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abstract: This conceptual article considers data used in the humanities and the human sciences, 
which are fundamentally different from data in other disciplines, such as the sciences or medicine. 
Data in the humanities are, however, equally important to study and understand. Humanists and 
others studying human artifacts often face the dual challenge of both using primary source records 
(or evidentiary) data and creating records data—non-computational, nonexperimental data, such 
as those found in manuscripts, websites, and social media. This process generates a complex 
research data ecosystem that has not previously been studied in the library and information science 
literature. To support records data work effectively, academic librarians must recognize the nature 
of the humanities and human sciences data ecosystem and must work with researchers accordingly.

Introduction

The library and information science (LIS) literature has increasingly investigated 
data as a topic of study; work focusing on research data management (RDM) and 
data management plans (DMPs), for example, is becoming commonplace. At the 

time of writing, 132 articles with phrases research data management and academic librar-
ies appearing in scholarly journals are indexed in LISTA (Library, Information Science 
& Technology Abstracts with Full Text), with the first being from 2001 and the bulk of 
them from 2015 onward.1 Many have an implicit focus on data practices in the sciences 
and social sciences and deal with empirical, data-centric work.2 In practice, as well as 
in research, do librarians concentrate primarily on researchers who use experimental or 
computational data, or on those who examine large data sets that permit sophisticated 
analyses? If such a focus exists, this article argues, it is unnecessarily limited. 

Research in the academy is not monolithic, and notions of what data are and where 
they originate can vary dramatically from field to field and from researcher to researcher. This
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In its “Long-Lived Digital Data Collections” document from 2005, the National Science 
Foundation, an agency of the United States government, divides data according to their 

purpose. In doing so, the document iden-
tifies five kinds of data relevant to work 
in the social sciences: (1) experimental 
research, (2) mathematical and computer 
models, (3) object-based research (for 
example, “archaeological specimens or 
fossil remains,” contextual information, 
and descriptions of the objects), (4) quali-

tative information (for example, transcripts from interviews), and (5) quantitative social 
and economic data sets.3 Christine Borgman formalizes notions of data, identifying four 
kinds of data and their sources: (1) observational data (resulting from recording obser-
vations), (2) computational data (resulting from “executing computer models, simula-
tions or workflows”), (3) experimental data (resulting from observations in controlled 
environments), and (4) records (or records data), that are sources documenting “almost 
any phenomenon or human activity.”4 Researchers can and do use all four kinds of data; 
so, too, should librarians be prepared to work with those researchers and their data. 

Data outside the Sciences and Social Sciences

Traditionally, data has been the domain of scientists and social scientists, used as they 
carry out empirical work to answer research questions. This dated notion of data belong-
ing solely to research that uses empirical methodologies is increasingly being revisited, 
with the acknowledgement that “today most research across all disciplines involves 
data, code, and other digital components.”5 

Although some people hesitate to call anything in the humanities data,6 data are not 
only the purview of certain domains or specific methodologies. A cursory look at the 
Registry of Research Data Repositories (https://www.re3data.org/) gateway to research data 
repositories provides a rich view of the breadth of what data can mean in fields beyond 
the sciences and social sciences. At the time of writing, 939 repositories identify as con-
taining data from the humanities and social sciences, including 307 repositories with 
data in the humanities, among them 66 repositories in the category Ancient Cultures; 74 
in the category Fine Arts, Music, Theatre and Media Studies; 25 in the category Literary 
Studies; 20 in the category Theology; and 7 in the Philosophy category.7 The Philosophy 
category included, for example, the Digital Averroes Research Environment (DARE) 
(http://dare.uni-koeln.de), which collects research about the Spanish Muslim philosopher 
Averroes, also known as Ibn Rushd. DARE is a research platform “giving scholars who 
work on Averroes the opportunity to present their research and to discuss questions 
related to Averroes’s thought in the Forum.”8 See Figure 1, which shows the opening 
sections of the project’s home page. 

Research data are not limited to a certain file format or to computational methods 
of creation. The Registry of Research Data Repositories has a comprehensive listing of 
the types of humanities data included in member repositories: (1) archived data, (2) 
audiovisual data, (3) configuration data, (4) databases, (5) images, (6) network-based 
data, (7) plain text, (8) raw data, (9) scientific and statistical data formats, (10) software 

. . . notions of what data are and 
where they originate can vary 
dramatically from field to field 
and from researcher to researcher. 
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Figure 1. The Digital Averroes Research Environment (DARE) portal (https://dare.
uni-koeln.de/) provides digitized versions of primary source documents along with 
a shared research environment for scholars studying the Spanish Muslim philosopher 
Averroes, also known as Ibn Rushd. The DARE research platform includes structured 
text, images, and other resources.
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applications, (11) source code, (12) standard office documents, (13) structured graphics, 
(14) structured text, and (15) other.9 These types of files contain data in support of the 
sciences and the humanities even if the files are used in ways that might not be consistent 
with traditional notions of research in other fields.10 Some of the categories, including 
images, standard office documents, and structured text, are the domain of the humanities 
and human sciences (fields studying human constructs, culture, and the like).11 These 
are records, using Borgman’s terminology, and as primary sources for study, they serve 
as evidence to support the creation of new knowledge.

