
Editorial

On the pitfalls of disclosure statements

Disclosure statements are now such standard procedure
for scientific journals that it is difficult to remember a time
when they were not required. So it is interesting to see
disclosure and transparency up for debate again in the
medical literature, with some recent editorials raising
concerns over the pitfalls of disclosure(1–8). In this Public
Health Nutrition (PHN) editorial we describe two instan-
ces that bring some of these pitfalls to light.

Is there bias against authors with conflicts of
interest to disclose?

Last June, we accepted a paper by Luiten et al. titled
‘Ultra-processed foods have the worst nutrient profile,
yet they are the most available packaged products in a
sample of New Zealand supermarkets’(9). (Disclosure:
Dr Waterlander, an author on the paper, is a member of
the PHN Editorial Board. In accordance with journal
policy, she was not involved in the peer review process
or in any decisions related to the article.) The paper
generated some media attention in New Zealand(10,11) and
elsewhere(12). Not surprisingly, the paper also drew the
attention of the New Zealand Food & Grocery Council
(FGC) and soon after the paper’s publication we received
a letter from the FGC’s Chief Executive Officer, Ms Rich(13).

In this case, Ms Rich disclosed her conflict of interest
and raised valid concerns about the study’s methodology.
It was a straightforward decision, therefore, to follow
standard journal policy and invite the authors of the ori-
ginal article to submit a rebuttal(14), allowing the exchange
to serve as a form of scientific debate. The subsequent
submission of a letter from Dr Mackerras, the Chief Public
Health Nutrition Officer at Food Standards Australia
New Zealand (FSANZ), reiterated some of the same
methodological concerns(15) and confirmed the value of
addressing those concerns in detail.

Instead of a letter with a simpler review process, what if
Ms Rich had submitted an article for full peer review?
Would it have received closer scrutiny or been met with
greater scepticism than an article received by an author
without such a conflict of interest? The answer is a
likely yes.

From the point of view of objectivity, this would seem to
be a bad thing. We like to think of scientific and peer
review processes as fair, objective and unbiased, since
bias distorts our ability to conduct and evaluate research.
In research conducted by Kesselheim et al.(16), physicians
rated the methodology of industry-funded trials less highly
than that of National Institutes of Health-funded trials,

even though the trials were the same. This has raised
concerns that such bias limits the publication of
legitimately valuable research funded by industry(2).

On the other hand, closer scrutiny and greater scepti-
cism are good things if they are warranted. Systematic
reviews have shown that industry-funded studies produce
findings more favourable to industry(17–19). Past experi-
ence with tobacco, fossil fuel, as well as food corporations
also suggests that closer scrutiny and scepticism are
warranted, since much industry effort has been put into
conducting or funding research designed to deflect
attention and create doubt or designed for marketing
purposes.

Historian of science Allan M. Brandt(20) has argued that
current industry–academic conflicts of interest stem from
strategies developed by tobacco companies:

‘[John W.] Hill [president of the public relations firm
for the tobacco industry in the 1950s] understood
that simply denying emerging scientific facts would
be a losing game […] Hill advised that the compa-
nies should now associate themselves as great sup-
porters of science. […] What better strategy than to
identify, solicit, support, and amplify the views of
skeptics of the causal relationship between smoking
and disease? […] The goal, according to Hill, would
be to build and broadcast a major scientific con-
troversy. The public must get the message that the
issue of the health effects of smoking remains an
open question. Doubt, uncertainty, and the truism
that there is more to know would become the
industry’s collective new mantra.’

The same ‘playbook’ comes to mind when reading about
sceptics of climate change(21,22). Comparisons with the
food industry are also inevitable, and they bring to light
some uncomfortable similarities between tobacco and
food corporations’ responses to threats to their profit
margin(23). A recent historical document analysis impli-
cates the sugar industry in the same strategy, describing in
detail its efforts to ‘deflect attention’ from the benefits of
restricting sugar intake(24). In her recent book, Marion
Nestle clearly and comprehensively exposes both the
‘softball’ and ‘hardball’ tactics used by the soda industry to
prevent any measures that could discourage soda sales,
including support of health professional organizations and
research(25). Of more direct relevance to the New Zealand
FGC, Ms Rich has been implicated in paying for
social media attacks on public health academics in
New Zealand(26). Moreover, the fact that Ms Rich went on
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to publish her PHN letter on an FGC website that called the
Luiten et al. article ‘another disappointing example of food
politicking dressed up as academic research’(27) does not
inspire confidence that this industry entity is ready to engage
in scientific disagreement without resorting to name-calling.

