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Dr. HarveyAlter, a scientistat the National Institutesof
Health,wasco-winner of the 2000 Laske”Award, the U.S.
equivalentof the Nobel Prize,for hisrole in discovering
the virus that causelsepatitisC andimprovingthe safety
of the U.S. blood supply.Justa few yearslater, however,
Alter madenewsof a differentsort, beingcastigatedn the
pressfor lawfully accepting$34,000 inconsultingfees
from severalprivatecompaniedetween2001 anc2003 - LowerMyBills.com
just onemorecasualtyof the witch huntagainstsupposed

conflicts of interestin scientificandmedicalresearch.
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Thereis little hardevidenceshowingthat financiakties betweenuniversity orgovernmentesearcherand
drug companiesreatehealthhazarddor consumersNeverthelessheselinks arenow widely portrayedas
dangerouscorruptingthe pursuitof scientifictruth andthreateninghe public. InstitutionssuchasNIH and
the Foodand Drug Administrationhaveexpendecdtonsiderableffort in the pastfew yearsto root out such
ties. NIH Director EliasA. Zerhounireferredto suchallegedconflicts asa "systemicproblem"lastyearand
NIH hassinceimposedrestrictionson employeeseceivingfeesand stockoptionsfrom the privatesector.

Overthe pasttwo decadesprivatebiotechnologyfirms and otherdrug companiesaveincreasinglyplayed
a majorrolein cuttingedgemedicalresearchThesecompaniehavebuilt relationshipsvith manyof the
bestandbrightest academiscientistshelping tobring abouthugeadvancesn medicaltreatmentjncluding
powerful new hormonesandanti-cancerdrugsaswell asnewdeviceshat repaitheartdamageBut they
havealsodrawnscrutinyfrom thosewho believethat, withso muchmoneyat stake corruptionmustsurely
be presentlnsteadof assuminghat scientistsvould want,aboveall, to protecttheir reputationsandtheir
researchgritics haveassumedhe worst-- andhaveunderestimatethe positiveimpactof relationships
betweenuniversity researcheendcompanies.

This issue surfacedecently,and ominously,whenthe consumematchdoggroupPublic Citizen
investigatedhe biasesandfinancial conflicts amongexpertsservingon theFDA's drug advisory
committeesThe FDA usesthesecommittees- staffedby university researcheamdothertop expertsin a
field -- to evaluatenewdrugsand makerecommendationabouttheir approval More oftenthannot, the
FDA follows thoserecommendations.

Public Citizenreviewed221 committeemeetingsrom 2001 t02004. Thestudyfoundthat although abowd
third of advisorycommitteememberdhadtiesto drugcompaniegFDA requiresdisclosureof such
connections)thoselinks hadno significanimpacton whetheparticulardrugsreceivedapproval.ln other
words, therewasno smokinggun.

Evenso,theadvocacygroupconcludedhat theprocesss too conflict-riddento be good forthe U.S.
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consumerAiding its causewasthe venuein which the studywaspublishedithe venerableJournalof the
AmericanMedical Associationone of the country'spreeminentnedicalresearchournals.

Normally, beforepublishingan article by academicesearcherslAMA requiresthat theauthorsdiscloseany
support fromindustry,which helpskeepthe systemhonestBut it thenbansevenleadingexpertsin their
fields from writing editorialcommentaried they havetiesto companieghat arein any way relatedto the
subjectof their article. Further,the editorsdemandhat independergtatisticiansanalyzeany paperthat has
corporatesponsorshipreflectingtheir biasthat anyresearchnvolving companiess uniquely untrustworthy.

Unfortunately JAMA's editorsappliednoneof this tough-mindednesso Public Citizen'sreport. Most
egregiously JAMA did not challengethe authorswhentheytook small, insignificantdifferencesin voting
behavior(FDA advisersvho consultedwith industrywere 10 percentmorelikely to vote for drug
approval),andevenspeculategboutwhat the datawould showf a largerstudywere performedHadthis
beenanindustrysponsoredgtudy,JAMA almostcertainlywould haveexpungedsuchoverreaching- or
rejectedthe article outright.

Like otherprestigiousmedicaljournals,JAMA hasbecomefixatedin recentyearson commerciatonflicts
of interest.In theend,however, JAMA seemedvilling to apply alooserstandardor a consumeiactivist
groupthat reflectsts ideologicalviewpoint - corporatesponsorshigorruptsresearch- thanit doesfor top
scientistsanddoctorswho receiveindustryfunding.

In fact, the spinwasso successfuthat fewnewspapestoriesaboutthe studyemphasizedhe key finding:
An FDA adviser'dinancialconnectiongo the drug companiesadno statisticallysignificanteffecton the
approvalof newdrugs.

Medical careavailableto Americansis immenselybettertodaythanwhenwe beganour careersn
medicine,in largemeasuréoecausehysicianshavefar superiortechnologyat their disposal And while
much of the knowledgeunderlyingthesedevelopmentsriginatedin universitiesjt wasbiotechnologyfirms
and othercompanieghat transformedhis knowledgeinto the newdrugsanddevicesthat haveprovedso
usefulto the public. Little of this technology-- beit vaccinesfor hepatitis,heartvalves,or newanti-
inflammatorydrugsfor rheumatoidarthritis-- wasdevelopediy scholarsandresearcheraithout supposed
conflicts of interest.And noneof it camefrom advocacyorganizationsuchasPublic Citizen or their
boostersat JAMA.

tstossel@rics.bwh.harvard.edu

Thomas Stossel, a professor at Harvard Medical School, conducts basic research supported by NIH and
serves as a consultant to biotechnology and pharmaceutical companies. David Shaywitz is an
endocrinologist at Massachusetts General Hospital.
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