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Abstract: The values of open data in terms of accessibility, research scrutiny and data transparency are 

important ethical values to which all scientists should aspire. As part of the drive for open science in 

general, the development of open data and, associated with it, open access, are key characteristics. 

Although these may be the key drivers for open data in science, the potential to inform policies and support 

non-academic sectors are also high on the political agenda for geographical science, placing the issue of 

A
cc

ep
te

d 
A

rt
ic

le

https://doi.org/10.1111/AREA.12682
https://doi.org/10.1111/AREA.12682
https://doi.org/10.1111/AREA.12682
mailto:robert.inkpen@port.ac.uk
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1510-6911
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Farea.12682&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-10-22


This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved

‘open data’ firmly within the context of the neoliberalisation of universities and academics. Open data 

becomes a common resource from which other researchers, business and government can extract value. 

This paper addresses the contexts in which open data is being encouraged and identifies concerns that 

these policies may need to be sensitive to such as existing and emerging power relations within which data 

is produced and consumed. Viewing open data in this context illuminates some potential ethical issues that 

the benign ideal of open data could produce. We explore the importance of viewing research and research 

outputs within the dimensions of a dynamic set of power relationships, which often go unnoticed by 

practitioners. This suggests the debate over open data needs to be sensitive to the contexts within which 

researchers work and implicitly emphasize the key role that data, its production and its sharing, plays in 

these relationships.By thinking about the different values of ‘data’ defined by these relations, it is possible 

to untangle how the seemingly unquestionable drive to open data may pose problems for some 

researchers. It is suggested, however, that some of these potential issues could be creatively used to 

address issues of unequal power relations and so enable a greater and mutually rewarding flow of open 

data between researchers.
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data availability statement. There is no primary data associated with this paper so its availability is not an 

issue, but we hope that the paper stimulates discussion of the issues raised. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This paper addresses the contexts in which ‘open’ data is being encouraged and identifies 

concerns that often laudable current policies promoting openness must be sensitive to 

existing and emerging power relations within which data is produced and consumed. Viewing 

the different values of open data in this context begins to illuminate potential ethical issues 

that the seemingly benign ideal of open data could produce. Lane (2017) and Inkpen (2018) 

discussed the political economy of physical geography and through this critical analysis 

highlighted the importance of viewing research and research outputs within the dimension of 

a dynamic set of power relationships, which may go unnoticed by practitioners. There is also 

a growing literature on research integrity and research collaboration (e.g. Singapore 

Statement, 2011 and Montreal Statement, 2013) as well as the recognition of ethical issues 

involved in the unequal power relationships entangled in developing global research 

collaborations (Global Code of Conduct). These highlight the need to be sensitive to the 

contexts within which researchers work and implicitly emphasize the key role that data, its 

production and its sharing, plays in these relationships.  

Increasingly in geographical science this context includes an evolving relationship with 

commercial entities from sectors including manufacturing, defence, healthcare, food 

production, insurance and energy. The commercial sector funds and conducts the vast 

majority of research in the UK. How much of this is withheld from external scrutiny is 

unknown. Another emerging context is the use and even reliance upon data sharing and 

processing platforms and services. Though the drivers to use these are entirely A
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understandable, it surely involves a significant shift in researcher power. For some, this shift 

may reflect a relative loss of power within their institution or sector. However, for many, the 

new relationship presents a worthwhile opportunity to carry out work that was otherwise 

unreachable, overcoming limitations of resource, expertise, time or processing capacity.  

By thinking about the different values of ‘data’ within and defined by these relations, it is 

possible to untangle how the seemingly unquestionable drive to open data may pose problems 

for some researchers within their careers. It is suggested, however, that some of these 

potential issues could be creatively used to address issues of unequal power relations and so 

enable a greater and mutually rewarding flow of open data between researchers.  

