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Report of Findings from Focus Group and Online Questionnaire: The 

opinions of potential users of a policy databank service 

 

1 Focus group 
There were 9 participants to the focus group, all of whom either generated data or actively used 

data as part of their working practices. The opinions expressed were therefore from the viewpoint of 

potential users of a data policy databank service. The general consensus was that data should be 

shared: to aid working in collaboration with other people; as part of an open ethos or for a 

researcher to gain the endorsement of their peers.  

1.1 Caveats 
The main opinion expressed was that it would be difficult to deposit truly raw data, in the original 

state that it is gathered. Data needs to undergo a certain basic level of refinement before it can be 

shared. This is either because of data gather’s thought mapping or to correct statistical errors. The 

context of the data gathering is also a factor; it may have been gathered with a promise of 

confidentiality, or to complete a study that must remain unique for a limited amount of time (report 

or PhD thesis). Data comes in many forms, numerical, visual, verbal, and its form can have a bearing 

on its use and usefulness. The currency of data was also considered, for example some data may be 

too out of date to be of use.  Therefore, the feeling that the group conveyed was that they were 

positive about sharing data, but had certain caveats to the depositing of data. 

The caveats listed were as follows: 

 Raw data should be refined to eliminate error, to be understandable and anonymised 

 The context of the data should be taken into consideration 

 The form of the data 

 Currency of data 

1.2 Benefits 
The group considered that the positive aspect of sharing data is that cross collaboration between 

disciplines or geographic boundaries would be easier and that one set of data can generate a wide 

variety of answers. Again the feeling of being open with data was generally approved. The concept 

was put forward that shared data can be passed on, validated by other researchers and also 

preserved for posterity. The transferable storage of data was discussed, so much data can be lost if it 

stored digitally, when technology advances at a rapid pace. Uploading data to a cloud service that 

would automatically upgrade their storage systems would appear to be a solution.  

Therefore, as can be seen in Figure 1, the group identified that the positive aspects of background 

data being made available together with published journal articles were as follows. Data can be 

expressed in a variety of forms. Sharing the data would be also depend on the fulfilment of certain 

caveats, although there would be benefits to doing so, including ensuring that the data is made 

accessible for future generations.            
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Figure 1 the positive aspects of data sharing 

 

1.3 Concerns 

The theoretical fears of the consequences of sharing data that were discussed by the group 

included: 

 The accumulation of outdated data 

 Misuse of freely available data used to justify biased arguments 

 Loss of control over data 

 A surfeit  data leading to the discipline of Science becoming based on analysis instead of 

discovery 

 

There was a fear of the public perception of “cleaned up data” and of the possibility that published 

data could be fabricated; the need to verify that data was considered important. It was suggested 

that ownership disputes of datasets would arise.  

The alternative situation was considered, for instance questioning whether there is an audience for a 

database of shared data, or that communication between disciplines may be difficult because 

implications, meanings and definitions of terms vary from one subject area to another. Some 

incentive may be needed for researchers to choose to share their data. A good portion of the group 

talked about the “What if” situation of shared data in a rapidly progressing digital world. The group 

also considered that the financial needs of publishers, e-publishing and research funding models 

does not necessarily fit in with a world of freely shared data. Similarly, there were concerns that 

shared data would not attract funding. 

1.4 Barriers  
A variety of barriers to sharing data were listed: 

 Data is gathered confidentially and anonymity is guaranteed to participants of research.  
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 Methods of digital data storage changed quickly therefore some data is held on obsolete 

equipment 

 Knowing where to deposit data, ease  and the time to do it is a factor 

 Establishment research models do not value and encourage sharing data 

 

The group expressed the need for guidance on where to deposit data, and showed concern over 

current methods of retrieving data; Journals are a known source of data, Google searches select the 

most commonly found information, and institutional repositories are difficult to access. The research 

system is currently set up to accredit research from new data, and an open data environment is not 

encouraged by the establishment amongst researchers. The participants suggested that a change of 

mindset is called for, from individual researchers to establishment bodies such as publishers, funding 

and research committees and universities.      

