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Abstract 

Purpose:  To study the landscape of funding in intensive care research and assess whether the reported outcomes of 
industry-funded randomized controlled trials (RCTs) are more favorable.

Methods:  We systematically assembled meta-analyses evaluating any type of intervention in the critical care setting 
and reporting the source of funding for each included RCT. Furthermore, when the intervention was a drug or bio‑
logic, we searched also the original RCT articles, when their funding information was unavailable in the meta-analysis. 
We then qualitatively summarized the sources of funding. For binary outcomes, separate summary odds ratios were 
calculated for trials with and without industry funding. We then calculated the ratio of odds ratios (RORs) and the 
summary ROR (sROR) across topics. ROR < 1 implies that the experimental intervention is relatively more favorable in 
trials with industry funding compared with trials without industry funding. For RCTs included in the ROR analysis, we 
also examined the conclusions of their abstract.

Results:  Across 67 topics with 568 RCTs, 88 were funded by industry and another 73 had both industry and non-
profit funding. Across 33 topics with binary outcomes, the sROR was 1.10 [95% CI (0.96–1.26), I2 = 1%]. Conclusions 
were not significantly more commonly unfavorable for the experimental arm interventions in industry-funded trials 
(21.3%) compared with trials without industry funding (18.2%).

Conclusion:  Industry-funded RCTs are the minority in intensive care. We found no evidence that industry-funded 
trials in intensive care yield more favorable results or are less likely to reach unfavorable conclusions.
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Introduction
Clinical trials funded by industry and those funded by 
non-profit institutions may differ in their results and con-
clusions [1–5]. Several evaluations have compared trials 
with and without industry funding on reported efficacy, 
harms, conclusions, and risk of bias [6]. Most of these 
studies addressed single or few topics and none focused 
on intensive care. Between 2006 and 2012, 33% of the 

trials registered on Clinicaltrials.gov were funded by 
industry [7], but industry overall spends more on clini-
cal research than public funders [8] and has unavoidable 
financial incentives to get favorable conclusions.

Industry may interfere at all steps of the research pipe-
line, including production of evidence (both fundamental 
and clinical research) [9], evidence synthesis (including 
ghostwriting) [9–11], and decision-making [9]. For ran-
domized controlled trials (RCTs), industry sponsors can 
influence study outcomes by various means: e.g., choos-
ing inactive or strawman comparators [12] or selectively 
reporting favorable results with spin [13]. The degree 
of financial involvement also varies. Industry may be 
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the only funder or one among multiple funders, or it 
may offer drug/placebo or technical support. However, 
it often remains unclear in published papers whether 
industry sponsors have exerted a catalytic, modest, or no 
influence on the paper. CONSORT requires reporting of 
funding sources and conflicts of interest [14], but report-
ing remains suboptimal [15]. There is even less trans-
parency on industry-led ghostwriting of the published 
reports [16].

Intensive care research is often stated to be under-
funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) com-
pared to the burden of critical illnesses on healthcare in 
the USA [17, 18] and similar issues exist also in other 
countries where intensive care is widely employed. 
Unmet needs raise the stakes for sponsors and manu-
facturers; yet little is known on the funding landscape of 
intensive care research. Here, we assessed to what extent 
critical care research (specifically RCTs) is funded by 
industry and whether there are clear differences in the 
results and conclusions of trials by different sponsors. 
Therefore, we conducted a meta-epidemiological over-
view of systematic reviews of RCTs conducted in critical 
care settings.

Methods
Search strategy and eligibility criteria
We searched PubMed (March 1, 2018) for meta-analyses 
and Cochrane Database Systematic Reviews (CDSRs) 
using the following keywords in their titles: respiratory 
failure, acute respiratory distress syndrome, ventila-
tion, ventilated, critical care, intensive care, septic shock, 
sepsis, fluid, fluid resuscitation, hydroxyethyl starch, or 
albumin (Supplementary file). Recent articles published 
online between 2015 and 2018 were screened; for older 
reviews published pre-2015, only CDSRs were screened 
because the source of funding for included trials is rarely 
reported in meta-analyses published in journals.

