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A Comment on the Role of Professional Journals in Facilitating Data Access 


Douglas L. Young 

Aulhor's Ilole The ,>uent/llc C()1HntIUlify I!:J Ii/

ueallllgllj cOllce, /led a/JolII Ille av(ula/n/lly alld 
(I,clI/(/Uj 0/ dolo alld plocedll"" IIl/de,l'jlllq pl/bldled 
luenll/IG ,ese(lIcil Tile BO(lId al/d edll0l8 of The .JOUl
ndl of AglluiltUl dl Econonllcs Reseal ch (JAER) 
lecellti'j deG/ded agalllli ,e'l"lllllq III a II t/IO I ,I 10 /I/r
II/s11 acce,; 10 lead'j-lo-lIle dolo III pltbl"IIerl a>7lCles, 
bl/I Illey ellw/I,age '1<GII aGeel1 III Malj 1990, Ille 
Amencdn .J OUl ndl of Agncultm dl EconomIcs "'ged 
a 1111101 1 10 II/(I"e IIIeII Il/oGedlUes (llId dala ava,lable 
10 oillel I e&e(l, Glle, I fa, pH' po,n 0/ I epl Iwl IOn bill 
Itopped ,hOI I a/I eqllll"l/lg 111,11 1/"'//lIg 

I favOl open dccess to datd dnd methodology used m 
pubhshed sClenllfic I esem ch The We,'el'lI JOII mal of 
Agl1clIII?lla/ b'WII01HIc\ (W.JAE), on whIch I have 
sened a, cO-e(htOl fOl the Pdst 3 veal' enfOl ces a 
data dccess pohcy The WJ AE e,penence may be of 
paltlculal lIltelest to the ,JAER duchence because 
USDA employees who subnllt dl tleles to W.J AE dnd 
who hdve used conf1(lentl<11 government ddta hd,e 
been, to date, the only ,lUthoro encountellng chfficulty 
\\ Ith the W.JAE pohev 

Only a handful of economIcs pI ofesslOndl JOU! nals, 
mcludmg the JOIlI nal 0/ App/wd Ecollollleillc, (.JAE), 
the JOIIIII(I/ 0/ Ecollolllelll(,l, the fo," ,wi 0/ MOllelj, 
Credll, alld Ball" '"9 (]MCB), dnd WJAE, lequue 
access to data and methodology prlOl to I eVlewlllg 
subnlltted al tIdes GIven the mtegtall'ole of careful 
documentatlOll and openness III the sClenl1fic method, 
It IS SUI pnslng that the,e I equu ements have been 
occaSIOnally contI 0' el sldl fOl the few JOIl! nals that 
have enacted them Aftel all, sClenltfic vel lficatlOn or 
I efutdtlOn of I esearch results IS nnposslble It the meth
odologv and d<lta are unav<ul<lble 01 too \ clgue]y docu
mented to I econsl1uct 

Caletul documentatIOn dnd access to data dIe ImpOl
tant becc:lUse SCIence IS d cumulJ.tIve pI oces~ The pIOC

e~s IS mo')t cificlent whellle:,emchelS can confilm that 
the ealltel I ebults upon winch the, al e basmg theu 
inqUIrieS .:11 e sound A sound base of verIfIable 
lesealch should leduce the numbel of false starts and 
dead-end hvpotheses Inslbtence on l'ephcatlOn IS dn 
nllpOl'tant safegudrd for the foundatlOno of any SClence 
(J, 5) I 

Concern about pOSSIble ellOlb III pubhbhed leoealch 
I'ebults due to ell 01 s m the ddtd and/O! methodology " 

\oung I~ <l/Hofes'>01 III the n~p<utment ot A,glilultlll,ti ElO
nomKt> Wd"hltlhrtoll Stdte UnH'L1 "It\ Pull mall ,mel lo-cdltOl ot the 
l~e~t(nll JOl/i/lnl of Ag/Hlllillm! J"(lIn()III/{.. ~ 

I ItdliclZed Ilmnbel'" III pdl entht!~e'i cite sow ce.., Ill"kd III thL HefcI
efl<.es sectIOn <It the end of thiS ,11 tide 

well founded In a land mal k study pubhshed III the 
Allle!!C'''' ECOIIOII"C ReView, Dewald, Thur"by and 
Andel son found that en 01 s III pubhshed I eseal ch arll 
cles due to datd transcllptlOn ell or", computel JlIO
gl ammlllg ml"takes, and reldted "data problems" weI e 
I elaltvely common (3) ThIS conclusIOn" as based upon 
an ambItIOUS project to repllcate empmcal I esults of 
"ecelal altlCles pubhshed m .JMCB 

