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Unless otherwise stated, the source of material in this talk is:

Langley C and Parkinson S (2009). Science and the corporate agenda: the detrimental Langley C and Parkinson S (2009). Science and the corporate agenda: the detrimental 

effects of commercial influence on science and technology. Scientists for Global 

Responsibility. http://www.sgr.org.uk/SciencePolicy/CorporateInfluence.html
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• Business in-house R&D represents more than 2/3 of R&D in UK

• Influence on public decision-making includes appointments on Council for Science and 

Technology (advisors to PM), Foresight panels, Research Council steering committees, 

and other advisory committees

• Business funding is growing 

• Similar trends in other leading economies
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• Baker report on commercialisation of research from public sector research 

establishmentsestablishments
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• NAO - National Audit Office 

• DTI – Dept for Trade and Industry

• BERR – Dept for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform

• DIUS – Dept for Innovation, Universities and Skills

• DCSF – Dept for Children, Schools and Families

• Warry report – economic impact of Research Councils

• Leitch review – improving skills

• Cooksey report – commercialising health research
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• ‘Traditional university’ is idealised concept – there has always been some ‘dilution’. 

Likewise the no university is completely ‘commercialised’ according to the definition Likewise the no university is completely ‘commercialised’ according to the definition 

used here. However, government policies, especially over the past 20y, have led to large-

scale shifts towards the commercialised situation.

• Very recent change is that researcher now have to demonstrate ‘impact’ of their 

research – impact is defined broadly as covering economic, social, cultural etc effects, 

but focus is very much on economic factors (McKibbin, 2010).

Reference:

McKibbin R (2010). Good for Business. London Review of Books. Vol 32(4), p9-10. 

http://www.lrb.co.uk/v32/n04/ross-mckibbin/good-for-business
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The current economic problems are another reason why government (and professional 

science institutions) are pushing the economic arguments at the moment.science institutions) are pushing the economic arguments at the moment.
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• Als Nielson et al (2003) – analysis of 370 clinical trials of range of pharmaceuticals

• Lesser et al (2007) – analysis of 206 studies of milk, fruit juice and soft drinks 

• Bero et al (2007) – analysis of 192 trials of statins 

• Distorted results can lead to drugs being considered safer or more effective than they 

actually are. New drugs can be more expensive, eg because they are still under patent.

Full references and further discussion in:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 4.

Mejia (2008). Taking the industry road. Nature, vol 453, p1138-9.
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• At least half of industry-sponsored researchers sign contracts which allow restrictions 

in publicationin publication

• Clinical trials (on pharmaceuticals) which produce industry-favourable results take 

about 5y to publish whereas unfavourable results take about 7y to publish

• Numerous cases of concern, eg GSK’s antidepressant drug, Paxil, where evidence of 

potential suicidal behaviour had not been published.

References:

Giles J (2006). Stacking the deck. Nature, vol 440, p270-2.

Mejia R (2008). Taking the industry road. Nature, vol 453, p1138-9.

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 4.

13



• Financial interests include industry research grants, consultancy fees, patents etc that 

are related to the research being publishedare related to the research being published

• A study of papers submitted to Nature in 2005 found that, of papers with authors with 

financial conflicts of interest, 2/3 did not declare them.

• Because of the extent of this problem in medical science, the most prestigious journals 

(e.g. BMJ, Lancet) have become much stricter about policing this problem – but 

elsewhere, it is not the case.

• Effectively universities now have conflicts of interest through having a financial interest 

in research outputs through patents, consultancies etc

Reference:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapters 4 and 8.
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• World’s biggest drug company, Pfizer agreed to pay $2.3bn (£1.4bn) in the largest 

healthcare fraud settlement in the history of the US Department of Justice.healthcare fraud settlement in the history of the US Department of Justice.

• Company was found to have illegally promoted four drugs for uses which had not been 

approved by medical regulators. A subsidiary of the firm pleaded guilty to misbranding 

drugs "with the intent to defraud or mislead". 

Reference:

BBC News online (2009). Pfizer agrees record fraud fine. 2 September. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/8234533.stm
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• Campaigns funded by business which (sometimes covertly) aim to change opinions on 

a science and technology issue in ways that do not reflect the evidencea science and technology issue in ways that do not reflect the evidence
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• Tobacco industry was aware of health problems associated with smoking as far back as 

1950s1950s

Reference:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 5.
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• Report by Union of Concerned Scientists (USA) documents the links between tobacco 

industry campaigners and ExxonMobilindustry campaigners and ExxonMobil

• Royal Society publicly criticised ExxonMobil activities in 2006

• ExxonMobil claim to have changed their views, but some dispute this

Reference:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 7. 
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Examples of problems across science:

1. Economic criteria increasingly being used by government to decide overarching 

research priorities

2. Universities being internally reorganised to behave like businesses

3. University-business collaborations are being encouraged and expanded

4. More patenting as part of academic research

5. High degree of business involvement in emerging technologies leads to faster and 

less accountable technological development

6. Sector-specific problems in slides to follow...
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• Alternatives approaches include: diplomacy, mediation, understanding and addressing 

root causes of conflict, post-conflict reconciliationroot causes of conflict, post-conflict reconciliation

Reference:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 6. 
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Reference:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 8. 
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• GSK recently announced it will allow open access to its data on potential anti-malaria 

compounds, so others can pursue drug development.compounds, so others can pursue drug development.

Reference:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 4. 

BBC News online (2010). Drug firm boost to malaria fight. 20 January. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8470087.stm
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Reference:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 7. 
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Reference:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 10. 
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Reference:

Langley and Parkinson (2009). Chapter 10. 
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