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ABSTRACT
The acquisition and retention of primary research data is fun
damental to the reliability of and public trust in biomedical 
research. However, researchers are often unaware of or con
fused by applicable data retention requirements, in part due to 
the divergent requirements set forth by federal agencies, grant 
programs, and research institutions, as well as other applicable 
requirements under law, contract, and policy. This article sum
marizes current U.S. data retention standards applicable to 
biomedical research, including how institutional research 
retention practices have sought to reflect these standards, 
and discusses the importance of data retention in the context 
of research professionalism, data sharing efforts, intellectual 
property issues, and research integrity challenges, which 
increasingly have been the subject of much public interest. In 
conclusion, this article provides suggestions for both institu
tions and applicable federal agencies to streamline and clarify 
data retention standards, with the goal of improving research 
data retention practices. 
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Introduction

In scientific research, the validity, reliability, and reproducibility of 
research findings depend upon the acquisition and retention of accurate, 
complete primary research data. Data retention is crucial to allow 
researchers to build upon previous research without duplicating that 
previous research. In addition, regulatory mandates, contract terms, and 
certain grant conditions may impose retention requirements on both the 
researchers who conduct a study and on the institutions at which the 
research takes place. In turn, research institutions often develop their own 
policies to govern research data storage and retention with which their 
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researchers must comply. Separately, researchers must preserve data in 
anticipation of defending themselves against challenges of research mis
conduct or other post-publication questions from scientific journals, 
institutions, or the media, and for supporting intellectual property and 
patent claims. Despite these compelling reasons to maintain rigorous data 
oversight and retention practices, researchers are often unaware of, con
fused by, or inattentive to data retention requirements applicable to their 
research, including those imposed by their research institutions. This may 
occur in part as a result of the divergent and confusing requirements set 
forth by various research institutions, federal agencies, and grant pro
grams in the U.S. The lack of uniformity with respect to data retention 
standards is especially prominent in biomedical research in the 
U.S. context, as such research is often under the oversight of multiple 
federal agencies, while simultaneously subject to other requirements 
under law, contract, and applicable policies.

Given the recent attention that U.S. federal agencies and scientific journals 
have paid to making research data and publications publicly accessible, it is 
timely for both agencies and institutions to reconsider their data retention 
standards and coalesce around a single set of standards. In February 2023, 
the National Institutes of Health (“NIH”), the largest worldwide public 
funder of biomedical research, issued a notice requesting public input on 
its “Plan to Enhance Public Access to the Results of NIH-Supported 
Research” (NIH 2023b). NIH issued this plan in response to a request from 
the Office of Science and Technology Policy (“OSTP”) for federal agencies to 
“develop new, or update existing, public access plans” to improve public 
access to research results while simultaneously employing accountability and 
validity measures to ensure scientific and research integrity. In the plan, NIH 
discusses its approach and timeline for data sharing by referencing its Data 
Management and Sharing Policy published and effective as of January 25, 
2023, which directs NIH-supported investigators to consider “relevant 
requirements and expectations” for record retention. Subsequently, on 
December 17, 2024, NIH issued its 2024 NIH Public Access Policy, effective 
as of 1 July 2025, which requires that the final version of an accepted 
manuscript to be submitted to PubMed Central for public availability. 
While NIH has its own requirements for record retention, other government 
agencies that also have oversight of certain scientific research have set forth 
significantly different requirements regarding the time period within which 
researchers and institutions must retain research records and the types of 
data that must be retained (White House 2023). As a result of these multiple, 
inconsistent requirements, federal efforts to instigate broader data sharing 
and access may be stymied simply as a result of relevant data sets not being 
retained, or not being retained in a manner that preserves their provenance, 
accuracy, and reliability.

