
International Network for Epidemiology in Policy (INEP)

Insights to the INEP Position Statement on

CONFLICT-OF-INTEREST AND DISCLOSURE

IN EPIDEMIOLOGY

LEAD AUTHOR: COLIN L. SOSKOLNE, PhD
PROFESSOR EMERITUS, UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA, EDMONTON, CANADA

PRESENTATION TO THE ETHICS & PHILOSOPHY COMMITTEE OF THE INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY FOR 

ENVIRONMENTAL EPIDEMIOLOGY (ISEE), SEPTEMBER 22, 2020 by ZOOM WEBINAR

1



2

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

Dr. Jane C. Caldwell has been most helpful 
in refining and focusing many aspects of 
the text as well as in developing some of 
the case examples.

Jane’s expertise in science and her 
experience in science communications 
have helped greatly in bringing this 
document to successful completion. 



3

CO-AUTHORS, CONTRIBUTORS, REVIEWERS

Co-Authors

 Jane C. Caldwell, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (retired), Durham NC, USA

 Leslie London, Professor, School of Public Health and Family Medicine, University of Cape Town, South Africa

 Lisa Bero, School of Medicine, Colorado School of Public Health, Center for Bioethics and Humanities, University of Colorado Anschutz Medical Center, CO, USA 

 Michael Gochfeld, Professor Emeritus, Environmental and Occupational Health Sciences Institutes, Rutgers University, NJ, USA

 Carl F. Cranor, Distinguished Professor of Philosophy, Faculty Member Environmental Toxicology, University of California, Riverside, USA

 Juan Pablo Ramos-Bonilla, Associate Professor, Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering, Universidad de los Andes, Bogotá, Colombia

 Daniele Mandrioli, Cesare Maltoni Cancer Research Center, Ramazzini Institute, Bologna, Italy

 Jennifer Sass, Natural Resources Defense Council, Senior Scientist, and George Washington University, Professorial Lecturer. Washington, DC, USA

 Shailesh Advani, Georgetown University School of Medicine, Washington, DC; National Institutes of Health, Bethesda, MD, USA 

Acknowledgements (contributors)

 Xaver Baur, Lygia Budnik, Kathleen M. Burns, INEP’s Executive Committee and Board, Leanne Lindsay, Armand Nkwescheu, 

Brianna Rogan, Kathleen Ruff, and Ellen K. Silbergeld

Peer-Reviewers

 Henry A. Anderson, David Gee, Shira Kramer, Joseph LaDou, Jennifer Payne, and Margaret E. Sears



4

CAVEATS

 This INEP Position Statement was unanimously approved 

by the INEP Board last week, on September 16th, 2020. 

 It is currently a confidential document that can be made 

public only after it is endorsed by at least 50% of INEP’s 18 

voting member organizations, expected by October 21st, 

2020. 

 With INEP’s imprimatur, the Position Statement will carry 

weight. It will be disseminated initially on the INEP website 

and all 24 INEP member organizations will be encouraged 

to post it on their websites.
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CONTEXT

Since the 1980s, when the activities of vested industrial 

interests to influence regulation and safety hazards 

were first described, ethics guidelines have evolved for 

epidemiologists. Epidemiologists are expected to 

adhere to their professional guidelines  in their work. 

Conflict-of-Interest (COI) is addressed in the ISEE 2012 

ethics guidelines. The INEP Position Statement focuses 

specifically on COI in many, if not all of its dimensions.   
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INTRODUCTION

Individuals and entities who have a Conflict-of-Interest (COI) in 

conducting, communicating, and using science have been known for 

centuries.

COI and its effect on science have been documented not only in the 

application of epidemiology to informing health policy, but also 

among other branches of science. 

The International Network for Epidemiology in Policy (INEP) recognizes 

this and, through its Position Statement on COI, proposes ways to 

better manage the problem in the public interest. 
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COI EFFECTS ON SCIENCE

* Science can be misused either intentionally, through error, or from bias.

* Intentional distortion and disinformation regarding scientific methods, 

evidence, and communication are associated with COI. 

* Although developed by the lead industry (early 1900s) and the tobacco 

industry (since 1950s), COI-associated science tactics have been adopted 

by industries where self-interest includes financial stakes, liability 

protection, political interests, as well as other motivations.

* But, other agencies, academic institutions and non-profits can also have 

COI issues.
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HOW IS COI CREATED IN THE SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY?

* Confidential financial incentives

* The award of scientific grants and contracts

* Promises of job security

Who is affected or involved?

* Individual researchers

* Scientific journal authors

* Scientific reviewers

* Journal editors

* Corporate sponsors of journals.
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HOW DO COI PRACTICES AFFECT EPIDEMIOLOGY?

• Rather than conducting impartial analysis, scientists can produce and 
disseminate misinformation, and suppress data.

• The association of cause-and-effect can be obscured and denied.

