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AAMRI welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the Draft Supplement to Chapter 7 of the 
Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research (2007). 
 
There is general support from AAMRI’s members for the draft supplement in that it provides them with 
additional guidance on managing conflicts of interest and clarifies what is regarded a material conflict 
of interest. Several concerns or suggestions have been raised, however, and we request that these be 
considered when finalising the supplement. 
 
 
Preamble 
 
There is an opportunity in the preamble of the supplementary guidance to outline the nature of 
conflicts of interest. While conflicts of interest are briefly defined in the Australian Code for the 
Responsible Conduct of Research (2007), there is no mention that conflicts of interests are not 
necessarily unethical or avoidable. There are also situations where interests happen to overlap, but 
should not always be construed as ‘conflicts’; i.e. there is such a thing as ‘mutual’ interest, and not 
every apparent conflict of interest is actually a conflict.  
 
 
Clause 2.3 – Distribution of institutions’ policy for managing conflicts of interest 
 
AAMRI agrees that an institution’s policy for managing conflicts of interest should be readily available 
to its researchers. This is often achieved by placing the policy on an institution’s intranet. 
 
However, we question the public benefit and appropriateness of requiring research institutions to place 
their policy for managing conflicts of interest on their websites. It should be up to the discretion of the 
institution whether they provide any of their policies on their website. Such an action is not required to 
adequately manage conflict of interests and so should not be a suggested requirement of the 
Australian Code for Responsible Conduct of Research. Placing the policy for managing conflicts of 
interest on an institution’s intranet is adequate to ensure the policy is readily accessible to staff. 
 
 
Clause 2.5 – Disclosure (including public disclosure) of relevant financial interests 
 
AAMRI agrees that institutional policies should specify that all relevant financial interests be disclosed 
by researchers. The emphasis on financial interests here is appropriate.  
 
Regarding what constitutes a financial interest (footnote 1), AAMRI has several concerns: 

• The definition of ‘financial interest’ is overly broad. By way of example, research staff are 
frequently paid travel, meals, accommodation, registration fees, etc. by their professional 
associations for conferences they attend. While it is unlikely that the NHMRC and ARC 
intended to capture these under the definition of ‘financial interests’, according to the current 
definition, it is our understanding that they would fall under the definition and need to be 
disclosed. Perhaps a section including what is not considered a financial interest might also be 
included in the supplement. 

• According to the draft supplement, relevant equity interest (e.g. stock, stock options) of more 
than $5,000 held by a researcher is regarded as a financial interest. However, relevant shares 
or stock can be held by a researcher without his/her knowledge (e.g. in mutual funds or 
superannuation funds). We suggest that the supplement clarify that disclosure is only required 
for any relevant equity interest above $5,000 in which a researcher has ‘knowingly’ invested. 
This would exclude shares relevant to their research that are held as part of mutual funds or 
superannuation funds. 

• Finally, from an administration point of view, identifying and managing records for items 
greater than $5,000 (including ‘in-kind’ elements) will be a challenge at times. It will also not 
always be clear to whom responsibility falls for disclosure – the individual researchers in a 
laboratory or the head of a laboratory who is responsible for budget items. Some in-kind items 
may also be difficult to measure (e.g. discounts on equipment or a service). Complications 
might also arise in cases where a researcher’s immediate family member is also a researcher 
or works in a related industry where they regularly attend subsidised conferences related to 
the industry.  
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AAMRI disagrees with the requirement that institutions’ policies for managing conflicts of interest 
“ensure disclosure of relevant financial interests to the public upon request”. AAMRI does not consider 
it appropriate to provide personal financial information of an institution’s researchers or their 
immediate family members simply because it is requested by the public. There should be reasoning 
for providing this personal information. We suggest that this section of the supplement be amended to 
indicate that public disclosure should take place where appropriate.  
 
In this regard, it should be considered that a requirement to publicly disclose full details of conflicts of 
interest may act as a disincentive for researchers to participate in activities that are otherwise 
attractive and not necessarily a conflict at all, or may act as a disincentive to make a disclosure to the 
institution. This is acknowledged in clause 7.1.2 of the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of 
Research (2007), where it states:  

“In each conflict of interest case, encourage a full disclosure by those involved of the 
circumstances giving rise to concerns about the conflict of interest. This sometimes involves 
information that people are unwilling to disclose publicly, and a process involving disclosure to 
a small group in confidence should also be provided.” 

 
Public disclosure will also need to take into account privacy legislation. A researcher making a 
disclosure for publication or a conference/seminar can make his/her own assessment. An enterprise 
will need permission from the researcher (or any immediate family member to whom a conflict of 
interest relates) to disclose items, or otherwise may risk breaching privacy legislation. 
 
Finally, some	  disclosures may have commercially sensitive content for the enterprise or the individual. 
Some identification of and allowance for what needs to be kept confidential from the public will also be 
required in such cases. 
 
 
Clause 2.6 – Measures to manage conflicts of interest, including public disclosure 
 
AAMRI supports the role of institutions in implementing measures to manage researchers’ conflicts of 
interest appropriately. However, regarding public disclosure of financial interests, we express the 
same concerns outlined above regarding appropriateness of / need for disclosure, willingness of 
researchers to disclose publicly, privacy legislation and commercial sensitivity. 
 
It is suggested that the management of a conflict of interest should include disclosure in 
presentations/seminars. AAMRI proposes that this should be done within reason. For example, one 
would not expect a researcher whose spouse is a paid consultant of a related pharmaceutical 
company or who sits on an advisory committee of a biotech company need to disclose the fact every 
time he/she gives a presentation. 
 
 
Clause 2.7 – Institution register of researchers’ interests and public requests for information 
  
AAMRI’s members generally acknowledged the potential value of a centralised register of researchers’ 
interests in managing conflicts of interest. 
 
However, several members expressed concerns about the administrative burden and practicality of 
collecting comprehensive information from all research staff. Currently clause 2.7 of the draft 
supplement encourages institutions to maintain a register of their researchers’ interests. Non-financial 
interests and relationships are very difficult for an institution to systematically identify and collect. 
Therefore, we suggest that this clause be narrowed/re-worded, in line with clause 2.5, to the 
maintenance of a register of researchers’ relevant financial interests.  
 
Even with a narrowing of the amount of information to be collected in a central register, the broad 
definition of ‘financial interest’ (including gifts, gratuities, travel, honoraria, meals, accommodation, etc. 
from publicly and non-publicly traded entities), and the fact that a register would have to be regularly 
updated (particularly given the ‘twelve month window’ in the definition of ‘financial interest’), mean a 
centralised register of researchers’ financial interests would require significant resources to administer. 
It is also likely that the information in the register would rapidly become ‘out of date’, affecting the 
register’s usefulness and reliability. Given the burden this may place on institutions, we strongly 
support that the maintenance of a central register be ‘encouraged’ rather than mandated. 
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In line with earlier concerns about public disclosure, AAMRI also has reservations about the 
appropriateness and usefulness of an institute register in responding to public requests for 
information. Given that an institution will have to refer to researchers before disclosing information – to 
ensure information is up-to-date and to get permission to disclose information – the value of a 
centralised register in achieving the objective of ‘public right to information’ might be limited. 


