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In times of global crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic,
international collaboration is key as it enables clinicians,
academics, and researchers to access current knowledge,
expertise, and skills; gain new perspectives; and build re-
lationships with other colleagues [1]. However, early-
career psychiatrists (ECPs) around the world have access
to limited opportunities to contribute to global mental
health and research through international collaboration,
particularly in low- and middle-income countries
(LMICs). Lack of trained human resources and insufficient
training opportunities, coupled with underdeveloped men-
tal health research capacity, limited academic infrastruc-
tures, and financial constraints, are key barriers [2].

Importantly, many national and international organiza-
tions, such as the World Health Organization (WHO) and
the World Psychiatric Association (WPA), have created
several initiatives aimed at strengthening international re-
search collaboration among ECPs [3, 4]. Nevertheless,
these initiatives are commonly centered on a model of
mentor-mentee or senior-junior, in which an experienced
professional supports a less experienced one. Although

these models can be productive and successful, they may
also have limitations when they cannot provide adequate
mentorship and might introduce a hierarchical gap, leading
to potential inhibition of rapport among mentor-mentee
and may cause work stress [5]. Other barriers are the defi-
ciency of mentors in LMICs, restrictions on the number of
mentees per mentor from training insti tutes, and
overburdened mentors [5, 6].

Alternative models, such as peer-led learning, could
overcome some of these barriers. In fact, a peer-led learn-
ing model offers unique opportunities that emphasize em-
pathy and a sense of equity and expertise [7]. They often
have more acceptability and usefulness at early career
stages than traditional mentoring relationships and lead to
longevity in terms of relationships [7]. Furthermore, re-
mote or online peer networks can be quickly established
when physical distance is an obstacle [8]. However, there
is scarce literature on peer-led learning models. To fill this
gap, this article describes a successful ECPs peer-led learn-
ing model to conduct research leading to scientific
publications.
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The Birth of a Collaborative Group

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the world faced increased
mental health needs that public health and healthcare sys-
tems were not prepared to address promptly [9]. ECPs were
facing many challenges, including inadequate training in
telepsychiatry, the non-availability of relevant personal pro-
tective equipment (PPE) to assess patients with COVID-19-
specific symptoms, redeployment to COVID-19 medical
care services, fear of COVID-19 infection, struggles around
work-life balance, and a lack of time to keep up with a rap-
idly growing body of research and clinical guidelines [10,
11].

At the early stages of the pandemic, the first author (RSR)
extended an informal invitation to ECPs who were interested
in joining a WhatsApp® group to share their experiences and
collaborate. The objective of the group was to support ECPs in
sharing new knowledge and preparing brief scientific docu-
ments to be shared among fellow ECPs to improve their prac-
tices during the pandemic. The invitation was posted in four
WhatsApp® groups, which had been created during previous
WPA conferences and leadership courses and were main-
tained by ECPs to keep in touch and share scientific knowl-
edge. There were no stringent inclusion or exclusion criteria.
However, attention was paid to recruit a minimum of one
person from each WHO region, and at a country level, to
recruit only one person per country, except for Italy (since this
country was severely affected by COVID-19 at the time when
the group was formed and Italian ECPs were particularly
overburdened due to clinical work and redeployment).
Group participants were accepted in the group on a “first
come, first served” basis.

As a result, a closed WhatsApp® group of 17 ECPs
(Table 1) was formed. Members’ representation was diverse
in terms of age (30–40 years), gender (male=11, female=6),
professional experience (1–7 years), and countries of origin
covering all WHO regions and economic strata (Table 1).
Group members were psychiatric trainees, doctoral fellows,
post-doctoral fellows, clinicians, and academics. When join-
ing the WhatsApp® group, all members were provided with
some instructions (e.g., the purpose of the group and general
rules, such as not to spam, respect privacy, and maintain con-
fidentiality) and were asked to share some information about
themselves and their countries.

The Research Cycle

Once in the group, all members were encouraged to share
recently published articles, relevant links or websites,
videos, or challenges they were experiencing during the pan-
demic, or ideas about how to overcome these challenges.
These communications were streamlined to identify a

relevant topic, but on a few occasions, the discussion was
guided by the first author. Whenever a topic was identified as
relevant from a clinical or service perspective, it was then
considered suitable for further exploration. The process of
selecting a topic was dependent on the person leading that
particular topic (a member of the group who proposed the
topic and introduced its relevance) and the group’s recogni-
tion of the topic as relevant.

