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Implementing the FAIR principles for data sharing introduces new expectations for the
broader academic community. These principles advocate that data should be “as open as
possible, and as closed as necessary”, acknowledging that not all data requires the same level
of accessibility. From the standpoint of ethnologists and cultural anthropologists, however,
the push for open data raises unique concerns. This paper explores these challenges, par-
ticularly those related to the distinctive nature of cognitive processes and data types within
ethnology and cultural anthropology. The article presents perspectives from Croatian eth-
nologists and cultural anthropologists, highlighting our shared concern about safeguarding
personal and sensitive information provided by interlocutors — especially when such data
could be linked with published ethnographic and cultural-anthropological material.

Keywords: open science, open data, ethnology and cultural anthropology

I believe that sharing raw data should depend on the sensitivity
of the topic and the agreement with the interlocutor.
(response to an open-ended question in an online survey
on the attitudes of ethnologists and cultural anthropolo-
gists in Croatia toward open data)

Open science

Open science and the advocacy for the availability and exchange of knowledge and
open access to research results (especially those coming from public funding) have
been met with near-unanimous approval from the academic community, including
in Croatia (Stojanovski 2019). There are various approaches to open science, as well
as multiple definitions (cf. Mari¢, Dumanti¢ and Sari¢ 2023 ). UNESCO defined it
as such in 2021:

inclusive construct that combines various movements and practices aiming to
make multilingual scientific knowledge openly available, accessible and reus-
able for everyone, to increase scientific collaborations and sharing of infor-
mation for the benefits of science and society, and to open the processes of
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scientific knowledge creation, evaluation and communication to societal ac-
tors beyond the traditional scientific community. It comprises all scientific
disciplines and aspects of scholarly practices, including basic and applied
sciences, natural and social sciences and the humanities, and it builds on the
following key pillars: open scientific knowledge, open science infrastructures,
science communication, open engagement of societal actors and open dia-
logue with other knowledge systems. (UNESCO Recommendation on Open
Science 2021: 7)

The process of opening up science intensified after the Budapest declaration in 2002
and the Berlin declaration in 2003? (Mari¢, Dumanc¢i¢ and Sari¢ 2023: 122). Some
aspects of open science have become so widespread that, for example, open access
is now the most important segment of standard academic publishing. A significant
outcome of open access is the removal of inequalities in access to research results
with closed access, i.e., those available only through payment. Open access enables
users to access research results and educational materials freely and quickly. To de-
fend against the negative aspects of open access, such as the emergence of predatory
journals, some scholars believe that it is essential to maintain clear, explicit, and con-
servative standards of academic evaluation (Miller 2012: 386). Fortunately, Croatia
has along-standing tradition of publishing scientific journals within institutions and
professional communities, funded by taxpayers’ money. This nonprofit model sup-
ports a diamond/platinum open access model, in which neither authors nor readers
bear any costs. This commitment to a nonprofit model led, already in 2006, to the
establishment of the Portal of Croatian Scientific and Professional Journals (Hréak,
www.hrcak.hr), for Croatian journals in open access, contributing to Croatia’s high
position in the European Commission’s Open Access Monitor (Stojanovski 2019:
167-168). A new model of funding scientific journals through program agreements
with institutions has raised concerns among editorial boards, who believe that re-
ceiving funds through a direct single call for proposals is a better solution (ibid.:
170). Besides state funding, the diamond model of open access is also made pos-
sible through voluntary editorial and peer-review work (Stojanovski and Mofardin
2025). In the case of open access to monographs and books, Jadranka Stojanovski
and Danijel Mofardin argue that the process is progressing more slowly and with
much greater caution.’

1 Budapest Open Access Initiative.

2 Berlin Declaration on Open Access to Knowledge in the Sciences and Humanities.

3 The Croatian Ethnological Society (HED) embraced the opportunities offered by open access to monographs
and books early on. In 2013, it launched the hed-biblioteka a “publishing series of digital publications in the area of
ethnology, cultural anthropology, folklore studies and other related disciplines in the humanities and social sciences,
while maintaining all existing standards for publication”. Depending on funding received from the Ministry of Sci-
ence, Education and Youth, some publications are also issued in print; but the primary goal of the hed-biblioteka is
electronic publishing, free of charge for both readers and authors. (Hrvatsko etnolosko drustvo, https://hrvatskoet-
noloskodrustvo.hr/o-hed-biblioteci/)
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However, open science also advocates and entails openness in data, methodol-
ogy, evaluation, and educational materials (Mari¢, Duman¢i¢ and Simunovié¢ 2023:
122), as well as citizen science, which aims to involve the public in academic re-
search processes (Ivanjko, Zlodi and Horvat 2024). The focus of open science advo-
cates varies, as Benedikt Fecher and Sascha Friesike have identified five “schools of
open science: the democratic, public, pragmatic, infrastructure, and measurement
schools” (Fecher and Friesike 2014, as cited in Vlasi¢ek and Flis 2021: 509). The
democratic and public schools advocate for allowing access to all scientific processes
and results; the pragmatic and infrastructure schools focus on facilitating scientific
collaboration aiming to increase the efficiency of scientific discovery (pragmatic)
or on developing software solutions necessary to enable open science in a technical
sense (infrastructure). The measurement school aims to reform the existing method
of “evaluating the quality of scientific research and researchers themselves,” advocat-
ing a shift away from traditional metrics of academic productivity, such as citations,
the h-index, or impact factor, and instead to focus on developing alternative metrics
(Priem et al. 2010) that would complement existing ones (Vlagi¢ek and Flis 2021:
507-508). The ideas and motivations behind these efforts are positive and benefi-
cial, as they enhance transparency and the democratization of all processes involved
in scientific research and education.

Openness in evaluation focuses on the development of alternative standards of
assessment, such as the FOSE standard (Framework for Open Science Evaluation)
(Walther and van der Bosch 2012). While proponents of such evaluation emphasize
the positive aspects of open review (Kriegeskorte 2012), it is also important not to
overlook its potential limitations (van Rooyen et al. 1999). As far as I am aware, such
processes have not yet been implemented within the Croatian academic community,
despite being advocated (Uki¢ 2021), so it remains to be seen how they would be
applied and what their long-term impact might be.

