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OMERACT (1) planned its biannual consensus conference for April 2020 in Colorado Springs and 

chose a venue that would accommodate our break-out meeting style as well as using 

technology to allow us to experiment with online presentations, discussions and consensus 

building to enable broader engagement, an exciting step forward for OMERACT conferences. 

Unfortunately like many other organizations, the COVID 19 pandemic interfered with the plans. 

However, realizing that there had been a significant amount of work done by the various 

Working Groups preparing for the face-to-face meeting there was a need to meet the ongoing 

enthusiasm of effort, time and commitment. OMERACT boasts a large group of skilled and 

knowledgeable patients who work as partners within its research endeavour.  Protecting the 

health, safety and well-being of our attendees and particularly the patients, many of whom are 

immune compromised, was paramount and served as one of the reasons for the decision to 

postpone the face-to-face conference for the first time in our 28-year history until May 2nd   – 

7th, 2022. But in lieu of that, a new idea was born: the development of Virtual OMERACT 2020.  

 

What OMERACT does 

 

OMERACT supports the development of Core Outcome Sets (2); that is, a minimum set of 

domains and instruments that should be measured in all clinical trials in the target 

disease/intervention. OMERACT’s process divides the task of creating a Core Outcome Set into 

two sequential components: first determining what needs to be measured (Core Domain Sets) 

(3) and then deciding how to measure each of the domains, also referred to as ‘instrument 

selection’ (4). This in turn leads to a Core Outcome Measurement Set, when there is at least 

one outcome measurement instrument identified for each domain.  

 

The hub of OMERACT activity takes place in the Working Groups, defined by a disease or 

intervention they are focused on, or the methods they are advancing, and made up of patients, 

researchers, clinicians, regulators and industry attendees from around the globe. We have 35 

active Working Groups in OMERACT (5).  

 

This is exacting work and is overseen by detailed methodology developed by OMERACT to 

ensure consistency in each evolving work stream. OMERACT was one of the first groups to 

advance the need for evidence-based decision making on instruments starting in 1992. 

Presently, the work is guided by the definitions and processes within the OMERACT Filter, now 

version 2.2(6). Still based on the need for Truth, Discrimination and Feasibility in outcome 

measurement instruments in order to represent our core domains, this evidence-based 

decision-making process has been evolving over the last ten years to provide solid, rigorous and 

transparent processes for OMERACT decision making (7). Communication tools like “the 

ONION” or the Summary of Measurement Properties Table “the SOMP” are becoming one-page 

summaries of years of effort of a given Working Group. OMERACT is also committed to working 

with other similar groups interested in evidence on the quality of outcome measurement 

instruments to maximize the usefulness and usability of findings, and collaborations on 

advances in methods – groups like Cochrane (8), CMTP (9), COMET (10), COSMIN (11), EMA 



 

6 

(12), FDA (13), GRADE (14), the RedHat collaboration (15), and SONG (16). The ‘OMERACT Way, 

though developed in rheumatology, has found a comfortable home in other disease groups as 

well. 

OMERACTers are guided by a set of guiding principles called the OMERACT 8 C’s Figure 1 (17). 

These principles are a broad philosophy that encompass the beliefs, values and Spirit of 

OMERACT and guide the organization and working groups. 

 
Figure 1. Sprit of OMERACT: The OMERACT 8C’s  

Historically, the OMERACT community has come together at our face-to-face meetings to reach 

consensus on proposed Core Domain Set and Instruments. Given its large number of Working 

Groups and its international nature, OMERACT started evaluating new and innovative ways of 

working using emerging technology in 2010. Initial concepts included the development of an 

OMERACT University and full virtual meetings with avatars moving between rooms. In 2016, 

planning started for a ‘prototype’ hybrid virtual meeting to be held in 2018 (18). Although it 

wasn’t realized at the time, this virtual session was laying the foundation for the herculean 

effort of moving the entire conference to a virtual platform within 6 months. 
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Virtual OMERACT 2020 

 

The Working Groups of the OMERACT community have been working together 

intercontinentally virtually between meetings for a very long time. So, asking them to continue 

to participate online was not an issue. The challenge was recreating the “feel” of the biennial 

face-to-face meetings with robust discussions, breakout and plenary sessions, detailed 

information sharing, and voting. 

