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CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES
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Abstract Editors have increasing pressure as scholarly
publishing tries to shore up trust and reassure academics
and the public that traditional peer review is robust, fail-
safe, and corrective. Hidden conflicts of interest (COIs)
may skew the fairness of the publishing process because
they could allow the status of personal or professional
relationships to positively influence the outcome of peer
review or reduce the processing period of this process.
Not all authors have such privileged relationships. In
academic journals, editors usually have very specialized
skills and are selected as agents of trust, entrusted with
the responsibility of serving as quality control gate-
keepers during peer review. In many cases, editors form
extensive networks, either with other professionals, in-
dustry, academic bodies, journals, or publishers. Such
networks and relationships may influence their
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decisions or even their subjectivity towards a set of
submitting authors, paper, or institute, ultimately
influencing the peer review process. These positions
and relationships are not simply aspects of a curriculum,
they are potential COlIs. Thus, on the editorial board of
all academic journals, editors should carry a COI state-
ment that reflects their past history, as well as actual
relationships and positions that they have, as these may
influence their editorial functions.
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Not knowing what constitutes best practice is
incompetence. Knowing what best practice is,
but not knowing how to achieve it, may be inex-
perience. Knowingly not following best practices,
when one knows how to achieve it, is unethical.
(Smith 2002, 205)

The Central Role of Editors in the Publishing
Process and Their Evolving Responsibilities

The structure of an editorial board of a scholarly, aca-
demic journal usually consists of a leading person, an
editor in chief (EiC), senior or managing editors, asso-
ciate editors, and advisory editors. There may also be
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linguistic editors, statistic editors, and even image or
technical editors. All these editors carry responsibilities,
for which they are given credit, and thus recognition, as
academic acclaim, for being editors (Teixeira da Silva
2013). In this paper, in order to simplify the discussion,
the term “editors” will be used broadly to describe any
editorial position, independent of rank, although we
recognize that there is a chain of command that also
reflects a level of responsibility, with the EiC usually
being ultimately responsible for all editorial decisions
and for what eventually gets published in their journal.

In the past few years, a series of scandals as a result of
failed peer review (Teixeira da Silva and Dobranszki
2015), fake peer reviews, false authorship, or other faked
aspects of the publishing process (Teixeira da Silva
2017a), as well as a string of retractions—which generally
reflect failure (Teixeira da Silva 2016b)—have occurred
in academic publishing. To some degree, there is both a
crisis of trust in science, not only within academia but also
by the public since public (tax payer) funding supports
various scientific structures around the world.

According to a white paper published by the Council
for Science Editors (CSE), editors, especially of scientific
journals, have responsibilities towards authors, peer re-
viewers, the journal itself, advancement of science, and
the general public (Council of Science Editors 2019). The
CSE updated that white paper in May of 2018 to add
greater details about editors’ responsibilities when dealing
with authors’ and their own conflicts of interest (COISs).
The Croatian Medical Journal (CMJ 2009) places the
entire responsibility for the content of a journal on editors’
shoulders. The World Association of Medical Editors
(WAME) explains that a COI exists when:

... there is a divergence between an individual’s
private interests (competing interests) and his or her
responsibilities to scientific and publishing activities
such that a reasonable observer might wonder if the
individual’s behavior or judgment was motivated
by considerations of his or her competing interests.
COI in medical publishing affects everyone with a
stake in research integrity including journals,
research/academic institutions, funding agencies,
the popular media, and the public. (World Associa-
tion of Medical Editors 2009, 1)

In a stage of science that appears to be in a state of
mistrust (Funk 2017) related to the integrity of the pub-
lished literature, under-powered analyses, publication se-
lection biases, and fraud (Wicherts 2017), including image
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manipulation (Teixeira da Silva 2016a), image editors
carry new responsibilities. For example, the Journal of
Cell Biology discovered that “about 1% of accepted pa-
pers had manipulated images that affected their conclu-
sions; another 25% had some sort of manipulation that
violated guidelines” (Couzin-Frankel 2016, 3 under “A
change of plans”). Perceiving this crisis, and in an attempt
to deal with public complaints about possible image ma-
nipulation in papers published by the Journal of Biolog-
ical Chemistry, the American Society for Biochemistry
and Molecular Biology made Kaoru Sakabe the data
integrity manager, formerly the manager of publication
issues; then, in April of 2017, it placed a call for three
“Technical Image Editors.”" In a bid to shore up trust and
create a literature that is based on the quality and integrity
of the published literature, Molecular and Cellular Biol-
ogy (MCB) fortified their editorial functions and respon-
sibilities, while abandoning the journal impact factor, by
committing to post-publication peer review (PPPR) in
which possible errors in the published literature would
be freshly examined in the light of complaints made by
academics or the public (Kullas and Davis 2017). And, at
a risk to their own reputation, MCB concluded, based on
inappropriate figure manipulations in 6.1 per cent of
papers within their own journal, that “as many as 35,000
papers in the literature are candidates for retraction due to
inappropriate image duplication” (Bik et al. 2018, p. 1).
Several associations of science editors and scientific
journals have updated their COI policies to deal with the
challenges listed above. These include disclosing publicly
the actual or perceived COls of the EiC or of other mem-
bers of the editorial board, which may include financial
relationships (including consultancy, honoraria, affiliations,
past employment or association, and stock ownership),
personal relationships, and non-financial COIs. A non-
financial COI can arise when the editors are in situations
such as having an unpaid membership in a board, govern-
ment, or committee, if they have earlier co-authored papers
with the author of the paper submitted for review, or if they
have worked in institutions where the author works. It can
also stem from desires to return favours or seek status and
fame (Wiersma et al. 2018). A 2008 PLoS Medicine edi-
torial noted that several of the COI cases brought before the
Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) involved non-
financial COls (PLoS Medicine 2008). Non-financial COIs
can be personal, political, academic, ideological, or