Sime Uki¢ (2022: 77) notes the connection between career advancement in
academia and the use of traditional metrical tools for evaluation. He interprets re-
searchers’ reluctance to share data as stemming from their desire to maintain con-
trol over publication, as well as from the lack of incentives for data sharing. Among
other things, he mentions the reform of the research evaluation system promoted by
the European Commission, which calls for a comprehensive evaluation of research-
ers and their work, while respecting the diversity of academic disciplines (Cabello
Valdes et al. 2017).

I will address the issue of data openness from the perspective of ethnologists
and cultural anthropologists in more detail in the remainder of the text, particularly
with regard to the confidentiality and the need to protect personal and sensitive data
obtained through ethnographic research. I consider this issue important precisely
because comparing published texts and research results in small communities with
data made available in open access — even when anonymized — could sometimes lead
to the unintended identification of interlocutors.
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The replication crisis and open data: FAIR and CARE principles

Some authors point out that the so-called replication crisis is more appropriately
described as a crisis of trust in scientific results (Baker 2016 in Flis 2023: 227),
which emerged when it became clear that a large number of published results from
quantitative studies and experiments could not be replicated or verified (Romero
2019: 3; Vlagi¢ek and Flis 2021: 510). Felipe Romero emphasizes that underlying
this crisis is the assumption that the very possibility of replicating research results is
a fundamental characteristic of science (Romero 2019: 1). The crisis began in 2010,
when the inability to replicate certain influential research studies was observed,
although some scientists had already been concerned since the 1960s and 1970s
about the lack of both implementation and publication of such replication studies
(ibid.: 2). Romero provides a detailed analysis of the reasons for the shortage of
such studies and explains the proposed reforms — statistical, methodological, and
social. One of the solutions was offered by the open science movement through
data sharing, which, in addition to enabling verification and comparison, would also
provide greater transparency of research processes, accelerate new discoveries, and
contribute to cost savings. The demand for greater transparency in research process-
es spilled over into all scientific disciplines. In 2016, the FAIR data principles were
formulated (Wilkinson et al. 2016). The FAIR principles assume that data are Find-
able, Accessible, Interoperable, and Reusable (ibid.), and the ways of designing and
managing data according to these principles have also been thoroughly elaborated
and evaluated (e.g., Mons et al. 2017; Celjak et al. 2020; Jacobsen et al. 2020; Landi
etal. 2020). Some researchers involved in the process of opening data are primarily
focused on data protection, due to reasons such as personal privacy, national secu-
rity, but competitiveness as well (Brewster et al. 2020). Others draw attention to the
fact that some studies collect only sensitive personal data, such as video materials,
emphasizing that sometimes the data only have value in that specific form (e.g., in re-
search on sign language communication (Kolbe 2022)). Ethnology and cultural an-
thropology are a part of the disciplines concerned with the process of data opening.

It is important to keep in mind that data openness according to FAIR principles
does not necessarily mean full disclosure, but rather availability under “well-defined
conditions” (Landi et al. 2020). This principle is also included in the EU Horizon
2020 program’s open science guidelines, which state that data should be “as open
as possible, as closed as necessary.” Barend Mons et collaborators outlined different
levels of data openness in relation to the FAIR principles, ranging from fully open to
fully closed (Figure 1, Mons et al. 2017: 53).

Thus, Mons et al. (2020: 1) highlight that

FAIR is not a new standard; is not a top down requirement; is not an all-or-
nothing binary state (FAIR or not FAIR). The FAIR principles were conceived
and designed as a resource for optimal choices to be made during many as-
pects of data and tool generation as well as (re)use and long term stewardship.
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Data as increasingly FAIR Digital Objects
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Fig. 1. Varying degrees of FAIRness. As elements become coloured, they have become FAIR. For example, adding a persistent
identifier (PID) increases the fairness of that component. Coloured elements in green are FAIR and open, coloured elements in
red are FAIR and closed. In the final panel, the mechanism for expressing the relationship between the ID, the metadata, and
the data, is also FAIR (i.e. follows a widely accepted and machine-readable standard, such as DCAT or NanoPublications) and
interlinked with other related FAIR data or analytical tools on the Internet of FAIR Data and Services.

Figure 1. Degrees of FAIR principles, taken from Mons et al. 2017: 53)

Carol Tenopir et al. (2011) observed a gap between theory and practice when it
comes to open data, between the expressed willingness to share data and what actu-
ally occurs in practice, which happens only upon request, if at all. Their research also
concluded that the type of data to be shared influences the willingness to share it.
For example, as many as 90% of scientists in the atmospheric sciences* and 85% in
the biological sciences are willing to share their data, compared to 65% of scientists
in the medical sciences and 58% of those in the social sciences (Tenopir 2011: 12).
Heinz Pampel and Siinje Dallmeier-Tiessen (2014 ) further elaborated on this reluc-
tance. The creation of additional documentation required to prepare data for publi-
cation (in the case of personal or sensitive data this includes not only anonymization
—anirreversible process — or pseudonymization — a reversible process — but an entire
procedure aimed at preventing the identification of research participants) is a de-
manding, time-consuming, and expensive process that researchers must undertake
alongside a range of other activities and priorities (publishing, conducting research,

4 Atmospheric science is an interdisciplinary field that integrates aspects of physics and chemistry focused on the
structure and dynamics of Earth’s atmosphere. Mathematical tools such as differential equations and vector analysis,
as well as computational systems, are used to study the physical and chemical relationships that describe the func-
tioning of the atmosphere. Atmospheric sciences are traditionally divided into three thematic areas — meteorology
(the study and forecasting of weather), climatology (the study of long-term atmospheric patterns and their effects),
and aeronomy (the study of the physics and chemistry of the upper atmosphere). https://www:britannica.com/
science/atmospheric-science
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securing funding, administration). Additionally, the authors note, some disciplines
lack standardized methods for data description, and they argue that researchers lack
sufficient incentives to open their data (ibid.). Some studies have pointed to the im-
possibility of repositories fully aligning with the FAIR principles (Burrows 2011),
while others have highlighted the paradox of the “selfish scientist” among research-
ers, namely in the life sciences where a group of scientists readily uses open data but
is reluctant to share their own (Damalas et al. 2018). This study conducted at the in-
ternational level showed that, e.g., early-career researchers are hesitant to share data
before publication (although they are willing to do so if it would mean publication
in high-ranking journals), while more experienced researchers expressed general re-
luctance to share data, except when sharing could lead to funding or collaboration in
specific circumstances (ibid.).

