
Conflict of Interest

This page was generated automatically upon download from the Globethics Library.
More information on Globethics see https://www.globethics.net. Data and content
policy of Globethics Library repository see https://repository.globethics.net/
pages/policy

Item Type Article

Authors Melvin Tan, Lik Chern

Publisher Center for Biomedical Ethics (CBmE) National University
of Singapore

Rights Creative Commons Copyright (CC 2.5)

Download date 23/05/2023 20:02:03

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12424/233216

https://www.globethics.net
https://repository.globethics.net/pages/policy
https://repository.globethics.net/pages/policy
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12424/233216


A s i a n  B i o e t h i c s  R e v i e w  M a r c h  2 0 1 2  Vo l u m e  4 ,  I s s u e  1

72

Confl ict of Interest: 
A Major Obstacle to 

Preserving Scientifi c Integrity

L IK  CHERN  MELV IN  TAN

Introduction

In a popular UK television motoring show, Top Gear, the host of the show, 
Jeremy Clarkson, asked if a particular car “J” was considered cool or un-cool. 
One particular member of the audience shouted, “Cool!”. Surprised by such 
an enthusiastic and immediate response, Jeremy asked if he worked for the 
company that made the car. Sheepishly, he said, “Yes”. 
 Conflict of interest is not merely a declaration by individuals during a 
hiring process or simply an affirmation at the end of a peer-reviewed article. 
It is a major principle underlying and encompassing the reasons why people 
develop peculiar traits or perform certain inconceivable actions, such as data 
fabrication or fraud. The importance of preserving scientific integrity can 
sometimes be obscured by conflicts of interests attached to the needs of each 
individual. These conflicts may also be associated with the demands pertaining 
to each job portfolio. Beginning with a true story, I will attempt to discuss 
the role of conflict of interest as a major principle in obscuring scientific 
integrity.

