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ABSTRACT 
In this article, a small-scale case study analyzing the nature of data citation policies within the 
scope of longitudinal studies in life course research is presented. The sample consists of eight 
data providers from Europe, North-America and Australia and was evaluated with regard to 
eight criteria which potentially affect data citation behavior of researchers in the field, for 
example the wording of data citation obligations or sanctions for not citing research data in 
accordance to given requirements. The study demonstrates that research data providers follow 
a wide range of approaches to data citation, especially in terms of data citation location within 
a publication as well as disposal obligations for data-related publications. However, this 
diversity might lead to inconsistency in data citation behaviour and also to a general lack of 
comparability of data citation quantity and quality as relevant factors in research evaluation. 

INTRODUCTION 
In order to meet the requirements of funding organisations or policy makers, the scientific 
output of researchers, research groups, institutions and even countries is regularly tracked by 
indicators that measure for example citation rates or citation impact. With the rise of 
altmetrics, attention in research monitoring has also shifted towards research activities that are 
– exclusively or complementarily – visible on the social web. However, citation analysis is
still mainly focused on publication-related research output and so far only a few works have 
discussed the distinctiveness of research data as a considerable factor in citation analysis and 
research evaluation. For example, quantitative analyses of the Data Citation Index (DCI) 
(Thomas Reuters) (e.g. Peters, Kraker, Lex, Gumpenberger & Gorraiz, 2015; Robinson-
García, Jiménez-Contreras & Torres-Salinas, 2015) as well as subject-specific publication 
depositories (Mooney, 2011; Mooney & Newton, 2012) have shown a general uncitedness of 
research data in the social sciences and the humanities, despite the fact that sharing research 
data can be associated with higher citation rates (Piwowar, Day & Fridsma, 2007).  

Studies analysing the quality of data citation behaviour also uncovered that data citation is not 
carried out adequately with regard to existing requirements of academic journals (Mooney & 
Newton, 2012) or research data providers (Mahrholz, Reinhold & Rittberger, 2015). 
Additionally, as argued by Robinson-García et al. (2015), the citedness of research data 

1 This work was supported by the Leibniz Institute for Educational Trajectories (LIfBi). 
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heavily depends on the quality of data-related information provided by data repositories and 
varies across disciplines. Furthermore, data citation policies of scientific journals tend to be 
slightly stricter in the natural sciences than in the social sciences (cf. Blahous et al., 2015). A 
case study analysing data citation and sharing policies in the environmental sciences also 
demonstrates that “an overwhelming majority of funding agencies, repositories and journals 
fail to provide explicit directions for sharing and citing data” (Weber et al., 2011, p. 1). 
Obviously, making research data accessible and usable is a time-consuming and cost-
intensive task. As a consequence, these activities should be appreciated by the scientific 
community and moreover demand for the inclusion of data citation indicators as a relevant 
factor in research monitoring. However, in order to make valid statements about data citation 
quantity and quality, it is necessary to thoroughly analyse the nature of data citation policies 
within a certain domain. In this paper, data citation policies of eight research data providers in 
Europe, the United States and Australia within the scope of longitudinal studies in life course 
research are being evaluated, e.g. with regard to citation principles and sanctions for data 
users who do not cite adequately. The aim of the study is to outline the different approaches 
followed by data providers or data repositories in terms of data citation policies which might 
influence data usage and citation behaviour of researchers in the domain.  

Life course research is currently a very dynamic field of research in the social sciences. It 
provides stakeholders in politics and education with extensive and reliable data about life 
paths, transitions and decisions in private as well as professional lives. Furthermore, societal 
changes over extended timeframes of several years or even decades are being monitored. 
Longitudinal studies in live course research are generally characterized by large sample sizes, 
different cohorts of participants and various waves of surveys. There is also a strong demand 
for protecting sensitive personal information, e.g. about performance in school or the parent-
child relationship, which are retrieved in these studies at a large scale. As a result, data 
providers in life course research generally dispose of high data security standards and offer a 
variety of data access modes, different type of data formats and data granularity. Users 
generally have to commit to data use agreements and are obliged to cite the research data used 
according to specific requirements. These data citation policies include aspects of contractual 
obligations of data citation, concrete requirements of including data citation elements (e.g. a 
persistent identifier) (cf. Mooney & Newton, 2012) or the position of the data citation within 
a publication (e.g. in the abstract or the references section) as well as disposal obligations for 
publications based on the research data provided.  

