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Very few areas of scientific research, except perhaps 
theoretical mathematics, are completely unconnected to 
commercial business or possible commercial applications. 
Scientific publications may, therefore, not only be of 
considerable interest to companies but may directly 
influence their profitability. The most obvious example 
is the pharmaceutical industry, which relies heavily on 
research findings published in peer reviewed medical 
journals to support the marketing of its products. However, 
other industrial sectors are affected by the application 
of scientific research, such as agriculture, engineering, 
material science, and transport. Even closer to home, many 
journals are produced by commercial publishers and even 
those owned by academic societies may be expected to 
produce a healthy income for the society, so they are by no 
means immune from commercial pressures.

An important tenet of academic publishing is that 
decisions about what to publish are not influenced by 
commercial considerations. This is clearly set out in the 
report, Responsible Research Publication: International 
Standards for Editors, which states: ‘Editors should 
make decisions on academic merit alone and take full 
responsibility for their decisions. Processes must be in 
place to separate commercial activities within a journal 
from editorial processes and decisions.’1 Similarly, the 
World Association of Medical Editors (WAME) states: 
‘Editorial decisions should be based mainly on the validity 
of the work and its importance to readers, not the policies 
or commercial success of the owner. Editors should be free 
to publish critical but responsible views about all aspects 
of medicine without fear of retribution, even if these views 
might conflict with the policies or commercial goals of 
the owner.’2 The WAME policy statement goes on to note 
that ‘Editors-in-chief should establish procedures that 
guard against the influence of commercial, organizational, 
and personal self-interest on editorial decisions and 
should make these procedures clear and transparent to all 
interested parties’. Editors should therefore have a written 
contract establishing their relationship with the journal 
owner/publisher, establishing the principles of editorial 
independence, and mechanisms for managing disputes.

Conflicts of interest
Editors need to consider the conflicts of interest that might 
affect them and their editorial staff as well as those that 
might affect journal authors and reviewers. Journals should 
have policies on disclosing conflicts of interest. See Chapter 
5.3 for more detail.

In addition to conflicts of interest policies, some journals 
now have a transparency policy. The BMJ states that the 
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aim of their transparency policy is ‘to ensure that readers, 
authors, and editors know as much about the background 
to each other’s work as possible’.3 For example, the journal 
asks for information about the provenance of articles, such 
as who prompted the submission, as well as any payments 
that the author may have received.

Concerns about the role of pharmaceutical companies 
in research and publications and the involvement of 
professional medical writers, paid by drug companies, have 
led to the development of specific guidelines. These include 
Good Publication Practice (GPP2) for communicating 
company sponsored medical research (first published 
in 2003 and revised in 2009) and the European Medical 
Writers Association guidelines on the role of medical 
writers in developing peer reviewed publications (produced 
in 2005).4,5 Many medical journals cite these guidelines in 
their instructions to authors and this is a good idea for 
journals that publish pharmaceutical industry-sponsored 
research.

Sources of journal revenue
The potential for commercial pressure or editorial bias 
to arise from any source of journal revenue should be 
carefully considered. The relative importance of such 
sources will obviously vary between journals, depending 
on their funding model. In some cases, it may be possible to 
separate commercial and editorial functions of the journal, 
for example, by handling advertising in an independent 
department or by blinding editors to whether authors 
have requested a waiver of the article processing charge. 
However, other influences may be difficult or impossible to 
avoid.

Reprints
If a journal makes money by selling article reprints, for 
example, to drug companies, editors will always be aware 
of the type of articles that companies are likely to buy (that 
is, those favouring their products or reporting their own 
studies). This makes the conflict of interest particularly 
hard to manage (since editors cannot be blinded to the 
commercial potential of submissions). A study of major 
medical journals revealed that reprint sales contributed 
up to 41% of total income and that publication of 
pharmaceutically sponsored clinical trials increased the 
journals’ impact factor. The authors proposed that journals 
should disclose financial information ‘so that readers can 
assess the potential effect of different types of papers on 
journals’ revenue and impact’.6
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Advertising
Advertising by pharmaceutical companies is regulated in 
most countries, either directly by government agencies 
(as in the USA) or indirectly via a self-policing or 
complaints procedure (as in the UK). Many medical 
journal editors therefore do not attempt any further review 
of advertisements. However, some journals do review 
advertisements for taste and decency. In countries where 
effective regulation of advertising exists it would seem an 
unnecessary duplication of effort (and considerable work) 
for editors to review advertising routinely and thoroughly 
(for example, checking the validity of claims). However, 
editors should try to ensure that advertising is clearly 
distinguished from other content and it may be helpful to 
publish the journal’s policy on its website.

Sponsored supplements
Some journals permit commercial companies (for example, 
drug and medical device manufacturers) to support the 
production of supplementary editions of the journal. The 
sponsor usually chooses the topic of the supplement and, 
in some cases, may also nominate authors and contribute 
papers to it. In some cases, the supplement reports the 
proceedings of a meeting which may have been organized 
by the sponsor. The influence of companies over both the 
content and the funding of supplements has been a cause 
for concern. In 1992, Bero et al. showed that the quality of 
articles appearing in supplements was lower than that in the 
parent journals.7 More recently, in 2009, the US Food and 
Drug Administration tightened its rules on the distribution 
of reprints by drug and device companies effectively 
preventing the distribution of sponsored supplements in the 
USA.8 The biomedical bibliographic database, MEDLINE, 
has not indexed sponsored supplements since 2007.9 

Journal editors should have clear policies about 
sponsored supplements and should ensure that items in 
supplements are reviewed as stringently as those in the 
main journal. The only legitimate difference in selection 
criteria is on the grounds of interest to readers. Funding 
the production gives the sponsor the right to choose the 
subject of the supplement, which might interest only a 
minority of subscribers, but sponsorship should not imply 
a lowering of standards.

Key points
Editors should always be alert to the possibility of 
commercial concerns affecting editorial decisions and 
should have policies in place to minimize this. Failure to 
do this may result in loss of trust if readers or authors lose 
faith in the objectivity of editorial decisions or consider 
that conflicts of interest are not properly disclosed.
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