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    Abstract
Objective To understand the relationship between financial conflicts of interest and recommendations for atrial fibrillation (AF) screening in the UK, via examining (1) if the UK media recommend for or against screening for AF, and (2) the financial conflicts of interests of AF screening commentators.

Design Cross-sectional study.

Setting/participants References in UK mainstream media, Twitter, the UK’s National Health Service (NHS), patient information websites and major UK heart-related charities regarding screening for AF between1 January 2018 and 31 July 2021.

Outcome measures Proportion of references advocating for, against and presenting balanced/neutral views on screening. Proportion of references citing commentators with financial conflicts of interest.

Results 217 media stories were identified, containing 284 comments about screening for AF. 185/217 (85.3%) of articles were in favour, 9 (4.1%) were against and 23 (10.6%) were balanced. Quotations within were located from 194 commentators; 44 were quoted more than once. 41/44 (93.2%) were in favour of screening. Of these 41, 37 (90.2%) had a direct or indirect financial conflict of interest, including that due to a work role. Two were balanced and one was negative. 2553 tweets using 3 hashtags promoting screening were analysed. 2119 (83%) of the most impactful tweets promoting AF screening were by industry or organisations with industry funding. Of 23 NHS organisations holding information about funding and promoting AF screening online, 22 (96%) had industry funding. 9 (90%) of the top 10 patient information websites promoting AF screening had industry funding. Four main UK patient charities in this sector promoting screening received industry funding.

Conclusions The vast majority of UK media promotes screening for AF, in contrast to the position of the independent UK National Screening Committee, which recommends against screening. Most commentators, internal NHS organisations and UK charities promoting screening had a direct or indirect financial conflict of interest. Independent information was rare. The reasons for this are unknown. Readers should consider the potential for the impact of financial conflicts on recommendations to screen.
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