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Establishing a Workable Model
Since the Feasibility Study was completed at the end of 2008 much work has been undertaken in testing the ideas contained in the report and considering how its proposals could be best realised in practice. 

It has always been recognised that creating a coherent national approach to research data management would take a long time and that take-up of its framework services would be gradual and on a purely opt-in basis.  However, some proof of concept was felt to be achievable with the ongoing help of the case study universities which participated in the original feasibility study.
There is a fundamental need for consistency of approach and scalability; consequently the approach to planning has developed into two parallel threads.

Thread 1 is focused on embedding skills and processes in the case study HEIs so as to develop a sustainable approach to data management across a range of disciplines and diverse infrastructure.

Thread 2 is focused on the design of an effective national organisation to deliver a range of services to support the work in the HEIs. This organisation would deliver a consistent and coherent set of policies, training programmes, tools and methodologies for data management, as well as providing a focus for national and international communication with other institutions active in research data management. It could and should build on a large number of initiatives and services already in place, and the approach to this is being considered in detail with JISC and HEFCE, who in turn have proposed a Memorandum of Understanding on the relevant principles and the development of a suitable action plan to other major funders such as the Research Councils and Wellcome Trust.

Planning and Funding

Since the conference held in February 2009, HEFCE and JISC, with further support from RLUK and RUGIT, have funded an Interim Project to plan a potential UKRDS implementation, and the work has concentrated initially on thread 1.
The model being developed is based on the definition of a research life cycle, building on work done by a range of initiatives including one led by Exeter University under the HEFCE Shared Services Programme, coupled with the DCC Data Management Life Cycle and related planning and asset evaluation tools. Planning and costing the work to design and implement this approach with a range of research projects at case study universities Oxford, Bristol and Leicester is moving forward and should be largely completed by February 2010. It is being progressed in close collaboration with JISC’s Research Data Programme.

A model for the national service portfolio in support of the HEI work was first articulated in the Feasibility Study and this model has now been updated and simplified in the light of further study during the interim phase.

It is hoped that implementation of threads 1 and 2 with the cases study universities will be supported by funding for a consolidated Pathfinder Phase from HEFCE’s Strategic Development Fund and work is leading to an application to be submitted in March 2010.
Assessment of Risk and Potential Benefits

Data management is an immensely challenging undertaking and the UKRDS project continues to monitor work being undertaken in the UK and elsewhere. A great deal of research material is being published and many conferences held. This leads us to two conclusions, though the evidence is admittedly anecdotal. First, no major research active country has successfully tackled the data management problem in a systematic and comprehensive way. Most examples of successful data management are tactical responses to problems on specific projects or within specific disciplines. Secondly, where problems have been tackled effectively it has been by embedding the skills and resources within the research institutions, sometimes supported by resources from national or international specialist data centres. This finding seems to support the approach being taken in the Interim Project.
The UK has already built a significant portfolio of data management skills in a number of areas (RC funded data centres, national archives and libraries). The DCC and RIN with JISC have developed a substantial knowledge base of the best practices as well as a range of tools, guides, services and some infrastructure for repositories.  The UKRDS project team believes that by establishing a national focus under the auspices of JISC, and working closely with these stakeholders both to support systematic embedding of data management skills and capacity within the research intensive HEIs and to identify requirements for additional national capacity, the UK is in a unique position to gain a global lead in data intensive research.

Moreover, through the UKRDS Pathfinder proposal, this proposition can be tested at relatively marginal cost, comparing very favourably with the major investment programmes being undertaken in the USA, Australia and elsewhere.
