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Editorial – In search of an author


Willie Nelson’s assurance that ‘Death is not the end of anything’ certainly applies to producing academic papers. Death is certainly no impediment at all to the academic author. Richard Smith, sometime editor of the BMJ, writes of his own experience working with a deceasedof  authorauthor immortality: 
One of the authors on the paper, the most distinguished of the several cardiologists, actually died before the study began. Yet that hasn’t stopped him being an author on a recently published letter that he cannot have read in response to another letter that he cannot have read about a paper that he cannot have read. (Smith, 2012)

[bookmark: _Hlk93151324]While Smith’s author once had a life, the same cannot be said of Ike Antkare, who had 102 publications to his name and an h-index of 94 in April 2010, making him the world’s 21st most-cited scientist. There is no Ike Antkare and there never has been (Labbé, 2020), though he continues to publish (e.g., Antkare, 2020). A dog, a hamster, a parrot and chimpanzees have all been listed as academic authors (Penders and Shaw, 2020). Even Larry the Cat has 144 citations and an h-index of 12 (Richardson, 2024).

This casualliberal a approach to academic authorship seems to have been encouraged by the profusion of ghost, gift, guest, and honorary authors who decorate academic papers. Managers of this, heads of that, friends of friends, people of power and influence, all reckoned – not least by themselves – to be entitled to authorship.  In Medicine, author order is taken very seriously, authors struggling desperately - and oddly - to be last. In other some disciplines, particularly Physics, authorship is so promiscuous that order scarcely matters, obscured by papers are authored by a miscellany of names, dozens of names, sometimes hundreds, occasionally thousands of authors who know neither each other nor , in all probability, who wrote the paper, for that matter. Some author lists are longer than the papers they adorn. 

The title pages of many an academic paper have come to resembles a curriculum vitae so thick are they with authors, each with its own following of institutional affiliations. Ambitious universities wishing to rise in the rankings can simply buy affiliation by recruiting highly-cited authors and thus acquiring their citations. Floreat Saudi Arabia. The going rate is something like US$70,000 a year, with no more than a week or so actually spent in the desert.  Of 6,849 authors on the Highly Cited Researchers list of 2023, over 1000 have been deemed fraudulent, up from 550 in 2022 and 300 in 2021 (see Jack, 2022). Gaming is universal. A sonic impression of a relatively modest 73 papers a year (you can see it here at https://youtu.be/TLaf5WozbsQ) reduces a year’s production to ten seconds of electronic whooshing and seems to demonstrate just how far authorship has deviated from scholarship (Bornmann and Ganser, 2025).



Academics can now buy instant authorship online, rates varying by journal and place on the author list. Or they can simply pay an exorbitant article processing charge to an academic publisher who will publish almost anything almost immediately, no questions asked. Disappearing from an author list is just as easy; accused of plagiarism, one first author responded:
After careful checking, I noticed that I am not the author of this paper despite my first authorship since it has been written by our previous medical writer. (Romaric Loffroy as quoted in Joelving, 2023)
Lengthening author lists have fueled speculation about what role all these people can possibly have played in producing the paper. Some journals deflect suspicion that many listed authors may have done very little by requiring an account, published with the paper, of how each has kept busy. Though well-intentioned, the result can be fatuous: ‘reading proofs’, ‘conceptualisation’, ‘visualisation’, ‘supervision’, ‘investigation’, ‘administration’…. are neither illuminating nor, in all probability, true. 

The International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (2025) has just published a definition of authorship focusing, somewhat perversely, on non-authorship: someone who is not an author may be a ‘non-author contributor’ and called a ‘participating investigator’. The Committee considers writing the paper, a task some might see as fundamental to its creation, to be beneath an academic, a job for a ‘professional medical writer’, a non-author: 
The act of writing is seen as almost incidental to the work of scientific research. … Writing is the ‘mere’ communication of results (Moffatt and Elliott, 2007, p.28)


And the more authors, the more important author order became. In Medicine, where being last author is usually pole position, authors fight like cats in a sack to be next to last as well as next to first. In other disciplines, author listing may be in order of seniority, or by turns, or simply alphabetical. 




