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HOST AUTHORSHIP OCCURS WHEN SOMEONE MAKES
a significant contribution to a manuscript with-
out due acknowledgement of their role. Guest au-

thorship, in contrast, occurs when an individual is named

as an author of a manuscript when they do not meet au-
thorship criteria. Both are disturbingly common.!

The preliminary results of a recent survey of cor-
responding authors conducted by the editorial staff of
JAMA found that over one-quarter of articles published
in six major general medical journals in 2008 had guest
authors (range by journal: 16%—39%) and nearly 10%
had ghost authors (range by journal: 2%-11%). The
prevalence of guest authors and ghost authors was high-
est in Nature Medicine (39%) and New England Journal
of Medicine (11%) respectively.

Ghost and guest authorship are breaches of professional
ethics. They violate readers’ trust in scientific reporting
and have the potential to distort medical literature. Editors
and readers of medical journals need to be confident that
all listed authors have indeed made substantial contribu-
tions and that no major contributors have gone unnamed.?
Transparent and complete identification of contributors to
research publication is essential to scientific integrity.

This is particularly important in the context of manu-
scripts reporting on pharmaceutical trials with potential
economic ramifications, since significant problems re-
lated to the use of ghost authorship have been reported
in this area.3 In the most pernicious examples, ghost au-
thors, who may include professional writers, researchers
and statisticians, are directly or indirectly employed by a
pharmaceutical or medical device company to write a re-
search protocol and manuscript, and a guest author who
is respected in the field of research is paid to append his
or her name to the manuscript and submit it to a medical
journal for publication.#
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Open Medicine, like other medical journals, has in-
stituted a ghost and guest authorship policy to promote
ethical authorship practices. A key feature of our policy is
the requirement that authors provide a contributor state-
ment describing the specific contribution of each author
and stating how each author meets the authorship cri-
teria of the International Committee of Medical Journal
Editors (ICMJE), which Open Medicine endorses.5

Open Medicine recognizes that professional medical
writers make legitimate contributions to research pub-
lication and advocates for the routine and transparent
disclosure of any and all professional writer involvement
in manuscript preparation. The Journal’s policy states
that professional medical writers whose contribution to
a manuscript qualifies them as an author according to
the ICMJE criteria must be listed as authors, with their
affiliations and competing interests provided and their
funding source named. Professional medical writers
whose contribution does not qualify them for author-
ship according to the ICMJE criteria should be named
in the Acknowledgements section, with their contribu-
tion clearly described and their funding source named.
Authors who have used the services of a medical writer
and are unclear how those services should be defined
are asked to contact the Open Medicine editors to obtain
clarification as to the appropriate place in the manu-
script to acknowledge and describe their contribution.
We have included in our author guidelines a checklist
adapted from Getzsche et al.® to help submitting authors
in the appropriate disclosure of writing assistance.

As with other significant breaches of scientific con-
duct, articles found to have ghost or guest authors will be
retracted by Open Medicine. In accordance with World
Association of Medical Editors guidelines,? the editors of
Open Medicine will also inform the authors’ institutions
of the breach and ban further contributions by these auth-
ors to the Journal; publish a notice on the Journal’s web-
site that a manuscript used ghost or guest authors, along
with the names of the responsible companies (if relevant)
and the authors; provide the names of those involved if
contacted by the media or government organizations; and
share their experiences with other journal editors.

Open Medicine strongly believes in transparent re-
porting. Ghost and guest authorship are dishonest, and
the Journal editors intend to maintain processes that
improve public accountability and the credibility of
scientific research reporting. We welcome feedback on
our policy and suggestions on how we can work toward
improving the integrity of medical publishing.

OPEN MEDICINE 2010;4(1):E11



EDITORIAL

REFERENCES

1.

Wislar J, Flanagin A, Fontanarosa PB, DeAngelis CD. Prevalence
of honorary and ghost authorship in 6 general medical journals,
2009. Abstract presented at the Sixth International Congress on
Peer Review and Biomedical Publication, September 10-12, 2009,
Vancouver. Available: http://www.ama-assn.org/public/peer/ab-
stracts-0910.pdf (accessed 4 Dec 2000).

. World Association of Medical Editors. Ghost writing initiated by

commercial companies. 2005. Available: http://www.wame.org/
wamestmt.htm#ghost (accessed 29 Sep 2000).

. The PLoS Medicine Editors. Ghostwriting: The dirty little se-

cret of medical publishing that just got bigger. PLoS Med.
2009;6(9):€1000156. Available: http://www.plosmedicine.org/
article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pmed.1000156  (ac-
cessed 23 Sep 2000).

. Fugh-Berman A, Dodgson S. Ethical considerations of publi-

cation planning in the pharmaceutical industry. Open Med.
2008;2(4):e33-36. Available: http://www.openmedicine.ca/arti-
cle/view/118/215.

. International Committee of Medical Journal Editors. Uniform

requirements for manuscripts submitted to biomedical journals:
writing and editing for biomedical publication. 2008. Available:
http://www.icmje.org/ (accessed 17 Jan 2010).

MURRAY ET AL.

6. Goatzsche PC,Kassirer JP, Woolley KL, Wager E, Jacobs A, Gertel A,
etal. What should be done to tackle ghostwriting in the medical lit-
erature? PLoS Med. 2007;6(2):e1000023. Available: http://www.
plosmedicine.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.
pmed.1000023 (accessed 23 Sep 20009).

Citation: Murray S, Brophy J, Palepu A. Open Medicine’s ghost and
guest authorship policy. Open Med 2010;4(1):11-12.

Published: 19 January 2010

Copyright: Open Medicine applies the Creative Commons Attribution
Share Alike Licence, which means that anyone is able to freely copy,
download, reprint, reuse, distribute, display or perform this work and
that authors retain copyright of their work. Any derivative use of this
work must be distributed only under a licence identical to this one
and must be attributed to the authors. Any of these conditions can be
waived with permission from the copyright holder. These conditions
do not negate or supersede Fair Use laws in any country.

OPEN MEDICINE 2010;4(1):E12



