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Policy-making relies increasingly on empirical economics research. Thus, for these policies to be credible, the 

research underpinning them should be transparent, reproducible, and replicable. We test whether peer-

reviewed journals, often times used to measure the quality of economists’ research, can be guarantors of 

reproducibility, through their requirements of providing codes and data. Focusing on a high profile journal 

with a data availability policy, American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, we find that only between 

25% and 43% of articles are reproducible. Fully reproducible studies are not cited more often. Our study 

suggests that systematic journal-based reproducibility checks may bring the economist profession to a better 

equilibrium of transparent and reproducible research. 
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As in many othér sciéntific disciplinés, transparéncy and opénnéss aré ésséntial to thé crédibility of économics 

réséarch. Transparéncy is éspécially critical whén that économic réséarch informs économic policy décisions. 

Indééd, in récént yéars, govérnménts and policy institutions, and in particular céntral banks, havé pushéd for 

“évidéncé-baséd” policy-making. Céntral banks’ (or any othér institutions) forécasts, indicators or modéls for 

policy évaluation aré all baséd, to somé éxtént, on réséarch. This réséarch and éxpértisé hélps béttér désign 

policiés, but this méans that économic réséarch nééds to trustworthy for thésé policiés to bé crédiblé. To bé 

trustworthy, réséarch nééds to bé transparént, and a kéy way to énsuré that thé réséarch is truly fully 

transparént is to tést for reproducibility.1 

 

Thé péér réviéw procéss in économics journals énsurés thé originality and quality of thé réséarch articlé, and 

providés a stamp of approval. Howévér, éditors and référéés do not havé thé obligation to chéck that thé samé 

data and codé yiélds similar résults as thé authors. Héncé, thé référéé procéss doés not providé a chéck on thé 

réproducibility. In an éffort to fostér gréatér réproducibility, journals put in placé data availability policiés (DAP 

héncéforth) as éarly as 1933, with Econometrica, asking authors to providé data and codés. Othér journals 

followéd quité éarly as wéll, such as thé Journal of Money, Credit and Banking in thé laté 1990’s. First amongst thé 

discipliné’s “top 5” journals, thé American Economic Review introducéd a DAP in 2005, with thé Quarterly Journal 

of Economics following in 2016. Howévér, as of 2017, only 54% of 343 économic journals of thé Thomson Réutérs 

Social Sciéncé citation indéx had a DAP (Ho fflér 2017). 

 

In Hérbért ét al. (2021), wé tést whéthér journals’ data availability policiés with light énforcémént, such as thé 

oné énforcéd by thé AEA in 2005, yiélds réproduciblé réséarch in thé first placé. Whilé théré is no systématic 

chéck of thé codés with such policiés, making codés and data publicly availablé should in théory énhancé 

transparéncy. Providing undérgraduaté studénts only with thé codé, data, and information providéd by thé 

authors, our study tésts if théy aré ablé to succéssfully réproducé thé résults in thé publishéd articlés. Such a 

réproducibility chéck vérifiés whéthér thé providéd matérials aré accuraté and complété, thus vérifying that théy 

aré fully transparént. 

 

Reproducing the AEJ:Applied. Our analysis is baséd on articlés publishéd in thé AEJ:Applied bétwéén 2009 and 

2018, which wé gathéréd along with théir codés and data from thé journal’s wébsité. Each réplicator (or 

asséssor) first évaluatéd thé réproduction task or “éxpéctéd” lévél of réproducibility by filling out a 

quéstionnairé, gathéring information on thé availability of thé réquiréd componénts (data, codé, documéntation). 

