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1. Introduction

A tsunami of digital research data is transforming the humanities and sciences. 

The data flood presents unprecedented possibilities for knowledge development, 

transfer of knowledge and knowledge valorisation. However, this is on the 

 important condition of the research results being openly accessible for re-use. 

Open access to research data helps to advance science faster by sharing 

 viewpoints at an early stage. 

The editors of the journal Science wrote in  
February of this year: ‘It is a growing challenge to 
ensure that data produced during the course of 
reported research are appropriately described, 
standardized, archived, and available to all.’i  
Two years earlier Nature warned in its editorial:  
‘All but a handful of disciplines still lack the technical, 
institutional and cultural frameworks required to 
support open data access-leading to a scandalous 
shortfall in the sharing of data by researchers.  
This deficiency urgently needs to be addressed by 
funders, universities and the researchers themselves.’ ii 

The Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research 
(NWO) and the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and 
Sciences (KNAW) believe that scholars and scientists 
should make their research data public. At the forefront 
is the conviction that open access to scientific publicati-
ons and data offers opportunities to society that should 
not be left unused. KNAW and NWO aim to prevent 
that knowledge will be locked away. It is also for that 
reason that researchers who are given a subsidy from 
NWO should make their data public for future re-use.iii

Open access to data also makes research transparent 
and verifiable. A recent affair of data fraud in the 
Netherlands serves as a good example of how a closed 
data culture makes it hard to discover any manipula-
tion with research data. With good reason, the 
committee investigating the case recommends the 
archiving of research data and making such data 
available to other scientists at their request. A publica-
tion should quote the location of raw data and how to 
access such information.iv

DANS (Data Archiving and Networked Services) 
promotes the durable access to digital research data 
and considers these developments as a bit of encou-
ragement. DANS stimulates scientific researchers to 
archive their digital data in a durable manner and to 
re-use such data in a responsible manner. From 2005, 
as an institute of KNAW and NWO, DANS has grown 
into a leading data organisation for humanities and 
social sciences.

In recent years, on more than one occasion the 
suggestion was made of looking beyond the existing 
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field of humanities and social sciences. Until that time, 
the general belief was that the natural and life 
sciences look after their own data. But was that true 
and did it count to the same extent for all disciplines? 
In short: what does the Dutch data landscape look like 
today?

Data storage in the “exact” sciences is still on a much 
larger scale than at humanities and social sciences.  
For instance, for research in the life sciences, particle 
physics and astronomy, an enormous amount of 
storage space and computer capacity is available 
within the framework of BiG Grid1. And yet, the 
durability of providing data in the sciences is also 
suffering from fragmentation in tasks and 
 responsibilities. Here, too, data management is still 
poorly organised in many disciplines. The quality 
largely depends on the individual research group,  
the research leader and the research culture. In many 
cases,  awareness of the importance of data manage-
ment is still in its infancy.

In recent years, DANS has gained a certain insight  
and expertise in the field of archiving, curating and 
documenting data in order to make the information 
accessible in a durable manner and allowing it to be 
re-used in the humanities and social sciences. Is there 
any reason why such knowledge would not also be 
useful in other research disciplines? 

At the time it was an academic question, and DANS 
decided to seek the answer along empirical ways.  
It led to exploring data across the whole spectrum of 
Dutch science: how are data dealt with today, what 
could be done differently or in a better way, and how 
is that going to happen? The exploration consisted of 
a web-survey and a number of interviews with leading 
researchers. 

1 A collaboration project in which thousands of computers operate as one single computer for storing and processing very large amounts of data.
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2.  The Dutch data landscape in  
32 interviewsv

‘Because of the character of our data, we manage our 
own data and we will keep doing so; we have no need 
for any data infrastructure whatsoever’. That is plain 
English from the mouth of a leading researcher about 
the necessity of data facilities. But in his next breath 
this researcher may say, ‘It would be great if we could 
access and look around in data from other resear-
chers.’ These are two quotations from a series of 
in-depth interviews with high-profile researchers 
commissioned by DANS. They give the full array of 
opinions people expressed in the talks.

