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On Using Other People’s Data

Why Use Other People’s Data?

Having received several encouraging
letters following a previous essay on the
fact that "Fisheries scientists must write"
(see NAGA April 1986, p. 8-9), I shall try
in the following paragraphs to deal with
another aspect of a (fisheries) scientist’s
work that is rarely addressed explicitly:
when and how to use other people’s data.

What are the issues here? In order of

importance, I would rank them as
follows:
1. Further progress in fields such as

fisheries biology, particularly in
the tropics, will only occur if
ways are found to turn the accu-
mulated knowledge ("the litera-
ture") into an active body of
information, rather than a reposi-
tory of old bones.

2. Use of data gencrated by others
is a compliment to, not a theflt
from, the persons who generated
the data.

3. For (2) to be true, explicit rules
should be made for students and
young scientists on how data
produced by others can legiti-
mately be used.

Point (1) is rather straightforward:
fisheries biology is (a) historical and (b)
messy, and hence it is r2cessary to use
lots of data -- often more than a scientist
can collect during a research project of
limited duration -- for interesting patterns
to emerge. For example, assembling time-
series data to test whether sunspots (indi-
rectly) alfect fish recruitment (Fig. 1)
necessarily implies reliance upon other
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people’s data, since the working lifc of a
research scientist, say, 30 years, could not
cover more than 3 sunspot cycles: 100 few
for any serious time-scrics analysis.

Fig. 2 shows how biological data are
messy: it illustrates the thesis, developed
further in some of my own technical
papers, that the growth rate of {ish is,
other things being equal, a function of
their respiratory (i.c., gill) arca. Now this
is a reasonable proposition which would
be easy to test if biological data were not
messy. However, they are, both because
people often make awful mistakes, such
as when estimating the gill area, and
because "things" are not equal. Fish, be-
sides breathing and growing, also feed
and reproduce in various ways, resulting
in a large scatter of data. The result of
this in our example (Fig. 2) is that a stub-
born scientist using only his or her data,
painstakingly obtained from fish of the
family Scombridae, would find no signifi-
cant relationship between gill size and
growth performance, while the morc
imaginative scientist, working on severai
fish families, would do so.

I stated above (in point 2) that using
people’s data is a compliment to their
work, knowing very well that many feel
very differently about this and, in fact,
often become annoyed when it turns out
that their data contained more informa-
tion than they were able to extract in their
(first) analysis. To these individuals, onc
can only respond that how much informa-
tion is embedded in a given data sct is a
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. Fig. 1. Time series of sunspot numbers and of the Portuguese catch of Sardina pilchardus. Adapted from O.
Moura and G. Afonso dos Santos (1984). LC.E.S. C.M. 1984/H:48 Pelagic Fish Cttee, 11 p.
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function of history; claiming ownership
to all (futurc) information (hat can be
exlracted [rom a dala sct is like claiming
ownership of one’s children: once re-
lcased, they have a life of their own, and
all on¢ can claim, in a sense, is to have set
them free.

Moreover, one must remember that the
overwhelming  majority of  scientific
papers never get cited (ever!), so the data
they contain help nobody -- not even to
make their authors better known.

Thus, for many of us, becoming a foot-
note in a much thumbed book, or a table
entry in somebody’s citation classic is
likely to be the essence of our claim to
fame and posterity.

Some Rules

For any of the preceding to be true, and
for the use of someone else’s data to be
legitimate, a number of rules must be res-
pected. I have perceived these rules
through professional interactions with
many colleagues, but never have I seen
them written before (or maybe I have, but
forgotten where). So share with me the
effect they have when they are first
stated:

Published material

e  Use any numerical data as long
as you cite the source.

° For parts of a text, put the mate-
rial in quotation marks and cite
source.

e If using a complete, published
graph or table, cite the source
and state that permission to re-
produce the item has been ob-
tained from the original pub-
lisher and/or author -- after you
have obtained such permission.

e If using part of a published
graph or table which is then in-
corporated into a new graph or
table, or turning a table into a
graph or vice versa, only a
citation is needed.

Technically unpublished material

e  Treat these the same way as the
first group of items, except that
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