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Abstract

In the last decade, there has been increased recognition of the importance of disclosing 

and managing non-financial conflicts of interests to safeguard the objectivity, integrity, and 

trustworthiness of scientific research. While funding agencies and academic institutions have had 

policies for addressing non-financial interests in grant peer review and research oversight since the 

1990s, scientific journals have been only recently begun to develop such policies. An impediment 

to the formulation of effective journal policies is that non-financial interests can be difficult to 

recognize and define. Journals can overcome this problem by providing guidance concerning the 

types of non-financial interests that should be disclosed, including direct research interests, direct 

professional interests, expert testimony, involvement in litigation, holding a leadership position in 

a non-governmental organization, providing technical or scientific advice to a non-governmental 

organization, and personal or professional relationships. The guidance should apply to authors, 

editors, and reviewers.
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1. Introduction

A conflict of interest (COI) is a situation which in individual’s judgment concerning 

a primary interest tends to be unduly influenced (or biased) by a secondary interest 

(Thompson 1993). For example, if a researcher is conducting a clinical trial of a drug and 

owns stock in the company that manufactures the drug, their financial interest may unduly 

influence their judgment concerning the design of the study or the analysis or interpretation 

of the data (Shamoo and Resnik 2022). (COIs are an important issue in government and 

in the professions, because they can lead to unethical, illegal, or unprofessional behavior 

and undermine the public’s trust (Davis 1993; Institute of Medicine 2009). Although COIs 

can lead to unethical, illegal, or unprofessional behavior, they are different from bias or 

misconduct. One does not need to have actual proof that a person was biased or acted 

unethically to be concerned about their COI. It is the situation that the person is in that 

creates the ethical problem (Thompson 1993).1

1Institutions can also have COIs but these will not be the main focus of this article (see Shamoo and Resnik 2022).
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In some circumstances a person with a COI may deliberately violate ethical, legal or 

other rules to promote their interests, but since interests may influence the human mind 

subconsciously, a person with a COI may not even be aware that their interests have 

impacted their thinking and behavior (Kafaee et al. 2021, 2022; Shamoo and Resnik 2022). 

For example, a physician who receives speaking fees and gifts from a drug company may 

tend to favor the company’s medications when writing prescriptions, possibly against the 

best medical interests of the patient (Katz et al. 2003). The physician may insist that they 

would never do anything unethical or unprofessional, while being unaware of how their 

interests affect their prescribing patterns (Katz et al. 2003).

While COIs have been recognized as a matter of concern in legal practice since the 1300s 

and in government since the 1800s (Davis 1995; Rose 2000; Davies et al. 2013), they did not 

emerge as a key issue in scientific research until the mid-1980s, when a series of scandals 

involving research misconduct and financial interests in biomedical research grabbed the 

attention of the US Congress and the public (US Congress, Committee on Government 

Operations 1990; Resnik 1998; Korn 2000). The Public Health Service (PHS), which funds 

National Institutes of Health (NIH) research, and the National Science Foundation (NSF) 

responded to these scandals by promulgating policies for misconduct and financial COIs 

in funded research (Public Health Service 1986, 1995; National Science Foundation 1987). 

PHS and NSF COI rules require funded research institutions to adopt written policies 

for disclosing and managing funded investigators’ significant financial interests, which are 

defined as “anything of monetary value” excluding salary or other remuneration from the 

institution; income from lectures, seminars, teaching engagements, or service on advisory 

committees or review panels sponsored by public or nonprofit entities; equity interests that 

do not exceed $10,000; and payments from private corporations that do not exceed $10,000. 

In 2011, PHS lowered its disclosure threshold for reporting equity interests and payments 

from private corporations to $5,000 but NSF did not (National Science Foundation 2005; 

Department of Health and Human Services 2011).

