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BACKGROUND

On April 21, 2017, the Social Science Research Council (www.ssrc.org) 
hosted a meeting of approximately thirty social scientists, humanities 
scholars, data scientists, librarians, and archivists to discuss the topic of 
“Securing Social Science and Humanities Government Data” (hereafter, 
“Securing”). Increasingly, “data rescue” events are being held across the 
United States, focused on downloading government data primarily related 
to the environment and climate change. SSRC began exploring, first, the 
extent to which other data—namely, government data oriented to the social 
sciences—were being collected (or not) alongside the environmental and 
climate data and, second, the applicability of data rescue efforts to a broader 
social science research landscape. The result was a series of conversations 
by SSRC staff with a variety of leaders in the data rescue effort, including 
those responsible for creating DataRefuge at the University of Pennsylvania 
(see list in the appendix below). 
 
The “Securing” meeting’s goals were as follows: 

• To build on the experience of previous data rescue efforts
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• To determine the extent to which data from other domains 
(particularly the humanities and social sciences, hereafter “HSS”) 
have been salvaged

• To help coordinate processes for identifying and placing these 
records in appropriate repositories

• To articulate how efforts for HSS might be prioritized, based on 
levels of threat to the data or on their value

• To discern other approaches for securing HSS data that may be 
at risk 

• To determine the SSRC’s role in facilitating a conversation about 
these immediate needs and helping with coordination

The SSRC’s conversations with various communities revealed a lot of work 
underway and provided a sense that an opportunity to coordinate that work 
across HSS disciplines was both welcome and necessary.
 

ROLE OF THE SSRC

Nearly ninety-five years old, the SSRC was formed by seven scholarly 
societies in 1923 to foster interdisciplinary and crossdisciplinary scholarship 
by crossing the boundaries that separate these disciplines from each other, 
university scholarship from public affairs, and the social sciences from the 
humanities and the natural sciences. Central to this mission, and most 
acutely in the Digital Culture program, is connection to the vast array of 
institutions—libraries, museums, societies, and publishers—that nurture 
and advance scholarly inquiry, its circulation, and its preservation. The 
SSRC also manages a global array of fellowship opportunities and internal 
research programs, such as Measure of America, that rely on the presence 
and circulation of statistical data and government resources to make 
evidence-based claims. Exploring ways in which the SSRC might support 
the scholars and scientists who depend on those data and the librarians 
and archivists who manage them was the main motivation for the meeting.
 
Plans for “Securing” evolved during a fast-moving few months. As efforts to 
organize the meeting were underway, a number of complementary events 
occurred: the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research 
(ICPSR) launched DataLumos; data rescue events continued to proliferate; 
a major meeting on the development of “Libraries+Network” evolved 
(cosponsored by UPenn Libraries/DataRefuge, the Association of Research 
Libraries, and the Mozilla Foundation); the Digital Library Federation 

http://www.datalumos.org/datalumos/
https://libraries.network/
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launched Endangered Data Week; and the SSRC launched its task force, 
“To Secure Knowledge” (http://www.ssrc.org/pages/to-secure-knowledge-
a-task-force-of-the-social-science-research-council/).

MEETING SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

“To Secure Knowledge” was introduced by SSRC president Ira Katznelson 
during his opening remarks for the “Securing HSS Government Data” 
meeting, in which he welcomed participants, placed the Council’s work during 
the past ninety years into the context of today, and discussed the scholarly 
principles and institutions the task force is meant to secure and reinforce: 
the federal statistical system; the institutions that support scholarly inquiry 
(including federal funding agencies); the networks and mobility of scholars 
and scholarly knowledge; the conventions of self-governance in scholarly 
communities, including the integrity of peer review; and responsible paths 
for accountability, balanced with scholarly autonomy.
 
Participants introduced themselves by name, title, and affiliation and with 
an opening question or concern related to the status and accessibility of 
government HSS data. Questions fell within an array of categories: the 
scoping of data available and data potentially “at risk”; the involvement of 
disciplines; process and methods; outreach and demonstrations of impact; 
and the fostering of collaborations and sustaining of infrastructure. The 
framing and example questions below are drawn from both pre-meeting 
interviews and comments made during the meeting.