2 C. T. LYE ET AL.



In this article, we first provide an overview of current U.S. data retention 
standards that apply to biomedical research, including data retention stan
dards imposed by federal agencies and other non-research legal frameworks. 
Second, we review a sample of institutional research retention practices that 
seek to reflect these legal and regulatory standards. Third, we discuss the 
importance of data retention in the context of research integrity challenges, 
specifically in research misconduct proceedings, and more broadly as a key 
element of professional conduct in biomedical research. Finally, we provide 
recommendations for institutions and for OSTP, funding agencies, and other 
government stakeholders to streamline and clarify data retention standards.

Current landscape for data retention in biomedical research in the U.S.

Biomedical researchers and research institutions are typically required to 
comply with several different record retention obligations, including obliga
tions of funders, such as NIH and National Science Foundation (“NSF”), and 
oversight agencies, such as the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (“FDA”), 
in addition to inferred data retention requirements under non-research legal 
frameworks, such as the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act 
of 1996 (“HIPAA”). In addition, research underlying intellectual property is 
subject to data retention periods that are effectively required by the term of 
patents, and research conducted at academic institutions is subject to institu
tional polices on data retention, which may or may not reflect data retention 
standards of federal agencies. Below, we summarize the key data retention 
standards in biomedical research in the U.S., which stem from: (i) funding 
and oversight agencies, (ii) institutional policy, and (iii) data retention 
requirements that are implied by HIPAA disclosure requirements, patent 
and license terms, and time limitations on the applicability of the research 
misconduct regulations.

Data retention standards of federal agencies

As a prolific biomedical research funder, NIH requirements impact many 
researchers and institutions. Institutions that receive research funding sup
port from NIH must retain “financial and programmatic records, supporting 
documents, statistical records, and all other records that are required by the 
terms of the grant . . . , for a period of three years from the date the annual 
FFR [federal financial report] is submitted” (NIH 2024). For its own intra
mural research program, however, NIH requires that all research records 
must be maintained for at least 7 years after the completion of the project 
(e.g., publication of the final results), and that research records that support 
intellectual property rights must be maintained for 30 years after the patent is 
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filed (NIH 2017). In short, even in regard to NIH’s own research records, 
data retention standards are not uniform.

FDA, which regulates drugs and medical devices, among other products, has 
different data retention standards and requirements for investigational new drug 
(“IND”) research and investigational device exemption (“IDE”) research. IND 
research involves the clinical investigation of new drugs or biologics in human 
subjects. On the other hand, IDE research refers to the clinical investigation of 
medical devices. For IND research, under 21 C.F.R. § 312.62(c), FDA requires that 
records be maintained for 2 years after the marketing application approval date of 
the drug for the indication for which it is being investigated. For IDE research, 
under 21 C.F.R. § 812.140(d), FDA requires that records be maintained for 2 years 
after the latter of (i) the completion or termination date of the investigation or (ii) 
the date after which records are no longer needed to support any FDA submission. 
Industry sponsors typically include in their clinical trial agreements with hospitals 
and clinics a requirement that these study sites comply with these FDA records 
retention standards, even though the majority of sites may have limited visibility 
into some of these retention benchmarks, including, for example, the date on 
which a sponsor’s investigation is completed or marketing application has been 
approved.

The record retention requirements of the Office of Research Integrity (“ORI”), 
which oversees research integrity issues for institutions that apply for or receive 
Public Health Service (“PHS”) support for biomedical research, may be inferred 
from the ORI statute of limitations (which is, with exceptions, 6 years). The ORI 
statute of limitations requires that research data be retained for a longer time 
period than is required by the standards of other major federal agencies that fund 
or regulate research activities. Therefore, even if a researcher complies with the 
relevant funding agency’s data retention requirements but disposes of the research 
data after that agency’s retention period ends, the researcher may not have retained 
data for as long as is required for purposes of a research integrity proceeding. 
A failure to have retained data thus could prevent the relevant institution from 
fulfilling its legal obligations to the funding agency to investigate concerns about 
data integrity. Moreover, as further described below, failure to retain research 
records could also increase the risk that the researcher would be found to have 
committed misconduct if named as a respondent in a research misconduct matter. 
Finally, under 43 C.F.R. § 93.318(a), once a research misconduct proceeding has 
been completed, institutions must maintain the institutional record and all seques
tered evidence for 7 years after completion of the proceeding.

