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This document reports on activities and findings of WP5 (Feasibility and Implementation 
Challenges for Universities) of the UK Research Data Registry and Discovery Service pilot 
project. This project aims to develop a pilot UK-wide registry and discovery service for research 
data collections held in UK research institutions and discipline-specific data centres. The pilot 
tested an approach for a service that aggregates metadata relating to data collections or datasets 
held in institutional data repositories and established discipline-specific data centres by 
harvesting metadata from their respective catalogues. 

Such a service would aim to provide a coherent point of access to discoverable, searchable, 
browsable and actionable descriptions of given datasets and how to access them, and thereby 
showcase the wealth of UK research data. 

1. Background 

The UK has a long tradition of discipline-specific data centres funded by individual research 
councils to preserve and manage research data and to make it available for further research.  
More recently, and encouraged by efforts such as the Jisc Managing Research Data 
programmes of 2009-131 and the Digital Curation Centre (DCC), higher education institutions 
(HEIs) have also been considering and implementing ways to better manage their research data 
through advocacy and training in research data management and digital curation, and the 
development of technical solutions to ingest, manage and – where appropriate – expose data for 
sharing.  In this way it is hoped that discipline-specific data centres and HEI-based data 
repositories will move towards a more cohesive research data management landscape for the 
benefit of researchers and the funders and institutions that support research practice. 

The DCC undertook a six-month initial pilot phase (October 2013 - March 2014) to test a possible 
approach to a UK-wide registry or catalogue of research data held in UK HEIs and established 
subject-focused data centres, realising aims set out in the 2010 findings of the RLUK / RUGIT / 
Jisc UKRDS initiative. This initial pilot is intended to feed into a more substantial pilot phase 
which will allow alternative technical solutions to be trialled and their suitability compared with the 
findings of this initial phase.  The service ultimately resulting from all pilot work is currently 
intended to be one of the benefits of the Jisc higher education subscription package. 

In this initial six-month phase, the DCC pilot tested an approach for a service which will 
aggregate metadata relating to data collections or datasets held in UK research institutions and 
discipline-specific data centres, inspired by existing work elsewhere.  Neither the current pilot nor 

                                            
1 Jisc Managing Research Data programme 2009-11: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/mrd.aspx and 
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/mrd/outputs.aspx; and 2011-13: 
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/di_researchmanagement/managingresearchdata.aspx 

mailto:laura.molloy@glasgow.ac.uk
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/about/subscription-package-for-higher-education
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/about/subscription-package-for-higher-education
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/mrd.aspx
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/mrd/outputs.aspx
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any further service will act as a repository for the datasets themselves.  Rather, our work 
ultimately aims to provide a coherent point of access to discoverable, searchable, browsable and 
actionable descriptions of given datasets and how to access them, and so showcase the wealth 
of UK research data.  

In this pilot phase, the project team adapted software developed by the Australian National Data 
Service (ANDS) for Research Data Australia2 to provide a proof-of-concept pilot registry.  
Metadata profiles used by institutional repositories and discipline-specific data centres were 
mapped to Registry Interchange Format – Collections and Services (RIF-CS), the metadata schema 
used by the ANDS software, and metadata imported into the registry via OAI-PMH or other 
modes. 

The pilot is being delivered by the DCC and the UK Data Archive, working with other discipline-
specific data centres and a small group of universities with working data repositories.  

2. Objectives 

The aim of this work package (WP5) was to liaise with a group of participating UK HEIs in order 
to support the work of determining and testing how existing metadata records for data collections 
held at HEI-hosted data repositories can be harvested from their existing metadata catalogues - 
with the minimum of adjustment – into a central registry, to enhance findability and inter-
repository searching.  

3. Participants 

To test the pilot research data registry’s ability to harvest metadata records for data collections, 
the project recruited UK collaborators representing both discipline-specific data centres (WP4) 
and higher education institutions (WP5).  Participating institutions were initially identified for WP5 
activity via existing relevant networks such as, inter alia, those institutions that had participated in 
the Jisc Managing Research Data activities and/or the DCC Institutional Engagement 
programme3, and whom we were therefore aware were interested in the pilot registry initiative 
and likely to be able to participate.  An open invitation was also published on the DCC website4, 
and circulated through DCC publicity channels.   

In order to recruit appropriate participants for the initial active stage of pilot work, the following 
requirements were used:  

 The institution needs to have some research data,  

 to be able to expose metadata about it  

 and to have that metadata provide a route to the data itself.   

Nine universities were ultimately involved in the pilot project as active participants: Edinburgh, 
Glasgow, Hull, Leeds, Lincoln, Oxford, Oxford Brookes, Southampton and St Andrews.  

Any other institutions that were interested but not yet able to actively participate were kept 
informed on project activity and invited to contribute feedback throughout the pilot phase.  They 
will be invited to join as active participants in phase two if their circumstances have made such 
participation possible by that time.  It is anticipated that active participants from the current phase 
of activity will form the core of the phase 2 advisory group. 