Scientific journals and professional associations around the world have responded to COI 

problems in research by developing policies and ethical guidelines for researchers. Although 

very few scientific journals had COI policies in the mid-1980s, today it is estimated that 

more than 90% of biomedical journals do (Blum et al. 2009; Resnik et al. 2017; Daou et 

al. 2018; de Lotbiniere-Bassett et al. 2018).2 Many journals have modelled their policies on 

guidelines developed by the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) 

and the Committee on Public Ethics, two international organizations that have spearheaded 

efforts to promote integrity in scientific publication (Van der Weyden 2007; Resnik et al. 

2017; International Committee of Medical Journal Editors 2022). Professional associations, 

such as the American Chemical Society, the American Medical Association, the American 

Physical Society, the American Psychological Association, and the American Society for 

Microbiology also developed policies for COIs in research (Nissen 2017).

Although COIs have been an important ethical concern in scientific research in the US 

since the 1980s, other countries, especially European countries, have also taken actions 

2Some journals use the term ‘competing interests’ instead of COI, but the terms mean basically the same thing.
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to deal with COIs. European countries with COI policies for scientific research include 

Belgium (Académie Royale des Sciences, des Lettres et des Beaux Arts de Belgique 2009), 

Denmark (Ministry of Higher Education and Science 2014), France (Agence Nationale de 

la Recherche 2015), Germany (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft 2019), the Netherlands 

(Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research 2018), Switzerland (Swiss Academies 

of Arts and Sciences 2021), and the United Kingdom (United Kingdom Research and 

Innovation 2022). International organizations, including All European Academies (2017), 

Council for the International Organizations of Medical Sciences (2016), World Conference 

on Research Integrity (2010), and World Medical Association (2013) have developed COI 

guidance.

The ethical and policy debate concerning COIs initially focused on financial interests 

in research, but in recent years non-financial interests, such as personal or professional 

relationships, political activity, involvement in litigation, and even philosophical or religious 

beliefs have also become an important concern (Saver 2012; McKinney and Pierce 2017; 

Rosenberg 2017; Wiersma et al. 2018; Nature 2018; Neill et al. 2020; Montgomery and 

Weisman 2021; Grundy 2021; Radun 2021). Although policies related to scientific grant 

review3, human and animal research4,5 and research misconduct6 have for many years 

covered non-financial COIs, journals have also begun to address them. For example, studies 

indicate that between 53% and 68.8% of journal policies address non-financial COIs (Resnik 

et al. 2017; Daou et al. 2018; de Lotbiniere-Bassett et al. 2018). High-impact journals 

published by Nature (2018), Science (2022), and Cell Press (2022) all require authors to 

disclose financial and non-financial interests that could bias their research or create the 

perception of bias.

Despite the growing awareness of the importance of addressing non-financial COIs in 

research, some scientists and scholars, such as Bero and Grundy (2016), Bero (2017), and 

Grundy et al. (2020), have pushed back against this trend and argued that journal policies 

should focus on financial COIs and not on non-financial ones. In this article, I will argue that 

scientific journals should address non-financial COIs in publication, and I will offer some 

recommendations for policy development.

2. Bias and Conflict of Interest

As noted above, COIs impact behavior by influencing (or biasing) judgment or decision-

making (Resnik 2000; Kafaee et al. 2021, 2022). Very often, an individual’s interests will 

align with their primary ethical, legal, or other obligations. For example, when a scientist 

3For example, NIH prohibits scientists from reviewing a grant application if, within the last three years, they have had a professional 
relationship (such as mentor or collaborator) with anyone who has a major role on the application (National Institutes of Health 2022).
4Federal research regulations prohibit institutional review board (IRB) members from reviewing protocols with which they have a 
COI (Department of Health and Human Services 2017). Although the regulations do not define a COI, most IRBs require members to 
recuse themselves from review if they have significant involvement with the protocol or a professional relationship with an investigator 
on the protocol (see, for example, Duke University 2022).
5NIH guidelines for reviewing research involving laboratory animals prohibit animal care and use committee members from having 
a COI related to the protocol they are reviewing. The guidelines include financial and non-financial interests (such as professional 
relationships) in the COI definition (National Institutes of Health, Office of Laboratory Animal Welfare, 2002).
6The federal research misconduct policy prohibits members of committees that investigate misconduct from having unresolved COIs. 
The policy does not specify whether COIs are financial or non-financial (Office of Science and Technology Policy 2000).
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is interested in determining the veracity of a hypothesis under investigation, the scientist’s 

