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“...if people don’t know what you’re doing, they don’t
know what you’re doing wrong.”!

This brief essay draws on recent conversations about
data access and research transparency. It discusses some of
the issues involved, and describes a vocabulary to handle
them. Finally, it explores some of the challenges of increasing
openness in the context of qualitative research.

Data Dialogues

Issues of data and research transparency have long been
considered important, particularly among political scientists
who use quantitative methods. Recently, scholars have revis-
ited a series of linked transparency issues—and expanded the
conversations to include scholars who use qualitative tech-
niques.” What responsibilities do scholars have to describe
how they collected data and how they analyzed evidence to
arrive at their conclusions? How (if at all) does the availability
to subsequent scholars of the data and techniques scholars
use impact the persuasiveness of the original scholars’ argu-
ments? What is the value of allowing scholars other than those
who collected the data to use them for analytic tasks beyond
those of the original study?

Members of different research communities in the disci-
pline arrived at these recent conversations with different per-
spectives. Quantitatively oriented scholars, who have been
considering these issues for a longer period, commonly hold a
commitment to replication and use data that are relatively less
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problematic to share. Correspondingly, their concerns were to
clarify these commitments, to consider improvements in infra-
structure to facilitate data sharing, and to develop stricter stan-
dards, and in the meantime, ensure higher rates of compliance
with already widely shared norms.

Qualitative scholars are for the most part both less well-
equipped and less willing to join this dialogue. Yet the pres-
sure for qualitative scholars to engage questions about re-
search openness is increasing. Cognate disciplines in the United
States like anthropology have made important progress on
these issues, and European (and especially British) research
communities have pushed further still. In addition, more and
more data are being “born digital,” and younger generations
of scholars arrive in the academy with expectations that infor-
mation should be immediately accessible. Funding agencies
and journals are also asking qualitative scholars to take a more
considered approach to when qualitative data should be made
accessible.

Political science as a discipline is constituted by a diverse
set of research communities, with different views of the enter-
prise in which they are engaged. This diversity could easily
derail progress, as each of the stakeholders seeks to frame the
dialogue in terms that are most sympathetic to their research
communities. A more promising approach might be to move
forward with a two-stage approach: First, describe general con-
cerns relevant for all types of social inquiry in the discipline,
and second, consider how responses to those concerns might
be instantiated in the context of research communities with
different epistemological commitments.

Developing a Vocabulary to Discuss
Data Access and Research Transparency

One challenge in generating an initial “whole discipline”
dialogue is arriving at a vocabulary that is relevant to social
inquiry in general and can accommodate alternate operational-
izations for different research traditions. On the one hand, even



atthis general level the central terms should have purchase on
increasing data access and research transparency. On the other,
the terms need to be sufficiently broad to have relevance to
different research communities, and thus have the flexibility to
be instantiated in various types of social inquiry.

A helpful point of departure is to acknowledge that em-
pirical social inquiry analyzes information about the world to
generate intersubjective knowledge statements. While schol-
arly communities have different purposes and techniques, in
the end all strive for the same overarching goal: to produce
and present the most persuasive accounts possible, within the
terms set by their epistemological commitments. A scholar
writes for an audience, most often members of her immediate
academic community.

A core claim made by those who favor research openness
is that, ceferis paribus, transparent evidence-based research
is more persuasive. Scholars try to convince others that their
research advances a valid argument. The more information
scholars provide about the evidence on which they base their
claims and the analytical machinery they employed to arrive at
their conclusions, the more swayed we should be. We might
consider three dimensions along which the openness of em-
pirical research can be evaluated.’

Are evidence-based knowledge claims backed up with
citations to the data they rely upon, including information
about where those data were found? If scholars collected
their own data (whether via interviews, archival research,
or any other data collection technique) do they provide
data access? Do they let others see their data (be they
interview transcripts, primary documents, etc.) or explain
why they cannot?

If scholars collected the data on which they rely, do they
engage in production transparency—do they offer an
account of the procedures used to collect or generate the
data?

Are evidence-based knowledge claims marked by ana-
Iytic transparency, that is, do they strive to describe the
process through which scholars drew their conclusions
based on their data?