2 BENEFICIAL POTENTIAL OF OPEN DATA 

The key values of open data in terms of accessibility, scrutiny of research, and transparency 

of data are key ethical values which all scientists should aspire to achieve. It could be argued 

that the scrutiny of research within a critical rationalism framework, a framework that is 

inherently focused on critical analysis and falsification/validation, is the manner in which 

scientific progress is achievable. Indeed, Inkpen and Wilson (2013) point to the case of fraud 

in geology exposed by Talent (1989) where more critical and detailed examination of 

evidence would have prevented the fraud. Critical, scientific scrutiny of data is vital in 

preventing a veil of social and cultural norms of a time or place hiding potentially poor and 

misleading scientific practice, as outlined by Sabbagh (1997) in relation to the work of 

Harrison in botany in the 1930s-1950s. However, as discussed by Rudge (2005) in relation to 

the fieldwork and interpretation of Kettlewell’s research on industrial melanism, the potential 

dangers of a singular interpretation of what are appropriate practices also need to be 

considered; though, even in this case the question of what is acceptable interpretation 

requires ethical and moral as well as scientific frames of references, one of which must be 

external scrutiny.    

Open data is inextricably tied up with a view of academic practice as an antagonistic and 

adversarial activity. This metaphor for academic activity is understandable in an economy 

that prizes individual above collective gain, and rewards such behaviour. Such a view of data 

means that individual researchers can use that data without concern for the manner of its 

production, for the struggle and sacrifices it may have involved in the professional and A
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personal life of the producer. Data in this metaphor is stripped bare of this baggage of its 

production and so of any ethical consideration of these.  

This does not have to be the metaphor that permeates the exploration and exploitation of open 

data however. Data may be viewed as a separate and transferable entity in this metaphor, but 

this is far from the case in most research. Data can rarely be interpreted as a stand-alone 

phenomenon. Data production often involves an intellectual effort and practical skills to 

generate results. It is this adaptable intellectual effort that is equally, if not more valuable for 

interpreting research than the data produced. Standard techniques and procedures may be 

used so that data are comparable but the production of data is the ultimate outcome of what 

can be an emotionally draining and intellectually challenging extraction of information from 

an often messy and uncooperative reality.  

A more productive metaphor for open data, one that has always been part of its make-up, is 

that of a collaborative process, but not just in terms of sharing the disembodied data but in 

terms of sharing the whole research process of which that data is only the most visible end 

product. An adversarial basis, for example, views data scrutiny as ‘checking’ the correctness 

of data, of ensuring it is valid only if it fits with the beliefs and bias of an individual assessing 

it. A collaborative basis would view data scrutiny as a co-operative process of dissecting the 

nature of data production to identify potential sources of difference as well as confirming 

standard techniques operate appropriate in different contexts. This more collaborative view of 

data scrutiny does not immediately define one individual as correct and another as wrong, 

although errors in approach and invalid data are still a possible outcome of such a process. 

Rather the focus is upon exchange of knowledge, about the interrogation of reality, which 

provides all parties with a degree of confidence and trust in the data produced.  

In this vision of open data, data is not an entity to be used to enhance an individual’s 

publication or even for one individual to monitor validity; rather it is a cooperative 

undertaking where individuals collaborate to understand the data produced and the nature of 

that production. Through this collaborative process, networks of data production can be 

expanded to become networks of knowledge production. Where individuals are treated as 

collaborators rather than competitors there is the possibility of beginning to address the 

inequalities inherent in the academic system. Such a process, however, takes time and effort 

on the part of those using and those contributing to open data repositories, as such efforts 

require developing links of trust between individuals and groups. Using precious time and 
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resource to establish, maintain and strengthen such links that benefit the collective of science 

is not necessarily something that a neoliberalist economy encourages.      

3 THE CONTEXTS OF DATA 

Most statements on the need for open data indicate the specific political and economic 

context of their construction. Most highlight the importance of open data in enabling and 

enhancing economic development and innovation. In particular, as in the UK White Paper: 

Unleashing the Potential (2012), it is the potential partnership collaborations encouraged by 

open data that seem to be important in the transparency argument. Within science, although 

peer scrutiny is a key driver, the potential to inform policy as well as to assist the private 

sector, often through an implicit collaboration, are also high on the agenda for open data. 