DATA CITATION POLICIES OF DATA PROVIDERS IN LIFE COURSE 
RESEARCH – A CASE STUDY  
For the case study a sample of eight longitudinal studies across the life course in Europe, 
North-America and Australia was identified by means of six criteria to ensure comparability: 
1) thematic focus on educational and personal transitions, 2) ongoing research project, 3) at
least a national or international perspective, 4) elaborated data access technologies (e.g. via a 
data center), 5) data use agreements as a prerequisite for data usage of sensitive data, 6) 
mention of data citation requirements.2 Based on these criteria the following longitudinal
studies were selected: 

2 The criteria were applied to the result set of an extensive web search which retrieved overall 19 longitudinal 
studies across the life course in Europe, North-America and Australia. The starting point for the web search was 
a list of longitudinal studies in the social sciences issued by Mallock, Riege & Stahl (2016, p. 146-148).   
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Table 1. Sample of longitudinal studies across the life course. 

Study name Research topics Country Start 
in year 

Étude Longitudinale 
Française depuis l’Enfance 
(ELFE) 

Impact of family circumstances, living 
conditions and environment on the 
physical and psychological development, 
health and socialization of children.  

France 2011 

Millennium Cohort Study 
(MCS) 

Influence of early family context on 
child development and outcomes 
throughout childhood, adolescence and 
adulthood. 

UK 2000 

Negotiating the Life Course Changing life courses and decision-
making processes of men and women as 
the family and society move from male 
breadwinner orientation in the direction 
of higher levels of gender equity. 

Australia 1997 

National Educational Panel 
Study (NEPS) 

Educational processes from early 
childhood to late adulthood. 

Germany 2009 

Panel Analysis of Intimate 
Relationships and Family 
Dynamics (pairfam) 

Partnership and family dynamics in 
Germany. 

Germany 2008 

Socio-Economic Panel 
(SOEP) 

Objective living conditions, values, 
willingness to take risks, current social 
changes, and the relationships and 
interdependencies among these areas. 

Germany 1984 

Transitions from Education 
to Employment (TREE) 

Post-compulsory educational and labour 
market pathways of school leavers.  

Switzerland 2001 

Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics (PSID) 

Employment, income, wealth, 
expenditures, health, marriage, 
childbearing, child development, 
philanthropy, education, and numerous 
other topics.  

US 1968 

For each of the research data providers in the domain of longitudinal studies across the life 
course, the following eight factors were documented by thoroughly eliciting regulatory and 
user service information on the data providers web sites3: 1) wording of obligations with
regard to data citation, 2) requirements for obligatory data citation elements, 3) requirements 
for data citation location within a publication, 4) availability of concrete examples for data 
citation, 5) obligation to report data-related publications, 6) period of notification for data-
related publications, 7) disposal obligation4 for data-related publications and 8) sanctions for

3 For the analysis, different information sources on the providers’ websites were reviewed, e.g. the data use 
agreements or the specific data citation section. The URLs of the homepages of all data providers in the sample 
are mentioned in the reference section.  
4 Publications which are based on a specific dataset are to be submitted to the data provider as a paper-based or 
digital version according to an agreement of use.  
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not citing research data in accordance to the requirements. From the point of view that the 
citedness of research data heavily depends on the quality of data-related information provided 
by data repositories (cf. Robinson-García et al., 2015), it is legitimate to assume that all of 
these factors might affect data citation behaviour of researchers in the field.  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
All eight data providers issue data use agreements that oblige their users to cite research data. 
The wording of these obligations (1) in the data use agreements differs significantly, ranging 
from very concrete citation specifications to rather general requests to cite in accordance to 
“academic conventions”. Furthermore, all providers name obligatory data citation elements 
(2): Seventy-five percent of the data providers in the sample demand for including a distinct 
data version, 50% for including a Digital Object Identifier (DOI)5 and 37.5% for naming a
specific reference article which outlines the original study design. All eight data providers ask 
for the inclusion of an acknowledgement phrase indicating either the name of the study or the 
data center involved. These findings clearly indicate that data providers in life course research 
generally follow a top-down approach to prevent uncitedness of research data. It is also 
noticeable that again only 37.5% of providers in the sample provide guidelines for data 
citation location within a publication (3), e.g. for citing the study as the originator of the data 
in the title, the abstract or the reference section. This is surprising as it can be assumed that 
these recommendations are not only useful for guiding data users in the writing process. The 
recommendations might also foster awareness amongst researchers about the “quality” of a 
data citation within a document. For example, a data citation in the title or in the abstract can 
possibly be assessed as more valuable than a data citation in the caption of table or a figure. 
Interestingly, the data use agreement of the French ELFE study already indicates that users 
are obliged to cite the study in the title and the body of the text if the article is exclusively or 
primarily based on ELFE data (ELFE, 2014).  

