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Every year, the MRC invests around £500 million of public money in research, the primary output of which is data. We want to maximise the research opportunities that such a diversity, richness and quantity of data provides. One of the best ways of 
achieving this is to ensure that data are properly preserved for sharing and informed use beyond the originating research teams. The MRC’s Council has committed in the region of £1 million over the next two years to develop a forward strategy to 
enable this.

HOW?

The MRC’s DATA SHARING & PRESERVATION INITIATIVE aims to establish 
five capabilities:

1. Discovery of research datasets along with metadata and other essential    
documentation.

2. Managed access to, and use of, data for high-quality secondary research.

3. Curation to enable informed re-use of preserved data.

4. Long-term preservation of high-value MRC-funded datasets.

5. Development of tools, standards and guidance needed to support these
activities.

WHY?

Responsible sharing of data allows further high-quality, ethical research. This 
includes the testing of new hypotheses and analyses, linkage and pooling of 
datasets, and validation of research findings. These activities not only reduce 
duplication of data creation but also enhance the long-term scientific value of 
existing data. Establishing these capabilities will benefit the wider research 
community and generate new opportunities for scientific advancement towards 
the longer-term goal of improving human health.

OUR VISION

As a data user, you’ll more easily find MRC-funded data relevant to your 
research interests, be clearly informed under what conditions the data are 
available for use, have ready access to the data and all the information 
needed to use them. There will be tools and advice available to support you in 
these activities.

As a creator or custodian of MRC-funded data, you will be able to provide 
data in a timely, efficient manner with negligible effort on your part. 
Mechanisms will be in place to ensure data are used for bona fide research of 
high-quality that takes account of rights management, and if involving 
personal data, any issues related to consent & confidentiality. There will be 
tools, advice and funds available to support you in these activities.

OUR POLICY

The principles of the MRC’s data sharing policy are consistent with those of 
other national and international research funding bodies and balance the 
interests of data creators, custodians and other users:

•Publicly-funded research data are a public good and should be made 
available for new research uses in timely, responsible manner.

•Data creators should legitimately benefit from their intellectual investment 
and effort but prolonged, exclusive use of data is not in the interests of 
scientific advancement.

From 1 January 2006, all applicants submitting funding proposals to the 
MRC must include a statement explaining their strategy for preserving 
research data for sharing and re-use. The policy outlines further 
considerations for rights management, access and personally identifiable 
data.

WHAT WE ARE DOING NOW

THE NEXT STEPS

To support policy implementation, the MRC’s data sharing and preservation 
initiative is focusing on areas where Council and board members, the research 
community and other stakeholders have highlighted a specific need:

• To provide practical advice to researchers on how to plan, cost and carry out data 
preservation for sharing and re-use, we will launch web-based ‘how-to’ guides.

• For clear guidelines on who should have access to MRC-funded data and under 
what conditions, we are developing data access principles and guidance on 
their implementation.

• There is a need for study-specific advice for improving data management for 
access, sharing, and re-use and we are working with two large-scale population 
data collections to evaluate options and implement findings.

• Researchers who want to re-use personal data or human tissue are often unclear 
how to address ethical, legal and institutional requirements. We are developing a 
visual guide through the current regulatory environment similar to the 
clinical trials toolkit.

• To tackle the lack of evidence on public attitudes on the use of personal health 
information for medical research, we are conducting a public consultation.

A FORWARD STRATEGY sets out plans for progressing from current work towards 
the vision and capabilities outlined above. The aim is to evolve in incremental steps 
from current status to establish centralised, professional MRC data support for the 
research community. In the first two years, the main goals will be to:

•Build on present work streams to address current and emerging challenges.

•Work with the MRC-funded population-based research community to 
identify four to six datasets of unique, long-term value to research to 
enhance preservation for sharing, access and informed re-use.

•Commission preparatory projects to engage community support, and identify 
precisely, the needs for enhancing data sharing resources within intramural 
research.

•Turn the forward strategy into a fully-costed business plan, to be considered 
by the MRC’s Council as a basis for further a three to five years funding.

DELIVERING THROUGH PARTNERSHIP
The MRC wishes to work closely with a team, consortium or organisation to take forward the next steps for the Forward Strategy as outlined above. MRC’s Council has committed a budget 
to the partnership in the region of £1 million for the first two years for this purpose.

The partner will have:

•Vision and innovation

•Leadership and ability to engage with different research communities

•Awareness of MRC corporate responsibilities for intramural research data

•Expertise in research data discovery, access and long-term preservation 
for sharing

•Technical knowledge of data standards and formats relevant to MRC 
research

•Awareness of emerging technologies across different life-science domains

•Ability to develop, manage and deliver a business plan

We envisage that this funding will provide sufficient resources for:

A leadership post and two supporting posts

Devolved budget for commissioning projects 

Office, administrative and other running costs

INTERESTED IN KNOWING MORE?

Dr Allan Sudlow

Research Management Group, MRC Head Office

Email: allan.sudlow@headoffice.mrc.ac.uk Tel: 020 7670 5217

WHAT WE WANT TO ACHIEVE

The forward strategy will establish professional MRC DATA SUPPORT for wider and better 
use of MRC-funded data. Key to this will be informed support for MRC-funded research 
teams. CENTRALISED FUNCTIONS will facilitate both transformational (for example, 
driving change) and transactional (for example, services such as brokering access) activities 
within the WIDER RESEARCH COMMUNITY:

MRC Data Support will coordinate with related initiatives and interests of partner 
organisations. This ALLIANCE will focus on harmonisation of policy and governance, 
combining capabilities, shared evaluation of implementation and coordinating the wider 
landscape of partner activity.

For more on the MRC’s Data Sharing Initiative, see 
http://www.mrc.ac.uk/PolicyGuidance/EthicsAndGovernance/DataSharing/index