interests align with their primary obligations to follow epistemic and ethical norms for 

conducting research, such as honesty, transparency, rigor, etc. (Resnik 2007a). However, 

sometimes a scientist’s secondary interests may conflict with their primary obligations. In 

the clinical research example mentioned earlier, the investigator could take actions, such 

as falsifying data or manipulating the statistical analysis, which could increase the stock’s 

price and thereby promote their financial interests, but which would violate their primary 

obligations to follow epistemic and ethical norms for conducting research (Resnik 2007a).

In the last few decades, social scientists, philosophers, methodologists, and science policy 

experts have investigated the variety of economic, psychological, cultural, and social factors 

that can increase the risk of bias in research (Longino 1990; Kourany 2010; Fanelli et 

al. 2017; Ioannidis 2018). Though money is an important source of potential bias in 

research (Bero 2013; Elliott and Resnik 2014), it is far from the only source (Resnik 

2007b, 2009; McGarity and Wagner 2008). Cognitive psychologists have discovered a 

variety of subconscious biases that can affect human judgment and decision-making, such 

as confirmation bias, i.e., the tendency to believe what one wants or expects to believe, and 

anchoring bias, i.e., the tendency to cling to a belief despite accumulating contrary evidence 

(Tversky and Kahneman 1974; Kahneman 2011). Confirmation bias can be a significant 

problem in science when researchers want to try to prove that a hypothesis so they can make 

money, promote their careers or ideas, or advance a political agenda. The history of science 

indicates that scientists often succumb to many different sorts of biases, despite their avowed 

commitment to objectivity (Kuhn 1962, 1977; Kafaee et al. 2021, 2022).

3. Impact of Financial Interests on Scientific Research

Since the 1990s, scientists and scholars have sought to better understand how the financial 

interests of research organizations and individual researchers affect scientific practice. 

Numerous studies have found statistically significant associations between sources of 

funding and published research outcomes (Bekelman et al. 2003; Ridker and Torres 2006; 

Sismondo et al. 2008; Krimsky 2013; Fabbri et al. 2018). For example, Stelfox et al. 

(1998) found that 96% of authors who supported calcium channel antagonists had financial 

relationships to manufacturers compared 63% who had no such relationships; Friedberg et 

al. (1999) found that 95% of articles with industry funding reported positive results for 

cancer treatments as opposed to 62% without industry funding; and Friedman and Richter 

(2004) found that articles published in two top medical journals were 67% more likely to 

report results that favored a product if one or more authors had disclosed a financial interest 

as compared to articles in which no such interests were disclosed.

While studies on the relationship between funding and research outcome can identify 

patterns related to financial interests, they do not explain, at a more fundamental level, 

how or why these patterns occur. Scientists and scholars therefore have also attempted to 

develop possible explanations of the association between financial interests and published 

research outcomes. It is likely that a large percentage of the association between financial 

interests and research outcomes can be explained by publication and funding decisions made 

by research sponsors (Krimsky 2003, 2013; Resnik 2007a; Elliott 2011; Sismondo 2008), 
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not investigator bias. For example, a pharmaceutical company could decide not to publish 

research data that undermine the profitability of a product it manufactures, as has happened 

with research involving Merck’s drug Vioxx (Krumholz et al. 2007). Funding decisions can 

also impact outcomes. For example, a medical device company could decide to only fund 

studies that is has reason to believe will promote its products, or it could defund studies 

before they have been completed if the data are trending in a direction that goes against the 

company’s interests. By influencing publication and funding in a particular area of research, 

a company can “seed” the scientific literature with studies favoring its interests (Michaels 

2008).