There are various reasons for the emergence of dead, imaginary and non-human authors. Citation is the primary one: an author need not exist in order to cite the paper of an existent author. Academic life is dominated by citation-based performance metrics. And as the rewards from being cited are great, so is the temptation to make suitable arrangements to be cited. All citations count, no matter how immorally procured. Editors have been known to coerce authors to cite papers in their own journals. No matter how wrong: in top journals, about a quarter of citations do not support the relevant argument (e.g., Smith and Cumberledge, 2020). In the top Marketing journals, about 85% of citations are superfluous to the argument (Stremersch, 2015). No matter how obtained: ambitious universities wishing to rise in the rankings can simply buy affiliation with highly-cited authors. Floreat Saudi Arabia. The title pages of many academic paper have come to resembles a curriculum vitae so thick is it with authors and their many institutional affiliations. Hyper-authors, producing dozens of papers annually, cost most. Such papers are never intended to be read, or perhaps even seen. A sonic impression of the relatively modest production of 73 papers a year (at https://youtu.be/TLaf5WozbsQ) demonstrates just how far authorship has deviated from scholarship (Bornmann and Ganser, 2025).

Of 6,849 authors on its Highly Cited Researchers list in 2023, Clarivate deemed over 1000 to be fraudulent, up from 550 in 2022 and 300 in 2021 (see Jack, 2022). A mathematics department is not an essential to be the world’s top Mathematics university may well lack Mathematics departments. Larry the Cat is open to offers.

The International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (2025) has just published a definition of authorship focusing, somewhat perversely, on non-authorship: anyone who is not an author may be a ‘non-author contributor’ and called a ‘participating investigator’. Writing the paper, a task some might see as fundamental to its creation, is deemed by the Committee to be a job for a ‘professional medical writer’, a non-author: 
The act of writing is seen as almost incidental to the work of scientific research. … Writing is the ‘mere’ communication of results (Moffatt and Elliott, 2007, p.28)


(that bit on non-performing authors?]










Various bodies have produced guidelines on what authorship entails. Kevin Strange (2008, C570) supplies a composite:
Authors of scientific papers must have contributed in an intellectually significant way to the work, they must be able to take public responsibility for that contribution and they must have participated in writing the manuscript.  
That was in 2008; none of these key activities is now seen as a significant part of academic authorship. 
So, what do all these non-writing co-authors actually do? Some may have conducted the research on which the paper is based, some may have played a part in resourcing the research behind the paper - providing a laboratory or technical services, perhaps. Others are listed because they are in charge of the organisations that provide such services – the department perhaps, or the library. Some play a passive but still important role as guest or honorary authors in impressing editorial staff and attracting citation. 







Does it matter? Well, yes, hugely.

, but whether a citation is wrong is usaually a subjective decision. This is not quite the case with authors, they eithe exist or they do not. Or do they 

(fill in with medical piece from Authorship paper]

Many citations are very wrong (Pavlovic et al., 2021) and there is rarely a research incentive to correct them. Academic publishing’s two major databases, Clarivate’s Web of Science (WoS), and Elsevier’s Scopus, are riddled with errors (van Eck and Waltman, 2019). Journals are frequently mis-classified (Stević, 2024) and their indexes include many predatory journals (Kulczycki, 2023; de Lange, 2023; Abalkina, 2023). 
Scopus (and WoS) should certainly put more effort into developing suitable tools for improving their data accuracy … at least as much as the effort they usually put in marketing campaigns. (Franceschini et al., 2016, p.182)

Clarivate’s Highly Cited Researchers list is based on citation counts and is much revered in Saudi Arabia. 
Non-existent papers in non-existent journals provide perfectly acceptable - and particularly flexible - citation data (see López-Cózar et al., 2014; Harzing, 2016). Papers condemned to oblivion by retraction continue to be cited. Non-existent citations can also be counted: Besançon et al. (2024) find that 9% of references are in only the paper’s metadata, where they still contribute to JIF even though they are inaccessible to readers. Non-existent authors are cited (Sohn, 2023). 
‘… shady journals ready to publish anything for $200 do not seem like the most urgent problem to solve …’ (Krawczyk and Kulczycki, 2021, p.9)
When the aim of authorship is so often citation rather than a paper to be read and discussed, only metrics matter and not ideas. Authors are described, and describe themselves, in terms of their metrics (Peters, 2024):
But to the product of some real authors. Our first paper is by Johanna Dahlin from Linköping University and is a truly remarkable piece. On the face of it, the paper is about intellectual property rights in Stalinist Russia, not a topic which many would normally find gripping. But Dahlin is an historian and looks to the example of a single lone inventor to demonstrate the insanity of Soviet management of creativity. Lev Theremin was a remarkable man in the range of his inventions, which included the first television and devices for buggng the US Embassy in Moscow, but also in his apparent acceptance of the paranoid security regime under which he laboured. Not only did Theremin receive little reward for his remarkable endeavours - a large hamper of food, on one occasion - but he spent many years in prison, an environment he found conducive to inventing. Theremin had spent a decade in the US, he had seen greener grass on the other side, and yet he accepted the dangers and demoralising drudgery of the Soviet system. An extraordinary man and an extraordinary tale.

