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Editorial

Human beings have always sought after truth and made
efforts to define and measure objects and events outside
and inside themselves. In the last four centuries, since the
time of Galileo, scholars came to agree more and more on a
scientific method that could be shared in order to obtain
replicable results that could become a common good for
humanity. The results of a study can in fact lead to
technological applications in various sectors of human life,
like education, commerce, industry, and health.

The search for scientific truth and its relationship with the
economy has always had a complicated life: first, because
in any given moment there will be different ideas about
truth, and second, because researchers need both the means
and the time to conduct their work. This is why a
researcher must either support him- or herself and/or be
financially supported by someone that may have different
expectations about the research results.

Thus, this involves the integrity of both the individual
researcher and his/her referral network—the "scientific
community"—that can call into question their ethical
sphere by a potentially problematic relationship with truth,
economy, and utility.

The issue of conflicts of interest (COIl), and the related
concerns, have been often discussed in the recent years
among researchers and public health experts, as well as
within the area of alcohol studies (e.g., Babor & Miller,
2014). For this very reason a roundtable on COIl was
organized at the Kettil Bruun Society for Social and
Epidemiological Research on Alcohol (KBS) Annual
Symposium in Turin, Italy, in 2014. Several important
themes were raised by the highly experienced scholars who
attended the roundtable, and who made the courtesy for us
to report their oral presentation in a short paper. The
papers are presented in the following pages.

In this introduction we summarize and comment on the
contributions of these authors. The discussion in Turin,
like others that have occurred during the last years, focused
mainly on the conflicting relationship between researchers
and funds provided by the alcohol industry, due to the
industry’s interest in showing alcohol consumption in the
best possible light regarding the wellbeing of the individual
consumers. According to Babor (2016), “Industry funding

increases the likelihood that researchers will produce pro-
industry results.”  This leads researchers to question
whether to seek or accept funding from the alcohol industry
that could threaten their autonomy and reputation, even if
in some countries such funding may have no substantial
alternative (Room, 2016).

Particularly in the field of alcoholic beverages, drugs, and
other addictions, “which is not of central interest to any
traditional academic discipline or profession, the funding is
usually given within a frame of institutional interests of the
funder” (Room, 2016). Beyond firms involved in
producing, distributing, or marketing alcoholic beverages,
the funder is often a “government department or research
fund. Less commonly, it may be a charitable organisation.
Or it may be a commercial organisation” with interests in
the area, such as insurance companies and pharmaceutical
firms that fund research on medications for alcohol-related
conditions (Room, 2016).

More generally, a conflict of interest can be defined as “a
situation or relationship in which professional, personal, or
financial considerations could be seen by a fair-minded
person as potentially in conflict with independence of
judgement” (Farmington Consensus, quoted in Babor,
2016). Of course, one important problem of COI is that it
can lead to a decrease in the flow of reliable information.

One underlying assumption of this argument is that if the
researcher has no external conflicts with any agency, he or
she would have an independent judgment. Unfortunately, it
is difficult to find a researcher, editor, or reviewer who is
totally unaffected by other considerations than the search
for truth (Stenius, 2016). Nowadays it is almost universally
accepted, in line with the ideas of Kuhn (1970), that the
choice of a research problem, the material collected for a
study, and the focus of the analysis are deeply influenced
by the interests of individual scientists, funding parties, and
society as a whole— or, as Room (2016) put it, by the
researcher’s “intellectual and cultural-political heritage and
environment”. In fact if “the power of knowledge derives
from disinterest,” disinterest is never absolute, and
scientists work in networks of often invisible prestige,
reputation, and other forms of symbolic power that have
value and arouse interests (Sulkunen, 2016).
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The special attention to COI in the scientific community
today may arise from a sort of skepticism about the real
capacity of the scientific method to produce replicable
results to refute or, conversely, to corroborate the research
hypothesis; or it could reflect the belief that researchers
remain neutral in their study of reality.