SCOPE

While some clarity was apparent about the workflows and repositories 
available for climate and environmental data, less certainty surrounded other 
kinds of data, especially those most relevant to HSS work. What types of data 
would count? Would they include white papers from National Endowment 
for the Humanities (NEH) grant programs, National Park Service statistics 
about visitation, indicators for meeting UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
or census data? Participants and interviewees emphasized a need to identify 
other significant topics or themes, such as women’s health, measurement 
of racial inequality, and so on, and to identify where government data 
concerning them remained insufficient and needed bolstering. More than 
one person noted that challenges related to collecting and providing access 
to data, especially on controversial topics, predate the current presidential 

http://www.ssrc.org/pages/to-secure-knowledge-a-task-force-of-the-social-science-research-council/
http://www.ssrc.org/pages/to-secure-knowledge-a-task-force-of-the-social-science-research-council/
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administration (for example, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
indicators on gun safety as a health measure are not new to the Trump 
administration).

Specific questions arose concerning the scope of data rescue efforts:

• How can these data figure better into the kinds of social problems 
people are grappling with?

• How does (and should) this information flow from the government 
to communities affected by it, and how do we push for more 
inclusive and democratic policymaking in that regard?

• How do scholars gain necessary access to data related to national 
security issues, and what are the challenges to scholarship when 
documents are classified retrospectively?

• Should data rescue efforts look to capture everything available on 
certain governmental sites, or only those data considered most 
“at risk”? Who decides what is at risk?

• What is the role of institutional libraries? Of scholarly societies? 
Of scholars themselves?

DISCIPLINARY INVOLVEMENT

Both in preliminary interviews and during the meeting, participants 
expressed a strong desire for greater disciplinary expertise and involvement. 
Even though primers were developed during DataRefuge events, for 
example, to detail the broad array of federal agencies and offices, we were 
told specific guidance was needed from the scholars and librarians who 
know these agencies best, including proven methods for working with them 
to support their work. In line with this concern, questions were raised about 
the appropriateness of the word “rescue” as the active verb, with some 
wondering if the phrasing set up an oppositional dynamic and thus hindered 
potential working arrangements with current federal workers.

PROCESS AND METHODS: FROM IMMEDIATE STEPS TO LONG-TERM 
DISCOVERABILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY

Participants raised a host of concerns about the difficulties surrounding 
data integrity and the challenges of establishing provenance, and they put 
forward guiding questions about next steps that would best incorporate 
lessons learned from the early rounds of data rescue efforts. We heard a lot 
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of questions about the challenges of moving data from being “rescued” to 
being “research ready.” The greatest concerns were raised about the scale 
of federal data and the likely ability of repositories to host jointly their full 
range—and whether fostering such sharing was even the best approach. 
Some of these topics were also addressed at a meeting held in May 2017, 
jointly organized by DataRefuge/University of Pennsylvania, the Association 
of Research Libraries (ARL), and Mozilla, and hosted by New America 
(details of that meeting are available at https://libraries.network/).

Specific questions that arose as to process and methods were these:

• How can we mobilize expertise in workflows, management, and 
quality so the data that is rescued are usable and accessible?

• How do we collect these data with all of their relevant context 
attached? How do we collect data that are not easily scraped from 
the web using common scripts, such as those data contained in 
web-delivered databases?

• How do we make federal (and other) data not simply more 
accessible but useful for marginalized communities?

• How do we combat the privatization of federal data?

OUTREACH, MESSAGING, AND DEMONSTRATIONS OF IMPACT

Multiple participants noted a lack of personal stories detailing how the loss 
or potential loss of data would directly affect different kinds of research, 
coupled with a lack of clarity on how best to relate the ways in which these 
relatively abstract cuts or losses do or might manifest in local contexts. 
Questions were raised about how best to deal with the possible perception 
of these data efforts as inherently political, even when approached from a 
nonpartisan perspective.

REFRESHING AND RENEWING COLLABORATIONS

In conversations before and during the meeting, participants seemed 
unanimous that much ongoing work is underway, and much more remains 
to be done; all expressed a strong desire for collaboration and a real need for 
coordination. Discussion often focused on the current structure of academic 
institutions—which affords both challenges and opportunities—and on how 
existing collaborations might be reconsidered or strengthened.
 

https://libraries.network/
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Specific questions that arose about collaborations were these: 

How can we build or refocus libraries so they and their budgets can better 
support a broader range of research needs for universities’ students, faculty, 
and local communities in an age when subscription costs limit opportunity?