                                            
2 Research Data Australia: http://researchdata.ands.org.au/   
3 Described at http://www.dcc.ac.uk/tailored-support/institutional-engagements 
4 http://www.dcc.ac.uk/blog/scoping-approaches-uk-research-data-registry 

mailto:laura.molloy@glasgow.ac.uk
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4. Activities 

4.1. HEI liaison activities 

Liaison between the project team and the participating HEIs was actively undertaken throughout 
the project in parallel with datacentre liaison work (WP4) and included the selection of partners, 
promotion of the aims of the work in HEI-appropriate language and through channels already 
familiar to the HE sector (including a blog posts on the DCC website, Twitter promotion and 
communication through the ‘Pipeline’ newsletter), and provision of regular opportunities for HEI-
based repository-related staff to interact with the pilot service and feed back on their 
requirements and experience using the pilot service including through calls and face-to-face 
meetings.   

4.2. Understanding the user communities 

It is important to an experimental project such as this that the needs of the likely user 
communities are understood as far as possible so as to ultimately deliver a service with the best 
chance of meeting those needs.  This is perhaps a slightly clearer task when considering the 
discipline-specific data centre community which has a longer heritage of established approaches 
for managing research datasets and more experience in collaborative approaches to their 
curation and exposure.  We were aware that in contrast, the development and use of research 
data repositories and metadata catalogues are currently much less mature in the HEI community; 
in many institutions, these functions are still to be developed.  These considerations lend 
complexity to the current project and WP5, but also suggest that the current development of a UK 
research data registry and discovery service is timely.   

In order to clarify and quantify the state of development of research data infrastructure in terms of 
both provision and use, and so to better understand current user requirements, a basic 
questionnaire was circulated to participating institutions.  One of the main findings from this 
exercise was confirmation that datacentres have, as suspected, a significantly longer history than 
HEIs in managing research data collections and making them available for re-use: 80% of 
participating university repositories have become open to users (both depositors and seekers) 
within the last 5 years, whereas all participating datacentres have been available to depositors 
longer than 5 years, with the oldest respondent launched in 1969.  We know there is a significant 
amount of relevant expertise in the discipline-specific research datacentre community and we are 
hopeful that the current pilot work, with any future phases, can be a mechanism - alongside other 
existing mechanisms - to help share that expertise across datacentres and also with the 
universities who are developing research data repositories.  

Several of the universities commented either in the survey or in person that whilst they had 
struggled to pull together the information requested by the survey, they recognised the activity as 
worthwhile and confirmed it was good to know how to get those statistics together for future use. 

The survey found that many of the HEI-based data repositories had much lower staffing levels 
but also much smaller collections, compared to the participating datacentres.  They appeared 
much less able to report on their collections than datacentres.  However, clearly the burden of 
reporting is not entirely related to the size of the collections, so this would have been a heavier 
burden on the much smaller level of FTE per HEI repository. 

As the exercise gathered such details from HEIs as the software used, OAI-PMH endpoint, use 
and type of PIDs, current FTE, and the scale of the data collections they held, the survey work 
proved immediately useful for supporting the work of the registry project team; but the results 
also serve as a yardstick from which we aim to measure development of the UK HEI data 
repository landscape as the field develops.  Other useful facts and figures emerged from the 
surveying work; these are described more fully in the project final report.   

mailto:laura.molloy@glasgow.ac.uk
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4.3. Identifying requirements and desiderata 

A number of requirements and desiderata emerged from WP5 liaison activity.  Due to the 
inclusive nature of stakeholder meetings in order to promote sharing of knowledge and 
experience across participant groups, the following list includes requirements and desiderata 
contributed by both HEI and datacentre participants:  

 Project should incorporate representation of researchers’ needs in 2nd pilot phase – 
possibly liaison with researchers who are coordinating actions to take forward aspects of 
the Royal Society’s open science and data report 
(https://royalsociety.org/policy/projects/science-public-enterprise/Report/)  

 Desirable for institutions to have opportunity to check quality of harvested output 

 Desirable for the service to be able to harvest CERIF records from CRIS systems – this is 
desirable for later phase of activity, not pilot – must wait for new ‘dataset’ entity to be 
confirmed by CERIF.  

 Software should be able to respond appropriately to deletions.  OAI-PMH2 specification 
specifies this is possible but clarification needed on how ANDS software responds.  NB: 
repositories need to supply the information for harvested records, and manually entered 
records need to be updated / removed manually. 

 Confirmation required re. whether metadata mappings will have version-specific 
convertors.  

 Desirable for software to be able to merge records (as opposed to new record replacing 
any older record with same identifier) 

 Software should be easier for users to understand: user screen of the ANDS software is 
too busy (at March 2014) 

 Software must be responsive enough for a user to perform a search: site response times 
were too slow to be useable (at March 2014) 

 Clarity required re. how many metadata standards the project can / should realistically 
support. This should be publicised for users’ guidance.  

