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SUMMARY

Authorship and authorship abuse are in the focus of interest of all main actors in the publication game
- authors, reviewers and editors of scientific journals. Along with the steady rise of the number of pub-
lications, the number of coauthors in multiauthored papers raises even more, some of them being un-
deserved authors. Because publication is the main way for evaluating scientists, authorship is prone
to abuse, and thus the false/undeserved/gift authorship emerges. This dilutes the responsibility and
damages the publication enterprise, thus initiating a constant struggle of scientific community against
this type of scientific dishonesty. In this paper, several prevention and corrective measures with the aim
to diminish such a dishonest behavior of authors are described.
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INTRODUCTION

Since 1990s until today, a huge amount of lit-
erature on the authorship has been written in
international [1-16] and domestic journals [7,
8]. I personally have also published several ar-
ticles on authorship in journals and in mono-
graphs [9-14]. Then, why to write again on this
topic? Because I am aware that the authorship
is a constant source of misunderstandings and
disputes among investigators, which inevitably
damages the creative atmosphere of a research
team, without which the work is affected nega-
tively [15, 16, 17]. Unpleasant events related
to authorship happen everywhere [18, 19, 20],
our scientific environments being no exception
[21, 22, Milenkovi¢ P, personal communica-
tion]. Since publications are the main way to
evaluate the work of scientists and a gateway
to promotions and other academic and profes-
sional incentives [23], the authorship issue is of
the great importance to everyone of them [24,
25]. A constantly increasing pressure to publish
at any cost (Publish or Perish syndrome) leads,
not only to overpublishing [26], but also tempts
some researchers to accept undeserved, gift au-
thorship, even though they might be aware that
they do not meet the authorship criteria.

ORIGIN OF THE PROBLEM

Until the end of 19" century, most scientific
articles were signed by one person; during the
20" century, along with the increasing number
of publications, the average number of authors
per publication has been, and still is, constantly
increasing (“Author inflation”) [27-30]. This is
because the modern science is a multidisci-
plinary and multiprofessional entertainment,
and often a large and complex research, mainly

multicentric clinical trials, is signed by several
dozens, or even several hundreds of persons.

There is nothing wrong with this: the multi-
authorship is now the reality, and fully legiti-
mate. The problem arises when the authorship
is ascribed to persons that do not deserve it
(“Poliauthoritis giftosa”) [31]. It is estimated
that the number of published papers is con-
stantly rising in a linear manner (“publishing
mania”), while the number of coauthors per
paper is rising exponentially [32]. However,
with the number of coauthors in the byline
rises the number of undeserved authorship [33,
34]. There is no such an investigation for the
Serbian Archive of Medicine; however, even a
cursory survey of the list of authors who pub-
lish in this journal (case reports in particular)
shows that the number of authors per article
is surprisingly high, thus arising the suspicion
that at least some of them are undeserved au-
thors.

Why this phenomenon worries the whole
scientific community? This is because the in-
creased number of authors per paper correlates
with an increased number of false authorships
[8, 33-37]. Thus, both credit and, even more,
responsibility become obscured and diluted.
Moreover, false authors receive undeserved
credit and often get promoted at the expense
of honest, true authors. And vice versa, if any
kind of misconduct is uncovered in the publi-
cation, the guest author may be blamed equally,
although they might be unaware of any dishon-
est behavior made by the violator (usually the
first author) [38].

FALSE AUTHORSHIP - WHAT TO DO?

The question who is, and who is not an author
of scientific publication has been clarified sev-
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eral times in associations of editors of biomedical journals.
The most renown is the document issued by the Interna-
tional Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE), so-
called the Vancouver Document [39]: the ICMJE recom-
mends that authorship be based on the following 4 criteria:
« Substantial contributions to the conception or design
of the work; or the acquisition, analysis, or interpreta-
tion of data for the work; AND

« Drafting the work or revising it critically for impor-

tant intellectual content; AND

« Final approval of the version to be published; AND

» Agreement to be accountable for all aspects of the

work in ensuring that questions related to the accu-
racy or integrity of any part of the work are appropri-
ately investigated and resolved.