Once a topic was identified, a group member was assigned
the role of lead and corresponding author of the potential
publication. This person was the one who originally pitched
the idea or someone with a combination of an invested interest
in the topic and time availability to prepare an initial draft. The
lead then invited one or more co-leads, i.e., team members
who would collect responses from others, pool knowledge,
and review the relevant literature. This information was shared
in a shared Google® drive folder. The lead and co-lead(s)
prepared a first draft of the manuscript based on the country-
specific input from each collaborator and then shared it with
other group members who expressed interest in that topic. In
that way, all collaborators contributed both with content and
with reviewing the manuscript.

The International Committee of Medical Journal and
Editors’ (ICMJE) criteria were used to assess authorship and
sequence eligibility. Leads and co-leads were responsible for
evaluating each team member’s contribution, the authorship
sequence, and the use of a suitable credit system [12, 13]. In
case of discrepancy, the lead author of the particular topic
made the final decision, as per the ICMJE criteria [12]. In case
of revision or rejection from the journal, the manuscript was
revised with inputs from contributing authors.

There are various examples of this process (Table 2). For
instance, a query on how to measure COVID-19-related
mental health issues in clinical practice led to a discussion
on the “pros” and “cons” of the different instruments avail-
able at that time and an eventual publication in the form of a
letter to the editor by one of the authors (RSR) [11].
Similarly, a discussion on how to assimilate the relevant
scales in one’s clinical practice led to another publication
on a “toolkit,” led by another author (FA). Every stage of
the process was carried out in an expedited manner and with-
in a restricted time frame due to the pandemic, responding to
the need for rapid and good quality scientific literature help-
ful to ECPs across the world.

Published articles were then disseminated through social
media platforms. The author MPC disseminated all publica-
tions through the social media accounts of the WPA-ECPs
Section (Facebook ® and Twitter ®). The author VPS pre-
pared and initiated the unique series of brief videos of about
5 min or less (Our Science in a Nutshell series), in which
authors presented the published papers. In addition, several
co-authors presented the group’s findings in various confer-
ences and meetings (Table 1).
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The Outcome

The primary objective of this project was to deepen the knowl-
edge about COVID-19-related mental health issues and mean-
ingfully contribute to the field of mental health during a pan-
demic. The primary visible outcome was impactful research
measured as publications in international peer-reviewed
journals, with citations, the number of presentations in confer-
ences or webinars, and the research interest (measured by
ResearchGate®) of each article (Table 2). Out of these out-
comes, citations, and research interests were considered exter-
nal quality indices. Impressively, 11 publications in peer-
reviewed and indexed journals (Table 2) and 12 presentations
in scientific meetings (Table 1) have arisen through this model
in six months. MN and VPS organized social gatherings using
Zoom®, which also provided emotional peer support and fos-
tered camaraderie. The pilot project was concluded on
September 20, 2020, after six months. Still, the network has
inspired many team members and ECPs to initiate research
activities or educational collaboration, growing outside of
the group, which can also be considered as an index of its
success (Table 1).

Discussion

This international and web-based collaboration has been in-
valuable in supporting ECPs across the world, helping to fur-
ther the body of scientific work onmental health aspects of the
COVID-19 pandemic and improving the research and publi-
cation competence among ECPs. The model’s success was
grounded on many factors such as individual motivation, trust
among team members, openness to collaborative work,

transparency, mutual respect, active involvement of team
members in contribution and learning, a helping attitude to-
wards each other, efficient leads and co-leads for each topic,
and effective communication. All group efforts aimed to en-
sure the clinical utility of our publications across all WHO
regions and for a variety of clinical and sociocultural contexts
(Table 2). The whole process helped team members acknowl-
edge, understand, and critically discuss the global and
context-specific aspects of prevention, assessment, and inter-
vention in mental health during a pandemic.

Despite variations in training, culture, languages, and ex-
periences, we treated one another as equals. Some of our col-
leagues had limited experience with conducting literature
searches and reviews, manuscript writing and preparation, re-
search collaboration, journal selection (e.g., being mindful of
predatory journals), and publication ethics (e.g., evaluation of
the contribution, authorship management) before joining the
network. This model has provided an opportunity to learn
from peers on these domains and shape an international col-
laborative network for future global mental health research.
Some authors attempted their first few publications with this
group, and the process of writing a scientific article that may
be published has encouraged them to contribute to this pro-
cess. After 6 months, all team members reported increased
confidence in international collaboration and dealing with re-
search in emergency or epidemic situations in their countries.
Moreover, a very active and collaborative exchange of infor-
mation improved all members’ knowledge about available
online resources and fellowships and other academic and pro-
fessional opportunities.

