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Dear Editor,

Ethics in research is a cornerstone of ensuring the
reliability of scholarly work. One of the ethical issues is
conflicts of interest (COI). The term "conflict of interest"
in a health research article encompasses scenarios
where the personal or financial interests of individuals
have the potential to undermine the integrity of the
health research process and study results (1). It presents
a challenge to individuals with responsibilities that
conflict with personal interests and can inappropriately
distort judgment, raising suspicion of compromised
justice (2, 3). Conflicts of interest can encompass a wide
range of interests, and among them, financial interests
stand out prominently (1). Beyond monetary
considerations, non-financial interests can also
influence the credibility of research (4). These non-
financial considerations may involve health
professional advancement and social considerations.
For instance, being influenced by personal relationships
when conducting or reporting research, prioritizing
work that enhances one's reputation within a
community or field, even if it does not align with purely
scientific objectives, avoiding controversial topics, or
overemphasizing findings that align with a popular
social point of views (5). Authors, reviewers, and editors
may be subject to COIs (6).

Medical researchers must remain vigilant about
personal, professional, or financial associations with
potential reviewers that may be construed as conflicts of
interest and actively avoid such conflicts of interest
while also promptly disclosing them when they arise (7).
The central issue regarding COI in publications revolves
around how authors’ interests can affect research
integrity (8). However, there has been relatively minimal

focus on evaluating potential biases among editors and
reviewers (9). In 2023, Makarem et al. conducted a study
to investigate how COIs were disclosed by peer reviewers
and editors, whether the disclosures pertained to their
personal circumstances or those of their colleagues. The
findings revealed notably low percentages of peer
reviewers and editors addressing issues related to study
funding and authors' COL Furthermore, occurrences of
peer reviewers and editors disclosing their individual
COI, providing commentary on their own COI, or
addressing COI in their colleagues were infrequent (10).
In a study carried out by Ralph et al., in 2020, examining
20 public health journals, it was underscored that while
concerns exist about authors' financial COI, the policies
concerning COI for editors and peer reviewers were less
demanding in terms of disclosure requirements when
compared to the policies governing financial COI for
authors (11). Dal-Re, conducted a study to examine the
fulfillment of authors' and editors' individual disclosure
of potential conflicts of interest in five top-ranked
journals, it was observed that 99% of the journals
required the disclosure of authors' conflicts of interest,
whereas only 12% reported potential conflicts of interest
for individual editors (12).

Reviewers play a crucial role in enhancing the
reliability of the peer review process. While not a formal
obligation, evaluating authors' COI and scrutinizing
study funding sources can significantly benefit the
integrity of the review process. Simultaneously, it is
essential for journal peer reviewers and editors to
promptly disclose any personal conflicts of interest they
may have during the process. This involves
acknowledging conflicts, declining reviews if conflicts
are identified, and maintaining transparent
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communication with the journal editors. The important
responsibility of journal editors involves overseeing the
review process, which includes evaluating peer
reviewers' reports and deciding on the acceptance for
publication. Furthermore, by selecting peer reviewers
and dealing with any misconduct from authors or
reviewers, editors exert considerable influence over the
quality of the peer review process (12).

How can COI be addressed by authors, reviewers, and
journal editors in an open review process where both
parties can see and disclose their identities?? Authors
should be cautious of associations with potential
reviewers that might be perceived as conflicts of interest
(13). They must transparently reveal any such conflicts
during the submission process, stating them in the
manuscript text (14). It is advisable to adhere to the
guidelines of the journal on conflicts of interest. The
primary measure for journals is to institute clearly
defined COI policies, precisely communicate these
policies to authors, reviewers, and members of the
editorial board, and make sure these policies are readily
accessible on the journal's website and seamlessly
integrated into the submission guidelines (15). The
International Committee of Medical Journal Editors
(ICMJE) suggests the use of standardized forms for
authors, whose adoption improves the accuracy of
disclosures and simplifies comparability across
different journals (16).

The Committee of Publication Ethics
recommends that reviewers
potential competing or conflicting interests,
encompassing  personal, financial, intellectual,
professional, political, or religious considerations.
Additionally, COPE advises reviewers not to assess
articles if they are currently working at the same
institution as any of the authors or have served as their
mentor, mentee, close collaborator, or joint grant holder
within the past three years (17). Concealing the
affiliations of authors from reviewers may help to
mitigate certain COIs in peer review (18). Due to the
tendency of single-blind reviewers to favor submissions
from top-ranking institutions and well-known authors,
they are more likely to express interest in such papers
and suggest their approval, in contrast to their double-
blind counterparts but this is not a complete solution
(19). According to a study conducted by Baggs et al.,
double-blinding of reviews was the most frequently
reported method. However, even with author names
concealed, blinded reviewers could accurately identify
first authors more than 40% of the time (20). To
maintain the quality and credibility of the journal,
editors should provide peer reviewers with

(COPE)
openly declare any

comprehensive information regarding the criteria for
manuscript evaluation and journal review policies,
including ethical considerations and COI guidelines.
When a reviewer discloses a conflict of interest, the
editor may still choose to involve the reviewer if they
determine that the conflict is unlikely to significantly
affect the reviewer's ability to provide an objective and
unbiased evaluation (2). Alternatively, inviting another
reviewer is a potential solution, but it may be
challenging in certain fields where there is a scarcity of
expert reviewers (18).

Another important issue is that some journals have
considered the suggestion of a reviewer as one of the
mandatory submission steps, and authors have to
suggest to one or more reviewers to complete the
submission process. This may sometimes expose
authors to conflicts of interest and retraction. Especially
if the suggested reviewers do not accept or reject the
journal's request and they may be considered unverified
reviewers. To correct this process, it is important that
journals make optional suggestions of reviewers and
also have a database of potential reviewers so that they
can decide independently only based on the referees
they trust. It is suggested that this issue is also included
in the guidelines of the COPE.
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