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1. 
Introduction

1.1 
The London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine is a postgraduate medical school with 700 staff and 1738 students (783 London based and 955 distance learning). It consists of three academic departments, each containing several of academic units (at the beginning of the project these numbered 15), six cross-departmental academic centres, and academic & administrative services. The School has no formal arrangement or strategy for the management of records. The six-month project to conduct a records survey of the School’s academic units and develop a retention schedule for primary research data (paper and electronic) began in May 2003 and was conducted by the School Archivist.
2. 
Objectives and aims of the project
2.1 
The original proposal to JISC was to develop a retention schedule for electronic research data but, on the advice of JISC, this was amended to concentrate on the practical issues of surveying research data, in all formats.
2.2 
The aim of the project was to explore the issues of the creation, storage, accession and disposal of research data created in the School. A retention schedule would be developed and the issues raised during the records survey and development of the schedule would be reported to the information community. The project would also provide the opportunity to feedback these issues to the School and highlight the importance of records management. A new School building is under construction which includes space for the storage of records, this is scheduled to be opened in early 2004. The Archivist raised the issue of developing a records management programme to ensure that this space is effectively utilised and this provided some of the impetus in applying for funding to conduct the project.
3. 
Methodology

3.1 
The original methodology of the project was to survey all of the units that create primary research data in the School, analyse the results and create a retention schedule from the surveyed information. Because of the importance of having senior management support for a records management scheme, the Archivist started at the top of management hierarchy.  Meetings were conducted with the Secretary & Registrar and heads of the three academic departments in which the project was outlined. Encouragement and support was received for the survey and the intended records management scheme.  It was agreed that the best way to conduct the survey was to meet with the heads of units who would then outline the project to their staff through internal meetings or emails. The staff would then would contact or be contacted by Archivist (if they were known to have particular issues) to arrange a meeting to discuss their storage requirements and the retention of research data. 
3.2 
From writing the original proposal and gaining project approval it became apparent that records management can be a difficult concept to grasp, especially the difference between archives and semi-current records. User-friendly information needed to be available so that participants had some background to the subject and the project. Initially this information was to be emailed to participants when arranging a meeting but it was decided that it would be more time-efficient and information would reach a wider audience if a records management section was added to the School intranet. This contained pages on general records management issues, the records survey and how to prepare for the meeting with the Archivist, and the Freedom of Information Act. Participants were directed to these webpages when emailed to finalise a meeting. Some participants did look at this information before the survey meeting.
3.3 
Fifteen unit heads were emailed and responses were received from eight. The subsequent meetings took various forms, some were one-to-one with the head of unit, others included unit administrators and one included a number of key staff from the unit.  It became apparent from the first survey meeting that although information had been provided in the contact email and on the intranet, staff still did not really understand what the project was about so this had to be explained. It also became clear that an agenda was required for future meetings so all the necessary information was included and the meeting did not get too sidetracked on other issues.  Although there are many reasons, including Freedom of Information, Data Protection and the efficient use of office space, for developing a records management programme, it was felt that rather than enforcing the records management message these issues were complicating matters and deviating from the focus of the project: the retention of research records. At these meetings the heads of units were asked to relay project information to their staff by email or at internal meetings.
3.4
An article was written for the School’s internal newsletter (The Chariot) to promote the project. This was published in June 2003 and a follow-up piece published in September 2003.
3.5
Sixteen survey visits were conducted. Eleven of these resulted from the previous meetings, three were with central administrative services (personnel, research grants and finance) and two were with staff who had storage requirements but had not thought the survey related to them. The majority of these visits were concerned with administrative records. Central administrative services were included as it became clear from an early meeting with a unit administrator that duplicates of records from the central functions were kept for longer than necessary as they did not trust the record keeping of the central services.  Therefore it was necessary to find out what central functions did with their records and how accessible they were to other staff in the long term.
3.6
It became obvious that the staff who wanted to meet were the ones who had urgent storage requirements, which perhaps reflects the way in which initial information was presented. The response rate was not helped by the fact that the project started at the end of the examination period and continued during the summer. As a postgraduate institution the School’s year covers a full 12 months.
3.7 
Heads of units who did not reply to the initial email were contacted again, with their heads of departments copied in but there was no further response. By mid-July, nearly halfway through the project, it became apparent that using the above methodology would not provide enough data to produce a viable retention schedule. 57 survey forms were completed during these meetings but only 8 related to research records. After discussing the lack of response with the Librarian & Director of Information Services it was decided to change the methodology of the project. Two main options were considered:
· A questionnaire on the intranet with an incentive to complete eg book tokens. This had recently been done with a survey on the School’s new website. It was felt that this was technically beyond the web skills of the Archivist and would take too much time to develop. Also the Web Manager was away over part of the summer.