 

The OMERACT Handbook Group was tasked with planning and testing the details of the virtual 

conference. Challenges included the need to have up to 10 breakout groups, with as many as 

200+ participants in the main session; the virtual platforms selected had to be able to handle 

the demand; and the Working Groups needed to ensure their materials were understandable 

for a variety of a large stakeholders. To tackle the planning, we broke our needs into 4 broad 

categories:  

i. Pre-Workshop/SIG planning 

ii. Technology Needs 

iii. Workshops – Breakouts & Plenary Activities 

iv. Special Interest Group Sessions 

 

Virtual OMERACT 2020 

Planning 

Considerations Solutions 

Pre-Workshop/SIG 

planning 

 

Length of Conference Change the meeting format 

to individual meetings 

starting June 29th ending 

December 17th, 2020. 

Time zones  All Workshops were 

scheduled at 2 different 

times to allow for maximum 

participation across 

continents and stakeholder 

groups 

Stakeholder Representation Message the OMERACT 

mailing list inviting them to 

sessions. Engaging the 

OMERACT network to 

advertise the meeting on 

our behalf. 

Cost OMERACT would use 

current technology and staff 

to run the meeting virtually. 

Registration fees were not 

charged to attend 
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Technology Needs Virtual Platform  GoToMeeting was initially 

trialed to manage the 200+ 

participants and but a 

switch to Zoom was made 

for ease of use 

OMERACT Website All working group 

information was uploaded 

to the OMERACT Working 

group websites for 

participants to access. 

Participant Registration All invitations included a 

calendar of events and a 

link to register to track 

number of participants for 

all sessions 

Breakout GoToMeeting was initially 

trialed to manage the 

breakouts but the ability to 

allocate and move 

participants to the breakout 

rooms was limiting. The 

transition to Zoom allowed 

for these parts of the 

meeting to flow seamlessly. 

Voting OMERACT developed an 

app for voting during the 

session. This was not the 

best format for voting as it 

involved pivoting between 

apps.  We decided to 

simplify this by using the 

Zoom polling option for 

votes. 

In meeting chat  Chat was offered as an 

option in meeting to 

contribute. Working Group 

leaders allocated chat 

moderators 

Technology Support Offered weekly technology 

Q&A’s so participants could 
dial in and test out software 

and ask any questions about 
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the use of technology 

leading to the sessions 

Workshops – Breakouts & 

Plenary Activities 

Pre-reading Materials Develop lay summaries, 

white boards & discussion 

boards for more participant 

interaction. Discussion 

boards ran for 2 weeks and 

were monitored by the 

working group.  

Plenary Presentations Presentation time had to be 

minimized to reduce Zoom 

fatigue all Workshops were 

limited to a 20-minute 

plenary presentation 

Breakouts All breakouts needed an 

identified facilitator, 

content expert & reporter 

(more details on facilitation 

follows). Participants were 

registered via a Zoom link 

and allocated to breakouts 

to ensure a fair distribution 

across stakeholder groups. 

Initially discussions were 

scheduled for 20 minutes 

and in our final Workshops 

we shifted the timings to 

allow for 40 minutes 

discussion in breakouts 

Report back  Initially each breakout 

group provided a report 

back, this process added a 

significant amount of time 

to the meeting, and it was 

later decided each breakout 

group would be asked for 1 

key point to be presented 

from their groups 

Discussions Timing was adjusted to 

allow for more discussion 

following report back. This 

allowed leaders to address 

issues before the vote. 
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Votes Votes were separated 

between patient’s research 

partners and all other 

stakeholder groups 

Special Interest Group 

Sessions 

Pre-reading Materials Develop lay summaries and 

some groups used white 

boards for dissemination of 

materials  

Time zones Groups were asked to 

schedule their sessions at 

3pm EST in order to 

accommodate the widest 

range of time zones. 

 

Virtual facilitation  

 

As with any OMERACT conference, preparation is key and without people meeting in person it 

was even more crucial to pre-plan. We therefore enhanced the training program for facilitation 

that had been initiated at OMERACT 2018 and the consensus-building process in plenary and 

breakout groups. (19) 

 

Methodologically strong and consensus-seeking facilitators are needed to ensure online 

meeting success. These facilitators were asked to agree to review the blog on facilitation from 

Session Labs (20), read the OMERACT Facilitators Guide & OMERACT Virtual Facilitation 

PowerPoint and review the workshop materials provided by Working Groups. A clear step-by-

step approach was the best way to engage participants online and ensure OMERACT was 

getting feedback from all participants.  This included background materials from the Working 

Group leaders, completed slide sets to follow, a clear agenda with timing, as well as a reporter 

& content expert identified in advance.  

 

Feedback from our post-meeting survey for each of the virtual Workshops showed very positive 

attendee ratings. Participants were asked to rate the facilitation of breakout sessions out of 5 

stars, and none were rated below 4 stars. 