Conventional wisdom is that what counts as data depends on the perspective of the 
person being asked.12 In other words, research data is not only found supporting research 
in the sciences. To return to the example above, despite the name of the gateway (that 

is, the Registry of Research Data Repositories) and 
the vast array of data sets it includes, records data 
may not seem like “real” data to researchers in the 
way that spreadsheets might. In a small, exploratory 
study on data and research data in the humanities 
at a four-year institution, Jennifer Thoegersen found 
that not all informants considered materials used 
in their research to be research data.13 This finding 

was surprising, especially considering that big data are just as significant (and large) 
in the humanities as they are in the sciences and social sciences.14 In short, humanities 
scholars might look askance at the idea of having data, even if they use records data and 
if others view what they have collected as data. They might also fail to comprehend the 
richness and complexity of the data they have. 

In an era of emphasis on STEM, open science, and fundable research supported by 
grants, the LIS literature echoes these intellectual preoccupations and their need for and 
use of data. The scholarly exploration of records data, or data used in nonexperimental, 
non-computational research environments, is markedly sparse, especially in the LIS 
literature. For example, comparatively little has been studied about the nature of data 
or data practices in the humanities.15 Further, the digital humanities literature tends to 
focus on humanities-based, data-driven projects but reports on the projects and their 
findings rather than focusing on the nature of the data used. A gap exists, therefore, in 
LIS’s understanding of records data and its place in research in the academy. This gap 
is problematic, in part because it limits librarians’ ability to consider and support non-
experimental, non-computational research, as well as restricts their ability to consider 
and support research methodologies commonly employed outside the sciences and 
social sciences.

Approach to this Article

Situating itself in the LIS literature, this article addresses the conceptual gap surrounding 
the complex nature of records data. Records data are an essential but little understood 
tool in humanities research. In social media and other non-scholarly sources, a good deal 
of discussion has taken place among members of the LIS field on this topic; however, 
to our knowledge, no work has been done to analyze this area formally while engaging 
with the scholarly literature in LIS.

. . . records data may not 
seem like “real” data to 
researchers in the way that 
spreadsheets might.
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This article focuses on research into human artifacts through data; in other words, 
we seek to analyze the nature and use of data in the humanities and human sciences, 
and to examine the scholarly ecosystem surrounding that work. To do this, three aspects 
relating to records data as used in the humanities are analyzed: (1) the nature of records 
and evidentiary data as used in research, (2) the complex nature of the data ecosystem 
that emerges in humanities and human sciences research, and (3) the role of information 
professionals in understanding and supporting this complex ecosystem. Based on the 
present analysis, this article argues that not only must research be conceived of more 
broadly by researchers and by the librarians who support them, but also that collecting 
and preserving the scholarly record in toto and the wide range of data that informs it 
are essential.

Data as Objects of Study
Not all research is experimental. Not all data are measurements. Data come in a variety 
of media, shapes, and sizes. The wide array of sources that function as data has the 
potential to confound researchers and librarians alike. As indicated by the broad range 
of kinds of humanities data housed in the Registry of Research Data Repositories, the 
possibilities of what can serve as research data run the gamut. Text- or image-based 
resources created and collected for study can be considered data if they become objects 
of study.16 The contents of a scholar’s laptop, a medieval manuscript, a Reddit forum 
(https://www.reddit.com/r/forums/) or other social media platform, and any number of other 
human artifacts can be studied as a part of the research process. 

Given the myriad approaches to research, including disciplinary perspectives with 
wide differences in methodology and scholarly communication preferences, the use 
of data writ large in research can vary. There are both narrow and broad approaches. 
Beginning with the narrowest, Lisa Johnston explains, “Data may be raw (e.g., numbers 
collected by an instrument), aggregated from multiple sources, or the product of a model, 
simulation, or visualization (e.g., a graphic or video).”17 More broadly, says Thoegersen, 
data can be any “empirical evidence to support a hypothesis,”18 a notion that will take 
different forms depending on the disciplinary context. Methodology is another factor 
that affects how research is carried out and data are defined. Certainly, some disciplines 
(especially in the sciences and social sciences) favor empirical methodologies that are 
particularly data intensive. Other fields of study focusing on humanistic topics might 
engage in a range of methodologies conducive to speculative and interpretative meth-
ods and more wholly theoretical work. In other words, humanities and human sciences 
research is distinctive—research in these areas is possible without data but often can 
and does include data, depending on the type of research.

