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ABSTRACT

Policy can articulate the scope of work. For repositories that house data, policy can help users manage expect
ations, especially for individuals who are new to data sharing, or where expectations for sharing data have 
changed. We cover some of the current literature around the process for writing policy, specifically focusing 
on policy for data collections and repositories, factors that encouraged us to create a repository policy, our 
collaborative process for creating the policy, and lessons learned. We hope that others can use our processes 
to build their own policy that reflects the needs of their campuses and scholars and further moves the needle 
toward the “Library as Publisher” model.
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INTRODUCTION

Data stored in an institutional repository (IR) has several advantages. Not only does locally 
stored data showcase the outputs of an organization, but repositories—as compared with per
sonal websites—can help bolster views and downloads. The reach of what is in a repository can 
be improved with a dedicated communications plan or team. A clear line of responsibility for a 
Twitter account, for example, can have a great impact on marketing all content in a repository 
(e.g., Peoples et al., 2016). The citation advantage for open data could incentivize researchers 
to share their research outputs (e.g., Piwowar and Vision, 2013; SPARC Europe, 2017). 
Some repository platforms report on the metrics of use for datasets, further demonstrating 
the impact of a researcher’s work. IRs can act as a home for data without a dedicated discipline 
repository. 

Policy for repositories plays an important role in dictating scope and expectations. Although it 
is beneficial to have a policy in place prior to launching a new initiative, this is not always how 
services and resources develop, and it may not always be practical. In our case, our collection of 
data in our IR—ScholarWorks@UMassAmherst (or “ScholarWorks”; scholarworks.umass. 
edu)—predated our policy. Locally, we refer to this collection as our data repository although 
it is technically a large collection within our IR. We will refer to it as our data repository 
throughout the rest of this article. Furthermore, although the data repository exists under 
the auspices and policies of the larger repository, we found it necessary to create a specific 
policy for the data repository. In searching, we found little guidance related to the process 
of writing a policy for data collections or data repositories, although we found a handful 
of existing policies developed at peer and aspirant institutions. 

With the need to establish a policy for the data repository, the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst (UMass Amherst) Libraries’ Data Working Group collaboratively approached writ
ing a policy for depositing data in it. We shared findings, brainstormed aspects that were most 
relevant and of highest priority to our campus, and crafted this public-facing statement. And 
although there is a great deal of discussion around establishing a repository—and some dis
cussion of policy generally, including surveys of professionals and content analyses—we found 
little guidance on the act of collaboratively writing a policy. As such, we are documenting here 
our distributed approach to policy writing, the lessons learned, and next steps. We hope to 
help other libraries and librarians working to write their own policies—for data or other—by 
offering an explanation of our approach and processes. 

We also hope to contribute to an ongoing conversation about standardizing components of 
repository policy. This discussion could also help other organizations just beginning to explore 
hosting data at their institution. Because creator retention of the ownership of data is 
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important, largely because publishers see it as having great value to exploit (Aspesi et al., 
2019), we hope that this groundwork further encourages more universities to explore hosting 
their research data. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

IRs have grown in scope—beginning as a hosting platform for previously published content 
and, over time, growing to include original publications, gray literature, theses and disserta
tions, conference proceedings, journals, presentations, research data, and more. IRs play an 
important role in capturing the scholarly output of a campus. 

Literature on a library-based data repository policy exists in a few different categories. These 
include the following: explorations on the scope and content of a policy, including exploring 
the concepts and purpose of a repository policy (Riddle, 2015), emerging workflows in data 
management in a repository (Austin et al., 2017), and content analysis of existing policies 
(Higman & Pinfield, 2015); how policies are developed and who should be included, includ
ing the importance of stakeholders in policy development (Erway, 2013; Shearer, 2015; 
Tenopir et al., 2017; Van Zeeland & Ringersma, 2017; Verhaar et al., 2017) and the devel
opment of policies occurring from the “bottom up” (Lee and Stvilia, 2017; Cruz et al., 2019); 
tying policy to services, including the relationship between data management policy and serv
ices (Higman & Pinfield, 2015); the lack of policy and the need for standards, including 
discussions on the lack of standards (Briney et al., 2015; Austin et al., 2017); and the lack 
of research data management policy coupled with the lack of strategic development of these 
policies (Yu, 2017). Unfortunately, these resources did not provide guidance on how to 
approach writing our own policy, what has worked for others, what challenges they faced, 
and how their policy changed over time. 

