Letter to the Editor | Population Medicine

| SR

An example of national scientific collaboration during
the COVID-19 pandemic: Turkish Thoracic Society Early
Career Members Taskforce Group’s contribution to
accessing reliable scientific knowledge
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Dear Editor,

The COVID-19 pandemic began in December 2019 in
Wuhan, China, and spread over the world, swiftly becoming
an alarming international outbreak. Following the first
case detected on 11 March 2020 in Turkey, the outbreak
caused a national emergency as well. Due to the novelty
of this public health issue, the Turkish Thoracic Society
Early Career Members Taskforce Group’s (TTS ECMTG)
contribution was requested throughout the pandemic in
order to keep the society updated, based on reliable scientific
publications. Also, some databases, including COVID-19
resources, have been universally accessible to all scientists to
maximize knowledge sharing. Since there is a need for rapid
information to shed light on the unknowns about COVID-19,
an enormous amount of publications was produced in such
a short time, especially in the first couple of months of the
pandemic!. Therefore, any new scientific finding was open to
modification and falsification. This meant that our knowledge
was continuously changing during the pandemic period, and
it has been challenging for the physicians to stay updated
on a substantial number of new publications. Besides, it
brought out a significant concern for clinicians, which was
to critically evaluate multiple research results and decide
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which ones would guide their clinical approach. ECMTG thus
decided to share, with members of TTS and other Turkish
clinicians, brief summaries of the most reliable recent
literature to ensure access to robust scientific knowledge,
and to keep all physicians informed and updated regarding
the new publications. The TTS ECMTG aimed to evaluate the
scientific publications rigorously, avoiding disinformation,
and to summarize reliable information for all members of
TTS working in the field and fighting against the COVID-19
pandemic.

This letter aims to give a perspective of our group’s
effort, as an example of dedicated teamwork at the time of
a pandemic. The TTS ECMTG was established in September
2019 and aimed for future national and international
collaborations. By the time of the pandemic, the group had
75 members under the age of 40 years, mostly consisting
of pulmonologists. Although this group was established
recently, collaborative teamwork has been demonstrated
by its members, even from the beginning of the pandemic.
It was expected that ECMTG members would contribute to
teamwork actively. In this period, when the pandemic had
reached a peak, reliable and easily accessible resources
were needed to inform other pulmonologists and clinicians.
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The foremost tasks of the group were a comprehensive
literature search, follow up on new data, and share of any
concrete findings with a Whatsapp group. In this period,
many unaccepted publications were published online in
literature databases, and among these, scientific articles
had to be carefully selected. So, among group members, a
team was developed for checking not only the articles to
be summarized but also producing drafts of summaries,
as the group had a broad academic spectrum of members,
from residents to associate professors aged <40 years. The
team, comprising 12 dedicated and qualified members,
developed a standard template for article summaries; it
also aimed to give a style to ECMTG and make that newly
developed group different from other assemblies of the
society regarding article summarizing style. From the
beginning of article selection, the team became responsible
for selecting novel and reliable publications and sharing
them with all members of the group. The journal quality and
novelty of the research were the primary considerations
during the selection of articles. Each of these articles was
then assigned to a member by following a ‘first come, first
served’ style for duty sharing. Also, some new guidelines
regarding COVID-19 were summarized during this period. All
articles that were summarized in Turkish were checked by
that team and re-evaluated when necessary after corrections
by the summarizing member. It was emphasized that, in
the preparation of a summary, the critical points of the
article should be stated rather than merely translated. The
checking team specifically considered this point, and most
team members reviewed and discussed the summaries
together via another Whatsapp group. After this process,
the articles were shared with the other ECMTG members.
Finally, the summaries were shared with TTS members via
e-mail groups.

Between 20 March and 20 May 2020, a total of 141
articles on COVID-19 were summarized in the Turkish
language by the group. Ninety-eight per cent of the articles
were in English. At first, each summary was shared via
WhatsApp groups and e-mail groups. Afterwards, three
e-books were published on the web page of TTS and shared
via e-mails, as well as TTS’s official WhatsApp, over all
the country. In this regard, more than 4000 members of
TTS accessed the summaries and e-books. Besides TTS
members, physicians who were not pulmonologists, but
working in COVID-19 units, were reached via social-media
pages of the TTS. Articles and summaries were re-evaluated
at the preparation of the e-books, re-checked from the
final situation of the original article that had controversial
findings, and updated accordingly, such as articles on efficacy
of azithromycin and hydroxychloroquine combination?.
These finalized e-books have been shared with the whole
country by using technology instruments that narrow the
gaps during this period; such as social-media channels,
e-mail and also the official WhatsApp*®. During the pandemic
period, webinars were organized by the American Thoracic
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Society (ATS) and European Respiratory Society (ERS).
Thus, essential notes obtained from these webinars have
been shared with the other members®. Additionally, the
team members prepared review articles, regarding the
most relevant knowledge on COVID-19, which are in the
publication process’. Besides, this crisis has affected face-to-
face meetings and the communication of members who are
living in different parts of the country; an online meeting was
organized among the group members after completing the
final e-book, the record of the Zoom meeting is available from
YouTube and it gives a reflection of the source of the group’s
motivation - solidarity and collaboration®’. As knowledge
about COVID-19 is still limited and there are many unknown
answers to questions, despite ongoing clinical trials about
its management and treatment, sharing this information
with others has been crucial in managing the crisis. The
result has been that we have received positive feedback
from the group members and other pulmonologists about the
effectiveness of this collaboration. The summaries clarified
some issues regarding COVID-19, such as pathogenesis,
coagulopathy, transmission, and treatment complications,
especially cardiotoxicity. For example, many centers decided
to postpone spirometric and bronchoscopic procedures,
accordingly. Colleagues from around the country pointed
out that the way the virus is transmitted and the use of
personal protective equipment have become clearer. In
addition, the summaries regarding the management of
respiratory failure clarified that non-invasive mechanical
ventilation (NIV) could be used in treatment safely, and many
intensive care physicians began to apply NIV to COVID-19
patients. Receiving positive feedbacks from the readers and
witnessing the great interest of the TTS members was a great
honor for the whole group. During this time, we have also
projected future studies by considering the findings reached
in the summarized literature.

In summary, we would like to present the effectiveness
of our collaboration as an example of teamwork in a
limited period, also pointing out the usefulness of modern
communication tools such as WhatsApp (smartphones) and
e-mails. We have demonstrated the importance of scientific
collaboration and organization for accessing updated
information with this teamwork, a precedent of cooperation
during a global health crisis. We believe that human
ingenuity works better when team spirit takes the helm. We
would like to conclude with the following quotation: ‘All a
man could win in the conflict between plague and life was
knowledge and memories’ (Albert Camus, The Plague).
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