Documentalists19 have considered the nature of work with documents for nearly 150 
years.20 In the time after World War II when scientific publications became increasingly 
available, Suzanne Briet, the French documentalist, refuted the notion that documents 
need to be text-based in her groundbreaking treatise “What Is Documentation?”21 Briet 
begins by reflecting on the term document and its etymological link to both instruction 
and to providing evidence. Evidence can be supported through the study of primary 
sources that do not need to be, themselves, text-based. Briet gives the example of a new 
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species of antelope. When moving freely across the plains of Africa, an antelope is not a 
“document.” When that same animal is collected, cataloged, and studied in a European 
zoo, however, it becomes a document.22 The antelope is both instructive and evidentiary. 
Data, as a form of documentary evidence, likewise does not need to be numerical to 
become an object of study that is instructive; for humanists, data could be drafts of a 
manuscript in archives (see Figure 2 for an example). Data might also be an analysis of 
closing salutations in correspondences encoded using the Text Encoding Initiative, a 
standard for encoding texts (such as those at https://tei-c.org/Activities/Projects/). Informa-
tion professionals have learned to think beyond text as the only kind of document; this 
same process of reflection, focusing on the purpose of the work, seems increasingly to 
need to be applied to notions of data as well. 

In this way, documentary sources of information serve as the basis for applying 
“speculative and interpretative methods”23 to research questions in the humanities and 
human sciences, with records data being used for research, notably by humanities and 
human sciences scholars. Not unlike Briet’s antelope on the plains of Africa, records 
authentically exist outside research, but when studied by experts in the context of the 
research endeavor, they can provide deep insights into human activity. Print versions 
of evidentiary records are somewhat stable, but electronic versions are especially sus-
ceptible to loss.24 Preoccupations with preserving documentary evidence, including in 
digital format, are not new: they lie firmly in the domain of archival studies and practices 

Figure 2. Ida B. Wells, an American activist, journalist, and educator, wrote this manuscript in about 
1926 as part of her unfinished autobiography Crusade for Justice. The University of Chicago Library 
keeps the manuscript in the Ida B. Wells Papers at the Hanna Holborn Gray Special Collections 
Research Center (https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0001-001-008.pdf). 
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relating to curation, digital curation, and digital 
preservation.25 What this article brings to the fore 
in this discussion, however, is how the many forms 
of records data or other evidentiary data created 
to support research using humanities and human 
sciences methods can and should be considered as 
data by information professionals in their work to 
support data retention and reuse. Both awareness 
and infrastructure need to be sufficient on the part 
of academic libraries to accommodate all research 
methodologies equally and to be supportive of 
all kinds of data-based research. Libraries need 
to recognize and plan to support speculative and 
interpretative methods used outside STEM.

Studying Human Artifacts
Researchers studying human artifacts might adopt nonempirical (that is, conceptual) 
approaches, and they might also use primary sources, such as records data; often, the 
two go hand in hand. What emerges when considering the literature from the vantage 
of looking at those who work with records data, the kinds of research they carry out, 
and the activities in which they engage to do this work is a complex ecosystem of prac-
tices that this article calls the “records data ecosystem.” The records data ecosystem is 
complex because it comprises both physical and digital objects that have become objects 
or products of study. 

This section examines the ways that humanities and human sciences researchers 
work with records data. One important aspect is that, as Borgman declares, “Research 
methods in the humanities are as fluid as are their sources of data.”26 Although humani-
ties scholars increasingly use the digitized primary sources available online, visiting an 
archive in person often remains an important part of the research process.27 For example, 
the Newberry Library’s #NLDocumentCam YouTube channel (https://www.youtube.com/
hashtag/nldocumentcam) displays two feeds in the video, one of a resource and the other 
of a library staff member using it. In this way, dual video feeds provide a glimpse at 
primary source documents that might merit a visit by scholars and give the viewer an 
indication of the potential utility of the resource from a user’s perspective. 

Physical or virtual visits and engagement with primary source materials can result in 
the creation of new data that may take on a life of their own as future evidence. Methods 
of engaging with primary source evi-
dence include, but are not limited to, 
digital photos, scans, and even hand-
written notes (any of which might be 
subsequently blogged, tweeted, or e-
mailed). All these materials, together, 
constitute humanities data.28 They all 
contribute to the complex humanities 

Both awareness and 
infrastructure need to 
be sufficient on the part 
of academic libraries to 
accommodate all research 
methodologies equally 
and to be supportive of 
all kinds of data-based 
research. 

Physical or virtual visits and 
engagement with primary source 
materials can result in the creation 
of new data that may take on a life of 
their own as future evidence. 
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records data ecosystem, a notion this article will return to later. One difference between 
humanities data and the understanding of data as computational is the relationship of 
the evidence to the original format. Humanists can and do go back and forth between 
the original physical sources and electronic facsimiles; their interpretation of these 
sources, based on their training and the research questions they pose, adds value and 
creates new knowledge.29 

Humanities Research Practices

Traditional—that is, nondigital—humanities research, typically solitary in the United 
States, can range from the close reading of a literary work to the study of an object—for 
example, a medieval manuscript, a sculpture, a dance performance, or an individual’s 
papers—to a broad cross-section of topics. Nontraditional approaches to the humani-
ties are emerging quickly. Two ways records or evidentiary data are considered in the 
emerging humanities traditions are discussed in this article.

