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Why Does Authorship Matter?

• Authorship confers credit and has important academic, 
social, and financial implications. 

• Authorship also implies responsibility and accountability 
for published work.



http://www.medfaculty.pitt.edu/documents/SOMGuidelines.08.pdf

Academic Promotion



http://www.medfaculty.pitt.edu/documents/SOMGuidelines.08.pdf



http://www.medfaculty.pitt.edu/documents/SOMGuidelines.08.pdf



http://www.medfaculty.pitt.edu/documents/SOMGuidelines.08.pdf
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What is Authorship?
• Authorship 

• “refers to the listing of the names of participants in all 
communications, both oral and written, of experimental 
results and their interpretation to scientific colleagues.” 

• “is the fulfillment of the responsibility to communicate 
research results to the scientific community for external 
evaluation.”

• “is also the primary mechanism for determining the allocation 
of credit for scientific advances and thus the primary basis for 
assessing a scientist's contributions to developing new 
knowledge.” 

* Guidelines for the Conduct of Research in the Intramural Research Program at NIH



Uniform Requirements for Manuscripts Submitted to Biomedical Journals:  
Ethical Considerations in the Conduct and Reporting of Research: 

Authorship and Contributorship

Authorship credit is based on the following conditions. 
Authors should meet ALL three conditions: 

1. substantial contributions to study conception and design, acquisition of 
data, or analysis and interpretation of data

2. drafting the article or revising it critically for important intellectual content

3. final approval of the version to be published. 

http://www.icmje.org/ethical_1author.html:  Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH



• The following roles do NOT constitute authorship: 

– acquisition of funding only 

– collection of data only

– general supervision only

http://www.icmje.org/ethical_1author.html:  Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH



Acknowledgments section: 

1) Groups of persons who have contributed materially to 

the paper but whose contributions do not justify 

authorship

2) These persons must give written permission to be 

acknowledged.

http://www.icmje.org/ethical_1author.html:  Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH



Authorship: Weight of Importance

• First Author = (Equal first author) = 

Senior Author(s)

• > Second > Third > …. > Second to last



Authorship Order
• First author

• Carried out the majority of the experimental work
• Wrote first draft

• Senior (Last) author
• Not awarded due to seniority
• Directs, oversees, and guarantees authenticity of work
• Provides funding, resources for work
• Takes responsibility for work’s scientific accuracy, valid methods, 
analysis, and conclusions

Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH



Authorship Order

• Corresponding author
• Person charged with communicating with editor 
and readers

• Often the senior (last) author

• Co-authors
• Listed between first and senior author
• Listed in descending order by relative 
contribution

Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH (with modification)







Can students, technicians, or 
administrative staff be authors?

YES
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Types of Authorship Problems

• Gift (Guest/Honorary) 
author: listed as author, but 
does not qualify

• To make paper look 
“impressive”

• Mutual CV enhancement

• Ghost author: Someone 
omitted from authorship who 
is qualified

• Duplicate publication: 
publishing the “same” work in 
multiple journals

• Fraudulent authorship:
• Yoshitaka 

Fujii (anesthesiology) was 
found to have fabricated data 
in at least 172 scientific 
papers.

• Coercive authorship: 
exertion of seniority or 
supervisory status over 
subordinates

Gotzsche PC, et al., PLoS Med 2007;4(1):e19. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.0040019.
Wager EL. PLoS Med 2007;4(1):e19. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.0040034.



Prevalence of Honorary and Ghost Authors?

JAMA

Wislar JS, et al. BMJ. 2011 Oct 25;343:d6128..

21.0% in 2008 
New England Journal of Medicine
JAMA
Lancet
Nature Medicine
PLoS Medicine
Annals of Internal Medicine



Which One is Most Relevant to 
Authorship Conflict? 

• Gift (Guest/Honorary) 
author: listed as author, but 
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• To make paper look 
“impressive”

• Mutual CV enhancement

• Ghost author: Someone 
omitted from authorship who 
is qualified

• Duplicate publication: 
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Gotzsche PC, et al., PLoS Med 2007;4(1):e19. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.0040019.
Wager EL. PLoS Med 2007;4(1):e19. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.0040034.
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Which One is Most Relevant to 
Authorship Conflict? 

