Document généré le 10 aott 2025 02:42

Evidence Based Library and Information Practice Bl

It Takes a Researcher to Know a Researcher: Academic
Librarian Perspectives Regarding Skills and Training for

Research Data Support in Canada

Alisa B. Rod

Volume 18, numéro 2, 2023

URI : https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1101594ar
DOI : https://doi.org/10.18438/eblip30297

Aller au sommaire du numéro

Editeur(s)
University of Alberta Library

ISSN
1715-720X (numérique)

Découvrir la revue

Citer cet article

Résumé de I'article

Objective — This empirical study aims to contribute qualitative evidence on the
perspectives of data-related librarians regarding the necessary skills,
education, and training for these roles in the context of Canadian academic
libraries. A second aim of this study is to understand the perspectives of
data-related librarians regarding the specific role of the MLIS in providing
relevant training and education. The definition of a data-related librarian in
this study includes any librarian or professional who has a conventional title
related to a field of data librarianship (i.e., research data management, data
services, GIS, data visualization, data science) or any other librarian or
professional whose duties include providing data-related services within an
academic institution.

Methods - This study incorporates in-depth qualitative empirical evidence in
the form of 12 semi-structured interviews of data-related librarians to
investigate first-hand perspectives on the necessary skills required for such
positions and the mechanisms for acquiring and maintaining such skills.
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Abstract

Objective — This empirical study aims to contribute qualitative evidence on the perspectives of

data-related librarians regarding the necessary skills, education, and training for these roles in the

context of Canadian academic libraries. A second aim of this study is to understand the
perspectives of data-related librarians regarding the specific role of the MLIS in providing
relevant training and education. The definition of a data-related librarian in this study includes
any librarian or professional who has a conventional title related to a field of data librarianship
(i.e., research data management, data services, GIS, data visualization, data science) or any other
librarian or professional whose duties include providing data-related services within an
academic institution.

Methods — This study incorporates in-depth qualitative empirical evidence in the form of 12
semi-structured interviews of data-related librarians to investigate first-hand perspectives on the
necessary skills required for such positions and the mechanisms for acquiring and maintaining
such skills.
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Results — The interviews identified four major themes related to the skills required for library-
related data services positions, including the perceived importance of experience conducting
original research, proficiency in computational coding and quantitative methods, MLIS-related
skills such as understanding metadata, and the ability to learn new skills quickly on the job.
Overall, the implication of this study regarding the training from MLIS programs concerning
data-related librarianship is that although expertise in metadata, documentation, and information
management are vital skills for data-related librarians, the MLIS is increasingly less competitive
compared with degree programs that offer a greater emphasis on practical experience working
with different types of data in a research context and implementing a variety of methodological
approaches.

Conclusion — This study demonstrates that an in-depth qualitative portrait of data-related
librarians within a national academic ecosystem provides valuable new insights regarding the
perceived importance of conducting original empirical research to succeed in these roles.

Introduction

In the context of academic libraries, there has been increasing demand from researchers for data-related
services over the past ten years (Barsky, 2019; Barsky et al., 2017; Cox et al., 2017; Cox et al., 2019a;
Steeleworthy, 2014). This shift is projected to continue a growth path, which has implications for
increased capacity and infrastructure needs at all levels of service provision (Briney et al., 2015; Khair et
al., 2020). Academic libraries have responded to increasing demand for research data support by
developing capacity in this regard and positioning the library as the appropriate centralized support
resource (Ashiq & Warraich, 2022).

In this way, academic libraries have spearheaded service models for the provision of data-related
research services (Radecki & Springer, 2020). In the academic library context more generally, new
positions focused on data have emerged over the past ten years, including positions focusing on research
data services (RDS), data curation, and research data management (RDM). RDM, while closely related to
RDS, is more focused on organizing and managing research data over a lifecycle rather than providing
reference support related to finding sources for data or accessing data held in controlled collections,
which is more the purview of RDS. Obscuring the notion of a clearcut definition of these roles is the lack
of standardized titles and the conflation of research data support with liaison duties at many institutions.
For example, a recent study by Theilen and Neeser (2020) identified 119 discrete job titles for academic
library job postings, of which the majority did not include a reference to librarianship, although the most
frequently occurring librarian job titles reflect the four most common roles, including data services
librarian, data curation librarian, research data management librarian, and data librarian. Thus, for the
purposes of this study, the broader term “data-related librarian” is used to represent any librarians or
professionals who offer support for research data within an academic context.

