
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS


ABOUT THE ECONOMICS 345 MEMOS

1. How do I find topics? The most important step in finding each topic is to get interested in an industry, market or product. This can happen in a number of different ways; for example:

· You may have a hobby or pastime that is supplied by an industry (for example, the music industry or mountain bike manufacturing).

· You may have worked in an industry and therefore be familiar with it.

· You may have a family member or friend who has a connection with the industry.

· You may have read an article about an industry that you found interesting.

· You may have searched the Internet using keywords of interest to you, and found that many articles have been written on that subject.

Perhaps the most important advice in finding a topic is: Look. It’s very rare for a student who has honestly looked to have difficulty finding a topic.

2. What comes first, finding the topic or finding what’s available on the topic? Surprisingly, finding what’s available comes first for a number of successful students. If you pick a topic first and then see what’s available, you may be disappointed at what’s there.

3. What if the JMU libraries don’t have what I need? Very few students ask this question after exhausting what the JMU libraries have to offer; more often they ask it after nothing more than a casual search. However, if the JMU libraries don’t have what you need, they can often get it for you through interlibrary loan or other electronic means.
4. How do I find articles with relevant information? Start out by looking in the indexes and databases. There you will get references to specific periodicals available in hard copy, microforms or online.

 If you can find a classic article in a serious academic journal – no matter how old – that addresses your topic, you’re in luck. You can track people who are writing about that article through Social Sciences Citation Index, available through searching http://www.lib.jmu.edu/resources/ . For example, if you’re researching incentive-based regulation of electric utilities, find Demsetz’s original work on this subject from the 1970s. Then use Social Sciences Citation Index to find out who has been citing Demsetz’s article more recently. Look up their articles and you’ll have some recent references in the right area.

Footnotes are a valuable ally in this process. Often you’ll see an article that’s not quite what you want, but it will include a footnote reference to some other work that’s exactly what you want. Follow the footnote chain!

5. May I call or email companies for information? Yes, but do it quickly and make your request as clear and specific as possible. Unless you start very early, do not plan on writing a memo that will depend on getting information from a company where you have no particular influence.

6. May I use in-person or phone interviews as a source? Yes. Keep notes that are as complete as possible and be sure to record times and dates. Also make sure to use sources that can confirm or deny what you learn in the interviews. If you interview one retailer, for example, that retailer’s opinion should carry less weight than a group of interviews or industry-wide studies.


7. What citation style should I use? Use the author-date system known as the “Chicago” author-date system in this country and the “Harvard” system in Europe. Here’s how it works: In the body of your memo, any time that you use a contestable fact or figure, indicate the source in parentheses by author’s last name and date. If the citation is to the entire book or article, no page number is necessary; but if the citation refers to a particular page number or numbers, include that information. 

For example, (Kaiser 1964, 48-65) is a correct reference citation for Ernest Kaiser’s 1964 article on the literature of Harlem. All of the following are incorrect:

(Ernest Kaiser 1964, pages 48-65)
(“The Literature of Harlem,” 48-65)

(Ibid.)
(Kaiser, 1964, pp. 48-65)


Any Internet sources should include a direct citation of the page used, so that anyone reading the text of your memo could click through to see the source. For example, http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/definitions.html is sufficient on the Census definition of poverty, but www.census.gov is not.


At the end of your memo, include a complete bibliography so that anyone reading your work could easily locate any source. Also include the text (copy and paste) of an online style guide that you used. My favorite is http://library.williams.edu/citing/styles/chicago2.php .

You should know that in academics, consulting, law and graduate school, citations and correct citation style are quite important. Students without previous research experience tend to underestimate the importance of complete and consistently formatted citations. In the future, if you’re assigned a project in Chicago author-date format and come back with bits and pieces of other citation styles, such as “Ibid.” and numbered footnotes, the penalties to your standing are bigger than you’d think.

8. May I write about the same industry that I studied in another class? Yes, but you must disclose that the research was originated in connection with another class. Failure to make this disclosure will be regarded very seriously. Also note: Many past students who simply tried to do a quick rework on a memo from another class did not succeed in producing a high-quality memo.

9. Wouldn’t it be easier just to base the grades in this class on tests alone? It certainly would. It would make things much easier for the instructor in particular. But then you wouldn’t be building your writing and research skills, which are really important to your future success. Life is not like a multiple-choice test!