Openness m the shallng of data and methodology also 
fObtel s effiCIency m the use of scal ce and costly ddta 
At the tIme the I esearch IS conducted, reseal chel" 
often can StOI e the data and methodology for future 
use at a low rna! gmal cost 

InSIstence by p)ofesslOnal journals that duthols 
plov1(le access to thell data can help encoU! age l1e~
Iblhty and openness m govel nment agenCleS that col
lect data Data access pohcles pro,lde motIvatIOn fOl 
WOI kmg out compromIse solutIOns to the conl1lCtmg 
but mutually Importdnt I equn ements of confidentJahty 
and access WIth respect to government data 

WJAE Policy 

W.JAE IS the only dgllcultu! al economICs jOlllnalm 
North AmerIca that makes consent to data aCle~' and 
documentatIOn a fOl mal COn(htlOn fO! entellng the 
revIew plOcess Smce January I, 1988, authOls sub
mlttmg manuscllpts to WJAE must consent to docu
ment fully theIr procedures and "to make data used 
avaIlable at cost upon request for five years" 

On the whole, the pohcy has \VOl ked smoothly Most 
authO! s have agreed loutmely to the data and estIma
tIOn pollcy Smce.July 1988, authOl" of only thlee man
USCllptS wele unable to comply at filsl ~I thlee Cdses 
lIlvoh ed USDA authOl s who hdd used confidentIal 
go'ernment datd One of these labes, whIch lllvoi~'ed 
Department of Commerce agt Icultm al census dat,) as 
\\ell, was resolved by a complomlse The othel two, 
111\ Olvlllg USDA survey data, were eventually wlth
cll awn due to fa11m e to reach a tImely camplomlse, but 
ongolllg negotIatIOns may yet dchleve a long-term 
solutIOn 

The govel nment IS Justlhed In legally restl'lctmg 
dccess to some obsel vatlOns flom pllvate cItIzens The 
key component of the successful complomlse WIth 
W.J AE asks an authOllzed government employee act
mg as a thn d pal Ly to obtalll I equested aggregated 
"tatJbtlCal I esults flOm the confidentldl data set These 
)esults are prOVIded to the requestel through the ech
tOl s of WJ AE ThIS compronllse meets the Spult of 
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WJAE's data access pohcy It comphes WIth census 
,md USDA confidentIalIty I eqUlrements that forb,,1 
(ilvulgmg Infol matlOn on md,v"lual I espond'Onts or 
even on small groups of lespondents (2) The WJAE 
comproml~e essentially substItutes "reasonable access 
to aggl egated I esults ' for "access to the I aw data" 

USDA's InIUal pmposal for prov\(l1ng access to the 
data m the two as vet unsuccessful cases was bUl den
some USDA ploposed an extensIve appllcatlOn and 
mtel Hal IeVlew pI aces" fOJ anyone l'equestll1g access 
to confidentlal USDA dat,1 used m the potential WJAE 
.11 t!Cleo Once the appllcatlOn cleared that h_UI die, 
USDA would have required the appilcant to obtam the 
data pers')llally m Washmgton, DC 

Thl'l pI opo~al was I ejected by the Western Agll
cultm al Econonllcs ASSOClatlOn because both the 
unceltamty of access and the fOlmldable practlcal bal
Ilel s "el e 1udged to Violate the Splllt of the access 
pohcv Subsequent (il,CUSSlOns betll een USDA offi
CIals and WJAE eciltms have focused on lesohmg 
these two concel'll~ and a thud conceln of USDA that 
a I easonable hmlt be placed on Its staft workload 

A data acce'lS pohcy like WJ AE's forces e(ilto! s to con
sldel what thev would do If an authO! who has con
sented to make data av,lliable upon lequest falls to do 
'A OUI fi"t recourse "auld be to use eciltollal pel sua
SlOn Om second lecoUl se would be slmplv to mclude a 
bllef statement m the JOlllnalllHilcatlllg that the 
authOl had not made data avaIlable m compilance WIth 
an earliel agl eement 

So, how has the WJ AE data/methodology access poilcy 
affected the workload of e(ilto! s, authO!" and gavel n
ment agencIes that collect data? In pl1Vate (hSCUSSlOns, 
thiS questlOn ha, been d maJO! cancel n of agency offi
Cldis \vho ~l(lmlI11"'tel confldentldl gOVCl nment d~ltd 
,.;et, To ddte th,s COnCell] hds been moot WJAE ha, 
not receIved a smgle iormallequest fO! data from pub
hshed altlcle~ m the past 3 years 