The results of the EOCD Pilot, conducted by the European Commission, showed
that a significant number of researchers involved in HORIZON 2020 projects with-
drew from data sharing (Cabello Valdes et al. 2017: 11).

Open science has stimulated the development of “New tools, methods, and in-
frastructures [ ...] for the dissemination, processing, analysis, and preservation of
research data” (Schopfel et al. 2019: 623). It seeks to encourage researchers to share
their data through various initiatives, one of which is the publication of so-called
data papers. A data paper is defined as

a searchable metadata document that describes a particular dataset or a group
of datasets, published as a peer-reviewed article in a scientific journal. Unlike
traditional scientific articles, which focus on research results, data papers aim
to provide a detailed description of the data in order to promote their reuse,
transparency, and reproducibility in scientific research. (Data Papers, Global
Biodiversity Information Facility — GBIF)

Although such initiatives are not inherently problematic, it should be kept in mind,
as Pampel and Dallmeier-Tiessen (2014) point out, that in a competitive research
environment scientists are still primarily evaluated based on the publication of ar-
ticles in journals or books. Some editors of Croatian scientific journals have made
efforts to allow for more transparent presentation of research processes in articles,
and, where possible, for the publication of data papers, for example by increasing the
allowed word count. At the same time, they are aware that, due to the “specificities
of different epistemological approaches,” it is impossible to require all researchers to
make their data openly accessible (Vuckovié Juro$ 2021: 305).

Due to the frequent misuse of data obtained from marginalized and vulnerable
groups, participants at a workshop in Gaborone, Botswana - led by Indigenous com-
munities — developed a draft of the CARE Principles for Indigenous Data Govern-
ance. These principles were created by assembled Indigenous and allied academics
and practitioners to ensure that Indigenous communities retain control over data
governance and to support the co-creation of knowledge on an equal footing (Car-
roll et al. 2020). The CARE acronym stands for Collective benefit, Authority to
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control, Responsibility, and Ethics. These principles apply to “data, information, and
knowledge, in any format, that impact Indigenous Peoples, nations, and communi-
ties at the collective and individual levels; data about their resources and environ-
ments, data about them as Individuals, and data about them as collectives” (Carroll
et al. 2021: 1). The same authors proposed a model of open data for Indigenous
communities with the application of the FAIR and CARE principles (ibid.).

CARE FAIR

CARE
and FAIR

CARE but
not FAIR

FAIR but
not CARE

Not CARE
not FAIR

NOT FAIR NOT CARE

Figure 2. Taken from Carroll. et al. (2021: 2).

Stephanie Russo Carroll, Duarte Marisa and Max Liboiron (2024) note that the
CARE principles, due to their deep roots in Indigenous philosophy and worldview,
cannot simply be transferred to any other context, particularly because of the colo-
nial and extractive relationship toward the knowledge of Indigenous communities;
as such, they represent a distinct form of protection.

I believe, however, that the CARE principles can also be applied to most inter-
locutors or communities involved in research (Orli¢ 2024), regardless of whether
they are indigenous or not. After all, “anthropology at home” has long been a com-
mon approach in anthropological research, and interlocutors are not always mar-
ginalized or vulnerable, since research in the field of cultural anthropology has long
been conducted in all “directions” (Hannerz 2006). Regardless of who the research
participants are and what their social or economic status may be, I believe that the
very fact that research analyses based on such data are most often published creates
an unequal relationship in the context of data governance. There is an attempt to
mitigate this inequality through collaborative practices, though these are still not
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the standard. Therefore, informed consent remains a crucial mechanism that allows
interlocutors to retain some control over the management of the data they have
provided.

If the interlocutor understands all aspects and possibilities related to data open-
ness, then the only ethical solution is that they alone define the criteria for access to
those data. After all, this is a right afforded to them by the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) and all the principles laid out in the Data Act’. According to the
Data Act, adopted with the aim of creating and regulating a European data market
for data obtained from smart devices and primarily concerning data collection in
economic activities (although certain areas of science could also benefit from such
data), it is clear that the principles of the GDPR take precedence. If this means that
the data should never be shared, then both ethical principles and laws enable it. If
it means, for instance, that the researcher cannot make certain data open, this deci-
sion must be considered justified. Even those that fund projects, such as the Croa-
tian Science Foundation (HRZZ), are aware of the issue of data confidentiality and
the regulations protecting personal and sensitive data. In 2022, HRZZ introduced
a “mandatory Data Management Plan for all projects contracted since 2019, and as
of 2022, Data Management Plans have become a required part of the tender docu-
mentation when submitting projects” (Strateski plan Hrvatske zaklade za znanost
za razdoblje 2023-2027). On the HRZZ website, a sample of such a plan for the
social sciences and humanities has been published, providing examples of various
data management methods. One example suggests a time-limited embargo on data
access, another calls for the destruction of audio recordings and the storage of only
anonymized transcripts, with a certain level of anonymization, and so on. Reposito-
ries available within Croatia’s open access scientific infrastructure (DABAR, PUH,
CROSSDA) allow for such data to be stored in accordance with data usage rights.