Apart from one, all data providers publish concrete examples for data citation on their 
websites which for example include the names of the authors (of a reference article), the name 
of the study and the DOI (4). Of course, researchers can already refer to more general data 
citation guidelines (cf. DataCite, 2014; ESRC, 2016; ZBW, GESIS & RatSWD, 20156).
Precise citation examples which relate to the actual study in use might nevertheless be even 
more important for supporting researchers and help them to prevent citation errors. Seventy-
five percent of the providers in the sample insist on the obligation to report data-related 
publications (5) with only one provider, the Leibniz Institute for Educational Trajectories 
(LIfBi) for the NEPS data, calling for a period of notification for data-related publications of 
four weeks before publishing (6). And 50% of the data providers even issue a disposal 
obligation for publications using research data (7). Surprisingly, only one data provider – 
again LIfBi – calls for sanctions if data users do not cite in accordance to the data use 
agreement (cf. LIfBi, 2015) (8)7. In summary, it might be assumed that research data
providers have already identified a need for action with regard to data citation misbehaviour. 
However, it still needs to be verified whether the data citation policies described here are 

5 One data provider has just recently added the obligatory inclusion of a DOI in his citation recommendations – 
this might be an indicator that the DOI becomes more widely accepted within the domain. 
6 This publication is not available in English yet. 
7 Although it is not explicitly stated that non-citations cause a breach of contract, citing the study name and the 
dataset used for analysis can be interpreted as “essential obligations” of the data use agreement. 
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appropriate measures for achieving high citation rates and citation quality of research data 
issued by providers of longitudinal data in life course research.  

As stated in the introduction, the main goal of the study was to outline the variety of data 
citation policies within life course research and to discuss possible implications for data use 
and citation behaviour in the field. It could be demonstrated that data providers follow 
differing approaches in terms of data citation requirements. This involves data versions, 
identifiers and reference articles describing the original study design. In addition, data 
providers differ substantially with regard to recommendations for data citation location as 
well as disposal obligations for data-related publications. This might lead to a high diversity 
in data citation behaviour of data users in the field and potentially to non-comparable results 
in data citation analysis. It is therefore reasonable to argue that data providers should pursue 
the harmonisation of data citation specifications – in close cooperation with journals and 
research institutions involved in life course research. Furthermore, policy makers should 
strongly encourage the development of domain-specific data citation indicator sets for the 
valid representation of scientific output, allowing for an improved comparability and 
traceability of research.  

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND OUTLOOK 
We are aware that our research has some limitations. First, the study consists of a small 
sample which is not representative for data usage and citation within the social sciences in 
general. Second, there might be other longitudinal studies in life course research that meet the 
selected criteria presented above. Third, there is a predominance of European longitudinal 
studies in the sample. Finally, the study does not investigate the influence of data citation 
policies on the actual data citation behaviour of researchers in the field. A consecutive study, 
analysing data citation quantity and quality in a large sample of data-related publications in 
the social sciences might substantially enhance our understanding of data citation behaviour. 
Despite these limitations we believe our work has highlighted the importance of critically 
examining data citation policies beforehand as one milestone of coherent and comparable data 
citation analysis.  
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