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Purpose of paper

1. This paper reports briefly on progress with the Cochrane Register of Studies, and proposes the development strategy to be followed.

Urgency

2. Routine.

Access

3. Open.

Background

4. The Cochrane Register of Studies is the Collaboration’s response to the CENTRAL Vision Group (CVG) report, which in itself responded to the withdrawal of the US Cochrane Centre from their role in the production of CENTRAL. The key recommendations of that report were that the Collaboration should develop a single online platform for the collation and aggregation of entities specialised registers (SRs) as the way to produce CENTRAL, and that the register should be studies-based. The Steering Group, reflecting on the conversion costs likely for all entities to convert their registers to studies-based format, amended this second part of the recommendation, to allow for a hybrid model allowing both referenced-based and studies-based records.

5. Subsequent to the CVG report, further information on the Collaboration’s needs for a core register and the process through which it is produced have come through the Interim Measures (put in place to ensure continuity of publication of CENTRAL) and through the exercise undertaken by the Trials Search Co-ordinators’ (TSC’s) Executive in drawing up a User Requirement for the replacement system – the Cochrane Register of Studies (CRS). 

6. To be clear, the CRS would not replace CENTRAL, but would improve the process by which it is produced. 

7. In late 2008, recognising that our internal lack of experience in drawing up the technical requirement aspects of the Request for Proposals (RFP) document risked producing a document that could cause confusion to prospective proposers, Oakleigh Consulting were engaged to: convert the internally produced User Requirement into a technical style and language familiar to IT professionals, producing a ‘requirements catalogue’ (RC) detailing and prioritising our requirements; and to set out the criteria through which responses would be assessed. As an additional requirement, Oakleigh were asked to make a judgement of the likely scale and cost of delivering the solution outlined in the User Requirement; and to advise on possible alternative options should the original specification appear likely to be unachievable within available resources and at a sensible price.
Proposals and discussion

8. Oakleigh presented their results to the Collaboration on 9th March, and to an open session held at the UK Contributors’ meeting (with web-enabled distance participation) in Edinburgh on 18th March. A summary of discussion, issues raised, and proposed actions follows:
9. What exactly is the problem we are trying to solve? In a nutshell, and at the risk of over-simplifying, our problem is as follows. With the CENTRAL build process entities have been required to send in data periodically to a central point (formerly the USCC) for aggregation with data from MEDLINE and EMBASE into CENTRAL. This data was ‘cleaned’ to meet quality standards and duplicates are removed. A ‘clean’ file was then sent back to each entity. Unfortunately, during the cleaning process, the entity most likely would have been continuing to work on its SR. The ‘clean’ register was therefore ignored by the entity. The next time submission was made, the same old unprocessed register was sent in, and had to have exactly the same work performed as last time, plus the additional and/or changed records. A ‘clean’ register was sent back again, and … well, you get the picture.
10. This is the core problem for which the CVG proposed its online solution, plus additional elements. Although the solution would have been fine, in Oakleigh’s view it is a very expensive and complicated way to solve the core problem.
11. Scale and likely cost of the Collaboration’s proposed solution. Oakleigh gave their opinion some time ago that this looked like an expensive project. After working on the RC, their considered opinion is that the likely build cost is in the order of £200,000 to £400,000 and may be as high as £750,000. Implementation, running and support costs are in addition to this, and may be in the order of £50 - £100 per annum, depending on the degree of support chosen.
12. Is the cost proportionate to the problem to be solved? In Oakleigh’s judgement, no. As requested, they have looked at some other potential solutions, and are continuing to do so. Options include the following:

a. ‘As-is’ solution. Continue with what we currently do, with additional support and perhaps some additional technical solutions. This is a low cost, low risk solution. It doesn’t solve the core problem, but it could be suggested that we have learned to live with it. The principle objection to this solution is that it means that CENTRAL continues to be a ‘dirty’ database, somewhat below the standards we would hope for.
b. ‘As-is plus’. In this solution, an additional process would be added, and a lock-out period established during which entities would leave their SRs unchanged. The submitted registers would be ‘cleaned’, and then sent back to the entity in this clean state. The entity would then recommence work, using the ‘clean’ register as the starting point.
c. ‘New and updated only’. Entities would submit all their data once, and then subsequently submit only new and changed records. This limits the amount of ‘cleaning’ required for each submission, and means that CENTRAL doesn’t have to be completely rebuilt from scratch for every Issue.

13. Other possible solutions will be put forward by Oakleigh – see ‘forward strategy’ below.
14. Response to the RC (aka User Requirement).  Although the requirements had been developed from the CVG recommendations, brought to focus by the Interim Measures, and been the subject of considerable discussion amongst TSCs and others and through the TSC Executive, there is clearly a lack of engagement amongst TSCs with the implications of developing a single online system. Many TSCs are still wedded to the idea that they have a superb, unique register; others have highly developed specialised registers that it is unlikely a new system could replicate. Few seem to realise that the Collaboration is unlikely to invest considerable sums in a system that, if the investment was to be worthwhile, would have to be used by all TSCs. There is simply no logic in investing in a take-it-or-leave-it system. All of the ‘secondary’ solutions identified would allow TSCs to continue with their current registers. 
15. Forward strategy. We cannot be sure what the cost of developing the Collaboration’s vision of a single online system would be. Given the amount of work that has gone into the RC to date, it seems sensible to test the market and see what the response is. Therefore it is proposed that the RFP continue, that it be launched with the Collaboration’s solution as the preferred option, but that it also allow for other solutions to be brought forward to solve the identified problems (which will be detailed in the RFP). This proposed strategy requires the following:

a. Continued consultancy support to evaluate proposals, choose a supplier, and evaluate progress with the solution, through to final sign-off. A proposal has been requested from Oakleigh.

b. Clarity that, should the RC-based solution be adopted, the CCSG will need to set a policy that all SRs must migrate to the new system, without exception.
c. The Secretariat has become more involved in the technical side of this exercise than we would have wished. There seems to be a view that what is coming out represents the Secretariat’s take on what is required, whereas in reality we have been trying to co-ordinate the many conflicting voices contributing to the process. Our expertise should be with running the RFP process, and not setting the technical requirements, or detailing the methodological processes to be followed. This has arisen principally because there was no other focal point for this work. Now that we have an Editor-in-Chief, it may be more appropriate for him to take on the technical and process requirement co-ordination role, and for the Secretariat to limit its work again to running the RFP, and this is recommended.
Summary of recommendations
16. The following recommendations are made:

a. To run the RFP with the current Requirements Catalogue, to elicit responses and better gauge the resource requirements for the project.

b. To allow within the RFP for other technical solutions to the core problem.

c. To explicitly set a policy that, should the TC solution be adopted, all entities must use the new system.

d. To identify the Editor-in-Chief as the focal point for technical solution and process considerations, with the Secretariat in a support role limited to contractual issues.  
Resource implications

17. Additional resourcing required for continued consultancy support. (Figure not available at time of going to press.)
Impact statement

18. Getting this wrong will entail considerable expenditure for the Collaboration that could be avoided. To choose the RC-only route at this stage, the Steering Group would need to be satisfied that no other solution could work.
Decision required of the Steering Group

19. To approve the recommendations of this paper.
Nick Royle
CEO, The Cochrane Collaboration

Oxford, 20th March 2009
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