The George Costanza Excuse for Medical GhostwrjtMad In Americ, 1 of £

1\/1 21d i r] A]‘]‘]el‘i C(C Science, Psychiatry and Community
EES

Search
¢ Home

e Writers

o Bloggers

o Foreign Correspondents
e Archives
e Source Documents

o Anatomy of an Epidemic

= Antipsychotics/Schizophrenia

Benzodiazepines/Anxiety
Antidepressants/Depression
Polypharmacy/Bipolar illness
Psychotropics/Child Disorders
Solutions

o Mad In America

= The Evidence for Antipsychotics

= Antipsychotics and Chronic lliness
Antipsychotics/Brain Dysfunction

Outcomes/Atypical Antipsychotics

Early Death/Antipsychotics

Successful Experimental Programs
Timeline for Antipsychotics

e About Us
¢ Contact

The George Costanza Excuse for Medical Ghostwriting

Posted onMarch 2, 2012by Jonathan Leo, Ph.D. / Jeffrey Lacasse Ph.[2)

Several months ago, two professors at the University of Pennsylvania were accusethoitigigo3he
universityhas now announcdtat its own internal investigation has found that the professors were not guilty
of any misconduct. However, the charges, countercharges, the committee report, ahdfdeenzedia

articles go back and forth between charges of honorary authorship and ghostwritingyaari tthe same

exact thing.

Last year we wrote a paper that attempted to define ghostwriting, and to diffexérftiom honorary
authorship. These are two very different concepts. Honorary authorship is gettingoecreatitiftithoring a

http://www.madinamerica.com/2012/03/the-george-tzoms-excuse-for... 6/20/2012 2:29 P



The George Costanza Excuse for Medical GhostwrjtMad In Americ, 2 of ¢

paper when the listed author didn’t make enough of a contribution to meet authorship guidelines; ghos
authorship means that someone co-authored the paper (usually a drug company employee or supcontract
and should have been listed as a co-author, but wasn’t. Our main point was that if one wanisitcedeter
paper was ghostwritten there is one and only one question under consideration: Did the papeosiyli
someone who deserved to be called an author? Thus, as far as the ghostwriting charge pthéootie|
University’s of Pennsylvania’s Internal Committee was to determine if someomenade a significant
contribution to the paper was left off the byline. It doesn’t matter if the named authorsighafieant

amount of work, or if the paper is accurate, or if it was peer-reviewed, or if the narhedsaigned off on

the final copy — all of these excuses are common in the ghostwriting literature.

When one looks at the paper under scrutiny at UPenn there were eight named authors- fiveianadad
three from a writing company contracted by Glaxo. Unless there was another author ouhthesses not
mentioned we think this would mean the paper should not be considered ghostwritten. Unfortunately,

the paper did not mention that the three non-university authors were employees of a meidig@lompany
hired by Glaxo. Certainly, this is something that readers should have known, but even this lack of
forthrightness does not constitute ghostwriting. According to the news reportsTihewserican Journal of
Psychiatry that left out the company affiliations of the three drug company employees and not the paper’s
authors.

Now, it is true that there are a whole host of other accusations about the paper sie mate#ding, it
came to faulty conclusions, the named authors used someone else’s data, it is biabed)dinaed authors
don’t deserve to be listed as authors, etc... Granted these are serious accusations,theyweloa't all fall
under the category of “ghostwriting.” Keep in mind that even though it might not have been igterstivr
was company-written and most people know that company-written papers often include agharkssage.

Unfortunately, regarding the ghostwriting charges, the administrators have thtltgli@ater with all kinds of
statements in the media that do not directly relate to the ghostwriting. For éstatiweir discussion of
ghostwriting they have said that “Drs. Evans and Gyulai satisfied all authorsaimcrit That's great news
that they deserve to be called authors, but was there someone else who also deservddd@bea#ior?

The administrators have also said the, “...publication presented the research &indimggely.” Again,
whether the paper was accurate or not has no bearing on whether it was ghosted. Even ifsHegiage
were wrong, or slanted, this wouldn’t have mattered for the ghostwriting question. Bésidet up to a
committee to determine if the paper was right or wrong. It's up to individual readsose to their own
conclusions. And one of the elements that goes into that decision is knowing who wrote the paper. ®he
not readers are going to trust a company written paper is up to the readers. In this dayany agery

naive physician could believe that when it comes to making a clinical decision that a@aginored by a
drug company is a true evidence-based look at dat&now that drug companies see peer-reviewed articles
as a venue to sell their products- so it's important to know if they co-authored the Rapders want to

know who wrote the paper- not that a committee at UPenn thought it was accurate.