! http://www.faseb.org/viewer.aspx?ID=3610&JobPdf=
ASB/MBTechnicallmageEditor2017.pdf
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religious (PLOS Medicine 2008; Gallo et al. 2016) and are
more difficult to define than financial COIs. A comprehen-
sive definition which includes all forms of COlIs in aca-
demic publishing is the one used by the Public Library of
Science (PLoS) for its journals:

A competing interest is anything that interferes
with, or could reasonably be perceived as inter-
fering with, the full and objective presentation,
peer review, editorial decision-making, or publi-
cation of research or non-research articles submit-
ted to PLOS. Competing interests can be financial
or non-financial, professional, or personal. Com-
peting interests can arise in relationship to an
institution, organization, or another person.
(PLOS One 2019, {1, emphasis ours)

The difficulties in identifying and managing non-
financial COIs have led to controversy regarding whether
they should be managed at all. Wiersma et al. (2018) point
out that non-financial COlIs such as the potential for
attaining status are often even more powerful in influenc-
ing research than financial COIs. On the other hand, critics
of'this increased attention to non-financial COlIs claim that
focus on non-financial COIs can detract attention from
obvious financial COIs (Bero and Grundy 2016). In the
context of research, Bero and Grundy believe that intel-
lectual interests of the researcher cannot be separated from
the researcher, and that these are essential for rigorous
research and healthy scientific debate and should not
therefore be perceived as COls. However, we believe that
this does not hold true for editors, as such conflicts, or
interests, can bias or influence the publication of research.
Our view is supported by the notion that intellectual stand-
points can also reflect COIs (Lenzer 2016). It is not
helpful that the term COlIs be used simply, but erroneous-
ly, to describe influencing factors in the publishing pro-
cess (Amigo and Pascual-Garcia 2017).

An editor has responsibility towards authors, peer re-
viewers, the journal, and the public at large or the scien-
tific community the journal is aimed at (Teixeira da Silva
and Dobranszki 2018). In many cases of COls in editors,
the judgement of the editor can affect the future of the
journal itself and, especially in the case of biomedical
journals, it can affect peoples’ lives. In an opinion piece
in JAMA, McCoy and Emanuel (2017, 1721) stated that

... [t]he notion of a potential conflict of interest
reflects the mistaken view that a COI exists only

when bias or harm occurs. This way of reasoning
confuses a real situation marked by a potential for
bias with a potential situation.

Gottlieb and Bressler (2017), in the same edition of
JAMA, asked “who watches the watchers?”—noting
that editors shape biomedical literature by deciding
which articles, commentaries, opinion pieces, reviews,
and letters to the editor will be published and when, and
that such literature can have an influence on healthcare.
Hence the potential of biased decision-making by an
editor or his or her COIs should be a matter of concern
(Gottlieb and Bressler 2017). Rumsey (1999) noted that
editors and reviewers have a duty to maintain the integ-
rity of the publishing process and thus must contend
with past biases in literature caused by incomplete
reporting, favouritism, failure to consider other expla-
nations of scientific results, failure to report negative or
statistically nonsignificant studies, publication of pre-
liminary results that are refuted in later studies, and
situations unique to the project funding process. Percep-
tions of the existence of bias such as a delay in publish-
ing to meet personal needs may, in the long run, affect
the journal itself (Rumsey 1999).

Sarigdl et al. (2017) described how prior relationships
between an editor and an author can favour faster publi-
cation times, suggesting that hidden COlIs exist in such
relationships. Since publishing is both a stressful and
time-consuming process, such unfair treatment in favour
of one party (and thus against other parties who do not
receive such preferential treatment) can corrupt the pub-
lishing process because they are intrinsically biased and
unfair. Consequently, given the central importance of
editors in the publishing process, as well as in paper
selection and decision-making, editors should be expected
to display not only their curriculum vitae in its entirety
without any selective bias or skewing of the facts (Teixeira
da Silva and Tsigaris 2018) but also their COls.

Given that almost everyone has competing interests
and biases and the fact that they often overlap with
personal and non-financial COIs makes their manage-
ment difficult. One method is full disclosure, where
authors, reviewers, and editors acknowledge having
non-financial interests which might influence their
reporting or review, or where there is a possibility that
the publication of the paper will either positively or
negatively impact their interest (PLoS Medicine
Editors 2008). However, disclosure of non-financial
COls is not required by many journals, while financial
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COIs are, as noted by both Kesselheim et al. (2012) and
Bosch et al. (2013).