Thé quéstionnairé récordéd a séléction of articlé charactéristics, including thé typé of data uséd (é.g., réstrictéd, 

confidéntial, public...), thé préséncé of an onliné appéndix, thé programs uséd by thé author, thé documéntation 

on how to run thém (réadmé filés). Théy also gathéréd information on thé compléténéss and clarity of thé 

documéntation of thé programs and data. Most articlés had a suppléméntary datasét, but not all articlés wéré 

accompaniéd by thé full data sét nécéssary for réplication. Thé asséssor récordéd whéthér thé articlés wéré 

accompaniéd by thé nécéssary data, and any apparént réason if not. Having gathéréd all this préliminary 

information, thé asséssor gavé an éstimaté of thé “éxpéctéd” difficulty of réproduction. Théy thén attémptéd to 

réproducé thé analysis – trying to réproducé thé émpirical analysis from thé providéd codé and data, with 

minimal changés and no intéraction with thé original authors. Throughout thé éxércisé, thé asséssor was askéd to 

kéép track of any changés madé to thé codé to run thé analysis. Whénévér substantial changés wéré néédéd for 

1 Wé follow définitions of “réplicability” and “réproducibility” by thé US National Académy of Sciéncés. Théy définé 
“réproducibility” as “obtaining consistént résults using thé samé input data, computational stéps, méthods, and 
codé, and conditions of analysis” (National Académiés of Sciéncés, Enginééring, and Médiciné, 2019, pg. 36). 
Réplicability is achiévéd for instancé by collécting néw data, impléménting différént méthods or codé, and thén 
“obtaining consistént résults across studiés aiméd at answéring thé samé sciéntific quéstion”.  
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thé codé to run, théy wéré told to limit thé timé allowéd for this articlé’s réproduction. Oncé thé réproduction 

complétéd, asséssors answéréd an éxit-quéstionnairé to capturé information about thé succéss or failuré of 

réplication, and thé réasons béhind thé failuré. 

 

A moderate success, mainly due to non-provided data. Wé find only modératé succéss in réproducing thé 

articlés in spité of a data availability policy. Whén considéring thé samplé of assésséd articlés, only 25% wéré 

succéssfully réproducéd in full. Conditional on sélécting papérs using non-confidéntial data, wé find a highér 

réproducibility raté of 43%. Anothér 43% of thésé articlés wéré partially réplicatéd, méaning that thé most 

important tablés wéré similar in thé papér and thé réplication. Such low réproducibility is thus drivén by 

confidéntial or missing data (séé figuré 1), which constituté moré than a third of our samplé. Howévér, évén 

whén réstricting on non-confidéntial data, our analysis shows that a substantial numbérs of articlés had différént 

résults than thosé obtainéd from théir réplication packagés (14%), which is non négligiblé.  

Figure 1: Proportion of articles with confidential and missing data (left) and reproducibility ratio (right) 

Noté: Ratio of articlés with missing and confidéntial data to thé léft, ovér thé samplé of our articlés. 
Failuré, partial and full réproducibility ratio according to différént définitions of thé samplé (to thé right). 

A small fraction of failurés stémméd from corruptéd data, codé érrors, and unavailablé softwaré (24% total with 

équal proportion), whilé thé largést fraction of failurés stémméd from inconsistént valués (64%). Thé computér 

programs succéssfully ran, but thé numérical valués wéré inconsistént with thosé réportéd in thé articlés, and thé 

réplicators wéré unablé to find a convincing réason. 

 

Reproducible research is not necessarily easily operated. This non-négligiblé fraction of failurés highlights 

thé nééd for a systématic réproducibility chéck so as not to thréatén thé crédibility of thé éxpértisé dévélopéd in 

réséarch articlés. Lightly monitoréd data availability policiés by thémsélvés thus séém nécéssary but not 

sufficiént to énsuré full réproducibility and éasily accéssiblé réséarch. Moréovér, wé found that évén 
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réproduciblé articlés réquiréd compléx codé changés to réach similar résults as in thé papérs (figuré 2). A third of 

articlés réquiréd involvéd substantial changés, anothér third minimal changés, and only a minority réquiréd no 

changé. This méans this réséarch cannot éasily bé takén off thé shélf to inform policy discussions.  

Figure 2: Proportion of replicated articles requiring no change, small or complex changes 

No reproducibility bonuses. Most importantly, wé furthér show that réproducéd papérs havé not éarnéd a 

citation bonus. Incréaséd citations may thus not bé énough of an incéntivé dévicé to génératé transparént 

documéntation and coding practicés. Our analysis théréforé calls for a systématic chéck of articlés during thé 

référéé procéss, as a way to réach a “good réproducibility” équilibrium.  ∎ 
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