· A questionnaire sent by email to individual research staff. It was believed that sending the message to individual staff would receive a better response than by mass emailing although this would be more time intensive for the Archivist. This formed the basis of the new methodology.

3.8
A questionnaire (Appendix 1) was developed, with the aid of the Librarian & Director of Information Services to ensure that it was user-friendly (taking into account the lack of understanding of basic records management terms previously encountered in meetings).  The questions focused on the retention of data, including if retention was considered at the planning stage of the project, how long the School should keep research records, funding body stipulations on retention periods and data protection issues. As has been mentioned in 3.3, the Archivist felt that the project was appearing too complicated to participants so the questionnaire was designed to focus on the retention of research data to produce information that would contribute towards a retention schedule.  The accompanying email and final questions did give participants the opportunity to raise storage issues.

3.9 
Questionnaires were sent to Professors, Readers, Lecturers, and Research Fellows  with email addresses on the staff list of each unit. 261 message were sent in August and September with staggered deadlines, the last one being the start of October.
3.10
Initially the email questionnaire did not receive a good response and again the Archivist was concerned that not enough data would be available to produce a comprehensive retention schedule. It was decided to ask for external advice from colleagues in the higher education sector via the university records management jiscmail list. A message was sent asking for advice on the retention of research data and three very useful responses were received.

3.11
Information was also sought from external bodies: organisations and bodies who fund the research projects at the School and other universities who have retention schedules. A summary of funding bodies policies on the retention of research data is attached (Appendix 2). 
3.12 
Although the School has no formal records management procedures there are a number of documents and policies that give advice on the retention of data, although these do not state a retention period. These include Exit conditions for staff leaving the School, Guidelines on Good Research Practice: Implementing Research Governance, and Information Security and Management policy. These were referred to by the Archivist in the initial stages of the project.
4.
Evaluation of methodology
4.1
The process of conducting the records survey in the School has been a valuable learning experience for the Archivist. Assessing the methodology has led to the following points on issues to consider when conducting a records survey in an institution with no records management experience. These issues will be taken into consideration by the Archivist in the future when developing the records management programme and introducing the principles of Freedom of Information: 

· Adopt a flexible approach and be prepared to modify the project methodology. It was necessary to completely change the methodology of this project when it became clear that meeting staff to talk about the retention of their records was not going to produce the required results.

· Do not make too many assumptions on the way the units are organised, and how the records are kept. The original methodology stated that the unit administrator would be the first staff member to be approached but it soon became clear that this was not the best person to discuss research data with. It was assumed that staff would be more willing to participate if their heads of departments/units supported the scheme. On reflection it may have been wiser to start at a different level of the hierarchy as these are the people who have to deal with the research records on a day-to-day basis and have storage problems.
· Try and understand the structure/hierarchy/communication channels of the institution. However do not spend too long on this as what is on paper will often differ in practice.

