OPEN ACCESS


Recommendations arising from pilot use of Archie in 2008 Steering Group elections

Executive summary
The Elections Working Group was set up in 2005 to make recommendations on a number of issues related to voter engagement and the workload and process of elections to The Cochrane Collaboration Steering Group (CCSG). This report summarizes the development, implementation and response to new survey software that was introduced in the 2008 CCSG elections.

Purpose
To report on the 2008 CCSG elections under the following headings:

1. The development of survey software to facilitate the voting process.

2. The process of nominating and seconding candidates.

3. The process of calling for nominations, determining and contacting eligible voters.

4. Counting the votes.
5. Comments from voters and CRGs (included with the pertinent items above).

Urgency
Low.
Access
Open.

Background
See Appendix A and the summary document on the Collaboration website (http://www.cochrane.org/ccsg/ccsgelectionsmain.htm).

Proposals and discussion

1. The development of survey software to facilitate the voting process

With input from the sub-group, Chris Mavergames, Assistant Manager of The Collaboration’s Website Development team, and Claire Allen developed a survey to facilitate the voting process, using software already available on the Collaboration’s website. This took a considerable amount of time on everyone’s part. Claire managed the logistics of setting up the survey and Chris extracted the data onto a spreadsheet. As a group, we determined the exact wording of the voting instructions for each position so that voters would understand that they were only to vote once for each position (e.g. CRG Author Representative: If you are active in more than one Review Group, please vote for one candidate through the Review Group of your choice from the drop-down list below. This is because the results are aggregated by Review Group.), and then tested the software to make sure there would not be any technical ‘glitches’ at election time. There was a section on each ballot for comments.

Feedback on the survey software was very positive. Only 27 voters entered comments, two of which included comments on two separate themes, resulting in 29 comments. Twenty comments lauded the new system. Some examples: "This system is great compared to the old system", "It’s very clear and concise", "Excellent", "Very impressive and simple to use the voting form", "Much better than paper-based voting form", "This is a very efficient procedure", "This is a brilliant way to vote", "This really does look professional", "Fantastic", "Very quick and easy", "Fast and easy", "I love it!".
There were six comments about technical or operational issues, pertaining to the inability to access the candidates’ statements, correct spelling of Centre/Center per location, ordering of candidate statements, inclusion of Branches in the drop-down list of Centres/Centers. Three comments were on the voting scheme itself and experience of the candidates, and will be dealt with later in the report.

Recommendation
Based on the feedback received, we recommend that the technical and operational issues be addressed, but that the Collaboration continues to employ survey software for its elections.  Now that the development phase is completed, maintaining and updating it each year should require minimal resources, assuming the same software is used.

2. The process of nominating and seconding candidates
Some reservations were voiced about candidates asking their nominators and seconders to ‘sign off’ on the candidate statement. However, with the exception of queries on the timing of each step, this extra step seemed to work well, although did slightly increase the workload of personnel at the Secretariat.

Recommendation
We recommend that the step of ‘signing off’ on the candidate statement be maintained and that each step in the nominating/seconding process be dated to facilitate the process (i.e. nominations/seconders should reach the Secretariat by [date], candidate decision to run should reach the Secretariat by [date], candidate statement and nominator/seconder sign-off should reach the Secretariat by [date]).

3. The process of calling for nominations, determining and contacting eligible voters
Developing the voters’ list for Methods Group, Author and ‘CRG at large’ representative positions continue to be challenging because of the uncertainty surrounding membership.  Methods Groups sent out the notice for nominations rather than centralizing the process because not all of their members are in Archie. The plan had been that they would also send out the link for the electronic ballot, but that the votes would be counted centrally. There was only one candidate nominated, so no election was necessary for this position; thus, we have no feedback on the voting system from members of Methods Groups.

The call for nominations for the ‘CRG at large’ position was sent to all active members of CRGs who filled the entity role of Administrative Assistant, Authors of Cochrane reviews, protocols and registered titles, Consumer Co-ordinators, Consumer Referees, Co-ordinating Editors, Editors, External Referees, Feedback Editors, Handsearchers, Internal Referees, Review Group Co-ordinators and Assistant Review Group Co-ordinators, Staff, Statisticians, Translators, Trials Search Co-ordinators and Assistant Trials Search Co-ordinators. Those who only had the entity role of  ‘Other', 'Mailing list', 'Possible contributor', and 'Super User' were not included. The Secretariat and EWG Convenor received a small number of e-mails from individuals who wondered why they had been included, and from RGCs questioning why some of their members had been included (total N<6). Customizing the list to meet the needs of each CRG would have to be done at the CRG level and would negate the benefits of centralizing the process and including all members who were eligible to vote. 

Authors of registered titles were allowed to vote but not to nominate candidates or stand for the Author representative position. Since there was no way electronically to separate them from other authors, the instructions on eligibility were spelled out in the call for nominations/votes, with the option for the Secretariat to disallow ineligible individuals at the nomination stage.  There was no need to exercise this option during the 2008 election. 

There were a couple of queries as to whether using Archie to compile the voters' list centrally was considered ‘mass mailing’ but, according to The Cochrane Collaboration’s privacy policy, this is not the case.

The biggest use of time was dealing with the number of ‘bounced back’ e-mails because of inaccurate e-mail addresses or non-UK characters as part of an e-mail address. This continues to be a problem for all entities.

The centralization of the election process definitely achieved the first goal of this pilot, i.e. to reduce the workload of the entities. In contrast, Claire Allen spent 40 hours administering the elections and Chris Mavergames spent 12 hours.

