
Discovering Data:
Practices of Data Search and Reuse 

Introduction: 
One of the promises driving both data sharing and policy development is
that shared research data can and will be discovered and reused. Exactly how 
researchers engage in data discovery remains a topic that is under-explored.
My research examines practices of data search and is centered around the 
following questions: 

• How do people discover, make sense of, and (re)use research data that they 
 do not create themselves? 

• How are these practices related to community norms, infrastructures and 
 data supplies?

• How can these insights inform the design of search solutions for research data? 

Data search is a sociotechnical practice. As data 
seekers discover and make sense of data, their actions 
are situated within and formed by interactions 
between the social and technical spheres.

Even within disciplines, there is a great diversity in data 
search practices. Data needs and search practices are 
dynamic, influenced by changing contexts and 
developing technologies.
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Data seekers do not only need what is commonly thought of as 
“research data.” Findability and reusability are limited by existing 
infrastructures, unstandardized metadata creation practices and 
access to resources needed for sensemaking.

Data search practices are interwoven with other (re)search 
practices. They are shaped by existing resources and 
accustomed search strategies, particularly those for academic 
literature.

Methods:
• Literature survey of data search practices
 • Keyword searches related to information retrieval and data practices,
  data search and discovery, primarily in Scopus

• Semi-structured interviews with data seekers across disciplines (n=22)
 • Interview protocol developed based on literature survey and consultation
  with data discovery systems designers from Elsevier Data Search 

• Cross-disciplinary survey of authors indexed in Scopus (n=1677)
 • Majority of respondents were researchers; librarians/data professionals
  also responded
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“I think if there was a 
good search engine, 
then I could get the 

dataset directly.
I would still get in 

touch with the data 
author anyway, both 
for social reasons - 

developing the 
network and eventual 

collaboration - and 
also because most

of the times the 
metadata are not 
enough to really 
understand the 

biology behind the 
species (4).”

The discourse is spread across only a few disciplines and has a technical predominance. Percentages represent the percent of all respondents (n=1677).

Results: 

Conclusions: 
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