Thirty-two professors took their time to explain their 
situation, requirements and aspirations in terms of 
data. Their fields of expertise are as diverse as science 
itself, with the emphasis on disciplines that DANS has 

hardly touched or has not touched at all. Economists, 
geneticists, technologists, law scientists, information 
scientists, physicists, agronomists and hydraulic 
engineers - they all have their say in this exploration, 
and they are not alone. At an earlier stage, DANS 
performed data explorations among humanities and 
social sciences (in areas such as psychology, visual 
culture, earth sciences, language and text, youth study, 
qualitative data and oral history). That is the reason 
why these disciplines have been left out. The composi-
tion of the interviewees appeared just as diverse as the 
way they were dealing with data in their disciplines 
and the vision they held. 

Data sharing is quite common
Data management at a large scale has been going on 
for many decades in many disciplines of the exact 
sciences. The life sciences in particular have a long and 
international tradition of storing sequencing and 
microarray data and allowing other researchers access 
to these data. In fact, it would be just about impossible 
to become a researcher in these disciplines without 
adopting this tradition. ‘There are two main places for 
filing data’, says molecular biologist Judith Boer 
(Leiden), ‘one in the United States and one in Europe. 
And you will have to go along, or else you will not be 
publicised. But that’s not a bad thing really, as it forces 
you to properly organise your data and metadata at 
least once.’ 

Phytopathologist Pierre de Wit (Wageningen), who 
studies the relationships of genomes of plants and 
fungi, describes a similar situation. After describing  
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the genome of a particular fungus, he makes the 
description available to ‘one of the very few centres in 
the world that make sure everyone can access’. De Wit 
likes to see that all of his data is properly disclosed. 
And ‘If you want to publicise, the magazine typically 
asks you to file your data with one of those centres in 
the world where all those files are linked.’ All resear-
chers in his field of study make use of those centres. 
Both the archiving and the use are international.  
This has developed over the thirty years in which this 
scientific use of genome data exists. Today, we are also 
talking about a gigantic amount of data: ‘You would 
really have to think in terms of many terabytes. You do 
not want to limit your efforts to the Netherlands. It is 
something that concerns the entire world.’ 

The researchers often agree that international 
 solutions are required. There is also a clear trend 
towards planning and strengthening international 
“research infrastructures”, as Brussels calls them. There 
is a European Strategic Forum that has drawn up a 
Roadmap for such “Research Infrastructures” (ESFRI). 
Those international facilities are made up of national 
components. DANS is one of those building blocks. 

Sharing is not part of the mindset
Based on these interviews, it seems that responsibly 
storing and sharing data in this part of the exact sciences 
is common property. Researchers in bioinformatics and 
animal genetics we talked to were also speaking words 
to that effect. And yet, the situations where decisions to 
everyone’s satisfaction have long been made are in the 
minority. At the other side of the spectrum is an even 
smaller minority: the minority of researchers unwilling to 
share their data because of legal impediments or simply 
because they refuse to do so.

Criminologist Bruinsma (Amsterdam), who was quoted 
at the beginning of this chapter, gives an insight into 
the impediments for sharing data. His research into 
criminal conduct makes use of strictly confidential, 
so-called “special personal details”. Such details come 
from third parties, for instance criminal records from 
the Ministry of Justice. He would not be able to use 
this information if he would make it available to 
others. Open access would render his research impos-
sible, even though Bruinsma does recognise the 
“scientific necessity” of making his research verifiable 
by data sharing.
 
A second group consists of researchers who keep data 
to themselves, simply because they are convinced that 
others have no right to access their data. This is for 
instance how epidemiologist Ronald Stolk (Groningen), 
who himself can see the benefits of data sharing, 
describes the practice in his discipline. ‘Many epidemio-
logists consider the data they collected as their 
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personal property. As a result, they do not really want 
to know about sharing such data.’ In that manner 
much of the valuable information gets lost, recognizes 
Stolk. ‘For instance, the files that are left behind after 
PhD students leave. Parts of that have a certain value, 
for sure.’ He immediately adds that other parts have 
no value. Studies into certain drugs are outdated 
within a short period of time.