The arguments justifying the need for open data are based on the assumption
that such openness is beneficial, as it potentially enables data verifiability, facilitates
comparisons, and may increase the efficiency of research data, thereby advancing sci-
ence and accelerating discoveries (Stojanovski 2019). This logic does indeed seem
justified when it comes to quantitative data concerning natural or social phenomena
(e.g., sea temperature measurements or the number of overnight tourist stays in a
certain location by month), i.e. when the results of the analysis do not depend (as
much!) on the researcher’s interpretation. Verifiability in the context of quantified
data makes sense, but what about data collected in contexts that cannot be replicated
nor verified in the same way, or at all? In the case of qualitative research, personal and
confidential data are collected, so their analysis and presentation are fundamentally
different from those based on quantitative data.

However, ethnographic data are more than just qualitative data, in addition to
being more complex. Research in the humanities, in particular, “produces and makes

S Regulation (EU) 2023/2854 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 December 2023 on har-
monised rules on fair access to and use of data and amending Regulation (EU) 2017/2394 and Directive (EU)
2020/1828 (Data Act).
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use of other kinds of evidence which are more difficult to define and categorise, and
which do not fit readily into these quantitative and qualitative frameworks of the sci-
ences and social sciences” (Burrows 2011: 176).

The requirement for data sharing has already sparked debates within certain eth-
nological journals. For example, in the Forum section of the journal Ethnography,
Robert Pool (2017: 282) points out that before making demands for open data,
it is necessary to clarify what constitutes ethnographic data and what is meant by
verification. Pool divides ethnographic data into so-called hard and soft data, where
documents and objects would be considered hard, and the researcher’s recollections
would fall under soft data. Ethnographic data, therefore, have a hybrid character, and
these two types of data are in constant interaction. For example, soft data are already
incorporated into hard data precisely through the process of collection. This is be-
cause part of the soft data is stored within the researcher themselves (ibid.: 283).
The need for verification and opening of data would therefore lead to the storage and
sharing of hard data (in some form), while soft data would remain beyond the reach
of verification. According to Pool, the separation of soft and hard data would further
delegitimize the fact that it is precisely soft data that are essential for ethnographic
insight (ibid.). The logical conclusion is that such partially open data could not lead
to original insight or e.g. enable verification.

Ethnology and cultural anthropology are, among other things, interpretive sci-
ences, and the main issue with applying the argument of verifiability in their context
is not just whether a given research context can be replicated, but whether there
is an actual need to do so and what exactly would it accomplish. Ethnologists and
cultural anthropologists sometimes return to the field themselves, repeat interviews,
even with the same participants, in order to supplement or verify some of their con-
clusions. And they do not always receive identical responses, precisely because the
research is shaped by the situation and the context. This “non-replicability of the
research situation” leads to the fact, already recognized for a long time in ethnology
and cultural anthropology, that a different researcher may receive entirely or some-
what different answers to the same questions within the same community (Geertz
1988: 5, according to Potkonjak 2014: 35). Victoria Reyes (2017: 8) rightly poses
the question of which of two hypothetical statements given in two interviews, where
the second is meant to verify the first, should be considered accurate. In the context
of opening ethnographic data, the question arises whether a researcher, by analyz-
ing transcripts from someone else’s study, would conduct a different analysis. Eth-
nologists and cultural anthropologists believe that this is exactly what would hap-
pen, considering that in qualitative research, researchers themselves are “variables”
(Potkonjak 2014: 35), a sort of “measuring instrument” (Milas 2009), or a place of
storage for soft data (Pool 2017: 283). This fact has been acknowledged through the
auto-reflexive turn in cultural anthropology and ethnology, and so autobiographical,
reflexive elements are often incorporated into ethnographic texts.

“Ethnographic knowledge is much more than a qualitative methodology; it is an
‘intellectual endeavor’ that seeks to understand the observed or studied individuals
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or communities, while anthropology as a discipline is realized through cultural her-
meneutics, an interpretation of what has been understood” (Potkonjak 2014: 15).
Reyes (2017: 3) argues that, in the process of opening data, it is more important to
make decisions about transparency on a case-by-case basis, depending on the con-
text, than to demand uniform transparency with the same rules for all.

Protection of personal and sensitive data

If we focus solely on the aspect of confidentiality of research participants’ data —
which, it seems, is the primary concern when it comes to demands for open data
— rather than the epistemological differences between disciplines or data types, the
most important distinction is that quantitative research does not reveal personal nor
sensitive data, and there is generally no risk of disclosing the identity of research par-
ticipants. In cases where such risk does exist, care is taken to ensure that these data
are not made publicly available, as in the case of census data, which will be discussed
later.

According to the Croatian Personal Data Protection Agency, personal data in-
cludes the following: an individual’s address, telephone number, email address, per-
sonal photograph, personal identification number (e.g,, the Croatian OIB), biomet-
ric data, educational background and qualifications, salary information, loan details,
and bank account information (Celjak et al. 2020: 21). Drazenko Celjak and col-
leagues note that personal data is defined as: “Any information relating to an identi-
fied or identifiable natural person” (ibid.). However, Article 4 of the General Data
Protection Regulation provides a slightly broader definition:

“personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable
natural person (“data subject”); an identifiable natural person is one who can
be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier
such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier
or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, men-
tal, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. (General Data
Protection Regulation)

In addition to personal data, sensitive data are also defined. These include: race or
ethnicity, political beliefs, religious or other beliefs, trade union membership, health
and sex life, as well as personal data relating to criminal and misdemeanor proceed-
ings (Celjak et al. 2020: 21). It is clear that such data, just like personal data, should
not be published without consent (ibid.). The same authors also cite Stanford Uni-
versity’s recommendations on sharing sensitive data, which include both direct and
indirect identifiers. Direct identifiers are any information that can directly identify
an individual, and they must be excluded from datasets prior to public release. This
category includes full names, initials, addresses, biometric data, email information,
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web and IP addresses, phone numbers, vehicle license plate numbers, personal iden-
tification numbers, as well as photographs, audio recordings, names of relatives, and
specific dates (such as weddings, etc.) (Celjak et al. 2020: 22-23).