However, investigator biases also influence research outcomes. Although investigators 

sometimes make decisions at the behest of sponsors, they are still responsible for the choices 

they make related to research design, data analysis, and data interpretation. Many different 

decisions pertaining to research design affect study outcomes, such as choices involving 

sample size, sampling techniques, variables, randomization, blinding, and control groups 

(Resnik 2007a; Elliott 2011; Lexchin 2012; Ma et al. 2020; Kafaee et al. 2021, 2022). 

For example, an investigator who is interested in showing that a chemical has no adverse 

effects could statistically underpower a study so that it is not likely to include enough 

data to demonstrate an effect (Serdar et al. 2021). Financial interests can also affect how 

investigators analyze and interpret data. For example, it is often the case that more than one 

statistical test (e.g., T-test, Chi-Square test, etc.) or model (e.g., linear regression, logistic 

regression) could be legitimately used to analyze the data (Gardenier and Resnik 2002). A 

researcher who has a financial interest related to a study could choose a method of analyzing 

the data that best promotes that interest (Elliott 2011; Lexchin 2012). Issues related to data 

analysis are paramount in complex studies involving large datasets with many variables, i.e., 

“big data” (Resnik et al. 2017). Another key area of potential bias is in the evaluation and 

interpretation of data and evidence. One of the most important decisions in conducting a 

systematic review of the literature or meta-analysis is deciding which studies to include in 

the analysis (Ma et al. 2021). Researchers with financial interests at stake could affect the 

outcome of the analysis by excluding studies that go against those interests.

4. Impact of Non-Financial Interests on Research

While there is considerable statistical evidence concerning the impact of financial interests 

on published scientific research, there is far less statistical evidence concerning the impact 

of non-financial interests. However, absence of evidence is not evidence of absence 

(Ranganathan et al. 2015). One of the main reasons why we lack this type of evidence 

is that we do not have the requisite data, and we do not have this data because most 

journal disclosure policies for non-financial interests have been implemented only recently. 

Hence, it is very difficult to study potential associations between non-financial interests and 

published research outcomes. In the realm of financial COIs, by contrast, journal disclosure 

policies have been in effect since the 1990s and researchers have also had access to COI 

databases, such as the Sunshine Act database, for more than a decade (Open Payments 

2022). There are no such databases available for tracking non-financial interests.
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While statistical evidence concerning the effects of non-financial interests is lacking, there 

is some compelling evidence from recent cases. Consider, for example, Andrew Wakefield’s 

research on the measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) vaccine. In 1998, Wakefield and 

coauthors published a study in The Lancet claiming that the MMR vaccine may cause 

autism. The journal retracted the paper in 2010 after an investigation by journalist Brian 

Deer found that Wakefield had not disclosed that he had received funding from a law firm 

that was suing vaccine manufacturers and had not obtained ethics committee approval for 

the study. A few years later, Deer examined the medical records used in the study and 

found that Wakefield had fabricated and falsified data in the paper. Wakefield’s interests in 

this research were more than financial because he has aligned himself with the anti-vaccine 

movement and advises anti-vaccine groups. Wakefield denies allegations of fraud (Shamoo 

and Resnik 2022).

In 2012 Gilles-Eric Séralini and coauthors published a controversial paper in Food and 
Chemical Toxicology purporting to show that laboratory animals fed a diet of genetically 

modified corn over a two-year period had a significantly higher rate of tumor formation than 

the control group. The paper was retracted by the journal after dozens of scientists claimed 

the study was poorly designed and statistically flawed. One of the chief ethical criticisms 

of the paper is that the authors did not disclose that their study was funded by CRIIGEN 

(Committee of Independent Research and Information on Genetic Engineering), a non-profit 

organization opposed to genetic engineering. The authors also did not disclose that Séralini 

was president of CRIIGEN’s scientific board (Resnik 2015).

5. Arguments in Favor of Addressing Non-Financial Interests in Scientific 

Publication

As mentioned previously, many journals are now asking authors to disclose non-financial 

interests that could bias their research. Several arguments support this policy.

First, as discussed previously, there is substantial evidence that political, personal, 

professional, and other non-financial interests can influence scientific research. Although 

the precise extent or scope of this impact requires further study, it is clearly significant.