· Look closely at the administrative structure of the organisation to ensure that everyone is included in the project. A feature of the School is that it contains a number of research groups that are not formally part of the School but work closely with it and were included in the project. It may be worth checking with a long serving member of staff to see if all groups have been included.
· Keep focused on the original aim of the project. If you’re involved in designing a storage area, planning for Freedom of Information and responsible for data protection it can be easy to lose sight of the information you are trying to gain from participants. Obviously all of the above are crucial elements of records management but each need to be given their own time and attention.

· Know your records management theory. It had been over two years since the Archivist had worked in records management so there were a few areas that needed revisiting. This was especially relevant when producing user-friendly information for those who had never heard of records management. During meetings staff were worried about the amount of time appraising and boxing up records to be sent to the storage area would take. It would have been useful to have some time saving statistics to hand to support efficient record keeping eg on average 10% of staff time is spent looking for records and information (Managing your organization’s records by Elizabeth Parker, Library Association Publishing, 1999)
· The user information should tackle the difference between records management and archives. Many of those who contacted the Archivist wanted to discuss the ‘archiving’ of their records; during this project it was felt that the job title ‘Archivist’ could be a disadvantage. One person commented ‘I thought you only dealt with old things’. There is not much you can do about this apart from explain the difference in meetings and produce clear supporting information. 

· Part of the reason for the lack of response may have been that the project started during the exam period, ran through the summer when many staff were away and ended at the start of a new academic year, another very busy period. A unique feature of the School is that many research staff spend numerous periods overseas during the year to conduct their research. However it is hard to say when the best time of year would be to start a project of this kind.

· Find out about past projects and initiatives that might relate to records management. A few frustrating incidents occurred in this project where the Archivist discovered by chance that there had been a storage survey in initial planning stages of the new building and that there was a draft Information Security and Management Policy, the first line of which states ‘Information on the recording, indexing, storing, retention and archiving of research data can be found in the document’. This had been in draft for some time and was in the process of being finalised. The Archivist had been in meetings where the record survey had been discussed with those responsible for both of these initiatives. It is advisable to read through minutes of relevant committees over the past couple of years and to speak to as many people as possible about the survey.

4.2 
There were some institutional issues that had an effect on the project:
· At the time of the survey the future of the Archivist’s post as a full-time one was uncertain. It was difficult to sell the concept of a records management service when there might not be the professional staff to develop and operate it. This will be the same for many other institutions who employ staff on short-term contracts. The survey can be marketed as a pilot project but at the School a storage area was in development which was part of the incentive for getting staff to participate in the project. Trying to encourage staff to realise the importance of their records and proper procedures is hard when the institution has not totally bought into the idea. 
· The above point could be part of the reason for the reluctance of staff to participate. One respondent reported that that similar initiatives had taken place in the past without results so why take part in this project when nothing would happen. 
5. 
Results of the survey
5.1 
The final response to the email questionnaire was better than anticipated considering the initial lack of response to the survey meetings and a slow start in staff replying to the email questionnaire, the results on which the outcomes of this study are based are: 
· 84 sets of information on research data gained from survey visits and the email questionnaire.

8 sets of information from the 16 survey visits.

72 responses received from the 261 email questionnaires sent to individual members of staff. 17 of these stated that questionnaire was not relevant to their work or would respond at later date. 55 responded with relevant answers and some gave information for more than one study which resulted in 76 sets of information.