While Bero and Grundy (2016) believe that recusal
can be exclusionary by giving higher priority to interests
opposing that of a researcher, so guidelines set by sev-
eral journals suggest recusal as a means of managing
both financial and non-financial COls (Journal of
Medical Imaging and Radiation Sciences 2013). The
CSE white paper specifies that a COI exists where
editors make decisions on research manuscripts from
their department or research collaborators or competi-
tors or address an issue of particular interest to the editor.
It suggests that such manuscripts should be delegated to
other editors. Elsevier’s Journal of Accounting and
Economics hands over decision-making to co-editors
who are least conflicted if individual editors are found
to have a COI, while manuscripts are also assigned to
referees to reduce the potential for COIs (JAE 2017).
This appears to be a general rule for all Elsevier journals
(table 1). The Croatian Medical Journal has evolved a
system of independent editorial review, often handing
over the review process to an outside editor so that the
risk of bias can be prevented (CMJ 2009). COPE only
requires that journals provide the full names and affili-
ations of the journal’s editors on the journal’s web site as
well as contact information for the editorial office
(COPE 2011).

Editors and publishers also have the responsibility, as
part of a wider process of ensuring accountability and
transparency (COPE 2015; Barbour 2017), to expect of
themselves what they expect of others. Barbour stated: “If
journals want to remain a trusted source of evidence,
editors need to step up and apply to themselves the same
standards of transparency that they expect of others” (p.
2). We also propose specific responsibilities, some of
which were updated in May 2018 in the CSE white paper:

1) explain how editors were recruited and approved and/
or show their academic qualifications for that position
of responsibility (Teixeira da Silva and Al-Khatib
2018); move away from author-suggested peer re-
viewers, which may be biased, fake or carry COls, to
an editorial system in which editors are exclusively
responsible for conducting peer review themselves or
for finding and recruiting suitably qualified peers
(Teixeira da Silva and Al-Khatib 2017);

2) ensure that peer review and manuscript processing
is kept to a bare minimum, including desk rejections
(Teixeira da Silva and Dobranszki 2017);
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3) ensure the correction of the literature when errors
are detected during PPPR (Teixeira da Silva 2015a);

4) not create accounts for authors without their explicit
permission first (Teixeira da Silva 2016c¢);

5) correct erroneous literature in their journals. Prob-
lems associated with literature that was approved by
editors, under their supervision and guidance, also
forms part of their responsibilities, and thus the
professionalism and competence of editors should
also be carefully analysed and there must be due
process where editors have failed, including their
removal from an editorial board (Dobranszki and
Teixeira da Silva 2016);

6) ensure the existence of a scientific arbitration board or
other formal body that looks at the lack of disclosures
between editors and authors or between advertisers
and editors to ensure that the choice of selection of
publications is not reflecting a hidden commercial or
other COIs (Desai and Shortell 2011).

There is concern about editors who have not
respected their responsibilities or who may have COlIs
but who still maintain an editorial position (Teixeira da
Silva 2016d). Editorial failure can also include the abuse
by editors of their position to either enhance their own
work or profiles or to game the metrics system to en-
hance the metrics of their journal by suggesting exces-
sive citation of their work or of their journal (Teixeira da
Silva 2017b), an issue that was also updated in
May 2018 in the CSE white-paper. Finally, there is the
issue of compensation for editorial duties that carry
considerable responsibility. There is continuous debate
related to the lack of financial compensation to aca-
demics who serve as peer reviewers and editors, espe-
cially for the for-profit publishing industry (Teixeira da
Silva and Katavi¢ 2016).

What are COIs in Academia and Publishing?

It is important that the scientific community, including
editors, make all possible efforts to ensure the reliability
and reproducibility of science through open communi-
cation and transparency (Teixeira da Silva and
Dobranszki 2018). This is a challenge, especially if
editors may be biased by secondary interests, creating
a risk in professional judgment or leading to actions
regarding a primary interest, a situation that is regarded
as a COI (Lo and Field 2009; FCA 2017). A primary
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interest includes promoting and protecting the integrity
and quality of research at all stages while a secondary
interest applies to any other issues such as improvement
of a financial situation, personal career, or relationships
(Lo and Field 2009; FCA 2017).

There are many sources of COls in the general pro-
cess of scientific communication (Marcovitch et al.
2010). As Marcovitch et al. (2010) noted:

Reviewers are often unaware that they have po-
tential COI [...] —for example, personal friend-
ship (or enmity), religious beliefs or nationalism
may get in the way. A reviewer may be over-
enthusiastic or unnecessarily hostile about a topic,
without realizing he or she is an outlier in that
respect. (p. 9)

Paternoster, and Brame (2015), in an editorial, reflect
on how an editor or a peer reviewer may become author-
itarian. Firstly, very few people decide on whether a paper
is accepted or not; secondly, they go beyond their duty to
examine the competency of the paper and decide how it
should be written; thirdly, editors often abandon their own
judgement and base their decisions on the number of
reviewers accepting or rejecting the paper; finally, they
can and often protect their personal affiliations and values,
whether consciously or not (Paternoster and Brame 2015).
An authoritarian editor is thus in a position to exercise bias
in selecting manuscripts for dissemination. Unlike edito-
rial independence, which is regulated by strict rules, edi-
torial authoritarianism involves personal and professional
bias in decision-making.

Depending on the publishing model, the source of the
COI can be content-based or inherently financial.
Launching a journal, as Momen (2014) argues, requires
a large financial outlay, and often subscriptions are not
sufficient to meet this initial demand. Financial pressure
can lead editors to be conflicted about whether or not to
publish an “out of the box” or negative manuscript that
challenges mainstream thinking and can adversely affect
the inflow of advertisement money. One of the reasons
why negative results are not published as often as they
should may be because editors display clear content-
based bias, cherry-picking positive over negative
results—that is, a form of publication bias (Sterling
et al. 1995; Teixeira da Silva 2015b)—and thus are
serving more as agents selecting what is best for the
image of the journal rather than what is best for the good
of understanding of the scientific community. Removing
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results so that editors focus exclusively on methodology
in a bid to remove such content- or “positive” results-
based bias is also not a realistic solution (Teixeira da Silva
2016¢). Within this subset of accepted papers, positive
articles may be published before negative ones, which
also constitutes publication bias as the speed of publica-
tion often impacts the citation and dissemination of the
article (Sterling et al. 1995).