Figure 2 shows that the concerns about data sharing that were raised by the participants. They 

anticipated that a mass of available data would change the emphasis of future research to that of 

analysis rather that first hand data gathering and that the growth of e-publishing would affect 

current publishing models. Data that is already digitally shared can be difficult to access, but the 

overall opinion was that to be able to freely share data existing barriers must be removed. Sharing 

data would be an easier process if individual and institutional mindsets are changed.    

Figure 2 Concerns and fears of data sharing 

 

2 Online Questionnaire 
The respondents to the questionnaire covered the range of academic disciplines. Most of the 

respondents worked in Science or Social Science, however there were representatives from a 

substantial range of fields which means that the self selecting sample was from a cross-section of 

research disciplines. The Subject areas were similarly diverse; 36 different subjects were listed 

ranging from English Literature to Palaeontology. The most frequently listed subject was Information 
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Studies (14 respondents.) The least number of respondents were from the field of Economics. The 

majority of respondents were actively working on a PhD or MPhil and one respondent was studying 

for an MSc. A similar number of respondents (approximately 30%) were post qualification 

researchers for between 5 - 14 years which meant that roughly two thirds of the sample group were 

either new or established researchers. Few respondents were within their first four years of work 

after qualification and even fewer were well established researchers of over 15 years post 

qualification. Geographically, a very small number of respondents were based in South America and 

Africa and more were based in Australia and New Zealand than in North America. A considerable 

majority were based in Europe (68%).  

The opinions stated in the questionnaire are therefore from the viewpoint of potential users of a 

data policy databank service.  In consequence, the findings of this survey are derived from 

researchers who are mainly, but not exclusively, based at a European institution working in a wide 

range of disciplines and subjects. 

2.1 Data generation and sharing habits 

A minority of people that answered stated that they did not generate data (13%). Of the data that 

are produced, slightly more is qualitative in nature rather than quantitative. Approximately one third 

of respondents produce computer programs, a quarter produce experimental procedures or 

protocols, one fifth have a multimedia output. The explanations given by respondents about the 

nature of their data (Table 1) demonstrate that more qualitative (documentary and textual) and 

virtual data are generated than quantitative and visual data.  

Table 1 Responses given to explanation of the question “what kind of data/materials/programs do you 

generate?” 

Researchers description of data  Qualitative  
(documents 
and text) 

Quantitative 
(figures) 

Visual 
data 
(images) 

Virtual 
data 
(software 
or 
protocols) 

Collection of examiner reports and questions supervisory 
reports, letters and other documentary evidence.  

yes    

Dataset of measurements and statistical analyses  yes   

Digitised Textual Sources yes    

Excavation, field observation, environmental monitoring, 
software to collate mine and analyse 

yes   yes 

Excel sheets  yes   

Focus Group, Interview Transcripts, some footage of 
people using computers, digital photographs 

yes

 
 yes

 
 

Geodata  yes  yes 

Geologic maps, chemical and isotopic analyses of Earth 
Materials, GIS datasets  

 yes yes yes 

Interview transcripts yes    

Ontologies    yes

 Reports yes    

Visualization   yes  

Web Services, Data Models and Specifications    yes

 6  4 3 5 
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Digital data appears to be stored both on the researcher’s own computer, the researcher’s work 

computer and on a work server. The data can therefore be in many places simultaneously, 

presumably as a method to back up information so that it will not be irretrievably lost. The favoured 

means of digital storage were Dropbox and variety of cloud servers, especially for the virtual data. 

One respondent stores data on Google docs.  Few respondents stored digital data on a disciplinary 

digital or archive. Researchers stated that they store non-digital data at their workplace rather than 

at home, although more non-digital data is stored at home than at an external repository. One 

respondent destroys all raw data after research publication. 

Well over half (56%) already share their data, albeit with their colleagues, although certain 

researchers shared only with their research partner. Under half (38%) of the respondents did not 

allow access to their data. Just over a fifth of researchers allow their data to be openly available in 

external locations to people other than researchers. Two respondents commented that they allow 

different levels of access depending on the context of the data. One researcher allows access by 

request only.  