Another often-heard impediment from researchers who 
are against making their data available is their fear that 
others may sooner run off with the proceeds of all their 
efforts. Like vultures waiting for their prey, idle resear-
chers may look on while others do all the dirty work 
and pick up the best bits for their own publication.  
An embargo period for access by others may offer a 
solution. In that case, the collector of data (as well as his 
PhD students or researchers) should first publish their 
findings and subsequently make their data available to 
others. However, opinions on this matter differ, partly 
because of the nature of the field of study. A temporary 
embargo would not work in the event of collecting data 
on an industrial scale. Some experts believe the embar-
go should not be lifted until all benefits have been 
exhausted (which could be as late as after the pensiona-
ble age of the data collector/researcher), while others 
believe that an embargo should not last for more than 
nine months to two years.

The enemy is always on the lookout
Stolk gives another reason why some people refuse or 
reluctantly allow data sharing. This reason is far more 
widespread, especially among researchers who are 
otherwise right behind the principle of public interest. 
‘Epidemiologists genuinely fear that others may 
misunderstand or misinterpret data because much 
explaining will be needed’, he says. Understandable as 
it may be, this consideration appears to be at odds 

with the scientific principles of transparency and data 
being verifiable. Even so, scientists from very different 
disciplines use this argument. Take for instance 
business economist Ruud Huirne (The Hague), whose 
Agricultural Economics Research Institute even goes as 
far as blacklisting researchers who failed to treat data 
with due care in the past. ‘Using statistics, you can 
prove anything,’ says Huirne. ‘So we do not want to 
get involved if people appear to be shopping around 
for arguments to support their preset conclusions.’ 
Epidemiologist Jan Vandenbroucke (Leiden) has similar 
reservations, quoting his colleagues as saying: ‘Never 
leave your data in the hands of your enemy, because 
he is always on the lookout!’ He mentions the case of a 
pharmaceutical company suing a researcher and 
demanding him to prove the correctness of a database 
for each and every record. 
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Climate researcher Rik Leemans (Wageningen) knows 
that his colleagues often object to releasing their 
data sets publically because they suspect that ‘some 
requesting parties will only use the data to selectively 
distil information to undermine your conclusions, 
openly or covertly.’ According to him, this is standing 
practice in the often heated debates on climate 
change (e.g. the hockey-stick debate on temperature 
reconstructions). However, it would be fair to ask 
whether denying access to data would actually 
strengthen the issue of climate research. He also 
mentions another - rather peculiar - reason for 
restraint. ‘Through international collaboration, our 
files are continually updated and evolve as a result. 
Sharing data with like-minded researchers worldwide 
is very common in my line of work. Unfortunately 
people use, change and update these datasets. This 
evolution of the datasets leads to many different 
versions, which constrain hampers comparison and 
interpretation of results and conclusion. IPCC there-

fore has, for example, established a data depository 
for climate-change scenarios.’ In fact, a much better 
version control would be required for that reason, 
acknowledges Leemans. This should be put in the 
hands of an impartial organisation, ‘and DANS could 
be that organisation.’ 

Biophysicist Gijs Wuite (Amsterdam) gives an interes-
ting reason for not attaching too great importance to 
storing and releasing data. He calls his research on 
mechanical properties of molecules or biological 
systems frontier research. ‘Standardisation does not 
work in frontier research, in which the outcome is 
anybody’s guess most of the time. Therefore the re-use 
of data will work neither. We are like explorers 
bringing down barriers and operating in a moving 
landscape. The ones that follow have a much better 
idea of the bumps and holes in the road. At that point 
in time, durable storage and allowing access to data 
become important issues.’

