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A quick introduction to data 
collection protocols



Top ten tips on data collection methods

1. Clarity of Purpose – 
• Collect only the data you need to answer the research question.
• Avoid “collect everything” → it wastes time and creates GDPR/ethics issues.

2. Standardisation
• Use standard methods and protocols (e.g. ICASA variables, FAO methods).
• Same units, same measurement technique, same timing → ensures comparability.

3. Consistency & Training
• Everyone collecting data must be trained to do it the same way.
• Farmer cooperators, technicians, researchers → consistency avoids bias.

4. Accuracy & Precision
• Use calibrated instruments, correct measurement techniques.
• Record exact values (don’t round in the field unless protocol says so).

5. Documentation & Context
• Record not only the measurement but also the who, when, where, how.
• Context (weather, soil conditions, crop stage) often explains variability.
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See Unit 9.2 on GDPR

Important for interoperability!

Makes your data robust and 
valuable

Important for reusability!



Top ten tips on data collection methods

6. Data Recording Systems
• Use robust tools: notebooks, field sheets, or digital apps.
• Build in checks (drop-down lists, range checks, validation rules).
• Always date and label records clearly.

7. Backups and Copies
• Digital entries → sync or back up daily.
• Paper notes → photograph/scan regularly.
• Don’t rely on memory or scraps of paper.

8. Ethics and Permissions
• Collect only data farmers consented to provide.
• Respect privacy (no unnecessary identifiers).

9. Pilot / Pre-test
• Try out your data collection tool on a small scale.
• Fix ambiguities and errors before rolling out widely.

10. Quality Checks
• Build in regular checks for missing values, outliers, or inconsistencies.
• Better to catch errors early in the field than later in analysis.
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See Unit 9.2 on GDPR

Minimises risk of losing data!

Builds confidence in your dataset/robust 
data for statistical analysis



Data recording – some methods

• Old-fashioned pen and paper/clipboard

• Toughpad?

• Mobile phone app?



Self-directed learning: 
Fieldbook phone app for data 
collection



Deep-dive into open data 
repositories



Why store data in an open repository?

• Meets the principles of FAIR data, specifically “accessible”

• Required by many funding bodies e.g. HEurope

• Good practice when publishing in peer-reviewed journals

• Allows “reuse” of data so increases impact of your project

• Can you think of other reasons to use an open repository?



Choices for a repository

e.g. for soil data 
https://www.bonares.de/service-
portal/data-
repository#data%20reuse

Often using 
figshare…or 
dataverse…

https://www.bonares.de/service-portal/data-repository#data%20reuse
https://www.bonares.de/service-portal/data-repository#data%20reuse
https://www.bonares.de/service-portal/data-repository#data%20reuse
https://www.bonares.de/service-portal/data-repository#data%20reuse
https://www.bonares.de/service-portal/data-repository#data%20reuse


Find a research data repository

https://www.re3data.org/

Take a few minutes to 
search this registry of 
data repositories to 
find repositories that 
might be suitable for 
storing on-farm cultivar 
evaluation data. Be 
prepared to explain 
what you have found 
to the class.

https://www.re3data.org/


Useful open data repositories

https://dataverse.org/ 

https://dataverse.org/




Dataverse metadata example
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Useful open data repositories

https://zenodo.org/ 

Zenodo is a general-
purpose open 
repository developed 
under the European 
OpenAIRE program 
and operated by 
CERN. It allows 
researchers to deposit 
research papers, data 
sets, research 
software, reports, and 
any other research 
related digital 
artefacts.

https://zenodo.org/


Useful open data repositories

For storing datasets 
and files

And figshare: www.figshare.com Commercial product for building repositories

http://www.figshare.com/


Self-directed learning: exploring 
open data repositories



Finally, a word on licenses…

License What it means Use case

CC0 (Public Domain)
No restrictions. Anyone can use, 
share, or modify without 
permission or credit.

Great for maximum data sharing 
(e.g. open government datasets).

CC-BY (Attribution)
Free use, share, adapt — but must 
credit the creator.

Most common for research data 
(e.g. Zenodo uploads).

CC-BY-SA (Attribution + ShareAlike)
Same as CC-BY, but if you adapt, 
you must license your new dataset 
under the same terms.

Keeps derivative data equally open.

CC-BY-NC (Attribution + 
NonCommercial)

Must credit, but can’t be used for 
commercial purposes.

Suitable for teaching/research only.
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