EDITORIAL

Coming soon: CMAJ policy on data sharing

Diane Kelsall MD MEd

M Cite as: CMAJ 2018 May 28;190:E635. doi: 10.1503/cmaj.180545

n an editorial last year,! we described CMAJ’s new policy on data

sharing that will come into effect on July 1, 2018. After that date,

authors of any research study submitted to the journal will need
to supply a data-sharing statement, and those using shared data will
need to acknowledge the source of the data. Additionally, all reports
of clinical trials submitted to CMAJ that begin enrolling participants
on or after Jan. 1, 2019, must include a data-sharing statement in
the registration of the trial. Changes to the data-sharing plan after
registration should be updated in the registry record and clearly
described in the statement submitted to CMAJ.

Sharing data is a natural extension of the collaboration that is com-
mon in the scientific community. It respects the contribution of study
participants and allows for the advancement of science, particularly in
transparency and reproducibility of studies. Sharing data allows for
further insights to be gleaned from data sets that can be used for the
public good, especially given that tax dollars fund much research.

CMAJ’s new policy on data sharing brings the journalin line with
the latest recommendations from the International Committee of
Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE).2 Indeed, CMAJ has had a policy
requiring data-sharing statements for reports of clinical trials of
drugs and medical devices since 2014.% In an effort to promote
transparency of the research record and reduce research waste, we
will be extending that policy to all types of research studies in July.

To be clear, we are not requiring authors to share their data,
although that would be ideal. Instead, we are asking authors to pro-
vide specific details on the availability of their data sets for use by
other researchers. As per the ICMJE recommendations, we will be
requiring authors to supply the following information in their data-
sharing statement: which data will be shared; whether individual
anonymized participant data will be shared; whether associated
documents, such as the statistical analysis plan or study protocol,
will be available; when the data will become available and for how
long; and the specific requirements for accessing the data (e.g., who
is eligible, for what types of analyses, and how the data will be made
available).2 Examples of data-sharing statements that fulfill ICMJE
requirements are available at icmje.org.*

Just as research teams develop plans for statistical analysis or
dissemination, they will also need to consider thoughtfully how
best to share their data on study completion, including maintaining
the privacy of participants, and the integrity and quality of the data.
Research ethics boards will need to consider these factors when
granting approval. Although some research groups have expressed
reluctance to share data for a variety of reasons, a decision to with-
hold data should not be made lightly.

Accountability for data sharing does not lie only with those
who share their data, however. Researchers who use shared data
for secondary analyses also have responsibilities when publishing
their work. Ideally, researchers who would like to use another
group’s data sets and those who generated that data should
collaborate. This may not always be possible. However, the work
of researchers sharing their data needs to be clearly acknow-
ledged,* given the substantial financial, time and other resource
commitments necessary to conduct research that contributes
meaningfully to the scientific record, and is methodologically and
ethically sound.

To that end, the following information will be required in sub-
missions from those using shared data: an attestation that the
use of the data was in accordance with any agreed-upon terms,
and explicit identification of the source of the data with a persis-
tent identifier. Authors should also explain how their analysis dif-
fers from previous analyses.* Including this information will help
ensure that credit is given where credit is due, facilitate searches
for related studies and contribute to reducing unnecessary study
duplication.

It has been 14 years since ICMJE first published its policy
requiring the registration of clinical trials.® Since then, thought
among the academic community about the ethical conduct of
research has evolved considerably. As ICMJE stated in 2004, “Reg-
istration is only part of the means to an end.” Requiring data-
sharing statements is another step toward a future where data
sets are shared and reused — respecting the contributions of
researchers and participants alike — to improve the health of all.
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