Community Governance Explored - Lessons for COPIM on how to scale small.
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Many thanks for inviting me to present on this panel today. As Kathleen explained, I am an assistant professor in Digital Media at Coventry University and as part of my work I support the COPIM project, which I will shortly introduce next. We started almost a year ago now and Community Governance is one of the key elements underlying the project. COPIM intends to set up an open, community-led governance system for its infrastructures and processes, a structure that we want to develop together with the community of stakeholders that will be involved in the project more broadly, such as academics, publishers, librarians, researchers, and knowledge managers. What I want to share with you today is what we are currently learning from other projects, including CLACSO and the DOAJ, EIFL, COAR and OpenAire, around what good governance is and how we can ensure it is indeed community-focused and directed. Hopefully once we are a bit further along in the project I will be able to share more about our own experiences of setting up community-led governance structures, which is what we will be focusing on in the next couple of years.
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I want to start by highlighting the collaborative nature of the research I present here today which has been developed together with COPIM members and supporters, and draws strongly on the insights and establishments of other community-led publishing projects we draw our inspiration from. This presentation draws on the work I have been doing with my COPIM-colleagues Sherri Barnes, Eileen Joy, and Samuel Moore, and in particular on a series of blogposts written together with Samuel Moore reflecting on a Community Governance workshop we hosted this year. The discussions with the workshop participants directly informed these blogposts. They were posted on COPIM’s Open Documentation Site on PubPub, where we are indeed openly documenting the research we are conducting and the progress we are making within the project. 
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If of interest, what I will be talking about today is described more elaborately in the blogposts listed on this slide.
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So first a bit more about COPIM. COPIM, is an international partnership of scholar-led open access presses, universities, libraries, and technology providers. Its aim is to realign open access book publishing away from competing commercial service providers to embrace a more horizontal and cooperative knowledge-sharing approach instead, governed by the research community and open for widespread participation by scholar-led and non-profit publishers.
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In doing so COPIM aims to address the key technological, structural, and organisational hurdles—around funding, production, dissemination, discovery, reuse, and archiving—which are standing in the way of the wider adoption and impact of open access books.
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COPIM wants to deliver major improvements in the infrastructures used both by open access book publishers and by those publishers making a transition to open access books. Its innovations will enable more productive collaborations between actors (including librarians, publishers, and researchers) in the open access landscape and will expand opportunities to develop the skills, tools, funding networks, and systems necessary to run open access publishing operations. It wants to support and facilitate global collaborations to achieve collective stewardship of open access, and remove structural and organisational barriers to open access book publishing, especially in the Humanities and Social Sciences.
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The work on COPIM is divided into 7 work packages (including a project management WP). WP2 is developing and launching a modular, scalable revenue generation and management platform for open access books, to be made available to publishers and libraries. 
WP3 is working with selected publishers to assist them in migrating their economic models to OA versions, while documenting this process
WP4, which I will mainly be focusing on today is developing the governance procedures of COPIM’s open publication ecosystem for monographs, which will be community-governed and led.
WP5 is developing technical protocols and infrastructure to better integrate OA books into institutional library, digital learning and repository systems, including the development of Thoth, an open metadata system that will become part of the Open Dissemination System this Work Package is developing
WP6 is producing a set of pilot cases of experimental books which will be developed with the aid of new tools and platforms focused on experimental long-form publications 
WP7 is identifying the key challenges associated with archiving research monographs and is looking at archiving solutions for more complex and experimental long-form publications. We are keen to work on these projects with the wider community we are designing them for, so please do get in touch with us if you would like to know more about what we are doing!
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On May 1 of this year we hosted a half-day workshop focused on community governance, bringing together governance experts, key stakeholders in OA book publishing, and representatives from allied large community-led projects, to collaboratively explore what the governance procedures of COPIM’s open publication ecosystem for monographs should look like and to begin thinking about developing models to sustain the governance of the infrastructure as a community-based OA service organisation. 
