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Abstract The purpose of this study was to examine
how ethical approval and competing interests are
addressed by medical journals in Iran. In a cross-
sectional study, 151 journals accredited by the Publi-
cations Commission of the Ministry of Health and
Medical Education were reviewed. Data collection
was carried out by assessing journal guidelines and
conducting structured phone interviews with journal
managers, focusing on how ethical considerations and
conflicts of interest (COI) are addressed. Overall, 135
of the 151 journals (89.4 percent) examined some
aspect of ethical considerations of submitted articles.
Authors were required to disclose their financial spon-
sors by 98 journals (64.9 percent), while COI disclo-
sure was required by 67 journals (44.4 percent). We
conclude that the rate of addressing ethical considerations

is not far from ideal, but the requirement for COI disclo-
sure needs more attention.
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Introduction

Ethics in research and observing its guidelines are
universal principles based on ethical standards and
human rights, and are not exclusive to any one race
or nation. The Declaration of Helsinki, first adopted in
1964, contains ethical principles that are accepted by
almost all countries and scientific societies around the
world. In addition to international codes, many
countries have stipulated national guidelines for ethics
in medical research and monitor their use.

An important link in the chain of science produc-
tion is disseminating research results, and it is fair to
say that every investigator wishes his or her research
efforts to be recognized at the very least through
publication. Medical journals play a key role in select-
ing papers for publication and are an important funnel
through which projects and papers are screened in
terms of their attendance to research ethics.

Today, chief editors are giving increasing attention
to authors’ adherence to ethics in research. Another
matter of focus is conflict of interest (COI), which
refers to a situation in which secondary gain, especial-
ly in the form of financial interest, has the potential to
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influence one’s professional practice. Conflict of in-
terest, although not considered unethical per se, not
only can bias the interpretation of results and affect
study reliability, but also may be a cause for withhold-
ing information.

For example, according to Jagsi et al. (2009), who
reviewed 1,534 cancer research studies published in
2006, 29 percent of these studies reported a COI and a
positive outcome was more common among those
with a COI. In a systematic review on the effect of
COI on research results, Bekelman, Li, and Gross
(2003) examined eight studies that had reviewed a
total of 1,140 original articles and found that
industry-sponsored studies were three times more like-
ly to report pro-industry conclusions.

In the high-cost world of research, financial COI
may be inevitable; however, policies are needed to
control and minimize it. One of the most consistent
codes in all COI policies is the requirement for clear
and complete disclosure by researchers. Journals may
follow very different policies in requiring disclosure of
COI, but studies indicate a larger proportion of jour-
nals are gradually paying more attention to such im-
portant issues.

In a study conducted by McCray et al. (2000), only
43 percent of the 47 reviewed journals had policies to
screen for COI. Of the journals reviewed by Rowan-
Legg et al. (2009), 76 percent had instructions regard-
ing institutional review board (IRB) approval in 2005,
while the rate was only 42 percent in 1995. According
to the same study, the percentage of journals that
requested COI disclosure was 94 percent in 2005 and
about 75 percent in 1995 (Rowan-Legg et al. 2009). A
survey conducted in 2007 reviewed indexed English
ophthalmology journals and found that 33 of 42 jour-
nals (79 percent) had policies for COI disclosure by
authors (Anraku et al. 2009). In another study review-
ing 102 indexed journals in 1995, 47 percent had
instructions for IRB approval for publication of human
research results (Amdur and Biddle 1997).

In Iran, the number of medical journals is increas-
ing. Journals that are peer-reviewed and have an ac-
ceptable editorial process are accredited by the
Publications Commission of the Ministry of Health
and Medical Education as scientific research journals.
At present, there are 152 such journals and, except for
a small number, all are affiliated with universities of
medical sciences. About 35 percent are published in
English, and 76 out of those 152 are indexed in

Scopus but only 10 journals are indexed in MED-
LINE/PubMed. None of the journals is dual-
language in full, but most of the Persian journals
contain English abstracts.

Today, electronic search engines provide for easy
access to journals published in different countries, and
even journals with a low impact factor have the po-
tential to influence patient care (Steen 2011). Examin-
ing the quality of Iranian journals not only helps to
improve their quality but also provides an estimate of
their quality for international readers. To what extent
medical journals in Iran pay attention to observing
research ethics and COI is a question yet unanswered.
This study aimed to explore this question and offer an
initial answer.

