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Researchers' Perspective on the Publication of Research Data: 

Semi-structured Interviews from India 

Interview: os_025 

1 Interviewer: My first question is: How long have you been working in science already? 

2 Researcher: Well, roughly about three and a half decades, yeah. 

3 I: It’s a long time. 

4 R: Yes. 

5 I: And what is your research about? 

6 R: Well, I mostly work in [a specific region]. Different aspects. I started my//my research 

interest was basically why some species become endangered while others don’t. And slowly I 

turned this question on its head then: Why some species are (unintelligible), while others are 

endangered. And... there I used big data for the first time. I was analysing thousands of species, 

data on thousands of species and it payed me some rich dividends, because I got some very 

good publications including the ones that were covered by [a journal]. And so, so my... interest 

in big data, you know, sort of emanated from there. Looking at huge data sets and seeing how 

they make sense if we can//if we can create… ((Telephone rings)) Just let’s call… some 

generalities. We can derive some general principles and that is very difficult if you have small 

data sets. So, if you have large data sets you can make some. So that was the second thing and 

the same time I while was travelling… ((Telephone rings)) Let me switch it off… So, yeah. While 

I was travelling in the [region] for a collection of my data and things like that, I was also looking 

at how the landscape was changing. And at that point of time, erm... there were also, you 

know, reports from government that the forest cover was increasing and... I became a bit 

sceptical about it, since there were a lot of land use changes happening and then//then how 

come the forests are, are you know, sort of increasing? So that again it was looking at a huge 

data set, because I was looking at [the region] from east to west, which was a huge area. And 

then fortunately around that time we had some land set imageries//imageries and also in more 

sense, other dimensions in data, so we looked at this entire range and then came up with some 

startling, you know, astonishment that actually this was unrecorded deforestation and that 

was finally published, that work. It sort of led to a lot of controversy because, erm, it was 

covered by media. Hugely because we were reporting... you know, forest cover increased, 

while as our data an independent study showed that, showed that in fact forests were 

decreasing in [the region]. And, but that was not the point. The point was basically what kind of 

impact it will have on biodiversity. And we used species data and relationship models to 
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predict and we said they return at the end of the century, roughly about 25% or one fourth of 

the big species are likely to be extinct. So that was kind of a thing. Simultaneously, you know, I 

was wanting to look at what are major developmental programs that are happening in the [the 

region]. And at that point of time there was this big initiative [YEAR], that... or slightly earlier 

than that, between [YEARS], that they wanted to have a, erm, you know big mega hydro 

powered initiative so they wanted to build a large number of [objects]. And... so... since I was 

involved with these impacters as different studies, so I had huge data for roughly about 

proposed 300 [objects]. And so, I sat and sort of again analysed what impact it will have on 

biodiversity and things like that. Fortunately, that was, that is what this is the (unintelligible) 

that we can see there. And ultimately, we got a paper in [a journal]. So, suggesting that what 

kind of potential threat could be because of that. So, so in a sense I have been interested in big 

data from that point of view. What kind of consequences they will have on people’s lives. What 

kind of consequences [objects] will have on biodiversity. What… so, so… and finally the fourth 

thing which, while travelling in the [the region] was that, one of the things which got me 

interested is that in fact at that point of time one of my students, one of my grad students, she 

was a kind of a maverick. She wanted to study impact of climate change, but, erm, then we had 

to see that if we could get hold of some historical data, which could give us, erm species ranges 

during that period of time and then we can revisit it. The data had to be sufficiently, you know, 

old. So, we//we looked at some data, which was something around 1870, 1890… the data. And 

then we botanize those values again. So, after 200, roughly 200 years. And we were also 

surprised we found that tremendous range shifts had happened and a number of species had 

moved north. And that’s this paper: [TITLE]. So that’s… so this is how my research evolved over 

a period of time and yeah… 

7 I: Very interesting. And what research data do you work with exactly? Like what… I don’t know, 

what data are you collecting exactly? 

8 R: Well, it depends. What do I do? If I am working on [objects], if I//if I am studying [objects] I 

what kind of impact then, then I must know what kind of [object] it is. How much area it will 

(unintelligible). What is the nature of that area that it will (unintelligible). What kind of forests 

are there? So, are there any special habitats? Are there any species which are endangered and 

things like that? So, depending on the kind of project you will collect the kind of data. Similarly, 

likewise if I’m for example, one of the recent works which got published this year. We were 

interested to look at whether erm the existing boundaries in our protected areas, such as 

national parks, wildlife sanctuaries are adequate to meet the future challenges thrown by 

climate change. So, if the climate change is, then what will happen to these species? Because 

you have delimited an area in terms of… a protected area… so if the climate changes then, 

would that//would it be good enough? Would the boundaries be good enough? So, so that’s 

how… so we proposed redefining and redesigning protected areas in the [region]. So that’s the 

kind… So, so these are some, some of the data. So, you//you//you use world climate data, you 
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use your own data, you use the data in which you go in the field and do exact collections and 

do exact measurements. So, it’s a mix of a whole lot of issues, a whole lot of data sets, 

depending on what you are studying. 