How can we turn these scattered but enthusiastic data rescue efforts into 
a sustainable, accessible, broad-reaching movement that is not a reaction 
to sudden political pressure but a proactive and ongoing force for academic 
and societal good?

WHAT ARE HSS DATA AND WHY DO THEY MATTER?

Much of the in-person meeting focused on the issue of scope: how do we 
define the parameters of federal HSS data? Is their scope limited to statistics 
and documents? Is it limited to what is in the public domain, or does it include 
what is not?  What other mechanisms, like the Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA) can function as a process of moving data and information into 
the public domain? Participants noted that not everything the government 
produces is a public record, and what constitutes a public record changes, 
as do record retention policies. One raised the example of recent moves to 
make police data a “private government record” in certain states. Differing 
rules at the federal, state, and local levels regarding what counts as a public 
record mean that understanding what government transparency might look 
like even under different political circumstances is challenging.
 
Defining what among those potentially transparent records counts 
as “HSS data” is even harder. Nearly everything the government does 
could be of interest to social scientists from some discipline or other, 
so limiting the scope of the collection is difficult. Multiple participants 
pointed out that scholars study records relevant both to government 
operations and to decision making (for example, correspondence records 
about how a federal agency makes a key decision).  The government also 
collects and keeps records relevant to both the current status of society 
and its history (for example, census records). A key question raised by a 
participant early in the discussion—“How are historians going to study 
the social and cultural history of our time?”—highlighted this challenge, 
while reflecting Roy Rosenzweig’s 2003 concerns about scarcity and 
abundance in historical research.1 
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Scholars across disciplines are daunted by the pace and scale at which 
records are produced. Data rescue coordinators who have considered 
drawing up lists of data collections in multiple disciplines have noted that 
despite frequent calls for a single catalogue or even a simple listing of 
only federal climate and environmental data, “there is no list,” and they 
emphasized the challenge in developing one. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF HSS GOVERNMENT DATA? SCOPING 
THE PROBLEM AND THE NATURE OF “RISK” AND “RESCUE”

Discussion about “risk” related to government data and access to them 
highlights challenges both of approach and of sequence. Is “rescue” the 
most appropriate response to perceived threats to federally controlled 
research data? As already noted, the consensus, at least during the 
meeting, appeared to suggest rescue can be appropriate when there is 
a strong sense data access is vulnerable to loss or removal, but that use 
of the word “rescue” can create unintended side effects, most notably by 
suggesting a division between federal workers and the citizens whom they 
serve. Presuming “rescue”—whatever word is used for it—is the appropriate 
approach, should the emphasis be on rescuing vulnerable data first, without 
examining their potential value to researchers, or should a mechanism be 
developed to prioritize value over vulnerability?

Vulnerability often becomes a default guiding principle when agreement 
is lacking on what value means outside a specific research context and 
no systematic way exists to determine value at scale. Vulnerability can 
range, however, from “benign neglect” to “actively threatened.” The 
“Recommendations” section below discusses possible approaches to 
addressing these concerns.
 
Participants also pointed out that emphasizing vulnerability creates a state 
of perpetual reaction rather than action. In addition to setting up alarm 
systems for data that might be removed, is it possible and/or preferable to 
rescue data specific to a research agenda that can be used to build something 
new—a federal hate crime database, for example, that could aggregate not 
just federal data but private data, independently gathered? The Center for 
Policing Equity could serve as a model, as it has collected more data on 
police activities than the federal government, and it uses them in actionable 
ways in collaboration with police chiefs across the country. The data are not 
openly accessible, however, and making them both accessible (accounting 
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for sensitive information, where appropriate) and useful brings up two other 
essential aspects of data rescue efforts: collecting metadata and providing 
rich context.  To be scalable, activities for enhancing object-level metadata 
and providing the context crucial for discovering and using the data need 
to be crowdsourced to a wider, more informed public, but crowdsourcing 
creates its own challenges of quality control and coordination of efforts. 
 
Finally, the nature of “threats” to data accessibility varies. Some pertain to 
potential removal of materials, whether they are datasets related to climate 
change or materials less readily recognizable as “data.” An example of 
the latter is provided by the rich websites hosted by the National Park 
Service that offer interpretations of park history. Rather than presenting 
raw data, these explanatory websites allow someone who is not a data 
scientist or environmentalist to understand park history and its relevance 
to all Americans, including African Americans and Native Americans. 
They function, in the words of one participant, as “one of the big interfaces 
between the parks and the public.” Like data, this interpretative “sense-
making” can become vulnerable, especially when the perspectives it offers 
are contrary to views of those in political power. 

