A Global Journal of Clinical Research

PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICE OF CLINICAL RESEARCH

When Authorship Becomes a Burden: Learning
About Authorship Issues in Scientific Articles
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Journal acceptance letters are possibly the climax
of a researcher’s career. Perhaps this is closely tied to
when the research yields positive results. Although a
passion for science still drives some individuals, the
pressure to ‘publish or perish” has become predomi-
nant among most academics. Many funding agencies
and organizations that recruit faculty count the num-
ber of publications to determine which projects to
award funding to and who is to be granted tenure.
This tendency to rely on raw numbers of publica-
tions independently of quality has led to controver-
sial phenomena, such as ‘scientific salami slicing,’
the practice of fragmenting a single research into
as many publications as possible (Nature Materials
2005). Unsurprisingly, in this setting, authorship has
gained a golden allure. To better define the role of au-
thors and contributors, the International Committee
of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) has developed
and published standard criteria to qualify as an au-
thor on a publication byline. (ICM]JE website). These
criteria are based on intellectual contribution to the
publication’s design, drafting, writing, and revisions.
Stringent adherence to this guideline should prevent
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false attribution of authorship. Individuals who do
not meet all ICMJE criteria should not be listed in the
byline as authors, although other contributors can be
mentioned in the acknowledgment section of the arti-
cle. Despite the widespread knowledge of the ICMJE
criteria and its acceptance in both the scientific and
publication communities, disputes about authorship
are common, requiring significant time and energy
to resolve (Faulkes, Z. 2018)

Between 2017 and 2022, the Retraction Watch
Database (RWD), a website tool that reports retracted
scientific papers, identified 485 articles involving au-
thorship concerns (Pinho et al., 2022). RWD sub-
scribes to the notion that peer review should continue
long after a paper is published and that such long-
term peer science should become part of the scientific
record (Marcus & Oransky, 2011). There are various
reasons for retracting a paper, but journals are not
always transparent about publishing the reason for
each retraction (Collier, 2011). To contextualize the
size of this problem, a recent review (Katakoa et al.,
2022) concluded that many systematic reviews (SR)
and clinical practice guidelines (CPG) cited retracted
randomized clinical trials. Even worse, these SRs and
CPGs continued to be available without correction.
Flawed research can potentially have an enormous
harmful impact since many trial patients could be
treated based on the (mis)information derived from
retracted articles (Steen, 2011).
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Many specific authorship issues could contribute
to the retraction of a paper. These include the au-
thenticity of the authorship, third-party involvement,
forgery, paper mills, and plagiarism. Authorship
concerns include any question, controversy, or dis-
pute over the rightful claim to authorship. This may
range from unacknowledged researchers (Lee et al.,
2023) to scandalous cases of authorship trading in-
volving researchers who have careers in areas utterly
unrelated to the topic of the publication but bought
co-authorship (Widjaja et al., 2023). Another poten-
tial source of problems is the order of the authors.
Planning the author’s order at the beginning of the
research and reviewing and discussing everyone’s
contribution as the project evolves is recommended.
The first author should be the most engaged in the
research planning, implementation, and draft writ-
ing. The last one should be the mentor of the team.
In the middle, authors are ordered according to their
intellectual and material contribution to the project
(Dance, 2012).

The involvement of a third party in ghostwriting
the article for the authors without any oversight or
input is another source of ethical concern (Zhou et
al., 2016). Some companies may be hired to write,
review, and edit the manuscript without being ac-
knowledged. Essentially, the authors listed in the
byline have no intellectual contribution that merits
inclusion as authors. Sometimes, the hired writers
have undisclosed financial interests (e.g., being con-
tracted by pharmaceutical companies that sponsor
the research trial they are writing about). In this
context, they can be paid to misrepresent research
findings, highlight only positive results, mask the
negative ones, or even suppress entire parts of re-
search studies without any justification. This type
of third-party ghost authorship violates the ICMJE
criteria, and its discovery will lead to the retraction
of such a publication (Zhou et al., 2016).