Indirect identifiers include: the name of a person’s physician or place of treat-
ment, sex, rare diseases or treatments, risky behavior, place of birth, socioeconomic
data (employment, occupation, annual income, etc.), geographic data (postal code
of residence), description of the household and its members, year of birth or age,
verbal responses, or interview transcripts. If a dataset “contains three or more indi-
rect identifiers, it should be reviewed by an independent researcher or ethics com-
mittee to assess the potential risk of identification” (ibid.: 23).

The Croatian Bureau of Statistics, an institution that conducts the population
census mandatory for all residents of the Republic of Croatia which collects both
personal and sensitive data, has a similar approach to indirectly identifiable data.
The Instruction on the protection rules and methods for the dissemination of offi-
cial statistics of the Croatian Bureau of Statistics from June 30,2021 (official gazette
“Narodne novine” 78/21) (hereinafter: the Instruction) ensures that a statistical
unit cannot be identified when publishing results. A statistical unit refers to a natu-
ral person, household, but a business entity as well. Paragraph 3 of Article 4 of the
Instruction states: “The public use files contain data on individual statistical units
which are anonymised in such a way that the statistical unit cannot be identified
either directly or indirectly, taking into account all relevant means that could reason-
ably be used by a third party to identify them.”

Article 9 outlines protection mechanisms for households and natural persons
concerning: “1) The minimum frequency rule, according to which aggregated data
relating to fewer than three statistical units may not be published” and “2) The domi-
nance rule, according to which, if applicable, the aggregated data must be checked,
and if one unit contributes dominantly to the aggregated data, then such data must
not be disclosed due to the possibility of identifying the dominant statistical unit”.

Article 11 prescribes methods of protection, ensuring that statistical units cannot
be identified directly or indirectly, while Paragraph 2 states: “Data enabling the iden-
tification of the statistical unit shall be omitted or modified”. Paragraph 3 of Article
11 also anticipates the following scenario: “In the event that protected confidential
data can be calculated on the basis of other data, such data should also be protected
in order to ensure secondary confidentiality”.

In practice, this means that confidential data, such as those relating to religion,
are not shown at the settlement level in publicly available tables, but only at the level
of municipalities, cities, and counties. An exception to such rules is made for sci-
entific research, as stated in the The ordinance on conditions and terms of using
confidential statistical data for scientific purposes (NN 5/23) defining the method
for accessing such data. All of this documentation is outlined in the Quality Guide-
lines of the Croatian Bureau of Statistics and demonstrates that significant efforts are
made to protect confidential information.
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The Data Act, which entered into force and began to be applied on September
12,2025, mandates the sharing of data, but it also explicitly states that it “is without
prejudice to Union law on the protection of personal data and privacy, in particu-
lar Regulations (EU) 2016/679 and (EU) 2018/172S and Directive 2002/58/EC”.
Point 7 of the recitals in the Data Act clearly states: “No provision of this Regulation
should be applied or interpreted in such a way as to diminish or limit the right to
the protection of personal data or the right to privacy and confidentiality of com-
munications”. This aligns with Article 7 of the General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR), which states: “Individuals should have control of their own personal data”

I consider this the main guiding principle in the process of opening ethnographic
data. I also believe that a transcript, even pseudoanonymized, is an indirect identi-
fier (Celjak et al. 2020). If we apply the recommendation that the presence of three
or more indirect identifiers in a dataset represents a identification risk, I would ar-
gue that the combination of published works and data available through open ac-
cess poses an even greater risk. For example, if we can link a pseudoanonymized
transcript to the research location (which is often named in published ethnographic
texts (Reyes 2017)) and to one additional sensitive piece of information that was
anonymized and published in the text (such as an interlocutor’s political opinions),
there is always a possibility of secondary identification of the interlocutor, especially
if the research was conducted in a smaller community. Even in the case of consent
for such a situation, one must bear in mind that the interlocutor may not be fully
capable of foreseeing all future risks or discomforts they may experience due to the
openness of the data for which they gave consent. This is why I believe the researcher
should explicitly warn the interlocutor of such a possibility and clearly explain what
open data entails. The potential for identifying research participants always exists
(cf. ibid.), but this does not mean we should abandon efforts to protect interlocutors
or avoid taking steps to ensure no harm is done to them (Code of Ethics, Croatian
Ethnological Society).

In the process of obtaining informed consent, it is customary to explain to the
interlocutor the nature and purpose of the research, and to clearly emphasize that
they may withdraw from the interview at any time, choose not to answer a particular
question, or ask the researcher to turn off the recorder at a specific moment — or
even insist that the conversation not be recorded at all. It is also possible to withdraw
consent at a later stage, as illustrated by the experience of a colleague collaborating
on a European project:

Before every interview, we had to provide interlocutors with a document
which they would sign, thereby giving consent for their statements and photos
to be published. It was up to them to decide whether we would use just their
initials or full names. In our case, people were eager to speak because [ ... ] and
they saw it as a positive thing that this topic was being connected with similar
topics across Europe, [ ... ] So we had no problems with that. But I know that
in [country], there were people who, even after giving consent, later withdrew
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their statements in the middle of the project. So even once they’ve signed
consent, they can revoke that decision... I mostly used only first names, even
for those who told me I could include their surname... So the mention of
someone named X, Y, or Z — names that exist in the hundreds — was not very
revealing.

In most cases, interlocutors give their consent for the interview; sometimes they ask
for the recorder to be turned off, and in some cases, they do not allow it to be turned
on at all. In certain contexts, interlocutors do not wish to remain anonymous, but
most of them — especially when discussing difficult or sensitive topics — choose ano-
nymity. The question remains: how will that anonymity be preserved in the future if
open data were to include anonymized or pseudoanonymized transcripts that could
be compared to published material?