That such interpretations are as necessary and as much at risk as the data 
themselves is evidenced by H. R. 482 (https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-
congress/house-bill/482/text). This bill, now before the U.S. House of 
Representatives, seeks to roll back the sharing of data related to racial 
inequality in housing that was enacted during the Obama administration, 
and then it goes further: section 3 not only promises to restrict access to 
data, but explicitly prohibits the use of federal funds to support geospatial 
analysis and interpretation of racial inequity in housing.2 Meeting participants 
wondered whether this bill would, for example, prohibit a historical study 
of redlining that might use grant funds from the National Endowment for 
the Humanities or the National Science Foundation. The details of this 
bill, and its attempt to restrict specific types of analysis and interpretation, 
also illustrate how data rarely are useful without context—the methods, 
metadata, and knowledge (tacit or explicit) that are used to analyze and 
interpret them. How can those contexts be captured effectively? 

Participants raised additional problems with data rescue, particularly 
related to the growing privatization of government information, as with 
recent deals between for-profit corporations like ProQuest or Ancestry.com 
and the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA). What limits 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/482/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/482/text
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are placed on the provision to law enforcement of personal information, 
such as DNA samples, by private services like Ancestry.com, or even on their 
keeping of personal data for private use? This has been the subject of recent 
criticisms of their licensing agreements with users concerning potential 
privacy overreach. However, amid calls for increased data transparency, 
participants also consistently agreed that efforts to make government 
information available to those who need it must be balanced with privacy 
and surveillance concerns.
 
Although this meeting was framed as an exploration of social science data 
as distinct from environmental data, participants emphasized that much 
environmental data is social science data, because it concerns topics such 
as public health. These data are not just housed at the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) but are spread across government institutions, 
each with different rules regarding transparency and data management. 
Participants advocated developing a comprehensive list identifying areas of 
high vulnerability where the data have not yet been collected or targeted, 
such as data related to issues of sexuality, abortion, civil rights, and gun 
violence and publicly available data on topics of national security. The nature 
of multiple related programs spread across the federal system leaves even 
the most fundamental of questions unanswered: What agencies collect 
data related to these topics? How are the data collected, and how are they 
stored? Are they guaranteed to be archived and, if so, for how long?
 
Despite the added value brought by data.gov and the data transparency 
rules that arose during the Obama administration, no comprehensive index 
of federal data exists. Based on conversations between the participants 
from the University of Pennsylvania and various contacts inside various 
government agencies, however, five criteria to determine “vulnerability” 
could be identified:

• Is the community these data serve at risk?
• Are the data themselves at risk, because of size or other technical 

concerns?
• Are the data politically at risk, because they challenge the norms 

of the current administration?
• Are the data legally vulnerable, due to a court case or potential 

for reclassification?
• Is the federal entity responsible for these data vulnerable to 

budget cuts or elimination?

https://www.data.gov/
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A participant suggested one way to begin identifying vulnerable data would 
be by reading reports from think tanks and nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) that set the tone for federal policy discussions; for example, many 
suggestions for agency eliminations have been put forward by the Heritage 
Foundation. A careful read of such reports might highlight specific high-
risk areas.

Participants also raised the question of data that have already been 
removed. What signals, records, or data trails can be used to document 
places where data should be, but aren’t? How do researchers identify them 
and understand their absence? This was thought to be an interesting area 
of potential research, perhaps by building on citation networks where data 
citation is common practice (an experiment that might bolster arguments 
for robust data citation practices). One participant gave the example of the 
increased reclassification of material: what happens if data you have used 
in your research are reclassified so they are no longer publicly available, 
and no one is able to verify your claims? These challenges reassert why the 
preservation of metadata is key: they may contain information that points to 
absences and holes in datasets.
 