Recommendations

1. We recommend maintaining a centralized system of administering the elections. 

2. The results of the strategic review of The Cochrane Collaboration should be available before the next election in 2011, so membership of the CCSG may change; therefore the EWG does not have a recommendation at this time on how to handle the ‘CRG at large’ voters’ list. In the event that this is still an issue in the next election, we recommend polling CRGs before developing the voters’ list in an attempt to reach a solution.

3. Unless Archie has been developed to the point that this can be further automated, we suggest that additional temporary staffing may be needed at the Secretariat to assist with developing the voters’ list. This exercise would have to be done twice; once at the call for nominations and once at the call for votes.  

4. We have no recommendation in response to the voter who considered the candidates too inexperienced for the position. 
5.   We recommend that the Methods Groups members should be included in Archie to enable ease of voting. However, we are aware that Methods Groups do not have financial resources to do this. 
4.  Counting the votes

Technically, Chris Mavergames downloaded the votes from the survey software to a spreadsheet to enable Claire Allen to tally the votes per entity, since the Cochrane entities are the ‘members’ of the Collaboration, not individuals. 

There were more individual votes cast in this election (N = 961) compared to the 2005 election; however, because votes in the 2005 election were manually collected and calculated by the CRGs, an exact number would take considerable time to determine. Three ballots were disqualified because of lack of classification data. As seen in the table in Appendix B, the real gain appeared to be in the number of entities in which votes were cast for the ‘Author’ and ‘CRG at large’ positions. Of the votes cast, 64% of the ‘Author’ and 37% of the ‘CRG at large’ votes were cast within the first 24 hours. Since we asked the ‘CRG at large’ voters to indicate their entity position, we now have some idea of who consider themselves members of this constituency.

There were two comments relating to the loss of the ranking system: one mourned the loss of the ranking system but suggested that if this was going to happen, then perhaps the Collaboration should also consider abolishing aggregation by entity and just tally one vote per person; the second voter felt that preferential voting better reflected the wishes of the electorate, but did not elaborate further. The Convenor of the EWG also received a couple of e-mails questioning the rationale for the change in process; one suggested it would not be against the constitution to move to a 'one vote per person' scheme, and the other felt that the ranking system gave the voter more choice and also helped in the event of a tie. 

Recommendations

1. The electronic voting system should be maintained, with Secretariat personnel learning technical skills as indicated.  

2. The EWG did not pursue the single vote versus ranked and/or aggregated vote debate further, since this appears to be a philosophical issue that is very important to some and ‘not on the radar’ of others. These issues should likely be debated more broadly after the recommendations of the strategic review of the Collaboration have been tabled.

3. In view of the quicker response time and reduced time needed to tally votes in an automated, centralized system, we recommend reducing the voting deadline from six weeks to three or four to allow more time for newly elected members to make arrangements to travel to the Steering Group meeting during the Colloquium. Since the votes will be cast and tallied after the Colloquium early registration deadline, we also recommend that early registration fees be extended to newly elected candidates who might not have been planning to attend the Colloquium.

Submitted on behalf of the Elections Working Group Sub-Committee:
Claire Allen (Secretariat), Donna Gillies (CCSG), Monica Kjeldstrøm (Director, IMS Team), Chris Mavergames, (Assistant Manager, Website Development Team), Vicki Pennick (Convenor, Elections Working Group).

1 September 2008  
Appendix A - Summary of Elections Working Group work: 2005-2007

The Elections Working Group was originally set up in 2005 to deal with six issues:

1. How to reduce the workload for entities. 

2. How to deal with voting in more than one entity. 

3. How to engage authors in the election process. 

4. How to engage entities in the election process.

5. How Archie could be used to automate the process.

6. Whether the number of votes should be published.

7. How the membership of an entity should be defined.

In 2007, the EWG was asked to consider:

1. Whether those who nominate and second candidates for positions on the Steering Group should ‘sign off’ on the responses provided to the six questions to ensure they are still comfortable with their nomination.  

2. Whether candidates who were seeking re-election should articulate what they thought they had contributed to the work of the Steering Group during their former three-year term of office.

3. Whether the 'Total' box should be removed from the bottom of the voting paper.

4. Whether the Collaboration should continue with a ranking and aggregating system of voting or go to a single vote/person system, with or without aggregation at the CRG level.

5. Whether voters should be able to vote in more than one CRG for the same position.

6. Whether nominees should be able to vote for themselves.

7. Whether the nominee statements should be in the same document as the voting paper.

And, later in 2007, the EWG was asked to consider:

1. The logistics of separating authors of registered titles from those who have published protocols and reviews.  

2. How to address the concern that authors do not consistently receive voting papers from their CRGs. 

3. How to determine who should vote for the ‘CRG at large’ position.

Reports on each set of tasks were forwarded to the CCSG in March 2006, August 2007 and January 2008, respectively. A summary document was drafted and posted on the Collaboration website in June 2008 (http://www.cochrane.org/ccsg/ccsgelectionsmain.htm).
Appendix B - Summary of election eligibility and votes cast for 2005 and 2008 elections
	CCSG representatives of:
	2005
	2008

	
	Number of entities eligible to vote
	Number of entities that voted 
	Number of entities eligible to vote (Approximate number of potential voters)
	Number of entities that voted (% of CRGs; number of  votes; % of potential votes)

	Centres
	12
	11 (92% of CRGs)
	12 (200)
	12 (100%; 86; 43%)

	RGCs
	50
	43 (86% of CRGs)
	52 (60)
	42 (81%; 54; 90%)

	Authors
	50
	44 (88% of CRGs; 5% votes from random sample of 
10 CRGs)
	52 (13,000)
	49 (94%; 329; 3%)

	CRG at large
	50
	42 (84% of CRGs; 5% votes from random sample of 10 CRGs)
	52 (15,000)
	51 (98%; 492; 3%)
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