There are several additional studies that have investigated the competencies, skills, and educational
background required in job advertisements for these and related roles in academic libraries both in North
American and globally (ACRL Research Planning and Review Committee, 2020; Cox et al., 2017; Federer,
2018; Fuhr, 2019; Goben & Sapp-Nelson, 2018a; Goben & Sapp-Nelson, 2018b; Thielen & Neeser, 2020; Xia
& Wang, 2017). However, it is unclear as to whether job postings are indicative of the profiles of
individuals who are performing these roles. In addition, there are also existing studies that have
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investigated the self-perceptions of librarians regarding technical readiness and confidence in assuming
these roles (Chiware, 2020; Ducas et al., 2020; Joo & Schmidt, 2021; Tang & Hu, 2019; Thomas & Urban,
2018). However, these studies typically rely on survey methodology, which is useful in identifying broad
trends but less capable of identifying nuance or providing entirely novel insights.

Aims

This study aims to contribute a qualitative analysis of the perspectives of data-related librarians
regarding the necessary skills, experience, and training for these roles. This study is organized around the
following two research questions:

RQ1: What are data-related librarians’ perspectives regarding the skills required to work effectively as academic data
professionals?

RQ2: What are data-related librarians’ perspectives regarding the role of the MLLIS in providing relevant training
and education to prepare academic data professionals?

This study incorporates in-depth qualitative empirical evidence in the form of 12 semi-structured
interviews of data-related librarians to investigate first-hand perspectives on the necessary skills and
expertise required for such positions and the mechanisms for acquiring and maintaining such skills.

Literature Review

Over the past two decades, technological advances and institutional investments related to digital
research infrastructures have rendered the collection of larger and larger quantities of data as ubiquitous
to many academic disciplines and research processes (Briney et al., 2015). Thus, research communities
and public funding agencies have articulated and socialized best practices for handling data throughout a
research projects’ lifecycle, culminating with the development and adoption of the FAIR principles as the
primary guiding framework for research data (Forcell, 2014; Tang & Hu, 2019; Wilkenson et al., 2016).
FAIR refers to data that are findable, accessible, interoperable, and re-usable, which may be implemented
primarily through infrastructure, such as digital data repositories, designed for enhancing the
discoverability, preservation, and sharing of research data. Following a consultation period lasting almost
10 years, the three major funding agencies in Canada, the Tri-Agencies, recently published a policy on
RDM highlighting the FAIR principles and focusing on the proper handling of data as a matter of
integrity and ethics (Government of Canada, 2021). These large-scale shifts in norms and policies
governing accountability and reproducibility regarding research data have necessitated parallel shifts
among higher education institutions related to the provision of support and the investment in staffing
capacity as a crucial pillar of a modern academic digital research infrastructure program (Baxter et al.,
2021; Federer et al., 2020).

In most cases, the library is the campus unit that has been designated with a mandate to provide data-
related support services, training, and guidance (Radecki & Springer, 2020). Indeed, the library is the
natural home for data-related digital research infrastructure management as this emerging function
intersects with other key contemporary academic library roles, including scholarly communications,
digital collections more generally, digital preservation, and digital scholarship (ACRL Research Planning
and Review Committee, 2020; Steeleworthy, 2014). In addition, the liaison model provides a support
system that is embedded within conventional research processes and offers a communication channel by
which to facilitate awareness and outreach campaigns (Steeleworthy, 2014). Thus, academic libraries have
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spent the past decade investing in capacity-building in terms of technical infrastructure and highly
qualified personnel (HQP) in the form of data-related librarian positions or units such as RDS that
incorporate several data-related librarian positions.

Several previous studies have mapped both the change in academic library positions regarding data
services and the skills required for these and adjacent positions over the past decade (ACRL Research
Planning and Review Committee, 2020; Goben & Sapp-Nelson, 2018a; Goben & Sapp-Nelson, 2018b;
Tenopir et al., 2015; Tenopir et al., 2019; Thielen & Neeser, 2020). In the past few years, a shift has
occurred regarding the educational requirements for data-related librarian positions (Chen & Zhang,
2017; Theilen & Neeser, 2020). A study by Chen and Zhang (2017) found that fewer than 30% of data
management academic library job postings between January and April 2015 required the MLIS and that
an alternative relevant advanced degree would be accepted. A more recent study by Theilen and Neeser
(2020) reviewed postings between 2013 and 2018 for RDS positions within academic libraries. In general,
Theilen and Neeser (2020) claim that the requirements and preferred qualifications for data professional
job advertisements favors the education and experience of candidates with a non-LIS background. A
recent study by Fuhr (2022) also found that hiring for early career RDS librarians is trending toward
candidates who do not hold an MLIS. Chen and Zhang (2017) similarly speculated that LIS programs
may not be preparing students with expertise in data management or that the relevance of LIS curriculum
to data management professions, even in the context of academic libraries, is becoming less apparent. In
general, continuing education programs and professional development offerings have emerged to
supplement formal LIS education (Davis & Cross, 2015; Read et al., 2019).

