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Guiding principle: scientific and 
academic papers are written for 

society 

Not for the authors, their careers, 
or to pad their resumes. 
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Who is an author? Two schools of 
thought (actually 3) 

• School 1: people who made “substantial 
contributions” to a study 

• School 2: people who meet ICMJE criteria 
• School 3: whoever the boss feels 

deserves it at the moment 



ICMJE: International Committee of Medical 
Journal Editors (icmje.org) criteria: an author 

meets each of three requirements 

1. Substantial contributions  
– Conception and design of the research or 
– Collection of data or 
– Data analysis/interpretation 

2.  Writing the paper or making intellectual 
contributions on text 

3.  Final approval of the manuscript 
 



Why does it matter? 

• Credit where credit is due and morale 
– Mistake 1. Including someone as an author 

who should not be (the person should be 
listed in acknowledgements) 

– Mistake 2. Excluding an author who should 
have been in the author list 

• Authors bear some level of responsibility 
for the work, e.g., if misconduct arises or 
even through honest error and the paper is 
retracted.  
 



Inventorship on patents does not 
follow the same rules 

• Inventorship is constrained by (US) patent 
law 

• Typically a shorter list of people then those 
listed on grants and papers 

• Who conceived of the invention? 
• Contributor to claims 
• Getting it wrong can invalidate a patent 

 



Current issues in authorship 

• Ghostwriting 
• Counting citations 
• Rewards and awards 
• Honorary authorship—guest or gift 

authorship is defined as research 
misconduct at Washington University 

• Journals are increasingly requiring an 
authorship statement that describes the 
roles of each author 



Case study on authorship courtesy 
of Columbia University RCR  

Susan Jacobs is a PhD student for Dr. Seabrook at 
Smaller Univ.  Susan takes a six month intership in Dr. 
Frank’s lab at BIG Univ. She enjoys weekly lab 
meetings and a productive lab. Susan completes a 
study, begun at Smaller and finished at BIG. She 
writes it up for publication with 3 authors: Susan, 
Frank and Seabrook—she used the ICMJE criteria 
and gives it to Frank and Seabrook. Frank edits the 
paper and adds a technician, 2 postdocs and 2 grad 
students in the lab to the authorship list and sends it to 
all the ‘new authors’ so they can discuss the paper in 
the next lab meeting. Susan is not happy and talks 
with Frank, who said that she would be included in the 
next paper by one of his postdocs. What went wrong? 
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