In ConclUSIOn 

A pohcy of gum ,1Ilteed dccess to data and methodology 
fO! al tlcles pubilshed m WJAE has not spdwned a lush 
of Iequests fOl data Why'! Possibly, because sCIence 
does not I ewa"l or encoUldge leplicatlOn (8, I' 587) 

Thomas Kuhn (Hl70) emphaSIzed that 
replicdtlOn-ho\\ evel valuable III the seal ch 
for knowledge-does not ilt wlthm the 
"puzzle-solvlllg" para<hgm "h,ch defines the 
r~Wdl d structlll e In bClentific resealch SCIen
tific and proiesslOndl laurels al e not awarded 
fOl I epilcatmg anothel SCIentIst's fmdlllgb 
Furthel, d. leseai chel undertclkmg a I ephcd
bon mav be \ lewed as lacklllg ImaglllatlOn 
and creatIVltv 01 of bemg unable to allocate 

h,s time wisely among c-ompetlllg -' eseal ch 
pI01ects In ,1(1<l1t1On, lephcatlOns may be 
lIlterpreted as I eflectlllg a lack of tl list III 
another SCIentIst's Illlegllty and abilIty, as d 
critIque of the sCientIst's findmgs, 01 as a pel
~onal dispute between reseal chel s Flllally 
amblgmlles and/or errors III the documenta
tIOn m the ongmal research may leave the 
Ieseal chel unable to (ilstlngulsh between 
errol s m the I eplicatlOn and m the ollgmal 
study Months of effOl t may YIeld the I eplica
tel only lllconclusive results regm dlllg the 
v alull ty of the ollgmal study, and thus no 
foundatlOn for h,s futille lesearch 111 the alea 
These cllcumstances nUlture a natural reluc
tance to undeltake rephcatlOn stuches 

Some observelS mIght al gue that the lack of mcen
tlves fOl lepilcatlOn p0111tS up the lllele,ance of data/ 
methodology access pohcles m profeSblOnal JOUI nals I 
al gue that It Illd,cates the Opposite By enCOll! agmg 
preserl'atlOn of the utIlized data and estlmatlOn pi oce
dUi es, these pohcles help dismantle one Important 
prachcal balllel to I ephcatlOn Such poilcles can also 
Imp,ove the quality of,esealch at the outset Dewald 
ThUi sby, and Andel son (3, I' 589) plOVlde eVidence 
" that the eAlstence of a I eqmrement that authOl s 
submIt to the Journal theIr [computel] programs and 
data along WIth each manuscrIpt II ou Id slgmflCantly 
I educe the frequency and magllltude of ell 01 s 
[T]he verv p,aces" of authors complilng thell plO
gI dms and data fO! submlsslOn I evealed to them amb,
gUities, errors, and overSIghts whIch otherWise would 
be undetected" They convmclllgly algue that authors 
can mOl e effiCIently and accurately assemble then data 
and methodology when they submit an altlcie than 
they can sevel al months 01 year;; latel Indeed 
approAlmately a thn d of the a~thOl S III then sampl~ 
had "lo ... t Ol desbo:ycd" then daL:l fot drttde ... bublmt
ted as I ecently as 6 months III the past JMCB and 
J AE ask authors to subnut data 'lets and computel 
1'1 Ogl ams to the eciltorlal office ThIS IS mO! e strmgent 
than the WJAE policy which reqmres authors to keep 
data to satIsfy potentIal requests fol' up to 5 years 

Dewald, ThUisby, and Andelson also leported that a 
Joulnal can provule a cost-effectIve centlal stmage 
locatlOn for data sets and progl ams JMCB reports no 
umeasonable storage O! lOgistiCs 1"obi em With ItS pol
ICY The JMCB data bank, fll! thermO! e, has been used 
m graduate classes whel e students have been a"slgned 
to leplicate the lesults of pUblished stu(iles Usmg a 
Jom nal as a thll d party fO! data access mltlgates POSSI
ble pel sonal fem s that might 1" eclu(le a reseal chel 
flOm a~kll1g a pubhshed authO! for onglnal data 

Plo[eSSlOlldl Journdl::, helve a role 111 fo:::.tenng dccess to 
esllmatlOn methodology and data used m pubhshed 
altlCles G,ven the current mcentlve structure, neIther 
authors nO! leaders have much motIvatIOn-to faCilitate 
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replicatIOns or to undertake them If professIOnal Jour 3 Dewald, G D , J G Thursby, and R G Anderson 
nals do not foster an envll'onment conduclve to SClen "RephcatlOn m Empll'lcal Economlcs The Journal 
tlfic repilcatlOn, who wlll? of Money, Cledlt, and Bankmg ProJect," AmerICan 
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