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About Drugs & (dis)order 

‘Drugs & (dis)order: building sustainable peacetime economies in the aftermath of war’ is a four-year research project 
generating new evidence on how to transform illicit drug economies into peace economies in Afghanistan, Colombia and 
Myanmar. It is an international consortium of internationally recognised organisations with unrivalled expertise in drugs, 
conflict, health and development.  Led by SOAS, University of London, project partners are: Afghanistan Research and 
Evaluation Unit (AREU), Alcis, Christian Aid, Kachinland Research Centre (KRC), London School of Economics and 
Political Science International Drug Policy Unit (LSE IDPU), London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM), 
Organization for Sustainable Development and Research (OSDR), PositiveNegatives, Shan Herald Agency for News 
(SHAN), Universidad de los Andes, and Universidad Nacional de Colombia. 

Funding 
 
This research was funded via the UK Research and Innovation, as part of the Global Challenges Research Fund 
(GCRF). The views presented in this paper are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the views of 
GCRF, the UK Government or partner organisations. 
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About this document 

 
Data management for multi-country research projects is 
always a challenge – and more so when working in 
developing countries with different research practices, 
capabilities, legal and ethical frameworks, and 
sometimes limited infrastructure.  
 
In June 2020, Drugs & (dis)order’s Data Manager Veerle 
Van Den Eynden coordinated a data management 
knowledge exchange for projects funded by the Global 
Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) GROW programme.  
 
We were joined by 50 people, representing 28 projects, 
all led by UK institutions, working in multi-country 
partnerships, with the majority working in five or more 
developing countries.  
 
This document is a round-up of the main challenges, 
solutions and resources shared by participants, in the 
hope that it will be useful for other and future research 
projects. 
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Six data management issues and 
ideas on how to address them 
 

 

1. Data ownership  

 
There are different ways to address data ownership in a multi-partner and multi-country 
research project. For most participating projects, either each individual partner owns the 
data they collect, or the partnership collectively owns the data.In a minority of cases, the 
Principal Investigator’s institution owns the data. And in some projects, who owns the data 
had not formally been discussed or agreed. 
 
Where UK partners rely on existing data owned by partners and government departments 
in developing countries, it’s important to address data ownership in an equitable and 
respectful way, or you risk UK partners being seen as ‘data miners.’  
 
And where UK partners rely on overseas partners to broker relationships with data owners, 
having one UK researcher to manage data requests is helpful.  
 
 

Participant responses using the interactive presentation tool Mentimeter. 
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2. Data protection  

 
Data protection needs to be thought about when personal data is collected and used in 
research. Data protection requirements and ethics committees may vary between 
countries and regions, posing challenges for multi-country research projects. 
 
In the UK, projects must abide by the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). This 
also applies to UK-based researchers carrying out research abroad, or if personal data are 
transferred to the UK for analysis. Partners in other countries may have to follow national 
or local regulations.  
 
Where personal data is collected by local partners, there were two main approaches taken 
by participating projects:   
 

1. Personal data are collected by local researchers under local data protection 
requirements and not transferred to the UK. 

2. GDPR requirements are applied to the entire project, and so data can be 
transferred to the UK under a GDPR data sharing agreement. 

 
Clear and frequent communication between partners was seen by many projects as 
essential for managing data protection issues – ensuring everyone has a clear idea of the 
challenges, the requirements in different countries, and who had responsibility for what. 
 
 

 
Participant responses using the interactive presentation tool Mentimeter. 
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3. Research ethics  

 
Ethical procedures and requirements can vary between partner countries, while UK 
institutions must abide by UK requirements. 
 
Some projects have implemented research ethics committees with representatives from 
each partner organisation to discuss ethical issues and how to address them. One project 
asked all researchers to submit their data collection case to such an ethics committee 
following a collaboratively defined process.  
 
Another project reviewed the ethics processes of all partners and compared them to the 
UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) guidelines. Where there were discrepancies, partners 
were asked to follow UKRI guidelines.  
 
For many projects, COVID-19 has caused new ethical dilemmas and obstacles. One 
project reported that their Vietnamese partner was unable to restart fieldwork in Vietnam, 
even after the COVID-19 situation was under control and the Vietnamese ethics committee 
granted permission, because approval was needed from both the UK and Vietnam and the 
UK ethics committee would not grant permission for face-to-face research. 
 

4. Data storage and sharing  

 
Among participating projects, data storing tends to either be the responsibility of each 
partner and research data are exchanged as and when needed, or all data are stored on a 
collaborative platform. Both options have challenges. 
 
 

 
Participant responses using the interactive presentation tool Mentimeter. 
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Decentralised data storing can lead to data fragmentation. Some partners may rigorously 
backup data to servers or cloud storage, while others rely on laptop storage, backing up to 
hard drives. One project lost locally stored data, with no backup. Projects can try to 
implement good data storage practices across organisations, but in the experience of 
participating projects it is tricky to enforce. Including a section on data sharing in the 
project collaboration agreement was helpful for one project. 
 
Data exchange tends to be done via secure services like ZendTo and FTP. Data sharing is 
often linked to producing publications. Cataloguing and keeping track of what data is 
produced and used is really important. Some projects have developed metadata records, 
for example using a Google Form, to track created datasets.  
 
