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Objective: The study investigated veterinary medicine librarians’ experience with and perceptions of
research data services. Many academic libraries have begun to offer research data services in
response to researchers’ increased need for data management support. To date, such services have
typically been generic, rather than discipline-specific, to appeal to a wide variety of researchers.

Methods: An online survey was deployed to identify trends regarding research data services in
veterinary medicine libraries. Participants were identified from a list of contacts from the MLA
Veterinary Medical Libraries Section.

Results: Although many respondents indicated that they have a professional interest in research data
services, the majority of veterinary medicine librarians only rarely or occasionally provide data
management support as part of their regular job responsibilities. There was little consensus as to
whether research data services should be core to a library’s mission despite their perceived
importance to the advancement of veterinary research. Furthermore, most respondents stated that
research data services are just as or somewhat less important than the other services that they
provide and feel only slightly or somewhat prepared to offer such services.

Conclusions: Lacking a standard definition of ‘‘research data’’ and a common understanding of
precisely what research data services encompass, it is difficult for veterinary medicine librarians and
libraries to define and understand their roles in research data services. Nonetheless, they appear to
have an interest in learning more about and providing research data services.
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The library literature has documented how the roles
of libraries and librarians have changed over the past
several decades as a direct result of advances in
technology. Research data management (RDM),
which broadly refers to the management of data
throughout its life cycle [1], is one area that academic
libraries in particular are exploring. Many federal
funding agencies are beginning to require a data
management plan be included in grant applications,
but these funders do not provide much guidance on
how this should be done. In response, many
academic libraries have taken on a leadership role by
spearheading a research data service, often
coordinating with other stakeholders at their
respective institutions [2–5].

To date, the services offered have been primarily

educational, rather than technical, but this is

changing as librarians gain knowledge and skill in

data management. Health sciences libraries have

been following a similar path as academic libraries

into RDM by offering services such as consulting on

data management plans, assisting with finding and

citing data, educating researchers and students on

best practices in data management, and annotating

and describing data [6–8]. Some libraries have hired

staff specifically to provide and manage such

services, but many librarians have simply

incorporated one or more of these services into their

regular job responsibilities. A recent systematic

review identified a number of new roles for health

sciences librarians, including the emerging role of

‘‘data management librarian’’ [9].

A supplemental appendix is available with the online version

of this journal.
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While many librarians have begun developing
knowledge and skills in data management, it
remains a challenge for them to do so for one reason
in particular. Although certain commonalities exist
on a broad scale, data management practices and
standards vary considerably across disciplines and
even within them. Several studies have explored the
differences amongst disciplines [10–12]; for example,
the propensity of researchers in certain disciplines to
store and/or backup data on college or departmental
servers. Adding even more complexity to the picture,
Weller and Monroe-Gulick found that research
methodology has just as much bearing as discipline
on data management practices [13]. For subject-
specialist librarians who are interested in providing
research data services, it is critical to understand
how the culture of a particular discipline affects data
management practices.

Similar to health sciences librarians, veterinary
medicine librarians often straddle the line between
clinical and basic science when working with faculty,
students, and researchers. While the distinction
between these two areas may seem arbitrary, there is
evidence that the differences have a significant
impact on library resources and services [14].
Similarly, data management practices are likely to be
different for clinical and basic science researchers,
and potentially data service needs as well. For
example, basic sciences researchers in medicine
typically produce larger quantities of data and are
more likely to share these data than clinical and
applied science researchers [11].

METHODS

An online survey consisting of eighteen questions
was created with the objective of capturing
veterinary medicine librarians’ experience with and
perceptions of research data services (Appendix,
online only). Invitations were emailed directly to
potential participants, who were identified through
an online directory maintained by the Veterinary
Medical Libraries Section of the Medical Library
Association. Because many of the questions asked
about an individual’s perceptions, multiple people
from each institution were invited to participate. The
population was limited to those working at
institutions or organizations in North America, as
data management policies, practices, and
infrastructure vary significantly throughout the
world. This survey received exempt status from the
University of Illinois Institutional Review Board.

RESULTS

The population of veterinary medicine librarians and
information professionals is relatively small. From a
total number of 94 survey invitations sent, 44 usable
responses were received, giving a response rate of
47%. The small sample size limits the generalizability
of the survey results. Most respondents worked in an
academic institution, but a few worked for a
nonprofit organization or the federal government.

