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Dear Ms Wøien, 
 
Thanks for your email. 
 
Please find attached letter and accompanying documents, in response to Professor Ottersen’s letter. 
I am copying in my EA, Orla Roberts, so that she can help to organise a teleconference if Professor 
Ottersen judges that it would be useful. 
 
 
With best wishes 
 
 
 
David Tovey 

 
 
Dr David Tovey FRCGP ǀ Editor in Chief, The Cochrane Library,  
Cochrane Editorial and Methods Department ǀ Cochrane Central Executive 
 
ORCID ID: 0000-0002-8889-9246 
 
  

  
  
 
 

From: "Wøien, Gunhild" <Gunhild.Woien@fhi.no> 
Date: Tuesday, 2 October 2018 at 13:10 
To: David <DTovey@cochrane.org> 
Cc: Ginny Barbour <ginny.barbour@qut.edu.au>, "traceylynnk@hotmail.com" 
<traceylynnk@hotmail.com> 
Subject: Follow up on the Cochrane review “exercise therapy for chronic fatigue syndrome» 
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Professor Trygve Ottersen 
Acting Director General 
Norwegian Institute of Public Health 
 
4th October 2018 
 
 
Dear Professor Ottersen, 
  
Re: 17/10566 
  
Thank you for your email of 2nd October. I appreciate your concern in relation to this issue, which 
we all recognise addresses issues of great sensitivity. 
  
For the avoidance of doubt, as Cochrane’s Editor in Chief I am responsible for ensuring that the 
reviews published in the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews meet a defensible standard. 
The Cochrane Library Oversight Committee does not play any role in relation to editorial decisions, 
but is in place to support editorial independence. That said, the decisions made in this case have all 
been made in consultation and with the positive support of the Co-ordinating Editor for the Common 
Mental Disorders Group, Professor Rachel Churchill, and the Senior Editor of the Brain, Nerves and 
Mind Network, Professor Chris Eccleston. 
  
On 18th February 2018, I was sent a formal complaint about the aggregate CFS review by the late 
Robert Courtney (see attached). There was a delay in my retrieving it, due to it lodging in my spam 
email inbox, but following an initial assessment I asked a member of my editorial team to review its 
contents and to provide a report (also attached). As you can see, the report provided some support 
for Mr Courtney’s complaints and concluded that there was a case to answer. 
  
At the time, we were also considering for publication a review of the same topic, also led by 
Lillebeth, but based on individual participant data. I decided that any action relating to the aggregate 
review should await an editorial decision on the IPD review. Lillebeth, Rachel Churchill, Paul 
Glasziou and I had previously discussed the IPD review late last year when we met at a 
Conference. Rachel and I made it clear that the peer review feedback had revealed important 
issues that would need to be addressed prior to any publication. Despite this, we were disappointed 
when the peer reviewers of the re-submitted review all agreed that the authors had not adequately 
addressed the methodological issues. We therefore decided that we had no option but to reject the 
IPD review. 
  
I wrote to Lillebeth on the 31st July explaining that we had received a formal complaint about the 
aggregate CFS review, and that we believed that the complaint identified issues that merited a 
thorough  
 
re-evaluation of the review and appropriate response. Indeed, the content of the complaint was not 
a surprise to Lillebeth, since similar comments had previously been submitted by Mr Courtney as 
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formal feedback on the review, and published, with an accompanying response from the author 
team. Lillebeth replied to my email, agreeing to review the complaint, although giving no timeframe, 
and noted that her co-author was indisposed due to a family illness. We were therefore concerned 
that the complaint could remain unaddressed for a prolonged period, despite the review being 
subject to severe criticism on a regular and frequent basis, with associated risks to the reputation of 
the authors.   
 
It is perhaps also important to note that these events coincide with the introduction of Cochrane’s 
eight new Networks and associated efforts to re-evaluate topic portfolios and coverage. Both the 
Cochrane Common Mental Disorders Group and the wider Brain, Nerves and Mind Network are 
undertaking a portfolio review and, as part of this, we are currently in the process of withdrawing 
several out of date reviews and protocols and moving the topic of CFS to a new Network. We hope 
the opportunity provided by this transition might provide Lillebeth and her co-authors with the time 
they need to adequately address the issues raised.   
  