Momen (2014) believes that as open access (OA)
journals—in contrast to mainstream journals—charge au-
thors, editors are protected from financial pressures and the
resultant biases that lead to COls, as they are not torn
between divided loyalties to the journal and its owners on
the one hand, and to the author and the scientific commu-
nity on the other hand. Moreover, and at the same time,
they can thus provide space for authors whose research
findings do not fit into the mainstream thinking, provided
the manuscripts pass peer review and meet the journals’
requirements regarding COIs. However, the author-pays
OA model has an inherent financial bias built into its
business structure, as the journal can only survive finan-
cially when authors (or their institutes) pay article process-
ing fees, as opposed to the traditional subscription-based
model, making editorial decisions, to some extent, biased a
priori (Al-Khatib and Teixeira da Silva 2017). Of course,
this requires that the OA journal have a very strong and
clear ethical COI policy for editors. This issue becomes
even more pertinent when industry pays editors, as was
shown with 64 per cent of 333 “top tier” U.S.-based
physician editors from thirty-five journals (Wong et al.
2017). In addition, Paternoster and Brame (2015) argue
that the “purpose of a scientific community is to provide a
venue for researchers to have a thoughtful discussion about
a set of answerable questions” (p. 9). Citing a Paul
Krugman, Walter Noll, and Larry Wasserman editorial,
Paternoster and Brame (2015) argue that a better way,
which is also more democratic and better for science, is
to allow the posting of research on the web without any
paywalls or passwords so that the entire scientific commu-
nity has a greater chance to give high-quality comments,
including pointing out editorial biases and COls. What
these authors were essentially advocating was the
use of open peer review, which discloses the iden-
tities of the reviewers, as well as their COls,
although this model has considerable weaknesses
and limitations (Teixeira da Silva 2018).

In the editorial process, COIs can be divided into
main two groups: financial and non-financial. The most
obvious are financial COIs (Janssen et al. 2015) that can



Bioethical Inquiry (2019) 16:279-298

289

be easily identified, for example, business relationships,
speaking fees or honoraria for lectures, consulting fees,
personal gifts, and others (Cancer Research UK 2014).
Both types of COIs can influence professional judge-
ment. Most prestigious journals (80 per cent of journals
according to an assessment by Ancker and Flanagin
2007) implemented a COI policy in which researchers
(authors) must disclose potential COls, even if they do
not believe that these may influence their study, thereby
allowing reviewers and readers to assess if a paper has
been affected by any biases. Unfortunately, this policy
rarely applies in most journals to reviewers and editors
(Cooper et al. 2006). In a survey by Alfonso et al.
(2012), among forty-six European cardiovascular
journals, it was assessed that 18 per cent of the journals
have a specific policy on editors’ COIs. In the same
year, Smith et al. (2012) found that about 40 per cent of
top-ten peer-reviewed medical journals listed COIs for
their editors, but these numbers are unclear for the wider
biomedical community journals and even engineering
and humanities journals. With respect to editors
themselves, in June of 2007, Wager et al. (2009) sur-
veyed 612 EiCs of all medical, healthcare, life science,
and social science journals published by Wiley-
Blackwell and found that most editors of science
journals were neither very concerned about published
COls, nor felt that it was a frequent issue in their
journals. Curiously, Wager was the 2009-2012 COPE
Chair, while Chris Graf, a Wiley representative and a co-
author of that 2009 paper, is the current COPE co-Chair.
It is almost self-evident that editors would likely state
that indicating their COIs was not important, suggesting
that the results of that survey may have been biased or
skewed. A more balanced approach would have been to
interview editors of journals published by publishers
with which Wager and Graf were not associated, and
also their authors, that is, the readership, who would
most likely perceive editorial COIs more acutely than
the editors themselves. Haivas et al. (2014) tested the
policies related to editorial COIs of forty peer-reviewed
journals on general and internal medicine and found that
60 per cent did not intend to declare their editors’ COls
or those of other advisers in the future. The authors
acknowledged their current and past association with
the British Medical Journal and that the research was
funded by the journal and was conducted when the
primary and second author were employed by the jour-
nal. According to an analysis by Ancker and Flanagin
(2007), more than 56 per cent of eighty-four peer-

