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AUTHORSHIP AND
CONTRIBUTORSHIP

Problems With Indexing and Citation
of Articles With Group Authorship
Kay Dickersin, PhD
Roberta Scherer, PhD
Eunike Sri Tyas Suci, MA
Michelle Gil-Montero

GROUP AUTHORSHIP (ALSO

known as corporate or col-
lective authorship), the list-
ing of the name of a group

in place of the names of individual au-
thors, has been recognized since at least
1841.1 Modified group authorship, in
which individual names are listed fol-
lowed by the name of the group, is also
used. Group authorship is most often
used by investigators associated with
studies involving many investigators
(eg, multicenter clinical trials or ge-
nomics) because it allows investiga-
tors to share credit equally.2

PubMed is the National Library of
Medicine’s (NLM’s) bibliographic data-
base, with citations generally dating back
to 1966. The NLM has not included
group authors in the MEDLINE author
field; rather, the group name has been
included as an add-on to the title. As of
April 2001, group authors will appear
in a new, separate “collective name”
field. In the case of modified group
authorship, named authors have been
included in the author field and the re-
search group name in the title field.

Science Citation Index (SCI) is a sci-
entific and biomedical bibliographic
database used to track citations to in-
dividual articles. Instead of listing the
research group in the author field in its
source listing, SCI lists either all indi-
vidual names in the group or the writ-
ing committee members’ names in the
order they are listed in the article (eg,
the first author listed could be the first
investigator name in an alphabetically
ordered list).

We examine here how reports of con-
trolled trials with group authorship are
indexed in PubMed and SCI and how
citations are listed in SCI.

METHODS
We identified all controlled trials funded
by the National Eye Institute (NEI) as
listed on their Web site in January 2000.
We chose to study randomized clinical
trials because they are associated with
a strong tradition of group authorship.
We selected NEI because it has a long-
standing Web-based register of its clini-
cal trials and associated articles that
would provide us with an unbiased
sample for comparisons of group and
named authorship.

Publicationsassociatedwitheachtrial
were identifiedusingPubMed(searches
conductedbetween JanuaryandAugust

2000). We excluded all letters, editori-
als,andabstracts. Identifiedrecordswere
downloaded directly into ProCite, pa-
per copies retrieved, and all source data
(eg, authorship, article title) entered ex-
actly as listed on the publication.

Articlesare listed inSCI in2ways: first
asasourcearticle,whichcontainsthecita-
tion, abstract, andreferencescited in that
article, aswellas thenumberof times that
articlewascitedinotherpublications;and
second as a cited reference (all cases in
which the article was cited as a refer-
ence in other publications). The SCI
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Context It is not known whether articles with group authorship (ie, with a research
group name listed as the author) are difficult to identify or whether use of group au-
thorship may lead to problems with citation.
Methods To examine ways in which reports of controlled trials with group author-
ship are indexed and citations counted in bibliographic databases, we conducted a cross-
sectional study in January 2000. We identified 47 controlled trials funded by the Na-
tional Eye Institute and 285 associated articles. Between January and August 2000, we
searched PubMed and Science Citation Index (SCI) and recorded the citation practices
for these articles. Our main outcome measures were ways in which trial reports were
listed in PubMed and SCI and number of citations to each report by type of authorship.
Results Of the 285 published reports identified, 126 (44%) had group authorship, 109
(38%) had modified group authorship (listing individual names plus the name of the
research group), and 50 (18%) had named authors only. In PubMed, no group authors
were listed in the author field (per MEDLINE rules); in SCI, group-authored reports gen-
erally were incorrectly attributed (first name on investigator list [35.3%], first name on
writing committee [25.5%], contact name [16.7%], anonymous [16.7%], and other
[5.9%]). Using the SCI general search, we identified citations to 16.7% of group-
authored reports, compared with citations to 96.9% of reports with modified group au-
thorship and 93.9% of citations to reports with named authors only. Other systematic
search methods found that more than 98% of group-authored reports actually had been
cited and that group-authored reports were cited more than other reports.
Conclusions Indexing systems are not optimally adapted to group authorship. We
recommend that indexing services change their practices to include group authors in
the author field to help correct the problem.
JAMA. 2002;287:2772-2774 www.jama.com
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searchoptions for findingarticles in these
2 ways are the general and cited refer-
ence searches, respectively.Wesearched
SCI during the period January to August
2000; thedatabase includedarticlespub-
lished from1987onward.To identify the
actual SCI source record for each pub-
lication, we used the SCI general search
optionwithvariouskeywordsandauthor
names until each record was found.

We next searched for citations to
each publication (citation record) in
SCI, first using the general search op-
tion. All source records included in SCI
are linked to all cases in which a pub-
lication has been cited exactly in the
way it is listed in the SCI source data-
base. Thus, if a record is listed in the
SCI source database incorrectly, a ci-
tation to that record would have be to
incorrect in exactly the same way to be
counted and linked.

We also used the cited reference
search to count the number of cita-
tions to the articles in our sample. A
single article may be cited many differ-
ent ways, so we looked for citations that
used named authors, when they ex-
isted; the full group name; an abbrevia-
tion of the group name, using SCI rules
as well as the abbreviations used by the
research study group (eg, ISCH OPT
NEUR DEC as well as IONDT for the Is-
chemic Optic Neuropathy Decompres-
sion Trial); the first 4 letters of each term
in the research group name; the first
name on the writing committee; and the
first name on the list of investigators.

Since it would be necessary for the
searcher to guess at the potential incor-
rect spellings and typographical errors to
capture all citations to any article, our
standardized citation search strategy
could be an underestimate of the true
number of citations. To obtain a better
estimate of the actual number of cita-
tions, we also performed an ad hoc search
for citations to 3 publications emanat-
ing from the IONDT. We used the text
search terms ischemic optic neuropathy
and optic nerve decompression, as well as
the authors’ names for all 24 IONDT
clinical center directors and compared
the results of this ad hoc search with our
standardized study searches.

