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Introduction

Recent research data management literature has increasingly underlined the importance of
broadening the scope of documenting preserved datasets to encompass contextual infor-
mation (Faniel et al., 2019) and paradata, i.e. data on the processes of its inception and pro-
cessing (Huvila, 2022). It has been further noted that this has an impact on the competen-
cies required from data creators, managers, and users.

The aim of this paper is to provide insights into what types of competencies are nec-
essary for successful data documentation and reuse with a focus on the literacies pertaining
to paradata, or documentation of data practices and processes. We draw from an interna-
tional interview study of researchers and professionals (N=33) working with archaeological
data to delve into the question of the elements of paradata literacy, what competencies are
desired of whom and for what purposes, and how paradata literacy or literacies link to the

broader genre of data literacies in the context of data-work.

Paradata and paradata literacy

A rapidly growing corpus of research addresses how to adequately document data creation,
processing, and use to support research data reuse. The work links to broader interdiscipli-
nary endeavours of inquiring into paradata as a means to document processes and practices
(Cameron, Franks & Hamidzadeh, 2023). The studies show that information qualifying as
paradata can be found in different parts of research and data documentation in various
forms and formats (e.g., Huvila & Sinnamon, 2022; Huvila et al., 2021; Borjesson et al.,
2022) and that even if they align in principle, data creators’ and reusers’ paradata needs dif-
fer from each other (e.g., Borjesson et al., 2022; Huvila et al., 2024).

So far there is scant research specifically on paradata-related competencies. Several
researchers have, however, pointed out the importance of including structural (Kansa &
Kansa, 2018), contextual, and processual expertise as a part of necessary data-related com-
petences. Even if data is formally findable, accessible, interoperable, and reusable according
to the widely adopted FAIR principles, specific competencies are required to assess its ade-

quacy for purpose and use (Bishop et al., 2019).
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Methods and material

We conducted semi-structured interviews (A-AG) online with 33 archaeologists and cultural
heritage professionals. A purposive theoretical sampling was used to ensure as much breadth
as possible with regard to engagement with research data, subject specialisations and career
stages. The interviewees were based in multiple countries around the world, represented dif-
ferent genders, and had a mix of experience in data creation, reuse, and management. An in-
terview guide with questions on data creation and reuse developed based on earlier research
on researchers’ needs for contextual information was used. Particular focus was placed on
the creation and use of paradata about research data. The interviews were transcribed by a
professional transcriber, and analysed by close reading to identify passages relating to data-

related skills, competencies and literacies.

Findings

Some interviewees entertained the idea of generic data competencies as a distinct comple-
ment to domain expertise (e.g., C, K, O) while others saw little value in generic training in
data-making (e.g., P, AD). The first group included those with data management experience
whereas the latter was typical for data creators and users. However, the critical competence
emphasised across the interview record was archaeological expertise, and, more specifically,
literacy within specific subdomains of archaeology (P, AD) that incorporate a working
knowledge of field-specific practices and vocabulary (AD). For a colleague with working do-
main knowledge, a simple written description could be enough for communicating critical
paradata (O) whereas for someone from outside of the domain, making data intelligible
could be close to impossible (P). A basic knowledge of working with data and databases was
seen as a complement to domain expertise but as a facilitator rather than a kernel of what
qualifies as (para)data literacy (e.g., A, M, P). At the same time, determining what qualifies

as a sufficient level of competence was considered difficult and contextual (P, Z).

Discussion and conclusions

The findings suggest firstly that the key to successful paradata literacy lies in a robust under-

standing of context-specific data practices, rather than in the mastery of highly advanced,
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general data-making skills. Domain specialists focused on domain-specific competencies, as
an underpinning of both successful data creation and use, whereas data managers tended to
emphasise, at least to some degree, the relevance of more generic skills. The findings align
with earlier observations of the variation and ad hoc nature of archaeologists’ data literacy
(Kaiser, forthcoming) pointing to a need for more systematic consideration of its constitu-
ents across the discipline.

Secondly, the findings further indicate a paradigmatic breach between domain-ori-
ented and data-focused data-work and their respective literacies. This gap is often framed in
the popular deficiency discourse as an inadequacy in researchers’ data literacy. However, if
the obvious sufficiency of domain-specific data practices is accepted, data literacy can also be
seen as a relational undertaking, enacted through collaborative data-work of data creators,
managers and users (cf. Friberg & Huvila, forthcoming). Instead of being conceived of as a
generic competence applied to diverse disciplines, data literacy should perhaps be framed as
a family of, to various degrees and with varying affinities to each other, interlinked proficient
(sub)disciplinary practices of dealing with data and understanding its workings (cf. Borjes-
son et al., 2022). As Burton et al. underline, acknowledging that data is not given entails a
shift from datasets to data settings and data literacies the literacies of data infrastructures
(Burton, 2023) Rather than focusing solely on mastering a limited set of practices, as Sander
(2024) suggests in the context of critical datafication literacy, (para)data literacy should also
empower individuals to take different situationally relevant forms of action.

Finally, the findings highlight the difficulty in making a watertight distinction be-
tween paradata- and data literacy. However, as the data competencies discussed by the inter-
viewees were predominantly relating not to the data itself but rather to the context and prac-
tices in which it was generated, there is a reason to argue that data literacy is about master-

ing paradata — paradata literacy — rather than attaining competence in the data itself.
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