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Continuing a decades old narrative in The BMJ, Abbasi emphasises the serious risks posed by doctors’ undisclosed competing interests and usefully extends the principle to scientists, policy makers, and politicians.1 To this list one might add corporate funded “think tanks” and lobbyists advocating policies that affect public health.2 While acknowledging the potential relevance of “less tangible” (non-financial) interests, for the purposes of a UK-wide register of doctors’ interests, Abbasi seems content to focus on the money. This is surely a practical and achievable first step but is problematic in two respects.
First, drawing the line between financial and other interests is not always straightforward. Many doctors and researchers gain important benefits from their engagement with industry, including travel expenses, research support, access to data, and authorship opportunities. These may not include “cash in hand,” but they are significant sources of bias. Nowadays those receiving such benefits are mindful of the principle of competing interests and are understandably motivated to downplay any effect these might have. A common example in journal disclosures is the use of euphemisms such as being “unpaid consultants” or receiving “non-financial” support3 from industry. To have teeth, a register of interests should include a reckoning of material benefits, not just overtly financial ones.
Second, interest disclosure can have unintended consequences—in some circumstances it can perversely exacerbate bias. This might occur because those making disclosures are then less restrained in their opinions or because we are less sceptical in light of disclosures having been made.4 An example familiar to many will be conference speakers disclosing multiple industry involvements on briefly presented slides in a small font. Just as with journal disclosures, these presenters almost never explicitly consider how sponsorship or other benefits might have influenced the design of studies and the collection, analysis, or interpretation of data. As with our tendency to suspend scepticism about authors and lecturers with declared interests, we like to imagine that we are unaffected by drug and device advertising.5
Abbasi contends that “the requirement is not for purity but for transparency,” but in some circumstances disclosure is insufficient to effectively manage bias.2 Leaving aside concerns about misleading and falsely reassuring disclosures, a more fundamental approach requires the exclusion of important competing interests, financial and otherwise, for authors of treatment guidelines.6
Footnotes
	Competing interests: None declared.
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