The university also says that at the time the paper was published the professrsdidtnot constitute “a
deviation from accepted practices as they were understood at the time.” Howevieervthveds in writing
or not, ghostwriting has never been considered acceptable in the University at lacgedm’t be tolerated
in a humanities department, for instance- and it's very awkward to see a high-rankedityrsuggesting
that talented researchers simply didn’t know that it's unacceptable to cooperateivirgy the public about
the authorship of important research. In fact even the Penn Medicine administratossoacldiiis concept
last year when they respondeddbarles Grassley’s questioniafjUniversities about medical school
ghostwriting polices. Penn Medicine’s response (at that time, so says theyragskt) was that we didn’t
need a policy: “Penn Medicine does not use the term “ghostwriting” in its authorshipgdiiat stated that
it has policies against plagiarism and it considers ghostwriting to be the eqtivbplagiarism.”
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One of the comments in a piece in @i@onicle of Higher Education aboutthis defense humourously hits
the nail on the head: "This reminds me of the Seinfeld episode in which George was&eiby Fis boss

for having sex with the cleaning lady on his desk. George’s paraphrased reSpssdiat wrong? | gotta

tell you, if | knew that wasn't allowed here, | never would have done it.”

Unfortunately, for the only important question that the internal committee should have bexssiaddthe
administrators have made a comment that raises even more questions: “SugasraPpitikeswoman for the
medical school, did not respond to a question about whether the medical writing firm wrstiediher

edited the researchers writing.” But, this is the most important question- if dmaetkcal writers were
significantly involvedthen it was ghostwritten. How can they not comment on this? This leaves us
wondering if indeed there are some ghost authors of this piece. If the university won&moomthe most
important part of the case then one wonders why the review was even done in the first dageul@ave
been like NASASColumbia Accident Investigation Board, after its year-long review, announcing "We are not
going to make any comments about why @otumbia exploded.”

But, more importanly, as everyone involved tries to move forward and curtail ghostwhigngggest
problem of all is how Penn Medicine has defined ghostwriting and what this means fonacadheir
report states that under their new standards, professors would now have to acknowlekgg Itiaat t
assistance from a medical writer. But this does nothing to solve the ghostwuirgrpr In fact it does just
the opposite. By implementing a standard which allows professors to simply mention comploygesnin
the acknowledgment section the university is sanctioing ghostwriting. It setarbdidg new norm for
academia, where the person who actually wrote the majority of the paper is acknowlestgeti print at
the end of the article, while the listed authors have a much smaller role.

As an example of how their definition of ghostwriting would do nothing to solve the prdbleenStudy

329, the most famous ghostwritten paper of all tife reason it is considered ghostwritten is because one
of the major authors of the paper, Sally Laden, was simply mentioned in the acknowledgetimmtlse/e
follow the reasoning that it is acceptable to mention authors in the acknowledgeotient seen Study 329
should not be considered ghostwritten, and if 329 is not ghostwritten, then nothing is.

There is nothing wrong with companies being involved with research, but when a company employee
deserves to be called an author, they should just put their name in the byline. Some companid¢disuch as
Lilly have frequently done just this, listing the company employees as authors, so it isf tloisagproach

is unheard of. This happens all the time and these papers should not be considered ghostiimgem Ca
author an author is not a complicated matter. To see a university going through all kindein&tcans to

get around such a basic concept, which is so integral to their central mission, onlyefdie¢sdf those who
think universities are out of touch.

The case is still under consideration by the Department of Health and Human Sestisd®pe that they
understand how to determine if a paper has been ghostwritten.

If you would like to read more about this, several months ago we published a p&meetyy entitled,“Why
does Academic Medicine Allow Ghostwriting? A Prescription for Reform.”
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Share this: Facebook = Tweet {4 Email This entry was posted irBlogs and taggedacade mig ghostwriting,
Pennby Jonathan Leo, Ph.D. / Jeffrey Lacasse, Ph.DBookmark

the permalink.

2 thoughts on “The George Costanza Excuse for Medical
Ghostwriting”

1. Phillip Miller onMarch 2, 2012 at 4:38 psaid:

| find it very Interesting that Amy Gutmann, president of the U. of Pennsylvania, was chairman of the
Presidential Commission for the Study of Bioethical Issues while the university reviewed a ghostwriting
complaint against the chairman of its psychiatry department.

Why is she still president?

Log in to Reply
2. deborah mckenna ollarch 6, 2012 at 8:39 asaid:

It's Costanza, not Constanza.

Log in to Reply
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