Slightly more researchers thought that they were unlikely to change their sharing habits (approx 

37%) than change their sharing habits (36%). A few considered that they would share less of their 

data in future, while a minimum of researchers were not able to share because of the sensitive 

nature of the data. The respondents who commented about changing their habits were mostly 

uncertain about their actions because they did not know if they had a secure future in research 

(Table 2). Six researchers attached conditions to sharing data, such as when a piece of research has 

been completed.  Four stated that they would make an effort to share, one already shares their data 

and one cannot share due to confidentiality issues. 

    Table 2 Comments that respondents made about changing their data sharing habits 

Comment Uncertain Will share Already 
shares 

Cannot 
share 

Conditions 
to sharing 

Data release on completion of each research phase  yes   yes 

I'm not sure, depends a lot on what my university 
chooses to do; I can't fund the 
equipment/software/support for this on my own 

yes    yes 

Unsure yet, Happy to share data once published. yes yes   yes 

interested in sharing but concerned about 
confidentiality 

yes    yes 

I believe there is transparency is particularly 
important in presenting research results 

  yes   

I do not know yes     

There's sensitivity issues surrounding it... not 
allowed to share. 

   yes yes 

Increasing possibilities to publish full data sets 
online with journal articles 

 yes    

When I leave academia, I will not be in a position to 
answer enquires and share my data directly - the 
responsibility will fall to my collaborators. 

yes    yes 

Don't know - because I don't know what I am going 
to be working on next 

yes     

I will make my data more available if I possibly can  yes    

 6 4 1 1 6 
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Half the respondents find other researcher’s data from colleagues, or from an institution or 

organisation. Many accessed research data from other external repositories and data bases (39%). 

Approximately one third of researchers stated that they accessed data that was stored with articles 

in published journals. A small number of researchers answered that they did not use other 

researcher’s data, whereas one respondent explained that the data for their discipline is published 

as hard copy monographs, and therefore the source point of their access.  

2.2 Key drivers to sharing data 
The general view expressed about increasing access to research data was positive, most respondents 

putting forward a pro-data sharing opinion (Figure 3). The top four drivers for increasing access to 

data stated being:  openness, accountability, increased access to data and increased efficiency of 

research resources. Other drives listed are as follows: 

 Data Storage 

 Societal Norms 

 Verifiability 

 Ease of collaboration 

 Increased quality 

 Promotion of knowledge 

 Allows replication studies 

 

Figure 3 Key drivers to increasing access to research data 
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The opinions stated reflected a sense that current society requires research to be open and 

accountable and therefore there is a drive for researchers to establish an ethos of open data.   

 

2.3 Concerns about sharing data 
The most frequently expressed concern is that of attribution of intellectual property right to the data 

being shared. Most of the people who answered this survey were actively generating data either as 

part of doctoral research, or as an established researcher, therefore, their major concern was the 

loss of intellectual property rights for the data author and the current lack of regulations for sharing 

data. One respondent used the phrase “danger of being gazumped”, meaning that if a researcher 

allowed access to their data early in their research another individual could use that data to 

complete the research and publish conclusions prior to the original data gatherer.  

The next frequently expressed issue is the institutional and establishment models and mindset which 

create barriers to sharing data. Many respondents considered that general establishment and 

institutional practices do not currently support the ethos of sharing data. The research system is 

currently set up to accredit research from new data, and an open data environment is not 

encouraged by the establishment amongst researchers.   

It is also perceived that it is difficult to share data that has been gathered confidentially; fearing that 

trust between researcher and participant may be compromised and the worry of breaking 

confidentiality. The point in the research process at which data is shared was seen to be important 

and that sometimes data gathering does not always collect accurate data. Data can also be 

presented in many forms and there is a lack of standardisation. There is an anxiety voiced that 

Science may become over-commercialised. It was suggested that an incentive to share data may be 

needed, possibly some academic credit could be given to publishing data. There was speculation that 

large quantities of stored and accessible data would include irrelevant or unnecessary data causing 

information overload.  The importance of depositing the data in such a way that it can be logically 

and easily retrieved was emphasised.  

