
Conflicts of interest in health research:
What are the consequences for policy and 

practice?
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Corporate determinants 
of health

• Corporations are mandated by law to look out 
for the best interests of investors, shareholders 
and the company 

• Unlike 99% of people, corporations wield 
enormous power

• Their influence is unmistakeable, not same as 
NGOs or Civil Society lobby groups

• Of the 100 largest economies, 63 are 
corporations and 37 are countries



Source: Baum et al, 2016

Baum et al, 2016



The politics of policy formation

• The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights: “… the right of everyone to enjoy the benefits of scientific 
progress and its applications” requires states to “… adopt 
mechanisms aimed at aligning government policies and 
programmes with the best available, generally accepted scientific 
evidence…”
→ evidence is critical so what is best evidence?

• John Maynard Keynes: ‘There is nothing a government hates more 
than to be well-informed; for it makes the process of arriving at 
decisions much more complicated and difficult…’ 
(Cited in Smith et al, 2016)
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Science and evidence conflicts Sponsoring studies to show no effects

evidence to protect public health 
conflicts with the private corporate 
goal to avoid regulation and maximise 
sales and profits

Sponsoring studies to support industry claims
Failing to disclose industry funding
Attacking credibility of independent researchers
Undermining competence of public agencies
Surreptitious monitoring independent scientist
Refusing to disclose data
Setting up front organisations to do above

Policy Conflicts Paying third party groups to advance corporate interest
participation in policy processes to 
‘make policy more efficient and 
effective’ - masks real goal to advance 
their own business interests

So-called citizen (astroturf) groups act as proxy
Meet in secret with policy makers
Use illegal methods to obtain priviledged information
Promote economic benefits at all cost

Ideological Conflicts Think-tanks, sponsor ‘legitimate’ academic centres and activities
promote values that claim social 
benefit but real goal is to advance 
corporate interests 

Promote self-regulation, de-regulation, lowered taxation
Opposing measures to limit corporate influences
Multi-stakeholder platforms



Research producing best evidence requires more 
than just disclosure (Bero, 2016)

• Agenda bias: choice of research topic aligns industry 
interest

• Methodological bias favours sponsors: selected 
samples; under-powered; inadequate follow-up  
methods/time; contaminated controls.

• Interpretation: Biased/selective interpretation; 
mechanistic information ignored for inferring effects; 
Exaggerate differences human vs toxicology studies; , 
effects seen in animals vshumans; Ignore how molecular 
structures may predict hazard potential

• Publication bias: only results favourable to sponsor 
published

• Marketing bias: Supportive “evidence” preferentially 
disseminated.



Tobacco Control in South Africa

• 1993 Tobacco Control Act 
• 1994 Tobacco Control Advisory Committee 
• 1999 Tobacco Products Control Amendment Act – banned smoking in public places, tobacco 

advertising and sponsorships
• 2000 11th World Conference on Tobacco OR Health honoured the South African health minister 

with an award for leadership in tobacco control.

• 2007 amendments banned smoking in selected outdoor areas, removed misleading terms 
(i.e. “light” and “mild”) from packaging

• 2008 amendments increased mininmum age of sale from 16 to 18, banned one-to-one 
advertising, tobacco-like toys, sales at health and educational establishments, tighter 
standards on packaging and warnings

• …
• 2022 Minister of Health introduces Tobacco Products and Electronic Delivery Systems 

Control Bill

• 2023 public consultations → into 2024 with current GNU



Concerted industry positioning
• Continuing Education for General 

Practitioners
• ‘Following the science …’
• CPD sessions by a PMI consultant



The ‘battle for evidence’
regarding Vaping

1. Twisting the 
Science

2. Skewed public 
opinion surveys

3. Manufacture 
confusion about 
illicit trade



‘Preliminary Impact 
Assessment’ 

(2011):

Loss of R1.8 billion to 
the media industry

Total loss of R2.6 
billion from cessation 

of sports 
sponsorships

Loss of 2 500 jobs

Econometrix report 
(2013)

Loss from advertising 
companies would 
cost R4.386 billion

South Africa’s GDP 
would lose R7.4 

billion in 2011 prices 
(or - 0.28% of GDP

12 000 jobs would be 
lost 

The ‘Battle for Evidence’ 

Funded by the 
alcohol industry 
and has 
methodological 
weaknesses and 
inaccurate 
claims (Parry & 
London, 2013) 

Funded by the 
alcohol and 
advertising 
industry; we do 
not know how 
this study was 
conducted



Econometrix Report…

(for example, Hedley, 2013; Watermeyer, 2013; Thamela, 2016; 'Alcohol ad ban will be...', 
2013; Davids and Aarti, 2015; 'Alcohol ads ban may cost jobs...', 2013; Moorad, 2013; 
Phakathi, 2013; Strydom, 2013; Nevill, 2013; Merten, 2013a; 'Banned booze ads...', 2013; 
SACCI, 2013b; Moerdyk, 2011b; 'Alcohol ad ban will cost...', 2011; 'Ban on booze...', 2011; 
'Alcohol ad ban would cost jobs... 2011b; Prince and du Plessis, 2011; Maxwell, 2011; 
Speckman, 2016; Moerdyk, 2015; Gleason, 2013; Ensor, 2013; Wright, 2014; 'Benefits of 
ban...', 2013; Williams, 2013; 'Sacci queries alcohol...', 2013; McQuaid, 2013; Child, 2013a; 
Presence, 2013; Hans, 2013; 'Booze ad ban...', 2013; 'Booze ads ban could...', 2013).

Preliminary Impact Assessment…

(for example, Moerdyk, 2011b; 'Alcohol ad ban...''Alcohol ad ban will cost...', 2011; 'Ban on 
booze...', 2011; 'Alcohol ad ban would cost jobs... 2011b; Prince and du Plessis, 2011; 
Watermeyer, 2013; Wright, 2014; Grootes, 2011; Thamela, 2016; 'State's alcohol ban...', 
2013; Paton, 2012; Maphai, 2012) and an online blog (Maxwell, 2011).

Both reports have been widely cited…



Tobacco Products and Electronic 
Delivery Systems Control Bill 2022

• Proposes regulating ENDS under same 
system as tobacco products

• Repeat industry interventions in public consultations 
2023/24

• Pieces in public media from pro-vaping ‘civil society’
• Attempts to get into GP CPD
• PMI Consultant: “I am an academic and scientist and deliver presentations on 

independent, evidence-based science. I only respond to scientific discussions and 
am not involved in debates relating to funding by tobacco companies or anything 
else unrelated to the science and innovation. 
My only interest is to assist smokers 
and hence I do not think that it is 
appropriate for me to respond.”

• Public consultation ongoing



General Comment 25 on the Right to 
Enjoy the Benefits of Scientific Progress

• The principles of transparency and participation are 
essential to make science objective and reliable, and to 
ensure that it is not subject to interests that are not 
scientific or are inconsistent with fundamental human 
rights principles and the welfare of society. Secrecy and 
collusion are in principle contrary to the integrity of 
science at the service of humanity. Thus, States should 
take measures to avoid the risks associated with the 
existence of conflicts of interest by creating an 
environment in which actual or perceived conflicts of 
interest are adequately disclosed and regulated, 
especially those involving scientific researchers who 
give policy advice to policymakers and other public 
officials.
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