Designing a Data Story:
An Innovative Approach for the Selective Care
of Qualitative and Ethnographic Data

Gaia Mosconi, Helena Karasti, Dave Randall and Volkmar Pipek

In this chapter, we present an explorative design concept for the sharing and reuse
of qualitative-ethnographic data, that we call Data Story, which is inspired by data
storytelling principles. Recent critics of data science have pointed to the need for
a contextual approach to data, one which reflects the view that “data doesn't speak
for itself, it needs a storyteller” (Duarte 2019, 5). However, approaches to data story-
telling have hitherto mainly been contingent on the deployment and use of quan-
titative and statistical data. Our contribution suggests that considerable benefit
might result from the use of new tools and methodologies inspired by data sto-
rytelling principles for qualitative data as well. We believe this approach has the
potential to advance the Open Science agenda at large, which remains some way
from realization, especially so for Humanities and Social Sciences (HSS) and for
those researchers applying qualitative and ethnographic methods (Mosconi et al.
2019).

Policies that demand or encourage the release of data are predicated on the
assumption that others will find the data useful and that data will thus be reused
(Borgman 2012), but there is evidence indicating that secondary use of data is not
yet an established practice (Borgman 2012; Bishop 2012, 2014; Mannheimer et al.
2019; Corti 2013). In our view, to make qualitative research data reusable means
that, in addition to formats, (metadata) standards and licenses, we must pay at-
tention to the practices of creating, structuring, analyzing, and interpreting data
(Mosconi et al. 2019; Feger et al. 2020). In order to foreground this largely invis-
ible work as a form of data care, we developed the concept of a Data Story and
argue, along with Bellacasa (2011), that care is a useful conceptual anchor for this
work specifically because it concerns itself with the “politics of knowledge.” Caring
is conceived of as entailing concern for the three dimensions of “labor/work, af-
fect/affections, ethics/politics.” Moreover, caring is interpreted as an act of doing
and as a relational act of thinking-with data (Bellacasa, 2012). Our concept aligns
with this insight, and in fact the Data Story supports collaborative mechanisms for
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narration around data snippets that are situated at the center of its design. With it
we propose the idea of data curation as an act of selective care that is foregrounded
in the interface design.

The purpose of creating a Data Story is to provide a solution for the curation
and sharing of data as it is expected by major funding agencies and institutions.
In fact, this demand is seldom met in practice, and there aren't any tools available
yet that clearly support this additional work of caring for the reusability of data
(Mosconi et al. 2019). Therefore, with the Data Story concept, we wish to fill this
gap. With our design, we aim to support researchers who do empirical work in
organizing the data they care about and make explicit the context. In doing so, we
hope to make easier the curation and sharing of qualitative and ethnographic data
on the one hand, and the potential reuse by other researchers on the other hand.
Software implementations of the Data Story concept will provide researchers with
guides and templates supporting them to build stories around the most relevant
data they have collected while at the same time envisioning a potential audience.
We speculate on how this concept could potentially become a recognized publica-
tion format to be promoted in different collaborative data infrastructures or digital
databases. In this way, researchers will have the opportunity to get recognition for
this unrewarded and invisible work.

Our research concerns itself with the question: How can we best describe
qualitative-ethnographic research data practices while respecting epistemological,
methodological, and ethical challenges, in order to facilitate data sharing? Data
Story, as an exploratory conceptual design solution, is an attempt to give an answer
to this question. With it we wish to contribute to the international debate around
Open Science, and encourage further engagement in such matters by scholars
from various disciplines interested in the issues of openness and data care.

This chapter brings together various streams of literature on Critical Data Studies
(Dalton and Thatcher 2014; Dalton, Taylor, and Thatcher 2016; Kitchin 2021), data
curation and sharing of qualitative-ethnographic work (Bishop 2012, 2014; Corti 2013;
Tsai et al. 2016; Treloar and Harboe-Ree 2008, Irwin 2013) and finally data story-
telling (Duarte 2019, Knaflic 2015; Ojo, and Heravi 2018). Against the background of
the outlined literature, we conducted empirical work and gained practical experi-
ences within a research infrastructure project (INF) in which we engaged in for-
mal and informal conversations with researchers working with qualitative-ethno-
graphic data. Finally, we outline the exploratory design concept, Data Story, and
discuss the act of selective care it affords.
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Data as Matter of Care