There were concerns raised about the possible misuse of sharing data by unethical researchers, such 

as: fictitious datasets being deposited; publishing positive results of research and hiding the negative 

results or misattribution of authorship. Some researchers reported that although they have the 

intention to share data, they cannot do so because they do not know where to deposit their data or 

that they do not have the time or resources in order to deposit their data.  
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Figure 4 The problems and issues concerned with data sharing as voiced by the respondents 

 

 

 

Figure 4 shows the main concerns that researchers voiced about sharing data. Currently: 

Institutional practices and the mindsets of some researchers do not encourage the practice of 

openly sharing data, to effectively retrieve stored data efficient systems should be in place, the 

nature of research could change, and certain caveats are attached to the free sharing of data, the 

most important being the attribution of intellectual property rights to the data gatherer. 

2.4 Linking data with publications  
Just over one third of respondents consider that digital data linked to a published article as integral 

to the main conclusions would be useful and also agree that it should be mandatory. Almost one 

fifth of respondents had not previously considered the idea whereas only two respondents do not 

consider that it is necessary. Twelve respondents provided further comments to their answer (Table 

3): 8 comments were positive, 5 considered that certain conditions should apply and one was 

negative. 

 As can be seen in Table 3, researchers feel that data linked to an article provides an evidence trail 

that can be personally checked and verified by peers, thereby minimising fraudulent results. 

However, some conditions should apply which would depend on the context of the data, for 

instance its sensitivity or usefulness. The quantity of data supplied could be an issue, whether a full 

set or a summary, and the question of where the data would be stored should be resolved. The 

negative comment did not attack the principle of linking data; the issue for that respondent was that 

of time constraints.  On the other hand, four researchers worded their comments strongly in favour 

of mandatory linking data and results.  
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Table 3 Respondents opinion's of integrally linking digital data to the main conclusions of a published article  

Comment Positive Conditions  Negative 

it will help to ensure no research fraud yes   

It'll be easier to trace each finding of the research and the 
evidence in the form of the data. 

yes   

I think in many aspects this is already done yes   

I think this will really depend on the specific circumstances 
and cannot be answered in such a general way. 

 yes  

I think it should be mandatory, with exceptions e.g. for 
sensitive data 

yes yes  

it depends upon the type and purpose of the study  yes  

Yep, totally think it should be mandatory. The question is 
where is the data etc stored? 

yes   

But problematic whether the entire data set needs to be 
published or whether good summary data would suffice 

yes yes  

I would not have the time to access these data and explore 
analysis further. 

  yes 

If it's that key to the findings - I'd want to see it/quiz it myself yes   

I think - where possible - this should be a requirement yes   

It depends on the usefulness of the data  yes  

 8 5 1 

 

The majority of researchers replied that they would find supplementary materials linked to an article 

really useful (43%).  Nearly 26% of respondents answered that they would appreciate that type of 

information whereas 15% had not previously thought about supplementary data linked to an article. 

Three percent commented that they were only interested in the article itself and a small number 

(7%) thought that extra data would lead to information overload.  Comments received included the 

following points: 

 The data should be well organised 

 The data should be relevant and useful 

 The data should be readily visible 

 It is already being done 

 There is no need to link supplementary data because the article should include all relevant 

information. 

 The decision lies with the author and editor 

 

2.5 Data sharing policies 
Most respondents believe that journals should provide data sharing policies (74%). One fifth of the 

researchers were uncertain but only 3% consider that they should not provide such policies. Some 

flexibility, enforcement and clarity of the policy would be appreciated by the researchers and a 

scrutinised trial of such policies would establish their utility. Similarly, 74% of researchers considered 

that there would be benefits to a service offering information about journal research data policies, 

23% are uncertain and only 3% considered there would be no benefit. The most commonly stated 

benefit is that it would provide a good central resource. As an example, two respondents stated that 



10 

 

Sherpa Romeo and Sherpa Juliet are useful in that respect. A small number of respondents 

expressed the view that there was little benefit to such a service; that it is difficult to find such a 

service and questioned the feasibility. A suggestion was made that the service should not increase 

bureaucracy but should simplify the addition and access of data.  

A considerable majority of respondents, 79%, replied that they would use such a service as opposed 

to 21 % who replied that they would not. Table 4 shows that the two most common reasons given 

for using such a service were to gather data and to select where to publish. Two reasons for not 

using the service were that it was not considered personally relevant and direct access to the journal 

was preferable.  

Table 4 Reasons given for the use of a service that offers information about Journal research data policies 

Comment Yes Un-
certain 

No Reason given Other comment 

Although happy to share, I would want to retain 
copyright of my data. This would help me avoid 
certain journals. 