First, humanities research is increasingly interdisciplinary and intersectional, over-
lapping with social sciences work as well as with other, less obviously related fields. 
Examples of current interdisciplinary approaches include ecocriticism, which Derek 

Gladwin calls “a broad way for literary and 
cultural scholars to investigate the global 
ecological crisis through the intersection of 
literature, culture, and the physical environ-
ment.”30 Other interdisciplinary research 
includes disability studies where disability is 
considered as a social construct and animal 
studies, which investigates questions sur-
rounding the nonhuman animal. In practice, 
work in Romance literature departments 
may involve analyzing artworks by or about 

enslaved peoples. Or, English department researchers might analyze online interactions 
of a specific community as evidence, blurring the line between traditional areas of study 
in the humanities, while bringing the focus to bear on the human sciences and human 
constructs in play. 

Next, work in the digital humanities also challenges traditional practices in the 
humanities, often necessitating work with computational data.31 Digital humanities 
projects’ data might be clarified for consumption through the application of software 
packages supporting comprehension and interaction. An example is Voyages: The 
Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, housed at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, 
(http://digitalscholarship.emory.edu/projects/featured/voyages-slave-trade.html). While digital 
humanities projects tend to be multiauthored and collaborative, they are not the norm for 
humanities research more generally and should not be treated as such. Both in the social 
sciences and in the humanities, researchers generally work as individuals and manage 
their own material even when doing collaborative research.32 The collections of data used 
in digital humanities projects are often large, complex, and organized by the researchers 
who assemble them.33 These characteristics make it difficult to consider such collections 

. . . humanities research is 
increasingly interdisciplinary 
and intersectional, overlapping 
with social sciences work as well 
as with other, less obviously 
related fields. 

This
 m

ss
. is

 pe
er 

rev
iew

ed
, c

op
y e

dit
ed

, a
nd

 ac
ce

pte
d f

or 
pu

bli
ca

tio
n, 

po
rta

l 2
3.1

.

http://digitalscholarship.emory.edu/projects/featured/voyages-slave-trade.html


Heather Moulaison-Sandy and André G. Wenzel 75

except as individual entities, both in the traditional and digital humanities. It may be 
easier to think of the digital humanities as having data because of their nomenclature and 
because humanists and computa-
tional experts often work together 
on projects. Nevertheless, digital 
humanities researchers are no more 
prone to using data than traditional 
humanities researchers; they are 
simply more accustomed to think-
ing of their work as data-driven.

Personal Information as Research Data

Scholars studying human artifacts often use records data or other forms of evidence that 
are then analyzed to yield additional data. This “personal information” is created as part 
of the research process. Personal information is “information that is under the person’s 
control.”34 In the humanities, such information often results from the study and analy-
sis of a primary source document (that is, the evidence). When carrying out research, 
humanists are also creators of records data themselves, building a specialized research 
infrastructure as they study their subjects. Together, primary source documents as well 
as the personal information (in the form of records data) developed through study form 
an infrastructure that can be considered a data ecosystem supporting research. These 
humanities research data ecosystems cry out not only for study by LIS researchers but 
also for intervention by librarians.35

What can be learned about how scholars studying human artifacts organize them-
selves as researchers? Mashael Al-Omar and Andrew Martin Cox note that research-
ers who use records data organize their material by project. As researchers focus on 
project-oriented management, they interfile research data with other material related to 
the project and make distinctions between one project and another, including teaching-
related resources. The resulting personal information collections can be large, hybrid in 
the types of data retained (if not maintained), and fragmented. Among the key factors 
shaping personal information collections are the space available, the technology avail-
able, and “self-presentation and self-management.”36 In a similar vein, the Ithaka S+R 
report on language and literature scholars notes that humanists, like other researchers, 
have “personalized and idiosyncratic ways of organizing their research materials.”37 
They also, like other researchers, may use a set of tools to organize their work.

Scholars in the humanities and human sciences are using records data to create their 
records (which might one day be held in an archive, especially if they become famous). 
What is the nature of the data contributing to the creation of new knowledge in these 
areas of study? In some cases, the data are “personal digital primary source collections” 
of many sorts.38 In others, they consist of secondary sources and research papers. In these 
cases, records data scholars may find themselves serving as de facto project managers for 
their own data. Their work can involve personal data management, generally focusing 
on what Borgman would call observational data resulting from recording observations. 
The data may be formatted as a spreadsheet, for example, with all the risks and techno-
logical challenges this implies.39 

. . . digital humanities researchers 
are no more prone to using data than 
traditional humanities researchers; 
they are simply more accustomed to 
thinking of their work as data-driven.
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Work with human artifacts can also require an aptitude for personal information 
management, the ability of individual researchers to retrieve and use their own resources. 
A scholar’s personal information management will not necessarily allow for easy shar-

ing or access by another; a messy office 
desk, for example, is often a site of highly 
organized materials, but only the owner 
knows how to retrieve them. Personal 
information management encompasses 
the “management of information (e.g., 
files, emails, and bookmarks) by an 
individual in support of their roles and 
tasks,” according to Ofer Bergman and 
coauthors.40 Specifically, personal infor-
mation management involves managing 
both physical41 and digital resources,42 

from handwritten notebooks to printed e-mails to digital photos and other materials. 
The organization is often idiosyncratic, and there are no widely adopted best practices. 
Personal information management for a humanities scholar’s work could include man-
aging e-mails, files, folders, social media, and bookmarks and other virtual structures, 
including those that help organize their work. 

