
Conflict of Interest and Medical Science 

Contlict of interest is often created when 
a researcher's professional judgment is bent due to 
financial gain, gifts, excessive travel grants and 
commercially motivated research funding from in­
dustry. These factors may seriously affect the out­
come, quality and validity of the research as well as 
patient's welfare. Researchers who fall pray to these 
temptations tend to loose the respect of their peers 
and institutions harboring them eventually also 
become loosers. 

Stelfox et a! reported in the New England 
Journal of Medicine that, of 70 papers published 
in medical journals evaluating calcium channel 
antagonists in the treatment of cardiovascular dis­
orders, 96 per cent citing favorable data were from 
authors that had received financial support from 
the product's manufacturers. Only 60 per cent 
and 37 per cent of neutral and critical authors 
respectively had such relationships. Thirty-seven 
per cent of 106 articles concluded that passive 
smoking was not harmful to health and three-quar­
ters of these came from authors that had connec­
tions with the tobacco industry. 

Decisions to choose technologies or pro­
cedures and treatment modalities for patients can be 
inappropriate for a variety of reasons; starting with 
poor judgment or lack of knowledge of the physi­
cian. Such decisions can also be the product of 
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secondary gain to the attending medical staff. We 
are all familiar with the overutilization of expensive 
medical apparatus such as CT and MRI scanners 
that have outstanding bank loans and these encou­
rage the hospital employed doctor to order such pro­
cedures. Industry sponsored medical researchers 
often receive generous gratuities and gifts includ­
ing trips abroad and stays at expensive resort hotels 
during conferences. This may lead to inappropriate 
treatment, use of unproved drugs and investigations, 
occasionally invasive, that do not benefit or may 
even harm the patient. Thailand and the Philippines, 
which have a well developed academic medical com­
munity, have become common sites for industry 
sponsored medical research. University staff thus 
often benefit financially and the research is then 
published as well, and this helps with academic 
promotions. The welfare of the patient and good cli­
nical practices then play a secondary role. 

According to the Policy on Conflicts of 
Interest Ethics and Humanities Subcommittee, 
American Academy of Neurology, any gifts accepted 
by individual physicians should entail a primary 
benefit to research and should not be of substantial 
value. Thus, textbooks and modest meals are accep­
table if they serve a genuine educational function 
for physicians. Cash gifts are never acceptable. Indi­
vidual gifts of minimal value are acceptable if the 
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gifts relate to patient-care work; such as pens and 
notepads. Subsidies to underwrite the costs of con­
tinuing medical education conferences are permis­
sible but should be given to the conference orga­
nizers as an unrestricted grant. Subsidies to under­
write personal expenses of physicians' travel, lod­
ging, or time at conferences are not permissible but 
reasonable honoraria for speakers can be accepted. 
No gifts should be accepted if there are any "strings 
attached" or expected quid pro quo. One useful test 
for accepting gifts is to answer the question: 
"Would you be willing to have these arrangements 
generally known?" It has been estimated that 25 per 
cent of the cost for a drug comes from the expense 
for physician's benefit. All publications should state 
whether they have received financial support and 
from whom. 

Most pharmaceutical companies make the 
Thai researcher sign a contract that they will not 
publish results unless such a publication is approved 
by them. This, we feel, is unethical and prejudicial. 
It has been our practice to agree only to submit such 
a study report or manuscript to the sponsor for 
review and comments prior to publication, but not 
to withhold negative or unfavourable data from the 
scientific community. 

Thailand is medically speaking not any 
longer a developing country. We have a good medi­
cal education system adapted from the North Ameri­
can and British model. We have firm specialty train­
ing requirements with a rigid written and oral final 
examination that should assure good standards of 
practice. Good research published in international 
peer review journals from our country has made an 
international impact in the past decades. It is now 
time that we also jack-up our ethical and profes­
sional conduct standards before we come into dis­
repute as a commercial and for-profit testing ground 
for new products and procedures. 

Thailand is still struggling to get out of a 
financial disaster precipitated by greedy speculators, 
lack of feasibility studies prior to huge investments 
in many unsound projects. These included the con­
struction of hundreds of private hospitals that now 
stand empty. In the health sector, objectives from 
now must focus on the welfare of all of the popula­
tion and on upgrading standards of medical practice 
and eliminating non- beneficial, unnecessary prac­
tices. This can not be accomplished without in­
creased awareness of public needs and an improved 
ethical standard for medical personnel throughout 
the country. Every public baht must be carefully 
spent and the already financially strapped citizen 
must not be enticed by greed to spend scarce private 
funds on unnecessary and often unproved diagnos­
tic procedures and medications. 

Thai academic physicians are grossly un­
derpaid when compared to the private sector. Most 
are not able to support a family with their salaries 
alone and must therefore engage in part time pri­
vate practice. Medical research beyond simple cli­
nical observations of in-house material, requires 
funding. Little is obtainable from impartial govern­
ment or foundation sources. Without support ti·om 
government or industrial research grants, few would 
be able to attend international conferences and pre­
sent their work. The firm recommendations of the 
American Academy of Neurology and similar ones 
from the American College of Physicians and the 
British Medical Society may not be totally adaptable 
here. Nevertheless, some barrier to the present un­
restricted and often totally commercial clinical 
research activities must be created and guidelines. 
workable and appropriate for our country, must be 
laid down. Who will do this and when? This is only 
one issue that must be attacked to stop the conti­
nuing decline in professionalism and scholarship in 
medicine. 
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