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 A ghost author is…… 

• MECC offered substantial assistance in the 
development of manuscripts, reporting in a status 
report that ”at [the author’s] request, we did an 
extensive literature search and submitted selected 
articles to him for reference…. We have offered him 
help in identifying and collecting his appropriate 
cases, analyzing data, writing a manuscript, or 
whatever he needs.” 
 



Creating a study…. 
• Tobacco industry created a study – with 

ghost and guest authors – to refute an 
influential study about secondhand smoke 

• Hirayama study (1981) showing association 
of secondhand smoke and lung cancer 
– Most frequently cited study in regulatory hearings on 

indoor air regulation 

– Misclassification:  1 of 9 most frequently used 
arguments to refute Hirayama (and other studies) 



 “A Japanese study” … or not? 

 “Also, I am of the opinion that Dr. Chris Proctor might 
supervise this work but his presence should be low key 
and not appear in any of the publications, particularly 
since this is a Japanese study” 

 [2023544449: April 16, 1991 from T.S. Osdene, R&D at PM to Steve Parrish, 
Senior VP at PM] 

 

 “Proctor (and his fee) may be necessary to help get this 
done… but this should be a Japanese study: Proctor 
should not be a coauthor on any publication that 
comes out of it”   

[2023544456: April 15, 1991 from Bob Pages, R&D team at PM reporting to 
Steve Parrish, Senior VP, PM] 



  Who should design and conduct it? 

• Project management would be undertaken by Covington 
and Burling. The project managers would remain remote 
from any scientific publications. Two Japanese scientists 
will be the principal investigators […will serve as principal 
authors of the resulting scientific reports]. Mr. Peter Lee also 
will be asked to assist in reviewing the study design and in 
interpreting the data.  It is not anticipated, however, that 
Mr. Lee will serve as a co-author of any of the 

publications…”   [2023544523: Aug.12,1991 from Covington and Burling 

Attorney Work Product re: proposal to study ETS exposure in non-smoking Japanese 
women] 





Who should publish?  Who is         
accountable? 

• Draft 1:  Yano and Kagawa  (guests) 

• Draft 2:  Yano, Kagawa and Lee (guest + ghost) 

• Draft 3 – 7:  Lee 

 

• Christopher Proctor (ghost) 







Are journal policies sufficient? 

 

Objective:  Examine the publication 
success of targeted ghost written 
articles by variation in policies 
regarding ghostwriting.  
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Reviewed Drug Industry Document 
Archives,  identified 2 proposals 

http://dida.library.ucsf.edu/pdf/xfa00a10 



Results 

6 published 
in proposed 
journals 

7 published 
in alternative 
journals  

0 disclosed 
participation of 
Parke-Davis or MES in 
authorship 

1 disclosed honorarium 
from MES 

0 disclosed 
participation of 
Parke-Davis or MES 
in authorship 

1 disclosed grant 
from Parke-Davis 11 not found 
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Journal Policies by Publication Status 

1997-2000 

Journals where 
proposed  articles 
WERE published 

(n = 10) 

Journals where 
proposed articles 

were NOT published 
(n = 16) 

Criteria for 
authorship 
 

40% (n=4) 50% (n=8) 

Explicit disclosure 
of funding for 
ghostwriting 

0% (n=0) 0% (n=0) 

General COI/ 
Disclosure policy 60% (n=6) 88% (n=14) 

 
 



MES proposal to Parke-Davis, June 18, 1997: 

MES status update, July 18, 1997: 
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Strong Ghost Authorship Policies 

    

“Professional writers employed by pharmaceutical 

companies or other academic, governmental or 

commercial entities who have drafted or revised 

the intellectual content of the paper must be 

included as authors.”  
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Moderate Ghost Authorship Policies 

 

 “To manage potential bias, authors and 
reviewers…are required to make certain 
attestations and disclosures…Describe the role 
of sponsors in study design, data acquisition, 
interpretation of data, writing and revising the 
manuscript, and in the decision to approve 
the manuscript for publication” 
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Weak Ghost Authorship Policies 

 

 Authorship statement: 

 ___I have participated sufficiently in the 
conception, design, data analysis (where 
applicable), and writing of this manuscript to 
take public responsibility for the content. 
(2000) 
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Weak Ghost Authorship Policies 

 

• Published policy about authorship? 

 “Not really, we took people at their word” (1996-
2000) 

 

• Any procedures to verify the truthfulness and 
completeness of authorship? 

 “No, we rely on the integrity of the authors” 

     (2009) 
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Alastair Matheson.  PLoS Medicine 2011 

The “Triple Lock” formula 



Disclosures 

• Most commonly used “management 
strategy” 

 

• Do they protect against bias? 

 

• Can you trust them? 
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“Best disclosure ever…..” 

“The authors are interested in encouraging tobacco harm reduction………..  In 
addition to this actual substantial interest, the authors also have what some 
mistakenly consider to be the only real conflict of interest, funding from the 
private sector:  Dr. Phillips and his research group are partially supported by an 
unrestricted (completely hands-off) grant to the University of Alberta from U.S. 
Smokeless Tobacco Company.  The grantor is unaware of this study, and thus 
had no scientific input or other influence on it.  …………“…Dr. Phillips has 
consulted for U.S. Smokeless Tobacco Company in the context of product 
liability litigation and subsequent to the completion of this paper became a 
member of British American Tobacco's External Scientific Panel advising on 
issues of tobacco harm reduction.  Though these do and might (respectively) 
represent interests, and credibly influence what research we consider 
important, our interest in accurately assessing the barriers to harm reduction 
means it is not clear to us how these interests might be seen as justifying the 
knee-jerk accusation of bias -- that we somehow altered the presentation of 
these results based on nonscientific interests -- that we often face from the 
political activists who work to influence the science in this area.” 
 
 
 
 
Survey of smokers' reasons for not switching to safer sources of nicotine and their willingness to do so in the future 
Karyn K Heavner  , Zale Rosenberg  and Carl V Phillips   
Harm Reduction Journal 2009, 6:14doi:10.1186/1477-7517-6-14 



Verifying disclosures: 
 

• Check the Drug Industry Document Archives 
(http://dida.library.ucsf.edu/ ) 

• Use your peer reviewers 
– Acknowledgements and Disclosure statements 

– Drugs favorably mentioned 

– Be aware of any potential biases or conflicts 

• Use an experienced editor who is able to assess 
writing style (inconsistencies etc.) 

• Authors sometimes inadvertently disclose 
conflicts of interest 
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http://dida.library.ucsf.edu/




• Long term projects, updates of systematic 
reviews 

• Author order 

• Restrictions on publication / author delays 

• Author number 

• Disciplinary differences 
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