Table 1 includes a summary of the applicable data retention standards for 
these and other major federal agencies and offices that fund and oversee 
biomedical research, demonstrating divergent requirements with respect to 
timeframes for data retention and the types or categories of data that must be 
retained.

4 C. T. LYE ET AL.
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HIPAA

The disclosure requirements under HIPAA, although not specific to research, 
effectively impose data retention requirements that apply to human subjects 
research in which protected health information (“PHI”) is used and disclosed. 
Specifically, the HIPAA Privacy Rule affords individuals the right to receive an 
accounting of disclosures of PHI made by a “covered entity” (including health 
plans, health care clearinghouses, and health care providers that transmit health 
information in covered transactions) during the 6 years prior to the date on which 
the accounting is requested, subject to certain exceptions provided in the regula
tions. These exceptions include, for example, disclosures made to carry out treat
ment, payment and health care operations and disclosures made pursuant to 
a valid authorization for the use or disclosure of PHI. While there are no specific 
exceptions to disclosures made in the setting of research, under 45 C.F.R. § 
164.528(a)(1)(iv), there is an exception for disclosures of PHI made pursuant to 
a valid individual authorization. Thus, if the research is subject to HIPAA and the 
research subject for whom PHI was disclosed did not provide written authoriza
tion for the disclosure of their PHI for research purposes, study investigators and 
institutions must retain records of disclosures of such PHI for at least 6 years. Other 
data privacy laws at the state level also may effectively impose data retention 
requirements of which researchers and research institutions must be aware and 
must follow in their own jurisdictions.

Patents and licenses

Incentivized by the provisions of the Bayh-Dole Act to identify commercially 
viable intellectual property developed in federally-funded research, researchers 
seek to invent, and their institutions seek to assess for commercial promise and 
patenting, new technology. Under the Bayh-Dole provisions, researchers and their 
institutions essentially share income from out-licensing such inventions. The 
emergence of the technology transfer function at academic medical centers and 
other research institutions, and the prospect of deriving significant profits from 
inventions spawned by academic investigators, has created an additional set of data 
retention requirements. Specifically, a patent for an invention is the grant of 
a property right to the inventor, issued by the United States Patent and 
Trademark Office (“USPTO”), and its effective term generally is 20 years from 
the date on which the application for the patent was filed in the U.S., or in special 
cases, from the date an earlier related application was filed, subject to the payment 
of maintenance fees. To support potential questions or challenges regarding the 
patent, therefore, it is good practice to retain all data supporting a patent applica
tion for at least the 20-year life of the patent. Patent extensions, if sought and 
granted, may require even longer periods of data retention. Internal funding 
agency requirements can also result in longer data retention periods; for example, 
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as described above, research records maintained within the intramural research 
program at NIH that support intellectual property rights must be maintained for 
30 years after the patent is filed (NIH 2023a). In short, the research data underlying 
intellectual property, and/or underpinning out-licensed technology, should be 
retained for at least as long as the life of the patent or license (i.e., at least 20 
years from the date on which the patent application was filed). Finally, and 
importantly, whether a research study will or could result in the invention of 
valuable intellectual property is most often not known or recognized during, or 
even immediately after, the research itself. Thus, researchers whose work has any 
possible commercial application should be aware of these lengthy data retention 
periods, and to the extent feasible, retain their data for the lengthy periods required 
in this patent context.

Academic institutions

Academic medical centers, universities, and other academic institutions at which 
biomedical research takes place set their own research data retention policies, and 
generally attempt to do so in compliance with the various regulatory requirements 
described above. As a result, and as discussed above and provided in Table 1, 
researchers within academic institutions may be subject to several different data 
retention standards, with different time periods during which data must be 
retained and different types of data that must be retained. Compounding these 
complications, institutional data retention policies may simply refer researchers to 
requirements imposed by applicable regulations or contract terms but without 
elaborating what those requirements are. Researchers at any given academic 
institution may not understand these federal standards and tend to expect that 
meeting their institution’s own data retention policy will ensure compliance with 
applicable federal standards.