This places open data firmly within the context of the neoliberalisation of universities and 

academics (Wedlin, 2008; Marginson, 2013; Mountz et al., 2015 and Kallio et al., 2016), a 

context not often explicitly addressed. Allying open data with the needs of commercialisation 

provides an additional impetus for ensuring access to data but not necessarily for the 

economic rewards of the data to flow to the provider. Instead, the open data become almost 

akin to a common resource from which other researchers, business and government can 

extract value.  In this sense, open data becomes a common resource, but one in which 

benefits or additional value from the data can accrue to individuals and organisations who did 

not produce the data originally. Ideally, these benefits could also become part of the common 

good or resource from which they were derived, thus enabling the original producer to benefit 

from an anticipated expansion of the collective resource. In reality, it is likely that some, if 

not all, additional value from the data will not flow back to expand the common resource. For 

example, immediate or future commercial benefit from research investment may be retained 

and concentrated in private organisation that extract value from the common resource. 

Blum (2019) noted that the sharing of meteorological data and standards across countries is 

now under threat due to the enclosure of this data by private companies particularly as more 

neoliberalist governments encourage such behaviour. As private companies encroach more 

into data collection, standardization and manipulation, the data becomes further removed 

from the public sphere and harder to access. This could be seen as another example of the roll 

back/roll out trend from Leszczynski (2012) where increasingly, private companies take over 

the functions once held within the state.  Within this paper the appearance of the Geoweb, has 

given the impression of access to georeferenced information that aids in organising and 
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delivering content on the web. Such data is, however, produced outside of academia, often by 

users themselves, but then tethered to a corporation who can control access and application of 

the data. A resource that is commonly produced for or by the public swiftly can be effectively 

transferred to a private corporation. Data in this context is not a merely technical product, it is 

also intimately tied to its economic and social context of production. Data on tourist 

movements and expenditure, for example, could be greatly aided by access to datasets such 

as those held by AirBnB or Uber, but what is the incentive to such companies to allow access 

and could examination of the data open them up to criticism? Are the public even aware of 

the wealth of data they are producing for such companies and its value to them? Where does 

public production slip into private ownership?  

Delving deeply into the realms of non-academically produced data is not part of this paper, 

but as the distinction between ‘public’ and ‘private’ becomes increasingly obscure, 

understanding the shifting nature of this boundary and its drivers will be ever more important 

to academics. Satellite imagery and public surveys, for example, may be produced by 

governments and made readily available to both academics and private companies. As Lane 

(2020) notes,  data sharing of this nature can result in discussions between data producer and 

users about standardization and data homogenization and bring, what Lane refers to as 

configuration aspects, into the discussion. Lanes’ configurational aspects include time and 

place system specific characteristics that are embodied within the data collected that can 

dominate the geomorphic signals contained within the data. Without informed dialogue 

between data consumer and producer this understanding of the amalgam of imminent and 

configurational will be lost.  Likewise, Lane (2020), highlights the seeping of neoliberalist 

enclosing of seemingly free data. Under FAIR (Force11, n.d.) it is accepted that data such as 

those outlined above, if purchased and licensed to an author, need not be made openly 

available. A second user would then need to buy a license to use the data but with the same 

rights as the author. So is the data free or commercial? What impact does third party, 

conditional release to an author of such data have, particularly if that third party does not 

want to share the data beyond that author? Such issues will become increasingly important in 

geography, but dissecting their complexities is not the primary purpose of this paper.  

From a scrutiny perspective, the common resource provided by open data offers the 

opportunity to interrogate and test the validity of data. Scientific knowledge should benefit 

from the ability to access and analyse open data and to ensure that data is valid and A
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trustworthy. A key concern though is who is scrutinizing the data? Perhaps as important are 

the questions of why they are scrutinising, do they bring bias and is that scrutiny itself 

scrutinised? Public scrutiny is a term often used, but is that the group to whom open data is 

aimed? The intellectual tools required to assess the validity of data, to analyse if it answers 

the research questions it was collected for is more likely to be part of the specialist skills of 

academics in similar fields to the data producer. If the data has been published then there has 

already been one level of scrutiny applied through the process of academic review. Open data 

provides the opportunity for another round of analysis of the validity of data but potentially 

without the additional contextual information available to reviewers.  Similarly, if public 

scrutiny is really public scrutiny, i.e. assessment by anyone, then what criteria are being 

applied to assess data validity? Are these criteria appropriate and fair and how does their 

application impact upon the data and its uses and values? Again the consideration of power is 

important as this may have important implications for the context of and balance of any 

evaluation. As Porter noted (1996): 

