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Conflicts of Interest and Solicited Replication Attempts

The potential impact of conflicts of interest on science has been
discussed extensively—vested interests can shape the behavior of
scientists, both consciously and unconsciously, thereby distorting
the scientific record. The tobacco research community occupies
an interesting position; financial vested interests include those
of both the tobacco industry! and the pharmaceutical industry.?
Unlike fields that study spontaneously occurring diseases, we
have to pay attention to two major sources of financial interests.
However, there is also a third source of conflicts of interest, which
receives much less attention—the beliefs, preconceptions and pet
theories of individual scientists.> Tackling conflicts of interest is
notoriously complex—while financial interests are typically easy
to identify, unconscious biases may not even be known those
affected by them.

The situation is further complicated by the rapidly changing
tobacco research landscape, particularly with respect to research on
e-cigarettes. E-cigarette companies perhaps occupy a space between
the tobacco industry (which has a shameful history of deliberately
attempt to distort the scientific record) and the pharmaceutical
industry (where there are certainly financial vested interests and
extensive evidence of attempts to over-state the scientific evidence
for their products). Critically, at present, most research funded by
e-cigarette companies is not linked to the tobacco industry—of 466
e-cigarette brands reviewed in 2014, only 10 were owned by the
tobacco industry at that point.* Nevertheless, this situation is chang-
ing as the tobacco industry has begun to invest in e-cigarette prod-
ucts. The already complex situation regarding conflicts of interest
has become even more so.

The policy of Nicotine & Tobacco Research is to require full
disclosure of potential conflicts of interest, to ensure that science
remains open, and that scientific research is judged as much as pos-
sible on the basis of the data rather than the source of the data. Yet
this is imperfect, because it cannot capture the unconscious biases
that permeate scientific discourse (however rigorous our training,
scientists are human too). We need to develop creative ways to assess
the robustness of scientific findings in a manner that obviates con-
cerns about potential conflicts of interest. Fortunately, the scientific
method already has such a mechanism in place, albeit one that is not
used often enough: independent replication. If a group with no con-
flicts of interest (or different conflicts of interest) replicates in good
faith the findings of a previous study, we can be considerably more
confident that they are robust.

We are piloting a new scheme to solicit independent, direct repli-
cations of studies published in Nicotine & Tobacco Research which
we feel are sufficiently important to warrant this, and where inde-
pendent replication will be particularly valuable. Our hope is that
the replication team can work closely, and in good faith with the

original discovery team to ensure that materials and methods are as
close to the original as possible. This kind of adversarial collabora-
tion, where groups with differing hypotheses or conflicts of interest
work together to construct and implement a study that satisfies both
groups, has been suggested by Kahnemann and Klein as a means by
which contentious issues in science can be resolved.” We will review
initial expressions of interest, and select the strongest to work with
the original study team. The final protocol will then be peer reviewed
before data collection begins. If this is approved, acceptance in prin-
ciple will be offered, and we will publish the resulting full paper.
This is similar to the Registered Reports format offered by some
journals.®

We have identified a study that we believe meets these criteria of
timeliness, potential importance, and the potential to be influenced
by conflicts of interest, both financial and non-financial. This is the
report by Shiffman and colleagues that e-cigarette flavors appeal
more to adult smokers than to nonsmoking teens, and that inter-
est in flavors is low for both groups.” The question of the role of
flavors in e-cigarettes in promoting these products to young peo-
ple, and in particular nonsmokers, is of central importance to the
ongoing debate regarding what role, if any, e-cigarettes can play
in reducing harms associated with tobacco use. This is a topic that
elicits strong feelings (and therefore unconscious biases) on both
sides of the debate. A strong, well-powered, independent, direct
replication study, conducted in good faith, will hopefully bring
clarity to this important question. Those interested in conduct-
ing such a replication attempt should contact the Editor-in-Chief
directly. We also welcome suggestions for other studies suitable for
this mechanism.

Marcus Munafo, PhD
Editor-in-Chief
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References

1. Ong EK, Glantz SA. Constructing “sound science” and “good epidemiol-
ogy”: tobacco, lawyers, and public relations firms. Am | Public Health.
2001;91(11):1749-1757.

2. Etter JE Burri M, Stapleton J. The impact of pharmaceutical company
funding on results of randomized trials of nicotine replacement therapy
for smoking cessation: a meta-analysis. Addiction. 2007;102(5):815-822.
doi:10.1111/1.1360-0443.2007.01822..x.

3. Panagiotou OA, loannidis JP. Primary study authors of significant
studies are more likely to believe that a strong association exists in a

© The Author 2016. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the Society for Research on Nicotine and Tobacco. 377
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs licence (http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/), which permits non-commercial reproduction and distribution of the work, in any medium, provided the original work is not altered

or transformed in any way, and that the work is properly cited. For commercial re-use, please contact journals.permissions@oup.com


http://www.oxfordjournals.org/

378

Nicotine & Tobacco Research, 2016, Vol. 18, No. 4

heterogeneous meta-analysis compared with methodologists. | Clin
Epidemiol. 2012;65(7):740-747. d0i:10.1016/j.jclinepi.2012.01.008.
Zhu SH, Sun JY, Bonnevie E, et al. Four hundred and sixty brands of e-cig-
arettes and counting: implications for product regulation. Tob Control.
2014;23(suppl 3):1ii3-9. doi:10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2014-051670.
Kahneman D, Klein G. Conditions for intuitive expertise: a failure to disa-
gree. Am Psychol. 2009;64(6):515-526. doi:10.1037/a0016755.

6. Munafo MR, Strain E. Registered reports: a new submission format at

Drug and Alcohol Dependence. Drug Alcohol Depend. 2014;137:1-2.
doi:10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2014.02.699.

Shiffman S, Sembower MA, Pillitteri JL, Gerlach KK, Gitchell JG. The
impact of flavor descriptors on nonsmoking teens’ and adult smokers’
interest in electronic cigarettes. Nicotine Tob Res. 2015;17(10):1255-
1262. doi:10.1093/ntr/ntu333.