• Scientific integrity can be undermined.

• Public trust can be eroded in the science of epidemiology.

• Workers, the public, and environment can be harmed.
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THE INEP LOGO
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WHAT IS INEP AND WHAT IS ITS ROLE?

• INEP is well-positioned internationally to develop strategies to 

combat the misuse of epidemiologic science.

• INEP is the only global network of epidemiologists with a focus on 

providing a bridge between epidemiologic research and 

evidence-based, rational, and government-formulated health 

policy that serves the public interest.

• INEP provides a unique global forum to protect and promote 

public health and works to ensure scientific integrity, promote 

ethical conduct in research, and support evidence-based 

research findings that are both independent and transparent.
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WHAT IS IN THE INEP POSITION STATEMENT?

* High profile examples on the misuse of epidemiologic research and the 
failure to disclose COI reported in the media and scientific literature and 
appendices 

* Recent COI examples developed by INEP co-authors and contributors. 

* A compendium of common practices used to distort and misapply 
epidemiological sciences

* INEP recommendations that include guidance and strategies for COI 

management by Identification, Avoidance, Disclosure, and 
Recusal.
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HOW CAN THE POSITION STATEMENT BE USED?

* Professional organizations can adopt, update, and monitor COI 

disclosure protocols and scientific practices for their members; train 

young scientists to recognize and avoid COI. 

* Scientific community can call out and recognize common practices 

to distort and misapply epidemiological science.

* INEP member organizations, academic institutions, and other public  

health professionals (as well as epidemiologists) can adopt INEP 

recommendations and strategies for COI management that include

identification, avoidance, disclosure, and recusal.

* Ensure scientists fulfil their roles both in informing and protecting the 

public health.
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SIZE OF THE DOCUMENT

 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 2 pages

 TABLE OF CONTENTS                 3 pages

 AUTHORSHIP …                         1 page   

 FRONT MATTER                          7 pages

 MAIN TEXT 30 pages

 APPENDICES                            50 pages

-----------

93 pages
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 Each of the Appendices included in this Position Statement is provided for illustrative purposes only. They were identified through 
the literature search as well as by the authors and contributors of the Position Statement. Their inclusion as Appendices does not 
mean that either INEP or the authors of this Position Statement endorse their contents, nor comment on/judge the ability of the 
source of each Appendix, where applicable, to adhere to their own guidelines.

 This work is not intended to cast all industry, whether corporate publicly- or privately-owned business, in a negative light or as 
irrevocably unethical. It is intended to make clear that the mission of industry is often different from the mission of science.
Businesses of all types often have profit maximization and shareholder return protection in their articles of incorporation. 

 COI is also a concern among academic institutions and academic scientists, who are motivated by financial and/or career 
goals. This is not only a problem in industry. Public agencies, educational institutions, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
are often required to state lofty, altruistic missions, even the industry serving ones. It thus behooves those concerned about the 
impartiality of science to scrutinize any underlying motives that could influence science, derailing it from its mission to advance 
knowledge in the public interest. Different missions and motivations can result in, at best, tensions and, at worst, polarization 
resulting in inaccurate or distorted science. 

 INEP recognizes that important contributions to public health science have emerged thanks to industry support and engagement.
However, there have also been biased industry players that analysis has shown cast doubt and foment uncertainty to deliberately 
delay policy designed to protect public health, or to otherwise protect their financial and reputational interests. Generally, sectors 
from among academia, industry (including both public and private business enterprises), government, and NGOs found to have 
minimal motivation for bias are those that, directly or indirectly, do not accept corporate publicly- or privately-owned business-
sponsored research funding or respond to politically or financially imposed pressures. While it is true that anyone from any sector 
with a vested interest, regardless of the funding source, could be biased, evidence shows that business sector-sponsored research 
more commonly generates biased science. 

 The goals and potentially positive outcomes of this Position Statement include not only the societal benefits of scientific integrity 
with respect to advancing knowledge, but also the benefits, both direct and indirect, that protect public health in terms of 
preventable morbidity and premature mortality. Our purpose in this Statement is thus to shine a light on mechanisms of 
demonstrated influence and their harmful impact on, respectively, the advancement of science and the protection of the public
health.

DISCLAIMER
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FINAL STEPS
 Timing is critical.

 ISEE is one of the 24 INEP member organizations currently 

called upon to vote to endorse the Position Statement.

 A recommendation from the E&P Committee Chair to the 

ISEE Executive Council might assist them in their decision.

 A decision before October 21st would be ideal. Later 

endorsements or abstentions will be able to be added. 
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Thank you for your interest in this topic!

Address any questions via e-mail to:

colin.soskolne@ualberta.ca

This PPT presentation will be accessible on my 

website under ARCHIVE & LINKS at 

www.colinsoskolne.com

mailto:colin.soskolne@ualberta.ca
http://www.colinsoskolne.com/