After removing duplicates, two reviewers (PJ and IAC) 
screened titles/abstracts and, if needed, full texts for eligi-
bility. Systematic reviews that included meta-analyses of 
RCTs evaluating an intervention in the critical care set-
ting were eligible if they also reported funding source(s) 
for each included RCT. When study-level funding infor-
mation was unavailable in the systematic review, we 
perused the full text of each RCT to identify its funding 
whenever the interventions pertained to drugs or biolog-
ics (excluding supplements, fluids, antiseptics, probiot-
ics), since these interventions are likely to have interested 
sponsors. Reviews of non-randomized studies and those 
without meta-analysis were excluded.

Data extraction
For each eligible review, we screened all RCTs included in 
the meta-analyses to determine funding sources: indus-
try funding only; no industry funding; mixed sources of 
funding (industry and non-profit institutions); interven-
tion supplied by industry; and not reported. If not avail-
able or unclear in the systematic review, the information 
was extracted from the full-text RCT article. For overlap-
ping meta-analyses, we retained the most recent one, or 
the largest, when publication years were identical.

For meta-analyses including both RCTs with industry 
funding and RCTs without industry funding and using 
primary binary outcomes, we extracted information on 
setting (ICU, surgical ICU, mixed), population (preterm, 
infant, child, adult), type of the intervention (device, 
pharmacological, procedure), type of comparator (active, 
placebo, no intervention), and number of primary out-
come events per arm. Whenever multiple primary out-
comes existed or no single outcome was clearly identified 
as such, we selected the primary outcome with the largest 
number of included studies (in ties, largest sample size; 
and further ties, largest number of events).

For RCTs funded by industry (fully or mixed source) or 
supplied by industry, we identified whether interventions 
involved in the comparison were manufactured by the 
industry sponsor. Three scenarios were identified: one 
arm of the comparison contains a sponsor-manufactured 
intervention (SMI), both arms contain SMIs, and none 
of the arms contain SMIs. All comparisons were coined 
so that experimental arms were always an SMI versus a 
control. When both arms contained SMIs, the SMI con-
sidered as the experimental arm was chosen to be the 
most expensive one, and, when both arms contained 
equally expensive interventions or this was unclear, the 
SMI considered the experimental intervention was cho-
sen to be the most recent one (as suggested by the origi-
nal article). When trials were industry-funded but had no 
SMI involved in the comparison that we examined, they 
were excluded from quantitative analysis as they are not 
informative about sponsor bias.

Data synthesis and statistical analysis
Sources of funding were summarized across all eligible 
topics. For topics where trials with or without industry 
funding could be compared for binary outcomes, we 
prespecified two large categories in the primary analy-
sis: with industry funding (industry only or mixed) ver-
sus without industry funding (non-profit institution and 
only intervention supplied by industry). RCTs without 
reported funding were excluded.

For each topic that included both trials with and with-
out industry funding, separate summary odds ratios 
(ORs) were calculated for the two categories of funding 
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using random-effects model inverse variance weighting. 
In trials with zero event cells in the 2 × 2 table, a standard 
0.5 correction was added [19]. For consistency, interven-
tion and outcome data were coded so that OR < 1 indi-
cates that the experimental SMI-containing intervention 
is better than the control.

To compare the relative treatment effect of RCTs with 
versus without industry funding, we calculated the ratio 
of odds ratios (RORs) for each topic, the summary OR 
of trials with industry funding divided by the summary 
OR of trials without industry funding. ROR < 1 implies 
the experimental intervention is relatively more favora-
ble in trials with industry funding compared with trials 
without industry funding. We then calculated the sum-
mary ROR (sROR) across all topics using fixed effect [20] 
and random effects [21]. We assessed between-topic het-
erogeneity using I2 and its 95% confidence interval (CI) 
and between-topic variance τ2 [22]. We also assessed the 
magnitude of the difference by checking how often OR 
estimates with and without industry funding differed by 
twofold or more (ROR ≥ 2 or ≤ 0.5).