5.2
Information from the survey visits and email questionnaires were entered into a MS Access database.
5.3 
The revised methodology of the project has highlighted some of the problems with asking people’s opinions through questionnaires. Although the questionnaire has resulted in good information about individual’s attitudes to the retention of records, it has been difficult to produce comprehensive statistics. This is because there were two methods of data collection and sometimes questions were not answered. The design of the questions and the use of examples needs considering as participants can be prompted for answers. For example the retention period of ten years was the most popular answer and this was included in the question relating to funding body stipulations. A number of options with tick boxes could have been used if a definitive answer was required although the comments form the most informative part of the results. Although these results form a good basis of opinion it should be noted that they could be considered biased or unrepresentative of the whole institution as the people who answered the questionnaire are those already interested in the retention of data.
6. 
Analysis of results
6.1 
The main issues that arose out of the survey and questionnaire are given below. A  tabulation of results is attached. (Appendix 3)
6.2 
58% of those who answered the question on whether the retention of research data was considered during the preparation of the project replied yes.
6.3 
46% of respondents thought that records should be kept for five-to-ten years, with the majority of these stating ten years as the preferred period. 14% recommended records should be kept indefinitely and a further 14% did not give a figure as the retention of records depends on nature of project. The remainder either stated 3 years or 20 years as the retention period or did not give an answer.
6.4
Those that answered data should be kept indefinitely were mostly referring to electronic records. No-one who answered with this view mentioned the issue of data protection (although as is shown below many data sets are anonymised), the longevity of magnetic and optical media, software and hardware obsolescence, the cost implications of migrating or emulating data in the future or the criteria for keeping datasets forever.  As one respondent stated ‘electronic data storage should now make indefinite retention and archiving the goal’. 
6.5
There are many different practices in the School relating to electronic records: one department archives their staff’s home drives onto CD when they leave and stores them; one office contained a computer storing ten year old data – this is the only place where this data can be accessed; one participant had taken a proactive approach to their electronic records and had magnetic tape converted onto CD; some participants had drawers full of discs but no plans to do anything with these - a potential data security issue. For many of the participants electronic archiving onto CD seems to be a perfect solution for the perceived storage problem. 

6.6 
An opinion held by a number of respondents is the ease with which paper records, including archival material, can be digitised. Again there is no reference to appraising the records, indexing or organising the records for ease of future access or the cost. This option presents a short-term solution to storage problems without preservation and access issues being considered. 
6.7 
With a growing number of datasets held electronically there is less chance of data being stored in a central repository and therefore of data being transferred to the archives at the end of its retention period. Important datasets may not be permanently preserved and future researchers will suffer from lack of access to these resources. It is also more likely that staff will take their data with them if they leave as it is stored on one CD rather than in ten boxes. One of the main reasons given for data to be retained was for future research use but who will know that this data exists. Even if a future researcher discovers a dataset through the research grants department or information in the annual report, will the data still exist in the School, will staff know where it is and will it be accessible in a readable format?

6.8 
This leads to the issue of intellectual property rights, only one participant mentioned this asking ‘Is the retention of data the responsibility of the School or the individual researcher?’ There is a wide variety of record-keeping practices in the School and it is clear that some staff keep their records at home, with one participant admitting keeping records under their bed. One problem which was mentioned on a number of occasions was what to do when staff leave the School. There are exit conditions issued by personnel which state that data and research materials must be left in the department but this was not referred to by any staff in the survey. The School needs to reinforce this message as researchers are unclear about the ownership of research data.

6.9
A number of participants answered that the retention of data depends on the nature of the project which begs the question ‘should different types of research data be assigned different retention periods and how should this be decided?’. A medical school creates a wide variety of data covering a number of different disciplines, so should, for example, all clinical trials data be given more importance than data from sociological surveys? Research data can represent the lifetime’s work of an academic and can be of national and international importance so is it possible to assign unbending retention periods to this information which is of such a different nature to other records produced by the institution? One participant responded with the valid point that ‘data represent an important national resource that have typically cost large amounts of public or charitable money to collect’. Should we be aiming to retain research data indefinitely especially with the growth of electronic records which makes this a realistic option?
6.10
At the School it is likely to be recommended that the retention period of ten years will be placed on all research data, regardless of format. This period was determined from the results of the survey, research into periods advised by funding bodies and other universities retention schedules. After ten years the records will be appraised by the Archivist/Records Manager with the assistance of the owner or an expert in the field if the owner has left, with the option of destroying the records, retaining them for a further period or transferring them to the archives.