The scope of records data has the potential to be alarmingly vast, and the question 
of what is evidentiary is not easily answered. Strategies for personal data management 
will intersect with personal information management practices when working with 
secondary records data (for example, a scholar’s notes about a manuscript or analysis of 
a painting). In this context, how do the various kinds of data differ across the spectrum 
of projects? Consider the following:

• Is an e-mail exchange after a conference “data”?
• What about a Twitter exchange?
• Is a Zotero bibliography “research data”? 
• What about a collection of Luna images (http://luna.lunacommons.org/luna/servlet), a 

collection of digital images from art and historical collections curated by art historians? 
• What about multiple versions or drafts of a research article in Word? 
• Or a WordPress site where blog posts are published?

Where does personal information management end and research data management be-
gin? Does the distinction depend on the intentionality behind the creation of the data, or 
on the way the data are used? How much of the humanities data ecosystem comprises 
data supporting the creation of new knowledge that may have the potential for use and 
reuse by others? How much of it should ultimately fall within the purview of the library 
and archives? A closer look at the study of human artifacts in the context of research 
data is a useful first step to understanding the records data ecosystem. 

Managing the Records Data Ecosystem
Personal digital archiving is the way personal information is retained for long-term 
access and use, generally by an individual. In the context of research initiatives and 

A scholar’s personal information 
management will not necessarily 
allow for easy sharing or access by 
another; a messy office desk, for 
example, is often a site of highly 
organized materials, but only the 
owner knows how to retrieve them. 
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records data, personal digital archiving “intersects traditional archival practices in col-
lecting manuscript traditions, and the field of personal information management.”43 
Ultimately, the records data ecosystem created dur-
ing the life cycle of a research project will need to 
be assessed for data that should be preserved. The 
finalized research project, as well as the information 
sources that went into it, all must be considered. 
Currently, the people doing that assessment are the 
researchers, unaided, who may be reluctant to share 
information, which can lead to siloing and, in worst 
cases, to the loss of large amounts of research data.

Not only do humanities and human sciences 
scholars gather data but also they, like other re-
searchers, want to keep their data to use and reuse as their research develops. They have 
the potential to revisit today’s analysis in 20 years, and then again in 40 years. Sharon 
Ince, Christopher Hoadley, and Paul Kirschner explain: 

Ultimately, professional expert scholars may have and use a comprehensive knowledge 
base that includes a variety of types of information (e.g. published papers, data, draft 
manuscripts, reference materials), but this requires a career-long commitment to building 
systems that allow this knowledge base to effectively evolve, and often involves migrating 
those systems across ever-changing technology platforms.44

In other words, these scholars require long-term management of their research data.
The LIS literature is unequivocal: research data management cannot be an after-

thought; it must be intentional and planned.45 Yet, data repositories and archives do not 
support ongoing updates to submissions, so researchers must ostensibly manage their 
long-term “active” research data on their own. In interviews with nine faculty, Thoegersen 
found that scholars were eager to retain all the data from their projects that they could, 
including digital.46 Of researchers in cultural heritage institutions in the United Kingdom, 
Tom Drysdale reports, “Half of the respondents said that they usually need to keep their 
data for more than ten years and 20% said that they did not know how long they need 
it for.”47 They are not merely archiving it, Drysdale adds: “Four fifths stated that they 
do reuse their own or others’ research data.”48 Even when downloading or saving a file, 
researchers will often retain information for future use; the determining factor, according 
to Kyong Eun Oh, is “the ‘value’ of the file, which refers to the personal meaning the file 
holds for the participant.”49 Thus, scholars engaging in speculative and interpretative 
methods need access to data that they have collected over many years—potentially for 
the duration of their career.

This access cannot be taken for granted. According to the Ithaka S+R report, “The 
organization of primary source material often poses the greatest challenge” for language 
and literature scholars.50 They may lack sustainable methods for storing primary source 
material, instead using such applications as Microsoft Word or Google products.51 Not 
only are these methods technologically unstable and unsuited to best practices in digital 
preservation, but also they may cause scholars to lose time trying to find their data. In 
response, initiatives supporting humanities and human sciences research propose new 

Ultimately, the records 
data ecosystem created 
during the life cycle of a 
research project will need 
to be assessed for data that 
should be preserved. 
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methods for working with data. Villanova University in Villanova, Pennsylvania, for 
example, provides access to an electronic research notebook called LabArchives as a 
way for researchers in humanities and human sciences fields to organize their data and 
share data with others.52

A data ecosystem considers the multiple sources of authentic data under study 
and asks to look at the relationship between data elements and the work produced. 
This work must be considered as well as based, Karen Baker and Ruth Duerr contend, 
on “the dynamics and feedbacks associated with . . . data repositories.”53 Data are also 
subject to “longer-term influences such as research trends, institutional arrangements, 
career trajectories, and the growth of information infrastructure.”54 In the end, the role 
of repositories, including libraries, becomes critical to the recording of a data ecosystem 
and the potential for its preservation, use, and reuse.