I think it is fair to point out that the sensitivities around this review have led to both sides of the 
argument becoming entrenched. We have noted that Lillebeth, and the trialists of the included 
reviews, tend to refer to all criticism of the trials and the review as being the result of ‘activism’. We 
agree completely that abusive and threatening behaviour is never appropriate, but also judge much 
of the criticism, as well as the peer review comments we have received on both reviews, to be 
thoughtful and reasonable.  
  
We have no wish to add to the social media storm relating to this review, or the personal attacks on 
Lillebeth and her colleagues, but we have a responsibility to ensure the quality of published 
Cochrane Reviews. Responding appropriately to criticism is a key part of the quality assurance 
process, and we are disappointed that previous criticisms have not been addressed sufficiently in 
our judgement.  
 
Prior to your email, we had considered how to act in a way that was appropriate, in a manner that 
protected Lillebeth and her colleagues from inappropriate criticism. We were planning to send an 
email proposing a new solution as described by the draft email below 
  
Email draft: 
  
 
Dear Lillebeth and colleagues,  
 
As you are aware, supporting better health for those receiving care is central to Cochrane’s mission 
to  
promote evidence-informed health decision-making by producing high quality, relevant, accessible 
systematic reviews and other synthesized research evidence. 
  
 
We are writing to let you know that the Cochrane Common Mental Disorders group is currently 
undertaking a strategic portfolio assessment of all existing and planned reviews and protocols, 
including those relating to Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (CFS). During the course of this portfolio 
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assessment, we are aiming to ensure that the most up to date evidence is available in the 
CochraneLibrary to inform decision-making. Your review was most recently updated before 
September 2016 and is currently judged as requiring further work in response to feedback and 
complaints received since that time. We are therefore temporarily withdrawing your review to allow 
you and your co-authors time to adequately address the feedback received. Consequently, your 
review will shortly be removed from the Cochrane Library. 
  
Like you, we want our evidence to properly support those with lived experience of CFS and to 
ensure that the CFS community have confidence in our portfolio of reviews. As you aware, the 
hosting of this topic by the Cochrane Common Mental Disorders group has been antagonistic to 
some in the CFS community, potentially impacting on the confidence people have in our reviews. 
You may also be aware that our portfolio assessment coincides with the creation of eight new 
Networks of Cochrane Review Groups (CRGs). The formation of these networks provides a timely 
opportunity to review the scope of all CRGs and consider changes where appropriate. In response 
to concerns raised by members of the CFS community, Cochrane is considering reallocating the 
editorial oversight of CFS reviews away from the Brain Nerves and Mind Network to another 
Network, such as the Long Term Conditions and Ageing 2 Network. We will advise you as soon as 
this decision has been confirmed so that you are aware of the contact details of the host group. 
  
We hope that this will provide you and your co-authors the necessary space and time to respond to 
the extensive feedback received on this review. 
  
  
Rachel Churchill and David Tovey 
  
  
Withdrawal notice 
  
Supporting better health for those receiving care is central to Cochrane’s mission to promote 
evidence-informed health decision-making by producing high quality, relevant, accessible 
systematic reviews and other synthesized research evidence.  
  
The Cochrane Common Mental Disorders group is currently undertaking a strategic portfolio 
assessment of all existing and planned reviews and protocols, including those relating to Chronic 
Fatigue Syndrome (CFS). During the course of our portfolio assessment, we are aiming to ensure 
that the most up to date evidence is available in the Cochrane Library to inform decision-making. 
This review was most recently updated before  
in September 2016 and is currently judged as requiring further work in response to feedback and 
complaints received since that time. We are therefore temporarily withdrawing this review to give 
the author team time to adequately address the extensive feedback received. 
  
  
I hope that this approach meets with your approval, but Rachel and I would be content to meet via 
teleconference to discuss this further. I understand that Claire Glenton, an experienced Cochrane 
author and editor has also been involved in the conversations within your institution, and we would 
welcome her involvement in any future discussions between us if you consider it appropriate. We 
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very much welcome your interest and the long-standing commitment of your organisation to 
Cochrane, although of course the Editor in Chief retains ultimate responsibility for editorial 
decisions. 
  
  
 Kind regards, 
 

 
 
 
David Tovey 
Editor in Chief, 
Cochrane Central Executive 
 


