Data Accessibility in Political Science: Putting the Principle into Practice

Janet M. Box-Steffensmeier; Katherine Tate

PS: Political Science and Politics, Vol. 28, No. 3. (Sep., 1995), pp. 470-472.

Stable URL:
http://links jstor.org/sici?sici=1049-0965%28199509%2928%3 A3%3C470%3 ADAIPSP%3E2.0.CO%3B2-C

PS: Political Science and Politics 1s currently published by American Political Science Association.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. JSTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you
have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and
you may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www .jstor.org/journals/apsa.html.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or
printed page of such transmission.

JSTOR is an independent not-for-profit organization dedicated to creating and preserving a digital archive of
scholarly journals. For more information regarding JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

http://www.jstor.org/
Fri Apr 7 15:50:59 2006



Symposium

could have written the paper differ-
ently and corrected Meier. But his
points were still valid and my ef-
forts at replication, while accurate,
irrelevant.

Often I believe that is the point.
The major progress we make as a
discipline is through asking inter-
esting questions, applying careful
methods, providing insightful analy-
sis, and generalizing with useful
conclusions. Those whose interests
tend toward methodological issues
certainly enhance our joint enter-
prise by providing us with tools for
future work. But the requirement
that all those engaged in original
research provide sufficient docu-
mentation or data sets to encourage
replication seems to me to be over-
kill and not an appropriate use of
our scarce resources of time, en-
ergy, and money. In my view,
continued insistence on adequate
description in an appropriate meth-
odological section meets the stan-
dard upon which we should insist.

Notes

1. The original version of this paper was
given as the Presidential Remarks at the An-
nual Meeting of the New England Political
Science Association, Portland, Maine, May
6, 1995. I thank those colleagues who com-
mented on my address and suggested that I
revise their remarks for this article. I am
also grateful to the following with whom I
have discussed these views, though none in
any way bears responsibility for them: Pa-
trice Franko, Robert McArthur, Linda
Fowler, Warren Miller, Tony Corrado, Cal
Mackenzie, and Ruth Jones.

2. I believe this is different from and
probably more significant than the difficul-
ties in replication, caused by changing time
and circumstances, that King makes note of
in his first footnote.

3. I thank Tony Corrado for pointing out
these possibilities to me and allowing me to
raise them in this forum—thus causing him
what I am certain are needless nightmares.
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Like Gary King and Paul Herrn-
son, we believe that making our
data accessible can strengthen and
advance scholarly knowledge. King
and Herrnson, however, disagree
about the measures necessary to
ensure that data are widely avail-
able to achieve this collective good.
Herrnson criticizes King’s recom-
mendations as potentially bad for
the profession. As scholars who
have collected data and relied on
others’ data for our own research,
and—equally important—as rela-
tively new Ph.D.s in political sci-
ence, we have our own perspective
in this debate over replication and
data accessibility. Some of Herrn-
son’s concerns about King’s rec-
ommendations are legitimate ones.
However, we do not think that re-
lease of data should be a voluntary
matter—the status quo position.
Our position is that the profession
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should formally adopt a data acces-
sibility policy that will be fair to
everyone within the profession.
And we are bold enough to present
the critical features of such a pol-
icy, recognizing that input should
be solicited from broad segments
within the profession before such a
policy is adopted.

The principal point of disagree-
ment between King and Herrnson
is over the need for data accessibil-
ity. King maintains that published
research needs to be replicated; he
writes that ‘‘scholars, with only
your publication and other informa-
tion you provide, ought to be able
to start from the real world and
arrive at the same substantive con-
clusions.”” Given the lack of infor-
mation available about published
research findings and lack of access
to the data employed in those arti-
cles, King contends that the re-

stricted ability of scholars to repli-
cate the research of others poses a
serious problem to empirical politi-
cal science. We think that data
should be accessible for broader
purposes than replication, as char-
acterized by King. As Herrnson
makes clear, replication, especially
in the social sciences, takes on a
broader meaning than in the life
and physical sciences. Knowledge
is less effectively advanced through
mere verification of another re-
searcher’s findings than through
secondary analysis. Verification
alone raises its own potential prob-
lem of legitimizing and perpetuating
existing paradigms, when new para-
digms should be advanced. Be-
cause replication by itself is a more
limited approach to advancing
knowledge, verification followed by
secondary analysis should be en-
couraged. Secondary analysis is
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possible only when the data used
to generate the original study are
made publicly available.