*   To aid selection of 
journals 

Would want 
retention of data 
copyright 

Would save a lot of time *   To save time  

Definitely. *   Unconditional yes  

For consultation whenever needed *   For consultation  

In my area data access is not a major issue and I 
don't expect relevant journals to differ in important 
ways 

  * No need  

If it is useful, why not. perhaps, such services might 
assist me in the future, 

*   For future need  

Any researcher who generates data would be an 
idiot not to. Simple. 

*   Unconditional yes  

Only if the journals have a policy but don't publish it, 
which seems unlikely 

 *  Unlikely   

Sensitive data may need to be published in a journal 
with a certain policy. 

*   To aid selection of 
journals 

 

Not sure what for at the moment   * Has no current use 
for the service 

 

Possibly  *  Uncertain  

If only to help me consider my destinations for 
publication and data sharing 

*   To aid selection of 
journals 

 

Data provides base information *   For gathering data  

I would want to access the current policy from the 
publisher's website. 

  * Uncertain  

To search for data that comply to a certain policy *   For gathering data  

Subject to the previous answer (if not too 
bureaucratic)  

 *  Uncertain Complexity ,If not 
bureaucratic 

Guide choice of journals for publishing *   To aid selection of 
journals 

 

If I knew about it I might, although I would expect a 
journal to take responsibility for this themselves if 
they wish to be seen as responsible 

 *  Uncertain  

 11 4 3   

 
Two researchers commented that they would use the service unconditionally. Other reasons for the 
use of the service were to save time, for consultation, in case of future need.  There were two 
caveats given for the use of the service, if it not too bureaucratic and as long as the author retained 
to copyright to the data (Table 4). 
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Many useful suggestions were given as ideas for inclusion in a policy bank service and are 
categorised and listed as follows: 
 

 Functionality  
o Clear, automated simple instructions  
o Visual navigation of site in order to find policy options easily 
o  Technical support 

 

 Service information 
o Policy and procedures of service  
o Best practices and guidelines 
o Curation policy, how long the data will be held or migrated to new technologies 

 

 Content: basic 
o Images 
o Datasets 
o Grey literature  
o Summaries of policies 
o Advocacy documents 

 

 Content: journal policies 
o Compliance statistics 
o RCUK policies as a baseline 

 

 Content: policies and guidelines concerning submitted data 
o Details of Copyright ownership 
o Licensing of use, eg creative commons 
o Ethical clearances and requirements 
o Recommended or required file, data or metadata formats 
o Conditions of use and access, including any restrictions  
o Level of detail that journals may need 

 

 Content: external links 
o Contact details of researchers 
o Locations where data can be archived and retrieved (URL)  
o URL of policy on publisher’s website 

2.6 Further comments  
Seven of the respondents commented in favour of the initiative with statements such as “very 

important” and “I welcome this initiative”. A concern was voiced that sharing data would become 

required, and would restrict the freedom of research and intellectual capital.  Other respondents 

offered the following comments: A suggestion to use the Global Biodiversity Information Facility 

(GBIF)1 as a role model. A group of economists in Columbia have set up a blog called “TheColombist” 

in order to share data, information and knowledge and the question was asked concerning the 

geographical scope of Journals included in the policy bank.   

 
                                                           
1
 Gbif.org 
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3 Emergent patterns between focus group and online survey 
When compared, the results gathered from both the focus group and the online questionnaire show 

certain themes in common. A considerable majority of participants show understanding of the 

current social climate for open access and sharing data. Many participants are amenable to sharing 

the data that they generate. However, they considered that certain parameters should be put in 

place to ensure the safety and reliability of the data that they, or other researchers, deposit in an 

open access repository. There is also a common feeling that certain barriers which do not encourage 

sharing must be removed before the open access ideal can be fully achieved.  The participants of 

both the focus group and the online questionnaire noted the benefits, caveats and concerns of 

openly sharing data. The focus group did not assess the individual research value of using a journal 

data policy data bank service - the information about that aspect of sharing data has been solely 

provided from the results of the online survey.  

