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Despite great progress in empirical economics in the last decade, incentives to create new datasets, and opportunities to replicate and improve empirical studies remain limited.  We propose to establish the Journal of Economic Data (JED) with two main goals.  First, the Journal will improve the incentives for the gathering and disclosure of new, original economic data, and for the exploration and development of new data sources.  Second, the Journal will provide clear incentives and a well-articulated mechanism to ensure the widespread availability, in usable form, of data that have already been developed. We discuss in this proposal the incentives and costs to develop and make available new datasets,  and outline a specific operating plan for the new Journal.  
1. The incentives to develop original data

Most empirical research in Economics is still conducted on the basis of off-the-shelf data, provided by statistical bodies such as the BLS, the Census Bureau, etc. However, pervasive computerization has brought about the opportunity to draw from a huge and ever growing range of other data sources, which offer exciting opportunities for new avenues of research. Tapping those sources involves a fixed cost investment, ranging from very low (e.g. just identifying an existing data source and downloading it from the Internet), to very high (e.g. hard-to-get raw data that once acquired requires painstaking work to bring it up to a usable file), and sometimes even prohibitively expensive. Economists have displayed a great deal of ingenuity in bringing in new sorts of data, and yet there is a strong feeling within the empiricists’ community that the incentives to do so are still far too low from a discipline-wide perspective. Various reasons account for that:

· The economics profession is widely perceived as having traditionally placed a high premium on modeling ingenuity rather than on hands-on data gathering and empirical discovery.  Likewise, empirical fields tend to place a greater emphasis on econometric methods and tools than on data development, at least in assessing scholarship.
  These perceptions are particularly consequential for young scholars, often prompting them to stay clear from the seemingly weaker rewards and higher uncertainties of data development projects.   
· There are no good “appropriability mechanisms” associated with the development of new sources of data per se, i.e. there are no “patent-like” instruments to ensure that the developer gets enough academic rewards to justify the high fixed cost incurred.   

· Empirical work in general, and data-intensive projects in particular, typically entail long lead times.  This raises the expected fixed costs of investment in developing new datasets, especially for young scholars facing tenure clocks.  

2. Diffusion and usability of data

As we know well from the institutions of “Open Science”, scientific progress requires the widest possible diffusion of existing knowledge, as well as of new ideas and tools. The same holds for new, original data sources: the economics profession would benefit the most by making those data quickly and widely available to the community of researchers. That requires (i) that developers of new data have enough incentives to put the data promptly in the public domain, (ii) that the data become easily accessible to all; (iii) that the data are posted in standard formats and with appropriate documentation, and that they undergo a process of “quality-assurance” in those respects.  Condition (ii) should not be an issue these days, but (i) and (iii) present serious challenges:
·   We discussed above the lack of sufficient incentives to develop new data sources; here we refer to the dearth of incentives to disclose and make public data that have already been developed. The point is that, absent some reward mechanism to compensate for the unavoidable costs of disclosing and putting the data in the public domain, the developer may chose (most likely just by default) to preclude or delay open access to the data.  
· In principle it would seem that replication of empirical results should be rather straightforward if the data are available and the econometric methods properly described.  In practice that is by no means easy, and in some cases it turns out to be virtually impossible. One of the reasons is that data come in many forms, there is an enormous amount of minute details to ponder, documentation may be partial, etc. Thus, the mere posting of data on an internet site does not ensure that other researchers will be able to use it properly. 

· Researchers that would like to replicate or extend work done by developers of new datasets (certainly something to be encouraged) may unwittingly impose large costs on the latter, by repeatedly requesting further information and documentation, clarification on procedures and data construction, access to additional data, etc.   Reducing these costs would not eliminate all tension between original authors and follow-up researchers, but it would remove a needless friction. 

3. The modus operandi of the JED

In order to try and make progress in this front, we propose an institutional move to address these issues: the establishment of the Journal of Economic Data, to be sponsored by the NBER.  The journal will have primarily a “virtual” or web location, and will be based at the NBER.  To make clear how we propose to improve incentives for development and disclosure of data, we first describe our proposed procedure for “publication” in the JED,
· A researcher gathers and develops a new, original data set, in order to conduct an empirical study. 

· She completes at least one significant project that uses these data, and publishes it in a (good) journal. 

