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Historical or political science research using primary source evidence faces
a major barrier to transparency and replicability: the archival documents
used are often difficult to access. The Annotation for Transparent Inquiry
Initiative developed a digital overlay tool that enables researchers to create
enhanced annotations in articles and link to digital copies of archival sources
in trusted repositories. Dr Joseph O’Mahoney was involved in the project to
pilot this tool and has published a practical guide based on his experience.
Whereas citations to journal articles and, increasingly, books can usually allow a reader to check
evidence within minutes, citations to archival documents can require months or years to verify, if it is
even ever possible. This is a serious problem for qualitative and multi-method research in my field,
international relations and the study of foreign policy decision-making, which relies heavily on archival
documentary evidence.
I recently took part in a project to pilot technology developed to address this problem. I wrote an
article which included an analysis of foreign policy decisions regarding the international recognition of
the new state of Bangladesh after the 1971 India-Pakistan war.1 In the article, I refer to many primary
documents, including ones sourced from the UK National Archives. Previously, a reader would either
have had to take my word for the contents of the documents or make their own trip to Kew, which is
mostly infeasible.
But an initiative run by the Qualitative Data Repository at the Center for Qualitative and Multi-Method
Inquiry at Syracuse University, USA, allows for instant access to the original documents. The
Annotation for Transparent Inquiry (ATI) initiative uses the Open Source Hypothesis software to allow
annotations to be added to articles. As ATI states, these annotations:
include ‘analytic notes’ discussing data generation and analysis, excerpts from data
sources, and links to those sources stored in trusted digital repositories. Readers are
able to view annotations immediately alongside the main text, removing the need to
jump to footnotes or separate appendices. Sharing the data sources via a secure
repository ensures that they are findable, accessible, interoperable, reusable, and
preserved for the long term.2
My paper was one of the pilot cohort to be annotated using this software. While reading the article, a
reader can click on an annotation and view a longer excerpt as well as a more detailed and informative
citation – for example, including the full names and titles of the sender and receiver of a telegram.
They can also click through to access a PDF of the original archival document that I scanned from the
National Archives.
The benefits for replicability are clear. Not only is there now instant proof of the existence of
the documentary evidence, but the reader can also analyse or interpret the documents in
order to check the reliability of my analysis. Further, the documents are available for use by
other researchers.
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With these annotations,
readers can now click to
get full original
document text, a more
informative and detailed
citation, an analytic note
with comment on the
interpretation of the
document, and a PDF
scan of the original
archival document.

Sample annotation, showing the full citation, the source excerpt, the analytic note, and a link to the PDF of the original
document.

Participating in the project has led to changes in my research practices. Previously I had not been
assiduous in assigning unique identifiers to the digital photos I had taken of the documents, which led
to some confusion when I went back to annotate the paper later. I am now much more systematic in
how I approach collecting and cataloguing such qualitative documentary evidence so that it can be
more easily shared through ATI.
In order to help other researchers make use of this innovative technology that enhances the
transparency, replicability, and credibility of qualitative research, I have published an Open Access
practical introduction to the process.3
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Research based on archival documents often lacks transparency because source materials
are difficult to access
The Annotation for Transparent Inquiry initiative provides an annotation overlay to an article
that links to a digital repository containing images of the archive sources
This solution enhances research transparency, the reproducibility of its analyses, and makes
valuable material freely available for other scholars to use
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