Herrnson opposes a general pol-
icy of data accessibility, primarily
because he believes that research-
ers who collect data will not get a
reasonable return from their invest-
ment of skill, time, and money. Al-
though this is a legitimate concern,
maintaining the status quo may not
be preferable. The problem with
the status quo transcends the idea
that unless research findings are
replicated, some errors will go un-
corrected. Rather, the status quo
provides a strong incentive for re-
searchers to hold onto their data
sets for as long as possible, thus
not only stifling research but also
creating an atmosphere of ill will
more dangerous than that generated
from forcing researchers to relin-
quish their data. Perhaps the worst
case of this occurred not in politi-
cal science or economics but in the
comparatively more gentle field of
religion.

The small group of internation-
ally based scholars who were given
control of the then-recently discov-
ered Dead Sea Scrolls in the 1950s
by Jordan and then by Israel, held
on to their treasure for more than
40 years, providing access only to a
handful of their own graduate stu-
dents. These scholars, including
John Strugnall, a Harvard Univer-
sity professor who served as chair
of this cartel, maintained control by
keeping the scrolls from the public,
but, even more outrageously, de-
laying publication of their transla-
tion of the scrolls. Their monopoly
was finally broken when a small
private museum in California an-
nounced that it would allow schol-
ars access to its microfilm copies of
the scrolls.

But the controversy did not end
there. Scholars who had about a
year’s time to review the scrolls
swiftly published their own transla-
tions before the group of scholars
who for the past 40 years had sole
access. One of these original schol-
ars, Dr. Elisha Qimron, is now su-
ing an author of these new publica-
tions on the grounds that his
copyright translation of one of the
scrolls had been violated. Copies of
his “‘work-in-progress’’ translations
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of the scrolls existed widely, which
Qimron maintained the author had
relied on, and even duplicated.
Qimron’s lawyer put it this way:
““This is a poor guy. He opens a
book and sees his life work there,
without any mention being given to
him. They stole his thunder, his
fire, and his work” (Groner 1993,
2). The defendant-author sees it
differently, arguing that the lawsuit
will have a ““chilling effect on re-
search—by effectively narrowing
the circle of people who can pub-
lish material about ancient texts
without fearing lawsuits.””

In response to these develop-
ments, the Society of Biblical Lit-
erature has established its own data
access policy, recommending that
““those who own or control ancient
written materials should allow all
scholars to have access to them,”’
and, furthermore, that such schol-
ars should not ‘“hinder other schol-
ars from publishing their own stud-
ies’ translations, or editions of the
written materials.”

Is there any material in political
science as priceless and substantial
as the Dead Sea Scrolls? Probably
not. But it seems safe to say that
the egos and vanities of political
scientists are no less large than
those of biblical scholars. Formaliz-
ing a data accessibility policy be-
fore data disputes occur would be
preferable to issuing one afterward.

Although many professional
norms in political science seem
clear and are widely shared, they
are not codified or formalized. In
contrast, the American Association
of Public Opinion Researchers
(AAPOR) has a formal ethics pol-
icy, which all members must accept
as a precondition of membership.
AAPOR revised its code of profes-
sional ethics in 1976 from a state-
ment of maintaining high standards
of scientific competence and integ-
rity in public opinion research to
one that specifically outlined stan-
dards that were in place by 1986.
Why formalize their standards and
make them a condition of member-
ship? AAPOR members were con-
cerned that ““pseudo surveys’’ en-
gaged by anyone within their
organization would harm severely
the scientific credibility of the pro-
fession—a profession that in recent

times has been as greatly maligned
as the press. At the same time, the
move toward specifying a code of
conduct touched off a fierce debate
(Sheatsley and Mitofsky 1992).
Some thought it was impossible to
reach agreement on what consti-
tutes unethical behavior, and others
feared the imposition of ‘‘authori-
tarian standards.”” Yet AAPOR
members could agree on establish-
ing a Standards Committee to in-
vestigate charges of unethical prac-
tices by its members. Things
quickly became ugly. When in 1974
the Standards Committee found
that a firm had violated AAPOR’s
standards on reporting (among
other things, this firm had not iden-
tified the sponsor of the survey),
the firm threatened to sue because
AAPOR did not have established
procedures. Then AAPOR estab-
lished its standards, including the
range of actions it could take
against those judged to have vio-
lated its code of professional be-
havior.