Conflicting Interests 

Jane is a junior scientist. She is extremely conscientious about her work and 
takes great pride in the experiments she conducts. She works in a commercial 
company that requires her to perform experiments to verify the quality of the 
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company’s product when used in the field. Generally, consumers are agreeable 
to million dollar deals if the product is proven to be efficacious. Therein lies 
a problem: there is an inherent biasness towards the need to produce good 
data in order to preserve the business. What if the results turn out bad? Jane 
has a supervisor, Mark. He is extremely cautious about preserving his job and 
his reputation as a productive manager in the company. Because of the small 
size of the company, he is also the only personnel responsible for verifying 
data generated by his subordinates. One day, the results fell short of what was 
expected. Mark asked Jane to forge the data in order to preserve the business. 
Jane refused. Mark insisted and using his power as a supervisor, he forced 
her to change the data and submit the expected results in order to help the 
company clinch the deal. Jane reluctantly complied. Feeling condemned, she 
has now left the company.* 
 As I pondered upon this sad incident, I could not help but scrutinise the 
underlying reasons behind their actions. Fresh from university, many graduates, 
like Jane, believe in the noble career as a scientist. Scientists are generally 
meticulous. Those who perform tasks as technicians are sometimes so well 
versed in their portfolio that they hardly make any mistakes over time. They 
are obsessed with those tiny buttons which they press and the meniscus 
markings on their pipettes which they observe in order to get the final reading 
right. As the machine reads out the data, they wait in great expectancy and 
celebrate when the task is completed. Experienced technicians can easily tell 
apart a real data and an experimental artefact. They can discern if an air 
bubble might have been trapped in the sample, thus obscuring and skewing 
readings from the spectrophotometer. Integrity, repeatable data and sound 
scientific reasoning are always expected of scientists. 
 Managers on the other hand, have different agendas on their mind. Words 
like “return on investment”, “sales” and “revenue” often appear in their daily 
conversations and thoughts. Customers are like the king, and they are their 
servants. The staff working under them would be their slaves. Revenue is im-
portant to the company and a good manager knows that. The profit is neces-
sary to offset the rental, pay the bills and the salaries of all staff, including 
themselves. The extras could be used for upgrading, and where necessary, 
for entertaining customers who seek that extra personal touch when doing 
businesses. Their objective is to create higher volumes of sales. In order to do 
so, the customers must be confident of the product. There is only one minor 
obstacle. The scientist performing product verification must present favourable 
results, so that he can use that to affirm the customer of quality of the com-
pany’s products.
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 The junior scientist, Jane,* has a simple and noble objective — to provide 
sound experimental data, performed using an approved protocol, to the super-
visor. However, the data which she provided was in direct conflict with the 
interests of the manager. Unfortunately, the manager perceived that it was 
necessary to alter the data in order to suit the interests of the company. In 
reverse, this was also in conflict with the interests and the training of the 
scientist. This action could also potentially lead to future troubles if the cus-
tomer required further testing for a second lot of the product. The customer 
could send the product to another laboratory for tests, which would then 
unveil these dark secrets. There was an apparent lack of an independent 
system put in place to safeguard the integrity of scientists. The manager was 
directly in control of the data delivered to the customers. There was no third 
party reviewer to verify the truthfulness of the data or an accredited quality 
system to ensure traceability of results. 
 In a recent study by Martison and colleagues on the integrity of scientists 
in the USA, the number of scientists involved in “changing the design, 
methodology or results of a study in response to pressure from a funding 
source” was about 15.5% of the total cohort.1 In the authors’ own words, 
“In our view, certain features of the research working environment may have 
unexpected and potentially detrimental effects on the ethical dimensions of 
scientists’ work”.1 It was also acknowledged that “little attention” has been 
paid to understanding how the role of the environment could lead to com-
promising scientific integrity. Clearly, the work environment plays an impor-
tant role in determining if scientific integrity has a greater or lesser tendency 
to be breached. 
 Over time, we have witnessed occasions whereby publications by reputable 
scientists were put through the fire of review and incessant investigation for 
data fabrication and some of these have been reduced to ashes. The Hwanggate 
scandal brought light to the scientific community the extent of scientific 
fraud that can arise under immense external pressure and personal selfish 
ambitions.2 A publication in The Lancet by Dr Singh and colleagues in 2002 
came under fire regarding the implausible data obtained.3,4,5,6 Although the 
corresponding author has since clarified the majority of the doubts raised by 
other scientists in the related field,7 it remained inconceivable to many that 
the raw data for the publication was said to have been eaten by termites!4,8 
In the USA, a highly respected ex-Harvard University scientist, Evan Dreyer, 
was banned for ten years from receiving any grant from the National Institute 

* Names have been changed to protect identity.
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of Health (NIH).9 He was found guilty of falsifying data charts needful to 
“prove” the “veracity” of his claims. These are just a few of the many cases of 
data fabrication occurring throughout the scientific community.†  
 Several independent reviews on medical literature have shown that favour-
able, pro-industry conclusions were more often found in articles written by 
groups receiving financial sponsorships from related industries than those 
written by independent researchers.10–12 For example, an anti-diabetic drug, 
Rosiglitazone, which was previously regarded as safe, was subsequently impli-
cated in causing an increased risk of congestive heart failure and myocardial 
infarction in patients.12–14 A review conducted by Wang and colleagues in 2010 
revealed a “strong association between authors with favorable views on the 
safety of rosiglitazone and financial conflicts of interest the authors had with 
the manufacturer of rosiglitazone”.11 Although this does not directly imply 
wrongdoing, it can however, undermine research credibility.11,15 With billions 
of dollars’ worth of continuing (medical) education courses and medical 
research in the USA paid for by drug companies, one could simply imagine 
the level of impact this would have on the healthcare community.14

 Conflicting interests at the workplace could also be the result of an indi-
vidual’s commitment to work and his personal life. In this case, it may involve 
only one party — the individual himself. For example, supposing a diagnostic 
scientist in the hospital has an inconceivable amount of work to complete by 
the end of the day; she would, if she could, stay past office hours to clear the 
stockpile of reports that are needed by medical doctors screaming for answers 
to their diagnosis. However, the duty to fulfil domestic duties after work (as 
in the case of many Asian women) could come into direct conflict with the 
need to complete the work on time. What if, one day, the experiment fails? 
What if the positive control in the experiment gives a borderline result, thus 
voiding the day’s work? Sometimes, diagnosticians do not have the luxury of 
time as their reports could influence the doctors’ decisions, and could mean 
life or death to the bedridden. Altering the result simply takes a few seconds 
of her time, while repeating the experiment could mean unpaid overtime 
work for her. However, the act of data fabrication could cause the physician 
to misjudge the seriousness of an individual’s medical condition. Clearly from 
both deontological and utilitarian perspectives, such an action is not morally 
permissible. Nonetheless, these conflicts of interest at work are real, and weigh 
down on scientists lingering along the thin line of truth and deceit. 