Existing frameworks and guides also seemed outside the scope of our purpose: to write a policy 
for a newly established data repository within a larger, library-managed IR. The Data Audit 
Framework (Jones et al., 2008), suggested by Anderson (2010) for digital libraries, was too 
broad—the focus of this framework is on institution-wide data location and responsibility 
efforts. However, Anderson’s call to ensure that the social sciences and humanities be included 
when developing repositories is an important piece of capturing the scholarly output of a cam
pus and is included in the future work of the campus and the Data Working Group. Guides 
such as “Policy-making for Research Data in Repositories: A Guide” (Green et al., 2009) were 
missing pieces of the policy-writing puzzle; for example, there is little discussion of end-user 
agreements. Guides may also be too detailed for an external-facing document meant to assist 
end-users. Our first policy was to be agile, adaptive, and approachable, not comprehensive, 
immobile, and daunting. 
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Since writing our policy, some information has been published around frameworks for digital 
preservation in trusted digital repositories (Lin et al., 2020), and there are calls from the US 
government around standards for data repositories (e.g., the Office of Science and Technol
ogy Policy’s “Request for Public Comment on Draft Desirable Characteristics of Repositories 
for Managing Data Resulting From Federally Funded Research” and supplemental informa
tion to the NIH’s policy for data management and sharing, “Selecting a Repository for Data 
Resulting from NIH-Supported Research”), but these lack practical guidance on writing a 
policy for data repositories. These documents are important in informing what could go 
into such a policy and what funding agencies see as important, so they should be taken 
into consideration when developing a repository solution. 

Because there is little in the way of describing how library data collection or data repository 
policy is written, what topics are important, and general guidance, we hope to bridge this gap 
by describing our process here. 

BRIEF HISTORY OF THE DATA WORKING GROUP AND DATA IN 
SCHOLARWORKS@UMASSAMHERST

Brief history of the Data Working Group

First established in 2011, the Data Working Group is a standing committee within the 
University Libraries. Since its inception, the Data Working Group has provided feedback 
on data management plans and has offered general education on data management concepts. 
The group’s charge expanded in 2017, when the data services librarian position was filled. 
Now—in addition to reviewing data management plans, providing general education, and 
staying on top of trends on campus—the group provides feedback to the data services librar
ian. Committee members serve by virtue of their position or their expertise. Thus, the Data 
Working Group serves as a check on the data services librarian, by offering valuable insight, 
perspectives from other disciplines, and input from other areas of the libraries and on campus. 
This makes for a robust group, invested in how data services progresses at the university. 

Brief history of data in ScholarWorks@UMassAmherst

UMass Amherst has used bepress’s (bepress.com) Digital Commons as their repository 
platform for over a decade. Prior to the establishment of the ScholarWorks@UMass Data 
Repository in October 2017, data and datasets were accepted in the IR on an ad hoc basis. 
Datasets were added to departmental-level collections within ScholarWorks in keeping 
with the established hierarchical structure of the overall repository (e.g., see https://schola 
rworks.umass.edu/eco_datasets/). 
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In order to better showcase the campus’s open data, the open access and institutional reposi
tory librarian and the data services librarian decided to create a central collection of data, which 
we refer to as a data repository. This is a distinct collection of data that exists within the larger 
IR—similar to how electronic dissertations and theses are typically handled. 

WRITING THE POLICY

Policy development

Since its establishment, the data repository operated under the auspices of the larger IR policy. 
The need for a policy for the data repository became pressing when we began to receive re
quests for data that could not ethically be shared publicly. When discussing the ethics behind 
why certain data cannot be openly shared, some campus researchers pushed back—they 
wanted an explanation as to why we were unable to share this data and were dismissive of 
the indirect identifiers within their dataset. Scholars also wanted the staff of the Libraries 
to anonymize the data. Although the Data Working Group is composed of several experts, 
anonymizing data is not within the scope of our work, and we did not want to set an expecta
tion that we were able to take on this task. 

