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Medical School Conflicts
of  Interest, Revisited
Harvard medical school (HMS) on 
July 21 announced changes in its policies 
governing faculty members’ financial con-
flicts of interest and commitment (COI). 
This is the first such comprehensive re-
vision since 2004 (see “Controlling Con-

flicts of Interest,” September-October 
2004, page 76), and, the school asserts, the 
most thorough review since the policies 
were initiated in 1990. Among the princi-
pal changes are measures to: 

• disclose publicly all relevant faculty fi-
nancial interests on the Harvard Catalyst 
website, and streamline reporting for all 
faculty members, at HMS proper and in 

the affiliated hospitals (where thousands 
of faculty members holding clinical ap-
pointments are based);

• prohibit all personal gifts, travel, or 
meals from industry (other than travel and 
meals made available in the course of al-
lowed activities), consistent with recently 
enacted Massachusetts law;

• prohibit faculty participation in indus-
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Deconstructionism. interior  
demolition of the Fogg Art museum pro-
ceeded during the early summer, leaving 
carefully sorted rubble ready for recycling, 
like the artfully arrayed metal at left.  
As the 1991 Werner otto Hall (former 
home to the Busch-reisinger museum and 
Fine Arts Library) was razed, previously 
connected windows and passageways were 
shored up (and that doorway on the upper 
left of the Fogg structure became a  
dysfunctional exit). Decorative stonework 
was removed piece by piece and stored  
off-site, for later restoration. 

thereafter, the construction crews began 
preparing to excavate around the existing 
building—a delicate matter as the Fogg 
itself (shown above, along its Quincy street 
entrance) and the sweeping Prescott  
street ramp from Le corbusier’s carpenter  
center had to be shored up and protected 
from damage by heavy equipment. new 
subsurface spaces and a Prescott street 
entrance will emerge in the reconfigured 
museum complex, scheduled for completion 
in 2013. regular photographic updates of 
the work in progress are available at  
harvardmag.com/sidewalk-superintendent.
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try-sponsored speakers’ bureaus (where 
academics are, in effect, rented to present 
information prepared by companies mar-
keting treatments), and disallow com-
pensation for speaking engagements that 
limit faculty members’ freedom to present 
content; and

• limit (not end) industry funding for 
creation and delivery of continuing medi-
cal education (CME) course content, and 
control (not prohibit) how industry ad-
vertises or exhibits at such courses.

The new policies will begin taking ef-
fect on a rolling basis next January.

COI policies are a particular concern 
for medical education and research. The 
report on HMS’s revisions notes, in its 
preamble, that the COI policy has always 
aimed to reinforce “an essential principle: 
interactions between academia and indus-
try are crucial to science and to facilitat-
ing the translation of knowledge from the 
research bench to the hospital bedside.” 
The challenge comes in reinforcing that 
principle “while also providing guidance” 
in structuring such relationships to “en-
sure transparency and continued public 
confidence in the integrity of the scientific 
enterprise”—no minor feat given height-
ened public concern over practices such as 
industry-sponsored ghostwriting of pur-

portedly impartial expert articles, and on-
campus marketing to medical students.

The preamble notes that faculty mem-
bers are encouraged “to engage in a wide 
variety of activities with industry,” includ-
ing conducting research sponsored and 
supported by industry; collaborating with 
industry on research protocols; consult-
ing; creating biotechnology companies; li-
censing technology to or from companies; 
serving on companies’ scientific advisory 
boards; and holding ownership stakes in 
medical companies.

Or as Dean Jeffrey S. Flier put it in a re-
lated message to the faculty:

The majority of our sponsored re-
search derives from federal sources, 
such as the National Institutes of 
Health, but research supported by 
industry plays an increasingly impor-
tant role in our research programs. 
Why? Funding from federal and non-
profit sources is inadequate to sup-
port many meritorious proposals, and 
companies have the resources and 
interest and can provide reagents, 
techniques, and expertise not other-
wise available. So far, so good. Since 
industry-sponsored research may 
involve bench research or patients, 
the existing policy and new revisions 
are tailored differently for the two 
varieties. In both cases, however, the 
terms must protect the appropriate 
academic freedoms of our faculty.
For all industry-sponsored research, 

HMS limits faculty members’ financial in-
terest in a company sponsor—and prohib-
its it if the investigator has equity owner-
ship in a private company sponsoring the 
research. Tighter restrictions govern re-
search involving human subjects.

As flier noted, “In all cases where fi-
nancial interests are involved, an essential 
antidote to potential harm is transparency, 
and so disclosure of relevant financial in-
terests internally—and for the first time, 
publicly—will address this concern.” 
Hence the new, comprehensive reporting 

of financial interests for all faculty mem-
bers.

As for gifts—which, Flier wrote, now 
range “from pens and pads bearing com-
pany logos, to fancy dinners, to tickets to 
sporting events, to lavish junkets to discuss 
new therapies”—he observed, “[I]t is hard 
to see the value of such practices when 
compared to their negative appearance and 
potential harm.” They are now prohibited 
outright. Massachusetts recently banned 
such gifts for clinical faculty.

The restriction on speakers’ bureaus 
is part of a widening concern about pro-
fessors’ educational activities, broadly 
defined. HMS requires disclosure of fac-
ulty members’ permitted financial inter-
ests when they give lectures, and limits 
marketing at educational events. Speak-
ers’ bureaus now appear “inappropriate,” 
Flier wrote, as part of “explicit marketing 
events” by companies. 

In implementing the ban on gifts and 
speakers’ bureaus, HMS is coming into 
line with other schools. Stanford, for ex-
ample, imposed such policies on its fac-
ulty in 2006, and extended them to clinical 
adjuncts this past spring. 

