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Seminar 35: Introduction / Experience with ME 
Dr. Charles Shepherd. Broadcast 25th February 2014 

 
How did you get involved with ME? 
 
My name is Dr. Charles Shepherd and my involvement with this illness dates back to 
personal experience, approximately thirty years ago. Like many doctors of my generation 
when I was in medical school I was told this illness was hysteria. In fact at the time I was at 
medical school a paper came out in the British medical journal describing ME, Royal Free 
disease at is was also known at the time as mass hysteria.  
 
So we left medical school believing that we weren’t going to see people with this illness and 
if we did it was all in their minds. And I had personal experience by catching ME from a 
patient. I actually got a very nasty dose of chicken pox from a patient who had shingles. That 
changed my mind about this illness. I had all the classic symptoms and yet like many people 
it took about two years before I got a diagnosis of this illness. During that time I didn’t 
practice the right management, I didn’t pace my activity, I had problems with benefits and 
employment. All the problems that people have to go through with this illness. So my views 
on ME, especially in relation to management, are very much based on personal experience. 
 
What do you do in relation to ME? (charity, political, research, services etc) 
 
This is very much based on my experience of dealing with vast numbers of people over the 
past thirty years with this illness. Either seeing them as patients or as dealing with them in 
my role as medical adviser to the ME Association which is the major adult support charity 
here in the U.K. So I have a lot of if you like clinical experience in dealing with people on a 
one to one basis, but I also have a lot of experience in many other areas in relation to my 
charity roles. 
 
I’m involved in research, I have a particular interest in research relating to muscle 
abnormalities in this disease. And also the role of vaccinations in triggering this disease. Also 
within the charity sector we have to provide a lot of information to people with this illness as 
well as to health professionals. I help to supervise our Ramsay Research Fund which is a 
major research fund in the U.K. We’re currently funding researches such as the ME bio-bank, 
post-mortem research, and muscle research. And we also have a very important role here in 
the U.K. in relation to political activity in this illness. We’re part of the secretariat of the all-
party parliamentary group on ME. And we also play a very important role in campaigning on 
benefits, which is a particularly important issue for people with this illness. 
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Seminar 36: What is the difference between ME and CFS? 
Dr. Charles Shepherd. Broadcast 25th February 2014 
 
What is ME? 
 
ME stands for Myalgic Encephalomyelitis. And this is a name which came into medical usage 
following an editorial in the Lancet medical journal in 1956 and it was used to describe an 
outbreak of this illness that occurred at the Royal Free Hospital in London the previous year. 
The outbreak at that time was being called the Royal Free disease but the Lancet editorial 
named it myalgic encephalomyelitis. And it was the term that was used because these 
patients had muscle symptoms, which is where the ‘myalgic’ comes from, and they also had 
a lot of brain symptoms which is where ‘encephalomyelitis’ comes from. And in medical 
jargon encephalomyelitis means inflammation which is ‘itis’, within the brain which is 
‘encephalo’, and ‘mya’ which means spinal cord. It means in pathological terms 
inflammation within the brain and spinal cord. 
 
What is CFS? 
 
Chronic fatigue syndrome is a name that was introduced by the medical profession during 
the nineteen eighties. Partly as a reaction to the fact that there was renewed medical and 
scientific interest in this disease, and partly because the medical profession decided that it 
did not like the term ME myalgic encephalomyelitis, because there has always been and 
there continues to be a considerable degree of controversy and uncertainty as to whether 
there is actually inflammation within the brain and the spinal cord.  
 
So the medical profession in its wisdom decided to rename and redefine ME as chronic 
fatigue syndrome. And the way it redefined ME as chronic fatigue syndrome, is that it 
brought in a lot more people under this umbrella of chronic fatigue syndrome who 
previously would not have met the diagnostic criteria for ME.  
 
A lot of patients of course dislike the term ‘chronic fatigue syndrome’, I dislike the term 
chronic fatigue syndrome, because I feel we’ve widened the diagnostic net as to who comes 
under this umbrella of chronic fatigue syndrome. And in a way it’s rather like saying that 
everyone who has some form of headache whether it’s a migraine headache or even a brain 
tumor headache can be put under an umbrella of a chronic headache syndrome. And so they 
all have the same cause and they all have the same form of management. Which clearly isn’t 
the case. 
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What does the combination ME and CFS stand for? 
 
The combination-term of ME/CFS is really a messy compromise to try and keep the medical 
profession on side, who certainly in the UK, and I think this will be true for the USA and 
many parts of Europe where this illness is recognized; to keep the medical profession on 
board who wants to use the term CFS, and the patients who not surprisingly-and I agree with 
them-want to use the term ME. So we have this messy compromise of ME/CFS. And in actual 
fact I think what we have also is an umbrella which is covering a wide variety of clinical 
presentations. And equally it’s covering a wide variety of disease pathways or subgroups. So 
it’s going back to this headache syndrome or joint pain syndrome.  
 
We’re trying to put everyone who has some sort of chronic fatigue under this ME/CFS 
umbrella. And I think we’re very wrongly saying that they probably all got the same cause, so 
that they all got the same form of treatment. And what I think we’ve got to do, which is I 
think what the research community is now taking on board, is to go back several steps and 
try and subgroup these people who come under this ME/CFS umbrella into clinical 
subgroups, pathological subgroups. So that we can find effective treatments for these 
different subgroups under this umbrella, because quite clearly not everyone under this 
umbrella is going to respond in the same way. 
 
Why do most doctors prefer CFS to ME? 
 
I think the vast majority of my medical colleagues remain convinced that ME is not an 
appropriate name for this illness, largely because this problem with encephalomyelitis and 
the lack of pathological proof or evidence that there is an inflammation taking place within 
the brain and spinal cord. There are certainly abnormalities taking place within the brain, 
and we know that from research. But we don’t have any hard scientific evidence to 
demonstrate inflammation in the brain and within the spinal cord. 
 
What would you call the disease? 
 
My way round this is to propose that we actually rename Myalgic Encephalomyelitis Myalgic 
Encephalopathy, which would take the inflammation out of the encephalomyelitis and imply 
that we have an illness here which is affecting muscle and brain function which is what 
encephalopathy is but without the widespread inflammation. So I have proposed that to 
some of my colleagues. It is something which is accepted here by the government, the 
department of Health, NICE but it hasn’t yet achieved any sort of degree of widespread 
acceptance. So at the moment we remain in this very unsatisfactory position where we have 
patients calling the illness ME, and doctors calling it CFS. And those who want to try to make 
some sort of compromise are calling it ME/CFS. 
 
My preference is to use the term ME as myalgic encephalopathy which takes the heat out of 
the argument and I find when I use this in the presence of my medical colleagues it is 
accepted normally without any great problem. But if I go and talk to my medical colleagues 
about myalgic encephalomyelitis, instead of actually talking about the illness, talking about 
how to diagnose it, talking about how to manage it, it just stems back into an argument 
about the fact that there is no encephalomyelitis. And I think as long as my medical 
colleagues remain so unconvinced and even hostile to the concept of encephalomyelitis I 
think we have a major problem. Because all that results in is my colleagues abandoning the 
term ME and using what I regard as this awful term ‘Chronic Fatigue Syndrome’. 


