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Abstract

Background: The purpose of this study was to detect the prevalence of ghost and honorary authors and its determinant
factors in bio-medical journals of Iran.

Methods: The study was done in 2009-10 in Tehran, Kerman, and Iran Medical Universities, [ran. We contacted the
first or corresponding authors of the papers had published papers in the recent two issues of Iranian Journal of Public
Health, Journal of Kerman University of Medical Sciences, and Tehran University Medical Journal. They explored the
role of each coauthor and others who had done mouthing for the paper. Then, according to ICMIJE criteria, we counted
how many of them are real, honorary or ghost author. For the analysis, we utilized two databases. One included articles
as the records and the other included authors as the records.

Results: From 124 articles, with 536 authors, 301 (56.1%) were honorary authors. Each article had 4.35 authors on average,
while 2.4 of them were honorary authors. The percentage of honorary author in basic science articles was about 6%
more than the articles of clinical sciences. Moreover, 89% of articles had at least one honorary author. About 20% of all
articles had more than three honorary authors. Besides, 25 (21.43%) authors confessed they had colleague(s) omitted
from the authors list, while only one (0.81%) of them met the authorship criteria. The percentage of agreement between
the corresponding and the remaining authors on the number of honorary of the authors was about 47.4% (Kappa= 0.27,
P=0.01).

Conclusion: It seems that the present data might assist the authorities to make a decisive decision on amending the
process of authorship in Iran.
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Introduction

Publishing an article is one of the most impor-
tant processes especially in medical universities
(1) that should be based on trust (2). With ever-
increasing individual's interest and encouraging by
university to conduct research, author's article or
ethical principles in a research gain more im-
portance.

One of the requirements of the article for being
acceptable is the authors’ honesty and their re-
sponsibility for related articles and firm belief on
their writings (1-4). This requirement does not apply

to those articles written by a single author. How-
ever, when the number of author is more than one,
the relationship among authors and ranking their
names get more complicated (2). In addition, when
involvement of more than one author in original
articles, new problems emerge concerning the
responsibility and responding born by author to-
ward the article and new problems such as Hon-
orary (that has not eligibility for being author) or
Guest authorship (Deleted real author appear).

In 1985, the International Committee of Medical
Journal Editors (ICMIJE) sets criteria for authors
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(5), which was amended in 2000, and confirmed

by most authentic journals. According to these

criteria, the author should have the following quali-
fications:

1. Main participation in idea of research (study
design) and acquisition of data or analysis/data
interpretation;

2. Main participation in writing of the whole or
part of the article or precise and scientific re-
view of the article;

3.Review and final approval of article for publi-
cation.

By virtue of the said criteria, individuals or or-
ganizations, which involved in financial support,
data collection, and research group's leaders, are
not eligible for being author, but it is necessary
to appreciate them in Acknowledgement section
after having obtained their written consent (1, 6-
7). Therefore, honorary author who does not have
main participation in the project and has not ac-
quired necessary qualification and competence for
such position must not be included in the list of
authors (1, 3, 8). Another case is deleting real
author from the list (Ghost authorship) who en-
compasses the main participation in research (1).
If the authors are not selected based on the right
criteria, it can lead to confuse the readers and
provide a situation for falsification and manipula-
tion on the analysis and results. Despite declara-
tion of the authors’ contribution by ICMJE, and
its acknowledgement by many journals, daily ex-
periences witness that misconduct on this phe-
nomenon is prevalent in many cases.
In line with the other countries, Iran has estab-
lished a system to encourage universities, research
institutes and academic staffs to be more produc-
tive in producing and disseminating science. A surge
of publications in many fields including biomedical
area is indicating that the system is in track to
improve scientific level of the country. However,
always there is a concern that such publications are
well-qualified and ethically approved and published.

The purpose of this study was to enquire the

prevalence of ghost and honorary authors and its

determinant factors as regards bio-medical jour-
nals of Iran.
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Materials and Methods

This study was conducted in 2009-10 in three
Medical Universities of Tehran, Iran (Now changed
to Tehran) and Kerman in Iran. We approached
the local research committee members, students in
the research committees, and the academic staffs
in the public health schools.

The main idea behind this sampling strategy was
to reach people who are actively involved in re-
search and publication activities. Therefore, they
will be eligible for the study, as they must have
at least one published paper, which they were
the corresponding first author.

Moreover, the recent two issues of Iranian Jour-
nal of Public Health, Journal of Kerman Univer-
sity of Medical Sciences, and Tehran University
Medical Journal were reviewed and original pa-
pers were selected for contacting the corresponding
authors. We contacted the corresponding authors
by email address and if reminder failed, the fol-
low-up was done by phone.

We collected the demographic data and the
contribution of co-authors in writing the paper
by distributing a two- page standard data collec-
tion form in both electronic and hard copy for-
mat (Appendix). Then, we asked the corresponding
authors to provide us the contact information for
at least one of the co-authors, preferably the per-
son who had been involved in the project more
than the others had. We contacted them with the
same approach and collected the filled data forms.
We applied an identifier code to match two forms
referred to one paper and assessed their agree-
ment on the role of the authors.