These questions can apply, mutatis mutandis, to all empirical
social inquiry. They can be mapped on to different research
traditions without forcing a false equivalence among them. In
short, we can agree on the general principles underlying these
dimensions while acknowledging that they will be instantiated
differently depending on the style of social inquiry being con-
ducted.

The Challenges to Openness in Qualitative Research

Qualitative scholars might have several reasonable con-
cerns about research openness. An initial set is listed below,
together with some preliminary thoughts about their probable
impact.

Epistemologically, many qualitative scholars identify
transparency with replication, and believe that repetition by
a subsequent scholar for the purposes of assessing validity is
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neither possible nor desirable.

An inclusive dialogue about openness should be sensi-
tive to these types of epistemological concerns, and explicitly
eschew imposing inappropriate norms on types of social in-
quiry where they do not belong. While transparency is a nec-
essary condition for replication, the opposite is emphatically
not so. To say that providing more information about a knowl-
edge statement strengthens one’s argument does not imply
that another scholar armed with the same information must be
able to arrive at the same conclusion in order for that argument
to be considered valid. In this context, the case for transpar-
ency is that the more material scholars include, the more sense
readers can make of their arguments and the more convinced
they may be by them. As one scholar observed, a review essay
on a Shakespeare sonnet is likely to be better understood and
more persuasive if readers also get to read the sonnet.

Of course, some scholars who use interpretive methods
are comfortable with at least some types of replication (see, for
example, Wedeen 2010: 265). Moreover, many members of the
qualitative and multi-method community who aim to produce
objective social science are at least notionally committed to
the idea that scholars using the same research tools in the
same sites will collect similar data and arrive at similar conclu-
sions and arguments. Consider, for example, the “positivist”
qualitative dissertation which goes on to be published as a
book by an academic press. Archetypically, the volume com-
prises six chapters: an introduction, a discussion of relevant
theory and the study’s research design, three case study chap-
ters based on data gathered through interactive or archival
techniques, and a conclusion. Although rarely put to a direct
replication test, work of this type does implicitly claim to con-
vey objective information and draw conclusions that other
scholars employing the same research techniques would con-
veyand draw. Yet while there is an abstract assurance of open-
ness in this type of qualitative research, for the most part re-
search transparency amounts to a few paragraphs in the text
discussing where the author found her data and how she col-
lected them. If subsequent scholars want to actively evaluate
her claims, they have to pay the transaction costs of visiting
the data sites themselves.

The point here is not to re-litigate the arguments for and
against replication. It is to argue that research openness is a
broader ideal, and one from which scholars can benefit regard-
less of which viewpoint they take on replication. For qualita-
tive scholars who abjure replication, transparency strength-
ens the persuasiveness of their inquiries and their arguments.
For researchers who believe that a necessary element of a
truth claim is that other scholars should be able to duplicate
conclusions, transparency is a prerequisite.

Pragmatically, researchers worry that committing to
transparency will make data collection (be it through inter-
action or archival research) more difficult, with limited pay-
offs for the additional work.

Valuing openness does not require blindly following the
principle to the detriment of research. Transparency is one
among several competing objectives researchers might pur-
sue, and it will not always take priority. For example, field re-
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searchers do not expect to be able to videotape or record every
one (and sometimes any) of their interviews. In some instances
contemporaneous notes (or simply listening!) will be the best
they can do. Researchers’ main responsibility is to get the best
data they can, using the approach most appropriate to the
circumstances. Where factors prohibit researchers from shar-
ing their data, or require them to present it in a particular form,
they simply need to offer a clear account of what those ob-
stacles were. With respect to payoffs, any reasonable conver-
sation about research transparency and data access has to
include the establishment of guarantees of first-use of data by
their collectors/generators, but also the introduction of disci-
plinary reward structures that incentivize scholars to take on
the burdens imposed by transparency.

To be sure, these types of pragmatic concerns are real and
deserving of serious attention. But the absence of an Ameri-
can tradition of openness in qualitative social inquiry may also
have generated a tendency to dwell on difficulties. Some of
these concerns are likely to seem less worrisome once more
public examples of transparent qualitative research are pre-
sented. In addition, because openness is achievable by arange
of possible alternatives, once some of these pathways to trans-
parency are described and used, more are likely to be devel-
oped. With a wider range of different approaches, it is likely
that some may be better suited to address particular pragmatic
concerns. This is another reason why it is better to think of the
endpoint of this conversation as a menu, not a mandate.

