ESRC GREEN PAPER ON DATA POLICY AND ARCHIVING

ARCISS response

1.  ARCISS is the Association of Research Centres in the Social Sciences.  Our membership includes both university research centres and independent research centres outside the university sector.  ARCISS’s objectives are

to promote and advance rigorous social science research conducted according to stringent ethical standards for the benefit of society, the effective management of such research, appropriate infrastructural provision in which social science research and its practitioners may thrive, and the wide dissemination of the results of such research.

Research centres - by virtue of the scale of their research activity and the continuity of their work in their specialist fields - have a strong interest in the cumulation of knowledge.  So the archiving of and access to data from previous research is an important issue for them.  

2.  ARCISS's views on the issues raised in the consultation paper are presented below under its 7 broad headings.
A.  Why should ESRC archive material?

· 3. We believe that the ESRC is the only funder of social science with a primary commitment to its development - other funders are essentially explotative of its capacity.  The ESRC should therefore accept a lead responsibility to secure (tho not necessarily itself finance - see below) the retention of all survey data for all the reasons in question A3 in the paper.
B.  What should be archived: scope and nature of holdings?

4.  ARCISS recognises that data differs in its utility and use - we are not surprised by the pattern of use revealed in the User Survey of the Data Archive wherein 10 datasets, all from government surveys, account for 80% of withdrawals.  But we would argue that the distinction should not be between what is archived and what is not, but between different forms and standards of archiving appropriate to different data categories.  These might range from the national, multi-faceted, data series at one extreme to the individual, small scale, specialist survey at the other 
5. ARCISS members would be  willing to assist in defining those categories, forms and standards. with regard to  future research priorities, though we are unable to offer views on priorities now - as the paper requests.
C.  The architecture of data provision

6.  ARCISS accepts that the objective of a comprehensive, centralised, ESRC funded archiving of survey data is no longer affordable (by ESRC) or necessary (given the internet).  We favour a distributed model which comprises a central archive for national, multi-faceted, heavily used datasets, a network of specialist archives (which might be hosted at cognate research centres) and then beyond that an obligation on research institutions whose survey results are not transferred to either of these archives to retain them themselves in accessible form - all governed by agreed common standards which ESRC should oversee.  A national catalogue would be an essential part of these arrangements.
D.  Depositor and User Issues

7.  Regarding depositors, we favour a universal obligation on researchers to archive all survey data but with a range of options for operationalising that obligation (as sketched in para 6 above) and funding regimes (as sketched in para 10 below).  Simple procedures are essential.

8. Regarding users, we believe that user friendly access and documentation is essential.  In cases it may be appropriate to go beyond this and offer analysis services - especially when (as may increasingly be the case) confidential information on individuals is archived.  Such arrangements already exist for the ONS Longitudinal Study and the New Earnings Survey.

E.  Government data

9.  In ARCISS's view  the commitments to 'open government', to 'participation' and to 'evidence-based policy' carry the implication that government will share with others the data which informs public policy debates - at its own expense.  This point should be made forcefully to government.
F.  Charging Policies

10.  ARCISS believes that costs should be borne by both depositors and users - while recognising that the costs will ultimately be a charge on research and fall upon research funders.  Charges should be set at levels to cover the operating costs of the different levels of service on offer in the different parts of the distributed system, without ESRC subsidy.
G.  Developmental activities

11.  ESRC's primary roles - on which they should concentrate their resources - should be regulatory (overseeing the system, setting standards, publishing the catalogue) and developmental (as indicated in question G3 in the paper).  But both roles should be pursued in partnership with other interests.
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