reviewed journals from twelve disciplines had a COI
policy specific for editors. Almost 50 per cent of
journals published by members of the Japanese Associ-
ation of Medical Sciences did not require COI disclo-
sures for their editors (Kojima et al. 2015). Verma
(2017) concluded that while 67 per cent of eighty-five
editorial board members of three American Society for
Radiation Oncology journals received some form of
payment from industry, either as general payments,
research funding, or company ownership, the integrity
of peer review was not compromised as a result. Liu
et al. (2017) found that only 32.7 per cent of fifty-two
“influential (high impact factor for their specialty) US
medical journals from 26 specialties” (p. 2) had editor
COiIs stated clearly, and that just under 51 per cent of
eligible editors received some form of payment from
pharmaceutical and medical device manufacturers, with
19.5 per cent receiving research payments. Such pay-
ments may be subjected to intense and negative media
scrutiny and thus cast a negative light on editors and more
widely on academia (see for example MacDonald 2018).
More recently, fortifying our claims in this paper, Haque
et al. (2018) noted that 46 per cent of ten influential U.S.
medical journal editors received financial payments but
that they had not disclosed these financial COls, even
though they expected their journals’ authors to do so.
Financial COls are easier to identify and report than
non-financial COIs. Janssen et al. (2015) found that 49
per cent of 716 editors of six leading spine journals
failed to declare any COls, but since 42 per cent of
editors “with a potential conflict of interest reported a
financial relationship of more than $10,000 during the
prior year” (6), it was likely that COIs among the 49 per
cent group may have been hidden or undeclared, con-
sidering that COls “arising from ties between pharma-
ceutical industry and physicians are common and may
bias research” (2). Mehlman et al. (2017) found that 78
per cent of 908 physician editors of fifteen orthopaedic
surgery journals received payments and that the rate of
potential editorial COIs ranged from 4 per cent to 73 per
cent in the >$10,000 category, from 0 per cent to 31 per
cent in the >$250,000 category, and from O per cent to
13 per cent in the >$950,000 category. Based on these
COls, the authors concluded that “[a] clear relationship
has been established in the literature regarding authors’
potential financial conflicts of interest and study results,
and there would seem to be little reason to doubt a
similar relationship with respect to journal editors” (p.
4). Only 33 per cent of leading gastroenterology and
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hepatology journals listed COls for editors (Qureshi
et al. 2012). A PubMed search in 2012 on COlIs in
medical publishing showed 120 citations between
1991 and 2012, but not one of these citations referred
to editorial COIs (Gleicher 2013). These studies leave
little doubt about the association between financial COls
and authors or the findings of a study, and it is also quite
clear that surprisingly low financial rewards or gifts are
able to influence physician behaviour such as prescrib-
ing habits or decision-making. Potential financial COIs
among editorial boards of the magnitude reported by
Mehlman et al. (2017) simply have not been studied. For
example, up to 31 per cent of editorial board members of
some journals were receiving more than US$250,000/
year while only 13 per cent were receiving more than
US$950,000/year. Non-financial COIs are more diffi-
cult to notice (and judge) by a potentially conflicted or
self-conflicted person, making the control of such COIs
difficult because they can be highly subjective and
because humans are generally not free of COIs
(Kozlowski 2016) and as journals usually only require
the disclosure of financial COIs. The Agency for
Healthcare Research and Quality of the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Resources has developed a
detailed questionnaire to help identify non-financial
COlIs, both real and potential, but acknowledges that
they cannot be altogether eliminated (Vishwanathan
et al. 2013). While journals might not be able to exclude
or eliminate editors with such potential financial and
non-financial COls, it would certainly be advantageous
to readers for the editorial process to be unblinded at the
time of publication to allow readers to make their own
independent determination regarding concerns, or the
lack thereof, of COlIs having influenced the process. It
is likely for these reasons that the National Library of
Medicine (NLM) and the National Institutes of Health
(NIH) implemented on March 8, 2017 the inclusion of a
COlI statement for all entries on PubMed (Collins 2017),
although it is unclear how successfully and how widely
this has been implemented and whether all past entries
on PubMed would have to retrospectively include a COI
statement.

What do Mainstream Publishers State
About Editorial COIs?

Given that academic intellect, owned in part as a result
of copyright transfer, is deposited primarily in databases
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of commercial for-profit publishers, we decided to ex-
plore what policies were in place by different publishers,
primarily of science, technology, engineering and math-
ematics, or medicine, regarding editorial COlIs (table 1).
As indicated in table 1, in 2018, out of the fourteen
publishers examined, the COI policy includes a clear
rule for requirements of editorial COls in ten publishers
(71 per cent) (De Gruyter, Elsevier, Emerald, Hindawi,
IEEE, NPG, OUP, PLOS, SAGE, Wiley) on their
websites, but no exact rule was declared in the COI
policy of four publishers (Bentham, Inderscience,
Springer, and Taylor & Francis/Informa). In several
cases, the COI policy applies to authors, editors, and
peers, and policies specific to editors cannot be easily
teased out. Consequently, to give a global perspective of
how these publishers perceive and characterize editorial
COIs within the wider context of COlIs in their publish-
ing operations, the COI statements verbatim, relating to
editors, authors, and peers, have been described in detail
in table 1.

A 2013 cross-sectional study that examined 399 JCR
(Journal Citation Reports)-indexed biomedical journals
showed that almost 90 per cent of these journals re-
quired that authors declare financial COIs (just over 70
per cent also required the declaration of non-financial
COIs), while the declaration of such COlIs by editors
was observed in only 38.8 per cent of such journals
(Bosch et al. 2013), showing a distinct dichotomy of
treatment between authors and editors.