We conducted sensitivity analyses including only mor-
tality outcomes; recoding trials for which the interven-
tion was supplied by industry as “with industry funding”; 
excluding trials with 0 events in both arms; and retaining 
only trials with one SMI versus a control (excluding trials 
supplied by industry and trials with SMIs in both arms).

To explore the influence of trials not reporting their 
funding, we carried out secondary analyses comparing 
these trials versus trials with industry funding and trials 
not reporting their funding versus trials without indus-
try funding. We also compared industry-funded and not 
reported trials combined together versus trials without 
industry funding. As previously, for all secondary analy-
ses the sRORs were also calculated using fixed effect and 
random effects and I2 and τ2 were also assessed.

Conclusions of RCTs
In a further exploratory analysis, we evaluated the con-
clusions of the abstracts of the trials with industry fund-
ing and of those without industry funding for topics that 
were eligible for ROR analyses. Conclusions were con-
sidered as “negative” (unfavorable) if trials concluded 
that the experimental SMI was less effective, more harm-
ful or not more effective (for superiority trials) without 
mentioning any potential positive trade-offs [e.g., good 
safety, lesser cost, possible benefit in subgroups/specific 
patients, worth studying further (in more long-term and/
or larger studies) for potential benefits] or it was squarely 
stated that it is not recommended. All other scenarios 
were classified as “positive” conclusions, including those 
where the experimental SMI was equally effective as an 
active comparator, those where positive trade-offs were 

mentioned, and those where it was more effective than 
comparators.

Results were reported in 2 × 2 tables. We calculated 
the arcsine difference of having a negative conclusion for 
each topic and then the summary arcsine (AS) estimate 
across topics using random effects. The arcsine trans-
formation enables one to obtain a more robust estimate 
while including 0 cells in the analysis without continuity 
corrections [23]. AS > 0 implies that conclusions are more 
favorable in industry-funded trials.

Results
Search results
The search on PubMed yielded 220 CDSRs and 440 meta-
analyses published in journals in 2015–2018 (Fig.  1). 
After exclusions, 67 systematic reviews were eligible of 
which 37 reported the sources of funding of the included 
RCTs and 30 did not but evaluated a drug interven-
tion and for which we could retrieve sources of funding 
of each trial by perusing the respective full-text articles 
of RCTs. Across the 67 topics, there were a total of 568 
RCTs. Of those, 88 (15.5%) were funded by industry, 73 
(12.9%) were funded by both industry and other funding 
sources, 167 (29.4%) had only not-for-profit funding, 20 
(3.5%) had not-for-profit funding but were supplied by 
industry, 144 (25.4%) did not report sources of funding, 
and 76 (13.4%) were excluded because of non-English 
language or access barrier (Table  1). Nine RCTs stated 
that they did not receive any funding for their study, and 
we have included them among the trials with only not-
for-profit funding, since unavoidable expenses (e.g., per-
sonnel salary and overheads) can be assumed to have 
been covered by investigators and/or their institutions.

Topics that did not have both trials with and 
without industry funding
Twenty-five otherwise eligible topics could not be 
assessed for a comparison of trials with versus without 
industry funding because they only included trials with 
the same source of declared funding (Table  2). For 17 
topics none of the trials had industry funding, for one 
topic all the trials had industry funding, and for another 
one all trials were funded both by industry and not-for-
profit sources. The 25 topics include a total of 113 RCTs 
of which 20.3% (23/113) did not report their source of 
funding.

Topics where the industry sponsor did not manufacture 
any of the compared interventions
In another two topics, both trials with and without indus-
try funding were available, but the industry funder did 
not manufacture any of the interventions for the com-
parison that we assessed. In one case, we were interested 
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in the comparison of midazolam versus placebo, but an 
AstraZeneca-funded trial included a third arm of mor-
phine (manufactured by the company) (eTable  1). Four 
other trials in other topics did not have SMIs in the two 
compared arms, but for their topics there existed also 
other industry-funded RCTs involving SMIs in the com-
parisons (eTable 1).

