
 

Information Research - Vol. 31 No. 1 (2026) 

Information Research, Vol. 31 No. 1 (2026) 

247 

What Emotions Bring to Managing, Caring for, 
and Sharing Qualitative Data 

Kathleen Gregory, Andrea Schikowitz, Elaine Goldberg and Sarah R. Davies 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.47989/ir31154039  

Abstract 
Introduction. Motivated by increasing policies for data management, this paper 
presents the findings of a collaborative autoethnography designed to deeply explore 
how qualitative researchers relate to and care for their data. 

Method. We (8 researchers at a European university) collectively researched our 
data practices, using the established method of autoethnography. This included 
writing field notes, collective written reflections, a workshop, and semi-structured 
interviews.  

Analysis. Inductive coding and thematic analysis were performed. Identified themes 
informed the theoretical framing used in our analysis: the relational nature of data 
and data care. 

Results. The emotions experienced when working with data emerged as being 
integral to our (responsible) research practices. These, often negative, emotions are 
intertwined with three ways in which we care for data: i) as a means of caring for 
research participants; ii) caring for data maintenance and infrastructure; and iii) 
caring for data’s quality and usefulness. The emotions and caring relations we 
identify are often in tension with common expectations for data sharing. 

Conclusion. We conclude by reflecting along three lines about the implications of 
our findings for how data management and sharing might be carried out in ways 
which acknowledge the affective nature of research data practices.  
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Introduction 
Researchers are increasingly expected to responsibly manage and share their data with the 
scientific community and broader publics. The rationales for doing so are multiple, ranging from 
encouraging the reuse of data to ensuring responsible and ethical conduct (European Commission, 
2018; Oliver et al., 2023). While well-intended ideals, such as transparency, openness, or serving 
the greater good, are frequently emphasized in such viewpoints (Albornoz et al., 2018), researchers 
do not always take up opportunities to share data, or may even be resistant to the idea of doing so 
(Mattern et al., 2024).  

These hesitancies are particularly apparent in the context of qualitative research data (Huvila and 
Sinnamon, 2024), which may be difficult to anonymise or be structured in very different ways to 
the quantitative data in which data sharing policies are historically grounded (Smale et al., 2020; 
Wilkinson et al., 2016). While the different nature and challenges of qualitative data sharing are 
often acknowledged (Verburg et al., 2023), these differences tend to be discussed as a management 
problem: something that requires, for instance, additional effort to make data share-able through 
de-identification or by specifying access restrictions (Tsai et al., 2016). For some researchers, 
however, the challenges are more fundamental, as the very nature of qualitative empirical material 
can make data sharing epistemologically difficult (Feldman and Shaw, 2019).  

In this paper, we reflect on these challenges from a slightly different angle. We draw on the findings 
of an empirical collaborative autoethnography (Anderson, 2006; Edwards, 2021) designed to 
explore the central question of how qualitative researchers relate to and care for their data. We 
analyse our rich collection of autoethnographic material through a theoretical lens combining 
relational views of data (Leonelli, 2015, 2023) as well as literature about data care (Pinel et al., 2020; 
Weller, 2022). Through our analysis, we find that emotions emerge as an inextricable aspect of data 
management throughout phases of our academic work. As we care for and relate to our data, those 
data become interwoven into our identities as scholars, which in turn shapes our approaches (and 
hesitancies) to sharing qualitative data.  We argue that better understanding the role of emotions 
in data production, management, and sharing is therefore a possible direction for better 
understanding why data sharing often does not happen as expected. 

In what follows, we develop this argument in a number of steps. In the next section, we discuss 
literature on sharing qualitative data, as well as what is known with regard to the role of emotions 
in data practices. We then outline the theories and concepts we draw on in our analysis, followed 
by a section outlining our methodological approach of empirical autoethnography and the material 
we analyse. In the findings, we show how emotion and researcher identity emerge as central 
themes in how we manage and care for data. In closing, we reflect on the implications of this 
analysis for qualitative data sharing and consider possible directions which could account for the 
affective nature of data practices. 

Background and theoretical framing 
Sharing data in data repositories is increasing but remains more common in certain disciplines 
than others (Ninkov et al., 2021b; Tenopir et al., 2020). Both surveys (Khan et al., 2023; Tenopir et 
al., 2020) and bibliometric analyses (Ninkov et al., 2021a; Robinson-Garcia et al., 2016) show that 
data are shared and reused more often by researchers in the natural sciences than by social 
scientists and humanists or by researchers using qualitative methodologies (Gregory et al., 2023).  

An increase in data production and sharing (across disciplines) is partially a result of data 
management initiatives and policies, ranging from well-known guidelines such as the FAIR 
principles (Wilkinson et al., 2016) to more bespoke institutional policies. Many data management 
policies, tools and research take a data-as-object perspective, where data are seen as relatively 
static things which can be described, shared, searched for, or otherwise acted upon (Gregory and 
Koesten, 2022). Although policies often mention that sharing needs to be done in contextualised 
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and responsible ways, details of how to do so are often not well developed. This stands in contrast 
to relational views of data, which foreground the dynamic, changing nature of data as they travel 
through different contexts and relations (Leonelli, 2016).  