Research on attitudes toward open data among ethnologists
and cultural anthropologists in Croatia®

The demand for open data and the issues it entails — particularly for ethnologists
and cultural anthropologists — prompted me to conduct a study on attitudes toward
open access, i.e., data sharing, among active ethnologists and cultural anthropolo-
gists in Croatia (Orli¢ 2024). I chose an online questionnaire as the method that
would allow my respondents to express their views anonymously. The questionnaire
I sent out was the result of my existing knowledge, based on the literature I had read
on the topic of open data, my own research experience in the field, and was partially
inspired by conducted surveys (Damalas et al. 2018). I sent the questionnaire to 145
email addresses available on the websites of institutions employing ethnologists and
cultural anthropologists (museums, research institutes, universities, and conserva-
tion departments). The survey was not intended for retirees or students, as the prac-
tices of retired ethnologists in Croatia have generally differed from contemporary
open data requirements, and students themselves are not yet involved in the work of
institutions subject to data-sharing decisions. A total of 33 participants responded to
the survey (22,75%), the majority of whom were women (87,9%). I am aware that
this study may not have included all active ethnologists and cultural anthropolo-
gists in Croatia, and that this survey should be repeated after certain time. The low
response rate may indicate a lack of interest in the topic or insufficient familiarity
with the issue.

In the first part of the survey, I was interested in how respondents share their
findings, how they store their data, whether they share data, do they use other peo-
ple’s data, and whether they even think data should be shared at all. Since the ques-
tion regarding whether data should be shared was a yes/no type, the final question

6 This paper presents only part of the data (in the original language in which the research was conducted), while
the complete results have already been published in English (Orli¢ 2024).
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in this section of the survey was open-ended, inviting participants to explain their
answers, should they wish to. These explanations were particularly illuminating for
understanding attitudes toward open data from the perspective of ethnologists and
cultural anthropologists in Croatia.

It is interesting to note that a third of respondents were against data sharing, 24%
were in favor of sharing, and 15.4% supported sharing transcripts but not audio re-
cordings or photographs. However, what I was able to conclude from the research
is that, in cases of positive attitudes toward data sharing, most participants did not
have in mind open access per se, but rather thought of sharing data within a research
team — even then, individuals emphasized that this should happen “under clearly
defined conditions.”

If the topic does not involve a discrepancy in power relations and cannot place
the people involved in the research in a vulnerable position, and if those who
will use the data are familiar with the context, then I believe that data shar-
ing is good. This usually applies to members of a team researching the same
topic, who understand the context, and sharing data saves time and provides a
broader understanding of the research issue.

I share raw data when needed with colleagues within the institution, but it is
generally understood that one should not publish material collected by an-
other researcher who intends to publish it themselves.

One respondent emphasized that they share data in accordance with institutional
rules — with team members, the Research Archive of the respective institution, and
with the interlocutor(s) involved in the research. The majority of respondents stated
their primary concern is protecting the interlocutor, that is, ensuring that their con-
fidential data is not compromised. Once again, the most significant obstacle to data
openness proved to be the possibility of identifying members of small communities:

Within qualitative research, everything is confidential, interlocutors can be
easily recognized — academic research is not a gossip column!!!! I'm currently
preparing for a study on xxx (a sensitive research topic) in Croatia. Does any-

I work with very sensitive data and cannot be sure that someone will not be
able to identify the person referred to in the documents and/or interview
content.

I am generally against sharing raw data — not because I oppose open science,
but because I believe that in the case of cultural anthropology and ethnology,
and especially in research on certain topics (e.g., taboos) or marginalized and
unprotected groups, the ethical principles of the profession and the guarantee
of the interlocutor’s anonymity must take precedence and are a prerequisite
for everything else. For example, in research involving small communities
where everyone knows or can recognize each other, sharing an audio record-
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ing cannot guarantee anonymity (since a person’s voice is unique and recog-
nizable), nor can sharing other metadata captured through audio recordings
or transcripts in which biographical elements or life details of the interlocutor
are revealed — details that expose their identity and are not foreseen or pro-
tected by GDPR law.

One respondent emphasized the authorship aspect of interviews and the specificity
of the interaction that enables data sharing between interlocutors and researchers,
stressing that the use of such data by someone else would lack contextual under-
standing and could lead to misinterpretation.

Interviews are an authored act between two or more participants. Another re-
searcher may not always understand the context in which the interview was
conducted, and it is possible that the data could be misinterpreted. The inter-
viewer and interlocutor inevitably develop a certain interaction, deep or super-
ficial, which is unique to each individual interview. The interlocutor decided to
share their information and time with a particular researcher, regardless of mo-
tivation. I find it much more acceptable not to provide raw data, but only those
that are published and structured. Raw data could perhaps be made subject to a
time restriction, meaning they could be used only after a predetermined period
has passed, with a requirement to provide all available contextual information.
Ibelieve the greatest issue with using raw data “second-hand” is an ethical one,
precisely due to the risk of incorrect or superficial interpretation.

Another respondent acknowledged the value of such data for future research and
reflected on the possibilities of open data with regards to sensitive archival materials:

In practice, anthropological research deal with a wide range of topics and
possibilities. If we are working with vulnerable groups on sensitive topics or
with very small, easily identifiable communities, it is not easy to categorically
ensure principles of data sharing. Generally, I believe it is necessary to share
data, but only when doing so does not endanger our participants and when
they themselves have clearly chosen to allow it. In the case of sensitive topics,
I believe there should be a moratorium on raw data, transcripts, audio record-
ings, and other collected materials. Such a moratorium could be envisioned
in a way similar to how archival science handles personal records or sensitive
information such as hospital charts. These materials can become accessible for
research only after a certain period of time has passed.

A third respondent described as acceptable a practice already foreseen within the
FAIR principles, which refers to the openness of metadata, with institutions decid-
ing on access to the actual data.

I certainly believe that data should be shared; the only question is with whom
and in what format. A possible interim solution would be to make public the
existence of specific data within a database, along with the suggestion that in-
terested parties contact the institution holding the raw data.
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A fourth respondent proposed a way to tailor transcripts to specific purposes, while
also expressing a general opinion that data sharing is a counterproductive and danger-
ous process, precisely because the context of a research conversation is unrepeatable.