There are several reasons AAPOR
has defined as part of its mission
maintaining its professional stan-
dards. However, it is not clear that
there is a need for APSA to estab-
lish a data accessibility policy as
great as AAPOR’s need to maintain
its professional standards, even
though such a policy would facili-
tate the growth of knowledge. Nor
do we think that an APSA policy
needs to carry sanctions. Neverthe-
less, APSA is in a better position
to enforce a standard more broadly
and effectively than the assortment
of editors, departments, and fund-
ing organizations that King identi-
fies in his article. Moreover, APSA
can develop a policy that incorpo-
rates the concerns of a broader uni-
verse of researchers engaged in em-
pirical research. Last, given that
the trend does favor the adoption
of a data accessibility policy, per-
haps APSA should formulate its
own, before conflict over the norms
and rules of data accessibility
escalates.

Without a formal policy adopted
by APSA, incentives exist to hang
on to one’s data not only under
the status quo, but even if King’s
policy recommendations were im-
plemented on a wide scale. As
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Herrnson points out, a policy
aimed at new scholars and carried
out by certain professional journals
may not be the best solution to the
problem. First, new scholars who
need to publish their work to
achieve tenure might see the fruit
of their labor go to established se-
nior members of the profession and
those with superior research facili-
ties and lighter teaching loads. Sec-
ond, senior and better established
scholars can bypass journals that
enforce a data accessibility policy
and therefore hold on to their data
for longer periods than less estab-
lished political scientists.

King (1995) suggests that five
years may be the appropriate
length for proprietorship. While
this period appears reasonable to
us, the issue of how long a data set
can be kept needs to be discussed.
In addition, when the clock starts
ticking is important precisely be-
cause of Herrnson’s (1995) support-
ing arguments, such as the large
amount of time it takes to collect
and organize a data set. Deciding
when to “‘start the clock’ is tricky.
Many time points would involve
the researcher’s discretion and may
favor scholars with ample resourc-
es; for example, starting the clock
when data collection begins. In-
stead, the time point needs to be
public. Thus when the work is first
presented publicly, i.e., a confer-
ence presentation or a press re-
lease, may be a good starting point.
If the work is published before the
five-year limit, the data set should
be available at that time.

Ideally the entire data set would
be made available for secondary
analysis, but because there are
valid reasons for wanting to keep
the data, only the subset used
would be expected. Of course, be-
cause of confidentiality, some data
sets would not be released at all.
Hopefully, Herrnson’s (1995) em-
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phasis on collegiality will be the
rule rather than the exception
should someone request additional
parts of the data set.

We recognize that archiving data
sets takes time and money. Al-
though it may not be easy at this
time for everyone to archive data,
efforts are being made to clarify
and simplify the process of ar-
chiving—for example, Inter-Univer-
sity Consortium on Political and
Social Research (ICPSR’s) new
electronic service called the Publi-
cation-Related Archive. Nagler
(1995) provides useful guidelines
for scholars that can ease the bur-
den of archiving by taking certain
steps at the data collection and
analysis stages.

Currently little credit is given to
those who produce data sets, i.e.,
recognition from peers that you
have archived 10 data sets. The
work involved in data collection
and writing grants to collect data,
and for scientific progress due to
the cumulative nature of research,
demands that proper credit be
given. For data accessibility and
replication standards to be met,
recognition must be given to those
whose work we depend on. We
advocate establishing a policy of
recognition to the original scholars,
which is often not given. Specifi-
cally, proper citation of the person
or persons who collected the data
and their scholarly work is essen-
tial in secondary data analysis and
publication. Often, the theoretical
and empirical starting point of
one’s secondary research is the
work by prior scholars who should,
therefore, be cited. The names of
scholars who make replication data
sets available could be published in
APSA section newsletters or PS as
an additional incentive to help es-
tablish the norms. The potential
payoffs from such norms are signif-
icant.

We are grateful to King and
Herrnson for engaging the disci-
pline in this debate, especially be-
cause the growth of data sets and
personal computers has made it
inevitable that we would find our-
selves confronting these issues.
And especially for those who re-
ceive scarce public funding re-
sources, archiving their data should
be part of their professional obliga-
tion. This debate makes it clear
that a data policy will be difficult to
formulate. Our contribution is sim-
ply that if we wish to enhance
scholarship and the flow and ex-
change of ideas through a data ac-
cessibility policy, it should be for-
malized.
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