Materials and Methods

In this cross-sectional study, we reviewed all journals
accredited by the Journals Commission of the Ministry
of Health and Medical Education—152 journals in
total at the time of the study. One journal was excluded
because its publication was discontinued. The study
questionnaire was amended during a pilot that reviewed
15 journals, which were reviewed again in the final
study. The study proposal was approved by the IRB of
Tehran University of Medical Sciences.

Data Collection

Data were collected from November 2010 to February
2011. We drew on journals’ author guidelines to ac-
quire some data and collected further data through
telephone interviews with managing directors of the
journals. The journal directors were told about the
purpose of the study, and they only participated in
the study if they were willing to do so. We collected
data concerning how ethical considerations and
authors’ COI were addressed.

For the questionnaire, we compiled a list of differ-
ent requirements related to observing ethics in re-
search and participants’ rights, and the list was
completed based on results of the pilot study. To
collect data, one of the authors (AH) would read the
author guidelines of all journals and, based on their
contents, record how they requested adherence to re-
search ethics to be declared.
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Information about journal indexing in ISI Web
of Science or MEDLINE/PubMed was obtained
from the Publications Commission of the Minis-
try of Health. To determine the scope of the
journals, the “Aims and Scope” sections of the
author guidelines were reviewed. Since many
were general and accepted papers in both basic
sciences and clinical sciences, we grouped them
into two groups: basic sciences and non-basic
sciences (the latter referring to clinical research
as well as general medical and health systems
research).

Review of Author Guidelines

Author guidelines of all Iranian medical journals were
reviewed. Variables studied included journal language
and requirements for: (a) approval from an IRB and
how adherence to such requirements was confirmed;
(b) conformity with the Helsinki Declaration; (c) con-
formity with national codes; (d) clinical trials registra-
tion number; and (e) disclosure of COI, how COI
disclosure is confirmed, and who is requested to dis-
close COI.

Review of Managing Directors’ Opinions

We conducted structured phone interviews with
the chief editors or managing directors of all 151
journals to inquire about journal policies in han-
dling papers that present ethical issues and wheth-
er any such papers had been submitted to a
journal in 2009. When author guidelines were
not available (which occurred in relation to three
journals), we also asked managers to discuss how
their journals address ethical considerations and
request disclosure of COI. Managers of eight jour-
nals chose not to participate; thus, 143 interviews
were completed.

Statistical Analyses

All data were analyzed using SPSS software, version
18. All variables were summarized into absolute and
relative frequency. We used the chi-square and exact
test to examine the relationship of addressing ethical
considerations and request for disclosure of COI with
journal language and indexing in MEDLINE/PubMed
and ISI.

Results

Of the 151 journals, author guidelines of 148 journals
(98 percent) were reviewed and interviews with 143
managers (94.7 percent) were completed. All 151 jour-
nals were examined either through their author guide-
lines or interviews with their managers; both tools were
employed for 140 of the journals (92.7 percent). The
scope of 18 journals (8.6 percent) involved basic scien-
ces, with the remainder non-basic sciences.

Of the reviewed journals, 97 (64.2 percent) were
published in Persian and 54 (35.8 percent) in English.
Also, 24 journals (15.9 percent) were indexed in at
least one of the indexing services of ISI Web of
Science or PubMed.

Addressing Ethical Considerations

Overall, 127 of the 151 journals (84.1 percent)
addressed ethical issues by mentioning considerations
such as IRB approval, observing patients’ rights, and
acquiring informed consent. Requirements for confor-
mity with national codes were stated in the guidelines
of only six journals (4 percent). The guidelines of 53
journals (35 percent) had requirements for conformity
with the Helsinki Declaration and national codes.
Clinical trials registration numbers were requested by
23 journals (see Table 1).

After eliminating overlaps, we found that 135 of the
151 journals (89.4 percent) addressed some aspect of
ethical considerations in the studies they publish.

