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Conflicts of interest in research 
 

A conflict of interest in research is where various personal, financial, 
political and academic concerns coexist and there is the potential for one 
interest to be illegitimately favoured in the design, conduct and/or 
reporting of a research project.  Conflicts of interest are a common 
feature of human endeavours in contemporary Australian life, including 
Griffith University research.   
 

Conflicts of interest don’t necessarily invalidate a research project, but if 
they are not identified, disclosed and managed they can result in 
participants, stakeholders, editors, readers and others feeling misled or 
deceived.  Unaddressed conflicts can also seriously undermine the 
reputation of researchers and the University, and sour community 
support for research endeavours in general.  For this reason Griffith 
University has established policies, resources and arrangements with 
regard to the identification, disclosure and address of conflicts of interest 
in research. 
 

Examples of conflicts of interest in research include (but are not limited 
to): 

 the research is being sponsored by a body (such as the tobacco 
industry) that might have a significant interest in the research 
generating particular results, and/or are likely to be unsupportive 
of the communication of contrary results; 

 the researcher has some form of direct pecuniary interest in the 
results of the research (such as the researcher being paid a “per 
participant” fee by a sponsor, or the researcher being paid a 
bonus on the basis of a particular set of results); 

 the research involves issues of interest to another body (such as 
non-compliance, negative attitudes of staff or clients) and the 
researcher is also an officer of that other body; or 

 the research involves the assessment of a service or program 
that the researcher is responsible for (either in the design or 
conduct of that service or program). 

 

Real or perceived (see page 4) opportunities to inappropriately give 
preference to personal interests may routinely arise from competing 
obligations and can be other than financial (see page 3). 
 

Initially it is the responsibility of individual researchers to manage their 
own conflicts. Researchers and those who facilitate research and 
research funding should assess their own situation to ascertain if a conflict 
of interest exists whenever there is potential for a perceived or actual 
conflict of interest.  Staff members who are unsure whether a matter might 
be perceived to be a conflict of interest should talk with their supervisor. 
 

Conflicts of interest can also arise for the institution and for the 
University’s governance committees (including the research ethics and 
biosafety committees). 
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 Sources of advice  
   

 Griffith University researchers 
can access practical advice on 
conflicts of interest issues from 
a number of sources (see 
below).   
 
Before seeking such advice, 
researchers must consult the 
University’s policy and guidance 
materials (see University 
policy right) and the national 
guidance and the cited useful 
references (see National 
guidelines right). 
 

Animal research: Policy 
Officer, Animal Research 
Ethics (See Contacts below).  
The enquiry may be referred 
to the relevant Research 
Ethics Adviser, the Chair of 
the GUAEC, or a meeting of 
the GUAEC. 
 
Human research

#
: Policy 

Officer, Human Research 
Ethics (see Contacts below).  
The enquiry may… 

 
Continued overleaf 

 

   
 

 

 

 

It may be possible to identify a potential conflict of interest early in the 
process of a design of a research project, but in some cases the 
presence of a conflict can only be identified, or may in fact arise at any 
point during the conduct, analysis or the reporting of the results of a 
research project. 
 

In the case of human research the correct identification, disclosure and 
management of conflicts of interest are key ethical considerations.  
Consequently the presence, and measures to manage, conflicts of 
interest will be an important element of the ethical review of a human 
research project. 
 
 

National guidelines 
 

Nationally, guidance with regards to the approach to conflicts of interest 
can be found in s7 of the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct 
of Research (2007).  Guidance for conflicts of interest in human 
research can be found in s5.4 of the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research (2007). 
 

Griffith University requires all researchers to be aware of their 
responsibilities with regards to both documents.    Other useful 
references are the Queensland Public Sector Ethics Act 1994 (Qld) and 
the NSW Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) 
guidelines on Conflict of Interest. 
 
 

University policy 
 

The University has implemented, and clarified our implementation of, the 
Australian Code with the release of the Griffith University Code for the 
Responsible Conduct of Research.  As per the Australian Code, Griffith 
University has established policies and with regards to research integrity 
and appropriate conduct.  
 
In October 2013 Griffith University introduced a Conflicts of Interest 
policy. 
 

Booklet 4 of the Griffith University Research Ethics Manual is the 
University’s implementation of the National Statement.   
 

Other useful references are the Griffith University Code of Conduct, the 
Guide to Responsible Conduct of Commercialisation Activities and the 
Private Practice Policy. 
 