In order to provide scholars with a standard point of reference, and to clarify the limitations of 
our repository infrastructure, the data services librarian suggested that the group write a policy 
collaboratively. This would leverage our diverse interests and knowledge bases, and it felt like 
an approachable way to write policy amid a group of individuals with many other roles and 
responsibilities to fulfill. Thus, the Data Working Group agreed on a policy-writing process 
that would allow for input from all members of the group. Steps included the following:  

• Researching and reviewing other policies
• Writing the policy by dividing up the sections
• Reviewing and approving the collaboratively written policy
• Posting the policy to the repository

We also decided to create a light and agile policy—one that addressed our current issues, not 
all issues that could potentially arise when depositing data. This was done to limit the scope of 
the policy and gave us some reassurance that we could adjust the policy as necessary, or when 
changes in trends or needs arose. We also wanted to keep our policy as straightforward as 
possible, which included using language that was approachable. With this light, agile, and 
easily understandable framework in mind, we began crafting our policy. 
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Research and review other policies

Members of the Data Working Group were each tasked with finding two to four policies 
related to data deposit in a repository. This range was selected to keep the list of policies man
ageable and to be cognizant of working group members’ time. We recognized that this could 
pose a limitation to our work, but because we were taking a nimble approach to policy devel
opment, we knew we could revise the policy at a later date. We located a total of 11 policies to 
review. A list of these policies is available in Appendix A. 

At a subsequent meeting, we reported on our researched policies, with the goal to have a 
breadth of concepts to draw from in creating our own repository policy. From the located 
policies, we selected 11 concepts to explore as part of our own policy. The concepts that 
we selected were based on mutual agreement that these would be of assistance when working 
with potential depositors and that the concepts were within the scope of the IR and the goals of 
the campus. 

We agreed that an introduction to the scope of the service (General Statement) laying out 
information about what type of data we could accept and how others can use it (Data We 
Collect and How People Can Use Your Material, Terms of Use, Takedown Policy) would 
help give scholars and researchers a shared understanding of the service. The deposit license 
and submission agreement were two components that were already in place for other deposits 
in the data repository and, as such, were included in our initial policy development process. A 
section on boilerplate language provided a straightforward place in which to host language 
affiliated with the repository’s use—something that is often asked of the Data Working Group 
during data management plan consultations. A section on registering data gave us an oppor
tunity to fulfill a broader campus desire to capture as much research output from the campus as 
possible. Although this is not a perfect solution to the complex problem of tracking research 
outputs, it is a starting place and provides the UMass Amherst Libraries a foundation for 
growth. We opted for a final section that points to any policies used in the creation of our 
document as a way to provide credit for the work done by other organizations. Our initial 
headings and final headings are detailed in Appendix B. 

Writing the policy

As a group, we decided to pursue a “divide and conquer” approach to policy writing. Each 
member of the Data Working Group selected one to two sections to draft for the policy 
and was in charge of researching that section. Members had approximately one month to 
work on their sections—the time between standing monthly meetings of the working group. 
The team knew that we would collectively review the policy at a subsequent meeting. 
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All work was done in Google Docs. 

Reviewing the policy

We used one of our regular monthly meetings to review our individual contributions to the 
policy. Each section’s author described what they wrote, how it related to the larger policy, and 
how it built on other parts of the policy. This helped the group gain a shared understanding of 
the policy and, importantly, helped us strengthen the policy by clarifying information and 
making connections across the whole work. 

After the group edited the policy, the chair of the Data Working Group (the data services 
librarian) reviewed it to ensure a shared voice and clarify any lingering issues. The policy 
was then sent to the Libraries’ copyright and information policy librarian for a critical review. 
After this review, the language was further refined, topics were clarified, and two sections 
deemed unnecessary were removed. The “takedown policy” was deemed out of scope, in 
part due to the complex requirements of copyright law, and “Terms of use” was largely redun
dant with our “End-User Access Policy.” See Appendix B for a comparison of our initial sec
tion titles as compared with the final version’s section titles. 