As Dourish and Gémez have pointed out: “Data makes sense only to the extent that
we have frames for making sense of it, and the difference between a productive
data analysis and a random-number generator is a narrative account of the mean-
ingfulness of their outputs” (2018, 8). The arrival of Big Data has been a motivating
force for what is termed Critical Data Studies (Dalton and Thatcher 2014; Iliadis
and Russo 2016). As Kitchin and Lauriault (2014) point out, critical data studies
are largely concerned with questions about the nature of data: how they are be-
ing produced, organized, analyzed, and employed, and how best to make sense of
them and the work they do, occasioned by a step change in the production and
employment of data. The principal force of a critical approach, then, lies in the
recognition that political, social, ethical, organizational, and economic elements
shape data management as much as technical problems in much the way Bellacasa
(2011) suggests in her critique of technoscience. As Bowker (2005) suggested:

We need to open a discourse — where there is no effective discourse now —about
the varying temporalities, spatialities and materialities that we might represent
in our databases, with a view to designing for maximum flexibility and allowing
as much as possible for an emergent polyphony and polychrony. Raw data is both
an oxymoron and a bad idea; to the contrary, data should be cooked with care.
(Bowker 2005, 184)

Thomer and Wickett (2020) further demonstrate the point through an analysis of
the various material forms that the database can take, arguing that “best prac-
tices’ for data management are in tension with the realities and priorities of sci-
entific data production,” and “understanding pluralism in data practices is crucial
to supporting the needs of those traditionally marginalized by information tech-
nologies—whether in their personal or disciplinary identity” (Thomer and Wickett
2020, 3). Curating for data work as a pluralistic and contextual endeavor has, as
yet, not been fully realized.

Challenges for Qualitative Data Sharing

Data sharing and consequently data reuse have been extensively addressed (Heaton
2008; van den Berg 2008; Faniel and Jacobsen 2010). The vast part of the literature,
however, deals with practices embedded in the natural and applied sciences. Our
matter of care, however, is the additional complexity entailed in the management
of qualitative data, where most of the challenges can be characterized as epistemo-
logical, methodological, and ethical in nature. For qualitative data, paying attention
to the context of their collection and possible re-use becomes an overarching con-
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cern. However, what context is, and how to describe it, is non-trivial (Moore 2006).
Context determines whether something can be viewed as data or metadata and
the “degree to which those contexts and meanings can be represented influences
its transferability” (Borgman et al. 2018). Data loses meaning when removed from
the original contexts, packaged in repositories, and disengaged from the knowl-
edge and expertise of the researchers who performed the study (Walters 2009).
When dealing with qualitative data we need to recognize the essentially reflexive
character of data and that it is often rich with personal content (Tsai et al. 2016).
Ethnographic approaches are generally based on a relationship of trust between
researchers and participants, often in sensitive domains. This leads us to a con-
sideration of the ethical challenges, where protecting the privacy of participants
typically is one of the central aims (for more details see contribution by Kraus and
Eberhard in this volume, and Eberhard and Kraus 2018).

Other challenges related to describing and preparing these types of data for
sharing are: the lack of clear standards (Tsai et al. 2016; Antes et al. 2018) which
are difficult to identify due to the heterogeneous nature and idiosyncrasy of re-
searchers’ data practices; not knowing how one might access and use the data in
the future and for which purposes (Broom, Cheshire, and Emmison 2009); and fi-
nally time constraints where “the burden of organizing qualitative data for inspec-
tion or reuse could easily exceed the work of writing the manuscript itself” (Tsai
et al. 2016, 5). As we shall see below, data storytelling provides us with inspiration
as to how to best design for the curation and sharing of these types of data while
addressing some of these complex issues.

Data Storytelling: Guiding Principles

The social sciences and humanities have long stressed the role that narrative plays
in human life, in education and in research. As Game and Metcalfe argue:

Research is always an interpretative process that involves conversations and sto-
rytelling, though the research framework traditionally applies other names such
as aims, methods and conclusions. Research conventions are a particular form of
storytelling that allows sociologists and historians “to tell stories as if they weren't’
storytellers.” (1996, 65)

Social scientists tell stories for a range of different purposes. In doing so, they at-
tempt to contextualize the “data” that they work with. They do so largely for analytic
purposes. In relation to this, and to return to the question of what context is and
how to describe it, there is a difference between context as an analytic construct —
something that researchers, curators, etc. define — and something that emerges in
and is enacted by the work of the participants. Put simply, context in this view has
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no existence outside of the way in which it is ongoingly constructed by participants
to an activity. Data, in other words, is a process of enactment. Digital storytelling,
we want to argue, is a useful means to reconstruct what has previously been con-
structed or enacted.

