Inside AAAS

edited by CYNTHIA LOLLAR

Epidemiologists may produce
the profession’s first set of eth-
ics guidelines as early as next
year, epidemiologists Colin
Soskolne and William Fayer-
weather told participants at the
15 November meeting of the
Professional Society Ethics
Group (PSEG) in Washington,
DG,

The ethics meetings are
sponsored by the American As-
sociation for the Advancement
of Science (AAAS).

Groups as diverse as the In-
dustrial Epidemiology Forum
(IEF) and the World Health
Organization’s Council for In-
ternational Organizations of
Medical Science (CIOMS) are
“working feverishly” to produce
draft guidelines for member
consideration, said Soskolne,

who directs the medical faculty’s
epidemiology program at the
University of Alberta.

“For a long time, ethics pig-
gy-backed in on discussions of
what constitutes good scientific

dure,” said
Fayerweather,
manager of the med-
ical division’s epidemi-
ology section at E.I. du Pont de
Nemours & Co. “But now
there’s a recognition” that larger
moral questions need to be dis-
cussed.
Ethics guidelines have be-
come essential, said the two
speakers, partly because scien-

Epidemiologists Reported to be on Verge of
Profession's First Ethics Guidelines

tists who track the movement of
illness and death through soci-
ety are playing an increasingly
important role in public policy
debates, especially in such areas
as AIDS, smoking, and equal
access to health care.

“As epidemiologists become
more sophisticated in deter-
mining the causes and effects”
of illness, said Mark Frankel,
director of the AAAS Scientific
Freedom, Responsibility and
Law program, which coordi-
nates PSEG activities, “their
work becomes more critical to
public policy making. It’s wise
to get a handle on [ethics].”

For example, said Soskolne, a
major ethical and public policy
question facing epidemiologists
today is whether people who
participate in HIV-related drug
trials have the right to receive
subsequent treatment with the
drug, no matter how expensive.

Epidemiologists often find
themselves studying “disem-
powered communities,” he said,

because dis-

case hits hard-
est among the
poor. “So while we
want to do vaccine stud-
ies where the prevalence of
HIV is high, when the drugs
come out, the people in the
studies can’t afford them.

“That’s an unacceptable situ-
ation,” said Soskolne. “A pop-
ulation involved in research
should reap the benefits for the
risks they’ve taken. But how?”

Contflict of interest is another
area of ethical concern, espe-
cially among epidemiologists
who work for industry, said
Fayerweather, who is working
with IEF on guidelines for oc-
cupational and industrial epide-

miologists.

Businesses have a right to ex-
pect loyalty from their employ-
ees, said Fayerweather, but
sometimes that “may present a
certain conflict for the epidemi-
ologist. We need guidelines so
that everyone knows what is
expected” of an epidemiologist.

Other groups drafting ethics
guidelines are the International
Epidemiology Association and
the Society for Epidemiological
Research.

Consisting of about 50 mem-
bers from various professional
societies, academic institutions,
and government agencies, the
ethics group is convened by
AAAS twice a year to discuss
ethical issues that cut across the
professions. <

Science Alert to
Embargo Debate

Science editors are keeping
an eye on the recent controversy
over a panel of AIDS research-
ers who reportedly delayed go-
ing public with potentially life-
saving research findings— partly
because they feared publicity
would jeopardize their chances
of professional publication.

In the wake of the contro-
versy, Anthony Fauci, director
of the National Institute of Al-
lergy and Infectious Diseases
(NIAID)in Bethesda, Maryland,
which convened the AIDS panel,
has scheduled a public meeting
for 15 January 1991 on the “del-
icate balance between the needs
of patients and the dangers of
premature publicity,” according
to an NIAID spokesperson.

It’s not clear whether the gist
of the AIDS studies, which
showed in May that the use of
steroids could halve the death
rate of patients with pneu-

mocystis carinii pneumonia, was
actually suppressed or not.

Health officials told a New
York Times reporter that the
news was offered at several con-
ferences and in a widely circu-
lated medical journal’s editorial
before a formal conclusive state-
ment was made in October.

But the 5-month lag between
the studies’ initial findings and
the researchers’ final public
statement outraged some AIDS
activists and reignited the de-
bate over the gate-keeping role
played by peer-reviewed jour-
nals. Although Science was not
directly involved in this case, its
policies are relevant.

Most scientific and medical
journals, including Science,
refuse to consider for publica-
tion those articles whose central
findings have already been made
known to the press or public.

This “aversion to redun-
dancy” reflects more than the
journal’s interest in offering
readers exclusive material, how-
ever, says Daniel E. Koshland,
Jr., editor of Science.

“The public health is not
served by rushing into print con-
clusions that have not been rig-
orously examined by qualified
reviewers,” says Koshland.

When a study’s results prom-
ise immediate benefits to public
health, however, Science and
other journals will allow dis-
semination of findings in the
media in advance of publication.

For example, once editors at
the New England Journal of
Medicine accepted the AIDS re-
searchers’ final statement relat-
ing to steroids, they agreed to a
press conference announcing
the findings before the article
was published.

But Koshland is reluctant to
make too general a statement
about what kind of prepublicity
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would or would not endanger a
paper’s chances of being pub-
lished in Science.

“Each case has to be decided
on its own merits,” says Kosh-
land. “Usually, material that has
been peer-reviewed and is of
immediate public interest can
be handled by appropriate em-
bargo policies.”

Science’s policy states that “if
there is a need in exceptional

cases to publicize data in ad-
vance of publication,” the
author(s) should contact the
AAAS communications office
for advice on the best strategy
for handling the information
(202-326-6440).

“The idea is not to get in the
way of the scientific process,”
says Denise Graveline, AAAS
director of communications.
“Sharing information with one’s

F. Sherwood Rowland,
professor of chemistry at the
University of California at Irvine,
is the new AAAS president-elect.

peers is vital. Authors should
check with us first if they’re
concerned about media atten-
tion” that might preclude scien-
tific publication.

“I’m not at all unhappy to
push articles more quickly
through the review process
when it’s a matter of public
health, and we’ve done so,”
Koshland adds. “And if authors
have been asked to testify at

public hearings on the subject
of a paper Science has accepted,
we have let them do that, too.”

Such exceptions are rare,
however. In his 5-year tenure at
Science, Koshland recalls break-
ing the journal’s embargo only
three times.

“The place to determine the
value of any particular finding is
in the review process,” says
Koshland. <>
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