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Capturing the Narrative:
Understanding Qualitative Researchers’ Needs 
and Potential Library Roles

Karen Downing, Caroline He, Andrea Kang, Alix Keener, Claire Myers, Joseph Muller, 
Alexa Pearce, Russel Peterson, Hilary Severyn, and Elizabeth Yakel*

Introduction 
Over the last decade, as research data services have matured from cutting edge endeavors to standard services, 
academic librarians have recast existing narratives about the value that we bring to our campus communities. 
These new narratives reflect librarians’ roles as collaborators throughout the entire research life cycle, emphasiz-
ing services for everything from grant-seeking and comprehensive literature reviews to data management, dis-
semination, and research impact. As libraries have invested in diverse research services and developed expertise 
to support scholars across the research life cycle, they have also shifted service models toward a proactive ap-
proach characterized by campus and community outreach and engagement. Rather than waiting for researchers 
to find their way to the library, librarians are reaching out to individuals, departments, and programs with the 
message that they are ready collaborators.

Though libraries have done an admirable job using the model of the research life cycle to develop and offer 
valuable research data management services, many libraries struggle to provide equitable support for qualita-
tive research.1 This challenge may reflect broader privileging of quantitative methodologies on campuses and 
the preferences of external funders.2 Many campuses that routinely provide access to quantitative analysis tools 
do not provide the same level of support for qualitative tools. On our four-year research intensive campus, the 
library and other research support units have offered formal services for qualitative analysis with less frequency 
and consistency than services supporting quantitative approaches. 

However, engagement with qualitative research methods and mixed-methods research is growing and 
evolving.3 On our campus, we routinely see researchers from all disciplinary backgrounds using qualitative 
methods to illuminate research questions that require in-depth exploration and understanding. As libraries 
continue to refine and centralize services that support the full research life cycle, they will do well to recognize 

* Karen Downing, Education Librarian, University of Michigan Library, kdown@umich.edu. Jacqueline Freeman, 
Informationist, Taubman Health Sciences Library, University of Michigan Library, jlfreem@umich.edu. Caroline He, 
MSI Student and Library as Research Lab Fellow, School of Information, University of Michigan, carohe@umich.
edu. Andrea Kang, MSI Student and Library as Research Lab Fellow, School of Information, University of Michigan, 
ankang@umich.edu. Alix Keener, Digital Scholarship Librarian, University of Michigan Library, alix.keener@gmail.
com. Claire Myers, MSI Student and Library as Research Lab Fellow, School of Information, University of Michi-
gan, clairemy@umich.edu. Joseph Muller, MSI Student and Library as Research Lab Fellow, School of Information, 
University of Michigan, jhmuller@umich.edu. Alexa Pearce, Head, Social Sciences & Clark Library, University of 
Michigan Library, alexap@umich.edu. Russel Peterson, Research & Instructional Services Librarian, University of 
Alabama Libraries, rtpeterson1@ua.edu. Hilary Severyn, MSI Student and Library as Research Lab Fellow, School 
of Information, University of Michigan, hseveryn@umich.edu. Elizabeth Yakel, Senior Associate Dean for Academic 
Affairs and Professor of Information, School of Information, University of Michigan, yakel@umich.edu

mailto:kdown@umich.edu
mailto:jlfreem@umich.edu
mailto:carohe@umich.edu
mailto:carohe@umich.edu
mailto:ankang@umich.edu
mailto:alix.keener@gmail.com
mailto:alix.keener@gmail.com
mailto:clairemy@umich.edu
mailto:jhmuller@umich.edu
mailto:alexap@umich.edu
mailto:rtpeterson1@ua.edu
mailto:hseveryn@umich.edu
mailto:yakel@umich.edu


the varying needs of qualitative and quantitative researchers at every stage. 
In this study, we investigate unmet needs of qualitative researchers and explore the utility of the research 

life cycle model for understanding opportunities for support and developing appropriate and relevant services. 
Accordingly, our discussion of preliminary findings is organized around research life cycle themes and stages.