Digital storytelling describes the practice of everyday professionals and orga-
nizations who make use of digital tools in order to tell a story. Digital stories can
stimulate emotional responses in recipients and potentially offer interactive ele-
ments. Storytelling approaches have been applied to several fields: therapy, educa-
tion, arts and culture, management and business, among others (Barrett 2006; De
Vecchi et. al 2016; Yuksel 2011; Restrepo and Davis 2003; Denning 2006). In the last
decade, however, due to the advent of Big Data and the “data revolution” (Kitchin
2014), western economies and governments are becoming progressively more data-
driven, and therefore we have seen growing contributions and approaches focus-
ing specifically on Data Storytelling (Duarte 2019; Knaflic 2015; Ojo and Heravi 2018).
The main argument being made is that to understand and use data effectively, data
needs to communicate a clear message (a narrative) and speak a human language
to allow us to make sense of data (data sense making) and the reasons why it is
presented (reconstructed) the way it is.

Figure 1: Main principles of Data Storytelling.

Why is data storytelling powerful?
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Source: https://www.nugit.co/what-is-data-storytelling/

As shown in the picture, three main principles summarize what data story-
telling is about and how to achieve it: 1) explaining the context; 2) identifying a
coherent narrative; 3) working on effective visualization. In data storytelling, the
second principle, narration, is a crucial element. A narrative can, additionally, have
emotional elements. A story has a beginning and an end, it has a goal, sometimes
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a moral, and, obviously, a story has an audience. Narrative helps to “share norms
and values, develop trust and commitment, share tacit knowledge, facilitate un-
learning, and generate emotional connections” (Soule and Wilson 2002). The third
principle is related to effective visuals. As Lee et al. (2015) suggest, relatively little at-
tention has been paid in the visualization literature to the ways in which the stories
in question are actually crafted.

To conclude, the concept of a Data Story for qualitative research data, as pro-
posed here, combines all three affordances of data storytelling identified in the
literature: a) it offers researchers an opportunity to provide contextual informa-
tion to their collected data, b) it employs a narrative structure to demonstrate its
analytical potential, ¢) and it allows for the integration of visual elements.

Background and Approach

Our research takes place in a research infrastructure project (INF), connected to the
Collaborative Research Centre (CRC) “Media of Cooperation” funded by the DFG (in
English: German Research Foundation) since January 2016 and is currently ongo-
ing. Our CRC is characterized by interdisciplinary cooperation across disciplines
and faculties, and most researchers apply qualitative and ethnographic methods.
Being tasked with providing suitable solutions for both ongoing research and long-
term preservation as well as the sharing of materials with a wider public, the focus
of our project is on developing new RDM practices and infrastructures for qualita-
tive-interpretative research contexts. Collaboration with the IT service provider of
the University — a partner of the project — has been going on since the beginning of
the funding period and this entailed interdisciplinary work with developers where
we worked on metadata structures, restructured database hierarchies and classi-
fication schemes. Drawing on insights from CSCW and socio-informatics (Wulf
et al. 2018), our project roots conceptual design and technology development itself
in qualitative and long-term situated research. Therefore, we engaged in partici-
patory observations, semi-structured interviews and informal conversations with
CRC’s projects, where we particularly investigated data practices, salient Research
Data Management and data sharing issues that could inform our design.

The fieldwork we conducted as part of our infrastructural research was not
straightforward and unproblematic. Some researchers felt annoyed and irritated
by the work of our project. Its objectives were often met with indifference, ques-
tioned or overtly criticized on multiple occasions. In particular, metadata critiques
emerged repeatedly during fieldwork. Researchers we talked to struggled to under-
stand the meaning and the applicability of metadata standards such as the Dublin
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Core! which was often mentioned by the IT service provider as the existing meta-
data standard that researchers should use to describe data for long-term preserva-
tion (and potentially for data reuse). However, in practice, qualitative researchers
in particular lack familiarity with such standards and struggle to understand, or
fail to see the point of, its technical language.