During the pandemic, we acknowledged the need not only
for worldwide collaboration to understand the complexities of
the outbreak but also to disseminate the information at

Table 1 ECP’s peer learning model

Project name COVID-19 and mental health

Duration 6 months (March 20, 2020, to Sept 19, 2020)

Medium of communication WhatsApp® (most commonly), Email, Google docs, Google ® forms, Google ® Drive, Zoom® (rarely)

Participants’ countries Italy (2), India, UK/Portugal, USA, Tunisia, Singapore, Lebanon, India, Egypt, Iran, Kosovo,
New Zealand, Brazil, Colombia, Spain, Indonesia

Outcome 11 publications, 12 presentations

Dissemination of findings • Conferences/webinars/workshops: European Psychiatric Association, 2020 (VPS and LO);
American Psychiatric Association, 2020 (VPS); Colombian Psychiatric Association, 2020 (JMG);
Grand rounds (VPS); Invited webinar (DGB); Invited to talk with National ECPs (Indonesia, Nigeria);
World Congress Psychiatry, 2020 (RRA); Thematic congress ofWorld Psychiatric Association, 2020 (LO, FA)

• Publications: WPA-ECPs newsletter (MPC)
• Social Media: YouTube ®, Twitter ®, Facebook ®, Instagram ®, LinkedIn ®

ECP’s new initiatives with outcomes • Mental Health Research Network of Egypt [MN]: training
• COVID-19 and Mental Health-India [RSR]: 3 publications
• WPA-Preventive Psychiatry and Mental Health Promotion Section [RRA] {planned}
• Research network for original research: Albania, Nigeria, India, Italy, and Iran [RSR]
• COVID-19 think tank—Global [VPS]: 3 publications , 4 under-review
• Experience sharing: Iran and Colombia [MS and JMG]: 3 publications
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multiple levels for society’s benefit [14]. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has affected academic activities such as face-to-face
conferences, scientific meetings, and grand rounds [15], and
published literature has often failed to reach the appropriate
people at the appropriate time [16]. However, the extensive
use of social media handles, the WPA-ECPs section’s social
media accounts and newsletter, and the preparation of “Our
Science in a Nutshell” series allowed our work to be visible on
a larger platform. Still, traditional approaches such as confer-
ences or meetings were also used for dissemination, which
took place remotely. As a result, all group members have
increased their confidence in sharing relevant knowledge
and disseminating their research.

The involvement of countries with different income strata
from all WHO regions was very helpful for both the group
and each member individually. It allowed gathering, collat-
ing, reviewing, and adapting various pieces of information at
a truly global level. It also helped to overcome the barriers of

publication for LMICs, such as access to publications that
would inform discussions, writing in English as a second
language, and a lack of research training or a research-
oriented environment [17]. It is an advantage of international
collaborative research that our team consisted of people with
very different language proficiencies, but we complemented
each other, and English native speakers and people living in
English-speaking countr ies would proofread the
manuscripts.

Communication and discussion have been of fundamental
importance. Leads and co-leads always communicated in a
timely, regular, and efficient fashion with all team members
regarding deadlines, changes, proofreading at every stage of
the review, and through the publication process. Similarly, all
team members were quick to offer solutions or guidance on
drafts, which always led to an improved quality of the draft
and speed of its preparation. All discussions were accessible
on WhatsApp® and Gmail®, giving those who missed a

Table 2 Overview of publications under ECP’s peer learning model

Sr
no

Published article Salient features of the
publication

Credit system Research
interest

Journal
(type/region/country)