Literature Review
The Rise and Importance of Qualitative Research
Research shows that engagement with qualitative methods continues to rise across disciplines, including in fields 
that have traditionally relied on quantitative approaches. Pertti Alasuutari has argued that the use of quantitative 
methodologies has been historically privileged due to “neoliberal principles” that have pressured “public poli-
cies and practices” to be supported by “evidence-based, scientifically validated research …since the early 1990s.”4 
Despite this privileging of quantitative research for validation purposes, the literature continues to observe an 
increase in qualitative studies.5 

In addition to qualitative methods, the literature shows that mixed methods research has also grown. Pertti 
J. Pelto delineates a variety of fields in which mixed methodology is used, including anthropology, econom-
ics, ecology, and health care.6 The literature suggests that not all researchers identify solely with quantitative, 
qualitative, or mixed methods approaches. For example, in 2014 the University of Kansas Libraries surveyed 
researchers from multiple disciplines to understand how researcher needs and data practices differed based on 
methodology. Given the option to select all the research methodologies that applied to their work, “55 percent 
of quantitative researchers also responded that they were qualitative researchers and 63 percent of qualitative 
researchers responded that they were quantitative researchers.”7 

Mixed methods research has proven to be useful in studies that have involved social programs or health sci-
ences.8 Many researchers have turned to qualitative methodology in order to remedy problems related to racial 
inequality that quantitative approaches may not discern or may amplify. For example, Gilborn utilizes critical 
race theory to illustrate the biases of quantitative data, and thus any ensuing statistical analysis, and the conse-
quences for contributing to racial inequalities and colorblind policies by giving more weight to quantitative as 
opposed to qualitative measures.9 

Qualitative Researcher Needs Throughout the Research Life Cycle
In spite of the growth in qualitative or mixed methods research, support for researchers using qualitative meth-
ods has not kept pace. Several studies demonstrate a continuing need to better understand the circumstances 
of qualitative researchers in areas such as funding, engagement with institutional review boards (IRB), and data 
collection and sharing procedures. 

Early in the research life cycle, qualitative researchers must consult the literature in order to situate their 
studies within existing evidence, to learn which theoretical constructs have been used and newly developed, and, 
sometimes, to ground their own protocols against existing or previous examples. Given the pace of change for 
digital research and literature discovery, even these seemingly basic tasks can present challenges, especially given 
the variability in availability, awareness, and use of methodological search filters across disparate platforms.10

Maria J. Grant found that a significant percentage of researchers were concerned about their ability to un-
dertake a comprehensive literature review of qualitative research in their area of inquiry.11 Furthermore, Shanda 
L. Hunt and Caitlin J. Bakker found that while most researchers were confident in their literature searching 
abilities, those from fields such as public health, who relied heavily on grey literature, required more “in-depth 
training on […] search strategies than other professions.”12 
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Once a study has been situated and research design choices have been considered, the researcher must apply 
to their institution’s IRB for exemption or approval, if human subjects are involved.13 Yvonna Lincoln and Wil-
liam Tierney reported several case studies that exemplified how IRBs may disrupt qualitative research, citing a 
report published by the American Association of University Professors that suggested this was due to applying 
“‘standards of clinical and biomedical research to social science research, to the detriment of the latter.’”14 They 
further postulate that IRBs find it difficult to assess level of risk in comparison to benefits for qualitative research, 
while in biomedical research, weighing risks against benefits may be more straightforward.15 These findings are 
consistent with several recent studies, reporting on IRB reviewers’ lack of familiarity with qualitative methods. 
For example, Carrie S. Tucker King and colleagues conducted a series of case studies in 2018, finding that IRB 
reviewers “who are trained strictly in biomedical models of research may not understand what health commu-
nication researchers do.”16

