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Report from the Ombudsmen 
of their activities in 2006/07

for the São Paulo CCSG Meeting

	We have recently encountered areas of conflict that clearly impinge upon issues of Collaboration practice and policy, e.g. if clearer performance management procedures had been in place we might have avoided conflicts arising from differing interpretations and expectations. 

Can you please advise:

a) Who should be our first point of contact to discuss such matters (the CEO, the Co-Chairs?);

b) Would you wish to receive a more detailed report outlining potential issues of Collaboration policy and practice; if so,

c) How might that reporting take place to ensure no breach of confidentiality? 




1. General comments

An Ombudsmen Survey was conducted this year with the Centre Directors and staff. A copy of the report is attached. The final section of the report is repeated below.

'Conclusions and Actions

This report will be distributed to those who responded and included in the Ombudsmen Report to the Steering Group. There is support among the Centre staff for the continuation of the Ombudsmen Services.  Web material will be developed in response to the request for such resources. Workshops at Colloquia and the provision of regional resource people will not be pursued until there is clearer need and demand.
2. Specific conflicts

Two individuals requested the services of the Ombudsmen this year. One case has concluded but the other is still in process.

3. Mediation skills workshop

The survey results did not strongly support the provision of conflict resolution workshops at Colloquia. We would prefer to develop the web resource materials until there is greater need or demand for workshops.

4. Website information

This material will be developed after the São Paulo Colloquium.

5. Regional conflict resolution resource people

The need and justification for regional conflict resolution resource people is not yet clear. There are mixed views about the value of such an approach.

6. Job description for Ombudsmen

A job description for the Ombudsman is in the Cochrane Manual.

7. Questions for the Steering Group
See above.
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Introduction

The Ombudsmen of The Cochrane Collaboration (Peter Langhorne and Kathie Clark) prepared an email survey to gather current data on opinions of the role of the ombudsmen service. The survey questionnaire (Appendix 1) was sent on May 10, 2007 to the Centre Directors and staff using the Centre distribution list. A group reminder was sent on May 25 and individual reminders were emailed on May 31, 2007. A total of 22 responses were received (12 Centres, 7 Branches and 3 individuals). Some respondents provided feedback as individuals, and others responded on behalf of their Centre or Branch.

Summary of responses

1. Over the last two years have you had to undergo a formal conflict resolution process within your entity (or region)?  If so, can you provide general details?

Yes - 4

No - 16

Blank - 1

Not applicable – 1

Comments:

· Not within the (Centre) but, as Director, I have been involved in trying to help a (region) based CRG resolve difficulties within the editorial base. Up to now, this has been successful.

· We have had some conflicts, but we have solved them without having a formal conflict resolution process.

2. During the last two years have you needed to call upon the ombudsmen service?  If so, can you provide general details?
Yes - 0

No - 21

Blank - 1 

No comments

3. If you did not use the ombudsmen service, can you describe how the conflict was resolved?
Not applicable - 16

No - 1

Blank – 2

Comments:

· By giving realistic information and encouraging the author to go on. 

· In the first instance, this was solved by the editorial board of the review group. In the second instance, I referred the matter to the CC Executive Committee, who took the help of the funding arbiter.
· Most of the conflicts (or pseudo-conflicts) are related about poor communication. Usually just providing background or time to full explanations have been enough to solve it. 

4. Do you feel there is a continuing role for The Cochrane Collaboration ombudsmen?
Yes - 20

No - 0

Undecided - 1

Blank – 1

Comments:

· Difficult to say.
· Yes, I think this is a valuable role/function in Cochrane that may not be used often, but when it is needed – would be indispensable. 

· Yes: even if they are not conflicts to be solved, it is an insurance mechanism that deserves to be maintained.

5. Do you feel there would be any value in training materials in conflict resolution available online?

Yes - 16

No - 2

Undecided - 2

Blank – 2

Comments:

· No. I think preparing these materials would not be efficient given how rarely they might be used.
· Possibly, but I would put a higher value on human involvement.

· Possibly, if generic materials already exist. Otherwise we’re not convinced the effort is justified. 
· Yes – not everyone has had training or experience in this area.

· Yes; it could help entities to have standard methods right online.

· They could be of some value, but probably they are more useful if you used before you have a conflict (then it is difficult that you will think you need it), and when you have a conflict probably it is too late.

6. Do you feel there would be any value in having identified individuals who could assist in conflict resolution in different regions?
Yes - 14

No - 3

Undecided - 2

Blank – 3

Comments:

· No. I think that having two ombudsmen who can cover all regions (and provide advice to Centre Directors if we need it) is okay. 
· Yes--but if they were already involved in Cochrane they would have to be chosen carefully in order to minimize the appearance of bias.