Of course research openness will likely involve its own
pitfalls and unintended consequences. For example, at the
moment, scholars whose main data sources are primary docu-
ments cite, but do not provide links or access to, the primary
sources underlying their claims. By accessing an author’s pri-
mary sources by visiting an archive, a second researcher can
both investigate whether those sources really do support the
argument, and check for other sources that undermine it. Once
authors begin to provide direct access to the primary sources
they cite (or at the very least, substantial redactions), check-
ing referenced materials will become much easier than explor-
ing what materials might have been ignored. While this is not
a good argument against openness, it is a strong reminder that
transparency is a matter of degree and one step in a broader
evaluative process. We should not confuse a scholars’ provi-
sion of materials that underlie her claims with undeniable proof
that those claims are valid, nor make the assumption that she
has provided every piece of evidence that might bear on the
argument.

Ethically, qualitative scholars quite properly worry that
providing others access to their data may involve human
subjects or legal concerns.

No conversation about openness in qualitative research
can proceed without carefully considering ethical and legal
obstacles to transparency, and including those concerns as
valid grounds for withholding information. With regard to find-
ing areas on which scholars can agree, this is the most straight-
forward of all the obstacles. Protection of human subjects, for
example, is a concern which unites all researchers. The rule
should be correspondingly straightforward: if the protection
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of human subjects constrains what scholars can safely say,
they should work within those limits. But they should also
explain to readers why the data are unavailable, and (depend-
ing on the epistemic community in which they are operating)
perhaps consider making the data available in an anonymized
form.

Conclusion

Increasing openness is likely to have positive effects on
qualitative research in the long run. As data become more im-
mediately visible, and as the bar is raised for requiring explicit
connections between authors’ data, analysis, and conclusions
(i.e., as they are encouraged to demonstrate how particular
techniques were used to make inferences from particular data),
we anticipate research designs and execution will become more
rigorous.

In addition, there will be substantial pegdagogical oppor-
tunities from being able to demonstrate the clear application of
analytical techniques. To be clear, this does not require or
even encourage convergence on a single method of data col-
lection or data analysis. But it will need scholars to be much
clearer about the choices they make among the alternatives.

We understand that there is some reticence about open-
ness among different groups of qualitative researchers, but we
nevertheless believe that this is a conversation worth having.
Otherwise the discipline will push ahead without the active
participation of qualitative researchers. We will either be left
behind entirely or, worse, be squeezed into an unhelpful one-
size-fits-all template. In addition, the wider discipline’s view of
qualitative research is likely to be heavily shaped by techno-
logical possibilities rather than epistemological imperatives.
The worst case scenario is that qualitative research will be the
passive ingredients to big data’s synthesis of combine har-
vester and food blender, indiscriminately harvested and ho-
mogenized. A better solution is to instead begin with the re-
search traditions, and develop transparency tools that fit.

Broad participation in shaping the dialogue about open-
ness will maximize its benefit across the discipline, and allow
us to shape application of transparency norms to fit our re-
search styles. Accordingly, this short memorandum argues that
qualitative researchers will be better off if they have a positive
agenda that is the product of a conscious conversation,
grounded in our epistemological, pragmatic, and ethical con-
cerns.

Notes

' Lynn and Jay (1984: 21). Jonathan Lynn and Anthony Jay
authored the BBC series Yes Minister, and wrote a book drawn from
the series in the form of Jim Hacker’s fictional diaries (but actually
comprising a combination of those diaries with fictional memoranda
and notes by other participants). The quotation in the epigram is
from a note by Humphrey Appleby, and attributes the observation to
Sir Arnold Robinson, Secretary to the Cabinet.

% In August 2010 Arthur Lupia of the University of Michigan and
I co-authored a memorandum to the APSA Council, which resulted in
the formation of an APSA Working Group on the topic of research
transparency. Although the current essay draws on and reflects sev-
eral themes of that dialogue, it does not constitute a report from the



Working Group or purport to represent the views of any of its other
members. The DA-RT Working Group’s recommendations were re-
viewed by the APSA Governing Council in September 2011, and
passed to the Ethics, Rights, and Freedom Committee. The text was
returned to Council in April 2012, and the language adopted as APSA
policy.

