I believe Pam Parker has raised a very valid point (1) about the competing interest statements in the primary article. (2) While PLoS Editor Ginny Barbour responded to it I believe that her response needs to be clarified/expanded or even fully reconsidered. The concern about Stanton Glantz' failure to adequately declare his competing interests is not only valid, it has been raised before.


Several years ago a highly publicized study was published in the British Medical Journal detailing a remarkable drop in heart attacks in a small Montana town after the implementation of a smoking ban there. The study came under harsh criticism in the pages of the BMJ's Rapid Response section, with over a dozen strong criticisms and questions being raised by readers and virtually no response being given by the study's authors. (3)(4) 


Stanton Glantz was one of those authors and his claim of "no competing interests"� was strongly challenged, without answer, in four of those Rapid Responses. (5 ... 8)


The challenge is soundly based. Stanton Glantz' entire career has been based upon the consistent production of hundreds of studies, materials, and activities promoting the concept that the tobacco industry is evil and its products deadly to both smokers and nonsmokers, and that any and all indications that there are any negative aspects at all for society from smoking bans or from limiting the activity or portrayal of smoking in just about any form imaginable. In the course of that career he has received millions, perhaps tens of millions of dollars worth of awards and grants, and I believe he has never once conducted, sponsored, or participated in a single study that found tobacco innocent of anything. 


If he suddenly began producing studies that determined, as the recent National Bureau of Economic Research study by RAND and Harvard researchers (9) or the earlier one by David Kuneman and myself (10) did, that smoking bans did not reduce heart attacks, or that, again like a study done by Dave and myself several years ago, that smoking bans were devastating to state economies (11), or that brief exposures to commonly encountered levels of environmental tobacco smoke were harmless, it is highly likely that his lucrative supply chain of grant money would dry up faster than a jellyfish in the Sahara. 


While I have not specifically investigated the details in the process of writing this, I believe that if one obtained a list of Glantz' grants over the last ten years and examined the "statements of purpose" of the granting organizations one would find that many of them include phraseology indicating that they provide grants only and explicitly for purposes of promoting tobacco control and the reduction of smoking.


Obviously studies showing that bans hurt business, or that reasonably-ventilated exposure to secondary smoke was harmless, or that caffeine was more addictive than nicotine, or that money was being wasted when spent in tobacco control areas would quickly result in a major disruption or even outright destruction of Stanton Glantz' career and his position in the University and Tobacco Control community.


Thus his competing interest in designing and producing studies with clearly anticipated preordained outcomes is both very clear AND very compelling.


I believe strongly that a researcher who accepts a grant from a foundation that has a significant share of its assets invested in a corporation that profits from increased sales of Nicotine Replacement Therapy products pursuant to smoking bans and who clearly hopes to receive future grants from that source is acting under a clear, compelling, and potentially quite scientifically corrupting competing interest. Such a researcher should take particularly special care to note such competing interest publicly and to demonstrate through the design of his or her work that every possible effort has been made to correct for any bias that might be consciously or unconsciously introduced by that interest. This holds particularly true in the case of any researchers who have received and expect in the future to receive multiple grants from sources with a clear and dedicated interest in particular outcomes, whether that interest be economically or ideologically driven.


I believe Stanton Glantz has clearly failed to measure up to that standard and should be held accountable for that failure. I further believe that the medical journals that have allowed such behavior to continue, particularly in light of the clear and strong challenges to it that have been made, should also be held accountable.


By way of contrast, examine how simply being a soft-drink chemist over 20 years ago for a company bought in 1978 and sold in 1986 by Philip Morris was spun into a "competing interest" for my co-researcher, David Kuneman, by Glantz' own TobaccoScam organization. Please see the referenced blog entry and commentaries on Dr. Siegel's TobaccoAnalysis site for details. Further, see the TobaccoScam page itself, with the incriminating URL, "fake hospitality results," identifying Mr. Kuneman as "a retired research chemist who worked at Philip Morris." Further note the authors' clear statement at the end of the page copied by TobaccoScam that they, "used their own time and funds to research and prepare this article. Neither has any competing financial interest in this research or the outcome of this research." And finally, note that despite such clear statement, TobaccoScam, in the same panel as the reference to Philip Morris, declares "No Funding Source Indicated" next to a big red exclamation point. (12) (13) (14)


Targeted "Tobacco Control" grants totaling in all probability millions extending into the tens of millions of dollars from the 1980s to the present day and beyond declared as "no competing interest vs. a brief employment concerning soda flavorings at 7-Up over 20 years ago. Which one gets labeled "fake" ? 


Of course Stanton Glantz (or TobaccoScam's behavior) does not stand absolutely alone in this regard, although the extent and intensity of Glantz's argued competing interests may be particularly egregious. I do not know if other tobacco control researchers have faced similar challenges in the pages of the British Medical Journal or elsewhere, but they have also uniformly declared such lack of interests with Journal-approval while clearly having interests in producing results that will be favorable toward procuring future funding from sources with a pronounced and fully public commitment to producing certain sorts of research. 


If I regularly received research grants from Philip Morris and RJ Reynolds, and based my abilities to be able to continue my mortgage payments upon their continued pleasure with my study designs and results procuring future such grants would Dr. Barbour stand up to defend my "no competing interest" statement by saying, "the receipt of research grants in one's area of expertise in order to continue research in that area does not necessarily imply that such grants constitute a competing interest." ?

Peer review, the golden idol of modern scientific research, has been defiled and lies broken on the altar of competing interests by researchers openly dedicated to results favoring a social engineering goal: the reduction of smoking. No matter how worthy anyone might want to argue that goal to be, the cost is simply not worth it, and the damage it has done is incalculable.


Michael J. McFadden
Author of "Dissecting Antismokers' Brains"
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