Needs for registered data and standardisation
So far we only talked about making available data 
collected by researchers themselves. Most people are 
full of good will, but in the end they appear quite 
restrained, sometimes also for profane reasons, as 
described by marine scientist Gerben de Boer (Delft), 
calling data management in his field ‘one big mess’ 
due to for instance utter lack of version control as is 
common in software engineering.vi 
Understandably, a different picture emerges when the 
attention is focused on possibilities of accessing data 
from external sources. Blood is thicker than water: 
many are eager to use data collected by others but are 
restraint when it comes to making their own data 
available. The reasons for using data from elsewhere 
are varied and pleas are passionate, pointing more 
than once at the opportunities created from the 

Prof. dr. G.J.N. Bruinsma
Netherlands Institute for 
the Study of 
Crime and Law 
Enforcement (NSCR) Prof. dr. C.H.R. Heip

Royal Netherlands 
Institute for 
Sea Research (NIOZ)
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digitised economy and society, with numerous sources 
being of digital origin (“digital born”). From an 
economic perspective, but certainly not from this 
perspective alone, many would like to have access to 
databases held by public bodies (such as land registry 
information about real estate transactions) and private 
entities (such as GSM and GPS data, electronic funds 
transfer and house listings of real estate agents).

Also in high demand is better access to data already 
available, like data held by the Statistics Office (CBS). 
Econometrician Arthur van Soest (Tilburg University 
and Netspar) does pension research. He and his 
colleagues are more than keen to have access to data 
from pension funds, insurers and healthcare organisa-
tions. ‘As well as administrative data. Everything 
under the strict condition of guaranteed privacy, of 
course.’ Economist Coen Teulings (The Hague) sees a 
possible role for DANS. He believes the organisation 
would be “most useful” if it would focus on admini-
strative data. The Netherlands Bureau for Economic 
Policy Analysis (CPB) led by Teulings often has to bend 
over backwards to access data needed for its models. 
Teulings mentions data from the education sector 
such as from the National Institute for Educational 
Measurement (CITO), health statistics and company 
information, which could be channelled via organisa-
tions such as the Implementing Body Employees’ 
Insurance Scheme (UWV). If government agencies are 
involved (which often happens when dealing with 
registered data), there is still a long and difficult way 
to go. Geologist and Waterschapshuis director Joris 
van Enst observes that ‘consciously dealing with data 
is far more advanced in science than at government 
agencies.’ The latter also have motives other than 
getting the best possible return from data collected, 
for instance avoiding claims for compensation. 

Econometrician Van Soest points out, and he is certain-
ly not alone on this, that not only the data but also the 
format is important, ‘to give people a tool to work 
with. For instance, proper data documentation must 
be made available, not only in the language of the 
country of origin, but also in English.’ His plea has 
gained the approval of his colleague and econometrist 
Marcel Das (Tilburg), who says: ‘Not only for interna-
tional use, but also because English is more and more 
adopted as the official language at universities in the 
Netherlands.’ There is a need for more standardisation, 
more contextual information and adequate validation 
processes, according to marine ecologist Carlo Heip 
(Texel), whose Royal Netherlands Institute for Sea 
Research (NIOZ) works on fundamental and applied 
oceanographic research. ‘On some occasions, even 
though the information is made available, it comes 
without context and in a format that renders it 
unusable.’ Awareness and training in this area are 
urgently required, believes Heip. This should be a task 

Prof. dr. ir. R.B.M. Huirne 
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for universities and institutes, but putting it into 
practice is not all that easy. He remembers the occasion 
where researchers working for a well-known institute 
laughed off the suggestion of running a course in data 
management, calling it ‘a lot of nonsense’. Courses in 
data use and data management appear to be at the 
bottom of the priority list at most institutes. This may 
also be an area where DANS could play a meaningful 
role. 

Big Data: an urgent selection problem
Data selection is a matter raised by several intervie-
wees. Once a researcher (or institute) can put his 
hands on much anticipated data, it becomes not only 
a matter of filtering and converting it into a manage-
able format, but also of selecting the data for 
keeping and storage. Not everything that has been 
written down is suitable or necessary for future 
research. Current instruments in disciplines such as 
astronomy, particle physics or genetics provide a huge 

amount of data flows. It would be impossible to store 
it all.