It is extremely important that a researcher is clear about her/his 
responsibilities with regards to these matters.  This Research 
Integrity Resource Sheets have been produced to assist with the 
implementation of these guidelines.  These guidelines apply to all 
Griffith University researchers, including academic staff, students, 
adjunct appointees, visitors and volunteers, and general staff. 
 

http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines/publications/r39
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines/publications/r39
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/book/chapter-5-4-conflicts-interest
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/book/chapter-5-4-conflicts-interest
http://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/LEGISLTN/CURRENT/P/PublicSecEthA94.pdf
http://www.icac.nsw.gov.au/component/docman/doc_download/3323-managing-conflicts-of-interest-in-the-public-sector-toolkit
http://www.icac.nsw.gov.au/component/docman/doc_download/3323-managing-conflicts-of-interest-in-the-public-sector-toolkit
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Code%20for%20the%20Responsible%20Conduct%20of%20Research.pdf
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Code%20for%20the%20Responsible%20Conduct%20of%20Research.pdf
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Conflict%20of%20Interest%20Policy.pdf
http://www.griffith.edu.au/research/research-services/research-ethics-integrity/human/human-research-ethics-manual-2014
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/book/chapter-5-4-conflicts-interest
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/community-welfare-recreation/equity-diversity/development-programs/equity-on-line-programs
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Responsible%20Conduct%20of%20Commercialisation%20Activities.pdf
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Private%20Practice%20Policy.pdf
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 Sources of advice (cont’d)  
   

  
…be referred to the relevant 
Research Ethics Adviser, 
Research Integrity Adviser, 
the Chair of the GUHREC, or 
a meeting of the GUHREC. 
 

HDR students and their 
supervisors can access 
advie and support via GGRS. 
 

All other research: the 
Group’s Research Integrity 
Adviser (list of RIA’s on the 
Research Integrity web page, 
see Web site below).   
 

Part 5 of the Conflicts of 
Interest policy indicates that 
Heads of Element "are 
responsible for: ... assisting 
staff who have queries about 
actual, perceived or potential 
conflicts of interest."  It also 
indicates that HoE’s can seek 
advice or support from the 
relevant Group/Division Pro 
Vice Chancellor or the Senior 
Deputy Vice Chancellor. 
 

Final authority under the 
policy is the Vice President 
Corporate Services. 

 

   
 

 

 

 

Direct financial interests 
 

Direct financial interests are where a researcher or sponsor will receive 
some form of direct financial benefit from the research (especially when 
this benefit is dependent on a particular result).  This is distinct from 
indirect benefits such as the conduct of the research being a component 
of a researcher’s employment, and does not include research that is funded 
by a competitive grant scheme. 
 
It includes situations where a researcher is to receive a bonus for a 
particular finding, or where they receive some form of per-participant 
payment.  An example of such an interest is holding of shares/equity in 
one of the contracting parties or holding of Directorships/positions of 
authority (paid or unpaid) within one of the contracting parties. 
 
 

Non-final conflicts 
 

Real or perceived opportunities to give preference to personal interests 
may routinely arise from competing obligations and may not always be 
financial.  Non-pecuniary interests can be amongst the hardest to 
identify.  These are interests where a researcher, or sponsor of the 
research, will receive some form of non-financial benefit from the 
research.  The University does not consider the general contribution of 
successful research to an academic’s career, or the completion of a 
research project by a research student, as representing a non-pecuniary 
interest. 
 
The key issue to consider is whether the interest is likely to impact upon 
the design and conduct of the project or is likely to impact upon the 
reporting/publishing of the results of the research.   
 
A common non-pecuniary interest is personal relationship (usually 
spouse or relative employed by one of the contracting parties). 

 
 

Conflicts of commitment 
 

Conflicts of commitment often involve issues of time allocation and are 
situations where an individual engages in outside professional activities, 
both paid or unpaid, that may interfere with their primary obligation and 
commitments to the University.  
 
The University’s Private Practice Policy defines outside professional 
activities and describes the maximum amount of time a staff member 
may engage in such activities during a six-month period.  Whenever this 
limit is exceeded or whenever a staff member’s primary professional 
loyalty is not to the University, a conflict of commitment exists. If a 
situation arises that raises questions about a possible conflict of 
commitment, staff must discuss this with their Head of Element. 
 
 

Identifying conflicts 
It is the responsibility of researchers to accurately identify for her or his 
self whether they have any conflicts of interest for a planned, recently 
commenced and/or ongoing research project. 
sets 

http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Conflict%20of%20Interest%20Policy.pdf
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Conflict%20of%20Interest%20Policy.pdf
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Private%20Practice%20Policy.pdf
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 Web site  
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On the site you 
will find: 
 

A link to the 
Australian Code 

 

A link to the 
Griffith Code 

 

The Information 
Sheet series 

 

Links to animal 
ethics and 
welfare resources 

 

Links to human 
research ethics 
resources 

 

Other resources 
 

Contacts 

 

 
Further resources 

are being developed 
so check this site 

regularly 

 

 

 

   
   

 

 

 

 

In may cases because of their expertise, professional ethics and personal 
morality, individual researchers will not feel themselves to have a conflict of 
interest.  Even though this may well be the case, researchers are 
encouraged to approach the situation from the position of whether third 
parties who might not know them might perceive her/him to have a conflict.  
If the researcher might be perceived to have a conflict the researchers must 
proceed to disclose and manage the conflict as though it is an actual 
conflict.  See below for more about perceived conflicts of interest, for more 
about disclosing conflicts, and for more about managing conflicts. 
 
