The Economists’ War about Downloading (Handelsblatt, March 3, 2008)

[translated from the German by Florenz Plassmann,

associate professor of economics, SUNY Binghamton]

A drama that involves lobbying, unsold music CDs, and non-verifiable results 

in top journals

Sometimes scientific studies become famous twice.  First when they are published—and second when their quality is called into question.  One such study is the analysis of the effect of file sharing on record sales by the economists Felix Oberholzer-Gee and Koleman Strumpf, who both work in the USA.

Their spectacular result: file sharing services like Napster are not responsible for the massive decline in music sales.  The “Journal of Political Economy” (JPE), one of the five top journals in economics, honored the paper by publishing it as lead article, the first paper in an issue.  The Handelsblatt, too, reported on the study entitled “The Effect of File Sharing on Record Sales” (“Keine Angst vor Kannibalismus,” March 5, 2007).  The music industry, which drowns file sharing services and their customers with lawsuits, was up in arms.

Recently, this paper has sparked a heated discussion.  The relevance of the debate extends far beyond the paper in question.  It questions the reliability of empirical studies in economics, and may ultimately challenge the way in which the crème de la crème of scientific journals deals with scientific evidence.

The key question is: how can a study that is based on secret data that nobody has double-checked be printed without close examination by one of the most prestigious economics journals?  This is especially puzzling because the supplier of the data has a special interest in a certain result.  The study of the two economists from Harvard and Kansas is based on proprietary data on music downloads, which the authors received from the file sharing services “MixmasterFlame” and “FlameNap.”

The debate was started by Stan Liebowitz, a professor of economics at the University of Texas at Dallas.  He too examined the effects of file sharing services—and some of his results were different.  His comment on the paper by Oberholzer-Gee and Strumpf is one of the most frequently downloaded working papers in recent months.  Liebowitz is a controversial figure as well, for example, because he lobbies for Microsoft in some his scientific work, and because the music industry is among the sponsors of his “Center for the Analysis of Property Rights and Innovation” at the university in Dallas.

Even before the issue of the “JPE” with the paper by Oberholzer-Gee and Strumpf was printed, he contacted the editor—none less than Steven Levitt.  Levitt is a professor of economics in Chicago and co-author of the bestseller “Freakonomics.”  Levitt had his own painful experience with one of his own empirical studies whose spectacular result was later shown to be faulty.

Liebowitz knew of the filesharing study before it was published because it had been circulated as a working paper.  In his letter he told Levitt that, despite repeated requests, the authors did not provide him with an opportunity to check their results.  Could he please use his influence as editor of the “JPE” to make such checks possible?  Levitt declined to tell Handelsblatt whether he followed up on this request.

It appears that he did not.  Even one year after publication, the authors still keep their data to themselves.  Oberholzer-Gee told Handelsblatt that they had to sign an agreement not to share the data to get them from the file sharing service.  The authors argued that they had to “protect their sources” and declined to provide Handelsblatt with either a copy of the agreement or the name of a reference at the file sharing service who could confirm their version.

Liebowitz pressed Levitt, the editor of the “JPE,” to at least correct several mistakes and ambiguities before publishing the paper.

For example, the authors write that about half the reductions in music CD sales are the result of the increase in market share of music discount stores with smaller inventories.  Liebowitz argues that this cannot possibly be correct.  He calculates that, even under extreme assumptions, the reduction in inventories can at most account for one-sixth of the decrease in sales.  “It is unbelievable that a top-journal like the “JPE” would publish such claims without any evidence,” Liebowitz complains in his letter, and he points Levitt to an entire series of additional errors or ambiguities.

Levitt forwarded Liebowitz’ letter to the authors, who ignored it—their study was published with only minor changes.  Since then, file sharing services can refer to an academic paper in one of the top economics journals to defend themselves against the music industry.

In principle, like many other journals, the “JPE” requires that authors publish not only their results but also disclose the data and the methods that they use to derive them.  However, this requirement does not apply to Oberholzer-Gee and Strumpf—their paper was accepted before the requirement became binding.  “This has nothing to do with science,” criticizes Bruce McCullough, professor of decision sciences at Drexel University in Philadelphia. “Without scrutiny, there can be no science,” says the expert on the replicability of empirical results in economics.

By refusing to share their data, the authors cannot get rid of Liebowitz.  He checks everything he can check without the authors’ cooperation; especially the authors’ alternative explanations for the reduction in music sales.  He does not agree with any of them.