Qualitative researchers are also challenged to find adequate support for data collection and sharing pro-
cedures, especially given the characteristic differences between qualitative and quantitative data. Prior to the 
implementation of the Australian Qualitative Archive (AQuA), Alex Broom, Lynda Cheshire, and Michael Em-
mison conducted six focus groups with Australian qualitative researchers. These focus groups elucidated the 
difficulties of qualitative data archiving and sharing, based on the general nature of qualitative research as well 
as questions of ownership. During the focus groups, researchers explained that while quantitative data was 
more anonymous and distant, qualitative data was more relational, describing it as an art form.17 To divorce the 
qualitative data from the researcher would raise issues related to intellectual property rights for researchers as 
the producers of that data. Furthermore, ethical questions of protecting the privacy and confidentiality of par-
ticipants were raised.18 

Louise Corti and Veerle Van den Eynden also address a gap in training for both novice and professional 
researchers in data management skills.19 There is a need not only for new research methods literature to incorpo-
rate data management and sharing, but also professional training on data preservation tailored for researchers.20 
They conclude by identifying data librarians, research skills courses at academic institutions, and research offices 
as potential entities responsible for teaching and training researchers on data management and sharing skills.21

Additionally, the lack of repositories that support the intricacies of qualitative data presents challenges to 
qualitative researchers who may seek to share or publish their data. Linda L. Rath explains that funding agencies 
in the “big sciences” require data to be made accessible to the public, contributing to greater demand for these 
datasets; conversely, the “small sciences,” receiving a smaller level of funding, produce datasets that are smaller 
and not optimal for reuse, by comparison.22 University repositories tend to be designed for the well funded “big 
sciences” while “small” science datasets are often in formats that are not acceptable for deposit.23 

Qualitative researchers encounter challenges with data analysis as well. Bernadette Dierckx de Casterle et al. 
provided a discussion of the Qualitative Analysis Guide of Leuven (QUAGOL) in an attempt to address the lack 
of “theoretical attention” in qualitative data analysis.24 They concluded that QUAGOL is a tool that can be used 
as a guideline for qualitative researchers.25 However, the literature shows the wide variety of methods used in 
qualitative data analysis by different disciplines, which suggests a possible reason for a lack of support in qualita-
tive data analysis.26

Later in the life cycle, qualitative researchers face added difficulty and complexity as they seek to publish 
their findings. In medicine, qualitative research was dramatically underrepresented in prominent journals in the 
late 1990s and 2000s.27 In 2016, a survey of 859 medical researchers revealed that 68 percent had conducted at 
least one qualitative study that remained unpublished in a peer-reviewed journal.28 Within the qualitative con-
tent of primary care journals, a 2017 study found that some key methods were underrepresented.29
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Even in fields where qualitative research is relatively well represented, manuscripts submitted for publica-
tion may be evaluated through a post-positivist paradigm. In a comprehensive analysis of qualitative content 
in education journals, Romina da Costa and colleagues found “a clear trend […] in which the researcher re-
mained a neutral, non-participant,” reflecting a post-positivist detachment of truth from context rather than a 
constructivist awareness of the potential influence of the researcher on study participants.30 Writing about the 
challenges qualitative researchers face in psychology, Brendan Gough and Antonia Lyons noted how qualita-
tive research had to conform to “traditional principles and practices” for inclusion into “highly rated psycho-
logical journals.”31 In a survey of authors published in organizational and management journals, respondents 
agreed that “there are no standard ways to evaluate qualitative research,” opening a gap in which “quantitative 
standards are inappropriately applied to qualitative research.”32 In such an environment, it is not hard to see 
how publishing qualitative research can become, in the words of one faculty member interviewed by Marilyn 
Geller, a “source of burden.”33

Finally, throughout the qualitative research literature, a recurring theme emerges about the need for com-
munities of practice and collaboration.34 In a series of focus sessions and interviews in 2013, Amalia Monroe-
Gulick, Greta Valentine, and Jamene Brooks-Kieffer found that collaborating with colleagues to gain expertise 
and research support was a primary need for researchers.35 Marilyn Geller found that faculty employed both 
face-to-face and virtual means to find and collaborate with other researchers.36

Based on the literature, it is evident that qualitative and mixed methods researchers encounter challenges 
finding support throughout the research life cycle, even as engagement with qualitative methods expands across 
disciplines. This study investigates the needs of qualitative researchers in order to inform library efforts to de-
velop and revise research life cycle services to be more methodologically inclusive.