Following on from the observation about the importance of long-term access 
to metadata, some participants raised concerns about relying on the federal 
government to preserve them, while others raised similar concerns about 
for-profit businesses. Librarians and archivists must continue to take—and 
be empowered to take, through funding opportunities—leadership in these 
cataloguing and preservation efforts. Those in the meeting noted that a 
records management approach should be followed for metadata creation 
and even for data collection, with shared governance for accountability. 
Establishing not only accurate representations of the datasets as originally 
presented but also a verifiable chain of custody for the data is essential. In 
an effort to test chain of custody and records management, investigative 
journalists could prove to be allies. Not only do they have enormous 
personal collections of data themselves, but, if offered data with proper 
chain of custody and veracity attached, they can serve as a conduit between 
the archive and the public—an activity that in turn supports policy shifts and 
advocacy efforts.
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LESSONS LEARNED AND NEXT STEPS

Chain of custody and provenance remained key issues for participants, 
with several arguing that a tradeoff must take place between widening the 
funnel—that is, gathering data outside of the original environmental focus, 
and beyond easily scrapable pages—and not breaking the chain of custody 
or losing details of context. With these criteria in mind, the following 
categories of data were put on the table as possibly being most at risk:

• CIA (currently unclassified) data
• USAID/International Development data
• Immigration data
• Data on corruption (in government and law enforcement)
• Lobbyist registration data
• Census data (with further concerns raised about future census 

data, including the possibility of questions being asked that might 
be off-putting to respondents)

• Data on public health, especially reproductive rights
• National immunization survey data
• Data from the National Survey of Family Growth
• Civil rights materials in general
• Criminal justice data and basic reporting on police activity
• Records of traffic stops
• Directories of public employees and agency directories

 
Participants recommended reaching out, both through direct contact with 
research groups and via surveys, to expand this list. Additional partners 
(or types of partners) suggested included collectives of librarians and 
archivists (such as the National Digital Stewardship Alliance and Research 
Data Alliance); journalism schools and journalists; nonprofit research 
organizations; research libraries, public libraries, and library associations; 
and foundations. People at each of these sites of activity have been thinking 
about issues of “securing data” from a different angle.
 
Some of the most helpful contacts for data rescue projects have proved to 
be current and retired government employees. Data rescue events across 
the country have been flooded with retired government workers, who are 
familiar with certain agencies or with the laws governing their records 
and willing to share their expertise. Recommendations from meeting 
participants included outreach to retired or former federal employees, as 
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well as current and former AAAS Science & Technology Policy Fellows, 
who might serve as resources for expanding the understanding of agency 
data and culture. Various data rescue events have led to the production 
of primers detailing agency information and the types of data at risk. 
Because each agency and type of data is unique, however, the primers 
already produced by the Environmental Data and Governance Initiative 
(EDGI) and others must be much more specific than they have been so 
far, which further bolsters the need to extract the tacit knowledge held by 
those with federal work experience.
 
Participants with experience organizing and running data rescue events 
report these events have been more successful when they have a specific set 
of goals and bring together a specific group of people who are enthusiastic 
about accomplishing them than are events that try to be universal or broad-
reaching. The demand for primers and teaching materials is outstripping 
the capacity of current data rescue organizers to produce them. Institutions, 
particularly the various social science scholarly associations, were raised 
as possible sites for help with this problem; participants asked whether 
professional staff from societies could help write primers on the best 
ways to identify, tag, contextualize, and access the data from agencies with 
which their members are most familiar. The general consensus was that an 
attempt should be made to shift appropriate tasks to stakeholders and to 
pair people with the tasks most suited to their skillsets and expertise.
 
Some participants advocated for a direct pedagogical approach in 
undergraduate and graduate classrooms to teach skills such as data 
management and information literacy within the context of topics 
students might find timely and relevant. A few reported good success with 
undergraduates in activities like helping to create or enhance metadata. 
Beyond the classroom, professional development opportunities for faculty, 
staff, and students might be added that would bring together data producers 
and librarians and/or archivists to help think about processes that would 
make data “intentionally reusable” and “research ready.” 

Greater coordination among data producers, managers, and consumers 
could likewise generate opportunities for collective action. Examples 
range from sharing FOIA requests to pooling resources to developing and 
advocating for tools that allow scholars to assist with data collection and 
metadata generation. (Participants cited Tropy, an archival research tool in 
development by the Center for History and New Media at George Mason 

https://www.aaas.org/program/science-technology-policy-fellowships
https://rrchnm.org/tropy/
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University with support from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, that would 
allow scholars to take images of records in federal archives and share them 
while providing metadata.) 