Exigencies of Research Data Management for Humanists and Human 
Scientists

As described earlier, studying human artifacts tends to be iterative; it cumulates over 
time, and research becomes a question of “interpretation and reinterpretation” that builds 
out into a data ecosystem.55 The collection and analysis of data as personal informa-
tion might be ad hoc and not done with sharing in mind. When carrying out big data 

projects in the digital humanities, 
research teams may find themselves 
analyzing extant materials as data, 
including such sources as social 
media posts, as a record of human 
activity worthy of study.56 A research 
infrastructure, as such, does not ex-
ist for records data.57 Unsurprisingly, 
Laurent Romary declares, “There 
is little notion of data centre in the 
humanities since data production 

and enrichment are anchored on the individuals performing research.”58 Humanists 
and scholars in the human sciences, therefore, often lack a research data management 
infrastructure for their data. 

The nature of records and evidentiary data causes difficulties for data management, 
which is as true for the digital humanities as it is for more traditional research.59 As Tobias 
Blanke and Andrew Prescott point out, “Large quantities of alphanumeric data may be 
easier to process than multimedia data.”60 Large collections of images, they add, “can 
be more difficult for computers to process than eight billion genome sets.”61 Part of the 
difficulty lies in the fact that most records data are unstructured.62 According to IBM: 

Unstructured data, typically categorized as qualitative data, cannot be processed and 
analyzed via conventional data tools and methods . . . Examples of unstructured data 
include text, mobile activity, social media posts, Internet of Things (IoT) sensor data, etc. 
Their benefits involve advantages in format, speed and storage, while liabilities revolve 
around expertise and available resource.63 

. . . in the digital humanities, research 
teams may find themselves analyzing 
extant materials as data, including 
such sources as social media posts, as 
a record of human activity worthy of 
study.
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As a result, a greater investment of time and funds is required to support records data. If 
records data are viewed as less important, given the increasing visibility of experimental 
and computational approaches, that investment might not take place unless libraries 
and other institutions commit to records data preservation. Increasingly, the largest 
practical conundrum of the digital humanities is how to sustain and preserve records 
and evidentiary data, as demonstrated by the creation of the Socio-Technical Sustain-
ability Roadmap funded by the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) in the 
United States.64 

When the NEH followed the National Science Foundation (NSF) in requiring data 
management plans (DMPs), it used the same form that NSF had developed. As Alex Poole 
and Deborah Garwood observe, “NEH defined 
data broadly, including research notes, reports, 
and articles as well as data sets, code, algorithms, 
tools, and websites.”65 Few funders, however, insist 
that projects follow the requirements of a DMP, 
and funding agencies seldom engage with digital 
humanities grantees when it comes to collecting, 
managing, or preserving data.66 And if this is true 
of the digital humanities, which fits into scientific 
requirements more neatly, how much truer is it of 
more traditional humanities research projects, such as monographs? Poole and Garwood 
found that digital humanities projects create many data management challenges, with 
sustainability at the top of the list. Other concerns included scale, intellectual property, 
format, and privacy.67

Research data management might not be a priority for the humanities research data 
ecosystem. Large projects are complex, and deciding which data publishing requirements 
to use in a multi-institution, multi-funder environment can be confusing. As a result, 
requirements to make data available are generally enforced only during publication and 
only at the article level.68 With journals serving as the de facto enforcer of data availability 
requirements, requirements are not applied equally across the board. Instead, publisher 
policies and requirements and editorial decisions come into play. Further, if journals are 
responsible for enforcing data requirements, then what of humanities journals that might 
not require data be deposited? If the best-case scenario is support from academic librar-
ies, humanities researchers may find themselves at a loss, with “less than 20 percent of 
institutions across Carnegie classifications offer[ing] these services” for digital humani-
ties.69 At the time of writing, no numbers are available for smaller academic institutions, 
such as those focusing on the humanities and human sciences.

The Role of Information Professionals
What is the role of the academic librarian in supporting humanities research that is 
based on records or evidentiary data, or research that makes use of personal information 
created through the research process? Institutional archivists are familiar with storing 
humanists’ papers, which they continue to do even as less and less of the material is 
actually on paper. The work of the archivist usually comes into play at the retirement 

. . . digital humanities 
projects create many data 
management challenges, 
with sustainability at the 
top of the list. 
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of, for example, the author, researcher, or composer, rather than reflecting the ongoing 
research process that leads to a finished work. Tamara Rhodes, a librarian at University of 
California San Diego, provides access to digitized versions of lab notebooks for Alexander 
Graham Bell, Leonardo da Vinci, Charles Darwin, Thomas Edison, Albert Einstein, and 
Linus Pauling in a LibGuide (https://ucsd.libguides.com/cogs8). Rhodes also provides links 
to instructions for new scholars learning to use lab notebooks, including digital ones. 
These notebooks would traditionally be collected at the end of the scholar’s career, when 
no longer needed. This example provides evidence that scholars find organizing their 
data challenging, especially across years of research. Librarians and other information 
professionals can assist scholars with that organization process, beginning with graduate 
students. For example, librarians can provide guidance for file naming conventions and 
preservation-quality file types, such as TIFF instead of JPEG for storing image files. They 
can also promote the use of an institutional repository to store electronic data. After all, 
data that cannot be located cannot be preserved or ultimately shared.

