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    Abstract
Background Government and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) recruit academics as topic experts to give advice and help formulate public policy. Conflicts of interest (CoI) occur where this advice is potentially impaired by other commitments. The full effect of CoI is unknown but there are concerns that top level policy decisions are being affected. We therefore examined the independence of such academic experts and how well potential CoI are identified and addressed.

Methods Our investigation used mixed methods. We conducted a rapid literature review to scope scientific consensus on potential problems caused by CoI and how they could be resolved. Subsequently, four high-level UK food policy groups were examined for potential CoI as case studies. These were two government policy-making bodies (The ‘Obesity Review Group’ (ORG), The Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) and two charities, ‘Action on Sugar’ (AoS), and ‘Heart of Mersey’ (HoM).
All information was obtained from publicly available sources. Group members were individually categorised on a four point ordinal ConScale from “0”, (complete independence from industry) to “3”, (an employee of the food and drink industry or a representative organisation), or as ‘unknown’ on the basis of CoI declarations found.

Results CoI involving various industries have long been evident in policy making, academia and clinical practice. Potential CoI have been shown to threaten the objectivity of scientific advice. The rapid review included 26 papers recommending policies for managing CoI. Suggested approaches were classified as ‘conservative’, ‘descriptive’ or ‘prescriptive’. The consensus favoured ‘prescriptive’ policies (65%).
Declared CoI were common in the ORG and SACN. 5/28 ORG members were direct industry employees. In SACN 11/17 members declared industry advisory roles or research funding. This may reflect SACN’s ‘descriptive’ policy, where declarations are published annually, but little action follows. The two charities appear to have fewer conflicts. 5/21 AoS members declared minor links with industry. No HoM members declared CoI. Furthermore, these organisations have comparable or greater academic expertise.

Conclusion Conflicts of interest (CoI) are widespread, and potentially very harmful. Greater awareness and discussion of the prevalence and implications of CoI is needed. However, the current UK government is currently encouraging public-private partnerships which promote CoI, thereby undermining scientific consensus. UK Practices are thus unsatisfactory when judged against the exemplary benchmark of the pragmatic and sensible Nolan Principles of Public Life. These principles should apply to all government activities. Ignoring these principles could damage the future production of evidence-based public health.


	conflict of interest
	food policy




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2015-206256.48

  


  
  



  
        Statistics from Altmetric.com

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  


  
  



  
        Request Permissions

    
  
  
    If you wish to reuse any or all of this article please use the link below which will take you to the Copyright Clearance Center’s RightsLink service. You will be able to get a quick price and instant permission to reuse the content in many different ways.

  


  
  



  
        

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	conflict of interest
	food policy




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    

  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



  





  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



      

      
    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
     
          

          

          

          

          




  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  


  



  

          

        


        
        
      

    

   

 


    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  	Content	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Browse by collection
	Most read articles
	Responses


	Journal	About
	Editorial board
	Sign up for email alert
	Subscribe
	Thank you to our reviewers


	Authors	Instructions for authors
	Submit an article
	Editorial policies
	Open Access at BMJ
	BMJ Author Hub


	Help	Contact us
	Reprints
	Permissions
	Advertising
	Feedback form





  



  

      
            
        
            
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	 RSS
	 Twitter
	 Facebook
	 SoundCloud

  


  
  



  



  



  

        
      

          

  
      
    
      
    

    
      
        	Website Terms & Conditions
	Privacy & Cookies
	Contact BMJ


        
        Cookie Settings
        
        Online ISSN: 1470-2738Print ISSN: 0143-005X

        Copyright © 2023 BMJ Publishing Group Ltd. All rights reserved.

      

    

  
      
    
        
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

    

  

  
  