Bruce McCullough makes it clear whom he finds more convincing: “Liebowitz has shed so many doubts on the quality of the study that I would not believe anything in it unless the authors made their data available to me.”  What exactly Oberholzer-Gee and Strumpf did is often not clear.  Liebowitz has spent a lot of effort to determine how the authors may have derived their results and to find possible sources of their data.  Because Liebowitz, in contrast to the authors, is very precise about his data and his calculations, McCullough considers it irrelevant whether he is motivated solely by scientific curiosity or whether the great interest of the music industry plays a role, too.  “This is irrelevant as long as his methods are clear and his results can be replicated,” says McCullough.

Six months ago, Liebowitz officially submitted his critique of Oberholzer-Gee and Strumpf’s analysis as a comment to the “JPE”—but did not receive a reply from the editor Levitt yet.

The editor appears calm.  Levitt explained to Handelsblatt that there is nothing unusual about this dispute and that it will not affect the reputation of the “JPE.”  “This is neither more difficult nor more controversial than other matters with which I deal on a daily basis.”  No matter how it will end, whether Liebowitz’ comment will be printed or not, “the journal’s reputation will not be harmed.”

Research: US professor Bruce McCullough demands more transparency and independent checks in research

“I don’t believe anything in scientific journals anymore”

Handelsblatt: Professor McCullough, you are one of only a handful of academic economists who have adopted the task of checking empirical analyses in economics.  What is your experience?

McCullough: I have tried to replicate the results of dozens of papers.  This was impossible in such a large number of cases.  I therefore do not believe anything published in an economics journal anymore, unless I can get the data and the computer code to check for myself whether the published results are correct.

When I read an article in a reputable journal, I expect that a reviewer has double-checked the results.  Am I naïve?

I fear that you are.  Except in the simplest papers, it is impossible to describe everything that has happened to the data in the text.  Only the data themselves can do that, together with the computer code.  Reviewers are usually not expected to reproduce all regressions.  They usually trust the authors.  In contrast, reviewers of theoretical analyses are expected to confirm all equations and proofs.

Should editors and reviewers not trust the researchers?

We simply have to accept that researchers occasionally make mistakes and that software might produce incorrect results.  To be able to trust published results, it is necessary that others have the opportunity to check the code to confirm that it really does what it is supposed to do.  Steven Levitt, the editor of the “Journal of Political Economy,” once had an error of this type in one of his own papers.  The error in his code was discovered only because Professor Levitt made his data and his code available to others.  He is a role model in being so open, even if an academic journal does not explicitly require its authors to be open.

Some journals require authors to voluntarily commit themselves to provide data and code upon request.  Does such a requirement solve the problem?

In 1999, H.D. Vinod and I tried to replicate the results of all papers in one issue of the “American Economic Review” (AER).  The “AER” had such a requirement at that time.  Half of the authors refused to fulfill their voluntary commitment.  They did not provide their data and codes upon request.  Other journals had an even worse quota.  When we published our results in 2003, Federal Reserve chairman Ben Bernanke was the editor of the “AER.”  He read our study and established a mandatory data and code archive for the “AER.”  Other top-journals followed.

Could you please explain the purpose of a data archive?

Before a paper is published, the author must provide the journal with the data and the code.  The journal makes them available to third parties who want to check them.  Some older archives have been tested.  Unfortunately it was impossible in the vast majority of the cases to replicate the published results with the available data and code.  My conclusion is that, at least within economics, replicable results are an exception rather than the rule.  So far, every systematic analysis has yielded the same awful result that most of the results cannot be replicated.  Despite these findings, everybody simply assumes that authors provide their data and their codes and that their results can be replicated.  Hopefully newer archives like that of the AER will yield replicable papers.  But that remains to be seen.

What is your opinion of journals that do not adopt such procedures?

If they have no procedure to ensure replicability, then it is official journal policy that published articles do not need to be replicable.  Imagine that: so-called scientific journals implicitly admit that the published results are not necessarily demonstrably correct.  Is that science?

What is the value of a result that cannot be replicated by a third party?

Such a result is not science.  Replicability is the corner stone of the scientific method.  If results are not demonstrably correct, then they should not be the basis of any policy that builds upon it.  Everybody who supplies statistical evidence before an American court must provide all data and the details of all calculations.  Why do we accept a lower standard for journals that are considered scientific and whose articles are used to justify billion-dollar public policies?