Second, organizations with political interests in research, such as environmental, public 

health, or consumer groups, are taking a greater interest in sponsoring scientific research 

(Schlosberg 2009; English et al. 2018; Radun 2021). While the percentage of total US 

research and development (R & D) funding from non-profit groups is a small (4.1%) in 

comparison to the percentage from private companies (70.7%) or the federal government 

(21.2%), in absolute terms funding from non-profits is substantial. In 2019, non-profit 

groups funded $26.7 billion worth of research in the US (Congressional Research Service 

2021). Although some of these non-profits seemingly have no political axes to grind, many 

do, as illustrated by the Séralini case discussed above. Research sponsors with political 

interests can influence the judgment and behavior of scientists seeking funding from the 

sponsor, identify with the sponsor’s goals, or both.
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Third, many scientists have become involved in political movements related to topics such 

as climate change, sustainability, species preservation, biodiversity, pollution, energy policy, 

genetically modified organisms, toxic chemicals, vaccination, gun control, and abortion 

rights. For example, in April 2017, hundreds of thousands of scientists participated in the 

“March for Science” protests in Washington, DC, Boston, MA, Chicago, IL, Los Angeles, 

CA, San Francisco, CA, Seattle, WA, Phoenix, AZ, Berlin, Germany (Smith-Spark 2017). 

The protests were organized by the March for Science (2022) organization, which describes 

itself as “the world’s largest grassroots community of science advocates, organizing for 

a more sustainable and just future.” Although political activity by scientists is not new

—the Union of Concerned Scientists (2022) has advocated for nuclear weapons control, 

environmental protection, public health, and other concerns since 1969—the scope and 

depth of this activity seems to have increased in the last couple of decades (Pielke 2007; 

Resnik 2009). While scientists have a right (and often a duty, based on their expertise) to 

participate in political debates, scientists who exercise this right may face ethical issues 

related to managing the risk of bias or the perception of bias among their colleagues or the 

public (Pielke 2007; Resnik and Elliott 2016).

Fourth, scientists who serve as expert witnesses often have political or social interests 

related to their research, as illustrated by the Wakefield case discussed above (Patterson 

1999; Rosner and Markowitz 2005; Resnik 2007b; Milroy 2017). Expert witnesses often 

have financial and non-financial interests related to their research because they receive 

money for providing testimony and they frequently identify with one side of the case 

(Crockett 2022). For example, Herbert Needleman (1927–2017) was a pediatric neurologist 

who conducted ground-breaking research demonstrating that lead exposure interferes with 

cognitive development in children. Needleman advocated for removing lead gasoline and 

from interior paint, and he testified in court against the companies that mined lead (Rosner 

2005). It is conceivable that Needleman would have waived his fee, if asked to do so, 

given his opposition to the lead industry. If a scientist decides to waive their fee, then their 

interests in the case would not be covered by COI policies that require disclosure of payment 

for expert testimony or consulting.

Fifth, scientists are sometimes involved in litigation when they are plaintiffs or defendants 

or when they submit amicus briefs in support of a party to a legal matter. For example, in 

the Association of Molecular Pathology vs. Myriad Genetics, Inc. (2013), a case in which 

the US Supreme Court ruled that naturally occurring DNA sequences cannot be patented, 

several scientific organizations, including the American Medical Association, and a group 

of scientists, physicians, clinical geneticists, filed amicus briefs in support of the plaintiff. 

These scientists submitted these briefs because they had financial and professional interests 

affected by the outcome of the case, since they wanted to be able to test for breast cancer 

genes without being legally liable for infringing Myriad’s patents.
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6. Arguments Against Addressing Non-Financial Interests in Scientific 

Publication

Although recognition of the importance of dealing with non-financial COIs in research is 

growing, some scientists and scholars have argued that scientific journals should focus on 

financial COIs and not require researchers to address non-financial ones. Bero and Grundy 

have developed several critiques of the idea that journals should develop policies pertaining 

to non-financial interests in scientific publication. The first is that these policies will divert 

attention away from financial interests:

Focusing on interests such as personal beliefs, experience, or intellectual 

commitments can divert attention from financial conflicts of interest, which have 

the potential for widespread influence (Bero and Grundy 2016).

