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IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

An improved knowledge on research data submitted with PhD dissertations can help to:

1.	 Assist and advise PhD students on how to manage their research data (data management 
plan). 

2.	 Assist PhD students in depositing their research data.
3.	 Prepare and select research data for long-term preservation.
4.	 Curate research data in open repositories.

5.	 Design data repositories and related content mining tools.

INTRODUCTION

Open access to PhD dissertations1 is on the agenda of academic libraries. �ere are some 
good reasons to make PhD dissertations widely available to the scienti�c community as 
well as to the general public. One reason is that many PhD projects are publicly-funded 
research and as such should be made accessible to society. Another reason is that their free 
and large dissemination will increase the visibility and impact of the institution�s scienti�c 
output. Other arguments in favour of open access are their quality (validation by jury), their 
representativeness (coverage of all disciplines), their novelty and originality, and their rich 
content, including exhaustive and detailed literature reviews and bibliographies. 

Today, the rapid development of data-driven research (e-Science) and the debate on open 
data and re-use of research results has led us to discover another challenge in the �eld of 
PhD dissertations, beyond the debate on open access and embargo, i.e. the existence of large 
amounts of small data produced by the PhD candidate and partly submitted together with 
the text of the dissertation. �ese small data are the topic of our paper. We wonder how 
these data can be made available in the context of open access and open data policies, what 
are the potential barriers, and how academic libraries could contribute to this challenge.

Our exploratory study is part of a digital humanities research project on ETDs and research 
data, with two objectives: (a) create a campus-based service together with the academic 
library, the graduate school and research laboratories, to assist PhD students in research 
data management (RDM), preservation and dissemination of their research results; and (b) 
develop content mining tools for the further exploitation of these data.

1 In the following we shall use the term �PhD dissertation� to designate the document submitted in 
support of candidature for the academic degree of doctorate, as synonym with �PhD or doctoral thesis�.
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clear or unique de�nition of the term �research data.� Following the OMB Circular 110,4 
research data can be considered as �the recorded factual material commonly accepted in the 
scienti�c community as necessary to validate research �ndings.� �e international directory 
for research data repositories re3data5 distinguishes between fourteen di�erent types of data 
(archived data, audio-visual data, con�guration data, databases, images, network-based 
data, plain text, raw data, scienti�c and statistical data formats, software applications, source 
code, standard o�ce documents, structured graphics, and structured text) but admits that 
there are other categories in the more than 1,200 indexed repositories. 

In the past, print theses and dissertations have regularly been submitted together with 
supplementary material and data, in various formats and on di�erent supports (print 
appendices, punched cards, �oppy disks, audiotapes, slides, CD-ROMs). In the new ETD 
infrastructures, such material is sometimes but not always submitted and processed together 
with the text �les or as supplementary �les in di�erent formats, depending on disciplines, 
research �elds, and methods. �e ETDplus project states that these �complex digital objects 
(e.g., software, multimedia �les, digital art, and other material that sometimes is integral to 
the thesis or dissertation itself [�])� are often not collected or preserved.6 

When this material is submitted as a kind of data appendix, the dissertation becomes a 
�data vehicle,� where data are published together with the dissertation or as a part of it. 
Sometimes the data are available on a distant server and without the text of the dissertation, 
transforming the dissertation in a �gateway to data.� Yet, too often the data are simply not 
available, or data, methodology, tools, primary sources are mingled, not indexed, badly 
described, unrelated with the text, unconnected with other �les. 

Obviously, these �supplemental research data and complex digital objects� need curation 
and management to remain accessible and interpretable over time. �e data management 
includes metadata and long-term preservation (Neuroth, Strahmann, Oßwald, & Ludwig, 
2013). For young scientists and PhD students, learning how to design and implement a 
data management plan (RDM) is even more important in so far as more and more funding 
bodies (such as the European Commission or the French National Research Agency) 
evaluate the existence and quality of RDMs in research project proposals.