Another problem is the nature of iterative work in the humanities and human 
sciences, in which researchers return many times to the primary source evidence they 
study. The iterative nature of the work presents challenges for institutional repositories, 
Dorothea Salo observes: 

Most repository software can only accept final, immutable materials. Again, this is an 
(arguably) premature optimization for the favored use of a finished, final scholarly article 
. . . For data, permitting only the immutable is unacceptable . . . Much of the value of data 
is precisely its mutability in the face of new evidence or new processes.70 

In analyzing the literature on faculty use of institutional repository services, Ellysa Stern 
Cahoy notes that systems working with only static (that is, finalized) sources do not 
serve faculty well and should be changed to enable scholars to make better use of the 
repositories.71 Research in the humanities exacerbates these problems by its very nature, 

leaving librarians struggling to understand 
how best to work with faculty whose data 
might never be in a final state as long as they 
remain active in their careers. Some of this 
problem is tied to the born-digital nature of 
many sources of records data, as well as the 
way research evolves. Other aspects might 
be tied to data librarians who lack familiar-
ity with humanities data. The now-defunct 
KAPTUR project investigated the nature and 
scope of research data in the visual arts and 

created a model of best practices for the management of such data (https://kaptur.word-
press.com). One of the project’s recommendations was to work with subject specialist 
and liaison librarians familiar with the fields.72 

Data Librarians as Personal Information Collection Wranglers

Where do the roles of the data librarian and the archivist cross? What is the role of the 
library in corralling personal information collections for future study or supporting 

. . . systems working with only 
static (that is, finalized) sources 
do not serve faculty well and 
should be changed to enable 
scholars to make better use of 
the repositories.
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personal digital archiving? Villanova University’s 
effort to encourage humanities and social sciences 
scholars to use electronic research notebooks to 
manage their data is one example of the new class 
of approaches. Both the individual stakeholder (the 
researcher) and the institutional stakeholder (nomi-
nally the library) share a responsibility to maintain 
and sustain the data produced by researchers.73 
However, the two have different motivations, 
resulting in different results for preservation and 
sharing. This difference in priorities may be further 
complicated by the range of stakeholders within the 
library. The data librarian may be more concerned 
about making information immediately available 
to meet funder guidelines or to assure reproducibility. The archivist’s concerns, on the 
other hand, are long-term: to give the material context, to reorganize it if necessary, and 
to enable its discovery, at the same time protecting privacy. Archivists might not retain 
the tweets that a researcher has studied, for example, but to a data librarian, they may 
be key to understanding the body of research. Both need to consider the organization 
of the data, potential users, and preservation.

Personal digital archiving of data created during research is closely related to per-
sonal archiving or personal information management.74 Researchers find themselves 
trying to manage, Cahoy says, “a wide range of . . . intellectual assets, including scholarly 
output, collections of research materials, and more informally created web-based social 
content.”75 Scholars will save what seems important to them in the moment, which not 
only allows gaps in the record to arise but also permits researchers to form emotional 
attachments to their collections, a problem that libraries generally do not experience.76 
Libraries and other organizations also may be more attuned to the need to not simply 
“store and ignore” digital files but to actively work to preserve them, as evidenced by the 
creation and development of the BitCurator Consortium (https://bitcuratorconsortium.
org/).77 Nonetheless, librarians must realize that their methods and best practices are 
foreign to most scholars, and they must meet researchers where they are.78

Researcher-Librarian Collaborations

Librarians are increasingly seen as partners in the research process, no longer simply 
as support to track down references or acquire resources.79 In this emerging context of 
librarian-researcher collaboration, Poole and Gar-
wood say, “Digital curation persists as a remark-
able opportunity for librarians and archivists.”80 
Thoegersen found that humanities scholars did 
not perceive data or research data uniformly; they 
generally created small data sets through their 
projects and tended to store them locally or in the 
cloud through free services such as that offered by 

Villanova University’s 
effort to encourage 
humanities and social 
sciences scholars to 
use electronic research 
notebooks to manage their 
data is one example of the 
new class of approaches. 

Librarians are increasingly 
seen as partners in the 
research process, no longer 
simply as support to track 
down references or acquire 
resources.
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Google.81 Librarians can provide value by helping researchers to select nonproprietary 
formats and by offering hosting services through institutional repositories or other 
mechanisms. Such assistance is important for humanists who otherwise might be more 
reticent than health science researchers to use data services.82 

Ease of use will always be a factor, along with a desire to share or to not share and 
the value placed on giving access to other scholars. The more effort required of the re-
searchers, the less likely they will engage with the library. This is especially true when it 
comes to creating and maintaining good metadata around a project. The more onerous 
the process, the less chance a researcher will spend the time to collaborate. 

