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 Briefing paper
RESEARCH DATA MANAGEMENT FORUM

Origins
The origin of the Research Data Management Forum is twofold.  A strategic context was established in June 2007 by the JISC-sponsored Dealing With Data report
, which at recommendation 5 urged the creation of a ‘data networking forum’ for the directors, managers and staff from research council data centres, JISC data services and other bodies.  This forum, which it was proposed should be established by the UK’s Digital Curation Centre (DCC), would provide a vehicle for the exchange of experience and best practice.  The Dealing With Data consultative study had explored the roles, rights, responsibilities and relationships of institutions, data centres and other key stakeholders working with digital data, and was intended to produce a bridge between the Research Information Network’s (RIN’s) high level Framework of Principles and Guidelines (for the stewardship of research data) and the gamut of practitioner-focussed technical developments.  Recommendation 5 was explicitly linked to the RIN’s Principle number 1, which addressed the need for clarity in the roles and responsibilities of the various organisations providing stewardship for digital data.
Secondly, and at an operational level, the DCC in July 2007 established an eScience Liaison function within its Community Development team, which exists to strengthen curation networks and collaborative partnerships.  The eScience Liaison agenda reflects an underlying aim to embed DCC principles and best practice for data curation in an environment characterised by high data volume, high-speed transmission and cross-disciplinary collaborations involving both researchers and technology providers.  Envisaged as a partnership between data creators and curators, the eScience Liaison programme was developed to include the creation of a ‘data centre managers forum’ aimed at building a stronger sense of community amongst data centres and related services, both current and emerging.
The RIN’s Principles and Guidelines was published in draft form in April 2007
.  One of its key messages was the necessity of paying urgent attention to the increasing volumes and varieties of digital data being produced, in particular the need in this context to address issues of stewardship and curation.  Specifically, it was recognised that without clarity in the definition of their roles and responsibilities, the different agents involved in managing and providing access to digital research output were likely to encounter increasing difficulty, and it was predicted that they would be frustrated by a growing incidence of misunderstanding and wasted effort.  It was also observed that increases in the volume and complexity of data, a particular consequence of the development of an eScience infrastructure, have reduced the effectiveness of traditional informal arrangements for the stewardship of data, such that they may now need to be complemented by more formal codes.
Rationale and objectives
The Research Data Management Forum is being created in direct response to the challenges posed by the new and rapidly evolving digital environment that was recognised in the two RIN and JISC reports.  Its driving principle is the free exchange of experience and expertise in the management and curation of research data output as a means of improving its quality, reliability, processing, management and accessibility.
In the context of the ‘digital data deluge’ described by the Dealing With Data report, the Forum’s primary objective is to facilitate a robust community of stakeholders who will cooperate to resolve common issues of data stewardship, achieving improvements in the methods used and increasing their own and users’ awareness of data policies and standards.

By sustaining coherence in their approaches to data stewardship, members of the Forum, as well as the broader research data population, are expected to benefit from increased levels of effectiveness.  This will be consequent upon achievement of the following goals:  

· the definition, promulgation and understanding of established and emerging roles and responsibilities;
· the identification and sharing of standards, techniques and other solutions for best practice in data management and curation;
· the provision of a body of practitioners able to engage with and support new entrants to the data management/sharing arena;
· the provision of a reference point for research initiatives involving aspects of data management/curation, enabling the two-way sharing of experience, methodologies and technologies;

· collaborative approaches to organisational and management challenges (e.g. training, development and the provision of an appropriate skills pool/career path for informaticians)

Methodology
The Forum will consider and select strategic issues to provide a framework for its activities whilst remaining anchored in the practical concerns of delivering data stewardship services.  It is not intended that the Forum should assume a lobbying function; neither are its interests limited to research data, since it is recognised that data, publications and other digital objects increasingly comprise an integrated composite of intellectual products.
Who should attend Forum events will be dictated by the nature of the agenda for individual meetings.  There will, however, be a minimum of two meetings each year for the exchange of experience and knowledge, conducted mainly at a technical and service delivery level but supplemented by topical issues of strategic principle.

At these meetings a series of themes representing common goals will be investigated, introduced at a strategic level and followed by more detailed discussion and presentation.  The prevailing culture is anticipated as more akin to a workshop than a formal conference.  Further delegation to subsequent task forces, workshops and other events or groups may prove necessary.  Forum meetings will also be used to identify and assess those aspects of emerging data policies likely to impact Forum members and/or the communities they support, and for reaching consensus in those instances where group action would be appropriate.
Administration for the Forum will be provided initially by the DCC.  Published terms of reference describe its remit and structure.
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