Paper Assignment

Industrial Organization

Grawe

Due Date: 

The paper is due on the last day of finals at 5PM in my office.  Late work will not be accepted.
The Purpose:

This is a dry run for your comps prospectus.  I want you to practice finding questions that are a) interesting and b) answerable.  The interesting part will rely to some degree on existing literature and the theory you have learned in this class and others.  The answerable part depends in large part on the availability of data.  We don’t want you to end up with a question that is interesting but absolutely impossible to answer.  So as you start reading the existing literature, keep an eye on what data sources are being used.

More broadly, the ability to identify interesting questions and possible avenues to answering them is a valuable resource in many aspects of life. 

The Assignment: 

1)  Pick a topic related to IO.  (I will be very relaxed about what makes a topic IO-related.  But if your interests are pushing the envelope, let’s chat before you get too far.)  Then go to Econ Lit, JSTOR, the text, papers you find in Econ Lit and the text, Social Science Citations database, or other sources to find existing work in the area of your interest.  You should be looking for at least 5 articles that are fairly closely related to the question you are interested in.  Try to identify the seminal work in this area and include it in your 5 articles.  (The seminal work may be cited in the text and will surely be cited in most of the papers.  If you find an article in the Journal of Economic Literature that reviews the area of your interest, the seminal article will play a prominent role in that lit review.  Sometimes there is no one right answer to “What is the seminal article?”  But there are a lot of wrong answers.)

2)  As you read these articles, think about extensions or alternative questions that you don’t feel have been adequately addressed.  What questions do you have as you are reading the articles?  Where do you feel unsatisfied with the work?  If you had been writing the paper, would you have included something that the authors did not?  When you read the theory, is there an implication of the theory that you could test with some data?  These are the types of questions that help you find a testable hypothesis.  Once you have your question, you may have to go back and look for articles that are more directly related to your paper topic.  (That is, steps 1 and 2 are a bit iterative.)
3)  Write a 5-page paper.  Here’s what I want to see: a) motivation for your question including a brief review of the relevant existing literature, and b) a description of how you will answer the question including the data source you would use in the study.
Some pointers: 

· Motivate interest in your topic.  Why is this interesting?  One valuable tool in setting the stage for your proposal is summary data.  How prevalent is this issue?  How many people are affected?  Many of you will naturally make quasi-numeric claims about “many, few,…”.  Get the data to be precise.

· Identify a narrow question.  Don’t propose a topic that covers all of IO.  Look for something that you think can be answered in one paper.  Probably you will end up with a question that is too broad to begin with.  So keep asking yourself, “What do I really want to know?  What do I really want to study?”  Keep answering that question, eliminating the superfluous stuff, until you have a narrow question.

· Consider how you can build off of or extend someone else’s work.  Maybe an article you read analyzes the airline industry and you would like to look at the same question in the automotive industry.  Or perhaps an author looked at a relationship between two variables in the 1980s, but due to a change in government policy or the economic environment, there is reason to wonder whether a different relationship holds in more recent data.  These kinds of extensions can be very interesting and they allow you to use the paper you’re extending as a model (you can use their empirical approach, their data source, etc.).
· Choose good articles.  Don’t just take anything that comes along.  It’s hard to figure this out at your stage in the field.  But you might want to note that good journals to look at are The American Economic Review, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, The Journal of Economic Perspectives, The Journal of Economic Literature, Review of Economics and Statistics, The Journal of Political Economy.  The last one may be difficult for you, so be a little careful.  The AER has a May collection of papers presented at the American Economic Association conference.  These are often short, simple, and good sources for other papers.  The JEL provides nice summaries of existing work that can be a good source for the important papers.  The JEP provides accessible introductions to the existing literature.

· I want you to convince me that you actually could get the data you need.  CONVINCE ME!  Identify the name of the data set.  Make sure you could get access to it.  (Don’t tell me you want AT&T’s R&D expenditure data unless you know where that can be obtained.  I’m sure they wouldn’t turn it over to you just because you asked them.)  Then make sure to identify the variables you would need to answer the proposed question.  Make sure these variables are in the data set you are proposing to use.  

· Often the ideal variables will not be in the data set.  Tell me how you are going to get around data limitations and also identify the problems that your bandaid may cause.  (Example: Theory says that I need data on output from all firms to sort out the degree of competition.  I only have data on the largest 5 firms in the industry.,  In the most recent time period of my data, that’s 97% of the industry.  But in the earliest periods of my data, these same firms account for only 73% of the industry.  Will I limit the analysis to only the most recent data?  Do nothing?  Do nothing and then repeat the analysis with several alternative assumptions about the structure of the uncovered firms?  Justify your proposed course of action. )

· Also, do not forget that you can propose to create experimental data as in the Lave (1962) paper.  If this is your choice, be very careful in describing the experiment you would run.  Experiments require GREAT CARE so don’t figure that this will make the third part of the paper easier for you.
· Look at the example paper on the moodle page.  This paper does a really fine job setting up the motivation for the paper (including specific data), provides a clear institutional context, identifies an interesting question that extends a well-discussed existing literature, and then explains clearly how the question will be addressed with specific data. 

· Talk to me…early.  While I will not require it, I STRONGLY RECOMMEND that you make an appointment with me once you have gotten the project underway.  I can help you identify sources.  I can help you think about data   I can help you distill your question.  

