gray area is the regulation of restaurants or other food providers.  

These regulations are a matter of some controversy, with critics claiming that they are 

prohibitively costly to small businesses such as food trailers and boutique cheese makers, 

and supporters citing public safety (Yglesias 2012).  Health codes vary considerably and 

are not always justified by concerns over food-borne illness.  Jin and Leslie (2003) find 

that demand is sensitive to information about restaurant hygiene and that the availability 

of this information leads to improved conditions and lower incidence of food-borne 

illness. This implies that both credence and stakes are significant—if either is very low, 

this information would have little value to consumers—but leaves open the question of 

whether provision of this information should be government-mandated. 
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Nutritional supplements are an example of high credence but varying stakes.  Whether a 

supplement is life-threatening is a high-stakes issue that falls under the purview of the 

Food and Drug Administration.  Whether a supplement has its claimed effects on health 

(as opposed to nothing beyond a placebo effect) is a lower-stakes issue and is not 

regulated by the government.  This is akin to the distinction between licensing and 

certification for doctors.  A complication is that different consumers value different 

sources of information more highly: some consumers trust a brand of herbal supplements, 

while others think it is all snake oil.  However, this is an indication that signaling of 

quality is imperfect, not a question of whether the government should play a role. 

 

Professionals like plumbers and auto mechanics bear a similarity to doctors and lawyers 

in that their services present a mix of high and low credence and high and low stakes.  

The mix determines the degree to which licensing provides efficiency as opposed to 

conveying rents, which in turn determines whether licensing is appropriate.  As with 

these and many other examples, although it might not be clear where to draw the line in 

theory, in practice the determination of whether government intervention is better than 

market solutions depends on the magnitudes of credence and stakes and takes into 

consideration the costs of government activity as well as the benefits of its coercive 

power. 
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VI. Conclusion 

 

This paper has offered a broadly applicable framework for determining when it is better 

for the government to provide information in order to avoid market failure.  The key 

factors are whether information is eventually revealed to consumers and the potential cost 

to consumers of imperfect information, and these are weighed against the cost of 

government intervention.  While I have not attempted to draw a sharp line between the 

desirability of government intervention versus market-based solutions, I have presented a 

means of drawing the line that can inform the determination in a specific context.  Details 

will vary with the context, and there can be reasonable debate about these details.  I am 

suggesting what the debate should be about: whether stakes and credence are high 

enough relative to cost.  This is a useful alternative to ideologically fueled disagreement. 
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