Methods 
To further engage with themes emerging from the literature, we asked the following research questions:

1. How do qualitative researchers perceive their work and the research infrastructure on campus and 
beyond?

2. How might the library better support and collaborate with qualitative researchers?
Our team took a phenomenological qualitative approach to these questions, seeking a deep understanding 

and contextualization of qualitative researchers’ needs. We have engaged in an ongoing series of semi-structured 
interviews, in order to understand how qualitative researchers make sense of and navigate their research en-
vironment. We began by identifying key stakeholder groups which included librarians, faculty, and doctoral 
researchers. Interview participants were selected using convenience and snowball sampling; we attempted to 
include researchers from diverse disciplinary and methodological backgrounds. We tailored interview protocols 
for each category of participant, in order to discern the needs and perceptions of researchers and to understand 
how librarians have viewed the evolution of their roles providing research support and partnership. All partici-
pants were asked about the library’s role in supporting qualitative research, including what tools and services are 
currently offered or most appreciated, and what aspects of qualitative scholarship present challenges. This latter 
point was assessed with emphasis on identifying potential areas for increasing library support. 

Our primary data was derived from our interviews, which we began conducting during the 2017-18 aca-
demic year. To date, we have completed interviews with 23 participants. Of these, 11 participants were faculty 
researchers, 8 were doctoral researchers, and 4 were librarians. Questions were adapted dynamically to allow for 
engagement with and investigation of emerging insights throughout the interview process. This paper provides 
preliminary analysis across all completed interviews to date.
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All interviews were recorded, anonymized, and transcribed. Though we have begun an extensive coding and 
interrater agreement process using NVivo software, we ran free text queries across the transcripts for this paper 
to capture insights across the research lifecycle, in order to engage with emerging themes and share preliminary 
results. 

Limitations
There are two main limitations to this research. First, while data collection has progressed beyond an initial 
phase, the breadth of views on qualitative research needs representing the full spectrum of researchers at our 
institution is still being explored. Second, the prevalence of any particular theme cannot be inferred from our 
findings, as no quantitative measures were used. More structured coding may shift the emphasis of these find-
ings as the research continues. 

Findings
Findings are generally organized around stages of the research life cycle, as we found that each stage presents 
unique challenges for qualitative researchers. These difficulties can include identifying funding sources and 
complying with funder requirements, obtaining access to and learning to use data analysis tools, and engaging 
with the ethics of data sharing.

Funding
Discussions around funding for research included all of our participant types. Graduate students spoke about 
the need to be budget conscious, particularly in the beginning of their research careers: “…traditionally when 
you’re …a doctoral student, you can get funds to pay for you to go out and do this research …when you have 
that, it’s almost like a job where you can focus solely on your research. But I think when you’re a master’s student 
or you’re not getting funding through a fellowship or a grant, you have to just kind of make do.” (F06) Having 
funding to cover expenses such as transcription can free up valuable time to continue other aspects of the work.

Faculty, who are frequently in the role of principal investigators on research projects, spoke repeatedly about 
adhering to funder requirements for sharing data and having a data management plan. This mandate was echoed 
by a librarian participant who voiced the concerns frequently heard around funding: “With faculty, I see more of, 
‘I’m being told by the NSF or by the NEH, that I have to share my data. What does that even mean? And how do I 
do that?’ So it’s more sort of the latter stages of sharing and the preservation aspects that are now being required 
by funding agencies and publishers that tend to drive faculty interaction with us.” (L04)

Research Design
Research design was not discussed explicitly in many of the interviews, but several participants mentioned fac-
tors that influence research design. Faculty as well as doctoral researchers described feeling challenged to bridge 
gaps in knowledge between disciplines or across methodological backgrounds in order to enable collaborative 
research. F11 described a need to improve understanding of disciplinary approaches and conventions during the 
early stages of collaborative research projects. Similarly, D06 highlighted a need for “discipline focused methods 
training” that would enable collaboration between qualitative and quantitative researchers who may not have 
had exposure to each other’s methodological training, even within the same discipline. Other researchers fo-
cused on the role that specific tools or analytical approaches may play in the research design phase. For example, 
F03 described efforts to learn NVivo early in their process to ensure that data analysis as envisioned would be 
possible and because forming a plan for analysis “helps find holes in your study design.”