The Vancouver Document also explains: “All persons
designated as authors should qualify for authorship, and
all those who qualify should be listed”. In addition, this
document explains what does not constitute authorship:
“Acquisition of funding, collection of data, or general
supervision of the research group alone does not consti-
tute authorship”. This document clearly explains what are
wrongful inclusions and exclusions. It is assumed that any-
one listed as an author should meet all ICMJE criteria, as
emphasized in the instructions for authors of many jour-
nals including the Serbian Archives of Medicine (SA) [40].

However, although the Vancouver criteria for author-
ship are published many times, still many journals do not
have any authorship policies [41]. In addition, although
many editors including SA require that all coauthors of
submitted manuscripts sign that they met these criteria, it
is evident that the criteria are either insufficiently known,
or misunderstood, or neglected, or though unimportant,
or over-restrictive.

Fortunately, the personal integrity of most authors is
the most important preventive measure against the so-
called grey zone of misconduct, which self-restraints them
from any form of misconduct including authorship mis-
use. However, the system cannot rely only on the honest
people. It is obvious that a certain number of authors do
not adhere to the principles of publication ethics. Many
blame the Publish or Perish syndrome (that is, the pressure
to publish at any cost) for these violations of high stand-
ards of publication ethics [18, 31, 32]. It may be so, and it
is understandable, since the number of publications is an
objective, quantifiable criterion in the evaluation of a sci-
entist. Thus, the struggle to be included put into the byline
is a very strong motivation. However, it must be kept in
mind that taking credit for publication, the responsibility
should be taken too. Every author should know that either
giving or acceptance of false authorship may ruin his/her
reputation — and compromise the scientific writing as well.

Since the editors of scientific journals are gatekeepers
of scientific record, they play the most important role in
promotion of good publication practice including the au-
thorship issue [42, 43]. Although false authorship is im-
possible to eliminate, several steps to diminish it can and
must be undertaken.

Firstly, all editors of scientific journals should include
the authorship criteria in instructions for authors. Al-
though many doubt that any guideline could solve the
problem of false authorship, nevertheless the journal poli-
cies on authorship “..should further in spelling out the
responsibilities of co-authors, and in requiring an implicit
acceptance of them” [44]. Editors should also insist that
all coauthors sign that they meet authorship criteria. In
order to ensure that the authorship is attributed appro-
priately, they may require that authors not only sign, but
also specify their contributions, e.g. who did what. Both
measures can be used, and indeed they are used by several
journals. But does it help? An interesting research revealed
that, when signed authors of submitted manuscripts were
asked why they thought they should be the author on this
manuscript, only 15.6% satisfied all ICMJE criteria [45].
Therefore, it seems that the editors’ requirement for signed
statements is not effective in terms of reducing false au-
thorships.

Many think that editors should limit the number of
persons in the byline [2, 46]. However, it is not always
possible, particularly in the case of large clinical trials, and
this proposal was not largely accepted. Similar was the fate
of the proposal to use the word “contributorship” instead
of “authorship”

Another approach may be more effective, the system
change of evaluating scientists, since the current system
has become inappropriate [46]. The practice of giving
coauthors equal credit (now common in our Ministry of
Science) [47], contributes greatly to the too long lines of
coauthors, a certain part of which do not deserve such a
place. Perhaps an effective way to discourage authors to
bestow (and accept) undeserved authorship is to evaluate
the contribution of a coauthor differentially, according to
the place in the byline. For example, the first author merits
0.6 points, the second 0.3, and all others 0.1 point. Or, each
next in the line gains half of the points of the previous
one. Dividing points equally to all coauthors (1/n) might
be also very effective; it is highly unlikely that the first
authors would agree to minimize their credit by dividing
it with too much of added coauthors. Implementation of
all three combined scientometric parameters on the oc-
casion of evaluation of an individual scientist gives much
more realistic picture than the current practice of evalu-
ation [48].