Managing and sharing qualitative data 
One reason that data sharing is less common in qualitative research could be attributed to the fact 
that data management policies tend to have their roots in more quantitatively oriented fields, such 
as the natural or life sciences (Smale et al., 2020). Qualitative data are notably diverse and of varying 
structure, ranging from interview transcripts to audio/visual recordings, from diary entries to 
unstructured observations (CESSDA, 2022). They also often contain personal and sensitive 
information, which contributes to the complexity of publishing qualitative data (Verburg et al., 
2023).  

Qualitative researchers have long expressed concerns about data sharing. Such concerns include 
protecting the confidentiality of research participants; obtaining informed consent for the reuse 
of data; potential harm to the researcher-participant relationship; and being able to adequately 
describe situated research contexts (Bishop, 2009; Moore, 2006). For researchers using 
interpretivist methodologies, in particular, there is a sense that the co-constitutive character of 
empirical material may make data sharing in a repository epistemologically difficult (Feldman and 
Shaw, 2019; Poirier et al., 2020). Many of these concerns highlight the question of whether data are 
seen as a common resource or not (Mauthner, 2012), and whether data that are made available can 
in practice be reused in context-aware and ethical ways (Choroszewicz, 2022).  

Despite these concerns, the sharing of qualitative data has increased over the last decades (Bishop 
and Kuula-Luumi, 2017). Researchers have critically engaged with what it means to care for and 
share qualitative data and have explored how to do so in creative ways. From a conceptual 
standpoint, Susie Weller (2022) proposes that caring for qualitative data involves four aspects: 
being attentive to researchers’ needs (caring about); a willingness to assume responsibility for data 
(caring for); competence and practical organisational skills (caregiving); and responsiveness, or 
thinking about and tracing how data are used (care receiving). Data management and curation are 
seen as crafts that need to be learnt and developed through these processes of care (Thomer et al., 
2022; Thomer and Rayburn, 2023). Mosconi and colleagues have similarly designed and evaluated 
a concept for the sharing and curation of ethnographic data using a storytelling approach (Mosconi 
et al., 2022, 2023). Framing data curation as a narrative story, they created a process and tool for 
ethnographic researchers to showcase small snippets of heterogeneous, anonymised data. This 
approach provides both context to shared data and serves as an example of how to think about 
data sharing and data care as a process.   

Emotions in (research) data practices 
Although affect has been explored in both archival studies and information behavior research (e.g. 
Wilson and Given, 2020),      very few studies explicitly explore the role of emotions in managing 
research data. Some surveys investigate the impact of individual motivations and career ambitions 
on data management practices (Kim and Adler, 2015; Kim and Yoon, 2017), although these do not 
focus on affective factors explicitly. In an interview study with astronomers across career stages, 
Gretchen Stahlman (2022) identified six affective dimensions which align with stages in managing 
scholarly data, including emotions related to painstakingness, altruism, legacy and nostalgia. 
Career stages and paths influence researchers’ feelings toward their data; early career researchers 
in the study tended to feel more possessive of their data, in part because of time pressures during 
this career stage. Later career astronomers did not feel as possessive and were more open to data 
sharing. Stahlman argues that these emotions shape data practices and should therefore be 
accounted for in data management planning.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ni1YEt
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Other work has examined the role of emotions in understanding and making sense of data (and 
data visualisations) as they are encountered in daily life (D’Ignazio and Klein, 2020; Kennedy and 
Hill, 2018), rather than in scholarly settings. Individuals react to data through emotions about 
numbers, accompanying text, and aesthetic choices in how data are presented (Kennedy and Hill, 
2018). They also relate to data through personal experiences and strong feelings about known 
places (Peck et al., 2019). Other sensory modalities, such as making data perceived and relatable 
through sonification (Supper, 2014) or data materialisations (Lupton, 2017) have also been used to 
further emotional connections with data. This line of research typically looks at affective 
relationships in personal data practices, where people interact with the digital data that they 
generate through daily life. Data are viewed as lively personal companions which accompany 
individuals and shape their daily experiences (Lupton, 2017, 2018). In some cases, individuals may 
develop doxic relationships with data, in which data are seen as normal, necessary, and enabling; 
these doxic relationships can obscure unequal power dynamics and increase possibilities for 
exploitation (Smith, 2018).  

Literature on personal data practices (and their associated emotions) has also focused on 
organising and managing digital data. Horst and Sinanan (2021) propose the idea of digital 
housekeeping, where personal data are organised through processes of tidying, spring cleaning, 
and moving house. These routines are intertwined with affective dimensions such as neatness and 
control, which enable daily life to become easier. Investing in such digital housekeeping demands 
emotional investment and varying levels of emotional attachment to the data themselves (Horst 
and Sinanan, 2021). 