Prudence - do not throw out anything that may come 
in handy at some point in the future - may be a 
tempting but not always a feasible decision. Also the 
astronomical (in a literal sense) costs for storage 
involved may be an overall inhibiting factor when it 
comes to archiving and making data available. Even 
though the costs for storage per unit come down, the 
information explosion in science has been on such a 
scale that the overall storage costs will see a massive 
increase. This trend is bound to continue in years to 
come. 

In many cases, an explicit policy on selection and 
storage is absent. Particularly at places where large 
amounts of data flows are gathered, access to materi-
als older than a couple of years can be cumbersome, 
also because it is being replaced by new data coming 
in. The selection process itself also comes at a price, of 
course, even though it is a one-off expense. On being 
asked, several interviewees said they would welcome 
one or two extra staff members for this job.

The selection problem also appears to be urgent in 
areas where archiving and making available are still 
relatively recent phenomena, e.g. in science of law. 
‘The administration of justice is subject to ageing 
because of rapid changes in social standards,’ says 
information lawyer Hans Franken (Leiden). ‘”One law 
for all”, is the basic principle, but stealing a bicycle was 
considered a much more serious offence in 1950 than 
it is today. However, it is a most interesting issue for a 
legal historian. He would be keen to get his hands on 
such historic data.’ In any event, long-term arrange-
ments should be made about data to be kept for the 
future, says Franken. He would be in favour of making 

Prof. dr. ir. P.J.G.M. de Wit
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all court rulings available to scientific research, rather 
than only a selective number, as is currently provided 
by the Council for the Administration of Justice. 
However, our discussion partners at the Council 
comment they hardly have any demand from resear-
chers for the currently available court rulings. 

Information scientist Jaap van den Herik (Tilburg and 
Leiden), specialist in the field of artificial intelligence 
and science of law, would rather see that all court 
rulings in our country would be automatically stored 
for research purposes. ‘However, I must say there is 
such an incredible number of rulings in so many 
different areas, from running a red light and divorce 
settlements to murder and manslaughter. Every week, 
thousands of judgments are passed in the Netherlands. 
And then remains the question: what are we going to 
do with all those rulings from the UWV (Implementing 
Body Employees’ Insurance Scheme), e.g. about benefit 
payments. Will such rulings be classified as “court 
rulings”?’ Van den Herik fears the subjective nature of 
selection by human beings and favours the use of an 
intelligent agent, a piece of software able to take 
autonomous decisions, better than people would be 
able to. Van den Herik is convinced of his suggestion, 
but sees around him the shudder of legal experts as an 
obstacle. 

Imperative guidelines?
In principle, data sharing has general support, as 
appears from this round of interviews. Researchers 
who are not waiting for change are the ones who 
already have their affairs in order, such as in subsectors 
of natural and life sciences, or those who see no role 
for themselves or their institute due to specific restric-
tions in their field of research - privacy or powerles-
sness. However, to date the willingness of donating 
data for re-use by (other) researchers is far from 

generally accepted. Both government agencies and 
large data institutes sometimes ‘hold on to their data’, 
as several interviewees put it. In a nutshell, their 
slowness could be explained as having too little 
self-interest in making data available, unless there are 
real issues at stake, such as privacy restrictions that are 
hard to remove. In many cases, individual researchers 
or organisations are also hampered for the same 
reasons. Making data available takes time and effort, 
and consequently a price tag is attached. Without 
wanting to challenge the importance of possible 
re-use, in such cases one would spend this money on 
new research rather than on data management, as 
several interviewees proclaimed. It is a nice thought of 
making data available to others, so others may be 
moved to do the same in return, but not nice enough 
to change people’s minds in the short term. ‘One 
should refrain from imposing imperative guidelines if 
that takes time,’ says even econometrist Marcel Das, 
head of the CentERdata institute that plays a role in 
making social-economic panel data available. Active 
participation from researchers in sharing “their” data 
will not get any better until data is also included in the 
research results. Quoting others and peer reviews 
would help things to improve.