In addition to educational requirements, several studies have also focused on the skills and/or
competencies required for data-related librarian positions. A recent study by Federer (2018) detailed 47
skills and competencies organized according to a taxonomy of nine categories. The overarching
categories of skills, knowledge, and competencies required for data librarianship, as identified by Federer
(2018), included data management, technology and information technology, evaluation and assessment,
teaching and instruction, marketing and outreach, library skills, professional involvement, skills and
personal attributes, and education and training. Many of these areas of skills and competencies overlap
with other functional or subject-specific librarian roles. The data-specific skills, knowledge, and
competencies cover a range of applications of technological and functional abilities and training,
including data visualization, scientific programming, geographic information systems (GIS) data and
programs, discipline-specific data management skills, and knowledge of best practices regarding data
sources, finding data, sharing data, curating data, and developing service models for data support.

In a more recent review, Fuhr (2019) synthesizes the literature in terms of suggested or required skills for
RDM-related information professionals, finding that previous research identified skills related to the full
research data lifecycle, including planning for the collection and use of data, actively managing data in
terms of storage and security, documenting data and incorporating relevant metadata at all phases of a
research project, and planning for the dissemination or archiving of data in the long-term. In addition,
several studies also identify “soft skills” such as effective communication, team-oriented professionalism,
and relationship building to be cited across job postings or identified by practitioners (Chen & Zhang,
2017; Federer, 2018). Other research has also found an increasing emphasis on familiarity or expertise in a
programming language or statistical software, GIS, or data visualization (Fuhr, 2022).

In this way, the technological and functionally specific skills required to acquire and perform a data-

related role within an academic library context may not map onto the conventional LIS curriculum.
Indeed, several recent studies claim that these competencies are not easily acquired through LIS curricula
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(Chen & Zhang, 2017; Si et al., 2013; Thielen & Neeser, 2020). As RDS was emerging as a support area
within academic libraries, a handful of MLIS-granting institutions developed pathways or certificates in
data curation or related topics embedded within the broader LIS curriculum (Corrall, 2012). Currently,
courses in RDS, RDM, and related topics are still not widely integrated within LIS programs, although a
systematic review of curricula is lacking (Chen & Zhang, 2017). However, a recent study by Wang and
Lin (2019) provided an empirical review of the 2018-2019 academic year course offerings of 48 iSchools
across the US and found that only 35% of programs offered any courses related to RDS, of which fewer
than 10% of the total course offerings were related to RDS.

There are also several recent studies incorporating methodologies to directly investigate the self-
perceptions of RDS and RDM librarians regarding the skills and qualifications necessary to perform their
roles (Chiware, 2020; Ducas et al., 2020; Joo & Schmidt, 2021; Tang & Hu, 2019; Thomas & Urban, 2018).
Thomas and Urban (2018) surveyed 105 RDS professionals and asked directly for participants to indicate
the extent to which their MLIS degree program prepared them for their position. The primary takeaway
from the Thomas and Urban (2018) study is that RDS librarians learn about topics that are less
conventionally covered in LIS curricula, such as data management, through hands on experience and
thus perceive MLIS degree programs to be ill-equipped at preparing professionals for data-intensive
librarian roles. A more recent study by Ducas et al. (2020) surveyed 205 librarians in Canada about a
range of emerging roles for academic libraries including data management and data curation. Ducas et al.
(2020) found that most participants reported needing additional training in several emerging librarian job
functions, including data curation, statistical methods and programs, and data management.