The agenda of the funding agency and the institutional top-down narratives
around Research Data Management were not always matched by the immediate
and practical objectives of research teams. Nonetheless, our approach was dia-
logic. Through interviews, observations and informal conversations we oriented
reflexively to the often conflicting viewpoints expressed. We questioned design so-
lutions, discussed current or new practices and the connection between the two in
relation to design possibilities. As Schon (1983) pointed out, “design, in practice, is
not a linear process.” This pragmatic-reflexive approach led us to consider the need
to embrace narrative as a focus for our deliberations in relation to data. The idea
developed into what we call Data Story here which came about gradually after re-
flecting over a long period of time with local research groups. Their own narratives
regarding data sharing and related challenges inspired the approach we describe.
This led us to envision a system in which the showcasing of data snippets (or data
nuggets) could potentially support the organization, curation and eventually shar-
ing and reuse of research data, and therefore allow to meet the expectations of the
funding body.

In the next section, we explain the major insights which led to the Data Story
concept. We do so by grounding the concept in researchers’ practices where story-
telling emerges as an integral part of (collaborative) analytical work with qualitative
data and therefore synergetic with these types of research approaches.

Grounding the Concept in Practices

The conceptualization of a Data Story gradually emerged during fieldwork, espe-
cially in our interaction via observations and interviews with researchers. Over
three years, we paid particular attention to situations in which (informal) data shar-
ing practices took place, and we observed how qualitative-ethnographic data was
analyzed, collaboratively discussed, and represented with the support of (digital)
media.

We began to notice, for instance, the common practice in qualitative research
of sharing data snippets in collaborative analysis sessions with members of the same
project (but with different disciplinary backgrounds) and/or with researchers from
other projects. In these situations, snippets of anonymized data are often selected,

1 https://www.dublincore.org/specifications/dublin-core/dces/.
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enriched with context and sent to participants via email a few days before the anal-
ysis session. A narration or, if you will, a story which contextualizes the data is often
provided by the data collector in written form (i.e. as text), and/or in oral form at the
very beginning of the session. The piece of data in question then is often projected
in the room in order to guide the conversation and to promote interpretative work.
Through this collaborative practice, as Dourish and Cruz (2018) expressed it, data is
“put to work in particular contexts, sunk into narratives that give them shape and
meaning, and mobilized as part of broader processes of interpretation and mean-
ing-making” (Dourish and Cruz 2018, 1). Data are not collected and analyzed in a
vacuum, but are always shaped, co-created, (partially) shared and narrated based
on the specific circumstances in which data are needed and “put to work.” Another
example is Rose, who said: “in our team we couldn’t really do very close readings of
the data together, due to lack of time and the overload of data we collected, so we
just selected a few data and sketches that we could talk about in order to collabora-
tively develop our thinking.” Her team developed “ad hoc” visualization techniques
around data snippets, as we might call it, in order to elicit a collaborative narrative
and which partly inspired our conceptual design.

Another researcher, Sophie, told us that direct access to data (even if partial)
could foster interdisciplinary collaboration and new research approaches: “some-
times you see a paper, but you do not realize all the kinds of data and fieldwork
that has been done, and if you look at the data then it makes you think of other
collaboration that you could have with this person.” In fact, Sophie had collaborated
with a social scientist in the past, but only after looking at some examples of ethno-
graphic data was she capable of understanding what kinds of collaboration might
be possible and what research questions could be answered. But she also added
that “there aren't really good solutions to represent and share ethnographic data
just yet” and “we had to share the data via email which obviously wasn't ideal!” An-
other important element connected to data sharing and reuse is the messiness of
ethnographic work. The majority of researchers we talked to expressed discomfort
in sharing their qualitative data due to the “messiness” which often comes with
it. We noticed their need to have better tools and techniques that could support
the organization of the heterogenous data and the non-linear way of conducting
research typical of ethnographic work. The Data Story started to emerge then as a
form of digital data storyboarding to support collection, organization, collabora-
tion, and data sense-making.

The above vignettes point to the way in which a storytelling approach to data
curation can be called into action, one which is more aligned with researchers’
practices, and as possible inspiration to organize the heterogeneous data and to
support collaborative data sense-making. In the following, we demonstrate how
the Data Story is envisaged to work by showing the design sketches of the low-
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fidelity prototype we have developed so far. We will then discuss more extensively
the idea of selective care that it affords.

The Data Story Process and its Components

This design concept is meant to be an organizing device in support of (collaborative)
storytelling practices as a major component of data analysis and sense making. By
engaging with its process and its interactive interface researchers will have the
opportunity to perform data curation practices resulting in selected data snippets.
In this way, we wish to make easier the sharing of these types of data on the one
hand, and the potential reuse by external researchers on the other hand.

