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Avoiding conflicts of interest 
Responsibilities of authors, reviewers, and editors 

Karl Kieburtz, MD 

The level of concern about conflicts of interest in 
medical literature is at an all-time high. A recent 
Neurology editorial1 and American Academy of Neu- 
rology (AAN) position statement2 focus on financial 
conflicts of interest in the patient care setting, in 
academic institutions, and for members of AAN 
committees and AAN office holders. Equally impor- 
tant conflicts of interest pertain to the publishing of 
Neurology. 

A conflict of interest exists when an individual 
(e.g., an author, reviewer, or editor) must make a 
judgment concerning a primary interest (publishing 
high-quality research), but is unduly influenced by 
secondary interests (such as financial gain or per- 
sonal relationship to  an author or   other^).^ In 
Thompson’s view of conflict-of-interest  situation^,^ 
the secondary interest is usually legitimate and may 
be a necessary and desirable part of the life of the 
professional who must make such judgments. Thus, 
the secondary interests only become an issue when 
they are given sufficient weight to  perhaps inappro- 
priately influence judgment, whether or not the judg- 
ment is altered. Because a conflict of interest may 
impair the integrity of judgment, or cause reasonable 
persons to believe that the judgment has been im- 
properly infl~enced,~-~ conflict-of-interest situations 
are usually regulated to prevent this actual or per- 
ceived impairment of judgment. The two main fea- 
tures of regulation are disclosure that a conflict of 
interest exists and prohibition or avoidance of cer- 
tain conflicts of interest. The decision to  prohibit cer- 
tain conflicts of interest is based on the likelihood 
that professional judgment will be influenced, or ap- 
pear to be influenced, and that this could lead to 
serious harm. 

Secondary interests are typically financial rela- 
tionships, but academic competition, intellectual 
passion, personal relationships, and political and re- 
ligious beliefs are also important. Financial conflicts 
of interest are particularly important, and are both 
objective and potentially amenable to mitigation. Ac- 
cording to the International Committee of Medical 
Journal Editors, authors are responsible for “recog- 
nizing and disclosing financial and other conflicts of 

interest that might bias their work.”4 By acknowl- 
edging all financial support and other financial or 
personal connections to the work, authors take the 
minimum step necessary in mitigating potential fi- 
nancial conflicts of interest. The readership is able to 
judge for themselves what level of skepticism may be 
appropriate for the given degree of conflict.2 

Mandatory disclosure of conflict of interest for 
authors is only effective if all authors are named. 
Honorary authorship has received considerable at- 
tention5 (e.g., listing of authors who do not fulfill 
criteria for authorship), but is not a major problem in 
terms of conflict of interest. The opposite situation, 
ghost authorship, poses major problems. Ghost au- 
thorship is the intentional omission of an individual 
from the list of authors, despite the fact that the 
person qualifies for authorship and may have played 
an important role in drafting the manuscript and 
“shaping” its message. Ghost authorship is frequent 
in review articles5 and there is a perception that 
these individuals are often employees or representa- 
tives of pharmaceutical companies.6 By omitting 
such “ghosts” from an authorship list, the authors 
and sponsors avoid the need to  disclose their con- 
flicts of interest. The International Committee of 
Medical Journal Editors’ Guidelines indicate that 
credit for authorship should be based on substantial 
contributions to conception and design or analysis 
and interpretation of data, drafting the article or 
revising it critically, and final approval of the version 
to be published. Therefore, in all submissions to 
Neurology (including supplements to Neurology ), the 
corresponding author must list all individuals quali- 
fying for authorship and verify that all those individ- 
uals are listed as authors. If an individual other than 
one of the authors listed was responsible for the ini- 
tial draft of the manuscript, the corresponding au- 
thor must tell the editors who that person was and 
give an explanation for why that individual is not 
listed as an author. 

The International Committee of Medical Journal 
Editors’ Guidelines state that all financial relation- 
ships that may pose a conflict of interest must be 
listed on the title page of the submitted manus~ript.~ 
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Neurology requires authors to  disclose financial con- 
flicts of interest. Specifically, the authors should 
identify the following relationships with commercial 
sponsors: research grant or contract support admin- 
istered through an academic or research institution; 
personal compensation (as opposed to institutional 
salary support) through contracts, grants, honoraria, 
fees or salary and whether this is less than or in 
excess of $10,000 per year, and personal financial 
investment including ownership, and equity or other 
financial holdings; and whether this is less than or 
in excess of $10,000. Although disclosure helps to 
mitigate the effects of these conflicts of interest, the 
Editors will continue to consider whether certain 
conflicts of interest are serious enough (e.g., equity 
ownership) to  prohibit authorship. 

Reviewers are subject to the same conflicts of in- 
terest as authors. Financial conflicts of interest and 
academic rivalry are the most common. Current 
standards require that reviewers disclose to  editors 
any conflict of interest that may bias their opinions 
and they should voluntarily disqualify themselves 
from reviewing specific manuscripts if they believe it 
appr~pr ia te .~  The reviewers must make sufficient 
disclosure of financial (and other) conflicts of interest 
so that the editors are able to judge whether the 
reviewers should be disqualified. Written disclosure 
has not been required of Neurology’s external review- 
ers, but we have required that they report conflicts of 
interest, financial and otherwise. We will now ask 
our reviewers to disclose conflicts of interest as a 
written part of their confidential comments to  the 
editor. In general, anyone with a personal financial 
conflict in excess of $10,000 should not review a 
paper. 

Editors are subject to similar conflicts of interest. 
Current guidelines state that editors should have no 
personal financial involvement in any issues where 
they are able to make final deci~ions.~ Editors are 
thus in a difficult position of deciding for themselves 
when a personal financial conflict of interest exists, 
as well as assessing the seriousness of conflicts of 
interest on the parts of reviewers and authors. There 
are few mechanisms for oversight of such editorial 
decisions. One means of addressing this that has 
been successful is the appointment of an ombuds- 
person whose task is to receive and address com- 
plaints about the editorial process.s The editors of 
Neurology along with the AAN will consider the fea- 
sibility of such a process for this journal. Some over- 
sight of Neurology is provided by the AAN and its 
Board of Directors. Currently, concerns about inap- 
propriate editorial processes or action can be ad- 
dressed to the Academy President and the Board. In 
addition, the Editors are required to disclose con- 

flicts of interest to  the AAN, and will categorize 
those conflicts as outlined. Although the Academy 
guidelines do not specify dollar amounts,l we will 
abide by a $10,000 limit for annual personal compen- 
sation from any industrial or commercial sources. 

From the editors’ perspective, the primary inter- 
est of the journal Neurology is to  publish high- 
quality medical research. Another potentially 
competing interest is providing educational services, 
and publishing supplements to  Neurology supports 
that interest. Studies of the medical literature have 
shown that articles published in journal supple- 
ments are often of lower quality and more likely to 
have product promotional material than articles that 
are published in the parent j o ~ r n a l . ~ - l ~  In an effort to  
avoid this situation with Neurology, in addition to 
the guidelines published previously,’l we are asking 
authors to  comply with the following: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Manuscripts submitted for supplements must ex- 
plicitly state who produced the original draft of 
the manuscript. 
The manuscript must explicitly state whether the 
authors received personal financial compensation 
for their authorship. 
If the supplement is a report of a symposium, the 
manuscripts must state whether the presenters 
received personal compensation for their presen- 
tation at the symposium. 
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