Table 1 Frequency of addressed aspects of ethical considera-
tions of papers submitted to journals

Ethical
considerations
addressed

Aspect
addressed

Number (%)

Yesa Approval from an institutional
review board

80 (53.0)

Acquiring informed consent,
observing ethics in research
and patient rights in research

47 (31.1)

Conformity with the
Helsinki Declaration

51 (33.8)

Conformity with national
codes

6 (4.0)

Clinical trials registration
number

23 (15.2)

No 16 (10.6)

a addressed aspects overlapped
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There was no difference in this regard between Persian
and English publications. Also, we found no signifi-
cant association between addressing ethical consider-
ations and journal indexing (see Table 2).

According to managers, the approach to papers
with ethical problems involved rejection in 137 jour-
nals (95.8 percent) and making decisions on a case-by-
case basis in six journals (4.2 percent). Twenty managers
(14 percent) stated they had received at least one paper
with ethical issues in 2009; these included failure to
register a clinical trial, failure to receive IRB approval,
and obvious violation of participants’ rights.

Request for Disclosure of COI

Authors were required to disclose their financial spon-
sors by 98 journals (64.9 percent). Disclosure of COI
was required by 67 journals (44.4 percent), among
which only five journals (7.5 percent) required the sig-
natures of all authors. Among English journals, 38 (70.4
percent) of the 54 publications required disclosure of
COI, while the rate among Persian journals was 29 (29.9
percent) out of 97 (p<0.001). Disclosure was required
by 17 (70.8 percent) of the 24 indexed journals, com-
pared to 50 (39.4 percent) of the 127 journals that were
not indexed; the association between COI disclosure
requirement and being indexed was significant
(p00.004) (see Table 2). Basic science journals were
not significantly different from non-basic science jour-
nals in terms of requiring COI disclosure.

Discussion

The number of medical journals is continually increas-
ing around the world. In Iran, scientific publication
has increased considerably in the past decades in all

fields, especially medical sciences. According to a
2009 report by Essential Science Indicators (ESI), Iran
was one of the countries listed as experiencing a
substantial increase in citations in clinical medi-
cine, microbiology and biology, and biochemistry
(Aminpour and Kabiri 2009).

The number of medical journals in Iran has risen
from eight in 1979 to 152 in 2010. However, only a
small proportion is indexed in ISI and MEDLINE.
This rapid increase in the number of journals raises
concerns about standards and quality of publications
(Malekzadeh, Mokri, and Azarmina 2001). Journal
editors have an obligation to maintain not only the
standards that have been set for their journals but also
the standards of science and research conduct; this
includes addressing or refusing to publish papers that
exhibit problems that might compromise quality. One
of the important aspects of publication quality is
addressing ethical considerations and COI disclosure
of authors.

According to our overall results, 135 (89.4 percent)
of the 151 journals included in this study examined at
least one aspect of the ethical considerations of a study
submitted for publication. This rate may seem close to
ideal, but ambiguity of terminology used by journals
remains a problem. For example, some guidelines
contained phrases such as “ethics must be observed”
or studies “must have approval of an ethical commit-
tee.” In some cases, guidelines state that “the manu-
script should conform to the Uniform Requirements
for Manuscripts Submitted to Biomedical Journals
(URMSBJ)” without mentioning particular strategies
of the journal, while the URMSBJ states that authors
should consider specific guidelines of each journal
(ICMJE 2010). In other words, although the majority
of journals request the authors to adhere to ethical
standards in research, the request is quite vague and

Table 2 Relationship of addressing ethical considerations and requiring disclosure of conflict of interest (COI) with journal language
and indexing

Journal language Journal indexing

Persian English Statistics Yes No Statistics

Address ethical considerations Yes 85 (87.6 %) 50 (92.6 %) P00.34 23 (95.8 %) 112 (88.2 %) P00.26

No 12 (12.4 %) 4 (7.4 %) X200.90 1 (4.2 %) 15 (11.8 %) X201.24

Require disclosure of COI Yes 29 (29.9 %) 38(70.4 %) P<0.001 17 (70.8 %) 50 (39.4 %) P00.004

No 68 (70.1 %) 16 (29.6 %) X2023.02 7 (29.2 %) 77 (60.6 %) X208.10
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does not seem to require documents that demonstrate
such adherence. Also, since some journals are still
receiving submissions on hard-copy, we cannot judge
their managing directors’ strictness about the men-
tioned policies.

