OPEN ACCESS

Proposal to extend “open access” from some papers to some parts of the Steering Group meetings

Submitted by Monica Kjeldstrøm, Mike Clarke and Davina Ghersi, 14. September 2010.

Purpose
To help the Steering Group to improve its communication, transparency and accountability. 

Urgency
Medium. 
Background  
Dialogue 5 of the Strategic review of The Cochrane Collaboration addressed Leadership, Accountability and Decision-making. Among its findings were: ‘Clarify the roles and responsibilities of its scientific/professional, managerial and editorial leadership’ and ‘… develop and implement central decision-making processes that clearly identify communication, implementation and monitoring plans.’ The following findings were reported:

· “Less than half of respondents thought that the essential attributes of entity leaders, CCSG members and Co‐Chairs were clearly identified or that the current processes led to the appointment of leaders with essential attributes.” 

· “For Collaboration‐wide policy‐making, the majority of respondents thought that the underlying principles and values were clear (69%) and that the process was reasonably transparent (55%) and inclusive (50%). However, fewer respondents felt that decisions were adequately communicated to relevant people (44%), had clear implementation plans (30%) or clear accountability expectations (31%).” 
Proposals and discussion
We have highlighted above some of the findings from the Strategic review, which were reported by focusing on the proportion of respondents who expressed positive opinions about communication and transparency within The Cochrane Collaboration. We presume that an important proportion of respondents expressed doubts about these issues. We propose, therefore, that some parts of the Steering Group meeting be opened up to members of The Cochrane Collaboration as observers, to help the Steering Group to improve further its communication, transparency and accountability, by building on its efforts to increase access to its processes. Those effects have included the circulation of open access papers in advance of the meetings and the distribution of the Bulletin.  As ex-members of the Steering Group we recognize that some items are confidential or sensitive and should not be discussed in public, but we also recognise that some items could and, perhaps, should be discussed in a more open manner. We expect that the Steering Group would be able to identify a way to select items in either category, which might allow a division of the agenda into an open access part and a restricted or closed access part. We propose that access would be achieved by members of the Collaboration attending the meeting in person (at their own expenses and having provided advance notice to the Secretariat) or via an internet broadcast. The technology to support this was used successfully at the UK- and Ireland-based Contributors meeting earlier this year.
 The benefits of an open access part of the Steering Group meeting would be:

· Members of The Cochrane Collaboration can follow these Steering Group discussions directly, and need not wait for the minutes or the Bulletin to have a sense of the content and outcomes of the discussions. We know that the approval of the minutes is the formal way in which decisions are ratified, but early access will allow members of the Collaboration to reflect on discussions that are directly or indirectly relevant to them, as soon as they have taken place. This might improve implementation of Steering Group decisions. 

· A concern that has been raised about “open meetings” in other contexts is that this would make the meetings more formal, which would be a disadvantage. We disagree, and expect that the possibility of an audience will encourage the Steering Group to communicate more clearly, avoiding slang and abbreviations. This would be of benefit to new members of the Steering Group and those for whom English is not their primary language.
· Members of The Cochrane Collaboration may feel more inclined to communicate with their Steering Group representatives if they are able to watch them “in action” and may feel a stronger connection to them. Steering Group members will also be more accountable to their constituents, who will be able to see how they are representing them.
· Providing ‘live’ access to Steering Group discussions would allow the potential for real-time feedback to the Steering Group and might even permit polls to be conducted among the observers. This might be particularly helpful during the strategic meetings.

· Members of The Cochrane Collaboration who are not necessarily in leadership positions, could get a feel for the Steering Group’s work. This may inspire some to contribute more directly to the development of the Collaboration, including the possibility that they would become interested in standing for election to the Steering Group.
Summary of recommendations
The Steering Group should make parts of their meetings open access to members of The Cochrane Collaboration and should implement a way to identify these parts for their meeting in March 2011. 
Resource implications
Resources would be needed to provide space for members of The Cochrane Collaboration to attend in person and to provide them with refreshments, as well as the costs for broadcasting the meeting. 
Impact statement
By opening some parts of their meetings, the Steering Group would signal the importance of being transparent and accountable. Communication is likely to improve and more people ‘on the ground’ in the Collaboration would learn about its decision-making processes, and be inspired to contribute.
Decision required of the Steering Group
The Steering Group is asked to decide whether or not to make parts of its meeting open access and to explore the implementation of this. 
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