The interaction between subject and object, which is able to
alter both parties, has been argued both in psychotherapy
(e.g., the “personal equation” described by Jung [1989])
and in physics (e.g., the interference between the observer
and the observed described by Heisenberg and Schrddinger
since the 1920s [Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
2006]). The remedy provided for psychotherapists is that
they themselves should undergo psychotherapy in order to
be aware of their personal views and not to attribute them
to people in treatment. But in general, the criteria of the
scientific method have been set as bastions, precisely in
order to limit the subjectivity of the scholar.

Overall, as reported above, the contributions of authors in
the following pages pointed the light primarily towards the
COl of a researcher or group of researchers (or a scientific
community) in search for scientific truth, due to funding by
the alcohol (particularly spirits and beer) industries. Other
sources of similar COl were also mentioned: professional
prestige, career advancement, the specific agendas of
public funding, the aims of university research, as well as
the researcher’s personal and cultural assumptions. All
these can create problems of credibility, both for the
scientific community and for the individual scholars, that
may remain hidden—deliberately or unwittingly—to
scientists themselves. One result may be that researchers
think twice before publishing results that go against the
power of their funders, institute, or university. As a
colleague from the audience of the roundtable claimed, “I
don’t want to bite the hand that feeds me.” A reverse
consideration would be that the alcohol industry would be
really “interested in the ‘independence’ of the researcher”
not in the ethical sense but in political-economic terms.
“They want to buy an unbiased opinion, conclusions, ideas
. . . because the researcher can be trusted” (Lemmens,
2016).

At the opposite side of the conflict between the alcohol
industry and research, one may take into account their
cooperation as a type public-private partnership.
Unfortunately, the road is marked by many unsuccessful
examples, as the industry appeared “unwilling to accept
any restrictions in their dealing with the research field”
(Lemmens, 2016), or, according to other authors, alcohol
signatory pledges appear to have committed to actions that
the industry would have undertaken anyway (Knai et al.,
2015).

We could add that words do matter and that a different
definition of terms could perhaps help make the
relationship between the two sides less difficult. In a recent
JAMA editorial, Cappola and FitzGerald (2015) claimed
that speaking of COl is likely to cast a negative shadow on
even commendable forms of cooperation between the
interests of research institutes and those of private
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sponsors. The authors suggest changing the terminology to
“confluence of interests,” since “conflicts of interest” is
overly "confrontational and presumptive of inappropriate
behaviour," as well as pejorative. Confluence of interests,
on the other hand, implies an alignment of primary interests
(to benefit patients and society) and secondary interests
(financial and professional nature); and it “represents a
complex ecosystem that develops a uniform approach to
minimize bias in clinical research.” According to the
authors, “such policy must be at once simple and
accessible, capturing the complexity of the relationships
while being sufficiently flexible at the individual level as
not to intrude on the process of innovation.”

Anyway, conflicts have to be governed. During the KBS
discussion in Turin, as is shown in the following papers,
authors paid attention to adequate management of COI
between  research and the alcohol industry.
Recommendations ranged from outright bans on the
acceptance of industry funding (Babor, 2016), creating a
firewall among the industry-funded studies and the
remaining ones, to the intensification of peer review
procedures, to the increase in transparency, and to the
sensible requirement to declare COI as an integral part of
all serious addiction journals (Stenius, 2016).

In the end, we must remember that, as Room remarked,
“research should be judged by its inherent quality and
contribution to knowledge” (Room, 2016). Thus, a crucial
test to assess both the scientificity of a study and the ethics
of the researcher would be to compare industry-funded and
non—industry-funded alcohol research. Room cited one
preliminary study, carried out by two authors who are
above suspicion of being complicit with the alcohol
industry, that aimed to make such a comparison and did not
find statistical evidence of the effects of alcohol industry
funding on the results of a study for cardiovascular disease
mortality (McCambridge & Hartwell, 2015).  Similar
studies are certainly needed to bring more clarity in this
troubled area.
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