Capturing the Narrative

APRIL 10–13,  2019  •  CLEVELAND, OHIO

167



Researchers and librarians described barriers to library engagement around research design, though for 
different reasons. F05 described a need to prepare for a consultation with a librarian “in advance” and a general 
lack of time to do so. L01 and L03 felt that research design was beyond the scope of their expertise and capacity, 
with L03 remarking that they would not feel comfortable commenting on whether a design choice was “inap-
propriate.”

Data Collection and Analysis
Faculty and doctoral researchers described a diverse range of methods for qualitative data collection and analy-
sis, including semi-structured interviews, open-ended survey responses, observations, case studies, and other 
ethnographic methods for capturing the nuance of human subject responses. Many projects incorporated pre-
studies and pilot sessions to collect initial data which would guide subsequent data collection. The interviews 
reflect diverse approaches to analysis, including varying emphases on textual or discourse analysis, application 
of grounded theory, statistical modeling, and network analysis, among others. A range of tools and software were 
discussed, including NVivo, Dedoose, R, and MAXQDA.

Many participants described intermingled collection and analysis phases and conveyed a need to remain at-
tentive to analysis considerations throughout the life cycle of a project. D04 remarked, “Research questions shift, 
and therefore your analysis of the data may shift.” Similarly, D05 described how initial reflection and analysis 
can lead to a revised sense of objectives: “a couple of really good interviews can really change the plan.” Several 
researchers described efforts to remain thoughtful about the context of their source material. D03 asked, “Where 
is the line between data and analysis?” while F01 asked, “How do you use a data source that was not collected 
with your research questions in mind?” 

Some participants undertook analysis during the collection phase of their research. 
One faculty researcher (F04) developed “generic vignettes” of their subjects that became the anchor for 

their later research. Other participants described similar approaches to both refining and recognizing in-
creased complexity in their collected data as they developed secondary data sets (F09) and statistical models 
(F06).

Researchers’ concerns for protecting their human subjects were prevalent during discussions of their ap-
proaches to data and analysis. They described planning for if or how they would share and manage their survey 
data and potential approaches to de-identification simultaneously during the data collection phases of their 
work. F03 and D03 commented on the difficulties of sharing survey answers or qualitative interview responses 
and expressed a need to develop protocols for translating and representing this data in the literature.

While several researchers commented on the relationship between their analytical needs and the tools 
they would select to fulfill those needs, some level of frustration with available tools was a common theme. 
Multiple participants expressed frustration trying to use NVivo for collaborative research. F01 described group 
management of an NVivo file as “cumbersome” and conveyed feeling “paranoid” that a collaborator “would 
somehow overwrite the wrong file.” F03 described the entire qualitative analysis phase as a “nightmare” and 
had abandoned the software, preferring to code with Microsoft Word and Excel instead. Several doctoral stu-
dents referred to the high cost of qualitative software. D01 obtained a small grant from their department to 
obtain access to Dedoose while D03 described feeling “lucky” to get some departmental funding to purchase 
NVivo. Several researchers described their efforts learning to use qualitative analysis software, commonly ref-
erencing online tutorials and peer learning among departmental cohorts. Attitudes toward workshops varied. 
Some researchers welcome them but had trouble finding them offered on campus while others did not value 
workshops.
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Data Management 
All 23 interviewees responded to questions on data management. When reflecting on their data management 
practices, the faculty and doctoral students discussed a number of different topics. However, most saw data 
management through the lens of a single issue, and most frequently with security and sensitivity of data in mind 
(10 faculty and doctoral students). The range of topics included the following: security and sensitivity of data, 
backup processes (5), organization (2), data in proprietary software (1), and sharing (1). We also asked specifi-
cally about data management plans. Some researchers understood this as a term related to grant funding but 
others did not, perhaps reflecting the different ways in which qualitative research is funded. Overall, none of the 
researchers discussed data management in a comprehensive manner and two admitted that it was ad hoc. D07 
noted, for example, “The data management plan is invented as I go along.”