The second is that adopting non-financial COI policies will cause confusion and undermine 

efforts to address COIs:

Conflation of “conflicts of interest” with “interests” in general serves to muddy the 

waters about how to manage conflicts of interest, generating confusion as to the 

nature and definition of the problem and doubt as to whether conflicts of interest 

can be addressed at all (Bero and Grundy 2016).

The third is that non-financial COIs are so poorly defined that COI policies will be difficult 

to implement:

“Non-financial conflicts of interest” are variably defined, and the term is used 

to refer to the broadest range of personal, professional, and social attributes 

Expanding the definition of conflict of interest to include anything that might 

influence judgment will heighten such challenges (Grundy et al. 2020, pp. 5–6)

Let’s examine these critiques in order. Concerning the first critique, expanding the definition 

of a COI to include non-financial interests may divert some attention from managing 

financial COIs in scientific publication, but arguably not enough to justify ignoring non-

financial COIs. Since the 1990s, funding agencies have had robust policies for dealing with 

non-financial COIs, such as professional or personal relationships, in grant review (Shamoo 

and Resnik 2022). In non-research contexts, such as law, organizations have developed 

guidelines and practices for managing financial and non-financial interests, so it should 

also be possible in research. The key is to provide clear and effective guidance to avoid 

confusion and promote compliance. Concerning the second critique, adopting non-financial 

COI policies probably will not cause much confusion, provided that journals provide clear 

guidance (discussed in more detail below) for disclosing non-financial COIs. Concerning the 

third critique, non-COI policies may be somewhat difficult to implement initially but will 

probably become much easier to implement over time as researchers become familiar with 

them and editors and publishers make adjustments. Finally, it should be remembered that 

financial COI disclosure policies also met with the same sort of skepticism and resistance 

among researchers when they were first proposed but became widely accepted as researchers 

became familiar with them (Resnik 1998).
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I agree with Bero and Grundy that non-financial COIs are often poorly defined at present 

and that current guidance is unclear. However, the appropriate response to this problem 

is not to dismiss non-financial interests as an irrelevant distraction but to define them 

more clearly and provide effective guidance (Saver 2012; Viswanathan et al. 2013). Indeed, 

financial interests were also defined unclearly at one point, but this was not used as an 

excuse to ignore them. Instead, funding agencies, journals, and institutions took steps to 

define them more clearly.

7. Disclosing and Managing Non-Financial Conflicts of Interest in 

Scientific Publications

To counter the charge that non-financial COIs are poorly defined, scientific journals can 

develop policies that provide clear guidance concerning disclosure of non-financial COIs. 

The guidance could be based on the ICMJE’s policy for disclosure of financial and non-

financial interests. The ICMJE (2021) has developed a form that authors can fill out and 

submit to a journal with their manuscript. On the form, authors disclose sources of funding 

and interests (within the last 3 years), including:

1. Contracts or grants

2. Royalties or licenses

3. Consulting fees

4. Honoraria or speaking fees

5. Support for attending meetings

6. Patents (planned, pending, or awarded)

7. Stock or stock options

8. Receipt or equipment or supplies

9. Leadership role on a board, society, or advocacy group (paid or unpaid)

10. Other financial or non-financial interests

The standard for disclosure is that the interests are related to the content of manuscript. To 

promote transparency, the ICMJE encourages authors to err on the side of disclosing too 

much rather than too little.

