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Abstract 

 

Objective – To better define the skills, 

knowledge, and competencies necessary to 

data librarianship. 

 

Design – Electronic survey. 

 

Setting – Unknown number of research 

institutions in English-speaking countries with 

a focus on North America. 

 

Subjects – Unknown number of information 

professionals who follow data-related interest 

group electronic mail lists or discussions on 

Twitter. 

Methods – Author distributed an electronic 

survey via electronic mail lists and Twitter to 

information professionals, particularly those in 

biomedicine and the sciences, who self-

determined that they spend a significant 

portion of their work providing data services. 

The survey asked respondents to rate the 

importance of various skills and expertise that 

had been selected from a review of the 

literature. In addition to other quantitative 

analysis, author performed cluster analysis on 

the final dataset to detect subgroups of similar 

respondents. 

 

Main Results – 82 valid responses were 

received. Most respondents supported more 
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than one academic discipline and spent at least 

half of their time on data-related work. 

Competencies in the “Personal Attributes” 

category (such as interpersonal, written, and 

presentation skills) were rated as most 

important, while those in the “Library Skills” 

category were rated as least important. A 

cluster analysis detected two groups that could 

best be described as subject specialists and 

data generalists. Subject specialists focus on a 

smaller number of disciplines and view a 

smaller number of tasks as important to their 

work compared to data generalists. In 

addition, data generalists are more likely to 

report spending most of their time on data-

related work. 

 

Conclusion – Data librarianship is a 

heterogeneous profession with many skillsets 

at play depending on the work environment, 

but the existence of two overarching 

subgroups – subject specialists and data 

generalists – deserves further study and may 

have implications for a number of 

stakeholders. Hiring institutions may consider 

the breadth of their user population’s needs 

before recruitment. Educational institutions as 

well as other on-the-job training opportunities 

may do well to focus more on “soft skills” as 

this is deemed more important by data 

librarians. 

 

Commentary – In the past decade, there has 

been growth in the number of libraries offering 

data services, defined as services to researchers 

in relation to managing data. Examples of data 

services include data management guidance, 

data curation, and data visualization. Whereas 

Tenopir et al. (2012) found that only a small 

minority of U.S. and Canadian libraries offer 

any sort of services, a recent content analysis of 

library websites by Yoon and Shultz (2017) has 

revealed over 180 schools with services in 

place, though to varying degrees. Other 

scholarship has focused on the competencies 

required of librarians in data services roles, 

such as Xia and Wang’s (2014) analysis of 

social science data librarian job postings. The 

author’s survey contributes to the literature by 

asking self-designated data librarians in 

biomedical and scientific fields how these 

competencies and skills are actually utilized in 

practice. 

 

This summary relies on Boynton and 

Greenhalgh’s (2004) critical appraisal tool. Two 

aspects of the paper are worth highlighting 

here. First, the author performs cluster analysis 

on the categorical survey data to group 

respondents into the categories of generalist 

and specialist. This is an innovative and 

welcome analytical technique in LIS 

practitioner research. In addition, the data 

used in the analysis are openly available, well-

documented, and reproducible. The 

questionnaire generally fares well against the 

critical appraisal tool. The items were 

developed in conjunction with a review of the 

literature and pilot tested. Skills were rated on 

importance using a five-point Likert scale 

ranging from “Not at all important” to 

“Absolutely essential” with an additional 

option for “Don’t know or N/A.” The biggest 

issue was the sampling method, which relied 

on a convenience sample from electronic mail 

lists and social media. This limits the 

generalizability of the results, although the 

author mentions this as a limitation and 

generally refrains from making wide-sweeping 

claims in the paper. (Differences between 

subject specialists and data generalists were 

tested with unpaired-samples t-tests and p-

values were reported, but these should have 

been adjusted for multiple tests or else 

explicitly presented as exploratory.) 

 

The study has unconventional implications for 

library science students and librarians looking 

to get into data librarianship. For students, it 

suggests they may be served more by 

developing soft skills and seeking discipline-

specific skills rather than focusing on library-

specific data management or curation courses. 

For librarians, on-the-job training and 

professional development opportunities, 

especially in a specific discipline if they wish 

to specialize, might prove more beneficial. 

Strong comfort with self-education may be a 

highly valuable skill to develop and certainly 

one to promote during the hiring process. The 

study also highlights potential barriers to data 

librarians that deserve further study. For 

instance, an open-ended survey comment 
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indicated that “our researchers have shown a 

strong bias towards working with ‘one of their 

own.’” It is unclear where this reluctance 

comes from, but it may be from a lack of 

awareness of the skills and competencies data 

librarians possess, suggesting that proactively 

demonstrating what they have done and can 

do to assist researchers would do much to 

reverse misconceptions. 
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