The policy was sent to the Data Working Group via email one last time for any final edits. 
Once this step was completed, the policy was finalized and was then formatted in HTML by 
the data services librarian for posting in the repository. 

Posting the policy to the repository

Posting the policy and the supplemental pages to the repository took three separate steps: 
(1) the “README files for Data and Datasets” templates page (https://scholarworks. 
umass.edu/data/guidelines.html), because other pages needed to link here, done in 
collaboration with our bepress consultant; (2) the “Policies for Data and Datasets” 
page (https://scholarworks.umass.edu/data/policies.html), which we were able to make 
available without any additional contact with our bepress consultant; and (3) the 
submission form, all edits to which required contact with our bepress consultant 
(Appendices C and D). This page was available last because the templates page and 
the policies page provided important context. An overview of the submission 
form, based off of the University of New Hampshire’s submission form, is available 
in Appendix C, and a screenshot of the submission page from the user’s view is available 
in Appendix D. Once all the pages were live, we turned on the “Submit Data” link, 
allowing for self-deposit of datasets. 
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Because the group considers this a living document that will be updated as trends change or 
needs become evident, we were able to limit our concerns around perfection and complete
ness. We felt confident in posting a policy that is “enough for now.” Including a line in the 
policy that the policy is subject to change helps give users an expectation that this policy may 
be modified over time. 

The entire process, from project initiation to turning on the “Submit Data” link, took approx
imately seven months. 

Lessons learned

Writing a policy was new to everyone on the team, but we used this as an opportunity to learn 
together and to strengthen our understanding of the scope of our own data repository. Fur
thermore, we are grateful to the organizations that created policies for their data repositories, 
giving us a framework upon which we could build our own policy. Our policy is an amalgam
ation of several sources, and we strove to write a document that had limited use of jargon and 
was fairly easy to understand. 

Having a librarian knowledgeable about policy was of immense benefit. This guidance meant 
that our policy met our current needs and did not delve into issues that were beyond the scope 
of either the repository or the UMass Amherst Libraries (see Appendix B for a comparison 
of our section titles before and after review). Again, this fell in line with our light and agile 
approach. 

When we found areas where we had some disagreement, we were open to learning and talking 
about the issue. For example, the selection of a license for data was a point of some discussion. 
Although our repository does not force the selection of a license (i.e., allowing for the option 
“None” in the license field), we did want to encourage the use of Creative Commons licenses. 
Some repositories (e.g., Schaeffer, 2011) only use CC0, the Creative Commons public 
domain dedication (https://creativecommons.org/share-your-work/public-domain/cc0). We 
elected to allow our users to choose either the Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication 
(CC0) 1.0 or the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC-BY) 4.0. This choice was made 
to help provide one of the major carrots of sharing data—citations. A recent report stated that, 
of the more than 8,000 scholars surveyed, 61% considered full citation as a credit mechanism 
that would facilitate data sharing (Digital Science, 2019). Because there is no requirement to 
cite data with a public domain dedication, we decided to offer the Creative Commons Attri
bution License as a way to mitigate anxieties about data citation and credit for work. As new 
trends emerge, we can revise our policy. 
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The data services librarian worked to ensure that we kept to our timeline, but it still took 
longer than the group had estimated. While the policy-writing component took two months 
to complete, it took another five months to solicit the policy review, incorporate feedback, and 
post the policy publicly on the repository. We were open to our colleagues having different 
priorities than our own and were understanding of their priorities. We also note that working 
with a third-party vendor, as we do in working with our bepress consultant, was its own bot
tleneck that slowed our process down. We do not anticipate future revisions of the policy to be 
as onerous as our initial set of revisions. We plan to review the policy on a yearly basis, as well as 
in response to a significant issue. This aligns with our iterative approach to policy writing. 

Finally, it can be enticing to write a policy that covers all possible situations facing a data depos
itor. However, to do so is often not realistic: it can be challenging to try and anticipate all 
scenarios for which you would need a policy. The group was therefore mindful of scope 
creep—which was also kept in check since the group has a great degree of trust, and we 
kept to our one to two sections each. However, we were not entirely able to mitigate our scope 
creep, as the section on “Registering Data” was not included in the initial review of policy 
topics. 