 Desirable to develop indicators of mandatory and optional metadata fields and their effect 
on discovery (e.g. as per LinkedIn) 

 Service should promote visibility of research datasets to generic search engines 

 Service should look into what will encourage and increase reuse of datasets 

In addition, the following were addressed during the project:  

 MODS crosswalk should be developed – actioned; described in ‘Metadata mapping 
schemes / recommendations’ available at http://www.dcc.ac.uk/projects/research-data-
registry-pilot.  

 Key features of the software should be clearer for users – actioned: support document 
developed and circulated to stakeholder group in March 2014. 

5. Feasibility and implementation challenges for metadata 
harvest 

Almost all HEIs that were contacted in the course of this initial pilot phase, either as active phase 
1 partners or to discuss future engagement with the project, have shown interest in having their 
metadata records included in a UK-wide research data registry.  Where participation was 

mailto:laura.molloy@glasgow.ac.uk
https://royalsociety.org/policy/projects/science-public-enterprise/Report/
http://www.dcc.ac.uk/projects/research-data-registry-pilot
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constrained, it was almost entirely due to institutional readiness rather than a lack of appetite.  All 
active participants appear to recognise the timeliness of a central discovery service for UK 
research data.  In a next phase, we are therefore optimistic about appetite for the incorporation of 
metadata records from a majority of UK HEIs with the necessary operational research data 
infrastructure into a central registry. 

Significant progress has been made during the current pilot project to map specific metadata 
schemas to RIF-CS (see table 1).  

Table 1: UK HEIs and their metadata characteristics 

University Metadata profile Metadata harvest 
method for 
registry 

Metadata harvest end point 

Edinburgh MODS OAI-PMH http://datashare.is.ed.ac.uk/dspace-
oai/request 

Glasgow Adapted ePrints 
metadata profile 

OAI-PMH http://researchdata.gla.ac.uk/cgi/oai2 

Hull MODS OAI-PMH http://hydra-oai-pmh.hull.ac.uk/ 

Leeds Adapted ePrints 
metadata profile 

In progress In progress 

Lincoln Dublin Core OAI-PMH http://eprints.lincoln.ac.uk/cgi/oai2 

Oxford DataCite  https://databank.ora.ox.ac.uk/oaipmh 

Oxford Brookes Dublin Core OAI-PMH http://radar.brookes.ac.uk/radar/oai 

Southampton Adapted ePrints 
metadata profile 

OAI-PMH http://eprints.soton.ac.uk/cgi/oai2 

St Andrews MODS OAI-PMH https://risweb.st-
andrews.ac.uk/ws/oai 

 

Where mapping services for import into the pilot registry were developed and tested, this was 
largely successful despite a range of idiosyncrasies in connecting the registry software with the 
range of data repository software and metadata schemas employed by HEI partners.  Where 
mapping services for data centres require further development or testing, we do not foresee 
unsurmountable problems in being able to ingest metadata records into the registry but the 
process to date has involved more resource than expected. It is possible that some form of 
funding to support the effort involved for each partner institution may expedite these collaborative 
efforts.  This current proof of concept pilot shows that developing a UK-wide registry that 
aggregates metadata relating to data collections or datasets held in HE institutional data 
repositories (and data centres) is feasible and continues to be desired by the potential user 
communities.   

mailto:laura.molloy@glasgow.ac.uk
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6. Next steps 

It will be necessary in future phases of activity to evaluate the suitability of the ANDS software 
and RIF-CS against the suitability of other technical solutions, primarily CKAN (already used by 
the UK government and some UK HEIs).  We would aim to do this in discussion with a wider 
stakeholder group than in phase 1, representing repositories, discipline-specific data centres, 
researchers and other initiatives concerned with relevant activities such as the provision of 
metadata schema for datasets and the linking and exposure of research data collections. 

Further work is required in future phases of activity to widen the number of participating HEIs, but 
also to increase the variety of groups who are included in project advisory mechanisms.  These 
are currently staff with professional responsibility for the delivery of data repository infrastructure 
at HEIs which is appropriate given the input required in early stage development and testing of a 
software solution, but also given the key importance of research support staff in instituting and 
promulgating RDM activity within HEIs and their value as a potential user group of a registry and 
discovery service in tracing research impacts, etc.  However, direct representation from the 
researcher population is also a priority given that they are the highest-priority potential user 
population for a service with the overarching aim of increasing research dataset visibility and re-
use.  There are challenges in devising how best to represent the UK researcher population, 
however, given its size and diversity.  We can use our existing networks to identify RDM-
engaged researchers; we can ask our existing participants to identify one or more researchers 
from their own institutions; and we can attempt to identify researchers who are coordinating 
actions to take forward aspects of the Royal Society report, Science as an Open Enterprise.  It is 
anticipated that all three approaches may be employed in future activity.  

Further development is needed of mapping services, as well as the testing and validation of 
metadata records for the pilot data centres. Liaison activity to support these various aims will 
continue to be a significant aspect of our collaborative approach towards developing a coherent 
point of access to discoverable, searchable, browsable and actionable descriptions of given 
datasets and how to access them, thereby showcasing the wealth of UK research data. 
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