
Publication Practices:
Authorship, Plagiarism & Misconduct

RCR Workshop
2011



A Question of Authorship

By Katie Cottingham
March 30, 2001

Assigning authorship can be a tricky business 

indeed. Whom should you include as an author 

on a paper, and in what order should you list 

multiple authors?

http://sciencecareers.sciencemag.org/career_magazine/previous_issues/articles/2001_03_30/noDOI.1470170286102423077



“I am a graduate student at Bigtime State University. For the past 2 years, I have been 

working on my thesis research in a lab with five other grad students and our mutual 

advisor. Last week, our advisor handed us the final draft of a paper based on a project that 

has been my primary responsibility. I conducted most of the experiments and wrote many 

of the sections. To my surprise, the senior student in our lab, who was away at conferences 

and at the library writing up her thesis while most of the experiments were being 

performed, was listed as the first author. 

My labmates tell me that this is standard practice for a large collaborative group like ours. 

They also assured me that when I become the senior student, I will travel more and appear 

as the first author on all the group papers. I could swallow my pride and wait, I suppose, 

but I have already decided to leave grad school after this semester to work in industry. I 

was counting on using this paper to demonstrate my abilities to prospective employers. Is it 

ethical of me to jump my place in line and ask to be first author on this paper?”

A Question of Authorship

Next Wave presented this case study to four experts: an experienced PI, an 

ethicist, a science journal editor, and a university ombudsperson.   

What do you think the experts said?

http://sciencecareers.sciencemag.org/career_magazine/previous_issues/articles/2001_03_30/noDOI.1470170286102423077



Case Study: Authorship Contribution

As his first major grant is coming to an end, 

key elements of Dr. Jay K.’s research 

suddenly fall into place. Experiments run by 

his graduate student now clearly link the gene 

they are studying to a particular type of 

cancer. His postdoc’s work on proteins 

associated with this gene could pave the way 

for possible cures. 

Jay is finally ready to make a strong case for 

continued support and his pending promotion. 

All he has to do now is publish.

But Jay’s optimism is short-lived. His 

department chair was delighted with his 

progress, but suggested that the first paper 

announcing the results come out under her 

name to give it broader circulation. 

Meanwhile:

• his postdoc and graduate student are 

fighting about authorship order;

• the university’s public affairs office has 

asked for a summary of the results for a 

press release; 

• the technology transfer office has told 

him to hold publication until the work’s 

commercial potential can be evaluated.

What should Jay do now?

What steps should he have taken earlier?



Rising Number of Authors/Paper
complicates authorship assignment today

Wren JD, Kozak KZ, Johnson KR, Deakyne SJ, Schilling LM & Dellavalle RP.  

The Write Position.  EMBO reports (2007) 8: 988 – 991.

Number of authors per paper

%
 o

f a
ll 

pa
pe

rs
 p

ub
lis

he
d 

th
at

 y
ea

r

Derived from MEDLINE 

bibliographic data, truncated 

at 15 authors. All types of 

publication included (86% 

were journal articles).



Questions to answer early in a research project:

• Who will conduct the research?  

• What roles will they perform?  

• Is each co-investigator’s role sufficient to merit co-authorship?

• In what order will authors’ names be listed in a published article?

• How will authorship be handled for prepublication reports?               
(e.g., a poster presentation at a professional meeting)

Did Your Group Discuss Plans 

for Authorship?  How Early?



http://www.aps.org/publications/apsnews/199904/backpage.cfm

Planning for Authorship:

Postdocs’ Perceptions



http://www.aps.org/publications/apsnews/199904/backpage.cfm

Only 26% reported having seen the APS 

Guidelines for Professional Conduct, including 

this ethical statement regarding authorship:

"Authorship should be limited to those who have made 

a significant contribution to the concept, design, 

execution and interpretation of the research study."  

Using this statement to assess authorship 

assignment on papers they had authored:

• 46% of postdocs reported at least one paper had at 

least one inappropriate author; 

• 22% reported that their supervisor had been an 

inappropriate author on at least one paper; 

• 1% reported that they themselves had been an 

inappropriate author.

Eugen Tarnow’s survey 

of postdocs in Physics

When asked about postdoc/supervisor 

relationships:

• 75% of postdocs reported that authorship 

criteria had never been discussed

• 61% stated that criteria for the postdoc's

authorship were not clearly agreed upon

• 70% stated that criteria for designating others 

as authors were not clearly agreed upon.