Various groups concerned about data security and access have consistently 
called for improved storytelling to demonstrate the value of federal data. 
How do data security and access issues appeal to citizens across the 
political spectrum, from residents of a city like Philadelphia, for instance, 
to those who live in rural Pennsylvania? One way to expand efforts in 
storytelling is to examine issues or themes where data advocacy has 
been successful. Under the broad rubric of “water,” for example, one can 
discuss data relevant to agriculture, public health, drinking water, fishing, 
and so forth. While “climate change” may not be the best subject to tell a 
story about because of partisan responses, access to water is universally 
considered important. One recommendation is to develop a common 
template for developing, collecting, and delivering “data stories” to the 
public. DataRescue, for example, has developed a model and training 
sessions to help women write opinion pieces on issues they care about, 
helping them translate data and visualizations to be more accessible to 
broader, public audiences. One challenge is to empower professional 
communities to talk about  data rescue and preservation issues in ways 
that are nonpartisan and without individuals jeopardizing their jobs, a 
concern expressed by some. One approach is to focus on how the loss of 
data will impact businesses  and entrepreneurial efforts, which often rely 
on federal and state data, but participants agreed that a focus on business 
should not be the only approach to finding broad appeal. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

To close the workshop, participants made a variety of recommendations 
related to securing HSS data, including developing or enhancing efforts in 
the following areas:

STRATEGIES AND POLICIES TO REVEAL BETTER THE IMPACT AND 
SIGNIFICANCE OF FEDERAL DATA:

Enhance requirements for data management plans (DMPs). To obtain a 
better understanding of how federal HSS data are used across research 
areas, funding agencies that currently require DMPs could require applicants 
to list federally funded data to be used in their funded projects. The final 
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reports of these projects should—especially as federal agencies continue to 
adopt and implement the Research Performance Progress Report (RPPR) 
common standard—include lists of federally funded data and citation of all 
datasets used in the research.

Engage with the public. Nonprofit organizations, research centers, 
universities, and researchers should write op-eds, articles, and blog posts 
and engage journalists with their “data stories”—especially stories about 
how federal data influence, affect, and enhance their research practice. A 
common template for developing, collecting, and delivering “data stories” 
to the public, like the Data Refuge project’s “Storytelling Tools” (http://
www.ppehlab.org/storytelling/), should be developed. The Social Science 
Research Council invites scholars and librarians who actively work with 
federal data to submit their data stories to its online publication, Parameters 
(http://parameters.ssrc.org/2017/05/call-for-submissions-stories-of-
federal-data-use-in-your-research/).

NETWORKS THAT SUPPORT OPEN ENGAGEMENT AMONG RESEARCHERS, 
FEDERAL EMPLOYEES, AND LIBRARIES AND ARCHIVES:

Foster partnerships with current and former federal employees, develop 
working groups around topics that can best share the available data to 
support specific research inquiries, and share the most helpful approaches 
to maintaining those data over time.

Encourage scholarly societies to take leadership roles in monitoring 
and, if necessary, securing federal data of particular relevance to their 
research communities. First steps in this task could involve the formation 
of special interest groups at the annual conventions and conferences and 
the provision of space and support for those meetings, even if the current 
year’s convention schedule has already been established.

Provide opportunities and funding to enhance or develop consortia of 
librarians, archivists, and information professionals to work with federal 
workers and social scientists on topics of government data transparency, 
management, preservation, and access. Examples of such groups include 
the Research Data Alliance, the Digital Library Federation’s (DLF’s) 
interest group on Records Transparency and Accountability, and the 
Libraries+Network, among others.

http://www.ppehlab.org/storytelling/
http://www.ppehlab.org/storytelling/
http://parameters.ssrc.org/2017/05/call-for-submissions-stories-of-federal-data-use-in-your-research/
http://parameters.ssrc.org/2017/05/call-for-submissions-stories-of-federal-data-use-in-your-research/
https://www.rd-alliance.org/
https://www.diglib.org/groups/transparency-accountability/
https://libraries.network/
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APPROACHES TO PRESERVING, SHARING, AND SUPPLEMENTING FEDERAL 
HSS DATA:

Develop a crowdsourcing plan for data rescue efforts. Crowdsourcing 
should move beyond standalone events to “rescuing from the couch,”where 
contributors can participate on their own timeline and in their own space.   
Creating a plan can build on examples of successful HSS crowdsourcing 
efforts, such as the New York Public Library (NYPL) NEH-funded “What’s On 
the Menu Project” (http://menus.nypl.org/). The Crowd Consortium report, 
a result of a workshop cofunded by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, NEH, 
and the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS), details other such 
examples of successful HSS crowdsourcing and possible areas of future 
research. “Engaging the Public: Best Practices for Crowdsourcing Across 
the Disciplines” can be downloaded at http://www.crowdconsortium.org/. 