· She then submits the data set to the JED in a standard format, together with a paper that consists of a description of the phenomenon that the data refer to, a detailed description of the data, main trends in it, descriptive statistics, some basic facts that emerge from it, etc., and an appendix with the documentation needed to use it.  This paper, which need only be descriptive, is the “publication.” 
· The JED editorial board would judge the novelty, significance and potential usability of the new data, and verify that the author has already published a journal article that relies on these data.  Note that these criteria are about the data set itself: is it (i) new/original? (ii) “significant” both in the sense that it is not a trivial matter to obtain it and that it refers to an economic phenomenon of sufficient interest? and (iii) likely to have wide enough potential for further research? 
· If the above criteria are met, the JED would then referee the paper accompanying the data, and check in the process whether the documentation and data format are appropriate and according to standards.  The latter would initially be those suggested by our colleagues as best practice; a written document describing these standards would evolve as part of the JED’s editorial process, itself benefiting future data developers and users. 
· Once a submissions has been formally accepted, publication would entail the following: (i) officially posting of the data in a specially assigned place in the NBER website; (ii) publishing the accompanying paper in the journal itself (the JED), which will appear every so often (say, 3 times a year), and will be published electronically only. 

4. Use of the published data

Researchers using the data posted in the above fashion would commit to comply with the following rules of citation:

· They will acknowledge and properly attribute the source of the data.

· They will cite the article published in the JED.

· They will cite (at least one) article that the author of the data has published already on the basis of the data (recall that the existence of such article is a pre-condition for submission).

The editorial board of the JED will also oversee the proper compliance with these rules. 

Original developers of JED datasets will have no obligation to respond to queries from individual users, but instead will refer them to the documentation.  Complaints to original developers about documentation will need to be routed through the JED.  The JED’s role in quality assurance will mean that users will normally read the documentation rather than contact the developer.  Further, if a gap in the documentation is discovered by an individual user, it will rebound to the benefit of all scholars, not only to that user and the original data developer.
5.  The role of the NBER    

It is quite clear that the NBER is the ideal sponsor and loci for this venture, it certainly has the necessarily infrastructure, and shares the ultimate goals, namely, to incentivize original empirical research. Moreover, there is reason to believe that the establishment of the JED at the NBER will enhance the standing of the NBER as the dominant research institution in Economics.

The intention is to confine at first the operation of the JED to faculty associated with the NBER, both in terms of submissions and of refereeing, with the active involvement of heads of programs and/or other researchers designated for that purpose by the heads of programs.  That will ensure a minimal quality standard (that we believe will be quite high) and avoid “nuisance” submissions that could impair the work of the editorial board. Relying on the NBER family for refereeing may help in terms of assuring a high degree of cooperation, shared responsibilities, and commitment. If the venture succeeds we could contemplate opening it up in the future to the economics profession as a whole.  Of course, there would be no comparable limitation on  users of the data.  
We suggest that the editorial board be initially composed of all heads of NBER programs that wish to participate, or other program members specifically designated for this purpose. The editors of the JED will rely on these associate editors to suggest referees for submissions in their respective areas, as well as to help out in the decision making process. As suggested above, the refereeing process would involve establishing the novelty, significance and potential usability of the new data, and refereeing the accompanying paper. 
In addition, there is need for a editorial assistant, who will (i) assess compliance with the data format required, (ii) check the documentation and related technical aspects;  (iii) be in touch with the author for clarifications or further requests in those respects; (iv)  be in charge of the publication process itself; (v) oversee the compliance with the use and citation rules mentioned above. For the posting and maintenance of the data at the NBER website we should be able to rely (at least at the beginning) on the existing NBER personnel. 
6. Concluding remarks

Preliminary discussions with a wide range of empirical economists indicate that there already exist a large stock of potential submissions, that is, there are many researchers that have developed original data sets in the past few years, that could conform with the criteria and goals set here. The idea is to prompt them to undertake the additional effort of organizing the data in the proper format, documenting them, writing the accompanying descriptive paper, and submitting the package to the JED. This “backlog” should be enough to feed the JED through its initial steps; the incentive effects that a successful JED would hopefully generate would kick in later on, and provide for a steady stream of submissions in the future. 

The success of this venture depends of course upon many elements, none certain at this point. However, it seems that the time is ripe to undertake it, and the many enthusiastic responses that we have received already make us more than willing to take the risk.   
� The idea described here is not entirely original, and actually originates from Scott Stern’s work on “Biological Resource Centers: Knowledge Hubs for the Life Sciences.”


� Historically this was amply justified, in view of the fact that data were indeed very scarce, laboratory experimentation virtually impossible, and hence modeling and econometric ingenuity and sophistication were called for in order to overcome the data handicap.  
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