The interface is organized into chapters to sort the shared data into sections
and better help in navigating through the story. The chapters sequence creates a
timeline of the actions, events, and decisions regarding the study being shared.
Each chapter might have multiple data snippets that help clarify the overall story.
Questions and tips are highlighted in the interface of each chapter to support re-
flexivity, elicit discussions and help researchers to construct their narrative. To ex-
emplify the possibilities, we provide a possible structure with an initial overview
screen (0) followed by three main chapters for the story: (1) project set-up; (2) data
processing (with snippets of anonymized data), and (3) main findings. As men-
tioned before, each chapter provides a focused insight into the study conducted
but also it invites to make explicit the context and to define a coherent narrative.

(0) Overview Screen

In the overview screen, general information regarding the study will be given, like
the time frame and to which project it belongs (a single publication, a complete
research project, a PhD dissertation, and so on). Moreover, the authors can intro-
duce themselves, their research institution, their contact information, etc. This is
needed to connect a Data Story with a specific researcher or research team (in order
to be publicly acknowledged, and possibly contacted).
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Figure 2: Data Story module overview: Figure 2.1 is the view of the author, 2.2 is the view of
the reader, and 2.3 is an overview of some of the included metadata
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(1) The Project Set-Up Chapter

The project set-up chapter introduces the overall story outline, in order to pro-
vide an understandable context for the study. Information related to the research
field, topic, and research questions of the study, as well as methods used, a short
summary about the motivation and aim of the study can be included. Tips and
questions are highlighted in the interface in order to elicit reflexive thinking while
supporting data sense-making.

(2) The Data Processing Chapter

The data processing chapter encapsulates the actual data snippets. It also provides a
more detailed contextual narrative that explains important milestones in the data
collection and the analysis process. As with the project set-up chapter, the process
narrative is aimed at resolving common queries to support the sense making of the
shared data nuggets.

The chapter provides the possibility to create sub-sections which categorize
and group data, based on the data type, to ease navigation through it. It is advised
to create and fill the sub-sections with relevant data in a way that supports the
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storyline and sequence of the story. Moreover, this chapter creates a storyline by
ordering the created sub-sections sequentially. Authors of the stories will have the
ability to relocate the created sub-section if necessary by dragging it to the desired
location on the storyline.

Figure 3: Data processing chapter: Figure 3.1 shows the view of the story writer, 3.2 shows
the story from the reader’s view after publishing, 3.3 shows the interview sub-section.
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The Data Story supports the sharing of different data formats. Some snippets
might be extracted from a text file and thus have a text format, e.g., interview
questions, transcripts, notes, etc. Other data snippets might take the shape of audio
or video files, presentations, posters, pictures, sketches, and design material, etc.
As in the chapter before, the author will be provided with a list of questions that
might add a better structure to the story and support the sense making of the
shared data as well as enrich the contextual layer.

As already mentioned, only selected and anonymized data will be displayed.
This is for three reasons: (1) facilitate the protection of the study participants and
avoid the disclosure of any private and sensitive information; (2) decrease data
overload by encouraging researchers to display only the most relevant pieces of
data; (3) time constraints: as it is not possible to provide a deliberate narrative, in
a relatively short time, that is rich of context to all the collected data of the study.
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(3) The Findings Chapter

Last but not least is the Findings chapter, where the narrative is brought to an
end and future visions can be explained. Any publications or material, citation
and review data can be included in this chapter. Again, guiding questions and tips
for contextualizing the chapter will be visible upfront and will help researchers in
structuring the information and narrative.

Supporting Processual Workflows: Plugin Solution

The Data Story aims to promote curation activities to be carried out as soon as pos-
sible, as close as possible to the data source, and in support of workflow. It is a pro-
posal for embeddedness. In order to achieve this, the Data Story will be connected
to tools used routinely while collecting, analyzing and processing data. Therefore, a
plugin solution is envisioned. The plugin is to be connected to text editing software
like Microsoft Word, data analysis tools like MaxQDA, literature management tools
like Zotero, cloud storage tools like Sciebo? or other tools that researchers routinely
use. As mentioned earlier, the idea is to provide the researchers the opportunity to
feed their Data Story with data at all times by creating such direct connections
between a collaborative research infrastructure already in use and the researcher’s
data storage. In other words, researchers can select key data pieces (text, file, etc.)
while organizing and analyzing their data, and send them to the Data story as data
snippets. Moreover, researchers will be given the chance to add annotations, de-
scriptions, comments, and metadata that clarify the context of the chosen data.
The transferred data snippets can be previewed and further annotated via the in-
terface.