Article 30 of the World Medical Association
(WMA) Helsinki Declaration states that “[r]eports of
research not in accordance with the principles of this
Declaration should not be accepted for publication”
(WMA 2008). A few journals, however, did not im-
mediately reject such a manuscript and decided to
review it. Reviewing, however, should not be inter-
preted as overlooking ethical problems—it could be to
ascertain the issue and assist in making decisions on a
case-by-case basis.

A request for COI disclosure was stated in 44.4
percent of the reviewed guidelines in this study; the
rate of addressing COI in Iranian journals is lower than
that reported in similar studies. Although financial
relationships are only one of the many factors creating
COI, the International Committee of Medical Journal
Editors (ICMJE) cites it as the most important (ICMJE
2009). According to our results, 65 percent of the
journals asked authors to disclose their financial spon-
sors. This received little attention in biomedical jour-
nals in the past; in 1995, Wilkes and Kravitz reported
that 26 percent of the reviewed journals requested
authors to disclose their funding sources, and, in 1997,
a review of 1,396 high-impact scientific biomedical
journals showed that only about 16 percent had pub-
lished policies concerning COI (Krimsky and Roth-
enberg 2001). However, according to a study
conducted in 2008 by Blum et al. (2009), 89 percent
of journals had policies for disclosure of COI. These
differences could be due to differences in study popula-
tion: The reviewed journals in the latter study were
indexed in ISI and had high impact factors, while such
inclusion criteria were not required in our study. The
association of journal language and indexing with
requirements for COI disclosure confirm that high-
impact factor journals are more likely to have published
policies for COI disclosure (Ancker and Flanagin 2007);
this is also true for Iranian journals.

When all authors are not asked to sign COI state-
ments, however, COI disclosure can be limited to the
corresponding author and the COI of other authors can
go unnoticed. In our review of journal guidelines, only
five (7.5 percent) required signatures of all authors,
while in the study by Blum et al. (2009), the rate was

54 percent. Today, most journals address COI by ask-
ing authors to disclose it and leaving judgments and
interpretations to readers (Krimsky and Rothenberg
2001; Smith 1998). However, interpretations can be
difficult even if a COI is expressed in monetary
amounts (Psaty 2009). Moreover, not all authors dis-
close their COI honestly. According to a 2008 survey
at an annual meeting of orthopedic surgeons, only
71.2 percent of payments were disclosed by partici-
pating recipients (Okike et al. 2009). Untruthful state-
ments about receiving IRB approval are also not
uncommon. In a study in Argentina, 34 percent of
papers submitted to a cardiology meeting had not
received IRB approval (Borracci et al. 2008).

As a limitation to our study, we did not exam-
ine the issue by type of manuscript. Borracci et al.
(2008) found that ethical review and use of in-
formed consent varied among different types of
manuscripts: Most observational studies do not
report ethical considerations. Here, we focused on
addressing ethical considerations in author guide-
lines, and we did not aim to look into this issue
for each type of manuscript. Future research is
needed for this purpose.

Iranian medical journals appear to be comparable to
international journals in terms of addressing ethical
considerations, but they have not shown serious atten-
tion to COI. In Iran, almost all medical journals are
published by medical universities, none of which has
financial relationships with the medical manufacturing
and pharmaceutical industry. As a substantial portion
of research grants are provided by the government
through medical universities, it might be considered
pointless on the part of publishers or editorial boards
to request disclosure of COI. However, not all submit-
ted manuscripts are from Iran nor are all Iranian re-
search papers funded by governmental grants.
Moreover, not all conflicts of interest are financial.
Thus, it is not acceptable for journal editorial boards
to fail in this important duty.

Another likely reason for not addressing COI in
journal policies is the lag that Iranian journals have
in following ICMJE guidelines. Due to a long history
of attention to research ethics by other international
journals, this issue has entered into journal policies of
Iranian journals; however, since addressing COI is a
comparatively new issue in journal policies, not all
Iranian journals have paid attention to it yet. This
explains why indexed Iranian journals that pay more
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attention to international policies are more likely to
have policies for COI disclosure.

To accelerate quality improvement in journals, we
suggest that journals be advised to adhere to the
URMSBJ of the International Committee of Medical
Journal Editors, especially in terms of observing re-
search ethics and COI disclosure, and this guideline be
used for accreditation and funding criteria. Further
interventions seem necessary for improving the pres-
ent situation; thus, more studies are needed to find
determinants of neglecting ethical considerations and
COI declaration.
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