Participant
from
number of
countries

No of
citations
(Google
scholar)#

1 A conceptual framework for
mental health
interventions during the
COVID-19 pandemic

Framework, conceptualization
of mental
health services during
COVID-19 pandemic

SDC+FLAE 28.7 Asian 16 73

2 COVID-19: patients and
workforce

Perspective, analysis of
existing infrastructure

EC 27.2 International 16 52

3 Measuring COVID-19 related
mental health issues

Review of newly developed
scales

SDC+FLAE 32.8 International 17 31

4 Telepsychiatry and healthcare
access inequities

Viewpoint, global
perspective,
psychiatric services

EC 13.1 Asian 16 18

5 Yoga for COVID-19 related
mental health issues

Review, preventive,
promotive,
and supportive intervention

SDC+FLAE 2.9 Asian 6 2

6 Protocol for telepsychiatry during
the COVID-19
pandemic

Protocol, psychiatric services EC 11.8 International 16 6

7 COVID-19 mental health care
toolkit

Protocol, clinical assessment EC 8.4 China 16 2

8 Stigma and discrimination during
the COVID-19
pandemic*

Viewpoint, stigma and
discrimination,
and underlying factors

SDC+FLAE 12.9 International 19 11

9 A global perspective on
COVID-19 related stigma

Viewpoint, global perspective EC 6.8 India 16 0

10 Alcohol and tobacco use during
COVID-19
pandemic

Review, global perspective EC 3.2 International 11 0

11 Measuring COVID-19 related
mental health issues:
update*

Review of newly developed
scales: update

SDC+FLAE 3.3 Australasian 14 0

SDC sequence determines credit, FLAE first and last author emphasis, EC equal credit; research interest: score provided by ResearchGate for individual
article®

*Turkey, Pakistan, Germany, Albania (expanded to include)

#Accessed on March 11, 2021
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discussion an opportunity to review it and provide their con-
tributions when available. This supported ECPs to be engaged
with the different stages of manuscript preparation and its
publication.

Authorship has been an important part of our publication
ethics, and ECPs or early career researchers planning to use
our model should be aware of this. Lack of clarity in the
authorship sequence or unawareness of the credit system can
affect the collaboration’s success and lead to discrimination
[18]. Two different credit evaluation systems (mixed: se-
quence determines credit (SDC) + first and last author empha-
sis (FLAE), equal credit (EC)) were selected by lead and co-
leads for respective drafts [13]. Though it is often assumed
that an experienced person is allocated the last authorship
position as a tradition, this can compromise the peer-led
models’ efficiency. Furthermore, different authorship credit
systems exist in different countries [19], and this international
variation should be considered. Our experience suggests that
adherence to ICMJE criteria and an authorship sequence as
per standard credit systems avoids injustice, needless discus-
sion, and discrimination among collaborators.

Even though our model has been quite successful, some
challenges need to be acknowledged. For example, on occa-
sions, we could not initiate the clinical research due to a lack
of funding, time constraints, and international regulations to
share the data. Policymakers, stakeholders, and international
organizations (e.g., WPA or WHO) should consider address-
ing these barriers to accelerate the collaboration and mental
health research during a pandemic. Also, most team members
were healthcare professionals working clinically at the front-
line at different phases of the pandemic, which made for some
challenging to contribute to projects. Moreover, due to the
multiple responsibilities faced during the pandemic, not all
members could lead or co-lead a publication; nonetheless,
more than a third of the group has had an opportunity to do it.

Since our work did not entail a specific research project, we
have not prepared a formal research protocol in advance. We
collected our personal experiences over the last 6 months, but
did not use a standardized application form or template to
collect these experiences; feedback and suggestions (pre-
post) were obtained in an informal way. It is difficult to quan-
tify precisely the individual measures’ benefits from this mod-
el or standardize how each group member has benefited.
However, the number of publications from the group and the
initiatives for future collaboration can be considered indices of
success. It should also be noted that our publications were all
related to COVID-19. Most of the COVID-19-related publi-
cations were fast-tracked during the review process, although
the peer review process varied according to journals process-
es, which might have impacted the success of the group, being
quickly successful with multiple publications. However, it
should also be noted that all publications were accepted in
peer-reviewed and indexed journals, received with high

research interest [20], and many authors have cited them since
their publication (Table 2). Furthermore, the success of the
small closed group has given rise to another group, referred
to as the Global Think Tank. The Global Think Tank has
grown to welcome and accept a larger number of participants
from all countries. This larger group has developed and pub-
lished manuscripts on various topics following a similar pro-
cess to the one here described. This larger number of members
also led to the generation of smaller parallel groups working
on specific topics initially suggested in the main group.

To conclude, the peer-led model for research and publica-
tion proposed and explored in this article can be an effective,
easy-to-implement, and cost-effective approach to creating
more opportunities for collaborative publications, research,
training, and dissemination of results amongst ECPs around
the world.
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