Current services

n Most respondents (66%) indicated their
institutions or organizations currently offered
research data services.
n Most respondents (66%) said that they rarely or
occasionally provided data management support;
they were motivated primarily because patrons had
requested this support.

Attitudes toward data services

n 36% said that data services were somewhat less
important than their other job activities, while
another 29% said that data services were just as
important.
n When asked if data services should be part of their
library’s core mission, the majority said they felt this
was true (27%) or very true (18%) of what they
believed.
n Most respondents (65%) said that research data
services were very important or moderately
important to the advancement of veterinary
medicine research.

Data service training

n 34% said that their library or institution directly
provided data service training.
n 73% said that their institution provided support
for them to attend data service training or
conferences; however, some commented that this
would come out of their general travel budgets.
n 43% said that they had participated in data service
training and would consider doing so again, and
23% said that although they had not taken any
training, they had considered doing so.

Barriers to providing data services

n More than half of respondents (58%) indicated that
they felt only slightly or somewhat prepared to
provide data services.
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n When asked if time was a barrier to providing data
services, 27% said it was somewhat of a barrier and
22% said it was not a barrier.

DISCUSSION

Federal funding agencies have indicated that more
comprehensive and coordinated data management is
necessary for the continued advancement of scientific
research. Research data services are important
because they provide support for researchers to
improve their practices and better manage their data.
Many academic libraries have recognized this need,
and veterinary medicine librarians have as well.
Several survey respondents commented that limited
access to veterinary research data is a problem when
it comes to reproducibility and transparency of the
research. Similarly, several other respondents
commented that small sample sizes and data sets are
a barrier to scientific discovery and advancement in
veterinary medicine.

Some survey participants commented that they
were not sure what the terms ‘‘data management’’
or ‘‘research data services’’ meant. For example,
one respondent said, ‘‘It might help to define
exactly what is meant by ‘research data services,’’’
while another said, ‘‘Data management can mean a
variety of things, depending on the library.’’ This
lack of understanding might have made it difficult
for participants to answer certain questions. The
author purposely did not provide participants with
a definition for any of these terms. In fact, no
standard definition exists for the term ‘‘research
data,’’ nor is there a common understanding of
what services constitute ‘‘research data services.’’

Results from this survey suggest that this lack of
a common definition and understanding is a
barrier for veterinary medicine librarians, as well
as for their respective libraries, making it difficult
to define and understand their roles in the realm of
data services. One participant commented that
while data services were a high priority, their
library was uncertain of how much librarians
should be involved. The library literature indicates
that this is an issue for academic libraries in
general [15], which makes it challenging for
librarians to begin and to sustain a dialogue about
research data services with each other, with their
patrons, and with administrators.

Another barrier to providing data services is a
lack of ownership. Veterinary medicine librarians
appear to have an interest in research data

services, but many do not feel prepared to offer
these services. Several factors appear to contribute
to their unpreparedness. Data services are not a
primary job responsibility for most of the survey
participants, which suggests that subject specialist
librarians are not expected to be experts in data
services. Therefore, there may be little to no
incentive for them to pursue a greater role in this
area. Additionally, despite their interest in data
services, many respondents said they ultimately
referred patrons to data management specialists in
their libraries.

Even though many participants have attended
data service training, are interested in attending
more, and have financial support from their
institution to do so, it is not clear that they would
actually attend more training. It is typically left up to
the librarians to decide how to spend their
professional development or travel funds, meaning
they would have to weigh data services against their
official job responsibilities. Furthermore, it would be
difficult for them to know which trainings to attend
without having a role already defined for them in
data services.

Whether libraries in general should pursue a
greater role in research data services than they
already have is unclear. Some librarians feel that data
services are a natural extension of current efforts to
support researchers, while others feel that pursuing
these services is out of scope. A one-size-fits-all
approach to research data management and services
may limit libraries’ long-term involvement in data
services. Studies such as this survey suggest that
collaboration within disciplines and across
institutions may be a way forward for subject-
specialist librarians who are interested in providing
data services. This is particularly true for librarians
who are working in nonprofit or federal libraries,
where they might not be able to call upon a central
research data service at their organizations.
Librarians need to continue to investigate the data
practices of the researchers they support to better
understand what services are truly needed and how
libraries and librarians can act as stewards in the
data management life cycle.
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