We contribute to the gap in understanding the role of emotions in working with data in scholarly 
contexts, demonstrating that emotions not only shape how data are understood, but also how data 
are produced, managed, and shared.  

Theoretical framing 
We analyse our empirical material through a theoretical lens combining relational views of data 
(Leonelli, 2015; Leonelli, 2023) and the notion of data care (Weller, 2022; Pinel et al., 2020), which 
we introduce in more detail below. 

Data as relational   
What counts as data or evidence is always relative (Borgman, 2015). Data are defined in relation to 
particular research questions, methods, timepoints in research processes, and research 
repertoires (Borgman, 2015; Leonelli, 2015; Leonelli and Ankeny, 2015). Sabina Leonelli, for instance, 
proposes that scholarly data are best thought of as a relational category of research outputs that 
are used as evidential sources. Their  

behavior and scientific significance depend on the context in which they are used. 
In this view, data do not have truth-value in and of themselves, nor can they be seen 
as straightforward representations of given phenomena. Rather, data are essentially 
fungible objects, which are defined by their portability and their prospective 
usefulness as evidence.  (Leonelli, 2015, p.2) 

The idea that data are made mobile through collaborative work between researchers and data 
curation experts is central to this framework (Leonelli, 2016). Data do not travel easily to new 
contexts; when they do, they are transformed as they are interpreted and used in new situations 
(Leonelli, 2020).   

However, not all data will travel in the same way. In more recent work, Leonelli (2023) proposes 
that open science is not simply a matter of making data freely accessible, or data management 
processes transparent. Rather, making data open should begin by foregrounding considerations of 
how to make science inclusive and diverse; openness is then realised by forging judicious 
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connections between human actors to produce well-curated, quality data, some of which make 
their way into data and knowledge infrastructures. In this view, open science is not about sharing 
all data produced during research; rather, it involves careful considerations about what to share, 
with whom, for which purposes and to which effects. Such choices are made as researchers (and 
others) care for and manage data.  

Caring for and managing data 
Discussions of data care tend to be situated in literature within Science and Technology Studies 
(STS) related to the analytical concept of care more generally. This literature advocates for 
attending to matters of care as a way of highlighting the attachments, responsibilities, 
commitments and affective practices involved in scientific work (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2011). Data 
management discourse, on the other hand, tends to be rooted in Library and Information Science, 
and often has a focus on practical skills, tools and systems needed to effectively organise and share 
data (Cox and Pinfield, 2014).  

Although rooted in different literatures, data management and data care are not in opposition, but 
are rather constituent parts of each other. Caring for data consists of configurations of social and 
emotional labour alongside practical data management skills (Baker and Karasti, 2018; Pinel et al., 
2020). This is seen in work by Pinel and Svendsen (2023), which finds that, similar to the idea of 
digital housekeeping (Horst and Sinanan, 2021), scientists create homes for their data, as data are 
forced into various rituals and routines, such as formatting, storytelling and standardisation. 
Through these routines, data become domesticated, and scientists build long-term relationships 
with their data through mundane, daily practices of care (Pinel et al., 2020). Applying data care as 
part of our analytical lens therefore means paying attention to the mundane activities which 
constitute daily routines of working with and managing data, as well as to how (emotional) relations 
are built with data in situated contexts (Lindén and Lydahl, 2021; Mol et al., 2010). 

We bring this theoretical framing to analyse our central research question: How do we (as 
qualitative researchers) relate to and care for our data? In order to collect material to answer this 
question, we employed a method tailored to draw out mundane, authentic, daily practices: 
collaborative autoethnography.  

Methods and data 
Autoethnography as a method  
Autoethnography (research in which a researcher takes their own experiences as an object of 
study) has been widely used in qualitative sociological research (Edwards, 2021). Here we employ 
a version similar to Anderson’s (2006) analytical autoethnography, in which the researcher is a 
member of the area under study and embraces analytic reflexivity (Davies, 1998), by continually 
reflecting on their connection to a situation and their effects upon it. Our autoethnography is a 
collaborative one; we collectively researched our shared experiences, an approach which has also 
been used to investigate shared information practices (Anderson and Fourie, 2015; Narayan et al., 
2024) and the experiences of academic researchers (Reyes et al., 2021). It has also been suggested 
that autoethnographies offer the opportunity to study emotions on a more honest level, 
particularly for emotions that are difficult to describe, or are not often discussed (Buckley, 2015), 
such as in a study of grieving funding rejections in academia (Borgstrom et al., 2024).  
Autoethnographies have been criticised in terms of self-indulgence, confidentiality issues, and a 
lack of generalisability (Sparkes, 2024). As with other ethnographic approaches, however, this 
method does not aim for representativeness, but facilitates deep, contextual understanding and 
knowledge that may be relevant more widely. 
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Data collection and analysis 
Data were collected from a group of eight researchers (four of whom comprise the authorship 
team) who have worked together at different times over the last four years in a research group at 
the University of Vienna. Our group consists of research Masters students, PhD scholars, senior 
postdoctoral researchers (on different lengths of contracts) and a tenured professor. In our 
writing, we use the first-person plural as a signal that we are telling the collective story of our 
research, although our research is not homogeneous. We work with and produce diverse forms of 
data, yet all of us carry out ethnographically-oriented research, such as semi-structured 
interviews, document analysis, film-making, or participant observation. In the context of this 
article, we therefore decided to focus on our experiences of the production and sharing of such 
qualitative data. Motivated by the importance of data at every stage of our work and by recent 
developments in research data management, we decided to incorporate exploration of our data 
practices into the most recent iteration of a four-year autoethnographic project, which has 
examined our knowledge production during the COVID-19 pandemic (Davies et al., 2022) and our 
academic writing practices (Schikowitz et al., 2025).   