To demonstrate the range of data retention policies across institutions with 
medical schools, we compiled the publicly available institutional policies of the 
institutions with the top 10 medical schools in the United States, as ranked by U.S. 
News & World Report’s in 2023 on the basis of their research enterprise (Table 2). 
The institutional policies vary widely in terms of the specific time periods during 
which data must be retained, as well as the scope of data-related topics covered by 
the policies. Further, many of these policies do not address the complexity created 
by the movement of researchers from one institution to another. Many researchers 
migrate to one or more institutions in their careers, and in doing so, often fail to 
retain or preserve their research data. While some institutions set forth clear 
expectations in this scenario, in many cases there is no formal communication 
between a researcher’s prior and current institutions to discuss the allocation of 
data retention responsibilities. Policies that address this issue should be formalized, 
as discussed below.
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.
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Importance of data retention

Data retention in research misconduct proceedings

As noted above, institutions that apply for and receive PHS support for 
biomedical research must adhere to the research misconduct regulations 
under 42 C.F.R Part 93 (“Part 93”), which are promulgated by ORI. In 
a final rule issued on September 17, 2024, ORI made updates to Part 93 for 
the first time since it was codified almost 20 years ago (ORI, HHS 2024). 
These amendments, which include changes to the data retention requirement 
under Part 93, will become effective on 1 January 2026. When an institution 
receives an allegation of research misconduct, defined under Part 93 as 
fabrication, falsification, or plagiarism in proposing, performing, or review
ing research, or in reporting research results, the institution must initiate 
a research misconduct proceeding that follows the procedures required by 
Part 93. Data retention is vital to these federal research integrity obligations, 
as research records must be available to corroborate research results and to 
determine whether research misconduct has taken place. When relevant 
original data are lacking but a research misconduct allegation has been raised 
requiring access to those data, the institution’s determinations in research 
misconduct proceedings are compromised.

The data retention requirement imposed by Part 93 is not explicitly set 
forth in the regulations, except for a required period of record retention after 
a research misconduct proceeding has been completed. However, under 42 
C.F.R. § 93.104(a), research misconduct proceedings are required only for 
research that occurred within 6 years of the date HHS or a cognizant 
institution receives an allegation of research misconduct, subject to certain 
exceptions. This creates an implicit minimum 6-year data retention period 
(measured from the date of publication, and not the date the research was 
conducted). The exception that is invoked most frequently to extend this 
period is the “subsequent use exception” (42 C.F.R. § 93.104(b)), which 
“renews” an instance of alleged research misconduct occurring before the 
6-year limitation if the respondent cites, reproduces, or otherwise uses the 
research for his or her potential benefit. Beginning on 1 January 2026, the 
subsequent use exception will be narrower in scope, applying only to the 
respondent’s “use of, republication of, or citation to the portion(s) of the 
research record . . . alleged to have been fabricated, falsified, or plagiarized, 
for the benefit of the respondent” (ORI, HHS 2024, 76297). Historically, this 
exception in particular has been subject to interpretation, and ORI has 
previously indicated that it interprets the subsequent use exception broadly 
to include instances even in which an author within the past 6 years of the 
filing of a complaint of research misconduct has cited his or her research 
paper in his or her curriculum vitae, grant biographical sketch, or in another, 
later publication (NIH 2022; ORI, HHS 2023). Even though the scope of the 
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subsequent use exception soon will be narrowed, whether a “portion” of the 
research record has been reused, republished, or cited may be difficult to 
determine. Therefore, absent further guidance from ORI, all research data 
generally should be maintained for longer than 6 years, despite this policy 
change – namely, for as long as a research misconduct proceeding could be 
initiated, either based on the timing of the research itself or the author’s 
subsequent re-citation of those research findings. Indeed, even 6-year reten
tion periods do not accommodate the need for access to primary data if an 
author has re-cited his or her previous publication, however old it is. 
Moreover, many academic institutions do not have in their research mis
conduct policies any specific statute of limitations on research misconduct 
proceedings, and will take jurisdiction even of allegations of possible research 
misconduct in publications of distant vintage. This effectively requires 
researchers at those institutions to preserve their essential research records 
in perpetuity.