Publishing: DOI and Accessibility Rights

Once researchers have completed their Data Story, and feel secure with the pro-
vided data and narrative, they will be able to publish it. A DOI (Digital Object
Identifier) can also be (automatically) assigned to the Data Story (see figure 4, blue
highlight). We envision a new practice that could emerge from this: the DOI link of
the Data Story web-interface might be promoted in papers where potential collab-
orators or interested parties could see additional data. Moreover, share links will
be (automatically) generated for single data entries to indicate a clear reference to
a specific data snippet.

2 Info on Sciebo: https://hochschulcloud.nrw/en/index.html.
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Researchers can share parts of the data with some recipients and some other
parts with some other audience using the same Data Story. This is facilitated by dif-
ferent accessibility rights provided in the Data Story for each data snippet added in
the storyline. Taking inspiration from Jones et al. (2018) we considered the follow-
ing accessibility rights: open, restricted, controlled, and closed (these categories
can be assigned to the whole Data Story, or to specific data snippets). The acces-
sibility right Open means that data is available to be accessed by anyone; Restricted
means to be accessed by some specific audience; Controlled, means that the au-
thor has to grant permission to access it after assessing the request. Lastly, Closed
means “data deposit and citation exist for archival purposes but no data are cur-
rently available (could be embargoed until publication of results, change in sensi-
tive situation, death of a participant, or certain duration of time from collection)”
(Jones et al. 2018, 21). Figure 4 highlights how accessibility rights will be shown in
the design (highlighted in yellow).

Figure 4: Visual of metadata, tags, DOL, data snippet and the story (Purple: tags, Red:
Story. Orange: Data Snippets, Blue: DOI, Green: Metadata, Yellow: access rights)
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In our view, the Data Story should be promoted as a new publication format
that is centered around relevant data points. Data Stories can act as an intermedi-
ate format between a larger dataset to be stored and secured in long-term archives
and the official publications (paper, books etc.). Data Story could offer insights into
the content of a dataset but also offering some reflections on the data that might
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not be part of the final publications. By promoting a Data Story as a new publica-
tion format that can be cited, researchers will have the incentives to actually engage
with this type of work and get rewarded for this additional effort. For being a Data
Story an additional step is important so that researchers will get compensated for
this work. By envisioning an accessible open link, Data Stories can circulate freely
through the web, and can act as entry points for engagement with the data that
have been collected.

We are planning to implement this design in a collaborative research infras-
tructure, called Research-hub, that is already in use in our research center. How-
ever, we believe this design with its modular and customizable characteristics has
the potential to be integrated as interface layer of any other (collaborative) data
infrastructure or digital database.

Data Story as an Act of Selective Care

Above, we have described an approach, inspired by storytelling insights and de-
signed to support a workflow for the organization, curation and sharing of data
which can be used in conjunction with more standard approaches and data de-
scriptions (i.e. metadata). The purpose of creating the Data Story is to provide all
those with an interest in the possible uses of data with an easy way to access and
understand how a data collection was assembled and the reasons for it. This, we
do by supporting researchers who collected the data in the first place to envision a
possible audience and to make the context of their work explicit, using both meta-
data and a narrative. So, this design concept is meant to be an organizing device
in support of (collaborative) storytelling practices as a major component of data
analysis and sense making. As we have seen, however, complex issues intervene.
They include the nature of the work, ethical concerns, and the reflexive nature of
the engagement with data, all of which have methodological and epistemological
consequences.

We take on board the injunction of van Es and Schifer that, “[r]ather than im-
port questions and methods from the hard sciences, we must develop our own
approaches and sensitivities in working with data that will reflect the humanities’
traditions” (2017, 16). The authors here include a call for action, inviting humani-
ties scholars to develop their own research questions and methods to stay consis-
tent with their epistemological positions. We have shown how we might translate
these ideas to the field of Research Data Management and curation. If solutions to
data sharing and curation need to be found, as expected and demanded by fund-
ing agencies, then we argue, those technical solutions, tools or infrastructures will
need to embrace and embed in the design cultural values, methodological practices
and epistemological understandings of the communities they are designed for. In
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doing so, we again connect to the concept of care as pushed forward by Bellacasa
(2011): “... representing matters of fact and sociotechnical assemblages as matters
of care is to intervene in the articulation of ethically and politically demanding
issues. The point is not only to expose or reveal invisible labors of care, but also
to generate care” (Bellacasa 2011, 94). We discuss below two lines of argument in
which we explicit how the Data Story reveals the invisible labor of data care while
at the same time generating care for both the data producer and the data re-user.