State secrets and compromises with capitalism: Lev Theremin and regimes of intellectual property 

Johanna Dahlin, Linköping University, Sweden 

Submission date: 2 July 2024   Acceptance date: 21 March 2025    Publication date:

Abstract
Known as a pioneer of electronic music, Lev Theremin (1896–1993) had a career as an inventor which stretched the entire span of the Soviet Union’s existence. He witnessed the upheavals of war, terror, and revolution firsthand but also tried his luck as an inventor in the United States. With an emphasis on the Soviet Union, this paper uses the case of Theremin – including the years he spent in the United States – as a lens through which intellectual property can be analysed. Soviet attempts to control and reward inventors, inventions and inventiveness to a large extent took place outside the formal legal framework. Theremin’s inventive career embodied the contradictions and tensions of intellectual property politics and its attempts to encourage, reward, and control both inventions and inventors. As the case of Theremin will show, many of the dealings between inventor and state were classified and unrecognised, shaped by both voluntary cooperation and force. Using the methodological approach of the meta-archive, this paper traces the overarching structural context for owning and controlling knowledge and ideas through the personal trajectory of Theremin. 

Guillaume Detchenique and Gilles Grolleau from ESSCA School of Management in Angers look at sportswashing, the practice of exploiting the desirable in the form of sport to hide the despicable activities in which some organisations and national regimes engage. Think Saudi Arabia and the Olympic Games or Qatar and World Cup football. But Detchenique and Grolleau go much further than looking at how nasty people can disguise their nasty activities: they consider how their sportswashing efforts can be turned against them so that a much wider audience is made aware of their nastiness.


Turning sportswashing against sportswashers: an unconventional perspective
Guillaume Detchenique and Gilles Grolleau
ESSCA School of Management, Angers, France

Submission date: 8 July 2024   Acceptance date: 12 February 2025  Publishing date:
Abstract
We examine how sportswashing can be transformed into an opportunity to advance the morally-charged cause(s) that prompted its use. After characterizing sportswashing through a literature review, we develop conceptual arguments that show how sportswashing can bring positive change. We employ a two-dimensional framework, incorporating control over media narratives and the capacity for action, to map the extent to which cause promoters can leverage sportswashing situations. We propose three rationales through which sportswashing can advance the cause agenda: (i) leveraging media coverage of the sportswashed event to raise awareness of the cause, (ii) transforming key stakeholders of the sportswashed event into cause promoters, and (iii) leveraging the sportswashing experience to raise future standards. We also provide anecdotal evidence to support our rationale. Rather than accepting sportswashing at face value, promoters of various causes can innovate and advance their agendas by viewing these events as opportunities to reframe sportswashing and subvert the original intent of the sportswashers. These promoters need to be equipped and trained to enhance their abilities in managing sportswashing. Our study also serves as a catalyst for future research and discussion on the potential for repurposing sportswashing.

Roberto Cruz Romero, from the Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies in Berlin, writes about the role of openness in innovation. On the face of it, the more open systems are, the more conducive to innovation. But the assumption is misplaced. Firms and funders are not going to invest in the R&D required for innovation just to see competitors reap the benefits. It’s not a new argument, but the popularity of open innovation seems to have done little to suggest a solution to the basic problem.
As open as possible, but as closed as necessary: openness in innovation policy

Roberto Cruz Romero


Submission date: 22 September 2024    Acceptance date:16 November 2024   Publication date:
Abstract
Innovation research has grown steadily over the years, with different foci and methodological approaches. The abundance of literature on the topic makes clear that innovative processes are at the centre of many narratives, in academia, the public sector in general, and in industry. This contribution scopes the literature and traces some key considerations regarding a determining factor: openness. Then, the paper explores the literature in order to narrow down the characteristics of the so-called ‘open innovation’. The emphasis is put into the main channels that determine collaboration practices, particularly between academia and the private sector, namely university-industry linkages. Itfocus will be placed on open transfers of knowledge and open science research practices. The overarching discussion develops key questions underlining the relevance of open innovation for science, the industry, and the consolidation of narratives promoting access and collaboration. The paper concludes by offering some insights into trends and challenges from the research perspective as well as from the view of innovation dynamics.

We have just one book review in this issue. We also have some sad news; two of our editors have left, both having served Prometheus for decades. Peter Senker died last September at the age of 90, and Richard Hawkins has retired to a Canadian fastness to fight the good fight against Donald Trump
. We are grateful to both for their efforts.

Stuart Macdonald 
General editor
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