Researchers associated data management most frequently with secure storage and sensitivity. D02’s response 
is indicative of the other researchers: “It was a lot of what we focused on was sort of safe storage of data to keep 
the privacy and the reputations of our interlocutors secure. That was what we focused on a lot. We’ve thought a 
lot about the ethics of data management, but not really the process used.”

The librarians had different views on data management depending on their closeness to assisting faculty 
with this task. Interestingly, L02 talked about how data management services varied depending on the stage of 
the research life cycle during which her services were tapped, “it does kind of run the entire spectrum of the 
research life cycle”. She continued by presenting a nuanced view of the different researcher needs at each stage 
and her intervention.

Data Sharing and Reuse
All interviewees were asked about data sharing and reuse of qualitative data. Few of the researchers had personal 
experience in either qualitative data sharing or reuse. Researchers cited various reasons for not sharing: the sen-
sitivity of the data and the difficulty in anonymizing them, the inability to provide sufficient context to ensure 
the data would be reusable, and the proprietary nature of some data from social networking sites. F01 reflected 
that, “I feel like qualitative data, qualitative research in general, is usually very context specific. A lot of times, 
qualitative data may not be as useful without it having a bunch of contextual information with it.” 

Most of the researchers noted that data sharing was not specified in their IRB application. Only seven par-
ticipants discussed data reuse at length, six researchers (three doctoral students and three faculty members) and 
one librarian. Several others noted that they did not reuse qualitative data but volunteered that they had reused 
quantitative data. L02 articulated a vision of helping qualitative researchers engage in data management activi-
ties that both let them pursue their own research questions and prepare data for reuse, stating, “…we really want 
to make sure that we make recommendations that help them do their own research, but then also allow others to 
reuse that data later, if they’re able to, kind of contribute to the long tail of the research, if we can.” However, this 
vision was far from reality. F08, who had reused qualitative data, had a personal relationship with the data pro-
ducer and noted, “…we all piggyback on different projects, so you might jump in on a project halfway through 
like I did for the focus groups for the caregivers.” 

Scholarly Communication
Twenty-two of our interview subjects discussed scholarly writing. Participants described many aspects of their 
writing process, including pain points, and opportunities for support and library engagement. Access to library 
collections emerged as a theme, as researchers described needing to consult articles and books for literature 
reviews and archival materials as primary sources. Some participants talked about accessing foundational and 
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theoretical texts while writing, while others focused on more obscure items: “I worry that that’s the kind of stuff 
that’ll disappear out of collections because of disuse …even if I only want four pages out of the middle of the 
book …That book is the only place anyone wrote it down, as far as I know.” (D01)

More technically, researchers described needing support for learning to write review articles and identifying 
venues for publication, noting that qualitative work tends to produce longer manuscripts. They also described 
needing support for learning the unique structure of qualitative research writing. 

Researchers described feelings of isolation that can characterize qualitative writing, noting that it does not 
tend to be collaborative and produces single-authored monographs and dissertations. In order to encourage 
collaboration, researchers noted the potential of incentives for mixed methods approaches, which could create 
deeper bonds between qualitative and quantitative researchers.

Researchers also described challenges that accompany the “messiness” of qualitative research files and ar-
tifacts (field notes, pdfs, interview files, transcripts), specifically linking support for organizational schema and 
data storage practices to more streamlined writing.

Discussion
Given the increasing prevalence of qualitative research, the continued evaluation and development of relevant 
library services is timely. However, as both the literature and our research bears out, “current library science 
literature on data support services reflects a predominantly quantitative focus.”37 This study’s findings suggest 
opportunities to expand data support services for qualitative researchers throughout all stages of the research 
life cycle, a finding that is consistent with previous studies.38 This study’s interview participants, to date, have 
reported feeling underserved; identified opportunities for greater support; and described being unaware of ex-
isting relevant services, with respect to all stages of the research life cycle. These reflections corroborate Mandy 
Swygart-Hobaugh’s study and point to opportunities to improve library support for qualitative research, using 
the research life cycle model that has taken hold in many libraries.