‘…there is no Archimedean point on which citizens can rest a useful critique of 

expert knowledge. They can merely insist that the interests of the scientists 

somehow reflect those of the public. Beyond that, they should stop lusting after 

impersonal standards, and learn to trust the specialists.’ (Porter, 1996, p.213) 

Additionally, the issue of reproducibility is an important one within this discussion. The 

interrogation of data is meant to aid the reproducibility of results. This could be an interesting 

point of discussion within physical geography and geosciences in general when the subject of 

research may be a singular event. When research is focused on the analysis of a single event, 

is reproducibility to be defined in terms of triangulation of evidence, in terms of the 

underlying research process being reproducible or in terms of the derivation of underlying 

transferable generalities from the single event? Given novel techniques can often be applied 

and advance understanding of a single event, there may needs to be more clarity concerning 

the meaning of reproducibility in the context of physical geography.   

Most discussions of open data focus on the raw data being provided for scrutiny. A field 

notebook, for example, may be an organised journal of observation, jottings, reflections, 

measurements, annoyances with technology, failures and then occasions of success when the 

methods seem to work to answer the research question. Is this the raw data that open data A
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requires for scrutiny? We feel that this is unlikely; it is rather the distillations of this field 

knowledge, the know-how of experience that produces the qualitative and quantitative data 

for publication that open data requires. If it is a distillation, then is it fair to ask how distilled, 

how far removed from the messiness of fieldwork does the data have to be to become 

acceptable as ‘open’ data? Our impression is that open data is a sanitized version of field data 

that has the property of portability and standardization. Data as conceived, manipulated and 

neatly arranged for analysis, one or two stages back from publication. The issues of 

organizing time and obtaining resources to achieve an effective data sharing infrastructure 

have been raised by universities, particularly research-intensive universities such as the Go8, 

the Russell Group and the European Research Universities (Ross 2020b). The resources 

required to achieve this goal are often used to advocate the need for additional funds in 

research grants. 

The fixation with raw data could partly be an outcome of the belief that such data is somehow 

neutral, unfettered by analysis. The deification of data as Jenkins (2013) puts it is an illusion. 

Data may appear as an empty vessel into which you can pour your own interpretations 

(Leszczynski, 2012). Similarly, data collection, as Kitchin notes (2014), always has a 

structure and purpose that questions their transferability between contexts. Data is never 

collected without the framing of a set of research questions which are always developed 

within a context, within communities of researchers each with their own research agendas, 

needs and pressures (Porter, 1996). 

Within most of the policy literature on open data, the data itself is seen as almost a distinct 

and separate entity divorced from the producer of the data.  Data becomes an entity in its own 

right and one that sits apart from the context of its production, design and conception. Data 

just is and as such it can be transferred, used and manipulated in contexts different from those 

of its production. Effectively data becomes a contextless commodity whose value lies solely 

in how it can be used (exploited), individually or collectively, by organisations and 

individuals with access to the common resource of open data.   

4 OPEN DATA AND ACADEMIC CAREERS 

It is also important to consider the value of open data to researchers beyond the nobler 

agenda of scientific progress.  Academia, for good or bad, is firmly set within a neoliberalist 

economy and academics themselves operate within the same context. This means that A
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academics have expectations of career paths, or rewards for their efforts, of promotions based 

on clear criteria. Within this context, data has value as a means of production, particularly in 

production of peer-reviewed papers, a key output in academic life and promotion. In the past, 

control of research data could be viewed as a route to progression. Hoarding data, acting as 

gatekeeper to the data provided an academic with a key advantage in career progression. 

Publications could flow from the data that no-one else had access to. Closed data provided a 

key value as a differential of academic power in the past. Matthews (2019) citing Dirk 

Ostwald noted that: 

Academics faced a choice, he said, “As a researcher, what do you want to 

maximise? Do you want to maximise the quality of your work, or maximise your 

career outcome?” 

