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e-Science: A Data Survey
An ever-increasing percentage of scientific data and expertise is being documented and distributed in an exclusively electronic medium (Atkins, 2003).  Preserving the digital data should be an important function of scientific infrastructures (Hacker & Wheeler, 2007).  The Atkins report states that “absent systemic archiving and curation of intermediate research results…, data gathered at great expense will be lost” (2003, p. 11).  However, most of the principle investigators, researchers and developers are rightly focused on their science.  They have neither the expertise nor the budget to develop a preservation infrastructure (ARL, 2006).  
The e-Science: A Data Survey (IU IRB Study Number 06-11593) has been developed to understand more about the issues surrounding the preservation of scientific data. This study has two main goals.  The primary goal of this study is to quantify the amount of data to be preserved, the types of data to be preserved and the impact that the loss of this data would have on research.  A secondary goal is to understand how scientists perceive the need for data preservation.   The data for this study was collected in one hour interviews with 11 researchers in a variety of scientific domains from three different universities. 

From this exploratory qualitative survey, we can develop some insights about how scientists see their data and draw some initial conclusions about their preservation needs.  In general, the scientist surveyed expressed a great deal of concern about their data. Preserving their data was very important to all but one of the scientists interviewed.  But the level of concern and the details varied widely.  Most were concerned about the issues of media failure and obsolescence, equating preservation with data storage.  All were concerned with their ability to manage the data storage technologies.  Creating and managing metadata was another significant concern.  Both manual methods like CD labels and lab notebooks and digital methods like databases, spreadsheets, and file names and directory structures were problematic.   Scientists struggle with determining what intermediate, temporal data is important to preserve.  

The scientists had a number of excellent insights into possible digital preservation solutions.   A combination of hardware, software, standards, institutional support, and money are needed to preserve their data – improved hardware with great capacity will make data storage easier; open source software and open standards would help keep their data usable longer; sustainable funding would help them to buy hardware and, more importantly staff support, for preservation; research universities,  professional societies and governmental agencies should provide long-term support for preserving digital data. 
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