Our findings suggest that the research life cycle model resonates with qualitative researchers. However, our 
analysis to date also suggests that for many qualitative researchers, their work is iterative, inhabiting a more fluid 
cycle than our existing models may be designed to recognize. Interview participants described making decisions 
related to funding, data analysis, data management, and scholarly writing, throughout the life cycle of their 
projects. They also described the interdependence of the stages, noting, as described above, that remedies for the 
“messiness” of qualitative data would be beneficial for writing and that approaches to data analysis would lend 
insight to the soundness of overall study design. Researchers reflected thoughtfully on the preliminary analysis 
that might prompt them to shift their research questions and were astute in recognizing that decisions at any one 
stage would impact the success of the entire cycle.

Even in cases where best practices are well known or prescribed, such as data management, researchers 
reported varying levels of formal and informal planning. Where data management plans are explicitly required, 
the process is highly formalized, but in the predominance of cases, this is not so; it becomes an eventual, recur-
ring consideration as needed, demanding a flexible library service model. Similarly, discussions related to fund-
ing indicated a complex range of formal and informal considerations, ranging from proposal writing to compli-
ance, inviting libraries to develop and evaluate multi-dimensional support services.

Given the iterative nature of qualitative research, it may be useful for libraries to recognize some nuance 
in the research life cycle model, rather than translating directly from existing stages and services that resonate 
with quantitative practices. While our findings suggest utility for the research life cycle model, a prescriptive 
approach would fail to accommodate the co-mingling of stages and layers of complexity reflected in our inter-
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views. An expectation for fluidity and flexibility in support models should be at the forefront of library service 
development, in order to appeal to and best serve qualitative research. 

In addition to flexible engagement with the research life cycle, libraries should be thoughtful in their un-
derstanding of qualitative researchers’ attitudes toward data sharing and data sensitivity. Interview participants 
at all levels reported a low level of data reuse in their own fields. Concerns for subjects’ privacy and wariness of 
sharing data out of context were especially prominent in the interviews. Though libraries may be challenged to 
scale and centralize their services, recognizing that standards and recommendations for qualitative data sharing 
will be distinct from those that apply to quantitative data, respect for the range of attitudes toward sharing and 
reuse expressed by qualitative researchers will result in more meaningful service provision and engagement.

Finally, we recognize a need to investigate needs and opportunities around research design and method-
ological orientation more thoroughly. Researchers were very open in describing their needs for more informed 
engagement with disciplinary and methodological conventions early in the life cycle of a project. Librarians, 
however, were reticent to engage on questions informing study design. Given the researchers’ experiences rely-
ing on peers and colleagues to learn tools and software for analysis, sometimes by chance, we see opportuni-
ties to bolster communities of practice, a model which may be more comfortable for librarians to join or help 
facilitate, at least initially. Drawing on the expertise of senior researchers and librarians alike in a community of 
practice model may be one avenue for fostering a stronger, more collaborative research network. 

Conclusion
As information services evolve and expand, academic librarians continue to recast their roles as research col-
laborators. Our interview participants’ readiness to engage thoughtfully in conversations about areas of potential 
library support and involvement is a testament to libraries’ outreach efforts and to qualitative researchers’ open-
ness to community engagement. Our examination of the research life cycle model, originally imagined as a more 
linear path, revealed that many researchers move fluidly in and out of stages as tasks related to data analysis, data 
management, and research design influence and redefine one another over time. 