Ironically, even in papers dealing with academic
integrity, issues concerning authorship may arise. In
an exchange of letters in the British Medical Journal
(BM]) back in 1994, authors debated in favor of or
against the need to disclose any sources of funding
and possible bias in scientific publications, which is
quite an unimaginable discussion nowadays (Smith,
1994 and Bird, 1995). However, the critical point is
that BM] later learned that Dr. James Bird from St.
Mary’s Hospital, the author arguing in these letters
that there was no logic in stating financial conflicts
of interest, did not exist! St. Mary’s Hospital had
never heard of him; he was not listed in their Medical
Directory. A clear case of forged authorship. This
publication was retracted. (Craft, 1995).

An emergent problem with authorship is termed

‘paper mills” (PM). This is a process by which manu-
factured manuscripts are submitted to a journal for
a fee on behalf of researchers or to offer authorship
for a price (COPE website). Usually, PMs sell author-
ship in two main domains: pseudo-original research
and ghostwritten reviews and meta-analyses. Possi-
bly, the most maleficent damage that PM produces
is caused by pseudo-original research, generating
fake clinical evidence that puts patients’ lives at risk
(Pérez-Neri et al., 2022). The PM service portfolio is
even broader, offering citations to papers already pub-
lished by researchers (Candal-Pedreira et al., 2022).
While this problem is relatively new, especially in
the Americas and Europe, these organizations have
been widespread in other countries, such as China,
for several years. Between 2004 and 2022, 1,182 PM
papers were retracted. In 1,143 papers, almost all
listed authors (96.8%) came from Chinese institutions
(Candal-Pedreira et al., 2022).

Last but not least is plagiarism. This inappropriate
conduct refers to presenting someone else’s work or
ideas as one’s own. There are different types of pla-
giarism, some of which may happen unexpectedly.
For example, accidental plagiarism occurs when an
author forgets to cite a source. Self-plagiarism refers
to re-using the previous author’s work without ref-
erencing it. Ironically, one dramatic example of self-
plagiarism is a paper on metrics for career decisions
as a source for malpractice and misbehavior retracted
due to self-plagiarism (De Vecchis & Ariano, 2023).
In this context, the exponential progress in artificial
intelligence (Al) technologies brings other plagiarism
concerns, such as using Al-generated content chat-
bots that manipulate data or fabricate non-existent
results. (Elali & Rachid, 2023).

Undeniably, authorship issues lie in the ethical
sphere. The ICMJE criteria do not seem to have in-
fluenced author conduct, as surveys have shown that
various types of misconduct continue to occur de-
spite the broad acceptance of these criteria by most
publication houses and editorial boards. Improved
ethics and scientific integrity education for students
and researchers is undoubtedly a first step. Sec-
ondly, increased surveillance of scientific misconduct
by journals and institutions is also required, and
technology such as plagiarism-check software can be
helpful if applied rigorously. However, it must be
considered that in order to reach impactful results,
sanctions may need to go beyond the purely academ-
ical scope. After a series of scandals in China, the
stricter approach of new laws against scientific mis-
conduct may have contributed to the sharp reduction
in PM since 2020.

Nonetheless, the pressure exerted by academia
on researchers cannot be ignored (Grieger, 2005). It
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is essential to raise awareness among government
agencies, evaluators, universities, research institutes,
and development agencies about the problem that the
current criteria create regarding scientific production.
In parallel, there is an urgent need to shift from this
academic evaluation system driven by quantity to
another that may better reflect faculty work patterns,
reducing the pressure to publish by numbers in only
the most prestigious traditional formats.

How soon and to what degree the academic com-
munity will commit to such changes remains to be
seen. We hope that highlighting the issues related
to the ethics and authenticity of authorship in scien-
tific publications will enhance the awareness of these
issues and motivate the scientific community.
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