Complementing Metadata Standards with a Story

As we have seen, it is now accepted that context is critical to our understanding of
data (Borgman 2015; Carlson and Anderson, 2007) as a representational mechanism
bridging data producers and data re-users. Within the Research Data Management
domain this contextual role is typically assigned to metadata standards and data
descriptions. Formal and standardized metadata such as the Dublin Core or the
Data Documentation Initiative (DDI) assume not only a contextual role but also, it
is claimed, are essential for the discovery, comprehension, and reuse of data. Meta-
data are often interpreted as the “bridges” because they can, in principle, convey
the information essential for discovery and secondary analysis: “secondary users
must rely on the amount of formal metadata that travels along with the data in
order to exploit their full potential.” (Ryssevik, 2021). However, and as is evidenced
both in our own practical experiences with researchers and in Feger et al. (2020),
cleaning the data, and filling metadata requirements is a quite tedious and rather
technical practice. The inherent difficulties, along with the fact that researchers do
not see this as their primary purpose, means it is frequently poorly done or not
done at all. Moreover, analysts of qualitative data often do not have enough time
to fully explore their data given the richness and the amount of the data in ques-
tion (Fielding and Fielding, 2000; Yoon 2014). Therefore, the Data Story provides
the opportunity to display only selected data snippets and narrate them coherently.
This we argue could potentially make it easier for a researcher interested in certain
data sets to understand how the data collection and analysis came about. At the
same time, the researcher(s) who collected the data is supported in explaining the
whole data process, displaying what, for them, is the most important aspect in the
data and envisioning a potential re-user.

The Data Story interface makes visible the act of care by articulating the tasks
of data care needed in order to organize the data, retrieve them, present them,
share them, and possibly reuse them. In fact, it provides every chapter with the
option to annotate, tag and add metadata. The Data Story suggests metadata (i.e.:
the Dublin Core or DDI) as the standards source for elements set. They can, how-
ever, be adapted quickly and added as new folksonomy. In this way, metadata are
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treated as “living things” that can grow and develop based on a bottom-up under-
standing. As mentioned earlier, the Data Story invests noticeable effort in bringing
the data and its metadata together by integrating many of the important metadata
fields in its interface in a way that makes metadata an important pillar of the story
narrative and driver of discussions. It promotes data literacy and awareness, as it
is an opportunity for researchers to learn about the role of metadata but also put
it into question and adapt it to their needs.

With our contribution, we complement the role that formal data descriptions
(metadata) bring to the table when they are provided, and suggest an alternative
when they are not, depending on the institutional investment in data curation. By
focusing on narrative as an organizational layer and as a useful method to make
explicit the context, we aim to make the interpretative work — essential to make use
of data - less onerous for both parties: data producer(s) and data re-user(s). Sto-
ries, then, can serve a further purpose, that of inviting re-users to reflect on what
messages can be found in the data, what questions can be evoked and answered,
and what uses the data can be put to. The Data Story is then a complementary or-
ganizing layer — flexible, culturally, collaborative and context sensitive — that can
be added to the formal and structured way of organizing and preserving data. Fi-
nally, by promoting the Data Story as a possible intermediate publication format,
we allow researchers to get rewarded for this additional step and we show care for
their additional curation work.