The discussions with the participants focused on two key questions:
1. What does good governance mean? and
2. Who or what is our community?
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From the discussion around the first question, what does good governance mean? a number of themes emerged. One of them was situatedness or the situated nature of governance, in other words how good governance provides accountability to a specific community or range of communities. This involves mapping that community’s norms, values and practices to inform decision-making powers based on the resources being managed. This situatedness will also determine how to promote equity and fairness in a specific community, and is at the same time what makes it difficult to assess objectively what good governance is as this is context-specific. This context-specificness also brings with it certain expectations about governance, which might inhibit experimentation with different models. The situatedness of an organization or project influences the kinds of normalised governance models in a particular field. As part of our initial research for COPIM we analysed the governance models of a selection of scholarly communication organisations and projects, and most of them follow a quite formalized governance structure with assemblies, advisory boards, and bylaws, a set up which then becomes an expectation of good governance.
So this formality can also create issues, especially also in the realm of small, community-led scholarly communication organisations, which we at COPIM find ourselves in. Governance is here often an afterthought, something that will come later as there are more pressing issues at hand. Especially when they start off, many of these kinds of organisations rely on forms of benevolent dictatorship (a term used by media theorist Nathan Schneider) or on a few individuals initially running an organization on their own. If and when an organization grows or develops, who then gets to design the systems of governance? There is also the issue of the imbalance of labour in more horizontal and informal organisations, where governance comes down to those who have time to do the work. 
In this respect governance can be seen as a process. Reggie Raju talked about a ‘flexible tenancy’ mode of governance that adapts as stakeholders change and organisations develop. Still, a solid foundation from which to grow is needed, so governance needs to be part of the conversation whenever a project starts, to be reassessed continuously. In this sense governance might need dynamic models once it develops from more informal to more formalized. More formalized structures can also pose a risk to the more informal relationships and community norms that have been developed. But on the other hand good governance might also imply setting up formal structures for long-term governance that allows people to step away from a project without it falling apart, where the systems that are in place allow it to continue to function smoothly.
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The second question we discussed revolved around establishing who or what your community is
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Community-led as a concept comes with a sept of implied values or practices (such as inclusivity, informality and a values-driven approaches to organization), often in opposition to top-down or market-led forms of publishing. Yet community-led often remains ill-defined and as a concept or model is rarely used ‘unfavourably’. This highlights the difficulty of defining what or who a community is in the abstract, eventhough this might be the most important thing to establish for an organization or project. When do a project’s individual participants become a community?
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One solution to this conundrum is to work with a more pluralistic understanding of communities or even what Leslie Chan termed a ‘community of communities’, to indicate different needs. Within a project or organization a community also tends to consist of different groups with different needs: stakeholders, beneficiaries and partners for example. Defining a community by identifying the groups it is made up of in this way might even help us determine a community’s interconnections and relationalities and can also help make more visible the inequalities within communities, for example around labour input: who puts in the work and who benefits from it?
Communities also bring with them homogenization effects, as they can obscure the difference within by assuming a shared and common identity. Homogenisation is often a clear feature of how advocates for open access in the Global North talk about Latin America for example, when in fact there are of course huge levels of diversity between various countries and local contexts. Community definitions therefore require attendance to detail and difference so as to not homogenise such diverse contexts. Community also by definition implies exclusion: those that are nor part of the community. How then do we take on a welcoming stance as a community? See for example the issue of the anglophone and English language nature of many OA communities. Who then gets to speak on behalf of everyone else?
All of this again emphasizes the importance of community building. How do we identify our stakeholders, beneficiaries and partners? Communities need to be nurtured in a processual way, this work is never done. It is a matter of keeping an eye on both the community that is and the one that is ‘coming about.’ And this involves how we can support communities in a continuous way through interconnections with many other communities. We must be open to the linkages and relationalities with other communities that themselves can be nurtured. Community then becomes less a standalone thing and more something that reveals the interconnectedness of our efforts. 
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This also very much lines up with the principle or philosophy of scaling small that informs the COPIM project, and which plays a key role in the future of COPIM’s community-building efforts. Scaling Small is an alternative organisational principle for governing community-led publishing projects based on mutual reliance, care, and other forms of commoning. This principle eschews standard approaches to organisational growth that tend to flatten community diversity through economies of scale, and instead puts forward the idea that scale can be nurtured through intentional collaborations between community-driven projects that promote a bibliodiverse ecosystem while providing resilience through resource sharing and other kinds of collaboration.  Scaling small’ allows for the collective coordination of resources across a ‘diverse ecology of organisations’ that creates a meta community, or a community of communities, for the provision of diverse approaches to publishing.
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