Although several recent studies have surveyed librarians in RDS positions, most studies on the
background and skills required for data-related librarian positions tend to focus on job postings rather
than individuals hired into the positions. Although surveys do provide some insight into the disconnect
between educational pathways, job postings, and the actual demands of job duties related to research
data, they typically rely on sample sizes that are not adequate for representing larger populations. In
general, there has not been an in-depth investigation into the perceptions of information professionals
regarding the necessary skills to perform these data-related librarian roles, broadly defined, in the
Canadian context, which relies on a nationally integrated infrastructure and support network including
federal stakeholder organizations, such as Borealis, The Digital Research Alliance of Canada (the
Alliance), and the Canadian Research Knowledge Network (Ducas et al., 2020). Thus, a qualitative in-
depth investigation of individuals holding data-related librarian positions in the context of Canadian
academic libraries would be a major contribution to this body of literature.

Methodology

The data collection for this study involved conducting 12 semi-structured interviews with data-related
librarians at Canadian higher education academic institutions. The interview research described in this
article was approved by McGill University’s Research Ethics Board (REB File #: 22-01-077). One major
methodological challenge of this study was determining an operationalization for the construct of data-
related librarian. Previous studies found that data-related librarians have a range of unique titles. Thus,
the operationalization of data-related librarian includes any librarian or professional who has a
conventional title related to a field of data librarianship (i.e., research data management, data services,
GIS, data visualization, data science) or any other librarian or professional whose duties align with
librarian job descriptions of data-related services within an academic institution (Springer, 2019). I
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randomly selected 13 individuals from a list of 253 data-related librarians and professionals compiled in
accordance with this conceptualization (Rod, 2022).

I chose to use random selection to minimize the chances of participant re-identification and to be able to
provide participants, if requested, with the precise statistical likelihood of their selection. I intended to
sample between 10 and 15 in stages in anticipation that I would need to send multiple batches of
invitations. However, 12 of the 13 invited participants from the initial sample agreed to the interview. The
interview participants represent a range of roles (see Table 1 for proportions of titles of interview
participants and the Appendix for examples of specific job titles for each aggregated category). In
addition, the interview participants were located across several provinces, including Ontario, Québec,
one Prairie province, and one Atlantic province.

Table 1
Aggregated Titles of Interview Participants
Aggregated Titles Frequency Percent of Total Title Categories
Data or GIS Librarian 4 33%
Advisors or Directors 2 16%
Liaison Librarian 3 25%
RDM Librarian or Specialist 3 25%
Total 12 100%

The 30-minute interviews were booked via Microsoft Bookings and took place virtually via Microsoft
Teams in the summer of 2022, between June 22 and July 28. The interview questions focused on
participants’” experience, education, and their perspectives on relevant training and expertise required for
these positions. For a full list of interview questions and codebook, see the deposited dataset (Rod, 2023).
Interviews were audio recorded and auto-transcribed in Microsoft Word. I reviewed and manually
corrected each interview transcription. Overall, the auto-transcriptions were fairly accurate.

The interview transcripts were analyzed using qualitative content analysis, which is an established
qualitative methodology for summarizing a series of observations drawn from unstructured data either
by human coding or using a text analysis software or program (Bernard et al., 2016). Qualitative content
analysis is an iterative process in which one or more coders read through the textual data, usually more
than one time to reconcile disagreements and to create and refine a codebook (Creswell, 1994). Once a
codebook is developed, the coder(s) re-read the text data and apply the codes to specific words,
sentences, or paragraphs. The unit of analysis for this study is the individual participant, meaning that I
am comparing across participants. Thus, after collecting all references to each code within a single
interview transcript, I aggregated unique codes by each interview.

Following the completion of the interviews, I read a sample of 2 full transcripts to develop an initial

codebook. I then read 5 different interview transcripts to adjust and refine the codebook. Finally, I read
all interview transcripts, including those that had been previously analyzed, to develop a final version of
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the codebook. Once a finalized codebook was established, I re-read and coded all interview transcripts
using Taguette, a desktop application for tagging textual data with codes.

These interviews were conducted as part of a larger project on the skills, education, and the
responsibilities of data-related librarians in the Canadian context (Rod, 2022). The results reported in the
following section reflect an analysis of a portion of the information collected from the interviews that
focused on data-related librarians’ perspectives of relevant skills and experience for these roles.