Ethnographic research is complex and often intimate in nature, biographi-
cal, and inseparable from the context of its creation. Given this, a transcript
which may exist in one of three versions — can be prepared for consultation
and sharing or may serve as a reflection of the audio recording. Since this is
conversational relationship which does not register repeatable, fully compara-
ble data that can be extrapolated and used out of context, I believe data sharing
is counterproductive and dangerous.

In the second part of the survey, I explored respondents’ willingness to share data
under specific conditions. This part of the survey consisted of a series of statements
for which the participants had to grade their agreement/disagreement (Likert scale).
Some of these statements were adapted from a questionnaire used by Damalas et al.
in 2018, as I found some of the hypothetical scenarios and self-assessments the au-
thors explored to be important for analysis.

I asked respondents whether they would be willing to share data before publica-
tion, whether they would agree to share data if it enabled research funding, whether
they would share data in support of open science goals, and whether they would be
willing to share data if it would secure publication in high-ranking journals or col-
laboration with renowned researchers. I was also interested in their stance on sup-
porting the goals of open science in general. The second-to-last question (in a yes/
no format) addressed attitudes toward sharing raw data under specific conditions. In
the final question, participants were invited to explain their answer, if they wished
to do so.

Some reiterated previously mentioned arguments that data sharing within a re-
search team is justifiable, while others emphasized that its justification should be
evaluated even within such collaborations. One respondent noted that it is neces-
sary to clearly explain to the interlocutor before the interview what raw data and
open access actually mean.

With the previous explanation in mind, I would like to emphasize that par-
tial sharing of raw data with researchers and colleagues involved in the same
project is justified, as it contributes to the overall research of a particular topic
or area, as well as the analysis and interpretation of data aimed at ensuring re-
search excellence. However, I believe it is important that the informed consent
form explicitly states this to the interlocutor, who should be made aware not
only of the goals of the research, but also of who will have access to the data.

The participant or interlocutor must be informed about the concept of “raw
data” and how those data will be further distributed within the framework
of open access. This is a precondition for consent to the interview. Raw
data should not be shared afterwards if the interlocutor was not previously
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informed. It is common practice to inform the interlocutor about the purpose
of the research, which is usually limited to a specific topic, and collecting “raw
data” may seem too general and unclear to interlocutors.

The need to protect the interlocutor (as well as the researcher) is a frequent argument,
and the most numerous responses provided different justifications for protecting the
interlocutor and preserving the trust gained in the research process. Some statements
clearly emphasize that the decision on openness should be made based on the type of
data collected and the potential harm data sharing might cause to participants.

It depends on the type of research and the data collected. It’s easier to share
data when it concerns public knowledge, but much harder and more problem-
atic when it involves private experiences.

Data should be shared with the consent of those involved (and sometimes not
just with their consent, but with their active wish/intent), but not during the
project, only after the project has concluded and the research coming from the
“raw data” is published. That said, the answer heavily depends on the nature
of the raw information. In principle, it’s a “yes,” but in many specific cases, it
could be a “no” (e.g, if it is deemed that publishing might harm the partici-
pants, even if they are willing to share the data; or if the raw data contains ele-
ments that have not yet been thematized in published work, etc.).

It might depend on the topic of the research, but every answer is personal and
may reveal something the interlocutor does not want shared.

One respondent pointed out that data sharing could also contribute to the produc-
tion of digital waste.

The fact is that we, as researchers, despite our initial obligation and desire to
objectively address a selected topic, are prone to subjective interpretations
that support our original assumptions. In this sense, some data may remain
unused but could be useful to another researcher or user. However, it is also
a fact that some of the material collected is often “unusable” due to the qual-
ity of ... [data provided by] ... the interlocutor, which raises the question of
whether making such material public only creates a sort of digital waste.

Others, however, emphasized the issue that many raw data remain in private archives
of researchers, and also noted that we should start thinking of ourselves as creators of
archival materials that will remain for future research.

From my own professional experience, I know that many raw data from re-
search in Croatia (not only by ethnologists and cultural anthropologists) are
stored on researchers’ personal computers, external hard drives, printed and
shelved at home, in offices, etc. There is a need to raise awareness among re-
searchers about more careful and at the same time more open storage of such
information, which could serve other researchers as well.
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Of course, this also means that the wishes of the research participants must be re-
spected, especially when creating archival materials intended for future researchers.
One explanation was related to the way in which contemporary researchers use ar-
chival materials themselves.

Raw data should be shared in any case. Just as we have access to data in ar-
chives, so too should we enable others to access our data. Of course, this
should involve resolving ethical concerns, handling sensitive information, and
separating interview transcripts from field notes.

Most responses showed a willingness to share data when working as part of a team,
but even in these cases, concerns about protecting the interlocutors prevail. Partici-
pants in this survey demonstrated exceptional caution regarding the sharing of raw
data, even with all the mechanisms for interlocutors’ protection in place, primarily
because research is most often conducted in small communities and frequently in-
volves sensitive or difficult topics.

Some explanations and remarks point to the belief that open data in the context
of ethnographic research is a completely misguided demand. Others express con-
cern that, given the potential for open data in the future, it may become increasingly
difficult to motivate participants to speak about sensitive topics:

As stated in my previous response, I consider data sharing in ethnography to
be a misinterpretation of ethnography as an epistemological strategy.

I'would just like to emphasize that my views stem from the conviction that, in
our research, the primary focus should be on protecting interlocutors and (to
a degree) maintaining a balanced relationship. If all raw data were made uni-
versally accessible, there is a legitimate concern that it would become harder
to find interlocutors when researching “sensitive” topics. I also wonder how
misuse of such data would be prevented. Finally, in the context of cultural an-
thropology and ethnology, raw data generated in the field are the result of an
interaction between two people (the researcher and the interlocutor), and are
therefore inherently contextual. Another researcher might receive different
answers to the same questions from the same interlocutor. For that reason, I
do not see the justification for the use of raw data by other researchers, espe-
cially not in different projects or analyses. In such cases, the use and analysis of
raw data would only make sense if the research is concerned with the anthro-
pologist/ethnologist in question and their approach to fieldwork.

