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Overview
• Context: the shape and size of our 

service

• RDM and DMP: a quick overview

• Supporting researchers

• Frequent issues with DMPs (from the 
perspective of a reviewer)

• General advice



The University of Edinburgh
• Large, research intensive university involved in multiple national and 

international networks
• Founded in 1583: sixth-oldest university in the English-speaking world and 

one of Scotland's ancient universities
• Largest HEI in Scotland with 13,800 staff (6,816 academic) and 39,576 

students
• 20 schools in 3 Colleges:

• Arts, Humanities & Social Sciences
• Medicine & Veterinary Medicine
• Science & Engineering

• Member of the Russell Group, Coimbra Group, LERU, UNICA and 
Universitas 21

• 25 Nobel laureates affiliated with the University (at last count)
• Research income over £250 million last year
• Mission: the creation, dissemination and curation of knowledge

• Openness, scholarship, industry and innovation



Information Services Directorates
• Applications 

• IT Infrastructure

• Learning, Teaching & Web

• Library & University 
Collections

• User Services

• Information Security

• EDINA 

• Digital Curation CentreArgyle House © CoStar



Library Research Support



• Cross-cuts multiple Information Services directorates

• Provides tools and services for researchers

• Trains staff and students on all matters relating to 
RDM

• Advises on improvements to University infrastructure 
to support the RDM agenda

• Manages helpdesk and consultancy service

• Supports researchers with data management 
planning

Research Data Service/Support



RDM and research: the main benefits

• Research Data Management (RDM) helps preserve, 
protect and proliferate the data behind scientific 
(research) discoveries and claims – first and foremost 
it is a QUALITY issue…
– When research data is managed actively and responsibly, the 

evidence that underpins research can be made open for 
anyone to scrutinise, and attempt to replicate findings. This 
leads to a more robust scholarly record, and helps discourage 
and identify academic fraud

• A secondary benefit is PROTECTION: the rights and 
legitimate interests of data subjects and IP owners 
are mindfully protected
– Active and responsible data management reduces the chances 

of inadvertent data leaks or loss



Other benefits of RDM
• EFFICIENCY: Data collection can be funded once, 

and used many times for a variety of purposes

• ACCESSIBILITY: Interested third parties can (where 
appropriate) access and build upon publicly-funded 
research outputs with minimal barriers to access

• SPEED: The research process becomes faster

• IMPACT and LONGEVITY: Data linked to publications 
receive more citations, over longer periods

• DURABILITY: Simply put, fewer important datasets 
will be lost if they are managed with care



RDM is an active process…

RDM is “the active 

management and 

appraisal of data over the 

lifecycle of scholarly and 

scientific interest”

Core activities include:

- Planning and describing data-related 

work before it takes place

- Documenting your data (and 

processing/workflows) so that others can 

find and understand it

- Choosing open (or at least standardised) 

file formats where possible

- Storing data safely during a project

- Depositing it in a trusted archive at the 

end of the research

- Linking publications to the datasets that 

underpin them… and increasingly 

code/scripts too 



Data Management Planning
• Data Management Planning (DMP) underpins and pulls 

together the various strands of RDM activities. DMP is the 
process of planning, describing and communicating the 
activities carried out during the research lifecycle in order to…

– Keep sensitive data safe

– Maximise data’s re-use potential

– Support longer-term preservation, accessibility and utility

• Data Management Plans are a means of communication, with 
contemporaries and future re-users alike

– This is especially beneficial in multi-partner, interdisciplinary and 
international research projects, where local and disciplinary norms 
may vary quite radically

– The production of a DMP will often involve input from many authors



DMPs are records of data-related activity

• A data management plan (or record) states how data was 
collected/created, processed, verified, described etc 

– It provides justifications for decisions re. access, embargo, 
selection and appraisal… the list can be very long…

• It can be one of many useful documents

– Projects may also attach more detailed metadata to 
describe the data, and help others understand and re-use it

– They may also attach workflows and README files

– There may be multiple versions of datasets, software etc

Communication is crucial…

…plans can and do change!