Topics using a continuous outcome
An additional seven topics were excluded from the ROR 
analysis because they only had primary continuous out-
comes, covering 79 RCTs of which 35 were with industry 
funding (fully and mixed sources) and 22 were without 
industry funding (non-profit and supplied by industry) 
(eTable 2). The outcomes assessed were ventilation dura-
tion and other related outcomes such as weaning time or 
ICU length-of-stay and biological measurement such as 
cytokine levels.

Trials included in the ROR analyses
Thirty-three topics covering 363 RCTs were included in 
the comparison of the relative treatment effect of trials 
with versus those without industry funding. Their sum-
mary characteristics appear in Table 1 and detailed topic-
specific results appear in Table  3. Out of the 126 RCTs 
with a connection with industry (fully funded, mixed 
source, or supplied by industry), 113 had only one SMI 
in the comparison and 13 had both arms with SMIs (in 
5/13 trials the comparison involved a combination of two 

drugs versus a single drug by the same sponsor; in 5/13 
trials the comparison addressed strategies of ventilation, 
tracheostomy, antibiotics, or sedation and the spon-
sor manufactured ventilators, tracheostomy equipment, 
antibiotics, and sedatives, respectively; in 2/13 trials 
the sponsor manufactured the fluids compared head-
to-head; in the remaining trial, two companies spon-
sored the trial comparing their products head-to-head) 
(eTable 1).

Primary analysis
The sROR across the 33 topics was 1.10 [95% CI (0.96; 
1.26)] with no strong evidence of heterogeneity [I2 = 1%, 
95% CI (0–40%), τ2 = 0.001, p value = 0.46] (Table  4 
and Fig.  2). Within single topics, the 95% CIs of ROR 
excluded 1.00 in three topics [24–26]. Early trache-
otomy significantly reduced mortality in a trial funded 
by a manufacturer of tracheotomy equipment [OR 0.29; 
95% CI (0.14–0.61)] while there was a non-significant 
reduction in trials without industry funding [OR 0.82; 
95% CI (0.58–1.16)] [24]. Conversely, corticosteroids 
[26] and levosimendan [25] for sepsis and septic shock 
reduced mortality in trials without industry funding [OR 
0.49; 95% CI (0.22–1.07) and OR 0.75; 95% (0.57–0.99), 
respectively] while there was a non-significant increase in 
deaths in trials with industry funding [OR 1.23; 95% CI 
(0.86–1.77) and OR 1.12; 95% (0.86–1.46), respectively].

For seven topics, the point estimates of the ROR indi-
cated a relative difference between with and without 

Fig. 1  Flowchart of the literature search and screening
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industry funding trials of at least twofold. Five topics had 
an ROR ≤ 0.5 [24, 27–30] while six topics had an ROR ≥ 2 
[25, 31–35]. Uncertainty in the ROR estimates was typi-
cally substantial.

Sensitivity  analyses
The sensitivity analysis excluding trials supplied by indus-
try and trials with an SMI in both arms of the compari-
son resulted in sROR = 1.22 [95% CI (1.02–1.45)] with 
significantly more favorable outcomes in trials without 

industry funding compared with trials with industry find-
ing. There was no evidence of heterogeneity [I2 = 3%, 95% 
CI (0–44%), τ2 = 0.0065, p value = 0.42]. The other sen-
sitivity analyses did not substantially change the results 
observed in the primary analysis (Table  4, eFig.  3 and 
eTable 3).

Secondary analyses
Trials that did not report their source of funding had 
an sROR of 0.88 [95% CI (0.71–1.07); I2 = 0%, 95% CI 

Table 1  General characteristics

NR not reported, NA original article not accessible or not in English
a  Nine of which reported that they did not receive any funding to conduct their trial
b  Six of which reported that they did not receive any funding to conduct their trial

At topic level All 67 eligible topics The 33 topics included in the 
sROR analysis