• Gift (Guest/Honorary) 
author: listed as author, but 
does not qualify

• To make paper look 
“impressive”

• Mutual CV enhancement

• Ghost author: Someone 
omitted from authorship who 
is qualified

• Duplicate publication: 
publishing the “same” work in 
multiple journals.

• Fraudulent authorship:
• Yoshitaka 

Fujii (anesthesiology) was 
found to have fabricated data 

• STAP cell scandal
• in at least 172 scientific 

papers.

• Coercive authorship: 
exertion of seniority or 
supervisory status over 
subordinates

Gotzsche PC, et al., PLoS Med 2007;4(1):e19. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.0040019.
Wager EL. PLoS Med 2007;4(1):e19. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.0040034.

Authorship Conflict! 

https://quotesgram.com/img/controlling-behavior-quotes/4570591/
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Authorship Conflict (Case 1)

• Using a mannequin at WISER, Amanda, a PGY-4 resident, wanted to 
compare the three methods used by resident volunteers for ultrasound-
guided central line insertion.

• Amanda secured a department a seed grant ($8,000) and initiated the 
study with a faculty mentor. 

• Amanda graduated before completion of the study. So John, a new 
PGY-4 resident, took over the ongoing project from Amanda, 
completed the study, and wrote the manuscript draft. 



Authorship Conflict (Case 1)
• At the time the manuscript was submitted to a peer-

reviewed journal, the faculty mentor of the project 

(Assistant Professor) argued that he should be the first 

author, since he would like to be “visible” in the field of 

simulation education. 

• What should John do? 



Potential Options

• Talk with person directly
• Consult ombudsman

– a neutral, independent party who can help 
students and faculty work out disputes

• Consult research integrity officer
• File formal complaint – (chair / dean)
• Extricate yourself

Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH



Ombudsman System at Pitt

• He works with graduate and 
professional students to 
understand their 
perspectives on the 
graduate experience at Pitt. 

• He led the effort to place 
ombudspersons—who 
advocate for students—in 
each of the schools. Nathan Urban, PhD

Vice Provost for Graduate Studies 
and Strategic Initiatives

Associate Director of the Brain 
Institute

https://www.provost.pitt.edu/people/nathan-urban



John’s Choice
Consult Ombudsman

• Discuss the authorship conflict to his department’s 
Director of Research Rotation 

• Director of Research Rotation reports the issue to Vice 
Chair of Research in the department

• Vice Chair of Research discusses the issue with the 
senior research mentor of the Assistant Professor

• The Assistant Professor agrees to list himself as the 
senior/last author with John and Amanda as the co-first 
authors. 



Authorship Conflict (Case 2)
• Rachel, a PGY-2 resident, participated in a prospective 

observational study at one hospital site.

• She created a data sheet, established a research protocol, 
and collected several patients’ data.  

• Rachel had to leave the hospital site due to clinical rotations 
at other training sites. 

• In her absence, > 1,000 patients’ data were collected by the 
research members of the hospital for one year. 

• Then, Rachel helped to analyze the data and wrote part of 
the manuscript (introduction, methods, and discussion) with a 
junior faculty mentor. 



Authorship Conflict (Case 2)
• Rachel presented the paper at local and national meetings as 

the first author with the junior faculty member as the last 
author. 

• At the time of full paper submission, Rachel was stunned to 
find her name listed as the third author. 

• The junior faculty member was listed as the first author; 
another mid-level faculty member was the second author; 
and the chief of the division was the senior / last author. 

• The reason was “Because she did not collect the data and 
she was not there. her contribution of drafting the paper was 
not so great. ”

• What should Rachel do? 



Potential Options

• Talk with person directly
• Consult ombudsman

– a neutral, independent party who can help 
students and faculty work out disputes.

• Consult research integrity officer
• File formal complaint – (chair / dean)
• Extricate yourself

Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH



Rachel’s Choice
Extricate yourself

• Reports the authorship conflict to Director of Research 
Rotation with the strict condition that the director WOULD 
NOT DISCUSS the issue with other faculty members, 
especially the faculty members on the research team.   