9 I: And have you already published your research data? 

10 R: Yes, I have already shown you that. These are some of the, some of the researchers that are 

already published. Whether it is on [objects] or whether it is on deforestation, whether it is on 

land use change, whether it is on climate induced range shifts in the species or biological 

extinctions as a result of climate change. So that is published. 

11 I: Yes, you showed me the publications, which are very interesting to me as well, but did you 

publish the data as well? 

12 R: Erm, well. In some cases, we did, but in some cases we did not. For example, the [object] 

data we did not publish, because it is a slightly classified data because of the location and 

things like that. So that I didn’t publish. So yes, surely, we have some data which we didn’t//we 

didn’t publish. 

13 I: And the data that you published, where did you publish it? 

14 R: Uh, erm, well. If I have//If I used, erm you know, for example there is this, you know, data 

which I used on… you know, it’s called GRIN – for invasive species it’s a database which was 

so… so ultimately, you know, you contribute to those databases, existing databases, if you have 

your own data. But otherwise some of the data which we have that is put in the paper itself, so 

that data is already published. For example, that in which [place] how many [objects] are there 

or is going to be there and also… so it’s a 16-page paper, so you can see that there are a 

number of tables and so the data is already published there. 

15 I: Published in the article itself? Okay, have the journal// 

16 R: Unless, unless, unless it’s huge enough to warrant a supplemented data. So, we have, we 

have also published a lot of supplemented data in these//in these journals itself. 

17 I: Mhm ((affirmative sound)), interesting. And do you work with personal or sensitive data too? 

18 R: Erm, I don’t know what you mean by personal and sensitive data. Erm, ah. 

19 I: Data that refers to identified people, persons// 

20 R: Well, yes. In some cases. In some cases, for example we were… when we conduct surveys in 

the [region] when we were carrying our surveys… erm… for rehabilitation of these people, if 

they were have to be rehabilitated because of [the objects]. So, then we//we tried to sort of… 

not to make their names and other things public. They are with us in our questionnaires, but 
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we generally don’t, sort of, make those public. So, we retain their privacy and similarly there 

was//we did data on animal hunting by local people. So, we were very very careful, even when 

we published somebodies photograph we morphed it. So//so, we were very careful with the 

personal data. 

21 I: And you are careful with the personal data because you think you should do it or are there 

legal regulations in India that prohibit to publish this data? 

22 R: Well, I think it’s an ethical thing to do, follow, so//so, I am not aware of// of any legal 

implications, but there may be//well may be there. Why not? But I do it mostly because I 

consider it not ethical unless, they are okay with it, you know. Then that’s fine. You publish 

somebodies photograph, but if that//if the person is, you know, holding a, you know, holding 

skin of a sheltered animal, ((laugh)), you can’t publish this. So that could get him and you in 

trouble. So, you have to be… discretion is better part of valour ((laugh)). 

23 I: Do the research data collected belongs to you? 

24 R: Well, in most cases it does. If we have done the primary work, it does. Unless there is an 

embargo. In one of the studies which was funded by an international, you know, financial 

institution, they put an embargo that you can’t publish this data, you can't give it, you do not 

even own this data. So, unless otherwise stated we publish it, we own it. So, unless a funding 

agency says that this data belongs to us and you will not use it, you will not, you know, sort of… 

So, then we of course we had to follow the legal//legal procedures. 

25 I: Have you used any open licenses for your data? 

26 R: Uh, yes, we have. For example, we used a lot of remote sensing data, which is freely 

available. World climate data, which is freely available. So//so we… I use even GRIN and this 

data on invasive species. Data on chromosome numbers and genome sizes by Kew//Kew 

Gardens. That’s a Kew database. I have liberally used it. And! But I have referred to it. Of 

course, I will, you know, give credit to them. This is phenomenal in fact. Such//such facilities 

are remarkable, because you can//you can//it might take you, I don’t know how many years to 

come to a conclusion and to publish in a good journal for example… one paper [in this journal], 

one paper [in the other journal]. Now these are huge journals for an ecologist. Huge means 

huge. So, anybody can dream to publish in them. You could get into them because there was 

an open source data. So, I have great… hugely benefitted from open source data. 