Displaying Editorial COIs: Suggestions and Advice

To avoid biases emerging from COls and competing
interests and to ensure accountability and transparency
through the publishing process, editors’ profiles should
carry a simple PDF file next to their names that displays
their professional curricula, including publication lists,
expertise, and any links to other groups, publishers,
professional societies, journals, or networks (Bravo
etal. 2017; Herteliu et al. 2017)—that is, full disclosure
of information that would allow academics and the
public to decide whether such relationships or positions
could be construed as actual or possible COls in their
dealings with authors, their functions during peer re-
view, or their responsibilities during PPPR. Networking
resulted in 100 per cent more publications by authors
who were connected to an editor, which was assessed in
50,000 papers from 30 “major” economics and finance
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journals (Brogaard et al. 2013). Some examples include
by COPE trustees (e.g., the former (2013-2017) COPE
Chair, Virginia Barbour), DOAIJ editors and manage-
ment, or even BioMed Central editors, such as the
British Medical Journal EIC, Fiona Godlee.? In all these
cases, a simple PDF file with a list of actual or perceived
COlIs can be easily incorporated into an editorial board
website. The ICMIJE provides one such template that
editors could use or adapt (ICMJE 2019). Marusi¢
(2009) highlighted the importance of having strict
COl-related regulations for editors as such individuals
would clearly be most biased towards their own litera-
ture or towards publications with which they had per-
sonal or professional relationships. Marusi¢ based her
definition on the WAME definition of COlIs, as was
already described above.

The COI forms or statement for editors should in-
clude the following information, which should not be
limited to one or five years back, as suggested for the
JAMA Network journals (Fontanarosa and Bauchner
2017) but in fact reflect a much longer span (at least
ten years) of actual or possible COls:

a) A complete and updated educational CV, including
academic awards, financial compensation, mone-
tary amounts of grants, names of funding agencies,
period of research grants, and links between the
grant-awarding body and industry (Teixeira da
Silva and Tsigaris 2018). This is because often the
grant-awarding body, whether a funding agency or a
university, receives finances from the industry for
carrying out research. Further, industry representa-
tives may be members of either a board of directors
or advisors. For instance, the University of
Georgia’s Center for Food Safety offers seats on
its board of advisors for $20,000 to industry spon-
sors, where they can influence and direct the cen-
tre’s research efforts. Its advisory board members
have included Cargill, ConAgra, General Mills,
Unilever, McDonald’s, and Coca-Cola (Food and
Water Watch 2012).

b) Positions on other editorial boards, indicating the
exact editorial position, the journal and publisher
name, a URL, start and end period, and remunera-
tion or other benefits as a result of such positions.

2 https://publicationethics.org/files/u661/Virginia%20Barbour%20
COIs%20June%?202016.pdf; https://doaj.org/about#team; http://www.
bmj.com/about-bmj/editorial-staff/fiona-godlee

¢) Positions and membership in academic societies
and period of membership.

d) Links to industry, companies, or any other non-
academic organization, voluntary or remunerated
(either personally or by a research grant).

e) Guest speaker or consultative positions, remunera-
tion, and exact dates of recruitment.

Academia needs to decide if there should be a statute
of limitations, for example, listing only five years back,
or if none should exist.

Regarding editorial COIs, WAME (2009) states that
“(e)ditors should not make any editorial decisions or be
involved in the editorial process if they have or a close
family member has a COI (financial or otherwise) in a
particular manuscript submitted to their journal” (43
under “Responsibilities of participants”). For example,
if editors have a political or religious COI or a personal
COI with respect to the authors or their work, the editors
should remove themselves from the decision-making
process. Editors may also have a COI if a manuscript
is submitted from their own academic department or
from their institution; in such situations, they should
have explicit policies, made in advance, for how to
manage it. When editors submit their own work to their
journal, a colleague in the editorial office should manage
the manuscript and the editor/author should recuse
themselves from discussion and decisions about it
(WAME 2009). Although the WAME statement regard-
ing editorial COls is to be applauded, the issue of how
such personal, political, ideological, or religious COls
can be independently verified, if not explicitly stated by
the editors, remains a challenge.

The ICMIE requires that editors who make final
decisions about manuscripts and guest editors as well
as members of the editorial board or advisors should
recuse themselves from the decision-making process if
COls, including personal relationships, exist in relation
to the article being considered, an opinion also noted by
WAME (2009). In addition, editors must regularly pub-
lish disclosure statements on potential COls of journal
staff and guest editors (ICMJE 2018).

The guidelines set up to prevent editorial COls are
themselves often inadequate. For instance, COPE’s
Code of Conduct for Journal Editors, which is meant
to be observed by its members (COPE 2011), advises
that in cases of COIs coming to light after publication
the journal should publish a correction that discloses the
COlI, although COPE tend to focus almost exclusively
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on author-related COls, deflecting or diluting responsi-
bility associated with editorial COIs. Another COPE
document (COPE 2011) related to editorial responsibil-
ities fails to completely acknowledge the existence of
editorial COIs. However, a more recent survey has
shown that in reality COPE allows its member journals
non-compliance with its code and does not exercise its
enforcement ability (Ruff 2015). Ruff suggested that
“leaders in the scientific community with an impeccable
track record of commitment to ethical standards should
launch an initiative to set up an independent, effective
and credible mechanism, such as a Center for Monitor-
ing and Implementing Publication Ethics” (6). Such a
centre, like Amnesty International, would not just create
transparency and accountability, but its monitoring and
publicly announcement of contraventions would also
affect the impact factor of journals (Ruff 2015). One
possible example is the New York State Society of CPAs
(NYSSCPA).? Currently, there is no independent body
to hold COPE, ICMIJE, WAME, and other mainstream
“ethics” organizations linked to academic publishing (or
their members) accountable nor any body to ensure that
their actions in academia are transparent.