Results

To address the first research question, interview participants were asked to reflect on the most essential
skills required for roles or positions like theirs at academic libraries. To maintain participants” privacy,
pseudonyms are employed to describe results. Interestingly, only two participants indicated that their job
duties are clearly defined. Most interview participants indicated that they are, to varying degrees, unclear
where the boundaries are between their job and other data-related roles at their library. As summarized
by Victoria, an RDM librarian or specialist at a large research university:

What is the difference between the [number] of us? We have no idea. It's never been defined or
clarified with us and no matter how many times we ask we never get an answer, so I couldn't tell you
what technically the differences are between our roles and what we're supposed to do, and not
supposed to do other than what our titles are.

Relatedly, one-third of the interview participants indicated that their data-related duties are done “off the
side of their desk” and are split between another position type, such as liaison/subject librarian. In terms
of the specific tasks that are associated with library-related data services positions, most interview
participants mentioned that they are not an RDM librarian, but that they are responsible for RDM-related
tasks as part of their job. The most reported job tasks across all interview participants included data-
related reference with individuals, teaching/instruction quantitative or numerical data analysis (e.g., with
Excel, R, Python, etc.), facilitating data sharing and deposit for researchers, and consulting or training on
writing data management plans (DMPs). Interestingly, many participants are also involved in RDM-
related initiatives at the strategic planning level of their institution. This is due to the recent Tri-Agency
RDM Policy, which requires institutions administering public research funds in Canada to develop and
share an institutional RDM strategy by March 1, 2023 (Government of Canada, 2021). Less commonly,
interview participants mentioned that, as part of their job, they are involved as principal investigator (PI)
or related staff at the project-level of sponsored research. In addition, fewer than one-third of participants
indicated that they perform tasks related to text analysis, outreach, and/or qualitative analysis.

Overall, the findings of the interviews identified four major themes related to the skills required for
library-related data services positions, including:

e Experience conducting original research;

e Proficiency in computational coding and quantitative methods;

e MLIS-related skills such as understanding metadata, documentation, preservation, and curation;
e The ability to learn new skills quickly on the job.

First, the interviews highlighted the perceived importance of conducting original research. Ten of the

twelve interview participants explicitly discussed the importance of conducting original research as a
qualification for a data-related librarian position. Across these ten interview participants, several
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participants noted that conducting research helps to bridge the gap between researchers/faculty and
librarians/library-related data services staff. As Anna, a data or GIS Librarian at a large research
university summarized “if you've done some research in the past, I think that's extremely helpful. If
you've analyzed data in some way, [if] you've written a paper, then you've done something that's going
to help you in this job.”

Relatedly, the second theme identified across the interviews is proficiency in computational methods
(e.g., coding), quantitative methods, and data literacy. Most interview participants discussed the
importance of working with various types of data, various quantitative methodologies, and having an
advanced understanding of the research data lifecycle. More than half of the interview participants
mentioned the importance of technical skills related to different types of data and familiarity with a wide
range of data types and tools.

The third theme that emerged across most interview participants relates to skills that are developed
through training in MLIS programs and coursework. Participants consistently indicated that skills and
expertise acquired through the standard MLIS curriculum, such as understanding metadata,
documentation, preservation, and curation, are the bedrock of succeeding at data-related librarian
positions. For example, Lily, a data or GIS Librarian, discussed the value of having expertise in thinking
critically about empirical information divorced of disciplinary biases and argued that acquiring this
expertise is unique to MLIS programs.

The fourth theme that emerged across interview participants relates to the importance of the meta-skill of
acquiring new skills and expertise quickly on the job. Interestingly, interview participants weighed the
soft skill of gaining new expertise quickly as relatively equally important as hard skills such as technical
proficiency in data analysis programs. For example, Claudia, an RDM librarian or specialist, discussed a
project where they were asked to provide advice on data sharing for a medical research project. Although
they were not familiar with medical research, they were able to learn quickly and apply research
principles that are cross-cutting. Other participants defined learning quickly on the job in terms of the
importance of understanding the high-level principles of coding and data analysis so that when trends
regarding specific tools (e.g., SPSS, R, Python, etc.) change, it is easier to adapt and evolve. Jake, a liaison
librarian with data responsibilities, provided an analogy to explain that data-related librarian positions
are not inherently or necessarily different from other types of librarian roles:

I'm going to pick on [law librarians] specifically 'cause I know they tend to have this idea of: “No, you
should not be a law librarian unless you are a lawyer, and this is very much a world that nobody else
can ever understand unless you have this training.” I go in the exact opposite direction. You could
come into data librarianship from anywhere and really, it's more about having the fluency of
knowing how to understand different ways of talking about things.

