
Authors, authors everywhere: understanding 

responsibilities and managing expectations

Zoë Mullan

Trustee & Member of Council, COPE

Editor, The Lancet Global Health



Structure

• Why talk about authorship?

• What is authorship?

• Common problems and how to avoid them

• What is the editor’s role?



Why talk about authorship?



Why talk about authorship?

• Authorship conveys significant privileges and 
legal rights (also responsibilities)

• In the scholarly arena, it also forms the basis for 
rewards and career advancement



Source: Shao J, Shen H. Learned Publishing 2011; 24: 95–97. doi:10.1087/20110203

Why talk about authorship?

Journal type Monetary reward in China 

(converted to US$)

Impact factor (IF) < 1 $306

1 ≥ IF < 3 $458

3 ≥ IF < 5 $611

5 ≥ IF < 10 $764

IF ≥ 10 $2139

Published in Science or Nature $30,562



What is authorship?



What is authorship?

• The creator or originator of an idea (eg, the author of the theory 
of relativity) 

• The individual or individuals who develop and bring to fruition 
the product that disseminates intellectual or creative works (eg, 
the author of a poem or a scholarly article)



What is authorship?

International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE)

• Substantial contributions to the conception or design of the work; or the 
acquisition, analysis, or interpretation of data for the work; AND

• Drafting the work or revising it critically for important intellectual content; AND

• Final approval of the version to be published; AND

• Agreement to be accountable for all aspects of the work in ensuring that questions 
related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are appropriately 
investigated and resolved.



What is authorship?

Council of Science Editors (CSE)

“Authors are individuals identified by the research group to have made 

substantial contributions to the reported work and agree to be 

accountable for these contributions. In addition to being accountable for the 

parts of the work he or she has done, an author should be able to identify 

which of their coauthors are responsible for specific other parts of the work. 

In addition, an author should have confidence in the integrity of the 

contributions of their co-authors. All authors should review and approve 

the final manuscript.”



What is authorship?

American Physical Society

“Authorship should be limited to those who have made a significant contribution to 

the concept, design, execution or interpretation of the research study. All those 

who have made significant contributions should be offered the opportunity to be 

listed as authors. Other individuals who have contributed to the study should be 

acknowledged, but not identified as authors.”



What is authorship?
American Sociological Association

“(a) Sociologists take responsibility and credit, including authorship credit, only for work 

they have actually performed or to which they have contributed.

(b) Sociologists ensure that principal authorship and other publication credits are based 

on the relative scientific or professional contributions of the individuals involved, 

regardless of their status. In claiming or determining the ordering of authorship, 

sociologists seek to reflect accurately the contributions of main participants in the 

research and writing process.

(c) A student is usually listed as principal author on any multiple-authored 

publication that substantially derives from the student’s dissertation or thesis.”



What is authorship?

It depends who you ask!



Common problems…

• Ghosts and guests

• The missing author

• The unwitting author

• The unaccountable author

• The jostling for position authors



…and how to avoid them
• There is no “gold standard” definition

• Adopt a definition and state it clearly in the information for authors

• Have a signed authorship declaration as a condition of publication:

- Fulfilment of authorship criteria laid out in journal’s policy

- No other individuals deserving of authorship have been omitted

- Seen and agreed to the final submitted version

- Agree to the order of authorship

- Responsibility for the integrity of the paper



…and how to avoid them

• Judicious use of acknowledgments (with signed agreement)

• Contributorship statement (consider publication of this)

• Send article correspondence to all named authors

• Request signed agreement to authorship changes from all authors



…and how to avoid them
“Contributors

ST, JZ, and SS came up with the research question and designed the protocol. SS and KD did the 

literature search, study selection, and data extraction with the help of ST. JZ and DA-M did statistical 

analysis. SS designed the tables, figures, and appendices, with input from ST. MW provided expert 

anaesthetic advice. SS and ST prepared the initial drafts of the manuscript, with additional input from 

KSK, AC, MW, and RN. All authors contributed to the drafts and final version of the manuscript.
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What is the editor’s role?

• Editors cannot police author or contributor lists

• Editors cannot judge who or who does not deserve to be an 
author

• If authors cannot resolve disputes, the institution(s) must 
intervene

• Papers cannot be published if a dispute is ongoing 



What is the editor’s role?



What is the editor’s role?



In summary

• Editors can do little to resolve authorship issues, but can take 
action to prevent many of them

• Have a definition/policy and make potential authors aware of it

• Request written declarations as a condition of publication

• Use COPE resources: publicationethics.org