• “Not worth arguing,” “I do not want to be looked at as a 
troubling resident, since the field is small.”

• The paper is finally accepted for publication three years after 
her graduation from the program. 



Authorship Conflict (Case 3)

• Theodore was the faculty mentor on a prospective 
randomized clinical trial at UPMC. 

• Judy, a senior anesthesiology resident, worked as the first 
author in the trial: planning and execution. 

• Judy graduated in the middle of the trial and joined another 
institution as a faculty member. 

• Theodore continued recruiting study patients. 

• It took two years to complete the trial after July’s departure. 



Authorship Conflict (Case 3)

• Finally all data were collected. 

• Theodore continued working with Judy, who analyzed the 
data and drafted the manuscript. 

• Theodore put Judy as the first author with her new affiliation. 

• A very powerful senior professor who worked with Theodore 
on the trial now insisted Judy could not be the first author, as 
“the work was done at UPMC.”

• Theodore argued that Judy should be the first author and he 
the senior author. 



Authorship Conflict (Case 3)

• The senior professor insisted that if Judy became the first 
author, at least her affiliation should be UPMC to clearly 
indicate the work was solely done at UPMC.  

• Judy, now as a junior faculty of the other institution, needed 
recognition as being faculty at the new institution, not as a 
past resident of UPMC. 

• How should Theodore proceed? 



Potential Options

• Talk with person directly
• Consult ombudsman

– a neutral, independent party who can help 
students and faculty work out disputes

• Consult research integrity officer
• File formal complaint – (chair / dean)
• Extricate yourself

Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH



Theodore's Choice
Consult Dean

• Informs the authorship conflict to Dean and asks for 
their opinion

• The Dean concurs with Theodore that Judy’s affiliation 
should be her current institution. 

• Theodore “cc”s the Dean on the email reply to the 
senior professor. 

• The senior professor quickly agrees with Theodore. 



Institutional Oversight

• Ethics training
• Formal mechanisms in place to resolve 

disputes
• Ombudsman
• Authorship Conflict Resolution Committee:

– Fact finding and advising
– Serious abuses (coercion authorship, denial) should 

be referred for scientific misconduct review.

Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH
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Authorship Conflict: Prevention

• Should discuss authorship issues beforehand
• Good: Before manuscript is prepared.
• Better: When study is being planned. 
• Best: When interviewing/considering 

collaboration or position.

• Written authorship agreement is ideal.
• Special considerations for large multicenter 
studies

Courtesy of Robert J. Weyant, DMD, DrPH



Dear Dr. (Mentor X), 

I am working on the research study we discussed. Attached here is 
my initial draft. Thank you very much for your support!

Best, 

Ted

You, as a mentee, can take the initiative:

A good mentor will initiate the discussion, or



Title: 
A case of authorship conflict; how I avoided the headache 
successfully 

Authors: 
Tetsuro Sakai, MD, PhD, (co-author’s name), (co-author’s name), 
(co-author’s name), ……., Mentor X. 

Department of Anesthesiology, University of Pittsburgh School of 
Medicine

Corresponding Author: 
Mentor X, 
Professor of Anesthesiology, University of Pittsburgh School of 
Medicine, 469.11, 200 Lothrop Street, Pittsburgh, PA, 15213.
Tel: 412-648-6099
Fax: 412-658-6014
E-mail address: MentorX@upmc.edu
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Authors: 
Tetsuro Sakai, MD, PhD, (co-author’s name), (co-author’s name), 
(co-author’s name), ……., Mentor X. 

Department of Anesthesiology, University of Pittsburgh School of 
Medicine

Corresponding Author: 
Mentor X, 
Professor of Anesthesiology, University of Pittsburgh School of 
Medicine, 469.11, 200 Lothrop Street, Pittsburgh, PA, 15213.
Tel: 412-648-6099
Fax: 412-658-6014
E-mail address: MentorX@upmc.edu



SUMMARY
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