Carrot and stick
Nevertheless, the idea of being forced to make data 
available is accepted in many circles. Certainly if data 
publicly funded are concerned. Some people say that 
the government should impose such compulsion, so 
that no one - not even the government agencies 
themselves - will be able to back out. Or by a semi 
state-controlled organisation in the form of a Data 
Authority, as suggested by Waterschapshuis director 
Van Enst. But to start with - as a small step in the right 
direction - the money may come from financers of 
research, as in this series of interviews most fervently 
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advocated by bio-information scientist Barend Mons, 
who believes it would be a ‘criminal offence’ to 
finance the production of data without the storage of 
data being in order. ‘That is the reason why,’ says 
Mons, ‘with every subsidy used to produce data, part 
of the grant proposal should be spent on storage, 

sharing and publishing data, and a percentage of the 
funding should be set aside for that purpose.’ Mons 
concludes that ‘data stewardship’ is a very important 
part of contemporary life sciences and DANS could 
play an important role in this area, as part of a larger 
data integration and stewardship effort.
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3. The surveyvii

In 2010, DANS held a web survey among randomly 
selected researchers from the Dutch Research Database 
(currently: NARCIS, www.narcis.nl) for a quantitative 
picture of these researchers’ opinions in addition to 
the qualitative interviews. 556 researchers from 
random research disciplines in the Dutch sciences and 
humanities answered the questions of the web survey. 
The results were not far off from those of an interna-
tional survey published in 2009.viii

Storage of research data
People’s own computer is still the most popular place 

for storing data from scientific research. More than 
seventy per cent of researchers in the Netherlands are 
used to using their own computer for this purpose as 
their archive.

Against this high proportion of ‘home storage’ is a 
small minority of 18% mentioning external storage 
facilities for research data outside their own depart-
ment or institute. External hard disks or backup media 
are mentioned by 46%, while 63% say they use a 
network disk of their own department or institute.
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Figure 3.1: Places for researchers to store their data (n=436)
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As one would expect, the interviewees work with 
many different types of data. Spreadsheets (69%) and 
instrument data (61%) are most popular among 
researchers working in the exact sciences. Those 
involved in humanities and social sciences mostly work 
with statistics (68%) and spreadsheets (53%).

Use of other people’s data
The great majority of researchers appear to use data 
collected by others, mostly on top of data they collec-
ted themselves. Just thirty per cent of researchers work 
on the basis of their own data only. However, within 
this group, six out of every ten researchers admit they 
would occasional need data from sources other than 
their own. 

When asked if there are sufficient possibilities of 
making use of other people’s data, 42% of the inter-
viewees responded in the affirmative. Of the remai-
ning 58% equal numbers believe the possibilities are 
insufficient or they do not know. 

Even though four out of ten researchers believe the 
opportunities are sufficient, it still leaves the fact that 
58% of all interviewees report obstacles and objections 
when trying to make use of other people’s data. 
Almost three quarters of them report ‘no access or 
limited access’ as the main reason. Other reasons 
include problems with the quality of the required data 
(50%), privacy considerations (41%), missing metadata 
and insufficient screening of reliability (both 36%).

Would you collect your own data, or would you use other people’s data for your research group?

I collect my own data

I make use of other people’s data 

I collect my own data and I make 
use of other people’s data

9%

30%

61%

Figure 3.2: Use of data collected elsewhere (n=433)
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The use of ‘own’ data by others
So while 70% of all interviewees say they make use of 
data from sources other than their own, 61% say that 
others sometimes also make use of their data. As far as 
the difference would require an explanation, part of it 
would be the fact that ‘others’ whose data are being 
used or longed for, are no researchers but organisati-
ons instead, such as the Statistics Netherlands, the 
Land Registry Office or the Royal Netherlands 
Meteorological Institute (KMNI). 28% say they have 
not experienced any use by others. This may very well 
have to do with the objections some people have to 

the use by others. Although only 4% of the same 
group (n=417) say they have such objections in any 
event, a much larger group of 60% reports they object 
‘in some cases’, and there may be many of such cases, 
of course.