Designing for Situated Data

That knowledge is situated is hardly a discovery by now and, indeed, has been a
central tenet of the sociology of knowledge at least since Mannheim (1936). It can
be traced through the work of, for instance, Vygotsky (1980), Garfinkel (1967) and
many others, but has been reinvigorated in practice-oriented thinking (see e.g.,
Randall et al. 2018) and in feminist standpoint theory (Haraway 1991; D'Ignazio
and Klein 2020). Critical Data Studies (Dalton and Thatcher 2014; Dalton, Taylor,
and Thatcher 2016; Kitchin 2021) draws on these insights to address “the situated,
partial, and constitutive character of knowledge production” (Drucker 2011, 2), in
order to show how the meaning of data is derived from its context of production
and use. This is particularly true for qualitative data because qualitative research
is characterized as an “insider activity” (Mauthner et al. 1998), its knowledge “is
highly contextual and experience dependent” (Niu and Hedstrom 2008), its prac-
tice uses “the self...as the primary instrument of knowing” (Ortner 2006), and it
involves interpretation and subjectivities not concrete (or transportable) enough
for information to be documented and reused in its entirety (Broom, Cheshire,
and Emmison 2009).
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Kitchin (2021) suggests that, for all datasets, “we tell stories about data, and sto-
ries with data, in which there are inherent politics at play in how they are discur-
sively figured” (Kitchin 2021, 5). D’Ignazio and Klein in their book Data Feminism
(2020) also pose interesting questions such as, “How can we use data to remake the
world? [...] or, more precisely, whose information needs to become data before it
can be considered as fact and acted upon?” (D’Ignazio and Klein 2020, 36). Embrac-
ing the partiality and situatedness of data means designing with these questions
in mind, to question what is data, what is metadata, how do we construct facts
and information, how are they disseminated, how they get curated and shared. In
this way, the Data Story concept engages in “politics of knowledge” (Bellacasa 2011).
Our design helps to address the questions raised above and tries to give some an-
swers applied to the context of curation and data sharing. With our design, we
wish to support pluralism in research data (management) practices, embrace situ-
ated knowledge, without excluding data collection efforts which might not fit neatly
into current standards and categories.

Concerning the issue of reuse, the question is how does the Data Story provide
a narrative which can not only contextualize the production of the data but also
render it relevant for the re-user. Of course, there is not, and cannot be, any simple
answer to such a question, for the value of data in reuse will depend as much on
the reasons for reuse as it does on the reasons for its production. Nevertheless,
the Data Story can do a number of useful things (bearing in mind that it is a com-
plement to, and not a replacement for, established metadata schemes). Firstly, and
most obviously, it renders certain features of the data more visible which otherwise
would not be (at least immediately) the case. The proposed three-chapters struc-
ture affords a number of data relevancies and highlight specific data points. Thus,
the project set-up might tell the re-user why the data exists in the first place, what
value it is believed to add to existing knowledge, information about the disciplinary
origins of researchers (and possibly the backgrounds of participants). The data pro-
cessing section affords snippets which go some way to answering the queries that
re-users may have about methods adopted, the amount of data and its formats,
examples of the data in question, and so on. The findings section provides a link
from the snippets to results, enabling judgements about accuracy, reliability and
validity to be made, literature deemed to be relevant to the researchers, reviews of
the work, and so on. Overall, it offers the possibility of comparison with the aims
that re-users might have, the options they may have with regard to methods and
forms of analysis, insights into the kinds of questions and answers embedded in
the data, insights into the number and type of people they may wish to engage
with, and even suggest options for future progress.
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Conclusion

Organizing, communicating, and understanding data are crucial issues of our
modern “datafied society” (van Es and Schifer 2017). Yet, in our digital world it is
not always clear what data are, how best to make sense of them, and what is at
stake (Kitchin 2021, 1). With our design concept of the Data Story, we aim at foster-
ing exchange around data storytelling which should not be limited to quantitative
data, data visualizations, infographics, statistics, and standard approaches, but
should embrace a plurality of data practices and approaches.

Bellacasa (2012) argued: “We cannot possibly care for everything, not everything
can count in a world, not everything is relevant in a world..” (Bellacasa 2012, 204).
For this reason, the Data Story aims at showcasing only anonymized data snippets
(such as interview excerpts, pictures, videos, sketches or any other relevant ma-
terial) that researchers are encouraged to select based on the relevance for their
own research findings and for an envisioned audience i.e. what they care about.
This act of selective care is organized along a timeline and enhanced with story-
telling practices (in oral and written form). STS scholars have already demonstrated
how formal data descriptions wrapped in informal descriptions might increase the
usefulness of the data (Bowker and Star 1999). The Data Story concept embraces
this insight. In fact, it integrates traditional metadata standards but also allows
the creation of bottom-up folksonomies. Metadata elements, folksonomy and data
snippets are then visualized and glued together, enriched and situated with the ad-
dition of a storyline. In this way, Data Story brings the invisible work of data care
to the forefront, it promotes data awareness and reflexivity, and calls for making
visible (and supporting) curation activities, its concerns, technicalities, and speci-
ficities while articulating workflows and processes for collaborative activities. In
all, the notion of care and more specifically how selective caring (or caring about
caring) provide a conceptual anchor for a range of issues that have hitherto been
only addressed in very limited ways. The Data Story, we suggest, is an explorable
avenue for more sophisticated approaches to data management and reuse.

Funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) —
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