Risks of not doing this, or getting it wrong

• LEGAL – sensitive data is protected by law (and 
contracts) and needs to be protected

• FINANCIAL – non-compliance with funder policies 
can lead to reduced access to income streams

• SCIENTIFIC – potential discoveries may be hidden 
away in drawers, on USB sticks or non-networked 
drives

• OPPORTUNITY COST – reduced visibility for 
research > lost opportunities for collaboration

• QUALITY – the scholarly record becomes less robust
• REPUTATIONAL – responsible data management is 

increasingly considered a core element of good 
scholarly practice in the 21st century, and underpins 
research integrity



Data Management Plan
• A DMP should include information on:

– the handling of research data during and after the end of the 
project

– what data will be collected, processed and/or generated
– which methodology and standards will be applied
– whether data will be shared/made open access, and
– how data will be curated and preserved (including after the 

end of the project)

• In Horizon 2020, DMPs are submitted as deliverables –
first version is due at the six-month stage

• A template and guidance is given in the Guidelines 
document

• The H2020 template is also included in the DCC’s 
DMPonline tool



Supporting our researchers
• Researchers (usually) contact us via the Information Services 

helpline (UniDesk)

• 553 support requests logged in the last 12 months

• Roughly 20% of the support requests we receive relate to data 
management planning, and deadlines are often tight

• (By comparison, questions re. archiving data account for ~50% of 
calls)

• Requests range from extremely general (“what is the University’s 
data management plan [sic]?”) to the very specific (“Which file 
formats should we use?”)

• They can add us as contributors via DMPonline, but more often 
they send us DMPs as Word documents

• Outreach and training as key pre-request intervention – try to 
build bridges/sow seeds before they’re urgently needed



Reflections on supporting and 
assessing DMPs

• It would be better if everyone used a template – many funders 
(including the EC) provide them, but usage isn’t (always) mandatory

• A DMP doesn’t need to tell everything there is to know about a 
project: brevity is a plus!

• Areas of frequent weakness: security (access and storage), ethical 
restrictions for data sharing, appraisal of long-term value/interest, 
quality assurance processes, costs

• General advice: 
– Prioritise: could anyone die or go to jail? Legal issues (e.g. protecting vulnerable 

subjects) are the most important
– Be clear about the different between in-project and post-project data storage and 

archiving;
– Don’t just regurgitate the policy/guidelines – reviewers pick up on that really 

quickly;
– Try not to confuse publications and data (I have seen projects describe archived 

data as ‘gold Open Access’ which doesn’t make much sense)
– Remember that plans are just that… they are not contracts. Deferring decisions is 

okay, as long as the DMP inspires confidence that this will, in fact, get done!



Things to look out for when 
supporting DMPs

1. Clarity

2. Regurgitation

3. Omissions 



Point 1. Clarity
• RDM is a hybrid activity, involving multiple stakeholder 

groups…

– The researchers themselves

– Research support personnel

– Partners based in other institutions, funders, data centres, 

commercial partners, etc

• Plans should be clear about who does what, 

when, how, etc

• No single person does everything, and it makes no 

sense to duplicate effort or reinvent wheels



Point 2. Regurgitation
• Look out for stock phrases which either directly 

quote or paraphrase the policy or guidelines. 

– This is often a sign that the project is only paying lip 
service to RDM, and has not thought things through 
for itself!

– Remember: thinking things through is one of the 
main points of DMP

– The planning process is every bit as important as the 
plans produced



Point 3. Omissions
• It’s very possible to read a DMP and get a feeling 

that the authors know what they are talking about –
being lulled into a false sense of security.

– This is particularly possible when a project utilises the 
services of professional scientific communicators

• Often it’s only when using an Assessment Checklist 
that you realise they have failed to address some of 
the fundamental data-related issues

– So while you may get a sense of confidence that data-
related matters are in hand, it’s necessary to check off 
each issue against an assessment rubric – confidence and
confirmation



The future?
• Open Access Publication Plans + Data Management Plans + 

Software Management Plans (as encouraged by the SSI)

• Note the Wellcome Trust’s revised outputs management approach 
(“Policy on data, software and materials management and sharing” 
– replaces the previous individual policies on OA and data)

• New EC recommendation (“Commission Recommendation of 
25.4.2018 on access to and preservation of scientific information”) 
also adopts a more holistic approach, covering more of the 
constituent parts of Open Science (OA, data, software/hardware)

• Will policy move from DMPs > OMP/Rs?! Tendency shifting in this 
direction (from both policy and provision perspectives), but 
depends on wider context/environment, and on institutional 
maturity, in data management especially

• (N.B. none of this is set in stone!)



Thank you / Tapadh leibh

Martin Donnelly

Research Data Support Manager

Library and University Collections

University of Edinburgh

martin.donnelly@ed.ac.uk

https://www.ed.ac.uk/is/research-data-service
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