The differences among the various disciplines are 
obvious. Notably there is a huge difference in terms of 
the most often heard objection (possible misuse of 
data by others) among the exact sciences on the one 
hand and humanities and social sciences on the other 
hand.
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Table 3.1: Percentage of those working in exact sciences quoting objections to sharing their own data (n=142)

Objection Medical
science

Agriculture
& Food

Life 
sciences

Natural
sciences

Technical
sciences

Total

Others benefit 19 - 5 38 30 23

Little in return 46 50 24 41 39 40

Privacy considerations 37 50 19 16 35 29

Possible misuse 59 - 57 57 57 57

Technical obstacles 2 - - 8 22 6

Other 36 50 48 11 17 28

Table 3.2: Percentage of those working in humanities and social sciences quoting objections to sharing their own data (n=100)

Behavioural
sciences

Humanities Socio-cultural
sciences

Social
sciences

Total

Others benefit 25 16 35 33 27

Little in return 64 28 39 33 42

Privacy considerations 36 20 30 67 38

Possible misuse 43 48 26 46 41

Technical obstacles 11 4 - - 4

Other 21 40 30 25 29
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Apart from their own objections, many respondents 
(42%) experienced problems when others would like 
to use their data. The choice of possible answers 
resulted in the following graph.
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Data durability
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4.  Data exploration psychology:  
a special case

Among psychologists there is a remarkable closed data 
culture. In cases where data verification is nonexistent, 
manipulation of research data can easily go unnoticed. 
In 2010, DANS published the booklet “Data: food for a 
psychologist” about the attitudes of academic psycho-
logists in relation to their research data.ix The study 
revealed that psychologists hardly have a tradition of 
sharing data. Even though their opinions may differ 
widely, most psychologists would not even consider 
making their data available for verification or a second 
opinion. Besides, much of the information gets lost in 
the course of time because no clear rules are followed 
for archiving data within the profession. 70% of 
psychologists keep data on their own pc, on cd/dvd or 
“in a drawer”. About one in five stores his or her data 
on a server run by the faculty, which is usually not 
designed for long-term storage. Only very few deposit 
their data in an electronic archive, such as with DANS.

The DANS data exploration uncovers huge differences 
between disciplines within psychology in terms of their 
view on data sharing and archiving. For instance, 
psychologists who are concerned with particular 
populations, or those who are working with large data 
sets, or those who are working on a longitudinal study, 
have a higher stake in (and therefore more attention 
for) making data available than their colleagues 
working on an experimental study. 

In spite of huge differences in viewpoints within the 
academic psychology, the discipline is dominated by 
arguments to keep research data for their own use 
only. This is not only happening in the Netherlands but 

also in the USA. These things do not match the code of 
conduct of the professional association APA (American 
Psychological Association), stipulating that data must 
be made available for verification if research is funded 
with public money. 

However, some psychologists are familiar with making 
data available and/or re-using data. These are mostly 
the result of prior arrangements or individual requests, 
rather than a blanket arrangement of making data 
available for further scientific use or verification 
purposes. Mutual data sharing is far from being 
common practice among psychologists, but the 
situation is even worse in terms of durable archiving. 
Making backups of research data is generally accepted. 
However, in the absence of systematic data manage-
ment or adequate means for archiving, in due course 
databases and backups often get lost or appear to be 
unusable.

Five (specious) arguments why researchers are against 
data sharing [and how to refute these arguments]:
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1.  No one else will be able to understand the complexity of my data [in actual 
fact, other fields of study have proved this can be done if the circumstances 
of the research and the data are properly documented and described].

2.  Someone else analysing my data may find a different answer that could 
discredit my findings [falsification of statements forms in fact the basis of 
the scientific method. Researchers who shut the door on falsification 
obstruct the progress of scientific knowledge].

3.  Another person may find something in my data I have overlooked [that 
would in fact increase the return on investment in the data collection and 
the research].

4.  I am still in the process of analysing my data [any research is an ongoing 
process; using this argument one could postpone making data available 
forever and a day. A publication about the data is the very last moment to 
make them available for a second opinion].

