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INTRODUCTION

Data management underpins current and future research, funder
mandates, open access initiatives, researchers’ reputations, and
institutional ranking. While it is widely recognized that it’s necessary to
provide data management support, recognition that it requires sustainable
funding is slower in coming.
Beagrie, Chruszcz and Lavoie estimate that the costs of data repositories are a magnitude greater than
typical institutional repositories that focus on e-publications.1 These costs primarily occur during
acquisition and ingest of datasets and take the form of staffing.2
Even as the community is beginning to understand the costs,3 it must begin to address how data
management might be funded. A recent assessment of well-established and well-funded national
disciplinary data centers revealed:


Significant increases in research, teaching and studying efficiency were realized by the users as
a result of their use of the data centers;



The value to users exceeds the investment made in data sharing and curation.4

In order to explore the various possibilities, we provide an overview of several funding strategies and their
standing in the US. The arguments for and against each strategy are presented and circumstances in
other countries are described in the appendix.

Getting Institutional Budget Support
Because research data is a valuable university asset, an institution should build ongoing funding into its
base to provide resources to the units responsible for managing that asset. These units may be the
library, information technology, other units charged with the tasks, or a combination of units. Data
management services are not very different than other services the university directly funds, but they are
new, additional services that require new resources. However, as in many other countries, the US
economy has suffered, and subsequently higher education budgets have suffered as well.5 This makes it
less likely that new funding will be made available. It should be recognized that, while data management
costs money, not providing these services could result in repeating costly data gathering for subsequent
research, could compromise compliance with funders requirements and university policy, could result in
questions about the university’s research integrity, and ultimately could decrease the federal research
dollars the institution receives.

Including Data Curation Costs in Grant
Proposal Budgets
For funded research, data management costs should be included in the project budget. Including these
costs in the budget ensures that funding agencies that require data management are paying for it. For
most funding agencies, costs for data management during the research period (including preparing the
data for deposit) can be included in direct costs, but ongoing costs cannot. Even when data management
can be included in project budgets, funders vary on the acceptable costs that can be included.
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Additionally, it is often difficult for the researcher to “reallocate” grant funds from research activities that
they consider more important.
Ongoing costs to manage the data after the project is finished ought to be included in indirect costs. This
is the most rational solution, because data management is an indirect cost of research. The problem is
that the indirect cost calculation is slow to change, and other parts of the university depend on the money
as currently distributed. It is difficult to increase the percentage or to change the distribution so that
sufficient funds could go to the units that provide data management services.
It can sometimes help a budget proposal to include data management as a matching amount the
university contributes to a project, but that doesn’t help the units that provide the services, unless the
funds are redistributed to them.

Charging Researchers
Data management units could pass on costs to the researchers or to their departments. Since grant funds
typically cannot be used after the grant is over, there are two methods to accomplish this: by charging a
set maintenance fee for a particular period, after which ongoing retention is reassessed, or by adopting a
pay-once model, which takes into consideration ongoing costs. However, this may not solve the problem,
since it merely redistributes the cost to the researchers or their departments.

Charging Data Users
Those who use the data and are likely to benefit from it could reasonably be expected to pay for it. The
current mechanism for monetizing datasets typically involves a technology transfer, or technology
commercialization, office. However, it is difficult to predict which data will be in most demand.
Furthermore, most funder mandates require free public access to the data. This makes it unlikely that
charging data users could create a sufficient revenue stream for funding data management services.

Endowment
A philanthropic gift large enough to set up an endowment to cover ongoing costs would solve the
problem. However, data management is not a terribly attractive thing to endow. Institutions with a
particular center of excellence may be more likely to attract such largess. In addition, some institutions
are unable to set up funding that spans fiscal years. Currently, endowments for data management
services are rare and specialized. The efficacy of this option remains to be seen.

Repository Funding
Government funding or private funding is sometimes made available to establish digital preservation
programs, data curation, or repository development. This money would help to establish a data
management operation, but would not help to sustain the service. Many existing data repositories have
begun with this type of outside funding, but sustainability requires other funding strategies.

Making Do
Without any, or enough, of the above sources of funding, institutions will have to make do with existing
funding. One option is to terminate one or more other services in order to offer data management.
Another option is to “outsource” to external data repositories. Some external repositories charge deposit
fees, though these can be included in grant budgets.
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While external data repositories can be a good option, many provide access to data but make no effort to
meet digital preservation standards. They may assume the data is preserved by the researcher’s
institution or consider this service as outside their scope. Further, while some disciplines are wellsupported by centralized data repositories, other disciplines have few or no options, which again leaves
the university to take responsibility for those datasets.
WHO PAYS FOR RESEARCH DATA MANAGEMENT (RDM)?