Support research into development of an index and measures to document 
the likely threat  to currently available federal and private data resources. 
What is the likelihood that data currently available may disappear?  
Developing threat measures aligned to broad principles of data preservation 
can help identify the likelihood and potential causes of data disappearance. 

TRAINING: 

Educate faculty on how they can help with immediate needs for securing 
at-risk data and what they can do on preservation and curation in the long 
term. Engage scholarly societies to suggest policies, train constituents 
through panels and workshops, and host working groups or committees 
to discuss both immediate and long-term needs for data preservation 
related to their disciplines. In addition to its ongoing work via DataRefuge 
and EDGI, particularly in environmental and climate arenas, the DLF has 
supported Endangered Data Week, a collaborative effort across a variety 
of institutions “to shed light on public datasets that are in danger of being 
deleted, repressed, mishandled, or lost.” Planned as an annual event, 
the week’s activities exemplify how to galvanize, educate, and coordinate 
activities across a range of disciplines and interests. 

Enhance support for training modules and workshops educating next-
generation PhDs and current faculty about the needs of, ethics unpinning, 
and risks related to data-driven research. Graduate and undergraduate 
curricula should be reviewed and models developed for understanding, 

http://menus.nypl.org/
http://www.crowdconsortium.org/
https://www.datarefuge.org/
https://envirodatagov.org/
http://endangereddataweek.org/
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working with, enhancing, and preserving federal data resources related to 
faculty members’ disciplinary training. Curricula should be developed that 
incorporate data curation and management into regular undergraduate and 
graduate classrooms.

CONCLUSION

As data become ever more crucial to academic research and policy 
development across a variety of HSS disciplines, the need for enhanced 
strategies to preserve access to them over time remains acute and is not 
limited to any single political tension or climate. From FOIA to security 
reclassification, from the removal of data because of political trends to the 
increased opacity of data through privatization, the challenges facing twenty-
first century researchers are keeping pace with—and perhaps exceeding—
the promise of data analytics. The efforts made so far to secure data have 
also created an opportunity for increased public engagement in data 
transparency, advocacy, and literacy, but future steps require considerable 
coordination across disciplinary lines and additional resources, including 
robust funding, so as not to overburden the individuals and institutions 
who have thus far taken on leadership roles in these endeavors. To secure 
data requires a commitment to transparency and accountability from 
government agencies and in scholarly practice alike; only through shared 
commitment to reform will we secure knowledge for future generations. 
The SSRC will continue to explore ways to advance the recommendations 
outlined above as we move forward with the work of the SSRC task force, To 
Secure Knowledge.

https://www.ssrc.org/pages/to-secure-knowledge-a-task-force-of-the-social-science-research-council/
https://www.ssrc.org/pages/to-secure-knowledge-a-task-force-of-the-social-science-research-council/
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NOTES

1. Roy Rosenzweig, “Scarcity or Abundance? Preserving the Past in a Digital Era,” American 
Historical Review, vol. 108, no. 3 (June 2003): 735–76.

2. SEC. 3. PROHIBITION ON USE OF FEDERAL FUNDS. Notwithstanding any other provision 
of law, no Federal funds may be used to design, build, maintain, utilize, or provide access to 
a Federal database of geospatial information on community racial disparities or disparities 
in access to affordable housing.
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APPENDIX: AGENDA AND PARTICIPANT LIST 

FOR APRIL 21, 2017, WORKSHOP

AGENDA

9:30 AM 
Arrival and Coffee

10:00 TO 10:30 AM
Welcome, Introductions, and Meeting Context

Jason Rhody

10:30 TO 12:30 PM
What Are HSS Data and Why Do They Matter?

A discussion of the characteristics of HSS data and how they are collected 
and used by researchers and scholars. How are they different (or not) from 

STEM data?