† Here, I am arguing from a general perspective on how scientists or managers may think or 
behave. Their academic training and obligation to specific job portfolios may confine them to 
these possible behaviors. Doubtlessly, a wide spectrum of other possibilities does also exist.
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 There are many factors influencing the decisions of scientists to resort to 
intentional data fabrication. Laziness, shortage of time, lack of supervision, 
inadequate manpower to perform the tasks, low morale, malice, peer pressure 
or simply a lack of personal quality of integrity are just a few of the many 
reasons or excuses for breach of proper scientific reporting. However, I find 
that the major principle underlying these reasons is that of “conflict of 
interest”. It is an all-encompassing and an authoritative principle that must 
be appraised before any scientific work can be trusted. This surpasses the peer 
review process which can only protect against poor scientific reasoning. The 
latter cannot safeguard against well-covered fraudulent materials that are sub-
mitted by scientists of good international standing.2,9 Fraudulent articles have 
been sent to reputable journals as a test of its peer review process and have 
passed undetected.16 Therefore, it is inherently needful that a separate quality 
system to maintain truthfulness of scientific data be established.

The Way Forward

In Singapore and internationally, the credibility of laboratory results can be 
enhanced through a laboratory accreditation scheme.17 Putting the laboratories 
through rigorous audits in order to obtain certification demonstrating the 
laboratory’s competence and compliance to international standards such as 
ISO/IEC 17025 can be one way to ensure robustness and traceability of 
results.17 This effectively reduces the chance of data fabrication and could deter 
unscrupulous profit-minded supervisors or staff from interfering with these 
results. However, the laboratory may choose not to undergo such rigorous 
inspection by external parties. Eventually, it is up to the choice of consumers 
to accept such data based on mere trust. According to a popular Chinese 
idiom (translated), “one who sells flowers would describe his flowers as sweet-
smelling”. Would you totally believe in the data originating from the orga-
nisation selling you the products? Or would you trust the data provided from 
an organisation with no perceived conflict of interest? One example would be 
the evaluation of various commercial kits used for medical diagnosis, such as 
the one performed by the World Health Organization on dengue diagnostic 
test kits.18 Despite various companies claiming superiority of their products 
over others, there can only be one best product. The strengths and limitations 
of each test kit were laid bare for all to see.18

 The root cause of breach of scientific integrity may lie with underestimating 
the power of the principle of conflicting interests. A commercial enterprise at 
the brink of bankruptcy, a gifted final-year student on the verge of failing his 
research module, a professor at the crossroads of success and utter failure, a 
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poverty-stricken policeman with many mouths to feed and a scientist caught 
in an uphill battle with other prominent researchers for a multi-million dollar 
grant are some of the many scenarios where individuals are put to the test in 
regard to upholding personal integrity. 
 Ultimately, it is only wise to eliminate the temptation before the need 
arises. Like a thirsty man in the dessert, one would struggle to the mirage in 
spite of knowing that he would be deceived eventually. Thus, the management 
in an acclaimed scientific commercial company should look into the interests 
of the scientists as well as its monetary interests. The scientist in the quality 
assurance laboratory should not be held responsible for the quality of the 
product the factory produces. Readings from instrumentations should be 
printed and filed as raw data. An external auditor can then verify these 
readings periodically and the trustworthiness of the results. These are just 
some examples of possible systems that could safeguard scientific integrity.

Conclusion

Understanding the needs of every individual in every portfolio is inherently 
important in mapping out the possible conflicts that will arise during a crunch. 
The sting of the principle of “conflict of interest” lay hidden in a system 
deficient in its ability to safeguard integrity of factual (scientific) data. During 
times of conflict, and when scientific integrity becomes a pawn in the midst 
of heavy fire, it becomes inevitable that “honesty” would eventually be sacri-
ficed. Conflict of interest thus becomes a major principle adversely influencing 
scientific integrity.

