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Background

To encourage data reuse, research funding organizations around the world
are implementing policies that require data management plans. As a result,
the way we store data is getting more attention than ever before.
Increasingly, researchers are looking at deposited data to use as examples
when they create their own metadata. This includes the longform

description.

Are we any good at writing longform summaries?

Repositories with the lowest barrier to entry are likely to get the most
attention. These include Dryad, Zenodo, Pangaea, and institutional
repositories such as Dataverse. In a scan of data summaries in these
platforms, several reoccurring customs can be identified that may be

perceived as problems. Consider:

 Metadata standards such as DDI and DataCite are often poorly followed
in longform (uncontrolled) text fields. (They are understandably more

difficult to enforce than other fields.)

* Descriptions are inconsistent in terms of length, depth, and level of
technical writing. This may stem from researchers lacking experience
reading other data summaries, as repository search interfaces make it

difficult to see several summaries at once.

* Descriptions are often copied verbatim from article abstracts to which
they are supplement. This does not explicitly describe the data.

Objective

Other disciplines such as archives, journals, and library catalogues have
developed best practices for writing descriptions for effective search and
retrieval. To address concerns in description quality, can we apply the best

practices of other disciplines to the description of datasets?

Best Practices

These best practices have been developed through a review of
literature and consultation with experts. These are deliberately high
level and abstract, as all data summaries should find them to be
relevant. Best practices for data description are proposed as follows:

1. Describe the Dataset with Attention to the Searcher

Convenience of the user is the first and most important of the without describing those around them. Data which supplement a

International Cataloguing Principles and has been adopted in some  resource (such as an article) should still be linked to it in some way.
form by several related standards for description. When presented

with the description, a searcher should be able to quickly identify
whether a resource is useful to them (content) and whether the
resource can be used by the searcher (technical ability).

2. Begin with language appropriate to all potential audiences

For both expert and less-experienced users, terminology is not always haye been processed.
understood outside of a specific discipline or the context of an in-
depth analysis. It is generally understood that a summary should be
written such that a layperson can understand it. Where this is not
adequate, start with a broad description and hone in on the details.
An interested user will take the time to read it if it seems relevant.

3. Describe the dataset as an independent research output

In response to a concern that scholarly journal abstracts are copied
directly into the summaries of the datasets that supplement them,
describing the dataset as an independent research output reinforces
the idea that a dataset can be (and should be) considered a
standalone object. Other description standards speak to this through
a statement on accuracy, describing discrete items or collections

4. Describe the context in which data were created

While datasets can be considered an independent research outputs,
data are not created without an intended purpose. Understanding the
original context for their creation is necessary for evaluating
provenance, the completeness of data, and the degree to which they

5. Structure the summary

Structured abstracts with consistent headings are considered more
readable and help to provide consistency across publications. These
are common in fast-moving disciplines such as medicine.

Methodology
Phase 1

Key phrases related to summarization techniques were
extracted from a variety of sources including academic
literature, guidelines for abstracting, and principles for
description in various fields. These were reframed to fit the
context of data. For example,

“Creators of archival material must be described”
(Bureau of Canadian Archivists, 1990)

became

“The original purpose for data collection must be made
clear.”

Similar statements were grouped into discrete categories.
From this, concepts for effective summarization emerged.

Phase 2

These concepts were tested with expert consultation
including two working groups within the Canadian
Integrated Ocean Observatory System, two working groups
within the Portage Network, and a public consultation
nosted by the Portage Network. Perspectives included
neople who specialize in backend metadata development,
oeople who specialize in frontend reference services, and
neople who work in systems integration.

Methodology Visualized
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