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CORRESPONDENCE

Developing Unbiased Diagnostic and Treatment Guidelines
in Psychiatry

TO THE EDITOR: In 1984, the Journal was one of
the first medical journals to establish a policy re-
quiring disclosure of financial interests for all au-
thors of research articles. During the past 25 years,
all medical specialties have been grappling with
how best to manage conflicts of interest. Today,
the field of psychiatry is perceived to have suffered
a unique “crisis of credibility” with respect to the

Disorders [DSM]) complete financial-disclosure
statements — to labeling critics’ concerns about
conflicts of interest as a “well documented anti-
medication bias.”> However, it is clear that trans-
parency alone is not enough of a safeguard:
approximately 68% of the members of the DSM-V
task force reported having industry ties, which
represents a relative increase of 20% over the
proportion of DSM-IV task-force members with
such ties. Also, of the 137 DSM-V panel members
who have posted disclosure statements, 77 (56%)
have reported having industry ties, such as hold-
ing stock in pharmaceutical companies, serving
as consultants to industry, or serving on company
boards® — no improvement over the 56% of DSM-
IV members who were found to have such indus-
try relationships.* If financial conflicts of interest
are not reduced, private-sponsor bias in research
will be exacerbated.

Moreover, both disclosure requirements and
specific policies about the management of exist-
ing conflicts of interest are missing in the APA’s
clinical practice guidelines. This is an especially
important omission because these guidelines are
seen by many as the standard for evidence-based
medicine in clinical psychiatry. The APA is in the
process of revising both its diagnostic guidelines
and some of its most influential clinical practice
guidelines (e.g., for bipolar disorder and major de-
pressive disorder). Thus, it would be both timely
and prudent for the APA to take this opportunity
to address the gaps in existing policies regarding
transparency and the management of conflicts
of interest. For example, unrestricted research
grants were excluded from disclosure require-

growing influence of pharmaceutical companies
on organized psychiatry.!

The reaction of the organization that is increas-
ingly in question, the American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation (APA), has ranged from calling for greater
transparency — mandating that all members of
task forces that produce its diagnostic guidelines
(i.e., the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental

ments, and currently, there are no policies for
managing indirect financial ties, such as industry
funds that are pooled and given to academic de-
partments, hospitals, and medical schools. To
strengthen its current conflict-of-interest policy
and monitor the process for the development of
unbiased diagnostic and treatment guidelines,
the APA will need to substantially free itself
from its extensive financial ties to pharmaceuti-
cal companies.
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