It is agreed that the best preventive measure is educa-
tion, particularly of younger investigators, who must be
informed about good publication practice including the
authorship issue [32, 42, 49, 50, 51]. My experience with
PhD candidates showed that before a short lecture on pub-
lication ethics they did not think that gift authorship is
an unethical issue. However, after explanation how false
authorship can damage not only the publication enterprise
but also someone’s own career, they changed their previ-
ous, to some extent opportunistic attitude towards author-
ship abuse [52]. Still, they qualified gift authorship much
less damaging than denied authorship [53].
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CONCLUSION

The problem of false authorship is far from being solved.
It is obvious that we should not rely solely on the personal

REFERENCES

1. Rennie D, Flanagin A. Authorship! Authorship! Authorship!

Guests, ghosts, grafters, and the two-sided coin. JAMA. 1994;
271:469-71.

2. Rennie D, Yank V, Emanuel L. When authorship fails: a proposal to
make contributors accountable. JAMA. 1997; 278:579-85.

3. Wager E. Recognition, reward and responsibility: why the
authorship of scientific papers matters. Maturitas. 2009;
62:109-12.

4. Beisiegel U. Research integrity and publication ethics.
Atherosclerosis. 2010; 212:383-5.

5. Babalola O, Grant-Kels JM, Parish LC. Ethical dilemmas in journal
publication. Clinic Dermatol. 2012; 30:231-6.

6. Mandal J, Parija SC. Ethics of authorship in scientific publications.
Trop Parasitol. 2013; 3:104-5.

7. Bozinovi¢ Lj. Authorship in medical journals. Srp Arh Celok Lek.
2001; 129(11-12):346-7.

8. Dobri¢ S. Authorship misusing in scientific publications. Vojnosanit
Pregl. 2012; 69(12):1028-30.

9. Vuckovi¢-Deki¢ Lj. Etika u publikovanju - ima li razloga za
zabrinutost? Vojnosanit Pregl. 2007; 46(7):441.

10. Vuckovi¢-Deki¢ Lj. Autorstvo — osnova za evaluaciju naucnika i izvor
sukoba i nerazumevanja. Bilten za transfuziologiju. 2007; 53(1-
2):20-3.

11. Vuckovi¢-Dekic Lj. Authorship/coauthorship/false authorship.
Biomedicinska istrazivanja. 2012; 3(1):68-72.

12. Vuckovi¢-Deki¢ Lj. Good scientific practice. Part IV. Authorship/
Coauthorship. J BUON. 2003; 8:309-12.

13. Vuckovi¢-Dekic Lj. Autorstvo/koautorstvo. In:Vuckovi¢-Dekic Lj,
Milenkovi¢ P, Sobi¢ V, editors. Etika nau¢noistrazivackog rada u
biomedicini. Beograd: Akademija medicinskih nauka Srpskog
lekarskog drustva i Medicinski fakultet Univerziteta u Beogradu;
2002. p.75-83.

14. Vuckovi¢-Deki¢ Lj. Misuse of authorship. Autorship/coauthorship/
false authorship. In: Arsenijevi¢ N, Vuckovi¢-Deki¢ Lj, editors.
Evaluation of science and scientists. Kragujevac: Faculty of Medical
Sciences, University of Kragujevac; 2014. p.95-102.

15. Smith J. Gift authorship: a poisoned chalice. Br Med J. 1994;
309:1456-7.

16. Tarnow E.The authorship list in science: Junior physicists’
perceptions of who appears and why. Sci Eng Ethics. 1999; 5:73-88.

17. Bhandari M, MD, Einhorn TA, Swiontkowski MF, Heckman, JD.

Who did what? (Mis)perceptions about authors’ contributions to
scientific articles based on order of authorship. J Bone Joint Surg
Am. 2003; 85(8):1605-9.

18. McKneally M. Put my name on that paper: reflections on the ethics
of authorship. J Thorac Cardiovasc Surg. 2006; 131:517-9.

19. Wislar JS, Flanagin A, Fontanarosa PB, Deangelis CD. Honorary
and ghost authorship in high impact biomedical journals: a cross
sectional survey. BMJ. 2011; 343:d6128.

