INTRODUCTION TO THE VCOSS INTEROPERABILITY WORKING GROUP

Data and information management challenges in the community services sector
In the maze of work associated with what we call information and data management in the community services sector, we have both had an opportunity to listen to anecdotal stories that reflect many common experiences across the sector. Perhaps, overwhelmingly, one of the dominant themes is just how much is achieved quietly across the sector in relation to information and data management. At the same time, we have also been become aware of some emergent and less obvious challenges that arise in the course of conversations with colleagues. We have summarized our thoughts by highlighting what we consider to be some common questions:
· Do current funding models cover the cost of double entry of data and information of relevance to the different Client Information Management Systems (CIMS) and quality assurance frameworks used within the sector?
· Is anyone advocating on behalf of the experiences of individual Community Service Organisations (CSOs) currently grappling with the impost of all these different systems and frameworks?
· Can we use the many different CIMS, such as IRIS or CRISSP, to prepare customised reports relevant to individual teams and programs within CSOs?

· Is our own CSO capable of preparing an accurate snapshot of all activities in a timely manner? Can we be confident that such reports accurately reflects the real patterns of work activities within our organisation?
VCOSS has recognized the importance of some of these questions and the need that these and other questions be discussed and explored. But perhaps more importantly, a small group of personnel within the sector would like to work out what can be done to assist individual CSOs as they grapple with the challenges of data and information management activities including investment activities. 
Constraints to advocacy in relation to information and data management
Those of us who have some understanding of the technical aspects of information and data management think that the reflective questions identified above pose formidable challenges for the community sector. Part of the problem is a lack of understanding within senior management about the complexity of data and information management systems and the work-related social systems they are designed to support. Yet, the reliance of CSOs on digital technologies is increasing, not decreasing. And so, going forward we think the community sector is exposed to an unknown level of support-system infrastructure risk in the years ahead. What do we mean by support-system infrastructure risk?
The shifting focus of service system reform
Let’s for a moment reflect on the example of the current reforms associated with the new strategic framework for Family Services and new legislation environment. At the heart of Child and Youth Act, 2005, is the new Best Interests Framework – and in particular the focus on securing the child’s best interests. In providing a holistic service in order to work towards securing the child’s best interests, a multi-level response might be required for the family as a whole, including individual family members. Therefore, in responding to the child’s best interests, a multi-level response will necessarily involve the delivery of a range of different services. This might often include services emanating from different programs beyond Family Services, including other State and Commonwealth Government programs. 
Within this context is current information and data management infrastructure flexible and robust enough to support a fully integrated service response designed around the principles of the best interests framework, for example? We think maybe not. But, if individual CSOs are to continue to be required to deliver flexible responses to their clients, how is this new infrastructure to be developed and paid for? For a wide range of small – medium sized CSOs, current program funding models do not allow for significant investment in new and flexible support-system infrastructure. Equally funding bodies have been pre-occupied with major and substantial investments in their own client information systems such as FRSP on-line and CRISSP. These systems have required enormous investments from government at both State and Commonwealth levels. But none of these systems take into account how an individual CSO has to manage data and information across different funding bodies in a seamless way. And so, each individual CSO has to make its own investment decisions with respect to information and data management and this is done in a climate of uncertainty and more often than not, of limited knowledge as well. This lack of certainty about how to invest, where to invest, and what to invest in is what we mean by support-system infrastructure risk.   
What is the relevance of the term interoperability?
We use the term interoperability to describe the mechanisms by which data and information designed, created and captured for one particular set of purposes is exchanged and subsequently re-used for a completely different set of purposes. We think that interoperability is a fundamental principle that must be taken into account in any aspect of data and information management. However, as we have highlighted above, funding bodies develop systems that address challenges of interoperability from their own perspective and set of needs. But nobody is thinking about interoperability from the perspective of the service providers within the community sector. This will become the particular focus of the newly formed VCOSS interoperability working group.
The VCOSS Interoperability Working Group: Going Forward

In the coming weeks, we will present a series of short information packages to help generate greater understanding of some of the challenges associated with interoperability within the Community Services Sector. Some of the topics we will address include:
· The impact of multiple client information management systems within the community sector
· The challenges of information management in relation to compliance with multiple quality assurance frameworks
· Clarifying the relationship between information and knowledge management

· Publishing sector-specific data dictionaries (or schemas)  
· Challenges associated with developing protocols and systems to support e-referrals 

· The importance of content sustainability strategies

· Establishing effective governance arrangements to support interoperability
We think that to realize the potential for service system coordination and integration, a different type of vision is required in relation to data and information management. The VCOSS interoperability working group is of the view that the notion of interoperability needs to become central to that vision.  More later.
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