Planning for Authorship:

Postdocs’ Perceptions



Survey of Biomedical Postdocs
Eastwood, S., Derish, P., Leash, E., Ordway, S. (1996) 

Ethical issues in Biomedical Research: Perceptions and 

Practices of Postdoctoral Research Fellows Responding 

to a Survey, Science and Engineering Ethics 2: 89-114.

Survey of Psychology Postdocs
Vasta, R. (1981) The matter of publication credit: a survey 

of APA members, Journal Supplement Abstract Service 

Catalog of Selected Documents in Psychology 11: 2-3.

Planning for Authorship:

Perceptions are Similar in Other Fields



Usually as a footnote, identifying roles like:

• experimental design

• data collection/processing

• writing and critical editing

• literature review and citations

Some journals also ask for names of “Guarantors” 
(i.e., the author responsible for the integrity of the work)

• sometimes this is a role assumed by the ―corresponding author‖

Planning for Authorship: 

What did each author contribute?

Some journals want roles of coauthors to be described



• providing funding

• editing the manuscript

• being leader of the research unit (e.g., dept chair)

• providing lab space or research resources

• performing routine technical work on the project 

(whether paid or unpaid)

Planning for Authorship: 

Authorship: What doesn’t count?
Contributions that do not alone merit authorship



Authorship Contribution

• Authorship limited to those who:

Should authorship be limited to those 

who contribute to all phases of a publication?

The International Committee of Medical Journal Editors 

(ICMJE) sets a high standard for authorship:

• Others should be included in Acknowledgments

ICMJE recommends permission be obtained from those 

mentioned in Acknowledgments, because readers may 

consider inclusion an endorsement of publication content

1. contribute to conception and design and/or to 

data collection and interpretation;  and

2. play an important role in drafting and approving 

the final publication. 



Uniform Requirements for Manuscripts Submitted to Biomedical 

Journals: Writing and Editing for Biomedical Publication

ICMJE Authorship standards
International Committee of Medical Journal Editors

• All persons designated as authors should qualify 

for authorship, and all who qualify should be listed.

• Each author should have participated sufficiently in 

the work to take public responsibility for 

appropriate portions of the content.

• Authorship credit should depend on satisfying 

these conditions:

• substantial contributions to conception and 
design, or acquisition of data, or analysis and 
interpretation of data;

• drafting the article or revising it critically for 
important intellectual content;

• final approval of the version to be published. 

• One or more authors should take 

responsibility for the integrity of the work as a 

whole, from inception to published article.

• Acquisition of funding, the collection of data, 

or general supervision of the research group, 

by themselves, do not justify authorship.

• Authors should provide a description of what 

each contributed, and editors should publish 

that information.

• All others who contributed to the work who 

are not authors should be named in 

Acknowledgments, and what they did should 

be described.

• ability to explain and defend the study in 

public or scholarly settings. MSU Guidelines on Authorship 

(1998)



Preparing to Publish:

Ethical Considerations for Authors 

• Does our research protect human and animal subjects?  
IRB and/or IACUC approval is required prior to the research

• Can we avoid, or Disclose, Conflicts of Interest?        
Potential conflicts of interest must be disclosed to the editor in a 

cover letter, and to readers within the manuscript (e.g., footnote)

• Do we handle data management & retention responsibly? 
(incl. recording, coding, securing, and cross-checking data)



• Journals provide detailed ―Instructions to Authors‖

• Some journals invite authors to offer suggestions for 

impartial reviewers

• Some authors use their submission cover letter to 

request that a particular scientist not be invited to 

review this manuscript.

Preparing to Publish:

Manuscript Submission



Preparing to Publish:

Authorship

Importance 

• There are no universal rules for authorship order, but authors 

are usually listed in order of importance

• ―First‖ and ―Last‖ place carry special weight in most disciplines 

Corresponding Author

• Many journals now require a ―corresponding‖ (or ―primary‖) 

author to assume responsibility for all aspects of a publication.



• A common condition of publication is that 

authors assign copyright to the publisher

• Authors must also obtain permission to 

include any previously published material

Preparing to Publish:

Who owns the copyright?