* These terms were originally introduced into the current discus-
sions in the Lupia and Elman memorandum referenced in note 2
above.
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Over the last 15 years, political science has witnessed a
renaissance in qualitative research methods (see, e.g., Brady
and Collier, eds., 2010).' The canon has been reworked, new
areas of scholarship have appeared, and a rapidly expanding
body of political science research now employs qualitative
and multimethod analysis. Correspondingly, as noted in this
symposium’s introductory essay on the openness dialogue,
although qualitative researchers have begun to explore ways
to share their data and access those of other scholars, the lack
of a dedicated venue or consensual set of practices for stor-
ing, sharing, and reusing qualitative social science data in the
United States (Heaton 2004: 6) presents a significant obstacle.
This infrastructure gap—which transcends scholarly differ-
ences over the contributions of qualitative research—contrasts
sharply with well-established norms in quantitative research,
and with the practices of qualitative social scientists in other
countries.? As a result of the lack of an appropriate data-shar-
ing venue, the few American social scientists who do share
their qualitative data generally do so via inefficient ad hoc
arrangements.?

This brief essay argues for the development of general-
ized norms and specific practices for archiving and sharing
qualitative data, and discusses an ongoing initiative to create
a dedicated qualitative data repository. Archiving and sharing
qualitative data will ease evaluation and replication of research,
render research processes more transparent, and encourage
secondary data analysis. Doing so will also provide valuable
pedagogical tools and, by increasing researcher visibility, pro-
mote the formation of epistemic communities and research part-
nerships. Of course, not all qualitative data are shareable, and
the establishment of norms of sharing could have unintended
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and sometimes negative consequences. Nevertheless, the po-
tential rewards of qualitative data archiving arguably compen-
sate for the efforts required to address its difficulties.

The Promise of Qualitative Data Archiving

Qualitative data archiving enables scholars to store,
search, access, and download electronic qualitative data of all
types, from official documents, to interview transcripts, to pho-
tographic, audio, and video materials. Archiving qualitative
data can produce several important benefits.

First, qualitative data archiving will allow for the vertical
integration of primary data, secondary analysis, and scholarly
output, allowing scholars to provide access to the data they
used to arrive at their inferences and interpretations, and thus
better demonstrate how they developed them. This transpar-
ency will encourage researchers to carry out data collection
and analysis in a systematic, replicable way. It will also allow
scholars to learn from others’ experiences, help them to avoid
reproducing mistakes, and facilitate discussion and critique of
qualitative methods. Second and relatedly, by making data
available and increasing the transparency and visibility of re-
search processes, qualitative data archiving can dramatically
reduce the costs of assessing and replicating empirically based
qualitative analysis (Swan and Brown 2008: 7).

For instance, qualitative data archiving will facilitate
instantiation of the “active citation” standard advocated by
Andrew Moravesik in his contribution to this symposium and
elsewhere (e.g., 2010) by mediating between scholarly refer-
ences and hyperlinked sources. This specific type of data
archiving will allow scholars to make timely comments on and
corrections to other scholars’ use of primary sources. Con-
sider, for example, the erroneous citation of a document as
diagnostic evidence in the context of a process tracing narra-
tive. Under the present state of affairs, the mistake would likely
go unnoticed absent a subsequent publication on a closely
related topic. The primary document’s posting to a qualitative
data archive would permit more immediate feedback at much
lower transaction costs.

Third, archiving qualitative data will provide valuable peda-
gogical and coordination tools. Students taking qualitative
methods courses will be able to learn from and critique the
data-collection techniques used by scholars who archived their
data, better understand the analytic strategies such scholars
used in their published work, and practice the analytic tech-
niques they are learning on real empirical data. Also, the pub-
lication of data will vastly increase the visibility of scholars
working on particular topics, facilitating team research and the
formation of epistemic communities around research areas and
questions (Swan and Brown 2008: 26). Finally, archiving quali-
tative data will facilitate data accumulation, allowing scholars
to undertake research in the context of a much larger universe
ofavailable data, and to make comparisons across space, time,
policy areas, groups, and so on that could otherwise require
additional research resources or assembling a research team
(Corti 2000: 6.2).

One concern might be that expanding the practice of quali-
tative data archiving could weaken the current norm (or even
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