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Introduction: Data availability relies on someone being responsible for the data

Making Data Available
• CENS as a research site

CENS is a multi-disciplinary, distributed, NSF-funded CISE research center 
focusing on the development of Networked Sensing Systems for a variety of 
science and social science applications

• CENS data need to be made available
– As requested by the NSF and other funding agencies for accountability

– To make data reusable for other research

• Problem of defining terms
– What does it mean to make data available?

– What does it mean to be responsible for data?

Impacts of “Responsibility”
• 2008 RIN Stewardship of Digital Research Data Guidelines

“establish a framework of codes of practice to ensure that creators and users 
of research data are aware of and fulfill their responsibilities in accordance 
with these principles”

• Lack of data reporting during the Annual Report
– CENS groups were asked to report data that had been collected during 

the reporting cycle

– Of the 60+ groups, only 11 reported data

• We cannot assume that CENS researchers are responsible for their 
data

Approach

Conclusions

• Colloquial use of responsibility
“answerable or accountable, as for something within one's power, control, or 
management” – dictionary.com

• Responsibility in metadata (library usage)
“[Author fields] are made for persons, corporate bodies, and meetings having 
some form of responsibility for the creation of the work, including 
intellectual and publishing responsibilities.” - Marc 21

• Separate concepts that are encoded in the library usage
– Data Authorship: who is responsible for the creation of the data, and 

who has the authority to vouch for the data?

– Data Ownership: who holds the rights to the data, and who can transfer
those rights to others?

– Data Responsibility: who is responsible for the long-term maintenance 
of the data, and who would be contacted in order to answer questions?

• Interview studies
– Two rounds of in-depth interviews: Round 1 in 2006 with 22 

participants, and Round 2 in 2010 with 21 participants 

– Interviews were recorded with each participant following an approved 
interview question protocol that covered many aspects of data practices 
at CENS, including variables collected, data sharing, etc.

– Interviews averaged 60 minutes apiece, which were transcribed, and 
then coded in Nvivo to identify emergent themes

– Part of the data from this larger data practices study was then mined for 
insight into the problem of understanding different concepts of 
responsibility for data

• Interview questions of interest (Asked/Answered/Total)
– Would you consider yourself the author of a dataset? Or what are your 

criteria for determining authorship of data? (42/41/43)

– Who would you consider to be the owner of a dataset? (21/28/43)

– Who is responsible for a dataset? (18/18/43)

• Data practices study participants

• Response variety
– An Indication of no shared understanding of responsibility for data

– There is no clear entity responsible for the data from any interpretation 
of the terminology

– This needs to be remedied if we want a CENS data repository to succeed

• Problematic concepts of responsibility
– Data Authorship: “authoring” of data does not fit within researchers’ 

conception of what it means to author

– Data Ownership: a more common concept, but often conflated with the 
concept of access

– Data Responsibility: the variety of interpretations of responsibility makes 
responses to this question difficult to compare

• Implications for data repositories
– The curation of data is predicated on the availability of data. If data are 

available then someone has made them available, and this person is 
presumably responsible for the data. 

– The lack of a common concept of responsibility should be taken into 
account when drafting repository policies

• This analysis has given us a good idea of where future research is 
needed, but is not rigorous enough to stand alone

• Future research
– Step researchers through the research process and ask them to reflect 

on their relationship to their data throughout

– Compare individual researcher responses to those from collaborative 
researchers

– Request definitions of terms used, solicit alternate terms, and discuss 
why one term would be more applicable than another

Figure 3: State changes of 
responses to the interview 
questions  broken out by 
interview round. Numbers 
indicate how response 
frequency, and line thickness 
between A and B indicates 
frequency of response A being 
followed by response B. A few  
participants provided multiple 
responses, all of which were 
included.

Figure 1: Distribution of participants interviewed as part of round 1 and round 2. It should be noted that the first 
interview study was largely focused on the ecological sciences (Terrestrial, Contaminant Transport, and Aquatic) 
and as a result did not solicit any participants from Seismic, Urban Sensing, or any non-application affiliated 
technology researchers. Six researchers were interviewed during both interview rounds, and have been counted 
twice within this table.
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2006 2010 2006 2010 2010 2006 2010 2010 2006 2010 2006 2010

App Fac 1 3 2 2 3 1 1 7 6 13

Staff 1 1 4 1 5 2 7

Stud 1 2 1 1 3 2 5

Tech Fac 1 1 2 2 4 2 6

Staff 1 1 1 1 2 3

Stud 1 1 2 2 1 2 2 7 9

Totals 4 3 5 4 3 11 5 2 2 4 22 21 43
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Figure 2: Term frequencies as used by different 
participant communities. Fig. 2a splits the 
participants into Faculty, Student, and Staff 
populations. Fig. 2b splits the participants out by 
interview round , either 2006 or 2010. Fig. 2c splits 
the participants into Application Science and 
Technical research communities.