• Some journals require authors to accept a Data 

Sharing policy as a condition of publication (see 

“publication policies” or “instructions for authors”)

• Federal funding agencies, including NIH and 

NSF, also expect data to be shared when it is 

acquired with grant support.

Preparing to Publish:

Data Sharing may be Required



• Some journals require a letter of permission if an author 

cites a colleague’s ―personal communication‖, or a work 

―in press‖.

• Some journals will not permit a work to be described as 

―submitted for publication‖

• Authors may be asked to provide copies of any 

unpublished materials referenced in their manuscript. 

Preparing to Publish:

Unpublished Observations



Who serves as a peer reviewer?

• Editorial Board member

• ad hoc reviewer 

Journals provide guidelines for reviewers, and 

reviewer comments are generally anonymous

Preparing to Publish:

Peer Review



Ethical concerns for the reviewer:

• Do I have a (real or perceived) conflict of interest?

• Can I meet the proposed deadline? 

• Do I have the necessary expertise? 

• May I seek input from a colleague?

• Will I treat the review confidentially?

What are the two main goals of a peer review?

• To help the Editor reach a good decision about the paper

• To help the authors communicate their work as clearly as possible

Preparing to Publish:

Peer Review



Reviewers look for such virtues as:

• A clear statement of the problem under study, citing 

the relevant literature, and acknowledging prior work

• Originality, with potential interest to a broad audience

• Methods chosen appropriately, applied with sufficient 

expertise, and described in sufficient detail

• Results presented clearly and concisely

• Findings with potential for significant impact

Is the Manuscript Worthy of 

Publication in this Journal?



Title and Abstract

• truthfully descriptive — neither understates 
nor overstates the importance of findings;

• summarizes only data presented in the body 
of the paper; 

• mentions negative results that might be 
important to other researchers.

Literature Review

• critical, accurate critique of relevant literature

• clearly states the research question

Preparing to Publish:

Content of Responsible Publications



Preparing to Publish:

Content of Responsible Publications

Methods

• describes experimental design and techniques 
in sufficient detail to facilitate replication, and 
to facilitate assessment of the design.

Results

• include ―inconvenient‖ details

• provides a complete account of what was 
discovered, but generally leaves interpretation 
for the discussion.



Discussion

• is helpful to those unfamilar with the field

• identifies unresolved problems

• avoids bias, particularly because many 
readers will lack the detailed knowledge to 
recognize an imbalance in the discussion

• considers limitations of the study

Preparing to Publish:

Content of Responsible Publications



If an honest mistake is detected:

• It is the author's responsibility to notify the journal's 

editor of an error discovered after publication

• The journal will publish an erratum

Errors Detected after Publication

An honest error is not scientific misconduct



Fabrication

making up data/results and recording or reporting them

Falsification

manipulating research materials, equipment, or processes, 

or changing or omitting data or results

Plagiarism (from the Latin plagiare, to steal)

appropriation of another person’s ideas, processes, results, 

or words without giving appropriate credit

42 CFR Part 93.103

PHS Defines Research Misconduct
Fabrication, falsification, or plagiarism in proposing, performing, or 

reviewing research, or in reporting research results.



Plagiarism in the Academy

January 30, 2008

Journal Retracts Harvard Professor's Paper Flagged by 

Copycat-Search Tool

After two researchers warned last week that many examples of plagiarism may 

mar biomedical journals, a paper flagged by their search process has been 

retracted.  The Boston Globe reported yesterday that the journal Best Practice & 

Research Clinical Rheumatology had retracted a 2004 paper by Lee S. Simon, an 

associate clinical professor of medicine at Harvard University, because it 

contained overlapping text with a 2003 article in the journal Expert Opinion on 

Drug Safety.

The researchers who sounded the warning bell last week had found the paper 

through a search that turned up 70,000 copycat abstracts of biomedical papers. 

Dr. Simon’s abstract was one of more than 70 possible plagiarism cases they 

identified when they studied 2,600 abstracts individually. […]

—Lila Guterman Copyright 2011.



Hwang Woo Suk

• South Korean professor at Seoul National University, 

infamous for fabricating a series of stem cell experiments 

reporting successful creation of human embryonic stem 

cells by cloning

Jan Hendrik Schön

• German physicist, fabricated data to support spectacular 

claims in condensed matter physics and nanotechnology 

(including a claim of making an organic-based transistor)

Authorship Misconduct



Hwang Woo-suk

Jan Hendrik Schön

In both cases published papers were editorially retracted after 

the fabrications were revealed, but the coauthors were found to 

have been unaware of the fraud.  