Funding strategy
Institutional budgetary
support

Pros

Cons

 Protects data as an institutional asset
 Supports all researchers regardless of
funding source

 Difficulty in garnering administrative support
unless additional funding is available
 Requires re-allocation of institutional funds

 Faculty support this option
Charging grant
budgets: direct funds

 Current mechanism in place for most
grants for some RDM activities

 Only covers funded researchers
 Not allowed to extend past grant expiration
 Faculty resist this option

Charging grant
budgets: indirect
costs or overhead

 Most rational choice

Charging depositors
(faculty or
departments)

 Costs are borne by those generating
the data (and the grant funding)

Charging data users

 Costs are borne by those benefitting
from the university’s data assets

 Only receive payment for high-demand or
commercially-relevant data

 May generate a revenue source from
outside the institution

 Most funding agencies strongly encourage or
require free public access

 Relatively stable, ongoing support

 Volume of data could outpace endowment funds

 Supports all researchers regardless of
funding source

 Some institutions are unable to handle payment
across fiscal years

 Currently available

 Funding is for a limited purpose and a limitedtime

Endowment

Funding for data
repository
development

 Difficulty in garnering administrative support,
because the re-negotiation of this rate is very
slow and controversial

 Faculty support this option

 Helps to get a program started
 Supports all researchers regardless of
funding source

Making do: finding
room in existing
budgets

 Supports all researchers regardless of
funding source

 May leave out unfunded researchers
 Reallocates the problem, rather than resolving it

 Doesn’t support ongoing efforts

 Must cut other services or programs
 Outsourcing is only an option for some disciplines
and many don’t offer preservation
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Funders are increasingly asking for “institutionally-backed solutions.”6 They see the permanence of a
library preservation solution as preferable to the access nodes that predominate among disciplinary data
“repositories.” In one of the most comprehensive surveys of faculty, the University of North Carolina
asked, “In your opinion, where should the funding come from to cover the costs of data management and
storage for research supported by grants, contracts, or other external sources of funding?” Over half of
the 2010 respondents answered that “It should be paid for by the University from overhead/F&A funds it
receives from grants and contracts.”7
When asked about funding for research not supported by grants, contracts, or other external sources,
63% of respondents thought it should come from university funds.8 This indicates that institutional funds,
whether they derive from the overhead from external grants or other revenue streams, is a preferred
option for many faculty.
In our own informal survey of institutional data repositories,9 eighteen of the twenty respondents reported
that the library’s base budget covers at least some of the expenses, with seven saying that is their only
source of funding. Seven fees from researchers and four fees from departments. Five get institutional
funding specifically for data management. Four get money from the IT budget. Only one institution
reported getting direct funds from grant-funded projects and only one reported getting indirect funds from
grant-funded projects. None reported getting fees from users, having an endowment, or having had a
grant to fund development of the repository. In general, most institutional data repositories rely on their
library budgets, although a few are experimenting with multiple funding sources.
It is very possible that a combination of these approaches will be necessary. Initially most institutions
begin with one or two sources of funding and as services grow, they explore other options. As data
management service providers, we should continually be aware of our funding options and engage our
institution’s leadership in the conversation10 regarding the ideal funding approach for long-term
sustainability. To determine their best course of action, each institution will need to balance the costs
of providing data management services with the benefits of responsible stewardship of their
institutional assets.
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APPENDIX: CIRCUMSTANCES IN OTHER COUNTRIES
AUSTRALIA


There are no funder mandates for data sharing or data management plans as yet, though they
are implicitly encouraged by Research Councils.



There is no funding body-endorsed or government-endorsed service for storing and managing
data sets, but the government provides $50m through the Research Data Storage Infrastructure
project,11 which many institutions use to make data accessible.



A national data registry of metadata descriptions (Research Data Australia)12 was funded by the
Australian Government via the Australian National Data Service.13

CANADA


Canada’s federal funders are currently proposing a mandate for data management plans in grant
proposals.14 Two of the funders have policies about depositing and archiving data sets.



There is no government/national archives to support data curation.



CARL (the Canadian Association of Research Libraries) is working with regional consortia to build
a national network of experts and digital preservation infrastructure that will be available to all
Canadian institutions.15

HONG KONG


At present, research funders have no mandate for data management plans or data sharing.



The Research Grants Council,16 the major research funder, indicates that additional weight will be
given when applicants are willing to share research data.



There are currently no government or institutional data archives.

NETHERLANDS


NWO (Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research) has a pilot of seven rounds of funding17
that requires applicants to explain how they will make their research data findable and suitable for
re-use; successful applicants must submit a data management plan.



Most universities provide data management support to their researchers, which is often provided
by library staff.



Long-term data management costs are subsidized by the government through the financing of
three national data archiving centers: 3TU.Datacentrum,18 DANS,19 and SURFSara.20
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NEW ZEALAND


There are no funder mandates for data management plans as yet.



There is no government service for storing and managing data sets from research institutions
although there is a metadata harvesting service for research papers and related resources.



Discussions are underway at the national level in regard to the need to consider a national
preservation service for a range of data, including research data.



Jisc21 is brokering national shared services to support more effective and efficient institutional
investment in managing and sharing research data.



Jisc is actively involved in a number of European Commission projects such as FOSTER,22
OpenAIRE202023 and EUDAT202024 to develop international RDM support and infrastructure.25



Research Councils UK26 maintain that the use of public funds to support efficient and costeffective data sharing is an acceptable cost to include in grant proposals, either as in-project
expenses or as indirect costs.



While it is unlikely that UK Higher Education Institutions would charge academic researchers to
access and reuse data generated through public funding, there may be possibilities for charging
for commercial reuse

UK
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