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Data are a valuable resource for research of all kinds, and enabling its use is a 
vital part of supporting the needs of UK research, innovation and the economy. 
The tracking and measurement of every aspect of modern life has provided a 
rich source of data from consumer transactions to gene expression, or traffic 
flow to solar weather.

The British Library’s central position in the UK’s infrastructure for research 
and innovation means that we play an active role in supporting research data 
services in the UK with activities such as: 
•  DataCite UK

•  Data discovery pilots
•  Collaborative projects such as the EU-funded THOR project. 

These have run alongside work that turns our collections into data, such as:
•  British Library Labs, where digitised collections are made available and mined 

as datasets for digital humanities tools and unique datasets are also derived 
from our digitised collections 

•  British Library metadata as open data
•  Born-digital collections as datasets, such as the UK Web Archive and the data 

derived from it.

Since 2016 the Alan Turing Institute, the national institute for data science, has 
been based at the British Library. The Institute and the Library are working on 
developing a range of collaborative research initiatives.

The Library’s Research Data Strategy supports the continuation and expansion 
of all our work supporting research data services, and sets the scene for exciting 
new opportunities.
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Our vision for the British Library is that data are as integrated into our 
collections, research and services as text is today. 

British Library’s users will be able to consume research data both online and 
onsite, through tools that enable it to be analysed, visualised and understood  
by non-specialists.

Research data will be integrated into our collection and storage hubs. We will 
deliver data from trusted external hosts. All will be discoverable and linked to 
related research outputs, be they text, data or multimedia.

We must provide research data services, content and support  
for all our users:
academics who need to discover and access data vital to their research

organisations, both commercial and non-profit, who want to ensure their  
data legacy

the public who are inspired by new insights into our past, present and  
future that can be mined from the Library’s collection.
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1  http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/documents/documents/concordatonopenresearchdata-pdf/  

What do we mean by data?

Data are many things to many people. For the purpose of this strategy, we 
use the definition from the Open Data Concordat1. Data are ‘evidence that 
underpins the answer to the research question, and can be used to validate 
findings regardless of its form (e.g. print, digital, or physical).’

This strategy does not cover administrative data created by the Library in the 
course of its day-to-day activities, visitor or Reader data, financial, operational 
or other management data.

DataCite UK

As a founding member of DataCite, the British Library enables UK organisations  
to assign Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) to their research data, software and 
other outputs. 

DOIs encourage data sharing by ensuring that researchers gain credit for the 
data they make available, and allows organisations of all kinds to track citations 
of their data to discover their reach and impact.  
http://bl.uk/datasets 

THOR

As a partner in THOR, the British 
Library is using the power of persistent 
identifiers to link between research 
outputs and their creators, particularly 
forging the links between authors, 
articles, theses and data.  
http://project-thor.eu 

data.bl.uk

Data drawn from British Library 
content and services is becoming 
available online. Each dataset can be 
reused for research; we just ask that  
you cite the data as appropriate.  
http://data.bl.uk





Data Management is vital to the research activities 
of the British Library. As a recipient of research 
funding from RCUK, European and charitable 
agencies, we will ensure the data we create as a 
result of our own research is managed appropriately 
for access and reuse. 

To achieve this, we will develop data management 
processes and outline plans that can be reused by 
staff. These activities will require training for staff, 
which where appropriate will be repurposed to 
provide training for staff in peer organisations.

We will also continue to engage with the data 
community to raise awareness of the services we 
offers that are relevant to data management. 

Data  
Management

Jo is a British Library staff member working 
on a proposal to ESRC. She is required to 
submit a data management plan, so she uses 
the Library’s outline plan, tailoring it to the 
specific data she plans to create. The outline 
plan allows her to follow the established 

practice for data management 
that the Library has 

developed. 

This vision is brought into focus through four themes
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Data  
Discovery, 
Access and 

Reuse

The British Library has a duty to make all of its 
content available for research. Research data are 
no different, but provide additional challenges. 
Ensuring users, both onsite and online, are able 
to discover the data held by the Library (as well 
as by third parties) and use that data, requires us 
to develop new tools and skills. We will develop 
new models of data access, and attempt to widen 
access to restricted data, to ensure that our users, 
wherever they are, can make the most of the UK’s 
research data.

We will continue to encourage data sharing and 
citation through DataCite UK.
 

Rosslyn is a social historian developing 
research questions on how descriptive phrases 
specific to gender become derogatory terms. 
She knows that the British Library has large 
collections of material that could help her 
with this work, but is unsure which would  
be appropriate and how to use them as a 
dataset to answer her questions. Rosslyn 
contacts the Library and is advised by staff 
that the Library’s collection could support 
analysis of changes in the use of gender 

specific words over time. She is 
shown the sentiment analysis  

and machine learning tools  
that can be connected to the 
Library’s data via API to 
visualise these changes.



Data  
Creation

Through British Library Labs2, Metadata Services 
and the UK Web Archive, the British Library has 
already begun to make its collection available as 
data. We will expand this work to create more 
datasets from our collection and share what  
we learn.

Our collection can also link to data held by  
others providing context, for instance through  
the rich social context provided by our news 
media collections and web archive.

We will also look to expand and enrich the 
data we hold through our collection activities, 
ensuring that we provide datasets that are 
relevant to all our users.
 

Sonja is an epidemiologist, part of a 
multidisciplinary research team looking at 
the trends in the long-term use of statins 
for prevention of cardiovascular disease. To 
explore the correlations between the use of 
statins and the public’s exposure to positive 
and negative messages about them, she 
accesses the British Library web archive and 
news media service. She extracts a dataset  
of statin press coverage that she can compare 
to UK prescribing data. Sonja offers the 

data she has extracted from the 
collection to the Library, where, 

if appropriate, it will be added 
to the collection for others  
to reuse.

2  https://labs.bl.uk, funded by Mellon (more info)



Data  
Archiving and 
Preservation

As the number and volume of datasets that 
we hold grows, the Library needs to ensure it 
meets its obligations to archive and preserve 
that data for the nation. Data will be archived 
appropriately, and we will continue to share our 
digital preservation expertise in particular with 
organisations that are just beginning to get to 
grips with preserving research data.

We will also develop a proposition for data 
archiving and preservation services to ensure 
that the UKs research are available for future 
generations.

Robin works for a small non-profit 
organisation that publishes reports and 
underlying data on political changes in 
emerging market economies. Robin knows 
they will be able to demonstrate the impact 
of their work if the reports can be cited 
with persistent identifiers. Robin wants to 
obtain Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) 
from DataCite UK for their reports and 
data, but they are unable to meet the 
persistence expectations. Robin contacts 
the British Library, who offers cost-effective 

archiving for the data, as well 
as the DataCite UK DOIs. 
When they are no longer able 
to make their reports and 
data available, the Library 
releases the work through 

its own services, ensuring 
uninterrupted access.





Our vision for the British Library is 
that data are as integrated into our 
collections, research and services as 
text is today.

datasets@bl.uk

@britishLibrary

http://data.bl.uk

http://bl.uk/datasets
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