 

The focus of the OMERACT2020 Methodology Workshop “Improving Instrument Selection: 

Lessons for OMERACT from Imaging” was on the experience we had gained from examining the 

OMERACT processes applied to imaging instruments such as an ultrasound, CT, MRI or Xray 

score. These instruments from the imaging field brought new challenges to a process that was 

largely being used for clinician-observed or patient-reported outcomes. But rather than leading 

to a different Filter process, OMERACT gained insights from the imaging outcome instruments 

that could help improve the processes for all OMERACT instruments.  Briefly, these lessons 

were: (1) detailed, and we mean detailed, definitions of what you need to measure are the 
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foundation for instrument selection; (2) identifying and addressing sources of variability in 

measurement – things that can impact the score obtained, be it the calibration of the imaging 

device, the reader or the variability in the administration of a questionnaire. Finally, the third 

lesson (3) was that the OMERACT Filter Instrument Selection Algorithm (OFISA) process, 

tweaked slightly to rely on the domain definitions, and address the sources of variability, can be 

applied to all outcome instruments, be it a questionnaire, or the score from an imaging 

technique. This revised OFISA has been updated in Filter Version 2.2.  

In preparation for the Imaging workshop, a Patient Research Partner (PRP) Task Force on 

Imaging Outcomes was established with the goal of developing material to improve the 

experience and expertise of PRPs in considering these rather technical and method-oriented 

materials. We subsequently realized that the materials were useful for all newcomers to this 

field and became the mandatory reading background materials in the form of infographic cards 

and whiteboards for each of the three lessons. These materials were critical to ensure that all 

those attending the workshop, regardless of their stakeholder group or prior experience had 

the required level of understanding before their participation at the workshop. The OMERACT 

Handbook chapters on Domain and Instrument Selection along with the accompanying 

workbooks have been revised to incorporate the lessons described above.  

Across the 21 virtual sessions held as OMERACT 2020, 557 participants attended from 55 

different countries with representation from over 100 patient research partners (see Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2: OMERACT 2020 by the Numbers 
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Discussion 

 

In 2020, despite a world wide pandemic, OMERACT was able to quickly and successfully adapt 

to the new reality and move to an online conference in order to capture the momentum and 

work of the working groups.  There are some drawbacks of a virtual meeting, especially 

impacting on the first three C’s in Figure 1: Consensus, Communication and Collaboration, and 

the overlap/interaction between these three principles. Consensus, where substantive 

differences of opinion exist is far more difficult to achieve virtually; relationship-building is a 

major feature of the in-person OMERACT meetings and this (as well as the much greater peer 

pressure) plays a key role in finding middle ground. Communication is enhanced when 

individuals have had time to get to know each other over meals and informal discussions, apart 

from potential problems with the quality of the sound and video. Collaboration virtually is 

challenging when trying to link individuals in different time zones, and -the solution adopted for 

workshops was to hold two sessions 8 hours apart. This resulted in successful participation 

from the Americas, Africa, Australasia and Europe; however this meant that different dynamics 

developed in some pairs of Zoom calls that would not have occurred if all participants were in 

the same synchronous conversation. 

 

Additional information, session recordings, and publications by Working Groups can also be 

found on the OMERACT website www.omeract.org. Also available is the OMERACT Handbook, 

which contains both methodological and organizational information, has encouraged 

participants to become more engaged with the process by explaining various OMERACT 

procedures and practices. The OMERACT Handbook is available at www.omeract.org/omeract-

way/ and will continue to provide a major reference resource for all those interested in 

outcome measure development. The Handbook can be considered a “living” document to be 

updated as new methodology evidence comes to light and clinicians and researchers involved in 

OMERACT activities should be aware that they need to monitor for these periodic updates.  

 

OMERACT 2020 Sessions 

Virtual Methodology Workshops: Improving Instrument Selection: Lessons for OMERACT from 

Imaging and Composite Outcomes Workshop: Developing Response Criteria for ANCA-

Associated Vasculitis 

Virtual Workshops: Flares in OA, Shared Decision Making & Glucocorticoid Adverse Events 

Virtual Special Interest Group Sessions: Contextual Factors, CNO, CPPD (Calcium 

Pyrophosphate Deposition), Equity, Patient Outcomes in Longitudinal Studies, Patient 

Preferences in RCTs, Remission in RA (Patient Perspective), Serum urate biomarker, Systemic 

Sclerosis - Raynaud's, MRI Taskforce, JAMRI, Ultrasound 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  
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