Another possible barrier is the terminology used in the library, which may exclude 
humanities and human sciences researchers. As the Library of Congress learned, academic 
librarians and other information professionals in academic libraries should avoid such 
terms as digital objects, file formats, data and records, and metadata when communicating 
with users. So, too, librarians working with humanities scholars should refrain from 
terminology that is unnecessarily technical.83 As they work, librarians need to develop 
both services and language that will support work with records data in whatever form, 
by all interested parties. 

Librarians, through data management work with faculty, can become research 
partners instead of fulfilling a more traditional support role.84 When it comes to storing 
and sharing humanities data, there are opportunities for the library to play a larger part 
in the research process. Institutional and data repositories have generally focused on 
maintaining sciences data but may need to adjust their processes and methods to take on 

data from humanities research. 
This addition will take a real 
commitment from the library 
and the repository, requiring as 
it does a financial commitment 
and additional labor. Even the 
digital humanities lack what 
Karin Wulf refers to as “a digital 
superhighway” of infrastructure 

for data management.85 In other words, infrastructure for humanities projects is less 
robustly supported, compared to that for other kinds of research.86 Two infrastructure 
projects that have been discontinued are the Arts and Humanities Research Council’s 
Arts and Humanities Data Service in the United Kingdom, for which funding ended 
in 2008, and Project Bamboo, an initiative to develop a technology infrastructure for 
humanities research funded by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, now officially on 
hiatus.87 The absence of support for humanities data leaves librarians to work through 
the specifics on their own.

Finally, librarians may also need to borrow practices and approaches from archival 
sciences and apply them to humanities research. Overarching tenets of digital preser-
vation and, specifically, archival practices of selection can be applied to research data 
management. Archivists typically receive a researcher’s collections at the end of the 
scholar’s career, but work needs to begin sooner. Data should be collected at the time of 
use, when they might be of most importance to the scholarly conversation. By the time 

Institutional and data repositories 
have generally focused on maintaining 
sciences data but may need to adjust their 
processes and methods to take on data 
from humanities research. 
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archives acquire the output of a retired academic’s career, the chance for data migration 
and capture may be long past. Archives have difficulty managing the flow of digital 
information that they already receive, and the load will only increase. Focusing on data 
collection and management during a scholar’s career should be a priority for scholarly 
communication.

Conclusion
LIS research and practices need to consider a shift away from an emphasis on sciences 
and social sciences data to expand and robustly address records data and the humani-
ties data ecosystem as well. This shift will include more focus on the broader research 
enterprise concerning the products of human endeavor, addressing all kinds of scholarly 
inquiry and the unique data needs of humanities and human sciences researchers in the 
academy. It will also mean moving away from viewing the archives and research prac-
tices of more famous or “important” individuals as primary. Libraries must encourage 
research data management throughout the life cycle of the research project for all scholars, 
in ways that include all data sources or resources, even if they are non-computational 
and in the support of nonempirical research.

The humanities and human sciences arguably suffer from an image problem in 
academia. Reports of closing humanities programs flood the newspapers,88 and the 
impending demise of humanities programs is a regular topic of conversation in ven-
ues such as the Chronicle of Higher Education. Casual observations about the shrinking 
attendance at Modern Language Association con-
ventions and reduced employment opportunities 
seem nearly constant. One view is that national 
emphasis on STEM education necessarily over-
looks the humanities. Despite the popularity the 
humanities have on college campuses,89 they can 
seem old-fashioned and out-of-date. There seems 
to be an emerging fascination with and devotion 
to research data in the sciences. One example is the 
increase in the frequency of hyper-authored articles 
in the sciences, where hundreds of coauthors carry 
out a specific and specialized activity in the quest for 
new knowledge. Although some stalwart technophile humanists and human scientists 
have embraced the digital humanities, their work may seem unremarkable in the face of 
scientific big data. Their work also risks being unfundable, and as a result, undervalued. 

Perceptions about the nature of research data may play a part in the limited empha-
sis on the humanities research data ecosystem as both a legitimate source and valuable 
byproduct of humanities scholarship.90 Librarians need to be flexible, and they must 
know what to look for. What has already been lost is not clear. Limited perceptions of 
data and value judgments based on the data-intensiveness of a project have the poten-
tial to homogenize research and stunt the exploration of new knowledge through the 
methods employed in the humanities. Lost data resources in the humanities ultimately 
diminish the scholarly record and might doom research to be repeated rather than ex-

Libraries must encourage 
research data management 
throughout the life cycle 
of the research project for 
all scholars, in ways that 
include all data sources or 
resources
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panded, extended upon, or enhanced. In short, the tenets of open science apply equally 
to all structured pursuits of knowledge, not just those using empirical methodologies 
to examine experimental data. When humanities data are not captured, the scholarly 
record suffers. Libraries and librarians therefore have the obligation to cast a wide net 
in their practices of data collection and support. 
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