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Tsai and colleagues respond to an important challenge: access
by the growing number of scholars who use qualitative data and do
qualitative analysis to top-tier journals that have data-sharing re-
quirements. The authors offer guidance on how those data-sharing
requirements could be modified to accommodate the needs of
these colleaguesda welcome addition to a long-standing, at times
controversial, and ongoing conversation about sharing of qualita-
tive data.

Our response is offered in the spirit of advancing this conver-
sation. We make two points: (1) Qualitative data and qualitative
analysis are different and should not be combined into a single
term, “qualitative research.” (2) We can leverage the lessons from
already successful efforts to archive and share qualitative data.

1. Qualitative data and qualitative analysis are differentdand
they require different procedures for sharing

Tsai and colleagues conclude that “verification is likely to be
impossible in the setting of qualitative research,” but they also
describe how an “audit trail” could be assembled to capture the
analytic stages in qualitative research. The problem here, in our
view, is the combining of qualitative data and qualitative analysis
into one phrase, “qualitative research.” Qualitative datadwhether
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words or images, sounds or artifactsdcan be analyzed quantita-
tively or qualitatively (Bernard et al., 2016) and several traditions of
social science research that rely on qualitative data have fully or
nearly fully developed documentable steps.

Classical content analysis, for instance, has clear rules for seg-
menting texts, assessing inter-rater reliability, and coding system-
atically (Krippendorff, 2012). Word-based analysis, which
encompasses machine-driven counts of words or word clusters,
also allows for statistical verification of hypotheses derived from
qualitative data (Ignatow and Mihalcea, 2016). Semantic network
analysis involves the production of matrices summarizing re-
lationships within a set of texts across codes or words (Handwerker
and Borgatti, 2014). This latter field is burgeoning with the devel-
opment of programs that read natural language texts and produce
themes. In all of these traditions, partially or entirely quantitative
analysis of qualitative data can be reproduced, replicated, and
verified. This is one reason we advocate distinguishing between
procedures for sharing qualitative data and qualitative analysis.

While the problem of documenting some qualitative analyses is
easily solved, in many cases it is not. Most of the concerns that Tsai
and colleagues raise involve the documentation of analyses that
involve many inductive inferencesdinferences that can, indeed, be
difficult to document. There are, however, several well-developed
literatures on documenting these inference steps. Grounded the-
ory, for instance, uses memo-writing to document initial coding
(e.g., in-vivo), later-stage theoretical coding (e.g., axial coding), and
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theoretical saturation (Charmaz, 2014). Discourse analysis, narra-
tive analysis, and schema analysis also have conventions for the
documentation of key analytic inferences. Cutting across these
traditions, it is possible to identify a core set of analytic steps that
are widely shared: lists of codes and subcodes; detailed definitions
of major codes; memo-writing to document analytic thinking; and
the production of coded data segments (“coding queries,” in the
authors’ terms).

As Tsai and colleagues suggest, it is possible to move closer to a
standard set of expectations for reporting on most forms of quali-
tative analysis and, based on such reports, for reproducing major
thematic discoveries. When shared, data protocols should be clear
about what kinds of analyses the researchers believe can be
accomplished: validation of a particular study or avenues to novel
secondary studies (Hammersley, 1997).

2. We can leverage the lessons from already successful efforts
to archive and share qualitative data

Tsai and colleagues focus on sharing textual data derived from
field notes and interview transcripts. Qualitative data, however,
take many formsdfilm, audio, photographs, sketches, artwork, and
the likedand ethnographers have shared all of these materials
from the earliest days of anthropological research (Cliggett, 2013;
Kemper and Royce, 2002; Pelto, 2015; Silverman and Parezo,
1992). The National Anthropological Archives house the field
notes of many anthropologists, as well as over 8 million feet of film
and over a million photographs, collected over the course of 150
years (Leopold, 2008, 2010; Smithsonian Institution, 2016). And the
Council for the Preservation of Anthropological Records (copar.org)
lists over 70 major ethnographic archives all around the world.

The UK's Data Service (https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/) has
developed a web-based data sharing mechanism that includes
survey data, census data, and qualitative and mixed methods data.
Similar archives are being developed in other countries across
Europe (Rasmussen, 2010/2011). The Inter-University Consortium
for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) began in 1962 with 22
universities as members. Today, the ICPSR has over 750 members
and curates over 250,000 files, including files of qualitative data.
ICPSR “accepts replication datasets for researchers who need to
publish their raw data in relation to a journal article” (https://www.
icpsr.umich.edu/icpsrweb/).

Tsai and colleagues are right to highlight the risks in sharing
primary qualitative data, particularly when sensitive health and
medical data are involved. The risks of harm to respondents
(Grinyer, 2009), to research communities (Karnieli-Miller et al.,
2009), and even to the researcher (Irwin, 2013) are not trivial.
Still, a major lesson from existing efforts to archive and share
qualitative data is that the risk to research participants is not all
that different from the risk in sharing quantitative datadand that
the risk can be managed. For example, some of ICPSR's data sets,
like one on “Wife Abuse among Vietnamese Immigrants to the U.S.”
(ICPSR 35247) say explicitly that “one or more files in this study are
not available for download due to special restrictions.” In those
cases, there is a link to apply online for access to the data. This
approach is how sensitive data are protected in the Tsimane'
Amazonian Panel Study (TAPS http://heller.brandeis.edu/
sustainable-international-development/tsimane/) and the now
50-year and still going Wisconsin Longitudinal Study (http://www.
ssc.wisc.edu/wlsresearch/data/).

Tsai and colleagues recommend that any journal requiring the
release of qualitative data should institute an appeal process; we
emphatically support this. Beyond this, however, we also empha-
size the need for a “stakeholder approach” (Neale and Bishop, 2012)
in discussing with research communities the nature and appro-
priateness of data sharing. Such a process should recognize that
some communities may have an urgent need to raise awareness of
the problems they face and will desire speedy and comprehensive
data sharing to address this. We are fortunate to have an extensive
literature on the ethics of sharing qualitative data to guide us
(Bishop, 2005, 2009; Miller et al., 2012; Parry and Mauthner, 2004;
Punzalan and Caswell, 2016).
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