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

Douglas L. Young

Author’s note The scientific community s 1n-
creasingly concerned about the availabilirty and
accraacy of data and procedio es wnderlyig published
saientific resecich The Board and edifors of The Jour-
nal of Agricultural Economies Reseaich (JAER)
recently decided against 1equuing its authors to fur-
nish access to 1eady-to-wse data e published arficles,
but they encomrage such aceess In May 1990, the
American Journal of Agricultural Economies urged
authors fo wake their procedu es and data available
to other yesearchers for pirposes of replication but
stopped short of 1equiring such shaiing

I favor open access to data and methodology used 1n
pubhshed scientific research The Western Journal of
Agricultural Economies (WJAE), on which T have
served as co-editor for the past 3 vears entoices a
data access pohey The WIAE experience may be of
particular interest to the JAER audience because
USDA employees who submit aiticles to WJAE and
who have used confidential government data have
been, to date, the onlv authors encounter mg difficulty
with the WJAE policy

Only a handful of economics professional journals,
including the Jowr nal of Applied Econometrics (JAE),
the Jowrnal of Econometries, the Journal of Mouney,
Credit, and Banking (JMCB), and WJAE, requue
aceess to data and methodology priot Lo 1eviewing
submitted articles Given the mtegial role of careful
documentation and openness in the scientific method,
1t 15 swrprising that these requuiements have been
occasionally controversial for the few journals that
have enacted them After all, scaentific verification or
1efutation of 1esearch results 1s impossible 1f the meth-
odology and data are unavailable o1 too vaguely docu-
mented to 1econstiuct

Caretul docummentation and access to data are impor-
tant because science 15 @ cumulative process The p1oc-
ess 15 nmost efficent when researchers can confirm that
the ea1lier results upon which they are basing then
inquiries ale sound A sound base of verifiable
tesearch should reduce the number of false starts and
dead-end hvpotheses Insistence on replication 1s an
umportant saleguard for the foundations of any science
{1, "

Concern about possible e1101s 1n pubhished 1eseaich
results due to etrors m the ddta and/or methodology 1s
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'Mtaheized number < m parentheses cite sow ces hsted 1n the Refer-
ences section at the end of this artiele

well founded In a landmark study published i the
American Econonuc Revew, Dewald, Thursby and
Anderson found that ertors in published 1esearch arty-
cles due to data transciiption errors, computer piro-
gramming mistakes, and related “data problems” weie
1elatively common (3) This conclusion was based upon
an ambitious project to replicate empirical 1esults of
sevetal articles published in JMCB

Openness n the sharing of data and methodology also
fosters efficiency n the use of scaice and costly data
At the time the 1esearch 1s conducted, reseaichers
often can store the data and methodology for future
use at a low margnal cost

Insistence by professional journals that authors
provide access to then data can help encourage flex-
ibhility and openness 1n government agencies that col-
lect data Data access policies provide motivation for
working out compromise solutions to the confheting
but mutually imporiant requiements of confidentiality
and access with respect to government data

WIJAE Policy

WJAE 1s the only agnicultural economics journal 1in
North America that makes consent to data access and
documentation a formal condition for entering the
review process Since January 1, 1988, authois sub-
mitting manusciipts 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 policy has worked smoothly Most
authors have agreed 10utinely to the data and estima-
tton policy Since July 1988, authors of only three man-
usclipts were unable to comply at first All thiee cases
mvolied USDA authors who had used confidential
government data One of these cases, which involved
Department of Commerce agticultuial census data as
well, was resolved by a compromise The other two,
mvolving USDA survey data, were eventually with-
drawn due to fallure to reach a timely comp omise, but
ongoing negotiations may yet achieve a long-term
solution

The government 1s justified in legally restricting
dccess to some obser vations from private citizens The
key component of the successful compromise with
WJAE asks an authorized government emplovee act-
ing as a third party to obtain requested aggregated
statistical results fiom the confidential data set These
results are provided to the requester through the edi-
tors of WIAE This compromise meets the spitit of
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WJAE’s data access pohey It comphes with census
and USDA confidentiality requirements that forbid
divulging 1nformation on individual respondents or
even on small groups of respondents (2) The WJAE
compromise essentially substitutes “reasonable access
to aggiegated 1esults’ for “access Lo the raw data ”

