Review of the Board on Research Data and Information

The reviewers for the triennial review of BRDI were Mary Clutter and Jim Cook, members of the PGA Committee, and Greg Withee, formerly at the US Geological Survey. The background and accomplishments of BRDI and its programs were presented by Paul Uhlir, Director and Michael Lesk, Chair. That document is available separately.

The reviewers focused on three areas to consider in strengthening a program that has made tremendous strides in the first three years of its existence:

1. Program Directions:

a. The Board has completed and is launching a great deal of work on policies and plans for management of large data banks inherent in the research enterprise. There are many potential issues in the “information lifecycle,” and the question arises as to whether the portfolio of work in this arena is appropriately focused and balanced. Are there specific issues that are emerging as particularly challenging where BRDI could make a difference?

b. The Board has made a major difference historically on issues of open access. Recognizing all that has been done by the Board, and the policy changes that have occurred inside and outside agencies, what should be the focus and how important should this be going forward?

c. International and foreign data policies are both diffuse and complex, and BRDI has approached much of its work with foreign partners in a relatively opportunistic way. At the same time, it has a clear and deliberative history with China on these issues and is about to enter the third phase of its work there. Are there lessons to be learned from the Chinese experience to be applied elsewhere? Or vice versa?

2. Organization of Work:

a. Should BRDI build on its past, limited cooperation with the private sector (such as Microsoft) to create a more active set of partnerships there? Or should it focus on the less organized private sector, such as emerging data issues associated with cloud computing or social media such as crowdsourcing? Or neither?

b. BRDI has worked with a range of NGOs, both international and domestic, in various project activities. Should it be developing more project-based partnerships, such as non-profit publishers, in order to expand the reach and impact of its work?

3. Overall:

a. A major challenge for BRDI is the copious number of possible, worthy activities versus the available staff and current resources. Should it set a deliberate goal of rapid growth to meet more of these challenges or focus instead on a limited set of strategic targets within existing capacities?

There was a vigorous discussion of ways to deal with these issues involving the reviewers, the PGA Committee members, and the staff. The Board provided a valuable timeline (available on request) that laid out its complex work plan over the next few years, with nine different reports in the pipeline. Members of the Committee urged BRDI to pursue interdisciplinary data management issues, and to reconsider the categories of volunteers best suited to lead BRDI ad hoc activities. With regard to financial support, members urged BRDI to think harder about the private sector, in its various dimensions. In general, the reviewers and the committee gave BRDI high marks for the steps it has taken to launch itself as a Board, and to build on many years of work in the NRC.

Action Step: BRDI leadership will take these issues back to the whole Board for consideration and report back to the PGA Committee in 2012.