N =67 N =33

Type of interventions
Drug intervention 45 67.2% 24 72.7%

Devices 12 17.9% 5 15.2%

Procedure 10 14.9% 4 12.1%

Type of comparator
Active 34 50.7% 13 39.4%

Placebo or no intervention 31 46.3% 18 54.5%

Active, placebo or no intervention 2 3% 2 6.1%

At RCT level All 67 eligible topics The 33 topics included in the sROR 
analysis

N =568 N =363

Number of RCTs by sponsors
Industry 88 15.5% 61 16.8%

Industry and non-profit organization 73 12.9% 52 14.3%

Non-profit organization 167a 29.4% 100b 27.5%

Supplied by industry 20 3.5% 13 3.6%

NR 144 25.4% 104 28.7%

NA 76 13.4% 33 9.1%

Population included in RCTs
Adults 464 81.7% 286 78.8%

Children 16 2.8% 9 2.5%

Neonates 29 5.1% 21 5.8%

Preterm 17 3% 17 4.7%

NR 42 7.4% 30 8.3%

Number of subjects included
Median (interquartile range) 63 (40–133) 71 (41–172)

Total included 92,034 71,283

Industry 29,029 23,047

Industry and non-profit organization 15,038 14,068

Non-profit organization 26,783 18,497

Supplied by industry 3393 2821

NR 11,555 9125

NA 6236 3725
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(0–30%)] versus trials without industry funding. Tri-
als that did not report their source of funding also had 
an sROR of 0.88 [95% CI (0.74–1.04); I2 = 15%, 95% CI 
(0–48%)] versus trials with industry funding.

For trials that did not report their source of funding or 
had industry funding versus those without industry fund-
ing, the sROR was 0.98 [95% CI (0.85–1.13); I2 = 1%, 95% 
CI (0–45%)]. Results of secondary analyses are available 
in eTable 4 and eFig. 4.

Conclusions in abstracts
Excluding seven trials without abstracts and one that 
did not conclude on the SMI, 23 among 108 RCTs with 
industry funding (21.3%), as opposed to 20 among 110 
RCTs (18.2%) without industry funding had negative con-
clusions (as defined in the “Methods” section). The AS 
estimate of having negative conclusion with versus with-
out industry funding was 0.04, 95% CI (− 0.09 to 0.17).

Discussion
Randomized controlled trials in the intensive care set-
ting seem to be led primarily by public and non-profit 
institutions while a sizeable minority has been funded 
by industry. Evidence on several clinically important 
topics includes no RCTs sponsored by industry. Topics 
such as assessing head elevation for severe brain injury 
[36], music to calm mechanically ventilated patients 
[37], cycled lights in neonatal intensive care units [38], 
or cough augmentation techniques for extubation [39] 
are procedures where the lack of industry funding is eas-
ily explained. Such procedures do not necessarily involve 
equipment or products manufactured by the biopharma-
ceutical, biotechnology, or other health-related industry. 
However, in cases such as low-dose corticosteroids for 
acute respiratory distress syndromes we cannot exclude 
the possibility that the trials not reporting their source 
of funding were potentially funded by industry, but this 
had not been disclosed [40]. We found only one topic 
where all the available published trials with reported 
funding disclosed industry support, the evaluation of 
high-flow nasal cannula in adult acute respiratory failure 
[41]. In the RCTs funded by industry, the typical pattern 
was comparison of an SMI versus a control. However, 
we also observed some variations, e.g., where compa-
nies sponsored trials in which both arms included their 
sponsored products, either as part of the comparison of 
interest or as backbone treatment given to all patients. As 
shown before, these trial designs promote the interests of 
the sponsor regardless of the results [12]. Head-to-head 
comparisons of products by different sponsors co-spon-
soring the same trial are very rare [12, 42].