20. Editorial: Authorship without authorization. Nature Materials. 2004;
3:743.

21. Todorovic Lj. Letter to the editor. Stomatol Glas S. 2009; 56:156.

22. Zivkovi¢ S. Important information. Stomatol Glas S. 2010; 57:66.

23. Desai C. Authorship issues. Indian J Pharmacol. 2012; 44(4):433-4.

24. Bennet DM, Taylor D. Unethical practices of authorship of scientific
papers. Emergency Medicine. 2003; 15:263-70.

25. Krishnan V. Etiquette in scientific publishing. Am J Orthod
Dentofacial Orthop. 2013; 144(4):577-82.

26. Lowe D.Weblog: Thoughts on Overpublishing. Available from:
http://pipeline.corante.com/archives/2014/02/18/thoughts on
overpublishing.php [accessed June 15, 2014].

27. Vuckovi¢-Dekic Lj. Multiauthorship in three oncologic scientific
journals. Arch Oncol. 2000; 8:109-10.

28. Vuckovi¢-Deki¢ Lj, Todorovi¢ Lj. Authorship/coautorship in three
stomatological journals. Stomatol Glas S. 2000; 47:189-91.

29. SloneRL, Sykes L, Hemmelgarn BR, Quan H. Authors’ opinions on
publication in relation to annual performance assessment. BMC
Med Educ. 2010; 10:21.

639

honesty of investigators, but correcting and preventing the
unethical behavior related to publication should be the
duty of all academic institutions. Perhaps we cannot solve
the problem, but certainly we can diminish it.

30. Feeser VR, Simon JR. The ethical assignment of authorship in
scientific publications: issues and guidelines. Acad Emerg Med.
2008; 15:963-9.

31. Kapoor VK. Polyauthoritis giftosa. Lancet. 1994; 346(8981):1039.

32. Claxton LD. Scientific authorship. Part 2. History, recurring issues,
practices, and guidelines. Mutat Res. 2005; 589:31-45.

33. Slone RM. Coauthors’ contributions to major papers published in
the AJR: frequency of undeserved coauthorship. Am J Radiol. 1996;
167:571-9.

34. Eisenberg RL, Ngo LH, Bankier AA. Honorary authorship in
radiologic research articles: do geographic factors influence the
frequency? Radiology. 2014; 271(2):472-8.

35. Flanagin A, Carey LA, Fontanarosa PB, Phillips SG, Pace BP,
Lundberg GD, et al. Prevalence of articles with honorary authors
and ghost authors in peer-reviewed medical journals. JAMA. 1998;
280:2224.

36. Smith E, Williams-Jones B. Authorship and responsibility in health
sciences research: a review of procedures for fairly allocating
authorship in multi-author studies. Sci Eng Ethics. 2012;
18(2):199-212.

37. Wager E. Do medical journals provide clear and consistent
guidelines about authorship? Med Gen Med. 2007; 9:16.

38. Editorial: Not being clear about authorship is lying and damages
the scientific record. Natl Med J India. 2007; 20:56-8.

39. ICMJE. Defining the role of authors and contributors. Available
from: http://www.icmje.org/recommendations/browse/roles-and-
responsibilities/defining-the-role-of-authors-and-contributors.html
[accessed June 15, 2014].

40. Srpski arhiv za celokupno lekarstvo (Serbian Archives of Medicine).
Instructions for authors 2011. Available from: http://www.srp-arh.
rs/Content.aspx?id=Uputstvo.en-US [accessed June 15, 2014].

41. Resnik DB, Master Z. Authorship policies of bioethics journals. J
Med Ethics. 2011; 37:424-8.

42. Broga M, Mijaljica G, Waligora M, Keis A, Marusic A. Publication
ethics in biomedical journals from countries in Central and Eastern
Europe. Sci Eng Ethics. 2014; 20:99-109.

43. Bosnjak L, Marusic¢ A. Prescribed practices of authorship: review of
codes of ethics from professional bodies and journal guidelines
across disciplines. Scientometrics. 2012; 93:751-63.

44. Editorial: Authorship policies. Nature. 2009; 458:1078.

45. Malicki M, Jeron¢i¢ A, Marusi¢ M, Marusi¢ A. Why do you think you
should be the author on this manuscript? Analysis of open-ended
responses of authors in a general medical journal. BMC Medical
Research Methodology. 2012; 12:189.

