A Letter to CAPDU 2005 about the Future of

Data Services in Canada

The final report of the National Consultation on Access to Scientific Research Data has just been released (March 29, 2005) and builds upon the earlier report of the National Data Archive Consultation, which was completed in June 2002.  I believe that the ultimate outcomes of these two consultations and their recommendations will have a significant impact on the future of data services.

Both reports recognize the importance of data services in our universities to the overall success of preserving research data and of ensuring access to these valuable resources.  Both reports acknowledge the role that academic data services need to play in the larger infrastructure supporting research and instruction in Canada.

The complexity and scale of preserving and providing access to research data requires the involvement of many institutions, including university and research libraries, granting agencies, research councils, researchers, the Library and Archives of Canada, data services, Statistics Canada and others.  Together these institutions are part of the fabric constituting Canada's knowledge society.  Given the current organizational climate in Canada, no single institution can possibly carry the whole preservation-access load.  This is true in other countries, too.  The movement in the U.K. around digital curation is to build a matrix of institutions sharing responsibilities for the care of digital resources throughout their lifecycle.  Many institutions have a role to play and knowing and clearly articulating their role will be critical to their future.

Therefore, knowing and articulating the future of data services is vital to our future.  First, a major strength of data services is our proximity to users and, in many instances, producers of data.  This places data services in a mediation role that will only increase in importance in the future.  I am hopeful that Canada will have a national data archiving service that will provide the support needed to preserve research data.  University data services should be associated with this national archiving service both to facilitate the deposit of research data by local researchers and to have a central location for retrieving archived data.

A second strength of data services is the level of expertise that we have developed over years of operation. I see the role of reference and consultation increasing for data services.  I recently heard an astronomer talking about the impact of enormous data collections on his science over the past decade.  He commented on the investment being made in computing technology and how we know that today's expenditure on this machinery will be almost worthless in three to five years.  In contrast, he said that if you invest the same amount of money in developing a person's expertise in data over the identical time period, the value of your investment at the end of this period will have increased significantly.

He suggested that the library of the future needs to develop expertise in data "domains" or scientific fields.  He also suggested that libraries in the future should provide data discovery services and derived-data archives (or publication-related repositories, i.e., the data used in published articles). [http://www.arl.org/forum04/djorgovski.html]

The staff in data services in the future will need to become better educated in areas of data specialization.  The tremendous volume of data and the increasing complexity of new data collection methodologies will drive our services to establish more specialized expertise to assist users in working with these data.

A third strength of data services is the role that we play in library literacy training.  Local data services need to be more involved in the training of undergraduate and graduate students on their campuses.  This likely will involve a mix of workshops offered through the library's instructional program and through participation in credit courses.  Data literacy isn't a new area for many us working in data services.  How will this differ in the future?  I expect that many of the mainstream courses will begin carrying a data component and students will be expected to have better skills in working with data than they now have.  The demand will increase at lower-level courses. In fact, we may well experience students entering university already with some basic data management skills eager to work with data.

These three general areas are important for the future of data services: a network relationship with a national data archive, increased specialization in data "domains" and active engagement in data literacy.  Looking specifically at where data services are located organizationally on campuses, I expect that we will have to adapt to some significant changes that will occur in libraries.  If the current trend continues, libraries will not replace all of the staff who are retiring over the next five to ten years.  The opposite will likely happen.  Library staffs will become smaller and consequently, work in the library will have to be done differently.  I expect that more and more of the processing services in libraries will be outsourced or purchased from vendors directly.  This should allow librarians more time to focus on content and reference.  The next new era for libraries with be "discovery" technology in the form of the semantic Web (or whatever emerges along this line) and data mining.

What are the implications for data services with these possible organizational changes?  First, data services will need a new generation of professionals.  I am witnessing neglect in my library to address succession planning and don't know how many universities will engage in active succession planning.  If it becomes a large crap shoot, those of us in data services will have to continue our own training program similar to the way we have operated in the past.  I would like to see more library internship positions in data services across Canada, more practicum opportunities for MLS students in data services, and the introduction of data services in the curriculum of our schools of information studies/science.  Second, with fewer staff, it will be more difficult to increase specialization in data "domains".  Therefore, we will need librarians who will bundle closely related specialties in order to develop and maintain data specialization.  For example, statistics, data and GIS are service bundles at a number of academic libraries in Canada.  It is great when three or more people can work together to provide this service.  In the future, it may all fall on the shoulders of one person (which is the case at many smaller institutions now.)

Finally, I see the data service community needing to band together to ensure that we will have the same or better access to data resources that we now experience.  There is a new regime in Statistics Canada than when we began DLI ten years ago (which isn't all a bad thing.)  It is unclear, however, that this new leadership treasures DLI as much as we do.  We continue to monitor the decline in public-use microdata production as well as the disappearance of certain statistics (e.g., since BSE, we haven't seen a lot of new statistics from the Agriculture Division in STC.)  It was one thing to debate with Statistics Canada over the stewardship of and access to the statistics and data that they had; it is an entirely different battle if they stop producing whole lines of products.

I see the advocacy role of data services to be as important in the future as it has been in the past.  Being an advocate does not mean necessarily being an adversary.  We need to find strategic ways of convincing this new regime of senior management in STC about the importance of public access to statistics and data.  A big part of this "public access" is to ensure that statistics and data are produced.  Another part is to promote the use of standards that enable greater access and that facilitate the preservation of these resources.

There seems to be an inverse relationship between convenience of dissemination and preservation standards.  The more convenient it has become to disseminate statistics through databases on the Internet, the less attention has been given to the standard in which this information needs to be organized for the purposes of preservation.  Database delivery of statistics typically requires storing them in the proprietary format of a commercial software system that more often than not fails to support a recognized preservation format.  The data services community will need to continue addressing this issue in the future.

For me, the most exciting aspect of the future is the new talent entering our profession.  They are very bright and have excellent technical skills.  And while they may not all stay with data services over the long haul, I am hopeful that they will always carry a warm feeling for data as they progress through their careers.

Chuck
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