CONCLUSION

In reporting on the current state of the literature, our processes, and our outcomes, the hope is 
to provide an example for other organizations to follow when writing their own policy. From 
our own lessons, we suggest that others writing a policy be open-minded about the experience, 
be generous with their peers and experience levels, become comfortable with a policy that 
covers “enough for now,” and be mindful of scope creep. If there is someone in the organiza
tion who can provide policy-writing expertise, that is of immense benefit. Having someone in 
a leadership or project management role can help mitigate some challenges that arise when 
working in a group. We also suggest that those coming to the policy-writing process remember 
that this is not an exact science; the policy will depend on the scope of the organization. 

Relatedly, there may be room for conversations around standardizing college and university 
data collection or data repository policies, as called for by others (Briney et al., 2015; Austin 
et al., 2017). Having an example policy may alleviate some of the start-up costs associated 
with starting a repository, demonstrate to leadership that there are successful examples, or 
demonstrate that there are important opportunities. 

We have identified several areas of improvement for our data repository, including marketing 
the data repository and the policy (especially with our stakeholders who are part of the research 
data pipeline), scaling the workflow for self-deposit and mediating datasets, establishing a 
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review cycle for the policy, improving the language of the policy aligned with the principles of 
reading on the web (Felder, 2011), and working in concert with other campus offices and 
entities to develop robust policies with clear lines of responsibility (McCready & Molls, 
2018; Patterton et al., 2018). 

Even though we have not yet marketed this service, of ten datasets deposited in fiscal year 
2020, four were self-deposited. This indicates some desire for a campus option for data 
deposit. 

Finally, we see a related goal of the data repository being one where we help researchers retain 
rights to their data. This is important in the face of large publishers working to own the entire 
lifecycle of data—from project conception to dissemination—as seen with publishers such as 
Elsevier offering solutions for research administrators and project start-up (Pure), capturing 
how scholars access and use articles (Mendeley), publishing results and tracking citations 
(ScienceDirect, Scopus), and hosting data (bepress, of which the authors are mindful) (see 
also the SPARC Landscape Analysis [Aspesi et al., 2019]). We are at a critical point to 
help maintain a culture of openness with data, thus fulfilling the promise of research to enrich 
the lives of all, not just those with expansive budgets. We hope that our work helps provide 
insight into one more tool for colleges and universities to explore and helps others take one 
more step toward the “Library as Publisher” model (e.g., Lippencott, 2017). 
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APPENDIX A
List of Policies and Guidance 

APPENDIX B
Comparison of Initial Section Titles to the Posted Version’s Section Titles 

The table below details our initial headings, how these headings were modified or changed, 
and the final headings to our first posted policy (posted in 2019). Our current policy is avail
able at https://scholarworks.umass.edu/data/policies.html. 

University or Organization Name Link to Policy or Guidance

Cornell University https://guides.library.cornell.edu/ecommons/datapolicy

Harvard Dataverse https://support.dataverse.harvard.edu/policies

MIT https://libguides.mit.edu/c.php?g=176372&p=1158986

Oregon Health & Science 
University

https://scholararchive.ohsu.edu/about?locale=en

Purdue University https://purr.purdue.edu/legal/terms

Rutgers https://www.libraries.rutgers.edu/services-for-researchers/data- 
services/nb-data-management-services

Syracuse University Qualitative 
Data Repository

https://qdr.syr.edu/policies

University of Arizona https://data.library.arizona.edu/data-management/best-practices/ 
data-sharing-archiving

University of Minnesota https://conservancy.umn.edu/pages/drum/policies/

University of Nebraska-Lincoln https://dataregistry.unl.edu/researchers.html#Preservation

Washington University in  
St. Louis

https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/data/policies.html

Initial Heading— 
Gathered From 
Policy Review

Review of Policy and Comments on 
Heading and Section

Posted Policy Headings  
and Sections

“Table of 
Contents”

Unchanged “Table of Contents”