· We feel this is a matter for the Centre Directors to decide upon.

· I am concerned about (my perception of) an aspect of the Collaboration that could undermine conflict resolution. I perceive undercurrents of "who's in who's out" within the CC that I would not want to surface in solving conflict. The idea of regional help does address this issue to a certain extent.

· Perhaps – I think it depends on the number of times the Ombudsmen are accessed and if regional assistance would have been useful. 
· Yes, that would also be good as well as a description of their role and the types of conflict that should be referred to them and at what stage of the process.
· According to the cultural diversity of the members of the CC it would be of value to have regional contact persons.

· Could be useful to have a contact person but I guess the Centre Director or other 'responsible' person is usually the first point of contact.
· Really yes. I would add that it is good that they do not have strong links with Cochrane entities. The only conflicts I think a centre could feel useful to have an individual identified is with another Cochrane entity, where a neutral approach could be useful. So probably it would be very difficult to find people suitable in all regions. I will add that it is better to have suitable people that anyone who volunteers: a bad mediator could be even worst than nothing.

7. Do you think there is a need for a workshop on conflict resolution at Cochrane Colloquia and, if so, would you attend?
Yes - 10

No - 7

Undecided - 3

Blank – 1

Comments:

· No, I don't feel a need for such a workshop. However, the best way to decide if there is a need might be to offer one and see who registers/attends. If such a workshop was offered, I doubt that I would attend.

· May be useful / not sure I will attend personally, but why not.
· I think this is preferable to materials on the web. I would be interested in attending to learn more about strategies for conflict resolution, although thankfully this is not something I currently have to worry about in my professional life and thus another workshop might take higher priority.

· Possibly.

· Yes – I think this would be valuable for any Cochranite.  I suspect there are small conflicts arising on a regular basis that perhaps could be handled better if people were given new skills. 

· Why not?
· That's a good idea and if there was, I would

· It depends how often conflicts are reported to the ombudsmen and the subsequent need to support conflict resolution. We would attend to be prepared in the case the Centre has to judge, mediate etc. in a conflict.

· Not sure about 'need' but could be worth attending. Might be better to have something at Center Directors meeting as they would be the principal points of contact. I would attend one but not at the Colloquium it’s too busy.

· Not sure if this is necessary. We are very lucky and don’t have so many 
conflicts.

· I think there is a need for such workshop. However, I think that there is not a general perception of this need, so I am afraid that no lots of people will attend it. So perhaps it could be better to use the energy to prepare the workshop to prepare a distance learning course or web materials that potentially could be useful for longer time.

· We never faced conflicts with any entities and we don’t think that a workshop in San Paolo should be held. We think that the currents rules can efficiently cover all the problems arising in a large community like the Collaboration.
Discussion

Members of The Cochrane Collaboration are very busy people. Individual email messages to the Centre and Branch representatives were more effective for obtaining responses to the survey than the Centre distribution list.

Although there is not a great need or demand for the services of the Ombudsmen, the staff and representatives of the Centres strongly support the continuing role for The Cochrane Collaboration Ombudsmen. They also support the provision of conflict resolution training materials online. 

Although 14 of the 22 respondents supported the notion of regional resource people to assist with conflict resolution, the comments suggested some ambivalence about the need for expanding the current resources of the Ombudsmen Service. Finally, there are mixed opinions concerning whether there is a need for a workshop on conflict resolution at Cochrane Colloquia. 

Conclusions and Actions

This report will be distributed to those who responded and included in the Ombudsmen Report to the Steering Group. There is support among the Centre staff for the continuation of the Ombudsmen Services.  Web material will be developed in response to the request for such resources. Workshops at Colloquia and the provision of regional resource people will not be pursued until there is clearer need and demand.

Appreciation

We would like to thank all those who made time to respond to this survey. Your input is very much appreciated.

Kathie Clark and Peter Langhorne
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Appendix 1

Ombudsmen Survey Questionnaire

1. Over the last two years have you had to undergo a formal conflict resolution process within your entity?  If so, can you provide general details?
2. During the last two years have you needed to call upon the ombudsmen service?  If so, can you provide general details?
3. If you did not use the ombudsmen service, can you describe how the conflict was resolved?
4. Do you feel there is a continuing role for The Cochrane Collaboration ombudsmen?
5. Do you feel there would be any value in training materials in conflict resolution available online?
6. Do you feel there would be any value in having identified individuals who could assist in conflict resolution in different regions?
7. Do you think there is a need for a workshop on conflict resolution at Cochrane Colloquia and, if so, would you attend?
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