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There was certainly hype and engagement: over 1,350 people, 20 countries, 49 community groups, 69 Things, thousands 
of virtual and verbal exchanges, 16+ online national forums, Thing-Flings, and crash courses – but what did we learn from 
23 (research data) Things and where to from here?   
 
From March to October 2016, the 23 (research data) Things program created multiple and diverse opportunities for 
research data enthusiasts to share and stretch their understanding of how research data is managed, published, 
attributed, described, identified and wrangled. More importantly, participants gained an appreciation of the importance 
of linkages and connections in adding value to the data underpinning scholarly publications and new enterprises. 
However, it has become obvious to many involved that as the formal iteration of this community driven program draws 
to an end, it is in fact, just the beginning.   
 
This paper will provide a brief overview and two case studies of the Australian 23 (research data) Things programs. It will 
explore motivation strategies for peer-to-peer training, and also opportunities for reusing materials from the program to 
create relevant, contextualized, targeted training and information materials for different groups within their institutions.  
Lastly, it will examine strategies for institutions to capitalize on their cohort of data savvy staff to extend into the next 
generation of skills needed to enable the publication and curation of valued data assets. 
 
WHAT IS 23 THINGS? 
The 23 Things learning program is not new and has been used successfully in the context of supporting capability building 
for research data.  The initial concept was centered on Web 2.0 and was developed by Helen Blowers at Charlotte 
Mecklenburg Library in 2006. Two 23 Things initiatives of particular note associated with research data are:   

 23 Research Things@Melbourne 2014 developed by the University of Melbourne to showcase a range of digital 
tools that can support research activity1 

 23 Things: Libraries for Research Data in the United States developed by Michael Witt and the Research Data 
Alliance.  This program was developed specifically with Librarians as the target participant group “to incorporate 
research data into your practice of librarianship”2 . The content of the 2016 Australian version, 23 (research 
data) Things, was adapted from Michael Witt’s work. 

23 (research data) Things provides a catalyst for large scale upskilling of the data support community within Australian 
research institutions and others interested in moving into research data support as part of future career skill needs.  A 
completely new adaptation of the 23 Things model was developed which was designed to be sustainable, community-
based, flexible and fun.  Stimulus material was sourced from around the globe and each Thing raised a question for 
participants to consider.  All the materials were sourced from reputable, openly available online sites.  The activities and 
the program are both CC BY and online to enable anyone to access, adapt, reuse and recycle the materials and concepts. 
 
 
CHOICES, LIKING AND LEARNING 
Choice provided a dual motivation factor for personalized and extension learning.  Participants choose: to do every Thing 
or just some; whether to do one or all of the three activity levels for each Thing (Getting started, Learn more and Challenge 
me); and to respond online, in groups, though individual reflection, and/or via social media. 
 
Social media engagement is identified by a number of community of practice investigations as being critical to successful 
online, long term, voluntary learning programs (Titangos, Briggs).  One of the challenges identified very early was how to 
keep a large, far-flung and diverse community learning together. From the outset, participants used social media heavily 
as motivation and sharing mechanisms.  Participants used blogs, Twitter, MeetUp discussion boards, Credly badges, one 
question surveys, Answer Garden community image building, online fortnightly newsletters and online community catch-
ups.  The Twitter #23RDThings generated a stream of lively posts and exchanges recording events, sketchnotes, food, 
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2 Witt, Michael., 23 Things: Libraries for Research Data  
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images, photographs, progress (or lack thereof), musings and considered responses to the activities.  The program 
facilitators used feedback and comments in the social media streams to refine the content and activities of Things as they 
were released, and also to identify emerging community leaders to contribute to online catch-ups and newsletters.  
Sharing of learning, revelations, responses and motivations, as well as liberal doses of creativity, cake and humour were 
the secret ingredients for the successes of this program. 
 
THE TEAM THAT LEARNS TOGETHER STAYS TOGETHER: CASE STUDIES FROM SWINBURNE AND LATROBE 
Almost fifty local community groups emerged to provide discussion and learning hubs, mostly centered in universities, 
State Libraries and research centers.  Many groups invited speakers to give vital contextualization of the online materials. 
Some groups provided local references instead of, or as additions to, the examples used in the activities. 
 
Many of those taking part are doing so in order to develop online and training courses for their Early Career Researchers, 
Higher Degree Research students, undergraduate students, Research Office and data support staff.  The online materials 
can be sliced and diced into smaller targeted units of specific interest to match the needs of the target group.   
 
For Swinburne Library staff directly involved in outreach to academics, the 23 (research data) Things program was seen 
as an excellent opportunity for building awareness and knowledge around research data activities, to better engage with 
researchers in their discipline areas, and begin to strategise for new service and partnership opportunities in this area. 
What we didn’t expect was the high level of interest and engagement from Library staff not currently involved in research 
service delivery but interested in extending their skills in this vital future area of academic libraries. Swinburne’s 23 
(research data) Things group has grown to include a core of all liaison and reference librarians plus staff from other areas 
of the Library such as technical services and content management. Staff at all stages of their professional career brought 
expertise from a diverse range of backgrounds, and because of the cross-departmental group participation, of particular 
interest was the serendipitous discoveries, insights, conversations and connections made over the course of the year. 
Weekly opportunities for catch-up and chat were built in from the start, and the program was embedded as monthly 
agenda item with the Liaison team meeting. A wiki space was launched with leaderboards, tip, tools and commentary. 
The role of local group coordinator for this program was a great opportunity to build peer networking and mentoring 
skills, and to provide some community leadership outside the traditional reporting structures. 
 
La Trobe University library’s Research Partnerships group includes a number of Senior Research Advisors whose prime 
role is to provide dedicated support, and increasingly specifically research data support, to researchers and higher degree 
by research students. The 23RD Things could not have turned up at a better time! The La Trobe 23RD Things group held 
monthly meetings and used videoconferencing technology to include staff cross-campus. Participants discussed the 
relevance of issues raised in each of the ‘Things’ to wider university developments in research data management, how 
the library could both better support researchers directly and also could work with other parts of the university to assist 
researchers. Time was also spent on discussing the exercises themselves and team members were often reminded that 
the 23RD Things program material would be available long after it had officially finished, which was a comfort for those 
whose workloads did not allow them keep up as desired. These sessions also provided motivation and encouragement 
for participants, often simply by reminding them they were not alone. 
 
WHAT’S THE NEXT BIG THING? 
It is clear that as data becomes bigger, more complex, more dynamic and more mainstream in availability and reuse, 
there will be an increasing need for technically skilled people who can create, manage, publish and connect institutional 
data assets. Challenge me activities are generally technically focused and are included in all Thing activities. However, 
Things 19, 20 and 21 on “Hands-on Data and Tools” are designed to provide pathways for mainstream data support staff 
to become familiar with technical facets of the research data lifecycle.  Inclusion of technical Things were also intended 
to be segues into emergent technical skill opportunities such as Library, Data and Software Carpentry.  
 
There appears to be a widespread belief that this 23 (research data) Things program is timely – the essential elements 
are in place for Australia to realise infrastructure investment opportunities associated with Australia’s valuable data 
assets.  We now have a large, networked, knowledgeable and enthusiastic community who are looking to continue their 
journey around the complexities of research data.  There are multiple opportunities for institutions to use the learnings 
of this program to create stimulating and contextualized capability building activities.  23 (research data) Things is just 
the beginning of a step change in the capability of Australia’s research data management community.   
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