USDA’s mitial proposal for providing access to the
data m the two as vet unsuccessful cases was burden-
some USDA proposed an extensive application and
inté1nal review process for anyone requesting access
to confidential USDA data used 1n the potential WJAE
articles Once the application cleared that huidle,
USDA would have required the apphcant to obtan the
data personally in Washington, DC

This proposal was tejected by the Western Agri-
culiural Economies Association because both the
uncertamty of access and the tormudable practical bat-
1ers were judged to violate the spinit of the access
policv Subsequent discussions between USDA offi-
c1als and WJAE editors have focused on r1esolving
these two concerns and a third concern of USDA that
a teasonable limit be placed on its staft workload

A data access policy hke WIAE’s forces editors to con-
siler what thev would do 1if an author who has con-
sented to make data available upon request fails to do
50 Oul fiist recourse would be to use editonal persua-
aion Ow second 1ecom se would be simplv to include a
bitef statement 1n the Journal indicating that the
autho had not made data available m comphance with
an earher agieement

S0, how has the WJAE data/methodology access pohicy
affected the workload of echtors, authots, and govern-
ment agencies that collect data? In private discussions,
this question has been a major concern of agency offi-
c1als who administer contidential government data
sets To date this concern has been moot WJAE ha-
not received a single tormal 1equest for data from pub-
lished articles in the past 3 years

In Conclusion

A pohey of guaranteed access to data and methodology
tor articles pubhshed in WJAE has not spawned a 1ush
of 1equests tor data Why? Possibly, because science
does not 1eward or encourage repheation (3, p 587)

Thomas Kuhn (1970) emphasized that
replication—however valuable in the search
for knowledge—does not fit within the
“puzzle-solving” paracigm which defines the
reward structire n scientific research Scien-
uific and professional laurels are not awarded
for 1ephicating another scientist’s findings
Furthe1, 4 researcher undertaking a rephea-
tion mav be viewed as lacking imagimnation
and creativity o1 of bemg unable to allocate
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his time wisely among competing reseaich
projects In addition, replications may be
interpreted as ieflecting a lack of trust in
another scientist’s mtegrity and ability, as a
eritique of the scientist’s findings, o1 as a pel-
sonal dispute between researchers Finally
ambiguities and/or errors in the documentd-
tion 1 the original research may leave the
resear cher unable to distinguish between
errols n the 1eplication and in the o1iginal
study Months of effort may vield the rephca-
ter only mconclusive results regarding the
validity of the origimal study, and thus no
foundation for his futw e 1esearch i the area
These cncumstances nurture a natural reluc-
tance to undertake replication studies

Some observers might argue that the lack of mmcen-
tives for rephcation pomts up the nmielevance of data/
methodology access policies 1n professional journals I
ai1gue that 1t indicates the opposite By encowraging
preservation of the utihzed data and estimation ptoce-
dures, these policies help dismantle one important
practical barrier to replication Such pohcies can also
mmprove the quahty of 1esearch at the outset Dewald
Thuisby, and Andeison {3, p 589) provide evidence
“  that the existence of a requirement that authois
submtt to the journal themr [computer] programs and
data along with each manuscript would sigmficantly
1educe the frequency and magnitude of eriors

[T]he verv piocess of authors compiling then pio-
grams and data for submission 1evealed to them ambi-
guities, errors, and oversights which otherwise would
be undetected " They convinéingly airgue that authors
can mote efficiently and accurately assemble then data
and methodology when they submit an atticle than
they can several months o1 years later Indeed,
approaximately a thind of the authors in thenr sample
had “lost o1 destroyed” then data for artides submt-
ted as 1ecently as 6 months in the past JMCB and
JAE ask authors to submit data sets and computer
ptograms to the editoral office This 1s more stringent
than the WJAE policy which requires authors to keep
data to satisfy potential requests for up to 5 vears

Dewald, Thursby, and Andeison also reported that a
Joutnal can provide a cost-effective cential storage
location for data sets and programs JMCB reports no
unreasonable storage o1 logistics problem with 1ts pol-
1cy The JMCB data bank, furthermoie, has been used
m graduate classes where students have been assigned
to 1eplicate the results of publhished studies Using a
Journal as a thnd party tor data access mtigates possi-
ble personal fears that might preclude a reseaicher
fiom asking a published author for orignal data

P1rofessional journals have a role 1n fosterimg access to
estimation methodology and data used in published
articles Given the current incentive structure, neither
authors no1 teaders have much motivation to facilitale



rephications or to undertake them If professional jour-
nals do not foster an environment conducive to scien-
tific rephcation, who wili?
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