Further under 42 C.F.R. § 93.318, an institution has a continuing obliga
tion to maintain adequate records for research misconduct proceedings. 
Specifically, institutions must maintain the institutional record and all 
sequestered evidence for 7 years after completion of a research misconduct 
proceeding. All of these research misconduct considerations – and in parti
cular, the 6-year statute of limitations and the “subsequent use” exception – 
effectively impel institutions to require lengthy periods for data retention.

Perhaps in acknowledgment of the challenges that institutions face with 
respect to reaching a research misconduct finding in the absence of data, 
Part 93 allows an institution to consider missing research records as evidence 
against the respondent in certain instances. Specifically, under the previous 
version of Part 93 that is still in effect until 1 January 2026, the regulations 
provide that a respondent’s inability to provide original research records to 
verify published findings can be regarded as evidence of the respondent’s 
misconduct. This provision is understandable, because without it, researchers 
accused of misconduct would be able, once informed of an allegation, simply 
to destroy the relevant data, thus frustrating any attempt to investigate the 
concerns about their published research. Although this provision was 
omitted in the revision of Part 93, the principle underlying it survives in 
some institutional policies. Moreover, ORI has quietly suggested that this 
omission was an error that may be remedied in the future by issuance of new 
guidance on the issue of how failure to retain data should be interpreted in 
research misconduct proceedings. In any event, the revised Part 93 contains 
a new provision that a respondent’s failure to provide research records 
documenting the questioned research is evidence of research misconduct if 
“the respondent claims to possess the records but refuses to provide them 
upon request” (ORI, HHS 2024 76,298). For all of these reasons, data 
retention to verify research findings and resolve any data integrity concerns 
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is essential, and the period of retention is effectively as long as the researcher 
seeks to preserve the ability to defend his or her published research in 
research misconduct proceedings.

Scholarly importance of data retention

In addition to being a regulatory compliance issue, the proper retention of 
research records is also a professionalism issue. To support the scientific 
rigor and integrity of research, and to support the conduct of future research, 
researchers should retain research records so that data may be shared and so 
that results that cannot be replicated by other researchers can be compared to 
past research. Moreover, without retaining the original research records that 
support a given publication, an author may not be able to validate and defend 
the underlying research if challenged by another researcher in the field or 
a media outlet.

As a matter of practice, researchers typically attest that they are agreeing to 
be held accountable according to these standards (ICMJE 2025). Under the 
International Committee of Medical Journal Editors’ (“ICMJE”) recommen
dations relating to the publication of scholarly work in medical journals, 
ICMJE encourages investigators to preserve “primary data” for at least 10 
years and identifies the corresponding author as the author responsible for 
cooperating with journals’ requests for data in the event that questions arise 
after publication (ICMJE). However, despite the ICMJE recommendations, 
corresponding authors often rely on first authors to store original data and 
typically argue during research misconduct proceedings that they are not 
primarily responsible for having retained the records of experiments per
formed by their junior colleagues – even if those junior colleagues worked 
under their supervision. Ultimate responsibility for data retention lies with 
the institution, although many institutions, as indicated by Table 2, do not 
currently require data retention for at least 10 years. However, in the absence 
of uniform regulatory requirements, the Cooperation & Liaison between 
Universities & Editors, an international working group focused on improving 
communication between journals and institutions, sets a reasonable profes
sional standard that institutions should ensure that essential research data are 
retained for at least 10 years (Wager and Kleinert 2021). Institutions should 
set clear expectations for data retention, including who is responsible for 
retaining data and the appropriate manner in which data should be retained, 
and develop the infrastructure needed to support the preservation of data.
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Recommendations