Further, disclosure of financial COIs itself is not
enough to guarantee the prevention of editorial COls.
Prevention and management of COls requires a broader
approach. Editors are public figures and trustees of
public good and thus are accountable both to the wider
academia and to the public. Issues such as impact factor
and biases also affect editorial judgements (Fang and
Casadevall 2011). Editors must recognize this and act
objectively. The policy in place by PLoS (PLOS
Medicine 2017)* for the declaration of non-financial
COlIs serves as a good starting point. It lists the follow-
ing as non-financial COls:

* Acting as an expert witness

*  Membership in a government or other advisory
board

« Relationship (paid or unpaid) with organizations
and funding bodies including non-governmental or-
ganizations, research institutions, or charities

*  Membership in lobbying or advocacy organizations

3 http://www.nysscpa.org/professional-resources/ethics#sthash.
iP1AtgY V.dpbs

4 Curiously, one of the PLOS Medicine editors when the COI policy
was drafted, was Virginia Barbour, emphasizing the notion that rules
were created by a small group of individuals that overlapped several
organizations (COPE, WAME) and publishers.
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*  Writing or consulting for an educational company

* Personal relationships (e.g. friend, spouse, family
member, current or previous mentor, adversary)
with individuals involved in the submission or eval-
uation of a paper, such as authors, reviewers, editors,
or members of the editorial board of a PLOS journal

* Personal convictions (political, religious, ideologi-
cal, or other) related to a paper’s topic that might
interfere with an unbiased publication process (at the
stage of authorship, peer review, editorial decision-
making, or publication).

Editors must recuse themselves wherever and when-
ever they feel their judgement may be adversely affected
by a non-financial COIl. In addition, the following five
measures, which reduce the potential of editorial COls,
need to be considered.

First, this paper reveals that not all editors are fully
aware of the COIs they bring to their role and that there
is need for formal training of academic journal editors in
methods of recognition and prevention of all forms of
COlIs (Wager et al. 2009). A training cell (Ruff 2015)
could be established jointly by WAME, COPE, and
ICMJE’ which would provide training to future and
current editors, maybe for a small fee. Journals should
be urged to employ such trained editors.

Second, handing over the decision-making process
of an article to other editors if it addresses an issue of
special interest to the editor. This is being followed by
the CMJ and PLOS, is further recommended by the CSE
and ICMIJE, and is part of Elsevier’s COI policy. The
CSE states that:

Editors should avoid making decisions on manu-
scripts that conflict with their own interest, such as
those submitted from their department or by re-
search collaborators, co-authors (in the case of
collaborators or co-authors, some time period
should be established, such as “for the past five
years”), competitors, or those addressing an issue
in which they stand to gain financially (e.g., stock
in a company whose product is discussed in the
article). If they may have a perceived or actual
conflict of interest, editors should delegate

> This advice might be viewed with caution as various members, past
and present, within these three organizations are closely linked or have
apparent relationships or dealings in editorial boards or ethics associ-
ations, so there is a real potential professional COI in this suggestion
made by Ruff.


http://www.nysscpa.org/professional-resources/ethics#sthash.iPlAtgYV.dpbs
http://www.nysscpa.org/professional-resources/ethics#sthash.iPlAtgYV.dpbs

Bioethical Inquiry (2019) 16:279-298

293

handling of any decision to other editors with
decision-making responsibility. (CSE 2012, {3
bullet 1 under “2.1.3 Conflicts of interest™)

According to the ICMJE:

Editors who make final decisions about manu-
scripts should recuse themselves from editorial
decisions if they have conflicts of interest or rela-
tionships that pose potential conflicts related to
articles under consideration ... Editors should
publish regular disclosure statements about poten-
tial conflicts of interests related to the commit-
ments of journal staff. Guest editors should follow
these same procedures. (ICMJE 2018, p. 4)

Elsevier’s COI policy considers relationships be-
tween the editor, current and recent colleagues, co-au-
thors, and doctoral students for which the editor served
as committee chair as having the potential for COIs. The
policy recommends that in such cases, manuscripts
should be assigned to co-editors, and if none of the
editors satisfy all the conflict screens, the manuscript
should be given to the least conflicted co-editor (JAE
2017, table 1).

Third, promotion of OA journals allows a larger
readership to exercise control over editorial COlIs
(Momen 2014). Information and communication tech-
nologies have made bulk publishing possible at a low
cost which has spawned the birth of several predatory
journals, but OA journals, free from financial pressures,
can strive to meet the highest standards in publishing
(Momen 2014). Today, OA journals which on the whole
publish online and do not have any barriers to access,
such as paywalls and subscriptions, often have strict
COI policies. These journals keep themselves financial-
ly afloat by charging authors processing fees, which
may differ from a fee of $1,350 per article to publish
in PLoS ONE to $299 as one-time author fee charged by
PeerJ to publish an unlimited number of papers by the
author. They may also charge membership fees or be
subsidized by universities and academic bodies (van
Noorden 2013). However, in our opinion, even if
content-based bias and COI can be avoided by OA
publishing, OA can have an inherent financial bias due
to potential risk of an a priori editorial decision (Al-
Khatib and Teixeira da Silva 2017), as already described
in detail above.