Indeed, five interview participants expressed the view that having specific skills and expertise, including
the ability to learn new skills quickly, is more important than any specific disciplinary background, work
experience, or formal academic training.

To address the second research question regarding the importance of the MLIS in providing relevant
training and education for these positions, interview participants were asked about their educational
background and previous work experience. Seven of the interview participants mentioned that their
work experience as a librarian translated directly into their acquisition of relevant skills and expertise.
These seven participants indicated that they had worked as data-related librarians in a previous

51



Evidence Based Library and Information Practice 2023, 18.2

position(s) or have already been working in the same data-related position for a significant number of
years. In addition, half of the participants explicitly mentioned that obtaining an MLIS degree facilitated
the acquisition of many relevant skills and expertise.

When asked to reflect on the ideal educational background for information professionals working in
data-related librarian positions, nine of the interview participants discussed the importance of the MLIS
degree. Overall, the interview participants were highly supportive of the MLIS, while acknowledging
that this perspective is self-serving. However, another consistent theme that emerged across the
participants was that the MLIS does not incorporate enough data-specific courses to facilitate gaining
advanced proficiency in the relevant skills required for data-related librarians. As articulated by Lily, one
issue identified is that:

People don't understand what librarians do and there's also just a huge variety of things that
librarians do, so I think people sometimes wonder...why couldn't someone with a PhD in that field
do that better than you? My response to that is... Just because someone has, for example, like in my
field in [STEM], someone who has a [STEM] PhD isn't necessarily going to know how databases work
within the sciences...or how to manage that data in ways that preserve that data for the future.

On the other hand, three participants argued that a master’s degree in a quantitative field, or a PhD,
should substitute or augment an MLIS specifically for data-related librarian positions. As Claudia argued,
“in my opinion it's not possible to respond to faculty needs without an advanced degree at the level of a
PhD.” In this way, the interviews offer views of how information professionals working in data-related
librarian positions in Canada have acquired the relevant skills that are mostly reflective of the
interviewee’s own experiences. However, the interview participants were generally still divided in terms
of their perspectives regarding the relevance of specific educational backgrounds or prior work
experience.

Discussion

The findings of this qualitative study reinforce several emerging trends identified within recent literature.
For example, recent research has echoed the finding that there is increasingly less of an emphasis on the
MLIS and that data-related librarians offer higher levels of technical assistance relative to the state of the
field ten years ago (Fuhr, 2022; Plassche, 2022). Overall, the themes that emerged from the interviews
provides evidence that there are at least three key implications for data-related librarianship training and
skills acquisition.

First, interview participants identified the importance of data-related librarians to have first-hand
experience conducting empirical research. Several participants argued that research experience should be
a requirement for data-related librarian positions compared with liaison/subject positions. The overall
rationale for this perspective is that academic researchers (e.g., non-librarian faculty members, professors,
etc.), whether warranted or not, do not respect the advice of colleagues who do not “understand” the full
research project lifecycle and all that it entails (e.g., writing grants and data management plans, collecting
data in compliance with institutional and national privacy policies, storing data, sharing data among
collaborators, analyzing empirical data, and writing up findings based on their analysis). According to
this perspective, the only way to gain this understanding is to go through the process of conducting
research. This perspective in many ways is antithetical to the discipline and conventional professional
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practice of librarianship, where meta-knowledge of the organization of information can be applied across
domains without necessarily having experience in each domain or in-depth disciplinary expertise.

Of course, several participants argued that it is possible to gain this experience through an MLIS
program, either through conducting a short original research project within the context of a course or
through a multi-term thesis or project. However, other participants argued that professors and
researchers who have gone through the process of acquiring doctoral degrees are biased regarding the
importance of conducting original research at that level. In addition, participants also argued that the
methodological and research training in MLIS programs are insufficient and are not often required as
part of a core curriculum. As Roberta, an advisor or director who previously worked as a librarian
supporting RDM and RDS services, reflected,

If they said, “you need a PhD or you need a background exactly in data science or something like
that,” then I would never have gotten this position. Maybe that's okay too. Maybe they would have
gotten someone who has all of that and it would be even better for the community.