Before doing the analysis, we distinguished Real,
Honorary and Ghost authors according to the kind
of contribution that was mentioned in the data
collection forms. The criteria for allocating authors
to Real, Honorary and Ghost authors is just as
the same as what we have mentioned above in the
introduction section (based on the ICMIJE criteria)
For the analysis, we made two databases. One
was included articles as records and the other in-
cluded authors as the records. Analysis was done
by STATA v.10. The average percentage of the
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honorary and ghost author and its confidence in-
terval was calculated by standardized linear esti-
mators. The statistical significance was tested by
Chi-Square and Z-scores (Beta coefficients). The
percentage of agreement on the number of hon-
orary authors, between the two co-authors was as-
sesses by Kappa coefficient. At the end, we ap-
plied multiple regressions to assess the relationship
of the years of publication, types and subject of the
articles with the percentage of honorary authors.

Results

Authors

Altogether, 124 articles with 536 authors were
enrolled into analysis. 56.1% (301 out of 536) of
them were honorary authors according to the
ICMIE criteria. On the other hand, each article
had 4.35 (3.9-4.7, CI95%) authors on average,
while 2.4 (2.1-2.7, CI95%) of them were distin-
guished as honorary author.

About 55% (49.8-59.5%, C195%) of authors listed
in the published articles were honorary authors.
It was about 57.5% for the articles published in
recent two years, while it had been about 49%
before 2009 (P= 0.104). The percentage of hon-
orary author in basic science articles was about

6% more than the articles had their focus on cli-
nical sciences (P=0.2). About 57% of authors listed
in articles produced from existing databases were
honorary authors, while it was reduced to 52%
and 44% for those from thesis and original re-
searches, respectively (Table 1).

By multiple regression models, we checked the
relationship between the years of publication, types
and subject of the articles on the percentage of hon-
orary authors and found no statistically significant
relationship.

Articles

Moreover, 89% (82.6-93.8%, CI95%) of articles
had at least one honorary author. About 20%
(13.9-28.2%, CI95%) of all articles had more
than three honorary authors (Table 2).

Ghost Authors

Twenty-five (21.43%) authors confessed they had
colleague(s) omitted from the authors list, while
only one of them met the authorship criteria.

Agreement between the authors

The percentage of agreement between the corre-
sponding and one of the other authors on the
number of honorary of the authors for the article
was about 47.4% (Kappa= 0.27 — P=0.01).

Table 1: Percentage of honorary authors and demographic data

Number of reviewed articles Average percent of honorary author P Value
(95%CI)

Total 124 54.7 (49.8 — 59.5) -——
Publication Year:
2010 33 54.5 (44.2 — 64.9)

0.38
2009 49 59.5 (52.1 - 67)
Before 2009 37 49.08 (40.8 — 57.3)
Article Subject
Basic Science 67 58.8 (51.8—65.9) 0.20
Clinical 49 52.6 (45.9-59.3)
Article Type (by source of data)
Thesis 52 52.2 (45-59.4) 041
Research 44 56.3 (47.6 — 65) '
Existing Databases 15 57.5(43.2-71.8)
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Table 2: Percentage of articles with honorary author

Number of reviewed articles

Percent of articles with honorary author (95% CI)

Total 124
1 Honorary Author 21
2 Honorary Author 43
3 Honorary Author 22
More than 3 Honorary Author 25

89.5 (82.6 — 93.8)
16.9 (11.2 - 24.7)
34.7 (26.7 — 43.6)
17.7 (11.9 - 25.6)
20.2 (13.9 - 28.2)

Discussion

As we found from the findings, more than 89%
of published bio-medical articles in Iran have at
least one honorary author. On average, 55% of
authors listed in an article do not meet the author-
ship criteria. In addition, there is a misunderstand-
ing ofthe ghost authors among the study subject.
Importance of this subject is clear because many
articles discuss about it. As an example, in Flanagin
et al. study on 6 authentic journals (JAMA, The
New England Journal of Medicine, Annals of In-
ternational Medicine, American Journal of Medi-
cine, American Journal of Cardiology, and Ameri-
can Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology) 19%
(11%-25%) of journals encompassed honorary
authors and this rate was more in systematic review
articles than research articles (26% vs. 16%) (3).
Moreover, the frequency of the deleted real au-
thors (Ghost authorship) was 11% (7%-16%)
and 85% of these articles had not Acknowledge-
ment section. This measure was the same in dif-
ferent articles. On the other hand, another study
on various journals shows that 20%-50% of au-
thors are the honorary authors and do not have
three submission criteria by ICMJE (6). They de-
clared the frequency of honorary authors in stud-
ied journals as follows: 0.5% for JAMA, 9.5%
for BMJ and 21.5% for Annals of Internal Medi-
cine. These rates showed association with type
of journal, kind of research study, and author's
place. In Hwang et al. study (1) on articles of
Radiology Journal, published in the years of 1998
to 2000, only 68% of authors had ICMIJE criteria
and this low rate showed association with the
number of authors, their rank and author's geo-
graphical place in each article. Gotzsche et al. study
(4) on clinical trial papers showed that 75% of
investigated articles had deleted real authors
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(Ghost authorship). If the people mentioned in
Acknowledgement section who have the criteria
as real authors, were added to this rate, undoubt-
edly the rate would increase up to 91%.