On average, our primary analysis did not show more 
favorable treatment effects for the primary outcome in Ta
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trials with versus without industry funding. One sensi-
tivity analysis even showed significantly less favorable 
results for trials with industry funding. The large CIs for 
many of the RORs at the topic level and the twofold dif-
ference in effect sizes for 11 topics highlight substantial 

remaining uncertainty. Those results have to be inter-
preted cautiously, because most trials had a small sample 
size (median of 71 participants). This fact, combined with 
the small number of events in our included RCTs, could 
explain the absence of notable statistical heterogeneity 

Table 4  Summary RORs for all analysis

Topics N trials with industry 
funding

N trials with-
out industry funding

sROR random 
effects

I2 (%; 95% CI) τ2 sROR fixed effect

Primary analysis 33 113 113 1.10 (0.96; 1.26) 1% (0%; 40%) 0.001 1.10 (0.96; 1.26)

Sensitivity analyses
Mortality outcomes 

only
26 100 90 1.14 (0.98; 1.31) 0% (0%; 38%) 0 1.14 (0.98; 1.31)

Supplied by industry 
merged with indus‑
try-funded trials

32 118 100 1.12 (0.9; 1.4) 36% (1%; 58%) 0.109 1.17 (1.01; 1.36)

Without 0 events in 
both arms

32 106 101 1.10 (0.95; 1.27) 2% (0%; 41%) 0.0035 1.10 (0.96; 1.26)

Without trials supplied 
by industry and 
without trials with 
SMI in both arms

28 102 85 1.22 (1.02; 1.45) 3% (0%; 44%) 0.0065 1.22 (1.03; 1.44)

Fig. 2  Forest plot of the comparison of with versus without industry funding. ARDS acute respiratory distress syndrome, COPD chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disorder, FU follow-up, ICU intensive care unit
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in our results; lack of power to detect heterogeneity may 
have resulted in low I2 estimates [43]. The preponder-
ance of small trials is very common across diverse medi-
cal fields [44]. Small trials leave large uncertainty and it is 
quite easy to manipulate their results (based on diverse 
analytical choices adding degrees of freedom on aspects 
that are not fully covered by study registration and pre-
specified, publically available protocols) [45] and, even 
more, their conclusions.

Only a small minority of the evaluated trials reached 
clearly unfavorable conclusions for the experimental 
intervention. This suggests that investigators and spon-
sors are unwilling to deliver a clear “negative” message, 
even though the majority of tested interventions in inten-
sive care settings fail to deliver [46]. Many trials find no 
benefits for the primary outcome, but may still report 
favorable trends for secondary outcomes, subgroups or 
specific patients, or may conclude that further perusal 
of the intervention may eventually identify benefits. The 
proportion of trials with negative conclusions was simi-
lar in industry-funded trials and those without industry 
funding.

Multiple other evaluations have tried to assess whether 
industry-funded trials yield more favorable efficacy 
results and conclusions [6]. None of them have focused 
on intensive care, and most have used smaller samples 
of trials than our evaluation. The few assessments that 
addressed larger numbers of trials than we did used a 
qualitative categorization of favorable efficacy rather 
than a comparison of detailed effect size estimates within 
the same topic and outcome. Evaluations not account-
ing for topic and outcome run the risk of confounding 
if industry trials are performed in topics and outcomes 
that are more likely to show larger effect sizes and favora-
ble results. Across 25 assessments with 2923 trials, trials 
funded by industry were more likely to have favorable 
efficacy results [relative risk (RR) 1.27, 95% CI (1.17–
1.37)] [6]. Thus, the results that we observed in the inten-
sive care trials seem substantially different than for trials 
in other fields. Moreover, across 29 assessments with 
4583 trials, trials funded by industry were more likely to 
have favorable conclusions (RR 1.34, 95% CI (1.19–1.51)] 
[6]. Definitions of “favorable” have varied across evalu-
ations, but the average rate of favorable conclusions in 
previous assessments in other fields for industry-funded 
trials (86.6%) seems higher than what we observed for 
RCTs in intensive care. The average rate of favorable con-
clusions in trials without industry funding was 64.4%, 
which seems lower than what we observed in not-for-
profit-funded intensive care research.