We used a variety of methods to do this. We began by writing field notes in response to a set of 
prompts (Appendix A), which were informed in part by the concept of data care (Weller, 2022). We 
then shared these field notes with each other. Each of us closely read all of the field notes and 
posted reflections about them in our shared Slack space. In these reflections, we identified initial 
themes across field notes, including the presence of emotions, and responded to things that we 
found particularly interesting, or could relate to in our own practices. We followed this analysis 
with a workshop in which field notes and Slack reflections were divided among team members who 
again closely read and annotated the material. This was followed by a group session to discuss 
emerging patterns. We then broke into small groups and conducted semi-structured interviews, 
in which we interviewed each other, guided by a set of questions (Appendix B). The interview 
questions were informed by themes identified in our initial round of analysis. Field notes were 
written in April-May 2023; Slack reflections were created and posted during June-July 2023, and 
the workshop took place in July, 2023. 

After the workshop, the first and second author inductively coded the field notes and Slack 
reflections and reviewed the interview transcripts. These authors refined codes during joint 
discussions and identified overarching themes, many of which were related to the emotions 
involved in our data practices and the relationality of data. This inductive analysis, coupled with 
the structure of the field note prompts, informed the choice of the theoretical framing which we 
mobilise here: the relational nature of data and data care. These methods support a deep, 
contextual account of caring for qualitative data. Our aim is therefore not to provide a universal 
account, but rather one that is rooted in our experiences at a specific time and place, whilst also 
pointing to more general patterns and implications.  

Findings 
In this section we outline central findings that emerged from this autoethnographic exploration of 
data practices. We do this in three sections. First, and in line with the literature described above, 
we find that managing qualitative data is an affective practice, one that is often marked by anxiety 
or unease. Second, we zoom in on ways in which we care for our data, describing how we build 
caring relations through our data practices. A variety of (mostly negative) emotions are present 
throughout these descriptions of data care. Finally, we argue that emotions and care are central to 
our relations with research data because other entities, such as our identities as researchers, are 
co-constituted along with them. We argue that data practices are often experienced through 
anxiety, or a sense of failure, because what is at stake is not just the status of particular datasets, 
but the other relations and entities that co-become alongside them. 
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Managing data, managing emotions 
Emotions are interwoven with many of the data management practices described in the material. 
In particular, feelings of guilt, shame, vulnerability, excitement, fear, pride and frustration are 
present. Notably, the majority of emotions described are negative. For example, we feel frustrated 
with the tedious, but necessary, work of formatting and reformatting data, or guilty that our data 
management practices are not as systematic and organised as we want them to be.  

The field notes also show feelings of vulnerability with regard to how visible we are in our data. 
While our presence is often implicit, for instance in decisions about how we have collected and 
recorded data, we also worry about moments when we are more visible, such as in interview 
transcripts or ethnographic field notes. We worry what other researchers might think if we were 
to share such data openly.  

In these transcripts, I am very visible in the data, not just as an interviewer, but also 
through comments about my own experiences, my preferences, and my ways of 
communicating [..] I have to wonder - how much of myself do I want to make visible to 
a wider public? What would my peers think if they were to see how much I deviate from 
the interview protocol? Sharing this type of data, where I am so visible, would make me 
feel very vulnerable.  

Such anxieties are related to concerns about how our actions and decisions, which are visible in 
the data, might be interpreted. Similar feelings of insecurity are also present in descriptions of how 
we order our data. The following quote reflects many others emphasising feelings of shame and 
discomfort. 

I have by now created a quite elaborate folder system on my desktop. I somehow hate 
it. It includes sub-folders, sub-sub folders and sub-sub-sub-folders with Word 
documents, PDFs, audiofiles, photographs, and video recordings. It is a mess. It makes 
me feel uncomfortable. I do not want to look at it for too long. I just want to quickly 
access whatever I am working on at the moment.  

Such expressions of shame, guilt, discomfort, and perceived deficiencies appear over and over 
again in our material. This was the case across all career stages, ages, and other social 
characteristics. Assuming that these feelings of deficiency are not rooted in bad practice, we 
consider them to stem from a mismatch between expectations of what good data practices are, 
and how we experience data practices in our daily work and institutional environments. The above 
quote also demonstrates a common point of friction in the field notes. We feel that we are expected 
to archive and handle data in perfectly ordered and systematic ways. When we struggle to do so, 
or do not stick to our organisational systems, we feel guilty and accuse ourselves of being messy 
or too lazy to stick to systematic ways of working.  

