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Bias, not conflict of interest,
is the enemy

Steven R. Schwid, MD; and Robert A. Gross, MD, PhD

The primary interest of the Neurology editors is to
publish valid, unbiased research that informs our
readers and advances practice in our field. We firmly
believe that our authors and reviewers share this
goal. However, all of us have other interests, includ-
ing earning a living, funding research programs, pro-
moting favored hypotheses, and gaining prestige and
career advancement. Sometimes these interests are
aligned, e.g., when a study of a new treatment demon-
strates significant benefits. At other times, interests
conflict. If the study shows that the therapeutic inter-
vention failed to work, publishing the results may jeop-
ardize research programs, favored hypotheses,
prestige, and perhaps even career advancement.1

Although our editorial focus is often directed to-
ward potential conflicts of interest (COI), especially
financial conflicts, they are not the real concern.
Rather, they are only surrogates for the real ene-
my—bias. Bias can infiltrate the design, data collec-
tion, analysis, and interpretation of a research study,
and can also be introduced by the writing, reviewing,
or editing of a manuscript. The potential for bias is
routinely minimized in research by including strin-
gent controls, blinding research subjects and investi-
gators, and analyzing data using appropriate
statistical methods. Even when these precautions
are in place, bias can affect results and interpreta-
tions in ways that may be very difficult to identify.
Highly knowledgeable reviewers are our main de-
fense against this bias, but even the most critical
reviewers can sometimes overlook relevant issues or
discount their importance. Experts on a topic may be
the most knowledgeable reviewers, but they may
also be the ones with the greatest financial and non-
financial conflicts for or against the work in ques-
tion. Readers have learned to be cautious in
accepting what they read, remembering that the ul-
timate validation for any scientific observation is
replication. Because our true concern is bias, the
recent tendency by the lay press, Congress, and oth-

ers to demonize COI risks is superficial and mis-
placed. Nevertheless, since COI is easier to identify
and document than bias, the focus is unlikely to
change.

With these issues in mind, we have re-evaluated
Neurology’s current COI policies as described in our
Information for Authors. The Council of Science Edi-
tors’ (www.councilscienceeditors.org) recent retreat
on financial conflicts in publishing has encouraged
such efforts for all biomedical journals. Consistent
with International Committee of Medical Journal
Editors policy,2 we define COI as “financial and other
conflicts that might bias the work.” We require the
corresponding author for all submissions to collect
COI information from every author and submit a
summary of the conflicts to the editorial office prior
to final acceptance. Disclosures are listed as an ac-
knowledgment when the manuscript is published.
The Author Disclosure Form specifically requests in-
formation about the research sponsor, the role of the
sponsor in research activities, and authors’ equity
holdings, personal compensation, financial relation-
ships, or employment with the sponsor. Neurology
does not verify the accuracy of disclosures, but docu-
mented failure to disclose fully will result in a “Fail-
ure to Disclose” notice in the journal, notification of
the authors’ institutions, and sanctions regarding fu-
ture Neurology submissions.

Neurology’s policies,3 instituted in 1998, remain
appropriate. Additional refinements have been de-
veloped: 1) COI statements will be required at the
time of manuscript submission and will be shared
with reviewers. 2) All published papers will now
have a COI statement. If the authors report nothing
to disclose, this will be explicitly stated in the ac-
knowledgment. 3) Reviewers will report whether
they do or do not have a relevant bias or conflict with
the subject matter and authors on every assigned
manuscript. This information has been requested
voluntarily in the past, but will now be required. The
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editor will consider the presence of conflicts when
making decisions. Conflicts do not necessarily inval-
idate the reviewer or the review. 4) Editors (who
make decisions on individual manuscripts) will re-
port all potential financial conflicts annually and
this information will be published in the Journal.4
An editor will not make decisions on manuscripts
that pose a conflict. 5) Editorial board members (who
make journal policy) will be asked to report all po-
tential financial conflicts annually, but this informa-
tion will not be published.

These additions to our COI policy will not fully
protect our readership or the public from bias, but
they will ensure that everyone has as much informa-
tion as possible to critically appraise each report. We

also note that the scrutiny of conflicts and bias in all
aspects of the biomedical enterprise is an evolving
process driven by thoughtful concerns as well as in-
flammatory rhetoric. We will work to ensure that
Neurology’s policy remains consistent with the best
efforts to maintain the public trust.
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