Overall, contrary to previous evaluations in other 
fields, in intensive care we found no evidence for more 
favorable results and conclusions in industry-funded 

trials; if anything, the opposite trend was observed. 
The difference may still be due to chance. Alternatively, 
it could be that for several interventions in intensive 
care where industry-funded trials yielded unfavorable 
results (e.g., corticosteroids, N-acetylcysteine, and levo-
simendan), treatments were inexpensive and thus there 
was no strong financial bias. Or, industry-funded tri-
als may have been better done and more protected 
from bias. Nevertheless, it is of note that in the previous 
empirical evaluations, even when adjusting results for the 
quality of the study and its risk of bias, trials with indus-
try funding remained associated with more positive con-
clusions, suggesting that whatever differences were not 
easily explained with standard risk of bias tools [11].

A recent study conducted in intensive care research 
found that more than half its trials were funded by non-
profit organization, a quarter by industry, and the rest by 
mixed sources of funding across a total of 391 assessed 
RCTs [47]. The modestly higher rate of industry funding 
observed in that evaluation may be due to differences in 
eligibility criteria (e.g., sample size greater than 100, tri-
als published in 1990–2012). The authors found that the 
evidence in intensive care is increasingly being shaped by 
academic investigators with a decline in the number of 
studies with industry funding over time, and an increase 
in trials with non-profit funding [47]. One potential rea-
son for the lack of interest from industry could be the 
specific setting of intensive care research where patients 
are more at risk of dying and where the complex logistics 
might make it more difficult to conduct a clinical trial. 
One proposed solution is to follow the investigator-led 
research model [47], by which consortia of independent 
investigators could help improve intensive care research 
and develop new mechanisms of private–public collabo-
rations to fund it. Developing an agenda of large-scale 
trials with relevant clinical outcomes, publicly trans-
parent and prespecified protocols, and protection from 
sponsor bias may help make major progress in intensive 
care research.

A substantial proportion of RCTs in intensive care do 
not report any information on funding. Nine trials stated 
that they had received no funding and, given the logis-
tics of running an RCT, it is difficult to envision an RCT 
in the intensive care setting that was done without any 
financial support, including overheads, but it is unlikely 
that these trials were industry-funded. A much larger 
number of RCTs simply make no comment on fund-
ing. The funding, if any, of these trials remains a black 
box. Perhaps these trials could also have been covertly 
funded by industry. Alternatively, these trials could also 
have been funded by non-profit organizations or may 
have had no specific support whatsoever. However, it has 
been shown that articles from clinical medicine journals 
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compared with other fields are almost twice as likely to 
not include information on the funder and yet to have 
funding from industry [48]. There is a need to increase 
the enforcement of the reporting of funding source as 
required by the CONSORT statement [14] at the trial 
level but also at the systematic review level. Without such 
information it is difficult to apprehend the full extent of 
the industry involvement in clinical trials research and 
even to determine the needs in funding from public insti-
tutions to cover unmet needs.

Our overview has several limitations. First, we only 
considered trials already included in meta-analyses and 
this would exclude trials that have not been subjected 
to meta-analysis. Moreover, information on funding of 
RCTs is not commonly reported in journal-published 
meta-analyses, and despite our effort to scrutinize drug 
and biologic trials in their original publications, several 
other topics could not be assessed. Second, for consist-
ency we only focused on binary outcomes for the ROR 
analysis. However, binary outcomes represent the major-
ity of the evidence with only seven reviews excluded on 
this basis. Third, we did not assess the quality of the tri-
als or compare the quality between with and without 
industry-funded trials. Evidence from other fields sug-
gests that while in the past industry trials may have had 
quality deficits, more recent trials funded by industry do 
well or better in quality checklists than non-industry-
funded trials [2, 49, 50]. Moreover, as we stated above, 
standard risk of bias tools do not seem to explain dif-
ferences in favorable results and conclusions in trials 
with versus without industry funding [6]. Fourth, before 
2015 we only covered the Cochrane Database Systematic 
Reviews, because journal meta-analyses rarely report 
the funding source of the RCTs and old meta-analyses 
may also not be very up-to-date about the status of the 
evidence. Fifth, our assessment included relatively few 
trials on medical devices. Medical devices are evolving 
rapidly owing to the development of new technologies 
and are less regulated compared to drug interventions 
[51]. Whether industry-funded trials on devices might 
present more favorable outcomes requires further 
investigation.
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