Strikingly, there were very few descriptions of joy or playfulness in our material. Rather, data are 
something that we take seriously, feel personally responsible for, and ‘guard like treasure’. More 
positive emotions in the material, such as feelings of intimacy and responsibility, further described 
below, are often rooted in anxieties about protecting and safekeeping our data. While we accuse 
ourselves of being lazy and careless, we devote thought, concern, and time to caring for our data 
in different ways. 

Care and responsibility for data  
Our materials show three main ways in which we care for data, ways which are intertwined with 
our emotions. First, we care for our data because they embody our relationships to our research 
participants; caring for data means caring and taking responsibility for our participants and their 
values and aims. Second, we care for data maintenance and infrastructure; for the integrity and 
security of our data, as well as for their future availability. Third, we care for the quality and 
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usefulness of our data for epistemic purposes, curating them in a way that allows for knowledge 
production.  

Caring for data as caring for research participants 
The relationships of trust we build with our research participants are key motivations to engage in 
careful data handling. The field notes document that we feel obliged to protect the anonymity of 
the people we work with; we therefore adopt formal practices, such as informed consent forms 
and anonymisation, as required by ethical review committees. Caring for participants and data 
relating to them goes beyond these formal measures, however. We also express a strong sense of 
responsibility to protect participants themselves, with whom we have often developed deep and 
intimate relationships during data collection. These relationships are further strengthened as we 
engage with data during analysis. Working closely with data over a long period of time creates a 
curiously one-sided intimacy that goes beyond direct contact during the fieldwork and makes us 
empathise with our research partners. 

Analysis is an emotional practice, and when analysing and writing I always have these 
people in mind. I wonder what they would think of my interpretation of their accounts. 
I want to do them justice, but at the same time, I don’t want to romanticise them. I still 
want to conduct a critical analysis.  

Caring for research participants, through caring for data, is an ongoing process. It involves not 
only the non-disclosure of personal details, but reflection on what participants would (not) want 
to reveal about their issues of concern. However, as the above quote also suggests, there is a sense 
of tension between caring for the participants and their needs and caring for conducting a good 
and critical analysis. In handling data carefully and balancing (assumed) needs, values, and 
vulnerabilities of participants with our own stance as researchers, we also use our emotions as 
checks, to gauge whether an interpretation or quote is appropriate.  

When using a quote or writing up an argument, I always check that against the 
personal relation I have to the materials. I use my emotions towards it as a test of the 
‘validity’ and the morality of that claim – if it feels appropriate or not.  

Analysis, as well as data management itself, is an affective experience in which emotions are used 
to double-check interpretations. The idea that our emotions and relationships to participants can 
work to safeguard the quality and integrity of data is seen to stand in opposition to implicit 
(objective) ideals about data management. Emotional attachments and feelings of care towards our 
data also complicate the possibility of sharing data in a repository for some of us. Publishing data 
would remove them from the care that we provide and the personal responsibility that we feel 
toward them. 

If I would put that data in a repository, even if it would be thoroughly anonymised, I 
would not have any control over who would use them in what ways, and whether that 
would respect the concerns of my interlocutors. Sharing data with collaborators and 
co-authors is something else. But even here, I would not just share the raw versions of 
the transcripts as a whole, but parts of them which are relevant for the common writing 
project in a pseudonymised form. And as a co-author I take care in which ways these 
accounts are used.   

In this case, again, data are understood as relational. They embody a particular set of associations 
built in the field, where caring for data is caring for research participants. If data were to be shared 
in a repository for others to use, the relations that are necessary to protect participants are seen 
as being no longer in place. Detachment of data from a researcher thus (in this view) makes caring 
for participants difficult.   
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Caring for data maintenance and infrastructures 
As well as care for data representing our relationship to research participants, the material also 
shows expressions of care for the data in and of themselves and for the infrastructures that allow 
us to maintain, access, and use data. We care that data persist and can be used over time and that 
they remain secure. 

I guard the hard drive on which the data and the project are stored like a treasure and 
take it with me everywhere in case I get to work on it while I'm on the road. This means 
that I have also developed a very intimate relationship with my research data, because 
so much work went into producing them. For me, there is half a year's work on this 
hard drive.  

Both the value and the fragility of research data are clear in this quote. Data are something on 
which our research relies, and which are produced with significant effort. The possibility of losing 
hard-earned data is a constant anxiety. Caring for data involves protecting them from unwarranted 
access, for instance by password protecting data, or storing them on secure servers. One central 
way in which we care for data is therefore by paying attention to the infrastructures used for data 
storage. For instance, the field notes show that while we make use of university-provided 
infrastructures and tools to manage and analyse our data, on the grounds that these are more 
secure than commercial options, we also use parallel infrastructures and tools as back-ups, or 
because they better suit our personal preferences or methods. The result is often a scattered 
collection of systems needed to work with our data. 