We observed qualitative researchers designing and implementing both formal and informal practices 
throughout their work, extending to their efforts to seek out help and support, whether through formal training 
or informal peer networks. Though our interviews suggest that this hybrid model of finding support has been 
effective for many researchers, participants also expressed willingness to explore and utilize library services. As 
libraries seek to recast their narratives as mindful collaborators, they will do well to design and develop services 
that acknowledge a more fluid and methodologically inclusive research life cycle and that engage with peer and 
community networks of learning and practice.
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Appendix A Interview Protocol
Faculty and Graduate Students Interview Questions

1. Introduction
a. What are the main research questions you are pursuing?
b. Tell me about your research and the methodological approaches you use?
c. What types of qualitative data do you create/collect?

 x Format
 x Degree of sensitivity of the data

d. How does your research process intersect with the library?
 x How do you interact with your subject librarian? With other librarians or library staff?
 x Do you make use of research guides or other library expertise?

2. Expertise/Support/Assistance
a. When were you first exposed to qualitative methods?
b. How did you gain research expertise in qualitative data research?

3. Needs
a. What are your greatest needs as a qualitative researcher?

4. Proposal stage
a. In developing research proposals, have you had to create data management plans?
b. What is your experience creating data management plans? (Can I see a typical one)?

5. Project set up
a. When setting up a project, what are your initial needs?
b. What type of literature review is needed in the beginning?
c. Do you seek assistance from the library?
d. IRB—Does your IRB allow for data sharing at the conclusion of your project?

6. Data analysis
a. At what point do you begin thinking about data analysis?
b. What types of decisions affect

 x Data analysis?
 x Tool selection?
 x Data management?

7. Data management
a. Do you have a “standard” data management protocol?
b. Where do you store different types of data?

 x Probe: Is secure storage an issue for you? Do you back up data?
c. Do you use a file naming convention?

8. Tools
a. Do you use any data analysis tools?

 x Which ones?
 x How did you learn to use this tool?
 x Why did you select this tool?

b. Do you have difficulties using this tool? Do you have difficulties accessing this tool?
c. Who or where do you go to when you have questions about this tool?
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9. Project conclusion
a. Is qualitative data sharing common in your discipline? (Probe if they share if not stated)
b. Do you share your qualitative data?
c. What barriers are there to sharing data?
d. Have you reused qualitative data generated by others?

 x Would you talk about that experience?
e. Is there anything we didn’t ask you that you would like to talk about?

Information Professionals Interview Questions
1. Tell us about your role in the library.
2. How often do you interact with faculty and students engaging in qualitative research?
3. At which stage in the research life cycle do you most often interact with qualitative researchers?

a. Probe depending on what they say, e.g., proposal stage, data analysis (look above to see the areas in 
which we asked students and researchers)—intuitive probe response

4. What are the typical questions from faculty? Students?
5. How familiar are you with different approaches to qualitative research? Could you talk about different 

you’ve witnessed or experienced?
6. How familiar are you with different qualitative analysis software applications? Have you personally 

used any of these analysis tools?
a. Which ones does your library support (either instructionally or actually provide access to the 

software)?
b. Why did you select these tools to support?
c. Who or where do you go to when you have questions about this tool?

7. Could you talk about your familiarity with other services offered by your library to support qualitative 
research (data deposit, tools, databases)?
a. What about data management?
b. What about literature review?

8. How about other services on campus?
9. Do you refer qualitative researchers to other librarians? Which librarians?
10. What things impede you in offering qualitative data analysis support?
11. Is there anything we didn’t ask you that you’d like to talk about?

Research Administrators Interview Questions
1. What is your role and central responsibilities in your position?
2. How do you interact with qualitative researchers?
3. Is there a difference in your office’s approach to qualitative researchers?
4. How often do you interact with faculty and students engaging in qualitative research?
5. At which stage in the research life cycle do you most often interact with qualitative researchers?
6. What are the typical questions from faculty? Students?
7. How familiar are you with different approaches to qualitative research?
8. [If applicable] How familiar are you with different qualitative analysis software applications?
9. Do you refer qualitative researchers to other campus units? Which campus units?
10. How familiar are you with other services offered by your library to support qualitative research (data 
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management, data deposit, tools, literature review / search, databases)?
11. How about other services on campus?
12. What things impede you in offering qualitative data analysis support?
13. Is there anything we didn’t ask you that you’d like to talk about?
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