In sum, closer scrutiny and greater scepticism are a
justifiable consequence of industry actions in the past.
In this case, the disclosure statement did what it was
supposed to – trigger concerns and raise red flags.

As a side note, we were concerned that the methodo-
logical issues raised by Ms Rich and Ms Mackerras from
FSANZ should have been caught during the review
process and perhaps were missed because the findings
confirmed what the reviewers hoped or expected. In this
case, however, the comments raised by the three
reviewers appeared to be quite balanced overall. The
points raised by Ms Rich and Ms Mackerras were perhaps
only obvious to people who were very familiar with and
invested in the scoring system used in the paper. Our
concern about ‘confirmation bias’ in the review process
relates to the possible role of undisclosed, ideological
interests – a second pitfall of disclosure statements.

When does ‘having no conflicts of interest to declare’
really mean having no conflicts of interest?

A second article that also generated some controversy
raises the question of what kinds of competing interests
should be disclosed. The paper by Gillie(28) aimed to
refute the findings of two articles published in the Lancet
that found no evidence that vitamin D supplementation
reduces risk of disease(29,30). (Disclosure: Mr Gillie is a
former member of the PHN Editorial Board. Again, in
accordance with journal policy, Mr Gillie was not involved
in the peer review process or in any decisions related to
the article.) Mr Gillie’s original disclosure stated, ‘I have no
conflicts of interest. I have worked on vitamin D and
sunshine issues for more than 10 years without funding.’
In response to a reader’s query, Mr Gillie subsequently
revised his statement(31), revealing minimal financial
interests but a record of commitment to vitamin D
research, and his advocacy on behalf of it.

Advocacy per se is not the same as bias, but the fact that
Mr Gillie did not include his advocacy work in his initial
disclosure statement demonstrates the difficulty of recog-
nizing our own potential conflicts of interest. As stated in
PHN’s Conflict of Interest Policy, ‘Financial relationships
such as research support, employment, consultancies, or
honoraria, are the most easily identifiable conflicts of
interest. However, non-financial conflicts can also exist as
a result of personal relationships, academic competition,
political, ideological, religious, or scientific preconce-
ptions, and organizational or institutional affiliations.’
These non-financial interests are the hardest to recognize.
They are ubiquitous, as no researcher is completely

objective(32). Yet there exists almost no guidance on what
level of academic, intellectual or ideological interest merits
declaration. As a result, many, perhaps even most, non-
financial interests probably go undeclared.

Avoiding the pitfalls

If disclosure policies can lead to bias against an article or to
unwarranted complacency, then they clearly are not a
‘panacea’(8). But disclosure is recognized by leading bodies
on publication ethics as critical to dealing with conflicts of
interest(33–35). Disclosure offers readers a glimpse into some
of the competing interests that might underlie an author’s
perspective and the opportunity to evaluate the author’s
methods and conclusions in that light.

Is there anything we can do to avoid the pitfalls? One
thing is this: every study should be read with close scrutiny,
even scepticism, whether a competing interest is disclosed
or not. In this sense, disclosure statements merely serve as
reminders that we should not let down our guards, even if
the study confirms what we hoped it would and even if the
authors state that they have ‘no conflicts of interest to dis-
close’. When unwarranted bias and complacency are the
possible pitfalls of reading disclosure statements, it becomes
clear that disclosure statements do not eliminate the need for
judgement or critical evaluation on the part of the reader.

Second: to be critical readers, we need to recognize our
own interests and biases. As public health nutrition
researchers and practitioners, we are and should be pas-
sionate about our beliefs and causes. But PHN is a scho-
larly journal devoted to ‘the publication and dissemination
of research and scholarship’, adhering to the highest
standards of peer review. The cases raised in this editorial
emphasize to us, and we hope to you as readers, the
importance of reflecting on our own potential biases and
the possible ways to identify and keep them in check
when dealing with scholarly research – particularly when
its results may be opposite to our beliefs.

Marilyn Tseng
Editor-in-Chief

Allison Hodge
Carl Lachat

Stefanie Vandevijvere
Eduardo Villamor

Deputy Editors
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