6.11 
It would aid the job of university records managers if funding bodies reinforced the importance of retaining research data for a defined period. 58% of those that answered the question on funding body stipulations said that the organisations that funded their projects did not stipulate a retention period or that they were not aware of it. Some funding bodies do take this issue seriously, for example the Medical Research Council has clear guidelines (see Appendix 2) and has a data sharing and preservation initiative; projects funded by the Economic and Social Research Council have to deposit their datasets with the Qualitative Data Archival Resource Centre (Qualidata). The School document Guidelines on Good Research Practice: Implementing Research Governance does state that ‘researchers should follow the guidelines of relevant scientific and learned societies and professional bodies which relate to their field of study’. However this document was not referred to by any participant in the project and as is shown, many bodies do not or are thought not to have guidelines on the retention of data.

6.12 
The main reasons to retain data were to re-analyse data for future research projects, examine data based on new knowledge and to justify calculations or references that lead to any claims made in published work. The Archivist was not aware of the issue of scientific fraud arising from the misinterpretation of data before this project.  

6.12 
The majority of data created by people responding to the survey contain personal and sensitive information. It is encouraging to see that measures are taken to ensure that information in research data is protected. This takes a number of forms including anonymising data, coded data with identifiers kept separately, and storing information in locked filing cabinets and rooms. One interesting point that was not initially considered was commercially sensitive information, one respondent’s research is funded by a large drugs company and they expect all research to be kept confidential until publication is approved by patent lawyers. The Archivist was initially concerned about data protection issues as a number of staff were not aware that overseas data were not covered by the law. Data protection issues are covered in the draft Information Security and Management policy and the Archivist will be developing  user-friendly data protection guidelines as part of the implementation plan for this policy. 
6.13
The key issues that have arisen as a result of the survey are:

7. 
Next steps

· Present a summary of the report at Information Strategy Advisory Group and make recommendations for the development of a records management programme.

· Produce user-friendly guidelines on: data protection; what records need to be retained; what to do when staff leave; and electronic records including email. These will be available on the internet.

· Write an article for The Chariot, the School’s internal newsletter on the project and the main results. It is important to provide dissemination on the project to ensure that those that participated see the results of the project. Maybe those that did not get involved will see the benefits and participate in future projects.

· Contact the participants who had storage requirements when surveyed and discuss the storage of their records in the records store.

· Produce operating guidelines for the new records management store.

· Continue to raise the profile of the archives/records management service so that staff know who to come to for advice on record keeping issues. Evidence of good record keeping practices will support future proposals to funding bodies.
8. 
Conclusion

8.1
The main result of the project is the decision to add a retention date of ten years for research data to the School’s retention schedule (based on the JISC model). However the most successful part of the project is the information gathered on what actually happens to research data within the School and a greater understanding of the organisation of the institution. After a fairly dismal response at the start of the project it was encouraging to receive responses to the email questionnaire show ing that some staff do realise the importance of their research data and are taking steps to protect data subjects and preserve the data.  The measures that these individuals are taking need to be introduced to all staff but how to get this information incorporated their working procedures needs to be considered.
8.2
This project shows that there is a reluctance of staff, at all levels, to discuss record keeping procedures unless they perceive that there is a real problem, for example lack of storage space. Freedom of Information is being used by the higher education sector, with good reason, as an impetus for developing records management however the Archivist is concerned about the practicalities of getting the importance of this legislation across to staff. The real key to developing a successful records management programme is to be proactive - staff need to be enthused about the benefits of records management. This can be achieved by providing training in person and via the intranet, practical tips on record keeping, user-friendly guidelines and the availability of storage facilities. These all require time, resources and support from senior management. 
8.3
Working on this project has been a positive, if at times frustrating, experience for the Archivist. There has been support and genuine interest in what the Archivist is doing from certain individuals who have felt strongly about these issues for a long time but there has been no impetus to move things forward. Now that the Archivist has full-time funding for two years the records management programme will continue to develop to ensure that the records of the School, including research data, will be proactively and professionally managed.
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