• Co-authors share the credit for a well-received paper; should 

they also accept the blame for a fraudulent paper?

• Should peer review include effort to detect deliberate fraud?

• University of Konstanz revoked Schön's doctoral degree due 

to the scandal surrounding his record of scientific fraud. Was 

the university justified in taking such action?  

Authorship Misconduct



Funded by ORI/NIH 

Research Program on 

Research Integrity

Martinson BC, Anderson MS, and         

de Vries R.  Nature, 2005, 435:737-738.

Scientists Behaving Badly



Martinson BC, Anderson MS, & de Vries R.  Nature, 2005, 435:737-738.





Image Doctoring
Examples from ―Stop misbehaving!‖
Ushma S. Neill, J. Clin. Invest. 2006; 116: 1740-1741

(1) Excessive contrast adjustment;

(2) Background in rightmost 2 rows

has been replaced to hide bands.

Bands for WT treatment #2, and

the three rightmost bands, appear

pasted over original bands.



Forensic Examination of Questioned 

Scientific Images

John W. Kruegger, Accountability in 

Research, 9: 105–125, 2002

“This paper discusses the Office of Research 

Integrity’s (ORI) experience from its oversight 

review of institutional scientific misconduct 

cases involving questioned images, provides 

illustrative examples of computer image 

processing techniques with an explanation of 

how the image analysis contributed to the final 

misconduct determination […].  

The survey of cases indicates that good 

laboratory practices and, notably, attention to 

mentoring could have minimized the scope of 

the scientific misconduct when the act of 

falsification occurred.”

“High-Tech”: image manipulated by computer. 

“Tamper”: image reversed or rescaled to disguise its 

source. “Plagiarism”: image from other sources. 

Incidence of 35 ORI cases involving 

contested scientific images. 



Authorship Inflation

Salami publication...
Dividing one piece of research into LPUs (least publishable 

units), to increase the number of publications.

Self-Plagiarism
If it’s published, you should cite it... even if you wrote it!

e.g., The Association for Computing Machinery Policy and 

Procedures on Plagiarism (revised June 2010):

 ”In this document we define self-plagiarism as the verbatim or near-

verbatim reuse of significant portions of one's own copyrighted work 

without citing the original source”

Duplication
Unacknowledged duplication or substantial overlap



Premature Public Statements

American Chemical Society: Ethical Guidelines 

D. Ethical Obligations of Scientists Publishing outside 

the Scientific Literature

3. A scientist should not proclaim a discovery to the public unless the 

experimental, statistical, or theoretical support for it is of strength 

sufficient to warrant publication in the scientific literature. […]

http://pubs.acs.org/page/policy/ethics/index.html



Claims of Cold Fusion

• Stanley Pons and Martin Fleischmann held a press conference at the 

Univ. Utah to announce a "cold fusion" technique that could generate a 

four-fold increase in energy in a nuclear reaction.

• Numerous labs across the world tried in vain to replicate the finding. The 

Dept of Energy concluded that the claim was unsubstantiated. Studies 

showed that cold fusion was theoretically implausible. 

• In 1989 the most published science topic was "cold fusion”, but soon 

reputable journals and scientific meetings refused to consider papers on 

the topic. Believers established cold-fusion periodicals and conferences.

1989

2011 • Sergio Focardi (U. Bologna physics prof emeritus) and Andrea Rossi 

(manufacturer of generators in NH) demonstrated what they claimed was a 

nuclear reaction creating 12,400W of power from 400W.  They said a 

commercial version would cost ~1c per kWh — far less than a coal plant.

• Rossi and Focardi’s paper on the reactor was rejected by peer-reviewed 

journals, so they published it on their blog: “the Journal of Nuclear Physics”. 

Their patent application was rejected, pending more data.



Some Closing Thoughts

• Being an author is more complex today, yet 

authorship remains a powerful currency in 

academia. Young scientists must be proactive to 

ensure appropriate recognition of their work.

• Authorship done well will build a career, but 

irresponsible authorship can have damaging 

consequences.  


