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Purpose of paper
To update the CCSG on the process for determining a programme of costed, prioritised methods innovation and development projects.


Urgency

Medium.

Access

Open.

Background

In April 2010, the Cochrane Collaboration Steering Group (CCSG) invited the Methods Board to submit a proposal for a programme of methods-related work. This would be considered for central funding by The Cochrane Collaboration, through a stream referred to in this document as ‘Methods Innovation Funding’. The programme is intended to provide a strategic approach to supporting methods-related initiatives, addressing priorities of the Collaboration. 
In October 2010, the CCSG discussed a proposal for the process by which the programme would be developed, which was to include a consultation phase in which key topic areas were to be determined, a discussion phase in which Methods Groups would be invited to develop projects to address the highest priority topics, and finally a Collaboration-wide call for project proposals. The CCSG emphasized that the initiative aims to provide resources to Methods Groups to undertake projects identified as of key importance to the Collaboration. The CCSG suggested that the Collaboration-wide call for proposals might not be necessary.
Proposals and discussion

1. Progress report

The process for developing the programme was modified to incorporate the outcome of the CCSG’s discussion. The original, ambitious, time line has not been followed, and we are unable to propose a programme of work at this stage. Here we report progress to date.
The Methods Application and Review Standards (MARS) Working Group assumed responsibility for developing the Methods Innovation Funding programme.
A Collaboration-wide appeal for suggestions of topic areas took place between 26 November and 31 December 2010. This resulted in the submission of 193 ideas. I collated a list of 29 further ideas from various sources, and then integrated all ideas into a list of 56 topics, by removing duplication and combining closely related ideas. The individual members of MARS, the Co-Eds’ Executive, the Methods Executive and the Managing Editors’ Executive were invited to assign each of these topics to one of four priority levels:

A. 
Essential project areas: Areas of fundamental and urgent importance to the Collaboration, such that extensive efforts should be made to attract fundable proposals.

B. 
High priority project areas: Areas regarded as important, but not essential, to the Collaboration.

C. 
Desirable project areas: Areas regarded as worthy of funding but not currently important to the Collaboration.

D. 
Other project areas: Areas that are considered to be of rather low priority or unnecessary to the Collaboration.

The MARS Working Group then convened to determine the highest priority topic areas on the basis of all the assessments received. The original scope for the programme was broad (see Box 1). In order to narrow the long list into essential project areas, MARS adopted the principles that (i) projects should target an important area that would likely result in a substantial impact on the quality of Cochrane reviews; (ii) projects should engage the Methods Groups or methodologists (so needs to be interesting to them); (iii) projects should be ‘do-able’ within the resources available; and (iv) projects should involve innovation rather than provide resources for infrastructure. In addition, research projects would need to result in specific guidance to review authors. The deliberations of the MARS Working Group resulted in a list of six methods innovation topic areas with the highest priority level, which would be taken through to the next stage (see Next steps below).

The Working Group agreed that the full list of topics includes a number of very important ideas that must not be lost and need to be considered further. We plan to accompany our proposed programme for Methods Innovation Funding with some recommendations on specific ideas that should be considered through different funding streams. 

Note: One of the proposals from the Collaboration-wide call was for maintenance, development and enhancement of the Cochrane Methodology Register (CMR). The MARS Working Group believes CMR is an important output of The Cochrane Collaboration as a resource for systematic review authors and organisations, as well as for methodologists within and outside of the Collaboration. The CMR received a one-off grant from The Cochrane Collaboration in 2009, following confusion over whether it was eligible for the Opportunities Fund. It is now supported only from the core budget of the UK Cochrane Centre and this is insufficient to support a continuation of the enhancement programme whose funding ended in 2010. The MARS Working Group believes the CMR should receive central funding from The Cochrane Collaboration. However, this is infrastructural funding rather than innovation funding. We therefore wish to seek the clarification from the  on this matter: see Decision required of the Steering Group below.
2. Next steps
The MARS Working Group will approach Methods Groups relevant to the six identified project areas. The Methods Groups will be invited to prepare a project proposal, including details of the project plan, deliverables and timelines; implications for authors and Cochrane Review Groups; and implications for further resource needs including for the IMS. The MARS Working Group will develop criteria for evaluating these proposals and will use these to draw up a programme, budget and time line for Methods Innovation Funding. The programme will not necessarily cover all six of the identified topic areas.
Summary of recommendations
There are no recommendations in this paper. There is one question for the CCSG: see Decision required of the Steering Group below.
Resource implications
There are no immediate resource implications of this paper. Implications of the methods innovation funding programme are already understood by the CCSG. 
Impact statement

There are no immediate impacts of this paper. Impacts of the methods innovation funding programme are already understood by the CCSG. 
Decision required of the Steering Group

The MARS Working Group believes the Cochrane Methodology Register should receive central funding from The Cochrane Collaboration. However, this is infrastructural funding rather than innovation funding. We therefore wish to seek the clarification from the CCSG on this matter. In particular, does the CCSG wish to see a funding proposal for the CMR (i) as part of the Methods Innovation Funding programme; (ii) as a separate recommendation alongside the Methods Innovation Funding programme; (iii) as a separate proposal altogether, to be considered by the CCSG on its own merits; or (iv) not at all?
Annexe 1: Scope of the methods innovation funding programme, as proposed to the CCSG in October 2010.
Funded projects should have one or more of the following aims:

1. To develop, update or evaluate methods relevant to the production of high-quality Cochrane reviews. For projects with this aim, there must be a focus on producing guidance for inclusion in the Interventions Handbook, the DTA Handbook or the Policy Manual, and a detailed consideration of strategies for implementation of any proposed novel or amended methods.

2. To measure the methodological quality of existing Cochrane reviews. Methodological quality is interpreted here as assurance that the review reaches and communicates conclusions that truly reflect the empirical evidence on which such conclusions should be based, given the objectives of the review. For projects with this aim, there must be a focus on the implications of the project’s findings for improving Cochrane reviews in the future.

3. To develop, or evaluate the effects of, methods intended to improve the methodological quality of Cochrane reviews or the quality or efficiency of Cochrane processes (editorial or otherwise).

4. To make a substantive improvement in the quality or efficiency of Cochrane reviews or Cochrane processes by implementing existing methodological guidance.

5. To enhance the infrastructures of the Collaboration in ways that will improve the methodological quality of Cochrane reviews.

The programme covers Cochrane reviews of diagnostic test accuracy, intervention and methodology, as well as Cochrane overviews of reviews.
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