Institutions: Defining essential research records and setting retention 
records

We recommend that researchers retain “essential research records” and that 
those “essential records” be defined in an institutional policy. Essential 
records for this purpose may be defined in ways that are discipline-specific, 
and may not uniformly include, for example, all original samples, cell lines, 
specimens, and raw experimental results, but would include any research 
records that would be critical for substantiating published research, prior and 
active grant or contract applications, submissions to regulatory agencies, and 
any sponsored research or research supporting active patents. As the research 
records that would be considered “essential” may differ depending on the 
specific area of research and the methodology used, for an institution to form 
an exhaustive list of “essential research records” is not possible, and institu
tional policies could allow some local determinations by departments or 
schools as to what records are “essential.” As an example, if a Western blot 
were used to support results in a research publication, then the original 
images acquired from the Western blots, but not the cell lines or lysates 
used in the experiments, should be retained as an “essential research record.” 
As another example, if a publication relies on a histology image, then ideally 
the original glass microscope slide with the pathology specimen should be 
retained, or at the very least the original image that was acquired from the 
pathology slide. When possible, researchers should maintain the original data 
(i.e., the source data), particularly as most data generated today can be stored 
electronically. Many data integrity issues cannot be resolved without the 
original data. Ultimately, the primary goals for data retention are to support 
data sharing within the scientific community and to ensure that if the 
integrity of the research is questioned, the research records will be suffi
ciently fulsome and accurately recorded to support the reported research 
results.

The NIH Policy for Data Management and Sharing, released on 
January 25, 2023, defines “scientific data” as:

The recorded factual material commonly accepted in the scientific community as 
of sufficient quality to validate and replicate research findings, regardless of 
whether the data are used to support scholarly publications. Scientific data do 
not include laboratory notebooks, preliminary analyses, completed case report 
forms, drafts of scientific papers, plans for future research, peer reviews, commu
nications with colleagues, or physical objects, such as laboratory specimens. 

This definition of “scientific data” is a useful starting point for developing 
a universal definition applicable not only to data sharing, but also to data 
retention for regulatory compliance, research integrity, and professionalism 
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purposes. Institutional data retention policies should be consistent with 
expectations of retention for data sharing purposes; these policies should be 
reviewed and updated periodically and evolve as public policy pushes 
researchers and research institutions to move toward greater transparency 
and openness in data sharing.

In regard to the length of required retention of research data, we further 
recommend that institutions have in place policies that provide clear require
ments rather than simply referring to the funding agency standards and applic
able regulations. Specifically, we recommend that institutions establish 
a baseline policy requiring all researchers to retain data for at least 10 years 
after completion of a given research project, in line with ICMJE and CLUE 
recommendations, understanding that the competitive renewal of a grant fund
ing a research project is considered a continuation of the original project, not 
a new one. Given the subsequent use exception of Part 93, we recommend 
resetting this 10-year minimum retention period after each citation or repub
lication of the research record by the researcher. After such a 10-year minimum 
retention period, institutional policies could mandate a review process by which 
the institutional academic leadership works with the researcher to determine 
whether and which data should be retained for a longer period (e.g., to support 
an active patent, to preserve data that are referenced in a later-in-time publica
tion or grant application, or to comply with funding requirements). A minimum 
10-year timeframe, together with a formal retention review process at the end of 
the 10-year period, will ensure that data are retained for a period sufficiently long 
to comply with the large majority of existing data retention standards under laws 
and regulations, while also minimizing confusion among researchers by apply
ing a uniform standard for all research records. Institutional policies should, 
however, also have specific provisions for a longer, perhaps indefinite, period of 
retention for data that are so significant as to underlie patented inventions and/ 
or be of historical or continuing scientific interest. Policies must also, of course, 
require longer data retention periods to comply with any specific provisions in 
sponsored research or collaborative research agreements, as well as to allow 
defense of patented or other intellectual property. Research records that relate to 
pediatric care also require special consideration, so that they are preserved for at 
least 3 years after a subject’s age of majority, in order to anticipate any possible 
tort claims. Notwithstanding these obligations to retain data, institutions should 
nevertheless, in our judgment, encourage their researchers to retain data for as 
long as possible, given the unpredictability of when original data may be needed.