27 I: Do you feel that the process of publishing research data is too complicated or too opaque? 

28 R: Erm, I//I don’t know. Sometimes when one does think that if data was more freely available, 

but well… So far, I have not hit any roadblock on that count, but yeah. Maybe some. 

Particularly if it is to be patented, if there are some patents on that. Fortunately, I am not 
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working on//we have started//two of my grad students are now working on some of the 

patentable data. We are soon going to patent because it’s new bacterial genes. So, we//we//so 

there, you have to be careful. But otherwise I haven’t myself had any problems with the… with 

the data. 

29 I: So, what would be your personal biggest concerns when publishing research data? 

30 R: Mhm ((affirmative sound)), well. One of course is//is time before you publish it if you make 

it. I think sometimes people are... dishonest. If you sometimes… I have seen it and I have 

experienced it. I discussed... an idea with a colleague and at that point of time he dissuaded 

me: “No, this is not good. This doesn’t seem… this doesn’t look like this.” So, I showed him the 

data also. I discussed the data. And after//after six or eight months I find a reprint, and with 

similar lines, but it’s like slightly changed kind of thing. You know, garnished here and there. 

But same, the idea the same. And you can’t now confront such people because//because they 

will say: “No, this is a very different thing.” But I know for sure that it was only after I had 

talked. And it has happened twice or thrice with me. So now I am twice, but you know, once 

bitten twice shy. I generally don’t, you know. Even//even nowadays I am sure that there are 

people who I discuss certain ideas, they will dissuade you, but in the heart of hearts they want 

to publish something like this. And then they share with you and then… so one day I told a 

friend of mine jokingly. I said: “Yeah, I am discussing this with you. I know you will not accept, 

but after a year you will give me a reprint with your name on it.” So//so this is one of the 

biggest problems: Dishonesty. And, and best of them I can tell you! Best of them, well 

published, they could be seriously very dishonest when it comes to//when it comes to, you 

know... your colleagues or your friend’s data. They just, you know, sort of, are in that game of, 

you know: Publish, publish, publish, publish and it doesn’t matter. But sometimes you think: Is 

friendship, you know, worth, you know sort of, letting it go on a couple of papers. Even if they 

are good journals. I have just swallowed it, but I feel that I have been at the wrong end of the… 

receiving end. Yeah. 

31 I: What information would you need to make the process of publishing the research data 

easier? How to make the scientists publish more data in terms of open data? 

32 R: Huh. I don’t know what kind of legal//what kind of legan//legal... instrumentalities there 

could be, but, erm, the one which I think is that have published any data, which is in open 

source, are… which is available as//as//as a//as a supplemental information in journals or 

things like that. The honest thing for everybody to do is to seek your permission and if possible 

say that: “Well, I’m… I will use this data to come to a different conclusion, so//so... I would 

urge you, you know, if you could be a co-author in the study.” I think that would be... that 

would be the most ideal thing to do. That once you have collected data and put it somewhere, 

then the person who is using it, he should be honest enough to come to you, tell you that: 

“Well, I’m making a different sense of what you have published. So, can//can//would you 
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consent to be a co-author in the study?”. But if the other guy is (unintelligible), he said: “No, 

no, no, you will find enough. Go ahead and publish it. I have no problem.” So, I think like//like if 

you publish somebodies... if you publish somebody’s data, erm, then//then, you know, or 

publish somebody who has taken their photograph. You know, then it is incumbent on you to 

give credit and seek written consent. I think written consent is very very critical. 

33 I: And my last question is: Is research data in your discipline more or less published in other 

countries than here in India? Do you know that? 

34 R: Erm, well. Sadly yes, because my//most of my… in fact there is very little I published in India. 

Because you are also looking at the broad audience. Because to me science is without frontiers, 

without borders. If there is a good idea then it should go to Nature or Science. Why not? If I get 

a paper in Nature or Science, so//so you… not only does it attract more attention, but it also is 

important for your professional development. Now these two papers cam out first in [YEAR] 

and suddenly I was at [a university]. So, I got a… I got a major fellowship at [the university] and 

[a] referral and wrote my book there, called [TITLE] where I used… again used quite a bit… in 

fact where a colleague, she was working on big data, she was a computer scientist. She was 

then in India, but now she’s got a job in the US, so she is doing pretty well. We used to hear 

from her on big data. So, erm, so I would say that publishing in good journals, where it is 

published, is very important, because not only does it attract eyeballs, it also ensures that 

there is sufficient value in what you have studied, what you have done. And your data sets are 

robust. So... otherwise if you publish in a regional journal or a wishy-washy journal, then that’s 

only wasting trees. I don't believe in wasting trees. Cutting down trees. 

35 I: Thank you very much. 

36 R: Thank you for… 
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