A study conducted on Cochrane database which
is one of the most austenitic databases on sys-
tematic studies, revealed that 39% of authors men-
tioned there are honorary authors and 9% are
ghost authors (9).

In conclusion, the present data are witness that
regardless of authorship criteria expressed by
ICMIJE and acknowledged by many journals, still
there are cases of reverting from these criteria. The
necessity of clarification is obvious, since many
authors have not any idea on these criteria and
indisputably, many of them after being informed
of the realities would amend their way of men-
tioning the list of real authors. As we have seen
in Discussion section, the issue is not confined
to Iran and many regions unfortunately, more or
less, have witnessed this unpleasant situation.
Generally, the results indicated that ethical issues
on authorship rights are not followed properly by
researchers in Iran. The evaluation system should
not only think about the numbers of publications
from universities, institutes or academic staff, but
also the other points such as ethics, trusts, qual-
ity of publications should be considered and it is
much needed that strategies to achieve and moni-
tor these goals should be developed and imple-
mented.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues including plagiarism, informed con-
sent, misconduct, data fabrication and/or falsifi-
cation, double publication and/or submission, re-
dundancy, etc. have been completely observed by
the authors.
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Appendix : Data collection form

Dear Colleague, please complete the below items about the last published article that you were first or corresponding author.

ATEICIE TatlE: oo

Journal Name: ............ Affiliation: ............. Number of Authors: ....... Publication Year: ............ Data Collecting Year: ..................
Study Design: Case report[] Cross Sectionall]l  Case-Control 1 Cohort[d Clinical TrialJ Experimentall]  Review Article]
Systematic Review & Meta-Analysis[] Ecologicl Qualitativel] Other typesd ...................

Article Subject: Clinical(] Basic Sciences[] Your role in this article: Corresponding author] First author[] Second author[]

Please complete the below items without writing your name:

Sex: Male[d Female[d Age:....... (Year) When did you publish your first article: ........... When did you publish your last article: .............
How many article have you participated in (published or submitted one): ............... Your email address: .........oeiiiiiiiii

What was the article type: Thesisld Researchl]  Existing Datall
Position: [Academic staffl]: Academic Teacher[] Assistant Professorl] Associate Professorl] Full Professor[]]
[Studentd: Residency Student or PhD Studentl]  General Practitioner or Equivalentl] Master Studentl] Bachelor Student[]] [Other[]

Please specify the contribution of each of the authors in this article.

Idea/ Study Design/ Analysis / . . Editing the . Other
. . Literature Article > Executive .
ID Position* Research Proposal Data collecting Data . . Pre-Final Final Proof

. .. . Review Writing . Management a0
Question Writing Interpretation Version Activities
1 Yes Nold YesO NoO YesO Nold YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO  YesO Nod YesO NoO YesO No[
2 Yes Nold YesO NoO YesO Nold YesO NoO Yesd NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO  YesO Nod YesO NoO YesO Nol
3 Yes Nold YesO NoO YesO Nold YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO  YesO Nod YesO NoO YesO No[
4 Yes No[d YesO NoO YesO Nold YesO No[O Yesd NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO  YesO Nod YesO NoO YesO No[
5 Yes Nold YesO NoO YesO Nold YesO NoO Yesd NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO  YesO Nod YesO NolO YesO No[

*Position: specify the position of each of the authors during the article publication: 1.Teacher 2.Assistant Professor 3.Associate Professor 4.Full Professor 5.Student
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Were there anybody who participated in the study but s/he did not consider as author? Yesd No[l
If yes, please complete the below table:

ID  Position*  Idea/ Study Design/ Data collecting Analysis/ Literature Article Editing the FExecutive Final Proof  Other
Research Proposal Data Review Writing Pre-Final Management
Question Writing Interpretation Version Activities
1 YesO NoO  YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesO NoO  YesO NoO
2 YesO NoO  YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesOd NoO  YesO NoO
3 YesO NoO  YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesO NoO  YesO NoO
4 YesO NoO  YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesOd NoO  YesO NoO
5 YesO NoO  YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesONoO YesO NoO YesO NoO  YesO NoO  YesO NoO
*Position: specify the position of each of the authors during the article publication: 1.Teacher 2.Assistant Professor 3.Associate Professor 4.Full Professor 5.Student

Please complete this section for the corresponding or the first author of the paper:

((if the first and correspond author are the same, fill it for the second author)

TelePhONe: ....eieii i e
Email: ..o
Role of the author : Corresponding authord First Authord Second Author(l

Unique Identifier Code (last three digit of your phone + first three alphabets of family name):

Third alphabet of
family name

Second alphabet of
family name

First alphabet of
family name

Third digit of your phone

Second digit of your phone

First digit of your phone
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