46. Clement TP. Authorship matrix: a rational approach to quantify
individual contributions and responsibilities in multi-author
scientific articles. Sci Eng Ethics. 2014; 20(2):345-61.

47. Volarevic¢V, Radosavljevi¢ G, Kanjevac T, Arsenijevi¢ N. Evaluation of
scientists according to criteria of the Ministry of science of Serbia.
In: Arsenijevi¢ N, Vuckovic¢-Dekic Lj, editors. Evaluation of Science
and Scientists. Kragujevac: Faculty of Medical Sciences, University
of Kragujevac; 2014. p.103-119.

48. Vuckovi¢-Dekic Lj, Ribari¢ B, Vracar B. Implementation of various
criteria for evaluating the scientific output of professional scientists
and clinicians-scientists. Arch Oncol. 2001; 9:103-8.

49. Vuckovi¢-Deki¢ Lj. Evaluation of scientists by qualitative and
quantitative parameters. In: Arsenijevi¢ N, Vuckovi¢-Deki¢ Lj,
editors. Evaluation of Science and Scientists. Kragujevac: Faculty of
Medical Sciences, University of Kragujevac; 2014. p.87-94.

50. Marusic A, Malicki M, Sambunjak D, Jeroncic A, Marusic M. Teaching
science throughout the six-year medical curriculum: two-year
experience from the University of Split School of Medicine, Split,
Croatia. Acta Med Acad. 2014; 43(1):50-62.

51. Annunziata S, Giordano A. Authorship problems in scientific
literature and in nuclear medicine: the point of view of the
young researcher. Eur J Nucl Med Mol Imaging. 2014;
41(6):1251-4.



640

Vuckovi¢-Dekic Lj. Multiauthorship and False Authorship: Why Worrying About This?

52. Vuckovi¢-Dekic Lj, Gavrilovi¢ D, Kezi¢ I, Bogdanovic G, Brkic S.

Science Ethics Education. Part Il. Changes in attitude toward
scientific fraud among medical researchers after short-term course
on science ethics. JBUON. 2012; 17:391-5.

53. Vuckovi¢-Dekic Lj. Scientific fraud - is there such a thing in Serbia?
In: Belojevic G, editor. Proceedings of the First International
Congress on Hygiene and Preventive Medicine; 2013 May 22-

24; Belgrade, Serbia. Belgrade: Serbian Medical Society; 2013.
p.e545-e549.

MyATUayTOPCTBO U 1AXKHO ayTOPCTBO — UMa U pa3nora 3a bpury?

JburbaHa ByukoBuh-Llekuh

Akagemuja MegMUMHCKIX Hayka, Cpncko nekapcko apywTso, beorpapn, Cpbuja

KPATAK CAZIP?KAJ

AyTOpPCTBO 1 NaHO ayTOPCTBO Cy 3HayajHU 3a CBe rNaBHe
yuecHuKe ny6amKoBara — ayTope, peLieH3eHTe 1 ypeHuKe
Hay4yHux Yaconuca. ictoBpemeHo ¢ noseharem 6poja obja-
B/beHMX papoBa nosehasa ce 1 6poj KoayTopa Kojyi NoTNNCYjy
ny6nuKaLujy, a c nopactom Tor 6poja pacTe 1 NpoLieHaT laxkHOT
ayTopcTBa. Ta nojaBa HoBMjer faTyma LTeTU KpegubunuteTy
Hayu4He nybnuKaLyje, na ce Boam cTanHa 6opba untase HayuHe
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3ajefHuLe Ja ce OBa LUTETHA MojaBa yMarMK, ako Beh He Moxe
Ja Cce CacBUM MCKOPeHW. Y 0BOM pafy onucaHe Cy Heke npe-
BEHTVBHE 1 KOPEKTUBHE MEpPE Koje ce npefy3umMajy aa om ce
obecxpabpunv aytopu fa noknarbajy Uiy npuxeatajy Hesa-
CNy>XeHO ayTOpCTBO.

KmbyuHe peun: HayuHe nybnukauuje, MynTnayTopcTBo; 310Y-
notpeba ayTopcTBa; BpeAHOBaHe
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