Centralised data storing carries a cost. Collaborative platforms are typically implemented 
by the UK partner, either using an institutional platform or paying for an off-the-shelf 
platform solution. Partners access the platform via internet connection and low bandwidth 
or temporary absence of internet connection can be a real challenge for partners in 
developing countries. 
 
Some projects send field survey data directly to a cloud-based database as they are 
collected using tablets with sim cards. If there is no internet access, responses are written 
by hand and uploaded later. Images of notes can be uploaded too. 
 
The most common platforms and their advantages named by participants include: 

• Basecamp – can be linked to SharePoint. 
• Box 
• Glasscubes – is GDPR compliant, no IT knowledge required to set up, easy to 

manage, works well with low bandwidth. 
• Google Drive – offers different user agreements for professionals, is secure, and 

offers unlimited space for data storage. 
• Next Cloud – is very customisable.  
• One Drive 
• Open Data Kit – is inexpensive and can be linked to Google Docs. 
• SharePoint – has data backup facilities in secure folders. 

 

5. Budgeting and resources 

 
Only a quarter of GROW projects had a dedicated data manager. For most, this 
responsibility was taken on by researchers and/or project managers. 
 
In some cases, the project had support from institutional data management teams or 
experts to write a data management plan or to deal with due diligence. 
 
With hindsight, various projects said that having a data management expert on the team is 
needed, at least for key moments in the project. 
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Across the projects, the best solutions for dealing with data management challenges seem 
to result from good communication and a lot of discussion about data management across 
the partnership early on. Having representative committees across the partnership to deal 
with data management, data protection and research ethics has also proved helpful. 
 

6. Strengthening capacity for developing country partners 

 
Different approaches used by projects to strengthen capacity for data-management 
include: 
 

• A series of training sessions for researchers on ethics, data security, 
cyberinfrastructure, encryption techniques, file sharing systems, and tailored on-
site data management. 

• A data management statement signed by all partners, with data management on 
the agenda for all quarterly meetings. 

• A data management subcommittee with representatives from each country. 

• A data management plan developed collaboratively – one project noted that 
implementing the plan isn’t easy, but the process of producing it collaboratively has 
been helpful. 

• A data management lead across the project. 

• Encouraging all partners to nominate a point person responsible for data 
management. 

• Data management guidance for the project on key issues like data security and 
storage. 

• Sharing available online tools with partners – such as the DMP online. 
 

 
Participant responses using the interactive presentation tool Mentimeter. 

  

https://dmponline.dcc.ac.uk/
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Projects share their biggest data 
management challenges and 
solutions 
 
1. Mark Fowler, Data Manager for the Partnership for 

Increasing the Impact of Vector Control (PIIVeC)  

 
Biggest challenge: Ensuring equity of data access across stakeholders and being able 
to track all the data generated by the project. 
 
To address this, PIIVeC has implemented two data management systems: 
 

• Centralised storage using SharePoint, giving equal access, security, and data 
recovery for all partners, with instant access to the most recent file versions. 
SharePoint can pose challenges for large files – like audio or video – when 
internet speed is limited. For these files, the project uses local storage and 
backups. 
 

• Metadata records provide data oversight by clearly documenting who has what 
data, where, and for what reason. Metadata is collected annually. It does require 
effort from researchers and buy in from the principal investigator helps to maintain 
the records. 

 

2. Kirsten Meagher, Programme Manager and Researcher for 
the Research for Health in Conflict in the Middle East and 
North Africa (R4HC-MENA)  

 
Biggest challenge: Managing different understandings and expectations of data 
management, as well as navigating different country legislation, institutional regulations 
and in some cases the absence of legislation or regulation. 
 
To combat this, R4HC-MENA built a collaborative data management plan to increase 
engagement across the programme. They use SharePoint to manage, transfer and 
share data.  
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3. Roz Cumming, Operations Director for the None in Three  

 
Biggest challenge: The logistics of carrying out paper-based surveys with 35,000 young 
people in India, Jamaica, Uganda and the UK.  
 
The project used DHL to get hard copies of competed surveys back to the UK (which 
was quite an undertaking). Back in the UK, surveys were scanned by a secure offsite 
service and hard copies destroyed (within the survey countries there were no secure 
scanning facilities). Sharing digital data is done via Box and has worked well. 
 
The project decided to maintain complete anonymity of the young people surveyed. 
This led to an ethical challenge. UK schools in particular were reluctant to participate 
because they considered it to be unethical not to report reported abuse to the 
appropriate channels. This resulted in low survey numbers in the UK. 
 
A further ethical challenge was the project’s commitment to provide children with 
information about where they can seek help if they have been abused or are at risk of 
abuse. In some low-income countries these services are absent. As a solution, the 
project brought in an agency in India to provide training and counselling to research 
teams and participants. In Uganda, a school-based pilot project was set up with social 
work students to provide counselling support while surveys were being carried out. 
 
