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Authorship of a paper is the culmination of any research project. Being an author of a paper is
considered prestigious and may be necessary for promotion and tenure. Authorship is an area of
publication ethics that is often a source of confusion for early career researchers. It is also an area
where many disputes are seen and a cause for much heartache, controversy and damaged
relationships. Misrepresentation of the contribution to research in the author listings could be
considered as a form of research misconduct [1].

The International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) has tried to help editors and
authors by publishing a list of criteria for authorship [2]. In brief, an author is one who has
contributed significantly to the design, conduct and reporting of the research and is able to take
responsibility and accountability for the whole research. However, a judgement on whether a
contribution is substantial or not is subject to interpretation.

However, these criteria are often breached. Common gaps in application of these criteria include
gift authorship, where authorship is given to persons who have not contributed to the study but
are included due to their position e.g. the head of the laboratory or department. Inclusion of the
Head may be an unwritten policy or practice of the institution that junior researchers ignore at
their peril.

On the other hand, it is also common for seniors to ignore the contribution of junior staff and
students to a research and omit them from the author list, even if they have made a considerable
contribution to the research outcome. In medical research, we have also noted a tendency for
clinicians to ignore the substantial contribution of other categories of staff such as pathologists,
microbiologists and radiologists in the diagnosis of rare or unusual disease and omitting to
include them as co-authors. It may be a useful rule of thumb for authors and editors to determine
whether all those who were essential to the diagnosis and management of the case have been
included as co-authors. It is not sufficient that these personnel be included in the
acknowledgements as, in many cases, the definitive diagnosis has been made only because of
their expertise and efforts. It is also common for researchers from the sponsoring or 'host’ site to
dismiss the contribution of collaborators in the peripheral sites where the research is conducted.
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As there is no longer any restriction on the number of authors it is encouraged that all such
contributors be given authorship if the contribution is substantive.

Gift authorship may also occur if the authors feel that including a foreign or senior researcher will
increase their chances of publication. This discrimination in publication has been recently
discussed [3].

Inclusion of ICMIJE criteria when drawing up institutional and departmental publication ethics
policies can help to ensure ethical authorship. Another good practice to be followed is to decide
on the authorship list and position before the research is published, preferably at the conceptual
stage. And definitely before the paper is written. A written authorship agreement will help to iron
out any disputes prior to submission.

Educating potential authors via sections on research integrity and publication ethics on journal
websites and, most importantly, via their “instructions to authors” with strict application of these
criteria by editors of journals (for example journals in SLJIOL) is another tool to promote ethical
authorship. Inclusion of a section in the final manuscript on “author contributions” (where the
corresponding author lists out the significant contribution of each author) can force the
researchers to confront this issue. It can also help editors to determine the quantity and quality of
the contribution of each author to the paper and whether any significant contributor has been
missed e.g. the microbiologist in case reports involving rare and unusual infections. Reviewing the
acknowledgements section to ensure that substantial contributions are not being ignored may
also help but is not considered a function of the editor.

Having measure in place to resolve author disputes before or after submission, through dispute
resolution services such as arbitration has been suggested [4].
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