I have some documents saved on a Google Drive folder, some on the local computer at 
work, and some on the [university] server, which I can access directly from my own 
folder directory on my private laptop. Time and time again I’ll implement a new folder 
structure, but I do not manage to maintain a system [..] I can think of enough excuses, 
but the fact remains that my ‘data’ – the corpus – isn’t saved in one single place. It is 
scattered across multiple platforms and accounts. It is duplicated and incomplete.  

This is in part because of our own preferences, e.g. for working with printed material or with 
software that we are accustomed to. Despite this, it is not always easy to integrate various software 
programs, institutional systems, and work locations. ‘When I started coding [in the pandemic when 
access to the office was restricted]’, writes one of us in their field notes, ‘I only had MaxQDA 
installed on the iMac in the office and couldn’t figure out how to obtain a license for my private 
laptop …. I ended up printing out the main documents and simply highlighted and annotated them 
on paper’. Such workarounds are necessary to accomplish our work, but still result in feelings of 
shame. ‘I didn’t manage to live up to what I had expected of myself’, writes the same person, ‘to 
work methodically, diligently, and responsibly with data’. 

Importantly, such infrastructural hacks that merge different systems, tools, or data storage 
methods are connected to our experiences of academic employment. In a system in which 
changing institutions is an almost inescapable aspect of academic careers, many of us use 
commercial or cloud servers for data storage so that we can continue to have access to our 
material should we move to a different organisation or employment situation. Using these systems 
then becomes deeply integrated into our practices, accumulating as data grow and as these 
systems become a part of other practices. We tend to not be content with this situation. 

I have always stored my ‘data’ – photos, audio files, interview transcripts – on a normal 
commercial cloud server, in part because this seemed necessary when I was moving 
institutions every two years and in part because these are usually easier to use than 
university drives. I am trying not to do this anymore … but this way of storing data is 
something that is very bedded down in terms of my practices.  
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Over time, and particularly when maintaining a research career across different forms of 
(un)employment, we therefore become locked into particular ways of working, building up 
complex, personalised, and idiosyncratic habits of file storage and data management.  

This section shows that caring for data and their maintenance involves a number of tensions: 
between restricting unauthorised access and allowing our own long-term use of data; between 
institutional infrastructures and short-term employment; and between security and usability or 
convenience. Data are dependent on and grow into the infrastructures around them. This includes 
how and where they are stored, and which tools are used for processing, curation, and analysis. 
We as researchers are further part of these relations, in that we not only choose certain tools and 
infrastructures, but we also develop them alongside the data. Our knowledge of particular 
infrastructures, embodied skills of handling them, and personal preferences all mean that data are 
entangled both with us and with the infrastructures. Once again, detaching data from these 
infrastructures and the researchers, and publicly sharing them via repositories, or in other ways, 
is understood as, at best, challenging. 

Caring for the epistemic value and usefulness of data  
Implicit in the preceding sections is the sense that data are valuable and useful. We care for data 
because we want to get something out of them, and we do not want to waste or lose them. In this 
section we discuss this care for the epistemic value and usefulness of data in knowledge 
production more explicitly.  

One aspect of this is a concern that our data remain accessible and usable for our collaborators, as 
well as for ourselves, over time. This involves working to overcome the idiosyncrasies and ad-hoc 
personal systems built up around data described above. The field notes document struggles when 
a team member leaves, for example, and data become difficult to access for those who did not 
develop and routinely work with the data ordering system. ‘I was looking for the original Word files 
for the interview transcripts’, writes one of us, ‘in the end I emailed [a former team member] to ask 
if he had them and could send them to me’. In this case, separating the data system from the 
researcher who developed and curated it was unsuccessful; to access the tacit knowledge relating 
to a file system, the researcher needed to be included again.  

Care therefore involves working to be transparent and explicit about how data are managed and 
made available, particularly given the temporary nature of many academic contracts and the 
fluidity of research teams. Metadata and descriptions are added as one way of doing this. As in the 
following quote, such descriptions can be motivated by relationships which we have with our 
collaborators, or with other people who may use the data:  

I try to label data entries as informatively as possible. For example, field notes include 
information on date, place, and names of attendees. Sharing data informs the way I file 
and archive data. There is definitely an element of care in that … I care for my work, 
my data, and the person accessing the data, so I try to make an effort. 

While we seek to label and describe data systematically to make them understandable to (future) 
collaborators, we also observe that our own personal and often messy ways of working with data 
can lead to opening up new questions and research directions. This speaks to a central tension 
that recurs in our accounts of caring for data in ways that ensure its epistemic value and 
usefulness. On the one hand, we seek to be systematic and orderly in handling and analysing data, 
feeling that this is the most responsible path. On the other, we experience intuition and mess as 
allowing for new insights within analysis. When we try to be systematic and detached, it can be 
easy to lose connection with more intuitive modes of working. Caring for data quality therefore 
involves navigating this tension. 
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Our data, our selves  
A central tension apparent thus far is the strong feeling that data sharing that does not involve the 
researcher possibly risks losing important aspects that make up data and their value. In this section 
we follow up on this idea by exploring how caring for data, and the data themselves, are constituent 
parts of our identities as researchers. Our sense of ourselves as scholars co-becomes with our data, 
as we gather, store, analyse, and write about data, our changing relationships embed data in our 
ways of thinking and working.   

