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INTRODUCTION 
Communities of researchers can benefit greatly from the services that eResearch offers: remote access to compute, data 
and science equipment, support for virtual organisations, ontologies, workflows, collection management and many 
others.  But these are technologies, whereas research communities form around shared interest, trust, reputation, 
consultation, best practice and governance. 
 
Many eResearch tools are built by dedicated teams, typically working with representative domain experts from some 
research community.  But how is the broader community of researchers to be engaged in such a process?  Will they take 
ownership of the eventual solutions, or feel marginalised by it? 

MANAGING AN EVOLVING SET OF TOOLS, IDEAS, PARADIGMS 
As an example, consider the case of ontology creation.  Ontologies are useful to research communities because they: (i) 
formalise important domain knowledge, (ii) provide a basis for data inter-operation, and (iii) a means to label resources 
with semantically-meaningful tags.  But they are difficult and costly to create.  For practical reasons, most approaches to 
date for ontology creation favour using a small team of experts.  The developed ontology is then presented back to the 
wider community, who are free to use it.  Do they?  Where is the process by which they can comment, update, refute, 
augment or reject this new resource?   
 The same arguments apply to other eResearch products, such as tools, methods or workflows.  These are highly 
contested research artefacts; they cannot be simply imposed externally, or the risk of rejection is very high.  Instead, they 
require a process of open consideration, comment, revision, and hopefully, acceptance.   
 But the problems do not stop there; none of these artefacts are static, i.e. fixed forever.  Science moves forward, 
meanings evolve, best practices change, methods are improved, new ideas find credence, old ideas fall into disuse, 
additional knowledge is created.  Alfred North Whitehead, a famous mathematician and philosopher from the early 20th 
Century, introduced the notion that ideas themselves have ‘adventures’; in knowledge communities they are born, 
evaluated, nurtured, applied, modified and eventually abandoned.  To whit:  

 “Systems, scientific and philosophic, come and go. Each method of limited understanding is at length exhausted. 
In its prime each system is a triumphant success: in its decay it is an obstructive nuisance.” 
Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas 

Consider the life cycle of some research artefact such as a fragment of knowledge (a concept) as shown in Figure 1.  One 
can imagine such an artefact being held locally in the head or system of a single researcher, but what is the process by 
which it becomes accepted or rejected by a larger group, or by the entire community?  Most eResearch communities do 
not have any infrastructure or governance in place that deals effectively with a set of research artefacts and related 
knowledge that is constantly in flux as new ideas and practices are developed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  The lifecycle of an idea. 
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LIVING KNOWLEDGE, LIVING COMMUNITIES 
Living knowledge and related eResearch resources need ongoing care and maintenance.  But who gets to choose when 
community resources get modified or updated?  How does a knowledge community govern and review itself?  eResearch 
helps to  facilitate the formation of knowledge communities, and also provides these communities with new data, tools, 
knowledge and even entire scientific systems at faster rates than ever before.  So our need for good, efficient governance 
of these resources is stronger than ever.   
 This paper discusses best practice as we currently understand it for the governance of eResearch communities.  The 
ideas are drawn from studies of practicing communities [1, 2, 3] and the author’s own experiences [4, 5].  The paper 
outlines various stages in the life of a digital community:  

1. Planning and development: designing the various tools, applications and initial infrastructure 
2. Going live: migrating users into the community effectively 
3. Operation: the ongoing sustaining of the infrastructure, whilst it is used for various research activities 
4. Evaluation and revision or retirement.   Effectiveness of the community is assessed, leading to plans for 

further development or a managed termination of the project. 

BEST PRACTICE AND IDEAS FOR EFFECTIVE GOVERNANCE 
For each of these stages, strategies for effective governance are suggested and explored.  Although there are good case 
studies and practical guidelines from which to approach planning and going live, there is far less certainty concerning 
what makes a community successful into the operational stage, and what kinds of governance and operation are effective 
at helping a community develop healthy practices.  Reputation systems, peer review, provenance and democracy all seem 
to have a role to play.   
 Some emergent trends from successful knowledge communities are described, as are the gaps in governance that 
exist currently.  The paper ends by suggesting some solutions for these identified gaps. 
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