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Cambridge University 
Libraries

Main University Library and 35 
departmental and faculty libraries 

Legal deposit library

University Library has a strong 
history of scientific collecting

University carried out scientific 
research into Covid-19



“There was great science…there was 
science that could have been 
better…and there was bad 
science…”

Jeremy Farrar with Anjana Ahuja, Spike: the Virus vs the People (2021)



What I will cover

Objectives Defining the UK’s 
scientific response 

to Covid-19

Survey findings Challenges and 
opportunities



www.lib.cam.ac.uk/documentingcovid



Aim

What would be 
needed to implement 
a national programme
to collect, preserve 
and provide access to 
the UK’s scientific 
response to Covid-19? 

Lectern sign carrying the message 'Stay Home. Protect the NHS. Save Lives'. Object number 2021-505. © The Board 
of Trustees of the Science Museum. Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-Share Alike 4.0 Licence



Objectives

Aim

What would be needed to implement a national programme to collect, 
preserve and provide access to the UK’s scientific response to Covid-19?

Objective 1

Define and scope the 
scientific response

UK Covid-19 scientific 
research

UK Covid-19 collecting

Objective 2 

What infrastructure would 
be needed to support a 
distributed, research-

driven collecting 
initiative?

Objective 3 

What are the barriers to 
implementation?



Timeline and methodology



Defining the UK’s scientific response to Covid-19

Scientific endeavour in the fields 
of life sciences, physical sciences, 
applied sciences and formal 
sciences, involving all sections of 
the scientific workforce and 
support staff, and taking place in a 
range of UK settings including (but 
not limited to) universities, 
pharmaceutical companies and 
scientific research institutes.

Glass vial from the first doses of the Oxford-AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine used in the UK 
rollout, 4 Jan 2021. Object number 2021-431. © The Board of Trustees of the Science Museum.  
Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-Share Alike 4.0 Licence



Excludes…

Healthcare delivery

Socio-cultural record (including 
individual patient experience)

Social psychology

Health psychology 

Public health policy

Group shot of: 2021-433, Empty vial that contained the Pfizer / Biontech vaccine against 
Covid-19. © The Board of Trustees of the Science Museum. Creative Commons Attribution-
Non Commercial-Share Alike 4.0 Licence





Survey

• Pre-pandemic scientific collecting

• Current Covid-19 collecting

• Future Covid-19 collecting

• Covid-19 collecting priorities

• Knowledge of Covid-19 research

Higher 
education 

organisations
57%

Independent 
Research 

Organisations 
(IROs)

6%

Cultural 
organisations 

(non-IRO)
13%

Local 
government

14%

Other
10%

87 
responses



Headline findings

51 respondents (58%) 
had undertaken some 

form of Covid-19 
collecting

Most popular areas of 
Covid collecting were 
creative responses, 

personal testimony and 
personal archives

16 respondents (18%) 
said they had collected 
materials specifically 
related to Covid-19 

science

51% of respondents 
planned to collect 

materials relating to 
Covid-19 in the future. 

38% were unsure

54% thought they would 
require additional 

funding to support Covid-
19 science collecting. 

27% were unsure

54% thought they would 
be likely to take part in a 
national, collaborative, 

Covid-19 science 
collecting project

Most respondents rated 
Covid-19 scientific 

collecting as both very 
important and very urgent

Future collecting priorities 
should be scientific 

endeavour, personal 
testimony and personal 

papers

The most common barriers to 
Covid-19 science collecting 

were lack of staffing, inability 
to respond before material is 
lost, and lack of physical and 

digital infrastructure

Current

Future

Bigger 
picture



Emerging themes

Covid-19 science collecting is complex. We need to understand, and 
capitalise on, each other’s strengths both within and across organisations, 
rather than expecting to be able to do everything ourselves

There is a disconnect between Covid-19 scientific research trends 
and the collecting that is taking place

A variety of collecting mechanisms contribute to documenting Covid-19 
(e.g. special collections, modern acquisitions, repositories and legally-
mandated) 



Challenges

Range of formats

Complexity of subject matter and 
research landscape

Lack of subject expertise within 
collecting community

Lack of physical and digital 
infrastructure

Legal and regulatory obligations / 
constraints

Resourcing constraints

Opportunities

Rethink approaches to collecting to 
focus on outcomes rather than 

outputs

Reach broader user communities and 
put users at the heart of collecting

Bring together different methods of 
collecting and parts of the collecting 

sector

Make a difference to future pandemic 
preparedness and response



Final thought…

“Just as the records of the 
1918 flu pandemic 
influenced contemporary 
pandemic planning and 
response, let’s ensure the 
UK’s scientific record of 
Covid-19 is available to be 
used and re-used by future 
generations for the benefit 
of society.”

Charlotte Summers
Professor of Intensive Care Medicine
University of Cambridge

Glass model of the COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2) virus. Object number 2021-1663. 
© The Board of Trustees of the Science Museum. . Creative Commons 
Attribution-Non Commercial-Share Alike 4.0 Licence



www.lib.cam.ac.uk/documentingcovid
Email: alr39@cam.ac.uk

Thank you!

Topics: 
• Engaging with different user communities (especially scientists)
• Collection-building mechanisms / pipelines
• Archiving disparate data sources and formats
• Access control

http://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/documentingcovid
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