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Folder Structures
How and where will the data be stored

• A good folder structure helps you and others find 
files efficiently
• Your research data will be ‘shared’ even when not 

published
• Direct colleagues within a project
• Indirect colleagues in the department / UU
• Project leaders / supervisors when contract ends

• Collaboratively develop a folder structure
• Do it at the beginning, or your data will be 

everywhere



Folder Structures

• Navigating your folder by others or in the 
future you
• Structure may be less logical to others
• Structure may have some special occurrences



Folder Structures

• Describe your structure and files in a 
readme.txt or a Word file
• Helps determine contents of folders
• Directs readers to the right location to place and 

find data



File name conventions

REMEMBER
Your filename has to make 
sense: 
to you
to you - after a holiday
to your colleagues 
& preferably to a machine



Universal Filesystem Sorting

Name files so they will sort in order on 
all file systems
• Windows
• MacOS
• Linux
• FreeBSD
• etc



Universal Sorting Order

1. Folders then Files
2. Numbers then Letters

0a = 0A on 
Windows



Universal Sorting Order

Our suggestion: use consistent numbering 
with possible additions for letters. 

• 01.pdf
• 02.pdf
• …
• 55.pdf

• 01g.pdf v 1 Garrett 
• 01v.pdf v 1 Vincent
• 01m.pdf v 1 Maisam
• 02.pdf  v 2



Hacking Sorting Order

If you have files that you want to always 
show at the top, prefix the name with 
numbers. 



File name conventions

Use fixed elements in your filename: 
• Version number 

• _v01.docx
• _v34.docx

• Avoid _final_final_final2.docx with 
release candidate 

• _rc01.pdf
• _rc02.pdf



File name conventions

Use fixed elements in your filename: 
• Content description 
• Project number
• Research team
• Subjects, IDs, Codes

• Participant_4021A.mp3, Participant_6134M.mp3
• NL_UT_Utrecht.jp2, NL_UT_Bilthoven.jp2
• Heuvelrug_Ijsvogels.csv, Heuvelrug_Schapen.csv



File name conventions

Use fixed elements in your filename: 
• Variables 

• Buffer_10m.shp
Buffer_5cm.shp
Buffer_3ft.shp

• Simulation_10x_5y.csv
Simulation_5x_10y.csv



File name conventions

DOs
Separate README document 

- codes used in filename
< 25 characters  
From generic  specific
Filenames independent of 

folder names 

DON’Ts
Don’t use

 Special characters (&%$#)
 Periods
 Whitespace (better ‘-’ OR ‘_’)

Duplicate files in different folders 
new_version newer_version

newest_version final version  final 
ultimate…



ISO 8601

YYYY-MM-DDTHH:MM:SS.ssssZ



ISO 8601

YYYY-MM-DDTHH:MM:SS.ssssZ

• International Standard on Date & Time
• Best way to represent dates in

• Data
• Files
• Folders 

Year Month Day Hours Minutes Seconds Fractions of 
a Second



Why ISO 8601?



Using ISO 8601

• Format can be truncated as needed
• Need just the year? YYYY
• Need the year and month? YYYY-MM
• Need year, month, and day? YYYY-MM-DD
• Need the date and the hour? YYYY-MM-DDTHHZ
• Need the date, hour & minute? 

YYYY-MM-DDTHH:MMZ



Using ISO 8601

• Can’t use hyphens/streepjes? 
YYYYMMDD or YYYY_MM_DD

• Can’t use colons?
HHMM, HHMMSS, HH_MM_SS



ISO 8601 Z Time

• Time part of the standard has options for time 
zones or UTC
• General Advice is to store time in UTC wherever 

possible
• UTC Denoted by Z

• Need the date and the hour? YYYY-MM-DDTHHZ
• Need the date, hour & minute? YYYY-MM-DDTHH:MMZ



ISO 8601 Local Time

• Can store local times
• 2023-01-31T13:00Z (UTC)

2023-01-31T14:00+01:00 (Amsterdam)
2023-01-31T07:00-05:00 (New York City)

• Not advised because 
• Longer representation
• Time zones are hard
• Computers sync to UTC and display offset
• +/- are not usable in file/folder names



ISO 8601 Caveats

• Avoid specific dates before 1583AD unless your 
research has a standard for Gregorian or Julian

• YYYY-DDD is an alternative when day of the year is 
important



ISO 8601 Caveats

• For BCE dates, prefix dates with BC and CE.
BC = Before Current(era), CE = Current Era
BC0423 (Plato had a drink)
CE2023 (This year)
BCE dates will break chronological order



ISO 8601 Caveats

• Recording a lot of data on the scale of nano-/micro-
seconds?
Use epoch seconds in the data to avoid the extra 
time to format time as ISO 8601. 
Epoch seconds are the number of seconds since 1 
January 1970



Structured Files and 
Folders in Action



ESA Sentinels

• Sentinel is an ESA Earth Observation program
• Sentinel 1-6 produce terabytes of data every day
• This data needs to be structured for humans & 

machines

© ESA/ATG medialab
https://www.esa.int/ESA_Multimedia/Images/2014/07/Sentinel-2_brings_land_into_focus



Sentinel SAFE Format

• Structured folder layout so everyone knows where 
to find the data inside

• Structured file name so everyone can find important 
product information quickly

• Specification found on ESA website
https://sentinel.esa.int/web/sentinel/user-
guides/sentinel-2-msi/data-formats

https://sentinel.esa.int/web/sentinel/user-guides/sentinel-2-msi/data-formats


Sentinel 2 SAFE Filename

S2A – Mission Sentinel 2, spacecraft A
MSI – Multispectral Imager
L1C – Level 1 C Processing
2o221113T104311 – Time of Capture
N0400 – Processing Baseline 400 
R008 – Orbit 8
T31 – UTM Zone 31
UFT – 100km grid assigned UFT
20221113T141014 – Time of Processing



Sentinel 2 SAFE Folder Structure



Creating Structured and 
Coordinated Folders



Data collectionGetting Started

• We'll make our folder structure in 
Word

• Using bullets to conceptualize the file 
system

• Shift + Enter to create a new line but 
no new bullet.



Data collectionGetting Started

Project Name



Data collectionGetting Started



Data collectionGetting Started

First Subfolder



Data collectionGetting Started



Data collectionGetting Started



Data collectionAdding Annotations



Data collectionCode Example



Data collectionInterviews Example



Data collectionGIS Example



Data collectionHow it translates



How to Create a Directory Tree 
from an Existing Folder

• Windows
• tree /f

• Linux
• tree –a

• MacOS
• tree -a
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