Kristen Lewis/Measure of America, SSRC

Rebecca Rosen/New York University

Anne Washington/George Mason University

Matthew Connelly/Columbia University

Diana Kapiszewski/Georgetown & Qualitative Data Repository

Kathleen Fitzpatrick/Modern Language Association (MLA)

Eric Kansa/OpenContext

12:30 TO 1:30 PM
Lunch
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1:30 TO 2:45 PM 
What Is the State of HSS Government Data? Scoping the Problem and the 

Nature of “Risk” and “Rescue”

Even as dozens of data rescue events have occurred across the country, how 
far they have moved beyond the initial focus of environmental and climate 
data has remained unclear. What HSS data are most at risk? What data 
have already been “rescued”? What do “risk” and “rescue” mean within the 

context of HSS data?

Michele Hayslett/University of North Carolina

Brandon Locke/Michigan State University

Rachel Mattson/La MaMa Experimental Theatre Club

Thu-Mai Christian/The Odum Institute, University of North Carolina

Mercè Crosas Institute for Quantitative Social Science (IQSS), Harvard University

2:45 TO 3:30 PM
Lessons Learned, Challenges, and Opportunities for Adaptation

Data rescue events have produced tools, workflows, primers, and data 
housed in repositories. What lessons have been learned from these events 
that can inform work on HSS data, and how can HSS scholars assist efforts 

from the library and archival community?

DataRefuge Team

Margaret Levenstein/Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social 
Research (ICPSR)

EDGI Team

Paul Duguid/School of Information, University of California, Berkeley

Michael Halpern/Union of Concerned Scientists

Alex Chassanoff/Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Libraries

3:30 TO 3:45 PM
Break
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3:45 TO 4:45 PM
Setting an Agenda for Securing HSS Government Data

Already we see evidence of work in this area: primers for additional 
agencies; Endangered Data Week; EDGI; DataLumos; ARL’s efforts, including 

collaboration with DataRefuge in Libraries+.
 

How can scholars, scholarly societies, repositories, and other institutions 
best be connected with continuing efforts? How can we make data 
“research ready” and provide appropriate scholarly context? What training 
or information do we need to provide to scholars so they can contribute in 
the most informed way? How can we best leverage the scholarly societies? 
What should the primary immediate, medium-term, and long-term goals 

be?

Prue Adler/ARL

Bethany Nowviskie/Digital Library Federation (DLF)

SSRC Team

Rebecca Kennison/K|N Consultants

4:45 TO 5:00 PM
Summary
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PARTICIPANTS

Prue Adler  Association of Research Libraries (ARL)

Laurie Allen  University of Pennsylvania Libraries/DataRefuge

Alex Chassanoff*  Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Libraries

Deborah Cheng  Social Science Research Council (SSRC)

Thu-Mai Christian  The Odum Institute, University of North Carolina

Matthew J. Connelly  Columbia University

Mercè Crosas  Institute for Quantitative Social Science (IQSS), Harvard 
University

Paul Duguid  School of Information, University of California, Berkeley

Henry Farrell*  George Washington University

Kathleen Fitzpatrick  Modern Language Association (MLA)

Michael Halpern*  Union of Concerned Scientists

Michele Hayslett  University of North Carolina

Eric Kansa  OpenContext

Diana Kapiszewski  Georgetown University/Qualitative Data Repository 
(QDR)

Ron Kassimir  Social Science Research Council (SSRC)

Ira Katznelson  Social Science Research Council (SSRC), President

Rebecca Kennison  K|N Consultants

Margaret Levenstein  Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social 
Research (ICPSR)
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Laura Laderman  Social Science Research Council (SSRC), Measure of 
America

Kristen Lewis  Social Science Research Council (SSRC), Measure of America

Brandon Locke  Michigan State University; Endangered Data Week

Rachel Mattson  La MaMa Experimental Theatre Club; Digital Library 
Federation (DLF) Interest Group on Government Records Transparency and 

Accountability

Bethany Nowviskie  Digital Library Federation (DLF), Council on Library 
and Information Resources (CLIR)

Brendan O’Brien  Environmental Data and Governance Initiative (EDGI)

Jason Rhody  Social Science Research Council (SSRC)

Rebecca Rosen  New York University/Center for Urban Science and Progress 
(CUSP)

Dawn Walker  Environmental Data and Governance Initiative (EDGI)

Anne Washington*  George Mason University

Penny Weber  Social Science Research Council (SSRC)

Bethany Wiggin  University of Pennsylvania/DataRefuge

Jerome Whitington  Environmental Data and Governance Initiative (EDGI)

Sara Wylie*  Environmental Data and Governance Initiative (EDGI)

* Participating remotely