The results indicate that the potential for identifying research interlocutors emerges
as a key issue and obstacle to open data, but that most survey participants frame this
concern as the need to protect interlocutors, in line with the ethical principles of the
discipline.

Given that transcripts are one of the primary forms of qualitative data storage,
and are also, in some viewpoints, considered indirect identifiers, it becomes highly
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problematic to simultaneously share data such as transcripts and protect personal
and sensitive information if this is stipulated by informed consent agreements.
Anonymization or pseudonymization of transcripts, which is often proposed as a
technical solution (Celjak et al. 2020: 23), may work in a technical sense, but the
already discussed problem of the usability of such materials in the context of ethno-
graphic research remains unresolved. The possibility of interlocutor identification
increases when data are made public, while the usefulness of such decontextualized,
anonymized or pseudonymized transcripts remains questionable.

In conclusion

As previously mentioned, it is a well-known fact within ethnology and cultural an-
thropology that a specific feature of ethnographic research is that the researcher
themselves is also a variable in the research. I have already emphasized that data
openness requirements should take into account the epistemological differences
between disciplines, as well as the ways in which knowledge is produced within
those disciplines. A smaller number of participants in the study conducted among
Croatian ethnologists and cultural anthropologists reflected on sharing fieldnotes,
considering them something that should not be shared. Some scholars have noted
that ethnologists and cultural anthropologists tend to keep their fieldnotes until
death (Zeitlyn and Lyon 2012), while others have warned of numerous potential
issues that introducing the practice of sharing fieldnotes could inadvertently cause
(despite its potential benefits) such as the standardization of notes, loss of creativity,
and other unintended consequences (Reyes 2017). I believe that open data should
also imply that the researcher retains the right to determine access to the data they
themselves have created, such as notes and diaries.

Lalso agree with Reyes’ view that it is less about sharing for its own sake (depend-
ing on the context), and more about making one’s research process more transpar-
ent, while still adhering to the ethical principles of the profession. Insisting on full
openness of raw data could, in certain contexts, conflict with the ethical standards of
the discipline as well as with the General Data Protection Regulation. Access to raw
data obtained through academic research must comply with data protection laws
(Mondschein and Monda 2019), which is why it is essential to properly design ap-
propriate consent, i.e. draft good informed consent forms which clearly and unam-
biguously defines how the research data will be managed.

In Croatia, informed consent is still sometimes given verbally, although calls for
written consent can be increasingly heard, both for professional standards and out
of decency (Potkonjak 2014: 45). The Croatian Ethnological Society has published
two examples of informed consent forms’ on its website, alongside the Code of

7 These informed consents are called the Letter of Collaborative Consent (Pismo suradnicke suglasnosti) and the
Extended Letter of Collaborative Consent (Prosireno pismo suradni¢ke suglasnosti). https://hrvatskoetnoloskod-
rustvo.hr/o-nama/eticki-kodeks/, accessed 20 May 2025).


https://hrvatskoetnoloskodrustvo.hr/o-nama/eticki-kodeks/
https://hrvatskoetnoloskodrustvo.hr/o-nama/eticki-kodeks/

DISCUSSION

Ethics, as early as 2013. These forms could serve as templates or guidelines for those
drafting their own consent forms. In her book “Fieldwork for Beginner Ethnolo-
gists” (Teren za etnologe pocetnike), Sanja Potkonjak published a draft proposal for
an informed consent form, primarily intended for students. The draft includes the
possibility of changing the context of use of research data and therefore contains
the following important clause: “Any subsequent use of the research results outside
the approval granted by this letter requires the researcher to obtain consent again”
(Potkonjak 2014: 45-46).

In the informed consent form created for the Croatian Science Foundation pro-
ject Solidarity Economy in Croatia: Anthropological Perspective (SOLIDARan),
the following statement is included: “Your personal data collected in this research
interview will be used exclusively for academic purposes. Data from your interview
may be used (in the form of quotes or selected statements) during the dissemination
of research results by any project collaborator: in academic papers, books, or dur-
ing conference presentations, orally or via posters.” It is also clearly states that “the
transcripts of the research interview will be made available only to the collaborators
of this research, with the aim of conducting academic analyses.” This means that for
any other use, the researchers would be required to contact the interlocutor again
and obtain their explicit consent (Orli¢ 2024).

The primary repository for long-term storage in line with both FAIR and CARE
principles should continue to be well-written ethnographies, which describe the na-
ture of the research process that led to published results in a transparent manner, as
has been the case up to now, or even more transparent. Data used for publication
that were obtained from research participants should be used and stored in accord-
ance with the informed consent given by the interlocutors.

An important question is how open data will affect the quality of future ethno-
graphic research in the long term, even when the collected data are fully opened with
the interlocutor’s consent. It seems to me that a key change will occur precisely due
to the separation of soft and hard data, as only the hard data will remain in reposito-
ries, while everything else will remain within the realm of trust created between the
interlocutor and the researcher — stored within each of them. The opening of data
for project administration purposes and to meet the requirements of open science,
especially if data are opened merely because openness becomes a standard or an
element of researcher evaluation (!), without assessing whether such requirements
are meaningful, fundamentally alters a core element of ethnographic and cultural
anthropological research: insight from the interaction between interlocutor and re-
searcher. Awareness of open data in the near or distant future could significantly
change the nature of our interlocutors’ narratives. Some researchers believe that the
character of such narratives will change considerably, and not for the better:

I believe we will get highly filtered, highly refined statements... As ethnolo-
gists, we often achieve a certain intimate atmosphere in our interviews, and
interlocutors may not even be aware of how much they reveal during these
conversations. However, the moment they become aware that everything they
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say might be made publicly accessible somewhere, that will change the rela-
tionship between ethnologists and their interlocutors in the field, even when
it comes to seemingly benign topics... I think that is not good at all.

For all the reasons mentioned above, I believe that opening metadata would provide
an optimal level of openness in the case of ethnology and cultural anthropology,
precisely because it simultaneously aligns with professional ethical standards and
the General Data Protection Regulation. The key to data management remains the
informed consent.
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