One partner actually withdraw from the project because of data sharing. As a 
collaborative project, all partners were conducing research on violence against women 
in their respective countries and sharing the data collected across the partnership. The 
partner in China did not want to share their data with other countries and decided to 
withdraw from the project. 

 

4. Chris Hill, Researcher for Building research capacity for 
sustainable water and food security in drylands of sub-
Saharan Africa (BRECcIA)  

 
Biggest challenge: Securing and sharing data generated by early-career researcher led 
projects within and between project teams, and feeding them into larger projects. 
 
BRECcIA invites participating early-career researchers to become principal 
investigators in their own small research projects, taking it from application to 
completion. As part of this process, they are encouraged to write a data management 
plan for their project using a DMP Online or UKRI template. The 28 small projects are 
followed by some large collaborative projects, using data from the small projects.  
 
In writing their data management plans, small projects are encouraged to list their data 
needs, the data they anticipate being produced, to consider data sharing, embargo 
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periods, data preparation issues, security for sensitive data, ethics and data protection. 
The programme now provides data management training on this. 
 
The programme used to use Google Drive, but then moved to OneDrive and 
SharePoint to follow the UK University’s policy and to accommodate large data volumes 
and sets (such as geospatial data, hydrological models, earth observation data and 
national census data). 
 
BRECcIA is also keen to make data public – especially geospatial data that are 
valuable and often irreplaceable. Small projects are encouraged to treat data as 
publications, giving it a DOI and decide how to publish their data in line with funder, 
institutional and journal policies and expectations. Data is archived and made 
accessible via the University’s institutional repository and for models via GitHub or 
SourceForge. The programme also plans to build a data portal – for example a 
GeoNetwork or GeoNode – to make available programme data and metadata. 

 

5. Anji Mehta, Administrative Project Manager for the 
Strengthening responses to dementia in developing 
countries (STRIDE) 

 
Main data management challenges: 
 

• Balancing partner organisations’ need for data ownership and cultural 
expectations, with the lead institutions’ requirements and policies. 

• Applying GDPR requirements for country partners with their own national data 
management requirements. 

• Establishing processes for management, storage and access across the project. 

• Supporting partner organisations, from academic institutions to NGOs, to 
develop data management infrastructure in an equitable way. 

 
STRIDE has strived to ensure fair access and ownership of data across country teams, 
recognising levels of contribution and ensuring that partners have access and rights to use 
what they collect after the project.  
 
Main solutions: 
 

• Centralised shared data storage with different levels of access, using OneDrive.  

• Provided training on GDPR and data requirements across the project.  

• Set up data agreements covering data sharing and management. 

• All partners have standard operating procedure manuals specific to their fieldwork, 
with ongoing support for partners on data issues. 

• Allowing some degree of flexibility and approachability to discuss issues. 
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6. Diego Juffe, Scientist and Data Manager for the 
Development Corridors Partnership (DCP) 

 
DCP is a research and capacity building collaboration with 11 institutions across China, 
Kenya, Tanzania, and the UK. The partnership has taken a ‘learn by doing’ approach. 
The most important lessons learned to date include: 
 

• Defining and agreeing data management processes as early as possible. 

• Being very clear about what partners need to do – using decision trees for ethics 
assessments, providing clear instructions for data storage and security, and 
using checklists that assign responsibility. 

• Making partners feel part of the process and supported through site visits by the 
data manager, regular calls and webinars to discuss needs and to co-develop 
data management plans. 

 
The team produced a collaborative data management plan across the partnership to 
describe project data flows, handling of personal data and ethical consent, and quality 
assurance processes. During a workshop, partners defined and agreed four key data 
management processes: 
 

• Design: plan, prepare, consider data protection and ethics. 

• Process: collect and process data. 

• Store: secure storing. 

• Share: share data with partners. 
 
The project has three levels of data access: 
 

• Restricted individual access on the UNEP-WCMW servers. 

• Restricted group access for project partners via SharePoint. 

• Open public access via the DCP Open Data Portal. 

 

  

http://dcp-unep-wcmc.opendata.arcgis.com/
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How UKRI and GCRF can assist 
future projects with data 
management  
 
Participants made suggestions for resources and guidelines that UKRI and GCRF could 
make available to future projects to assist with data management: 
 

• A list of suggested IT solutions that work in environments with low bandwidth and 
intermittent internet access. 

• Creating spaces for data managers across projects to connect and share 
experiences. 

• A UKRI platform with a discussion/chat space for projects to ask questions and 
share experiences with other projects on how they are dealing with issues, or to 
share templates and examples. 

• Case examples of how research ethics and compliance with the GDPR is handled 
in different countries and where it may differ between countries.  

• Guidelines on the regulations that projects should abide by in different countries. 

• Guidelines and guidance on capacity building for data management. 

• Clear guidance on donor requirements regarding data sharing and management. 
The Data Tree online course is an example. 

• Recommend to all projects that they engage a dedicated data manager.  

 
 

https://datatree.org.uk/
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‘Drugs & (dis)order: building sustainable peacetime economies in the aftermath of war’ is a 
Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) project generating new evidence on how to transform 
illicit drug economies into peace economies in Afghanistan, Colombia and Myanmar. 
 
The views presented in this paper are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent 
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