3.1 Benefits 
As can be seen in Figure 5, the general consensus is that sharing research data should be encouraged 

because today’s society expects openness and accountability, especially when public funds are used. 

There are many benefits that can be derived from sharing data, both to the individual researcher 

and to science. The open storage of data not only allows an individual to access data that is useful, 

but also provides storage for their data with capacity and automatic technological update.  Openly 

accessed data increases the opportunity for collaboration between disciplinary and geographical 

boundaries. 

Figure 5 The benefits of sharing data 
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Figure 5 also shows that the benefits to science is that research can be conducted more efficiently 

when data sets are known to be available, instead of many research projects gathering the same 

data independently. This would reduce research costs. Sharing data stimulates and promotes 

knowledge, as cross disciplinary links can be detected and new hypothesis formed by using data in a 

novel way. If data is openly accessible, it can be examined and verified, and studies can be replicated 

to prove results. Therefore the quality of scientific knowledge may be increased.     

3.2 Caveats 
However, the researchers considered that sharing the first incarnation of raw data would not be 

useful because data must be understood to be interpreted. Figure 6 lists the caveats to data sharing. 

Openly shared data should be free from inaccuracies and errors and in a form that is easily 

understood by other researchers. Data are gathered in many forms, textual, numerical or images 

and participant consider that some standardisation would be needed in order to simplify the deposit 

and retrieval of data. The data is often gathered in a certain context, such as for a PhD, or for 

sensitive research projects, therefore it may not be released until the required task is finished.   

Access to the data should be free at the point of delivery.    

Figure 6 conditions to be fulfilled before sharing data 

 

 

3.3 Concerns 
The concerns and fears raised by participants were based on the suppositional situation of “What 

if?” and on their perception of the existing structure of University and Research funding and current 

publishing practises (Figure 7. The major concern was the control and attribution of the intellectual 

property rights of the data author. Participants expressed worry about data that had been gathered 

confidentially under strict ethical guidelines with assurances to research participants that their 

information would not be made public. Certain researchers felt that the publication of any such data 
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would be a betrayal of trust between them and their research participants. Apprehension of the 

unknown and a change in the focus of research to analysis rather than discovery was voiced by 

members of the focus group, whereas the online survey respondents were more concerned about 

the financial situation such as over commercialisation and funding. The potential great volume of 

shared data, its currency and methods of retrieval were considered to be an issue.  Both groups of 

participants believed that there are currently barriers to sharing data which are listed as follows: 

 Knowing where to deposit data 

 Confidentiality of data 

 Available time to deposit the data 

 Research funding models 

 Research publishing models 

 University assessment models 

 Lack of standardistion of current repositories  

 

 The majority of participants agree that in order to facilitate general sharing of data, the mindset of 

individuals and institutions need to change. There is a perception that some researchers hoard data 

to be in control of their subject area and that others do not disclose their data in the fear that should 

another researcher use it, they will lose the attribution and accolade of prime discovery. However, 

all researchers reported that their data was shared with at least one other individual and did not 

admit to being possessive about data.     

Figure 7 concerns to be answered before data is shared 

 



15 

 

3.4 Value 
 Figure 8 shows the majority and minority view of the personal value of a centralised service that 

lists and records the data sharing policies of academic journals. Almost 80% of respondents replied 

that they would use the service. The majority of respondents thought that such a service would be 

of benefit, journals should provide data sharing policies and that integral and supplementary data 

should be linked to an article, with a majority of respondents considering that it should be 

mandatory to link data to the main conclusion of an article.  

Figure 8 The value that participants ascribed to a journal data policy databank service 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 120%

Linking a publication with integral data in 
main conclusion is useful

Linking a publication with data in main 
conclusion should be mandatory

Linking a publication with supplemenatary 
material would be useful

Journals should provide data sharing 
policies

There are benefits to having a servce 
offering information about journal 

research data policies

I would use this kind of service

in favour

not in favour

 

4 Summary 
It would appear that despite the concerns of researchers, there is a will to make data openly 

available. Certain conditions would need to be met to prepare data into a sharable state. In order to 

facilitiate data sharing to become commonplace, barriers of entrenched instituional practices should 

be reviewed and polices should be developed so as to allay fears. The evidence collected suggests 

that a data policy information service would be used by many researchers.  

 