5.  These are my data. I worked hard to get everything together and no one 
else can make any claim on my data [the public should have access to data 
collections funded by the public purse. Research financer NWO claims 
co-ownership of data from the NWO-funded research. Besides: if the results 
from research are made public in books and magazines, then why not also 
the data that form the basis of these results?].

Freely adapted and concentrated on the situation in 
the Netherlands, written by Steve Koslow, former 
director of the Neuro informatics programme of the 
National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) in the 
United States.x
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5. Sharing and re-using data
Since science has become digital and researchers 
managed to produce large volumes of digital research 
data, the importance of storing and sharing such data 
has increased. The Internet also facilitates the process 
of searching for and re-using data. Free access to data 
also makes research transparent and verifiable. By 
re-using data, the follow-up research becomes more 
efficient and economical, while it allows for informa-
tion from different data sets to be linked and 
analysed. 

Internationally it is agreed that making data available 
is an incentive for the production of knowledge. The 
Dutch government also stresses the importance of 
public availability of data for the benefit of scientific 
innovation. This scientific innovation is the engine for 
economic innovation and benefits society. The plea for 
making research data available is also made by KNAW 
and NWO. In practice, one field of study will vary from 
the other. In many fields, sharing data is common 
practice; some have been so for many years, others 
have seen recent changes. Sociologists started this 
process as early as in the 1960’s when the Steinmetz 
archive was established.

In archaeology we see that things can also change 
rapidly. Ten years ago, hardly any digital data of 
archaeological excavations were kept on record. Using 
the slogan ‘Digital archaeology needs a digital memo-
ry’, archaeologists in collaboration with DANS have 
changed this situation within a short period of time. 
Since 2007, archaeologists are even compelled to 
deposit their data. The e-depot for Dutch archaeology 
(EDNA), as part of the DANS organisation, administers 
approximately 17,000 digital archaeological data sets 

and allows access for re-use. As an excavation can be 
carried out only once, archaeologists now generally 
recognise the need for a digital archive.

Data exploration by DANS has shown that input from 
DANS is appreciated in areas with only few provisions 
at this stage. That is the reason why DANS will further 
enhance its strong position in humanities and social 
sciences in years to come. It will also gradually further 
extend its sphere of activity and, in collaboration with 
existing facilities such as the 3TU.Datacentrum and the 
recently set up Netherlands e-Science centre, include 
the exact sciences. DANS will concentrate on offering 
discipline-independent services.

As a discipline-independent data organisation, DANS 
can put a stop to the current fragmentation in tasks 
and responsibilities. But there are also other benefits. 
Benefits of scale, for instance. Less duplication will 
occur. There will be more unity in data provision. Data 
become more traceable. 

In this way, DANS hopes to stimulate sharing and 
re-using data in the coming years and to contribute to 
scientific innovation as the motor for our prosperity 
and well-being.
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This publication presents a brief overview of what 
Dutch researchers think of sharing data in their field. 
DANS commissioned a survey and a series of in-depth 
interviews with high-profile researchers. It led to 
exploring data across the whole spectrum of Dutch 
science: how are data dealt with today, what could be 
improved upon, and how is this going to happen?

DANS promotes sustained access to digital research 
data, which makes research transparent and verifiable. 
The re-use of data makes research more efficient and 
economical. Open access to data allows for informa-
tion from different sources to be linked and analysed. 
Making data available advances scientific innovation 
and is an incentive for the production of knowledge.

DANS encourages researchers to archive and reuse 
data in a trusted digital repository compliant with  
the Data Seal of Approval, e.g. in the online archiving 
system EASY. DANS also provides access, through 
Narcis.nl, to thousands of scientific datasets,  
e-publications and other research information in  
the Netherlands. In addition, the institute provides 
training and advice, and performs research into 
sustained access to digital information. 

Driven by data, DANS ensures that access to digital 
research data keeps improving, by its services and by 
taking part in (international) projects and networks. 
Go to www.dans.knaw.nl for more information and 
contact details.

DANS is an institute of KNAW and NWO. 