The ICMJE’s form is comprehensive and thorough, but it does not provide sufficient 

guidance concerning non-financial COIs. Notably absent from the form is any mention of 

expert testimony. Moreover, the form is only used by authors, not reviewers or editors, but 

reviewers and editors also may have COIs that should be disclosed and managed (Resnik 

and Elmore 2018). I recommend, therefore, that journals use a form for authors, editors, and 

reviewers, that includes the entries on the ICMJE form as well as:

1. Direct research interests. For example, an individual is asked to review a paper 

for a journal but is currently working on the very same topic.
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2. Direct professional interests. For example, an individual submits a paper to 

a journal demonstrating the safety of a particular type of eye surgery that the 

individual routinely perform in professional practice. Note: this interest is partly 

financial and partly non-financial.

3. Expert testimony (paid or unpaid). Note: paid legal work would be covered by 

many but not all financial disclosure policies but would also be covered here.

4. Other involvement in litigation. For example, being a party to a lawsuit or 

submitting an amicus brief.

5. Providing unpaid scientific, technical, legal, or other advice to a non-profit 
group or other non-government organization (paid or unpaid). Note: paid 

work would be covered by most financial disclosure policies, but unpaid work 

would not be. Also, mere membership in an organization is not enough a strong 

enough interest to warrant disclosure.

6. Personal or professional relationships. For example, an individual is asked to 

review as manuscript from a collaborator, former student, or advisor.

Absent from this list are political, philosophical, or religious beliefs, because these are 

difficult to define, delineate, and document. Every scientist has some beliefs that could 

unduly influence their research and deciding which ones should be disclosed and managed 

would seem to be a laborious and possibly futile task. Nevertheless, researchers should 

be aware of how their political, philosophical, or other beliefs may impact their judgment 

and decision-making and take steps to minimize potential bias in experimental design, data 

interpretation, and other aspects of inquiry (Elliott and Resnik 2014). They should have the 

option of disclosing these interests if they believe they could be reasonably expected to bias 

their research.

Disclosure is an essential step to dealing with COIs, since it is impossible to deal with a COI 

if one does not know about it. Disclosure promotes transparency, honesty, and accountability 

in research. Also, reviewers, editors, and readers can use COI information disclosed by 

authors to evaluate research studies. Although having a COI should not be equated with 

bias, it can be a risk factor for bias, and should be understood in that way (Thompson 1993; 

Resnik and Elliott 2013).

Disclosure is often insufficient to address ethical issues related to COIs in research, however. 

Sometimes it may be necessary to take additional steps to deal with COIs (Shamoo and 

Resnik 2022). As noted earlier, government funding agencies prohibit some types of COIs 

for grant proposal review. Very few scientific journals prohibit COIs from authors, however, 

because they probably rely on peer reviewers and readers to account for the authors’ 

potential bias (Shamoo and Resnik 2022). A notable exception is the New England Journal 

of Medicine (2022), which prohibits authors of editorials or review articles from having 

financial interests in the products they are discussing. Also, some biomedical journals will 

not publish articles directly funded by tobacco companies (Chawla 2022). A less extreme 

step than prohibiting a COI is managing it. For example, sometimes editors have difficulty 

finding non-conflicted reviewers for manuscripts, especially in small fields of research when 
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most people know each other. When this happens, the editors may attempt to manage COIs 

by using conflicted and non-conflicted reviewers and relying on their own judgment to 

assesses the fairness of the reviews they receive (Resnik and Elliott 2018).

8. Conclusion

The movement toward greater recognition of the importance of addressing non-financial 

COIs is a welcome development in research ethics and policy because non-financial 

COIs, like financial ones, can undermine the objectivity, integrity, and trustworthiness 

of research. Most funding agencies and academic institutions have developed effective 

policies for addressing non-financial COIs in grant peer review and research oversight, 

but many scientific journals do not have policies for dealing with the non-financial COIs 

of authors, reviewers, or editors. An impediment to the development of effective journal 

policies is that non-financial COIs are not clearly defined. Journals can overcome this 

problem by providing guidance concerning the types of non-financial interests that should be 

disclosed, including direct research interests, direct professional interests, expert testimony, 

involvement in litigation, holding a leadership position in a non-governmental organization, 

providing technical or scientific advice to a non-governmental organization, and personal or 

professional relationships. The guidance should apply to authors, editors, and reviewers.
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