I notice how I build up a relationship with my data that changes over the course of the 
research project: first there is pride at having collected and stored so much data, then 
overwhelm at having to sift through and process it all, frustration when something goes 
wrong, which is usually the case, and always concerns about the rights of the data. 
Finally, when you work with them every day, they become part of your thinking and 
working.   

Data become part of us as we make choices about which data to use, how to arrange them, and 
how to store or preserve them. The way that we feel about our data can signal where we are in the 
course of a project and our sense of how the research is progressing. Similarly, we build deeply 
intimate relations with our data throughout our research. Data become integrated into our ways 
of thinking and conducting research until they are almost inseparable from our own selves and our 
thinking. 

I knew these 15 interviews of 2 hours each almost by heart. I had read, reflected, and 
re-arranged them over and over again. I did not need the table which translated 
between the pseudonyms and the actual names of the interviewees, because I could hear 
the voice and see the person in front of me when reading a single quote. I knew exactly 
at which points they would laugh, or stumble, or get emotional. 

Our memories, feelings, and tacit knowledge transform data from things that are merely material 
to symbols that are imbued with meaning. In our field notes, data are not solely viewed as objects 
that circulate or that can be used to represent a particular research experience. Rather, data enable 
relationships between ourselves, our participants, and our memories of research encounters: 

They [data] act as an aide memoire or as representations that capture some aspects of 
a situation, but to me they are avatars for particular experiences. I think ‘data’ are the 
sum of the impressions, memories, texts, records, hunches, and feelings one takes from 
empirical encounters, both individually and within a project or corpus as a whole. They 
are exactly not the texts and records in and of themselves, but what they take you to.  

Data are thus tied to our objects of research, the progress of a particular project, and our research 
encounters. Our embodied memories, emotions, and thinking make data meaningful and 
epistemically productive. As shown in the quote above, data act as points of association between 
research encounters in the field and our analyses and arguments. This relation is, however, always 
unfinished and incomplete. No matter how many rounds of data cleaning and improvement we 
undertake, our data will never be ‘so accurate, neatly organised or so well put’ that they would 
speak for themselves and fully represent our research experiences with participants and the 
personal connections which were made.  

As a whole, our material suggests that data are not separate from the researchers who collect, 
manage, and analyse them. Data only become data through a relation with a researcher, while (our) 
researcher identities co-become with data. As one of us wrote, ‘my data are really MY data, not 
because I produced or possess them, but because they become part of me, part of my thinking and 
part of my feeling’. Again, this tight relation between data and researcher identity is linked to 
hesitancies relating to data sharing. The same person continues: 
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…sharing this kind of data in the sense of putting it in a repository for others to access 
would not be an option for me. [..] My personal relation to my data secures ethical 
conduct, not only in terms of storing it safely, but in terms of using, interpreting and 
communicating it in responsible ways. 

Discussion 
We have drawn on the findings of a collaborative autoethnography to propose that data 
management is an inherently affective practice. The emotions which we experience when working 
with data are integral to our (responsible) research practices and are visible as we care for our 
research participants, for data maintenance and infrastructure, and for the quality and usefulness 
of data. We further find that our identities as researchers co-become with our data, which 
strengthens the attachments we have with them. We suggest that data practices are often 
experienced through anxiety, or a sense of failure, because what is at stake is not just the fate of 
our data, but also that of the other relations and entities that co-become alongside them, including 
our sense of ourselves as scholars. 

We have also suggested that these same emotions and relations can result in tensions with 
common expectations for data sharing. For instance, our analysis demonstrates tensions 
concerning vulnerability and opening our data practices to critique, protecting the anonymity and 
concerns of participants (Bishop, 2009), and concerns that our data become meaningful only in 
combination with our memories of their collection (Poirier et al, 2020). The largest tension which 
emerges through this analysis is a concern that publicly sharing data in a repository risks 
separation of the researcher from the data; sharing data is seen to some extent to be the end of a 
relationship with data, rather than a continuance of it. In closing, we consider the implications of 
these findings by reflecting on how data management and sharing might be carried out in ways 
that acknowledge the affective nature of research data practices.   

First, it is vital to recognise the complexities of data management and sharing raised in our analysis. 
The tensions we present tend to be rooted in conflicting views about ideal best practices and the 
messy (and emotional) realities of creating and handling data. Our analysis shows that the negative 
emotions which we experience often emerge from normative pressures rooted in ideals of data 
practices as objective, systematic, and orderly. Even as ethnographically-oriented researchers, we 
appear to have been socialised into such ideals; dominant views of data management and sharing 
tend to reinvoke these deeply ingrained beliefs (Leonelli, 2023). This mismatch between implicit 
expectations and lived experiences often leaves us with feelings of unease and guilt when it comes 
to data management and sharing. At the same time, it is clear that our relations to our data are 
care-ful. Our failure to live up to ideals of objectivity and structure does not mean that we treat 
our data lightly; rather, quite the opposite is the case. The question therefore becomes: how can 
views and models of data management/sharing foreground and respect embedded, affective 
notions of data care rather than ideals of objectivity and detachment? 