RESULTS
We identified 47 NEI-funded con-
trolled trials associated with 306 re-
ports, of which 285 articles are indexed
in PubMed. All 126 articles with group
authorship were included in PubMed,
but no author was listed in the author
field, per NLM rules. All 109 articles with
modified group authorship had the
named authors listed in the author field,
but the name of the research group was
not listed there. All 50 articles with
named authors had the named authors
included in the author field. Eighty-one
percent of the articles listed in PubMed
(232/285) were included in the SCI
source database. Excluded articles were
all published before 1987.

Using the general search, we identi-
fied each article and recorded the way it
was listed in the SCI source index.
Articles with group authors (n=102)
werenever listedashavingagroupauthor
(per SCI guidelines): 35.3% listed the
investigatornames (sometimesnumber-
ing in the hundreds); 25.5% listed the
names of the writing committee; 16.7%
listed the contact person named in the
publication; 16.7% listed “anony-
mous”; and 5.9% listed some other indi-
vidual(s). Articles with modified group
authorship (n=97) were listed using the
authors’ names as they appeared on the
publication 99% of the time. In 1 case,
thesameauthorswere listedbut theorder
wasdifferent fromthatontheactualpub-
lication. Articles with named authors
(n=33) were listed 100% of the time
using thesamefirst authorwhoappeared
on the original publication.

For each article located in the source
database (ie, using the general search),
we enumerated the number of citations
listed: articles with named and modi-
fied group authorship were almost al-
ways recorded as being cited at least once
(31/33 [93.9%] and 94/97 [96.9%]), re-
spectively. Articles with group author-
ship, however, were listed as being cited
only 16.7% of the time (17/102). This is
not surprising, given that authorship was
never listed correctly in the source da-
tabase for articles with group authors, so
only incorrect citations would have been
counted.

When we searched for citations us-
ing the cited reference search, we found
that 98.1% of the articles with group au-
thorship (100/102) had actually been
cited at least once. Citations were made
using the actual group author (37/102
articles; 117 citations); the actual group
author with the exception that the cita-
tion was abbreviated per SCI rules (99/
102; 2671 citations); the first name on
the writing committee (10/102; 19 cita-
tions); the first name on the investiga-
tor list (6/102; 18 citations); or another
way (7/102; 15 citations). Some articles
were cited in more than 1 way and were
counted more than once. Articles with
modified group authorship were cited
most of the time using the named au-
thors (94/97 articles; 1790 citations) but
sometimes by using the actual or abbre-
viated group name (19/97; 54 cita-
tions) or another way (1/97; 5 citations).
Articles with named authors were cited
using the named author exclusively.

When we considered all known ci-
tations to an individual article, we found
that almost all citations to articles with
named and modified group authors
were identified using the general search
(FIGURE 1). Only a small proportion of
citations to articles with group author-
ship were identified using the general
search, however, and almost all were
found using the search algorithm ap-
plied to the cited reference search.

Figure 1. Proportion of Citations Found
Using General Search vs Cited Reference
Search
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Using information from the general
search, it appeared as if articles with
group authors were not cited as often as
other articles (FIGURE 2A). The mean
number of citations per report was 2.7
for articles with group authors, 18.9 for
articles with modified group authors, and
24.5 for articles with named authors. Us-
ing the cited reference search, a differ-
ent sort of picture emerged. On aver-
age, there were 10 times as many
citations per article as we had found us-
ing the general search for group-
authored articles (27.8 cites per article)
but about the same mean number for ar-
ticles with modified group authors (19.1
cites per article) and with named au-
thors (23.8 cites per article) (Figure 2B).
Thus, group-authored articles that were
cited had a higher mean number of ci-
tations than articles with other types of
authorship.

Most likely, even these results rep-
resent an underestimate of the num-
ber of citations to group-authored pub-
lications. When we completed an ad
hoc cited reference search on the 3
group-authored publications of the
IONDT,3-5 we found 22 previously uni-
dentified citations (68 total citations).
None of the 22 citations had any entry
whatsoever in the author field.

COMMENT
Both NLM and SCI indexing policies
make searching for group authors dif-
ficult for users, since most people are
probably unaware of indexing rules and
expect authors of all types to be listed

intheauthor field.Thesepoliciescounter
the effort authors have made to focus
attention away from individual con-
tributorsandtoward theproductsof suc-
cessfulcollaboration. Inaddition, the fact
the neither PubMed nor SCI recognizes
group author names in the author field
of the database implies a lesser status of
these articles. University promotions
committees do not always understand
group authorship, and this problem is
compounded when PubMed and other
databases fail to acknowledge group
authorship as a standard option. It is
especially disappointing for an investi-
gator to find a citation incorrectly listed
under the name of a coinvestigator who
may have earned first author position in
the citation purely by his name’s place
in the alphabet or even by being listed
in the acknowledgments.6

Failure to recognize group author-
ship has also meant that there may be
a large undercount of citations to these
articles.7 For example, using multiple
methods of identification, we found al-
most 70 citations to 3 group-authored
articles from the IONDT. Using the SCI
general search, the type that would typi-
cally be performed by the average
searcher, we found zero. Given the fact
that the cost of this trial was in the mil-
lions of dollars, this finding should be
disconcerting to the funding agency.

Changes are needed immediately in
bibliographic indexing systems so that
appropriate credit can be accorded to
those electing group authorship. Ad-
dition of a new field such as PubMed’s

“collective name” is not sufficient. We
specifically recommend that indexing
services change their practices to in-
clude group authors in the author field.
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