4 https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/circulars_a110#36	
5 http://www.re3data.org/
6 http://educopia.org/sites/educopia.org/�les/grantdocuments/ETDplus_Narrative.pdf	
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Some data types are present in all disciplines, like text samples, images, tables or graphs, and 
�gures. Others, in particular inventories or audio-visual material, are at least in our sample 
speci�c for one or two disciplines. We compared print dissertations and e-dissertations and 
performed a chi-squared test but found no signi�cant di�erences neither for research data 
sources nor for data types (on 0.05 level). Obviously, these di�erences are more related to 
disciplinary methodologies than to support.

DISCUSSION

Shortfalls

Even if the sample comprises nearly 300 dissertations from more than 50 disciplines and 
sub-disciplines, it does not pretend to be representative. First of all, as this study is part of a 
research project in digital humanities, dissertations from sciences, technology, or medicine 
were excluded. Secondly, some domains of social sciences and humanities are under-
represented or missing, like Sociology, Economics, Cultural Studies, Law, and Politics. �is 
study has an exploratory character with the intention to produce illustrating examples and 
�gures for a better understanding of the challenge.

Another methodological problem is the di�cult distinction between data sources and 
data types and, more generally, the de�nition of what research data is and what it is not. 
As we told above, we adopted a more pragmatic approach, admitting that the concept of 
research data depends on scienti�c �elds and methods, is more or less open, and not clearly 
discernible from data sources. For instance, are photos of archaeological inventories primary 
sources students used for their analysis, or results of their research, or both? Our approach 
was to identify and describe types of research data that are potentially re-usable which 
means that they may become, together with the dissertation, sources of further research and 
future research data. 

A last shortfall is the limitation to appendices. Many research data are available in 
appendices. However, sometimes signi�cant data amounts are part of the text and not clearly 
distinguished. For instance, a dissertation in History on the dairy economy in North France29  
lists 13 maps, 54 promotional documents, 124 drawings, 52 photographs, 21 graphs, and 4 
spreadsheets, all distributed throughout the whole text. In some dissertations in History of 
Art, the artworks are documented in a special volume but not marked as an appendix.

29 Delbaere, N. (2007). L’économie laitière dans le Nord-Pas-de-Calais, de l’âge rural à l’âge des marques. 
UniversitØ de Lille 3.	
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Legal aspects

Our study team did not include a legal expert. Yet, a super�cial evaluation of legal aspects 
reveals at least two legal problems related to the deposit and dissemination of research 
results in dissertations:

�t�� Privacy issues. Some appendices contain personal data about living or dead people, 
historical persons, or unknown (anonymous) people. �ese may be survey data, 
experiments, interviews, biographies, etc. In so far as the information allows 
identifying individual persons, at least with regards to the French law, it needs 
special processing and careful handling.

�t�� �ird party copyright. Some dissertations contain material that is protected by 
copyright and cannot be reproduced or disseminated without authorization, even 
by fair use or copyright exceptions (short citation, research�). �is may be text 
samples, maps, photographs, copies from books, etc. (material not created by the 
PhD student him/herself ). 

Sometimes, the authorship of the research data remains uncertain.

CONCLUSION

Our exploratory survey on research data in PhD dissertations in social sciences and 
humanities reveals a large variety and great richness of data sources and types submitted as 
appendix with the text of the dissertations. Many, if not all, of these data could be of real 
value for further research. �ese data could be used to create image databases, digital maps 
collections, or digital libraries with manuscripts, archival material, and other text samples 
open for text mining tools. Results from experiments and surveys could be published in a 
way that allows for re-use, data mining, and automatic meta-analysis on di�erent datasets. 
Research results could thus become new data sources and generate further research.

However, re-use and content mining requires management and curation of the research 
data, and our sample leads us to believe that advice and assistance will be necessary for PhD 
students to prepare their data in an adequate way. Adequate means at least:

�t�� Clear separation of text and data. Digital research data must be submitted in 
di�erent and separate �les.

�t�� Structuration of the research data, with detailed and organized tagging (markup) of 
the datasets.
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