In addition, as researchers often move between institutions, and in so 
doing may neglect to consider the data rights and data ownership of the 
institutions from which they are departing, all institutions should have clear 
expectations and policies governing data retention and sharing so that 
essential research records are not lost or purloined when a researcher leaves 
one institution to join another. For example, institutional policies should 
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clarify how investigators may seek and gain permission to take with them 
copies of original data and where the original data should be stored after the 
researcher’s departure. Before the researcher’s departure, a plan or agreement 
should be developed with the researcher, and optimally shared or executed 
with the institution that the researcher is joining, to ensure that essential 
research records are stored at a designated physical or electronic location, 
with a designated custodian. In addition, we recommend that institutional 
policies include requirements for documenting the transfer of research 
records when a researcher moves to a new institution, signed by designated 
persons at both the prior and new institutions, to ensure adequate record
keeping of transferred research records to which both institutions may refer 
if such research records need to be assessed for any purpose, including the 
use and custody rights of the institutions involved.

Given the vital role that institutions play in the retention of biomedical 
research data, we also recommend that institutions have a designated person 
responsible for research data stewardship. Not only would this individual be 
responsible for developing and implementing institutional policies on data 
retention, but also for fielding questions about data retention from research
ers at the institution and for updating policies as public policy on data 
retention and sharing evolve over time. While we acknowledge that some 
institutions may not have the resources to dedicate a single individual 
responsible for institution-wide oversight of data retention in biomedical 
research, all institutions must understand their duty to ensure that their 
researchers comply with applicable data retention standards.

Office of Science and Technology Policy

Given the wide variability in data retention standards across federal agencies 
that provide oversight and/or funding for research, it can be difficult for 
researchers and institutions to identify which data retention standards may 
apply to a given research project. For example, some of the data retention 
time periods required by federal funding agencies are shorter than 6 years, 
even when some such funded research would fall within the scope of the 
6-year statute of limitations for research misconduct. We therefore suggest 
that OSTP expand its recent initiatives regarding data sharing to seek uni
formity and harmonization of data retention requirements across all govern
mental stakeholders that fund or otherwise have oversight of research, and in 
doing so establish data retention standards that are concrete rather than 
vague expectations that are difficult, or impossible, to meet in practice. 
This includes, for example, endorsing a streamlined, easy-to-follow data 
retention framework for determining what data must be retained and for 
what time periods, which other federal agencies can adopt and institutions 
can implement readily at the local level.
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Conclusion

Data retention is critical to maintaining trust in scientific research. Robust 
data retention practices are of obvious importance to data sharing and 
reproducibility initiatives, and necessary in many instances for compliance 
with existing federal obligations and institutional policies, including those 
pertaining to research misconduct. As discussed above, existing data reten
tion standards vary widely across federal agencies and under applicable laws 
and regulations, and institutional policies often do not provide researchers 
with clarity regarding data retention responsibilities. We recommend that 
institutions invest in systems and infrastructure to support the institutional 
retention of primary data and establish uniform data retention policies that 
apply to all disciplines regardless of funding source and that address (1) what 
essential data should be retained, (2) the minimum retention period for all 
research, (3) special circumstances that may require longer retention periods, 
and (4) clear procedures for data retention or transfer when a researcher 
moves to a new institution. In addition, we recommend that institutions 
implement in their data retention policies a built-in 10-year (or other 
defined) checkpoint at which researchers must determine if any remaining 
data retention obligations exist, and also institute a designated person 
responsible for research data stewardship, who can develop and implement 
such data retention policies.

As described above, OSTP has the opportunity to play a critical role in the 
development of more consistent standards on these issues. If OSTP were to 
address data retention issues rigorously and systematically, the research 
community could coalesce around common-sense standards that apply 
widely across many different funding and oversight agencies, bringing 
a welcome uniformity to our current chaotic standards and practices.
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