
CosmoDerma 2024 • 4(99)  |  1

is is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-Share Alike 4.0 License, which allows others 
to remix, transform, and build upon the work non-commercially, as long as the author is credited and the new creations are licensed under the identical terms.
©2024 Published by Scientific Scholar on behalf of CosmoDerma

Letter to the Editor

Honorary authorship: Unethical; however, does it harm 
science?
Himel Mondal1 , Shaikat Mondal2

1Department of Physiology, All India Institute of Medical Sciences, Deoghar, Jharkhand, 2Department of Physiology, Raiganj Government Medical College 
and Hospital, Raiganj, West Bengal, India.

*Corresponding author: 
Himel Mondal, 
Department of Physiology, 
All India Institute of Medical 
Sciences, Deoghar, Jharkhand, 
India.

himelmkcg@gmail.com 

Received: 27 June 2024 
Accepted: 23 July 2024 
Published: 14 August 2024

DOI 
10.25259/CSDM_103_2024

Quick Response Code:

Dear Sir,

Perhaps the most common unethical practice in academia is the honorary authorship. 
Honorary authorship, also known as gift or guest authorship, refers to the inclusion of 
individuals as authors on scientific publications without substantial contribution to the research 
or manuscript.[1] These terms – “honorary,” “gift,” and “guest” are used interchangeably, as they 
are coming under the broad heading of offering authorship, who actually does not satisfy the 
criteria of authorship.

The majority of the journals follow the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors 
(ICMJEs) criteria. According to these criteria, a contributor of a research article will be an author 
if the contributor satisfies at least one attribute from each of the four criteria.[2] If anyone does 
not satisfy the ICMJE criteria, the inclusion of his/her name is a violation of publication ethics. 
Meursinge Reynders et al. reported that this violation is one of the most common violations in 
health science publications.[3] We agree that if millions of people do unethical practice that does 
not make the unethical practice ethical. Honorary authorship is unethical, although practiced 
rampantly. However, does it harm science? This question is rarely discussed in academia. Hence, 
we highlighted four case scenarios and then deduced the inference from the cases to answer the 
question.

Below are four scenarios in this context that would help to understand how honorary authorship 
can affect science [Figure 1].

Scenario 1: A paper has two true authors (fulfilling ICMJE criteria) and four as honorary authors 
who only edited the language of the manuscript. Listing the later four authors is considered 
unethical.

Scenario 2: A paper has two true authors (fulfilling ICMJE criteria), and four are acknowledged 
contributors who only edited the language of the manuscript. Listing four contributors in the 
acknowledgment is ethical.

Scenario 3: A  paper has six authors, with two as true authors (fulfilling ICMJE criteria) and 
four as honorary authors who did not contribute in any aspect. Listing the later four authors is 
considered unethical.

Scenario 4: A paper has two true authors (fulfilling ICMJE criteria).
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For the sake of debate, the “publication ethics” is kept aside, 
and only the scientific content of the paper is taken into 
consideration. In scenarios 1 and 2, the scientific content 
would be the same (linguistically improved manuscript) 
despite the contributors listed in the acknowledgment 
section or as authors. Similarly, the scientific content (same 
manuscript) in scenarios 3 and 4 would also be the same 
despite the inclusion or exclusion of four authors who did 
not contribute to the paper.

From these four scenarios, one can conclude that the 
scientific content remains unaltered with the inclusion 
or exclusion of honorary authors. The topic of “honorary 
authorship” may continue to be discussed as an ethical 
dilemma in scientific publication; however, there is no harm 
to science![4]
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Figure 1: Case scenario of guest authorship. ICMJE: International committee of medical journal editors.
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