 

Perceived conflicts 
 

As noted above, the potential for a perceived conflict of interest should be 
handled in the same manner as an actual conflict of interest - the Australian 
Code and the Griffith University Code articulate this principle.  A perceived 
conflict of interest must be appropriately disclosed (see below) and 
managed (see below) 
 
 

Disclosing conflicts 
 

All Griffith University researchers must make a full disclosure of a conflict of 
interest or of circumstances that might give rise to a perceived or potential 
conflict of interest as soon as reasonably practicable. 
 

For clinical trials, full disclosure must include the nature of the sponsorship 
and the relationships between the sponsor, trial participants and the clinical 
investigator. 
 

Disclosures should be made at the point of proposing research (e.g. in a 
grant application).  The disclosure must outline any conflict of interest, 
which has the potential to influence research and investigations (including 
research design, conduct, analysis and outputs).  This disclosure should be 
updated on the basis of developing circumstances. 
 

When a project requires ethical review, disclosure must also be made to the 
relevant ethics reviewers.  If the work is human research, disclosure may 
also need to be made to potential participants (and possibly any gatekeeper 
that controls access to that population).  The planned disclosures should be 
discussed and accepted by the ethical reviewers. 
 

If a research project involves collaborating researchers, disclosure should 
be made to the other team members. 
 

When publishing/reporting the results of a project, a disclosure should be 
included in the output and must at least be made to the relevant 
editor/publisher, and perhaps within the output itself. 
 
 

Managing conflicts 
 

In some cases, even though a conflict of interest has been disclosed, it is 
serious enough to warrant additional management.  Typical strategies to 
manage more serious conflicts of interest include: 
 

http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Code%20for%20the%20Responsible%20Conduct%20of%20Research.pdf
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 OR Contacts  
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Manager, 
Research Ethics 
and Integrity 
 

Rick Williams 
ext: 54375 
rick.williams@griffith.edu.au 

 

Policy Officer, 
Human Research 
Ethics 
 

ext: 58043 

 

Policy Offficer, 
Animal Research 
Ethics 
 

Dr Amanda Fernie 
ext: 56618 
a.fernie@griffith.edu.au 

 

Systems and 
Support Officer 
 

Ext: 54855 
research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 

 

   

 

 

 

 

i. changing the design with regard to the collection of the data (e.g. 
shifting to a design where the data is collected without personal 
identifiers, or the data being collected by a colleague without the 
conflict of interest); 

ii. changing the site, potential participant cohort and timing to negate 
or otherwise mitigate the conflict; and 

iii. including an independent expert/panel in the analysis of the 
collected data/write up. 

 
In some cases the conflict can be serious that is simply impossible to 
design/conduct/report the results of a project without it being 
compromised. 
 
 

Collaborative research 
 

In addition to disclosing conflicts to collaborating colleagues (see p4) 
Griffith University researchers should ensure that collaborators have 
appropriately disclosed any research team conflicts to relevant parties 
(such as the institutions with collaborators are employed/enrolled). 
 
 

Responsible conduct 
 

Researchers must not make, or attempt to make, unlawful profits from 
their participation in, or knowledge of, research conducted under the 
auspices of Griffith University and must comply with the University’s 
Code of Conduct and/or Student Charter, whichever is applicable to the 
researcher. 
 
Staff must comply with all provisions in the relevant Enterprise 
Agreement in relation to outside work (see the Griffith University 
Academic Staff Enterprise Agreement 2012-2016 and/or the Griffith 
University General Staff Enterprise Agreement 2012-2016 ). 
 
When deciding whether to accept sponsored research or contract 
research funding on behalf of the University, the Senior Deputy Vice 
Chancellor may seek information regarding disclosure and management 
of any conflict of interest that may result. 
 
 

Scope of these guidelines 
 

These guidelines apply to all research conducted under the auspices of 
Griffith University, regardless of whether the work requires ethical or 
biosafety clearance, the expertise of the researchers, the 
methodology/design used, the funding for the work and/or how the 
results of the research will be published/reported (including research 
where there will be no publication/reporting of the project’s outputs). 
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http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Code%20of%20Conduct.pdf
http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Student%20Charter.pdf
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