I declare that I have no conflict of interest.

Notes
1. Martison, B.C., M.A. Anderson, and R. de Vries (2005) Scientists Behaving Badly, 

Nature, 435, 737–8.
2. Saunders, R., and J. Savulescu (2008) Research Ethics and Lessons from Hwanggate: 

What Can We Learn from the Korean Cloning Fraud? J Med Ethics, 34, 214–21.
3. Singh, R.B., G. Dubnov, M.A. Niaz, S. Ghosh, R. Singh, S.S. Rastogi, O. Manor, D. 

Pella, and E.M. Berry (2002) Effect of an Indo-Mediterranean Diet on Progression of 
Coronary Artery Disease in High Risk Patients (Indo-Mediterranean Diet Heart Study): 
A Randomised Single-Blind Trial, Lancet, 360, 1455–61.

4. Horton, R. (2005) Expression of Concern: Indo-Mediterranean Diet Heart Study, 
 Lancet, 366, 354–6.
5. Mann, J. (2005) The Indo-Mediterranean Diet Revisited, Lancet, 366, 353–4.

C o n f l i c t  o f  I n t e r e s t   L i k  C h e r n  M e l v i n  Ta n



A s i a n  B i o e t h i c s  R e v i e w  M a r c h  2 0 1 2  Vo l u m e  4 ,  I s s u e  1

78

6. Soman, C.R. (2005) Indo-Mediterranean Diet and Progression of Coronary Artery 
Disease, Lancet, 366, 365–6.

7. Berry, E.M. (2005) Author’s Reply, Lancet, 366, 366–7.
8. Bawaskar, H.S. (2005) Research Fraud, Lancet, 366, 1076.
9. Ready, T. (2001) Stiff Penalty for Vision Researcher Guilty of Scientific Misconduct, 

Nat Med, 7, 8.
10. Baily, C.S., M.G. Fehlings, Y.R. Rampersaud, H. Hall, E.K. Wai, and C.G. Fisher 

(2011) Industry and Evidence-Based Medicine: Believable or Conflicted? A Systematic 
Review of the Surgical Literature, Can J Surg, 54, 321–6.

11. Wang, A.T., C.P. McCoy, M.H. Murad, and V.M. Montori (2010) Association between 
Industry Affiliation and Position on Cardiovascular Risk with Rosiglitazone: Cross 
Sectional Systematic Review, BMJ, 340, c1344.

12.  Avorn, J. (2007) Keeping Science on Top in Drug Evaluation, New Engl J Med, 357, 
633–5.

13.  Tanne, J.H. (2010) Avandia Panel Member May be Investigated for Possible Conflicts 
of Interest, BMJ, 341, c4083.

14. Carlat, D. (2007) Diagnosis: Conflict of Interest, The New York Times. Available 
at http://www.nytimes.com/2007/06/13/opinion/13carlat.html [accessed 7 October 

 2011].
15. Ferris, L.E. and R.H. Fletcher (2010) Conflict of Interest in Peer-Reviewed Medical 

Journals: The World Association of Medical Editors Position on a Challenging Problem, 
J Young Pharm, 2, 113–5.

16. Gilbert, N. (2009) Editor Will Quit over Hoax Paper. Available at http://www.nature.
com/news/2009/090615/full/news.2009.571.html [accessed 7 October 2011].

17.  International Organization for Standardization (2011) Available at http://www.iso.org/
iso/home.html [accessed 7 October 2011].

18. Hunsperger, E.A., S. Yoksan, P. Buchy, V.C. Nguyen, S.D. Sekaran, D.A. Enria, J.L. 
Pelegrino, S. Vázquez, H. Artsob, M. Drebot, D.J. Gubler, S.B. Halstead, M.G. Guzmán, 
H.S. Margolis, C.M. Nathanson, N.R. Rizzo-Lic, K.E. Bessoff, S. Kliks, and R.W. Peeling 
(2009) Evaluation of Commercially Available Anti-Dengue Virus Immunoglobulin M 
Tests, Emerg Infect Dis, 15, 436–40.