In the era of open data, the value of data as a power differential should decrease between 

academic individuals, though perhaps overall power is moved into the hands of those best 

equipped to store, process and interpret information. If open data is viewed as a common 

resource then that resource is there to be mined and exploited for the benefit of the 

neoliberalist individual and their goals. Career benefit value is meant to accrue to the 

individual depositing the data as deposition is not expected without publication first. Indeed 

Article 5 of the Singapore Statement explicitly recognises this in article 5 which states: 

‘Research Findings: Researchers should share data and findings openly and 

promptly, as soon as they have had an opportunity to establish priority and 

ownership claims.’ (Italics added) 

From this article the key question arises of how do researchers judge when they have had 

opportunity to establish priority and ownership. Publication is often seen as establishing 

ownership but is a single publication sufficient or are there more papers that could be mined 

from the data that secure ownership and priority? Recent research (Nicholas et al., 2019) as 

well as recent articles in the THE by Vargo (2017) and McKie (2019)  have provided 

evidence of concerns, at least outside of geography, particularly among Early Career 

Researchers (ECRs), about data ownership, data mining and career development in the era of 

open data. A
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In an era where academic careers seem to  require ’key, ‘career’ defining publications to 

ensure employment and progression, what is the value of data hoarding to the individual, 

relative to open data, until such publication are produced?  Nicholas et al. (2019) commonly 

found this view amongst ECRs in their research. Only a third of ECRs in their research made 

their data openly available and often only as supplementary material to papers, so there is a 

question mark over its degree of ‘openness’.  Likewise, why spend the time on creating open 

data when the effort is not valued in terms of reputation building and career development?  

Differential access to resources, including research time is, we believe, a key driver for these 

attitudes. Whilst it would be encouraging to believe that there is no hierarchy in academia 

and that all participants have similar opportunities to develop their research, the reality is that 

there always have been and remain inequalities in academia. Evening out inequalities means 

recognising that they exist and that some are disadvantaged and others are advantaged. We 

feel that acceptance of the existence of first is much easier than even recognition of the 

second. Using ‘open data’ as a coverall for insisting on instant access to ‘raw’ data is likely to 

maintain or enhance such inequalities between institutions and within institutions.  

The landscape of open data could, however, be a driver within academia for removing the 

walls of closed data and equalizing career opportunities. This hope however, needs to be 

viewed in the context of the power relations that persist in neoliberalist academic institutions. 

All academics are not equal: some are early career researchers finding their feet, some have 

higher teaching workloads, some have the luxury of protected research time. Some academics 

work in highly collaborative and supportive research teams, some are exploited by superiors, 

some work as lone individuals to exploit their own data for publication. Some academics 

work in research-intensive and wealthy universities where publication is the ultimate goal 

and data sources are powerful resources. In other words, individual academics have 

differential opportunities to explore and exploit the common resource of open data. Add to 

the academic inequalities in position, the inequalities in time available to pursue research that 

result from socio-economic differences between academics at different stages in their life and 

the hope of equality in exploring the common resource of open data evaporates in the harsh 

glare of the reality of academic’s lives. Nicholas et al. (2019), for example found that only 

ECRs who had obtained a secure or tenured post had the time to really practice open science 

and make the most of the associated open data. A
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Some will argue that such differences are an inevitable part of the workplace and individuals 

within it and this is irrelevant to the principles of open data. Within a neoliberalist economy 

there will always be ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, those able to exploit the resource and those that 

are unable to. In this world view it would make sense for researchers just to hand over their 

data to the common resource for those with time resources to use it effectively. This may be 

the inevitable outcome of a neoliberalist, individual-centre view of open data, use but is it 

necessarily the future academic landscape that we want? Do we view open data as just 

another means to maintain and perpetuate existing hierarchies between universities and 

within universities?  In this neoliberalist context would an academic be justified in retaining 

their data to redress some of the inequalities dictated by their position? Is such a position 

ethical? 

5 CONCLUSION 

The drive to open data, often resulting from the drive for open science, is a laudable goal, but 

there will be unintended consequences that could maintain and magnify existing inequalities 

within academia between and within universities. We hope that the discussion of a selection 

of these consequences will form the platform for a wider debate within the academic 

community about the direction the drive for open science and open data is taking. The current 

translation by advocates is not the only translation possible. If academics and institutions are 

more aware of the range of ethical and moral issues raised by open data then there is potential 

to reduce inequalities could be realised through supporting academics in terms of their 

intellectual rights. The ideals of open data and their benefit to open science can only be fully 

and ethically realised in parallel with redressing the inequalities in higher education. Without 

recognition and concerted actions against such inequalities, social and intellectual justice will 

remain skewed. 
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