Fourth, in medicine, in order to reduce dissemination
bias, clinical trials should be registered, as was recently

suggested by the ICMIJE, which then backtracked on its
promises (Basken 2017), while reporting guidelines
should be endorsed. Dissemination bias, which can
happen knowingly or unknowingly, includes the edito-
rial decision to delay the publication of the results of a
trial because of its negative findings or if there is a
competing trial which finishes its manuscript earlier,
though the trial itself started later. This can lead to a
wrong conclusion that the latter author was the first to
form the hypothesis and prove it. Meerpohl et al. (2015)
make a strong case for such registration as it helps both
in identification of clinical trials as well as the date of
initiation of the trial. Thus, it helps to reduce dissemi-
nation bias (Meerpohl et al. 2015). Fang and Casadevall
(2011) noted that studies with positive results were more
likely to be published than studies with negative results
which also affected systemic reviews. The authors felt
that registration of trials was one measure to ensure that
analysis of trials that were reported first are rightly
credited and that the credit for the findings are not
attributed to trials that have taken place later; this is
because registration of trials allows for searching and
including relevant studies in systemic reviews (Song
et al. 2010). COPE also suggests this in the case of
biomedical journals (COPE 2016).

Finally, an ethics committee with credible represen-
tative editors and academicians from various disciplines
as members, having enforcement ability that allows
them to oversee the adherence of journals to the guide-
lines set up by COPE, WAME, and ICJME, should be
established, as was proposed by Ruff (2015). In essence,
one or more independent watchdogs are required to
monitor the “ethicists” and “ethical organizations” to
avoid ethical exceptionalism, that is, a dual system of
rules and ethics in which one rule applies to the wider
authorship, while a separate and exceptional rule applies
exclusively to ethics bodies (Teixeira da Silva 2017c).

Why Should an Editorial COI Policy Be Applicable
to All Journals?

In table 1, we point out that there are no clear policies
related to editorial COIs by fourteen mainstream
STEMM publishers. Although we recognize that the
issue of financial COls, for example, could be more
relevant to biomedical journals where large research
funding and corporate interests are often closely linked,
some of the larger publishers with journal portfolios that
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span the hundreds or even thousands of journals would
require an editorial COI policy that covers all disci-
plines, not only biomedicine. This would include theo-
retical and philosophical journals, including those relat-
ed to ethics, bioethics, health policy, or scientific integ-
rity. The fact that some journals already have a policy in
place to list editorial COlIs, or COlIs for each editor,
suggests that the policy could, and should, be applicable
to any, or all, journals, without exception. The objective
is to increase transparency and not to suggest that the
presence of a bias or COIs by an editor is in some way
inherently wrong, simply that it needs to be stated
publicly, and openly, in much the same way that authors
are expected to make declarations of their own COls in
submitted papers, so that the system is fair and balanced.

Conclusions

The objective of this paper is to show how accountabil-
ity and transparency in the publishing process can be
increased by expecting editors to display their COls.
There is clear and repeated evidence in the literature
and in the rules and guidelines regarding COlIs, even
among leading publishers (table 1), that excessive and
imbalanced emphasis is placed on authors’ COIs and
almost none, or very little, on editorial COls (Resnik and
Elmore 2018). Display of editorial COIs should include
a detailed account of editors’ professional networks that
could be construed as actual or possible influencing
factors on several aspects of their editorial duties, such
as peer review, processing speed, favouritism towards
some authors over others, relationships with other edi-
tors or professionals, lobbyists, interest groups, or other
ethics- or publishing-related entities, all of which can
influence decisions and result in unfair desk rejections
or the lack of receptivity to PPPR (Arend 2019), or even
perks and favouritism with or among editors or other
members of the academic community. This is because
editors do not simply represent an independent group of
individuals that decide the fate of a submitted paper, but
are also the de facto leaders and ambassadors of an
academic field. The lack of published editorial COls
may undermine the academic and scholarly objectives
of a journal or editorial board to push through view-
points, perspectives, or policies that have the potential of
influencing downstream policies. Or, as stated more elo-
quently by Leopold et al. (2013, p. 3393), “unmanaged
financial COI on an editorial board may influence the

@ Springer

development of the scientific literature by affecting what
is and is not published.” Academic publishing is becom-
ing increasingly militarized through a flood of measures
that are being forcefully implemented to try and curb
fraud and recoup trust (Teixeira da Silva 2016f). The issue
of bias, including publication bias, which may take on
more subtle forms of information manipulation, have not
been discussed in this paper and are topics worthy of
separate and detailed exploration, even though they may
be related to COIs. For example, biases can emerge from
COIs or result from the existence of competing interests,
financial or otherwise, such as political beliefs or positions
(Jena et al. 2018). The Jena et al. paper invoked a strong
feedback about the authors’ own COIs (Lomangino
2018). However, it is easy to over-simplify causes and
effects, so while COIs may cause biases, do biases cause
COIs?

At some point, editors who have largely remained free
of scrutiny because academic scrutiny has tended to focus
almost exclusively on authors will be increasingly scruti-
nized as academic publishing attempts to shore up trust
and move towards a system that displays editorial COls
publicly, such as on the journal’s website (Thordarson
2017). This is one simple way to ensure trust and fortify
accountability and transparency. As one example of set-
ting the right example and following best editorial prac-
tices, we praise the initiative by Anesthesia & Analgesia to
list the COIs of editors.® In contrast, moving forward,
journals or publishers that hide editors’ COIs may be
perceived as untrustworthy or opaque (Gleicher 2013).
In order to achieve true fairness, an editor thus has to give
space for manuscripts that do not correspond to, or that
challenge, their own ideas as well as contemporary main-
stream thinking but which may in future cause a paradigm
shift in the understanding of science.
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