On continuing-education (CME) fund-
ing, HMS appears to be choosing a middle 
path. Such courses, required of doctors to 
maintain licensure, are a significant busi-
ness: according to New York Times coverage 
of the issue, industry funding is estimated 
to total as much as $1 billion nationwide, 
amounting to perhaps half of the annual 
expenditure for CME. In fiscal year 2009, 
according to HMS data, its CME revenues 
were $24.9 million, with tuition account-
ing for 73 percent of the total, commercial 
support 10 percent, and contractual pay-
ments, grants, and other income 17 per-
cent. (In 2008, the total was $26 million, 
with tuition accounting for 70 percent, 
commercial support 12 percent, and other 
sources 18 percent of revenues.) HMS of-
fered some 263 courses in 2009, enrolling 
more than 60,000 healthcare professionals 
from around the world—an attractive au-
dience for marketers.
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the new tenure track
Mary lewis, a member of the faculty 
since 2002 and previously Loeb associate 
professor of the social sciences, has been 
named professor of history. Gita Gopinath, 
a member of the faculty since 2005 and pre-
viously associate professor of economics, 
has been named professor of economics. 
Jeremy Rau, a member of the faculty since 
2003 and previously associate professor of 
linguistics and the classics, has been named 
professor of liguistics and the classics. Matt 
Welsh, a member of the facuty since 2003 

and previously Cabot associate professor of 
computer science, has been named McKay 
professor of computer science.

Those routine announcements by the 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS)—one 
each week during this past July—signal 
something new at the University. During 
the past half-decade, Harvard’s system for 
appointing tenured (full) professors has 
been altered fundamentally. In the past, 
senior scholars were for the most part 
hired laterally, from other institutions. 
Now, assistant and associate professors 
(untenured ranks at Harvard) are hired on 
a definite “tenure track.” In fact, FAS offi-
cially prefers “tenure-track professors” to 
the previous term, “junior faculty.”

The new system heralds real changes in 
the composition of the Crimson professo-
riate. Combined with current financial cir-
cumstances, which may result in accelerat-
ed faculty retirements, those changes could 
be profound—particularly for FAS, whose 
ranks are heavily weighted (70 percent or 
more) toward senior, full professors.

When she was hired at the Graduate 
School of Education, in 1984, Judith D. 
Singer recently recalled, “I was told, ‘As-
sume you will not get tenure.’” The attrac-
tion was to come to Harvard early in one’s 
career, get good academic experiences, 
work with challenging students, use the 
University’s intellectual resources—but 
with an implicit promise no stronger than 
“Do good work and we’ll see,” as she put 
it. Singer, now Conant professor of edu-
cation, did get tenure, but she remembers 
cautioning junior colleagues at the Gradu-
ate School of Education that they might 
have a chance at a permanent appoint-

Under the new policies, HMS will still 
accept industry funding for a course—but 
only if there are multiple sponsors, none 
funding more than 50 percent of a course 
budget. In addition, the school will es-
tablish a dean’s fund to accept general in-
dustry support for CME, to be used at the 
school’s sole discretion.

Further, HMS will continue to allow 
industry-sponsored exhibits and advertis-
ing at CME programs, but such exhibits 
must now be located in a room separate 
from the venue where Harvard content is 
offered, and accessed through a separate 
entrance. Industry programs associated 
with CME offerings (seminars, for in-
stance) must now be marketed separately 
from the course, and cannot be at compet-
ing locations or times.

Other institutions are more stringent. 
Stanford decided in 2008 to prohibit com-
pany support for specific CME courses; 
it limits industry support to broad areas, 
such as “medical, pediatric, and surgical 
specialties” or “diagnostic and imaging 
technologies.” Funding cannot be tied 
to a particular course, topic, or program, 
and associated commercial exhibits are 
banned, on campus or elsewhere. The 
University of Michigan banned industry 
funding for CME programs entirely, effec-
tive next January. 

In reaching its decision, the Harvard 
COI committee noted that “Some compa-
nies have clearly used sponsorship of edu-
cational sessions inappropriately, namely, 
to attempt to increase market demand for 
company products and, at times, to pro-
mote uses beyond a product’s Food and 
Drug Administration indication.” But fail-
ures of compliance shouldn’t “necessarily 
be interpreted to mean that all industry 
sponsorship of CME is biased and inap-
propriate. In fact, we have found little re-
search or definitive data…proving one way 
or the other that industry-supported CME 
is generally more biased when required 
safeguards are imposed. Yet even the idea 

that some in industry may have advanced 
their marketing goals through the use of 
CME programs has tarnished academia’s 
trust in commercial support for CME.”

Acknowledging that other peer institu-
tions have banned commercial sponsor-
ships, the HMS committee found “that 
when appropriately managed, industry 
remains an important resource for funding 
of high-quality CME.” Hence, Harvard’s 
continued acceptance of industry funding, 
under the new guidelines.

The full committee report and support-
ing documents are available at the medical 
school’s Integrity in Academic Medicine 
website (hms.harvard.edu/public/coi).
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It runs in the Family
All four members of the Jasanoff family graduated from 
Harvard, and now three are professors here.
harvardmag.com/jasanoffs

summer scholarship
Brett Rosenberg ’12 offers a humorous take on  
spending a summer in Cambridge doing research.  
harvardmag.com/summer-scholarship

The Case for universities
In Dublin, President Faust warns of the dangers of letting 
economic pressures set the education agenda—and 
praises both science and poetry.
harvardmag.com/faust-in-dublin
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