Second, we suggest that approaches that acknowledge the relationality of data, and which foster 
continued relationships between researchers and their data, may be one way of doing this. While 
our materials document an overall hesitancy to share qualitative data in repositories, there is also 
a somewhat implicit view of data sharing as being all or nothing in our material, which does not 
necessarily account for more nuanced possibilities. Data could, for example, be published in a 
repository under restricted licenses which do not allow for reuse, but which only expose metadata 
about our projects (Verburg et al., 2023). Alternately, licenses could be arranged which necessitate 
the involvement of the original researcher, or participants in future reuse, facilitating continued 
relations. While current data sharing policies and practices acknowledge such a nuanced spectrum 
of sharing, there is room for these options to be better articulated. 
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Our field notes also document numerous examples of considerations about how to share data more 
closely with our collaborators and project teams. This suggests a need for data systems that are 
designed to support collaborative data work for qualitative researchers (and research participants), 
alongside data repositories that are primarily geared toward making data more widely available. 
Here, systems through which ethnographic projects can be created and data shared with different 
types of specified teams, similar to projects such as the Platform for Collaborative Ethnography 
(http://worldpece.ss.uci.edu/; Poirier et al., 2014) could offer a means for more careful data 
sharing. Similarly, Mosconi et al. (2022) have proposed sharing data stories to document and 
collaboratively work with snippets of deidentified ethnographic data within teams. While such local 
tools and approaches can help to support data sharing with collaborators and teams, more of these 
are needed, as is support for their local implementation. Overall, our view is that flexibility and 
diversity in data sharing possibilities should be central: a relational view of data highlights that 
many approaches to data sharing are possible, and that careful consideration of which data to 
share with whom and why is key (Leonelli, 2023). One size fits all approaches should thus not be 
mandated by funders or other policy makers. 

Third, it is similarly important to acknowledge the place of emotions in data production and 
handling, in qualitative research, but also in natural and physical sciences (Stahlman, 2022), and to 
take this into account in policies and systems for data management. Critically, this role should be 
viewed as a feature, not a bug. Emotions and subjectivity are, in the scholarly traditions in which 
we work, aspects of research practice that ensure that we handle data responsibly, that are integral 
to forming identities as researchers, and that allow robust forms of analysis (Haraway, 1988). 
Perhaps we might move from requesting data management plans to implementing data care plans, 
narrative accounts that incorporate details of the multiple ways that data will be cared for. As 
Weller (2022) highlights, data care, particularly for qualitative data, involves being attentive to 
needs (caring about); a willingness to assume responsibility (caring for); competence and skill (care 
giving); and responsiveness, or thinking about and tracing how data are used (care receiving). 
Accounts of best practice in data management and sharing should thus incorporate not only the 
possibility for difference and diversity in data handling practices (as suggested above), but find 
languages for acknowledging, and celebrating the role of emotion in research-oriented data work. 
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Appendix A 
Field notes for prompts 
Over the next weeks 

Take 3 (+/-) photos that reflect your data practices - e.g. how you produce, work with, care for, 
document, store, share, (re)use data within your daily work  

Write field notes or text fragments (1000 words, +/-) that respond to these images. Consider 
(for instance): 

● What do you consider to be ‘your data?’ Is this always the case?  
● How do your data change during the research process, what causes these changes, and in 

which situations?  
● How are you visible/invisible in your data? 
● How do you (not) attend to and care for your data? What responsibilities do you feel to 

your data and how do you enact these responsibilities? How do you protect your data? 
(When) are you ‘irresponsible’?  

How and where do you ‘share’ data, with whom, and to which ends? How do you feel when you do 
so/don’t? Does data sharing make sense for your data? For STS? 
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Appendix B 
Interview Guide  
The interviews were semi-structured. These questions served as initial prompts, but follow-up 
questions and discussions varied per group.  

Building on theme of emotions identified in first round of analysis 

1.) What are you proud of in your data practices? What brings you joy? Why?  
2.) What causes you concern? What do you wish you would do differently? Why and how?  
3.) … 

Building on theme of responsibility and norms for qualitative data identified in first round of 
analysis 

1.) What constitute norms of ‘good’ qualitative data practice/analysis? For you? Your 
community? Your institution or more broadly? 

2.) What do you see as being valued in terms of your (and others) ‘data work’? How is it valued 
and by whom? 

3.) … 

Extending out and imagining  

1.) (How) could data sharing be otherwise to address your concerns/to match your practice? 
2.) Do you see a value (to you or more broadly) in data sharing? For which qualitative data 

would this make sense?  

3.) … 

 


