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Brenda Fitzgerald, Conflict of Interest and Physician Leadership 
 
Barely noticed in the news last week was Brenda Fitzgerald’s resignation as 
director of the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) after only 6 months on the job 
(1). Her resignation came one day after Politico reported that she bought shares 
in a tobacco company one month after assuming the CDC directorship (2). The 
stock was one of about a dozen new investments that also included Merck and 
Bayer (3). Fitzgerald had come under criticism by Senator Patty Murray for slow 
walking divestment from older holdings that government officials said posed 
potential conflicts of interest (1). While serving as director of the Georgia 
Department of Health, Fitzgerald owned stock in five other tobacco companies: 
Reynolds American, British American Tobacco, Imperial Brands, Philip Morris 
International, and Altria Group (4).  
 
“It gives you a window, I think, into her value system,” said Kathleen Clark, a 
professor of law focusing on government ethics at Washington University in St. 
Louis (2). “It doesn’t make her a criminal, but it does raise the question of what 
are her commitments? What are her values, and are they consistent with this 
government agency that is dedicated to the public health? Frankly, she loses 
some credibility.” Purchasing tobacco stocks by any physician is disturbing, even 
more so when done by the director of the agency that spearheads the US 
government’s efforts to reduce smoking.  
 
The influence of money on healthcare legislation has become increasingly 
concerning. Merck, whose stock Fitzgerald purchased on August 9, has been 
working on developing an Ebola vaccine and also makes HIV medications (2,3). 
Bayer, whose stock she purchased on August 10, has in the past partnered with 
the CDC Foundation to prevent the spread of the Zika virus (2,3). Fitzgerald’s 
purchases of tobacco stocks represent just one more instance of a potentially 
inappropriate relationship between politicians and business. Previous research 
published in the Southwest Journal of Pulmonary and Critical Care (SWJPCC) 
demonstrated a correlation between tobacco company political action committee 
contributions and support of pro-tobacco legislation (5).  
 
Fitzgerald’s ethics issues are apart from a broader assessment of her leadership 
at the CDC. She had no research experience while leading an organization 
where research is one of its primary functions. She had previously promoted anti-
aging medications to her patients despite no evidence of their efficacy (6).  She 
made few public statements during her time at the CDC and waited 133 days 
before holding her first staff meeting. She was scheduled several times to testify 
before Congress but sent deputies instead. 
 
Fitzgerald seems to represent a high-profile version of the obsequious physician 
executive (OPIE), i.e., a physician obedient or attentive to an excessive or servile 
degree (7). Like the OPIE at the local hospital, Fitzgerald may have been 
appointed not for skill as a leader but her compliance as a subordinate to her 
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supervisors. It raises the question of who would want to be director of the CDC 
when the current administration has been openly hostile, targeting the agency for 
deep budget cuts.  
 
Hopefully, the next director of the CDC will be less conflicted. Previously, the 
SWJPCC has published tobacco company PAC contributions to candidates for 
political office (5). At the request of the Arizona Thoracic Society we intend to do 
the same prior to the November 2018 elections (8). In the interim, you can check 
tobacco company PAC contributions to federal candidates on the Campaign for 
Tobacco Free Kids website or for contributions at the state level at 
followthemoney.org (9,10).  
 
Richard A. Robbins, MD 
Editor, SWJPCC 
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