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Journal Policies on Conflict of Interest:
If this Is the Therapy, What's the
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The editorial by Giovanni Fava in a recent issue of this
journal [1] brings to our attention the multifarious effects
of corporate, for-profit interests on scientific research and
clinical medicine. Some of these influences are, to use a
medical metaphor, at the subclinical level. We suspect,
but cannot detect, the salient effects on research and the
enterprise of science resulting from the growing influence
of industry on academic scientists and researchers at non-
profit institutes. In the United States it has been the goal
of several federal policies through laws, economic tax
incentives, legal decisions and executive orders to create
closer linkages between universities and for-profit compa-
nies [2]. Other countries are following, albeit more slowly,
the academic-industry model currently in fashion in the
United States [3, 4].

Three areas of possible impact are the selection of
research questions, biasing of research outcomes, and
public perception of science. It is difficult to study private
funding influences on the choice of research questions. In
some fields, such as weed science, where private funding
is extensive, the influences may be fairly obvious. For one
prominent journal, we documented a significant bias
toward studies involving high input chemical weed con-
trol, over alternative methods, including integrated pest
management deploying nonchemical methods [5]. In the
field of weed science the choice of research questions is

heavily influenced by the interests of chemical-industry
benefactors. In certain fields of biomedical sciences where
research and journals are strongly influenced by private
interests, it is reasonable to expect similar effects on the
skewing of research strategies. As Fava notes, certain data
do not get published because the gatekeepers of ‘worthy
knowledge’ have a financial interest in marginalizing
research agendas that threaten corporate profits.
Potential relationships between funding source and
bias are also fairly complicated to study. The few studies
that have been published suggest that researchers
studying a drug and funded by manufacturers are more
likely to reach a favorable interpretation of its safety, effi-
cacy, or cost-effectiveness than those studying the same
drug but funded by not-for-profit institutions {6-10]. The
reason we haven’t found more evidence of bias associated
with financial conflicts of interest is that we haven’t
looked. The cases that do come to light usually are
revealed in the aftermath of a drug withdrawal [11, 12].
A third potential outcome of conflicts-of-interest
among independent scientists is the impact they may
have on the public’s trust in science. While the erosion of
trust in science has been cited as an outcome of academic
entrepreneurship, no credible studies have documented
the effect. Nevertheless, some journal editors are suffi-
ciently moved by the prospect that their journal will lose
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credibility that they have sought remedy through disclo-
sure policies.

Fava supports disclosure as ‘a first and essential step
for dealing with conflict of interest contamination in
science’ but questions how many journals share this poli-
cy. One study that looked at 25 basic science and 235 clini-
cal journals with the highest-immediacy index ratings
from Institute of Scientific Information (ISI) found that
120 of 47 journals (43%) reported they had policies on con-
flicts of interest [13]. My colleague L.S. Rothenberg of the
UCLA Medical School and I have recently completed a
systematic investigation of journal policies on conflict of
interest. Some of the results were reported at a scientific
meeting [14, 15]. We examined 1,400 journals selected
from the Science Citation Index of 1SI by their ratings of
two impact indicators (‘impact factor’ and ‘times cited
factor’). For the year 1997, 15.7% of these ‘high impact’
journals had conflict-of-interest disclosure policies for au-
thors. We analyzed a subset of 181 peer-reviewed jour-
nals, 29 foreign (n = 29), out of the 220 journals with dis-
closure policies. We, along with a small group of students,
visually inspected over 60,000 original research items and
found author disclosures of personal financial interests in
0.5% of the articles. Moreover, 66% of the journals we
inspected had zero disclosures of author personal finan-
cial interest for 1997. Based upon evidence of intense
commercialization within the biomedical sciences, it was
curious to us that there were so few disclosures. Were the
authors reporting honestly? Were the editors publishing
disclosures they received? Were the policies unambi-
guous? Further studies in progress will answer some of
these questions.

During our investigation we identified a group of 6
journals that required authors to select one of several
statements within a standardized format that described
any potential financial benefits either they or their institu-
tion has received or may receive from their research. We
call these the ‘template journals’ since they require each
author to select an option from the menu of choices and
report the selection for each article published. In princi-
ple, these journals have a disclosure rate of 100%. Except
for a few outliers, this was borne out by our data. But these
journals reveal no details about authors’ financial ties and
therefore do not provide any useful information to the
reviewers, readers, or editors about how those ties might
bias their results. Other journals leave a lot of discretion
to the author to report ‘information about the authors’
professional and financial affiliations that may be per-
ceived to have biased the presentation’ [16].
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I believe that readers, reviewers, and editors should
have information on the funding sources and personal
financial interests of authors related to the subject matter
of the publication. When scientists disagree on the inter-
pretation of data, the social context of the scientist can be
a vital clue to explaining differences in scientific judg-
ment and tacit assumptions used in studies. Too often we
learn how these contextual issues play a role in the after-
math of decisions and publications. The journal Nature is
one of the last world class publications that is doggedly
opposed to requiring authors to disclose financial inter-
ests. Its editors are not convinced that financial interests
will affect the outcome of a scientific study or review [17].
How many of us would consider a disclosure of funding
source, consultancies, and equity interests irrelevant to a
paper on ‘safe cigarettes’? There are so many aspects of
science that remain outside the ken of peer reviewers.
Conflict-of-interest information can sharpen, not discre-
dit, the process of peer review.

Author disclosure of competing interests is, as Fava
noted, a necessary but not sufficient response to the prob-
lem of scientific integrity. It doesn’t address the underly-
ing problem that academic science has become colonized
by private interests and that too many scientists have
become stakeholders. It is up to the academic institutions
and government agencies to set restrictions against the
most egregious conflicts of interest.

Societies that respect the inviolability of academic
integrity must recalibrate the balance in the incentive sys-
tem between the rights of academic scientists to pursue
personal and institutional financial gains and the public’s
interest in incorruptible science.

Krimsky
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