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Introduction and background
This report reflects on the activities of an international and 
multidisciplinary collaboration that began in February 2020 as 
the full impact of the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) was not 
yet realized. Prior to the implementation of social distancing and 
travel restrictions, researchers from different parts of the world 
were seeking opportunities to collaborate and contribute to the 
medical field with high-quality research. With the impending 
pandemic looming, and COVID-19 publications starting to appear, 
a Cochrane International Mobility program placement took place 
at Cochrane Sweden and Cochrane Croatia.[1] During the visits, 
Israel Júnior Borges do Nascimento conceived the idea of creating 
an international collaboration aimed at contributing to knowledge 
on this emerging disease by rapidly providing comprehensive, 
high-quality evidence summaries. The challenge of how to gather 
contributors quickly, who could rapidly collate, assess, and 
synthesize the available evidence, was daunting.

Key activities and strategies
As the pandemic spread, publications about COVID-19 rapidly 
started to appear, mostly as consecutive case reports. Many 
reported COVID-19 symptoms and potential laboratory and 
radiological disease descriptors on small numbers of cases. 
Combining information from them was difficult due to their 
heterogeneity. In addition, studies on pharmacological and non-
pharmacological interventions were lacking at the time. To ensure a 
high-quality systematic review, a team of researchers with different 
expertise and from different fields, but with available time, and 
willingness to contribute, was needed. Cochrane TaskExchange 
(taskexchange.cochrane.org) gave us the mechanism to gather such 
people and also to establish closer international professional ties. 

In early 2020 we put two posts on TaskExchange seeking 
researchers interested in collaborating on a systematic review 
of COVID-19. Applicants were asked to describe their experience, 
resilience, personal sources of inspiration, and why they felt they 
were a good match for this project. While these questions might 
be seen as ‘less academic’ and ‘more personal’, we sought to value 
‘being’ more than ‘having’, believing that junior researchers might 
not have an extraordinary history of publications, but would have 
stamina and rigour for the long haul. In addition, we invited a few 
senior researchers to join, based on their expertise. 

The International Task Force Network of Coronavirus Disease 2019 
(InterNetCOVID-19) was formed! 

The collaboration worked well by respecting and balancing the 
energy of early-stage researchers who pushed ambitiously for 
very comprehensive analyses and embraced the suggestions and 
expertise of senior researchers. Being a large group, we were able 
to check and recheck data collection and extraction and deliver 
quality reviews while respecting each other and learning together.

Outcomes and impact of activities
Our recruitment strategy led to more than 50 applications from 
around the world within 10 days. Based on their interests in the 
topic and answers to the questions, we selected 11 candidates. As 
the work expanded, the Task Force grew to include 35 members. 
Work began in February 2020 on a protocol for a scoping review of 
case studies.[2] The group worked day and night (having different 
time zones working in our favour), resulting in the scoping review 
with meta-analysis being published on 30 March 2020.[3] As of 20 
September 2020, the paper has been cited over 150 times (Google 
Scholar), achieved a high Attention Score (48) in Altmetric, and 
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informed a clinical guideline on acute and subacute pulmonary 
rehabilitation.[4,5] Furthermore, the scoping review was used 
in establishing the clinical management protocol for patients 
suspected of having COVID-19 in federal hospitals in Brazil.[6]

This first experience built the team’s confidence and encouraged 
us to continue working together. We revised our scoping review 
methods and conducted an updated review of newly published 
studies, this time with a comprehensive analysis including more 
than 50 outcomes. This was published in September 2020.[7] 
Spurred on by the enthusiasm of the whole team, and because of 
the growing number of systematic reviews of COVID-19 data, we 
undertook an overview of published systematic reviews, which is 
currently under peer review.[8] Overall, the three reviews aimed to 
provide a clear presentation of the most up-to-date and reliable 
information that would either assist stakeholders making timely 
decisions or guide researchers worldwide in designing future 
projects.

In just over six months, our team has submitted three manuscripts 
to peer-reviewed journals. Yet, the most important outcomes are 
not quantifiable. Team members are exploring collaborations on 
projects unrelated to COVID-19 as strong research bonds have 
formed. The creation of an international scientific network, where 
senior researchers work side-by-side with young researchers, 
embracing differences and enabling people to apply previous 
knowledge as well as to develop new skills, is immeasurable. By 
leading the collaboration and being the true driving forces, young 
researchers showed themselves to be reliable, resilient and diligent 
workers. By seeking out input from more experienced researchers, 
they are building leadership competencies and soft skills. 

Lessons for the future: sustainability and 
transferability
Working with a large group of people is challenging, especially when 
people come from different backgrounds, cultures, and professions, 
and have different languages and time zones. Given the importance 
of timely publication of scientific evidence during pandemics, 
maintaining the same level of rigour was a challenge. Questions 
arose over specific methodological details, leading to requests for 
assistance from experienced Cochrane authors. In all cases, timely 
help was provided. Other challenges arose with team dynamics. 
Everyone got tired at different points or needed to focus on other 
professional or personal matters. Because of this, encouragement 
was needed at various times to complete certain tasks. This was 
done respectfully through inspiring and motivational messages, 
through instant messaging applications, and spurring people 
on to achieve the team’s agreed goals. Sometimes, however, 
misunderstandings arose over how much work a person would 
perform, some disagreements occurred over how best to do specific 
tasks, or difficulties arose over the best balance between working 
rapidly or meticulously. While such challenges are inherent to 

any all-inclusive, fast-paced, interdisciplinary collaboration, the 
patience and mutual respect learned within Cochrane helped 
immensely. Our experience showcases Cochrane’s continuing 
collaborative ethos.

Additional resources
 • Cochrane International Mobility: Israel Júnior Borges do Nascimento

 • Cochrane Croatia: Cochrane International Mobility

 • Abstract: Cochrane TaskExchange experience during the coronavirus 
pandemic
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