“General 
Statement”

Unchanged “General Statement”

“Data Collection 
Policy”

Modified for clarity “Data We Collect (Data Collection 
Policy)”

(Table continues on following page)
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APPENDIX C
Submission Form Fields 

Initial Heading— 
Gathered From 
Policy Review

Review of Policy and Comments on 
Heading and Section

Posted Policy Headings  
and Sections

“End-User Access 
Policy”

Modified for clarity “How People Can Use Your Material 
(End-User Access Policy)”

“Deposit License” Modified for precision “What You Need To Agree To In Order 
For Us To Host and Share Your 
Work (Deposit License)”

“Submission 
Agreement”

Removed from policy; this is used 
elsewhere in the data deposit workflow

“Terms of Use” Removed from final policy—out of 
scope

“Takedown 
Policy”

Removed from final policy—true 
takedown policy is rigorous and 
requires a great deal of knowledge of 
copyright law (which is beyond the 
scope of our work)

“Boilerplate 
language for 
grants”

Modified for clarity “Language for Use in the Grant- 
Writing Process”

“Registering Data” Modified for precision “Registering Your Data in 
ScholarWorks”

“Policies cited in 
the creation of 
this document”

Changed the word “cited” to “used,” 
because our policy was based off other 
policies; the phrase “cited” implies 
incorporation of other policies (and 
policies at other organizations) into 
our own

“Policies used in the creation of this 
document”

Field Description Required 
(Y/N)

Title The dataset’s title Y

Authors Author lookup via email or manual entry Y

Publication Date Date of publication; only the year is required Y

Keywords Keywords that help describe the dataset; helpful in improving 
retrieval by search engines; separated by comma

Y

(Table continues on following page)

JLSC                                                                                        Volume 9, General Issue 

14 | eP12911                                                                                                   Journal of Librarianship and Scholarly Communication 



Field Description Required 
(Y/N)

Disciplines Discipline(s) under which this work falls N

Description A brief description of the data; focus is on helpful details about 
the data that may help improve reuse

N

Digital Object Identifier 
(DOI)*

The administrators mint Digital Object Identifiers on behalf of 
depositors; this step is not visible to depositors and occurs 
after the data are initially queued for deposit in the system

N

Grant/Award Number 
and Agency

Grant or award number and the funding agency N

Primary Publication 
Related to this Data

Digital Object Identifier or web page address of one article the 
author would like to associate with this dataset

N

Additional Related 
Content

Open text that accepts HTML to link to related content; could 
include links to code, other articles, websites, or other content

N

Document Type Dropdown box, defaults to “Data”; alternative option is “None” N

Rights Open text to document relevant copyright or usage rights N

Creative Commons 
License

Dropdown box, defaults to “None”; includes two Creative 
Commons license options: Creative Commons Public Domain 
Dedication 1.0 (CC0) and Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
(CC-BY)

N

Recommended Citation Open text box; Digital Commons automatically generates a 
suggested citation ; use of this feature will override the default 
citation

N

Upload Data File Prompt for how user will upload a file. Radio button to select 
one option of three: 
• Upload file from your computer
• Import file from remote site
• Link out to fine on remote site

Y

Cover Image Prompt to select a cover image for the dataset; if the user does 
not select a custom image, the default image for a dataset in 
the data repository is applied

N

README File and 
Additional Files

Checkbox—If user has not included a readme file with their data 
already, a check in this box will prompt the system to allow for 
additional files to be uploaded

N

Embargo Period* If requested, we can apply an embargo to the data; however, 
there is no nuance to our embargo parameters, so we are 
unable to allow for specific access to a certain individual or 
group; this is an “all-or-none” condition

N

* Denotes that this field is only for administrator use and is hidden from public view.
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APPENDIX D
Screen Capture of Data Deposit page—User’s View 

Figure D1. a) User view of the Data & Datasets repository submission form, part 1 of 3. b) User view of the 
Data & Datasets repository submission form, part 2 of 3. c) User view of the Data & Datasets repository 
submission form, part 3 of 3. 
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Figure D1. Continued
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Figure D1. Continued
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