A second key finding of this study is that although there is empirical evidence, in addition to the findings
from other recent studies, which depicts a general slight decline in the requirement of an MLIS for data-
related librarian positions, data-related librarians in Canada generally still view the MLIS as valuable.
This is consistent with a recent study by Plassche (2022) finding that map and geospatial library positions
are increasingly requiring domain-specific degrees (e.g., in geography, GIS, or a related field) and
technical backgrounds, but still strongly favor an MLIS. Interview participants were highly supportive of
the MLIS even while acknowledging that the ability to pursue data-related courses within MLIS
programs greatly varies and curricula are generally currently misaligned to the actual demands of data-
related librarian positions. Overall, the implication of this study regarding the training from MLIS
programs for data-related librarianship is that although expertise in metadata, documentation, and
information management are vital skills for data-related librarians, the MLIS is increasingly less
competitive compared with degree programs that offer a greater emphasis on practical experience
working with different types of data in a research context and implementing a variety of methodological
approaches (e.g., domain-specific empirical master’s degrees or doctoral degrees).

A final key finding from this study aligns with previous research identifying the particular importance of
soft skills (e.g., communication, learning quickly, networking, leadership, etc.) for data-related librarian
positions (Chen & Zhang, 2017; Harp & Ogborn, 2019; Federer, 2018). Interview participants in this study
generally reported that learning quickly on the job is a top skill for data-related librarians, given that
educational pathways to these positions may be diverse and the landscape defining vital technical skills
changes rapidly.

In addition, as reinforced by Cox et al. (2019b), the rise of funder mandates requiring better data
management across disciplines has carved a role for data-related librarians regarding strategic planning
at the institutional level. For example, in 2021, the three major public funding agencies in Canada, or the
Tri-Agency, released a harmonized policy on RDM for which one requirement is that higher education
institutions that administer Tri-Agency funds develop and publicly post an institutional RDM strategy by
March 1, 2023. The development of these institutional RDM strategies has facilitated cross-functional
collaborations and discussions among research administration, the library, IT departments, and other
campus units relevant to the management of research data. In this way, data-related librarians in Canada
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have increased opportunities to employ networking skills in developing and formalizing relationships
with various campus stakeholders (see also Pinfield et al., 2014; Harp & Ogborn, 2019).

A key limitation of this study is that it is focused on Canadian data-related librarians, and thus may not
reflect the perspectives of data-related librarians in other geographic communities. Future research could
expand this methodology to conduct qualitative research across a variety of geographic regions and
contexts. A second limitation involves reliance on a single coder, thus potentially introducing
measurement bias. However, this is mitigated by the subject and methodological expertise and
experience of the coder, in addition to the number of iterations of coding, and the qualitative nature of the
study, which is not inherently designed to maximize replicability, but rather to uncover new information
that would not be easily surfaced using other methods or approaches.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that an in-depth qualitative portrait of data-related librarians within a national
academic ecosystem provides valuable new insights regarding the perceived importance of the specific
training and skills required to succeed in these roles. The interviews identified four major themes related
to the skills required for library-related data services positions in Canada, including the perceived
importance of experience conducting original research, proficiency in computational coding and
quantitative methods, MLIS-related skills such as understanding metadata, and the ability to learn new
skills quickly on the job. Overall, the implication of this study regarding the training from MLIS
programs regarding data-related librarianship is that although expertise in metadata, documentation, and
information management are vital skills for data-related librarians, the MLIS is increasingly less
competitive compared with more technical (e.g., programs in STEM fields) or research-oriented degrees
(e.g., empirical PhD programs). A potential future line of inquiry could involve investigating the
opportunities that exist within MLIS programs for conducting original research and what those research
projects or course components entail.

In general, this study contributes to the literature on data-related librarianship in terms of providing new
qualitative evidence on perspectives regarding the skills, education, and training required for these roles.
In addition, this study provides a valuable methodological approach for conceptualizing and
operationalizing data-related librarians according to inclusive parameters (e.g., operationalizing data
librarian to include any librarian with responsibilities related to RDM, RDS, data visualization, data
science, GIS, etc. in a single analysis) and can be applied to other contexts or geographical regions.
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Appendix
Examples of Aggregated Title Categories

1. Examples of the Advisors or Directors category include high-level administrators, research
officers, unit heads, associate university librarians, directors, or other managers.

2. Examples of the Data or GIS librarian category include titles containing the terms data and data
services, GIS or geospatial, data visualization, data curation, or data steward.

3. Examples of the Other Functional Librarian category include systems, metadata, scholarly
communications, digital scholarship, digital curation, or digital preservation.

4. Examples of the Liaison Librarian category include STEM librarian, academic librarian, business
librarian, or reference librarian.
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