
JACKIE MARCHINGTON 

DIRECTOR OF GLOBAL OPERATIONS, 
CAUDEX & GAPPER! 

ISN’T GHOSTWRITING A 
THING OF THE PAST? 



The opinions expressed in this presentation are not 
necessarily those of my employer 
I am co-chair of the ISMPP Advocacy and Outreach 
Committee 
I am a member of the Global Alliance of Publication 
Professionals 
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DISCLOSURES 
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WHO ARE WE? 

  Leadership positions in established organizations 
  Regional 
  Small nimble team 
  Dead men’s shoes! 
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PROCESS 

Article alert 

Forward to team 

Yes No 

Bullet points for response 

Lead responder:  
•  Seeks response method 
•  Drafts response 

Team review/comments 

Occasionally, 
respond personally 

Posted/submitted Editorial 
correspondence 

PubMed commons 



Probably 
High profile journal/wide reach 
Impressionable audience 
Publication practices 
Ghostwriting 
Anecdote vs evidence 
Dredging 
“Known” critics 

Probably not 
Old news 
Low reach/paywalled 
Airtime 
Points we can’t disagree with 
Not in our remit 

General criticism of 
pharmaceutical industry 
practices 
Data disclosure rates 
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RESPOND OR NOT? 



Is the 
incidence of 
ghostwriting 
articles really 
falling? 
What’s the 
future for 
GAPP? 
Have we 
won? 
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LAST SPRING… 



GAPP INTERVENTIONS: 2012–16 
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43 responses over 5 years 
Probably 20 more we have considered and not actioned 
Letters to the editor, online comments (articles and blogs), PubMed 
commons comments, correspondence to publishers/editors, tweets 
1 invited article 
Publication plan? Not really, we are totally reactive… 

2012  2013  2014  2105  2106 



Professional medical writers are ghostwriters 
ICMJE, WAME, CSE 
Journal guidelines 
GPP3 and process 

Confusion of ghost authors, guest authors, ghostwriters 
Definitions tailored to fit the crime 

Evidence-free statements 
“Industry sponsored ghostwriting is common” 
“Ghostwriters introduce spin” 
“Professional writers have to please marketing departments” 

Occasionally, we thank authors/editors for being right! 
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COMMON THEMES 



Philadelphia Inquirer: Criticism in a newspaper article of disclosure 
statement in peer reviewed article 
Urologic Oncology: Supportive editorial regarding industry sponsored 
research, but citing out of date literature 

BMC Medical Ethics: Matheson: criticizing the ICMJE criteria for 
legitimizing ghostwriting 
British Medical Journal: Matheson: initial response to BMJ article 

European Journal of Cancer: Misdefinition of ghost authorship to 
automatically include disclosed medical writing support 

British Medical Journal: Matheson: final joint statement 
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MOST RECENT RESPONSES: 2016 



GHOSTS OF CHRISTMAS PAST… 
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THERE GOES THE RUG… 

61.8% in 2005 
 
 
41.7% in 2008 
 
 
33.0% in 2011 

34.4% in 2014 



It’s true 
Responder selection bias 
Responses are anecdotal/historical, not personal or not 
current 
Respondents are mainly freelancers (…hold on, I will 
explain…) 
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POSSIBLE EXPLANATIONS 



When using freelance writers on publications, do you: 

Acknowledge freelancer by name, as normal 
Acknowledge supervising agency writer instead 
Acknowledge both freelancer and supervising agency writer 
Acknowledge neither 
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AUDIENCE QUESTION 



It looks like ghostwriting is still happening in our industry, 
but we must continue to work towards eliminating it 

15 

SO… 



SALAMI SLICING 

16 



Matheson A. The ICMJE Recommendations and pharmaceutical 
marketing - strengths, weaknesses and the unsolved problem of 
attribution in publication ethics. BMC Med Ethics 2016;17:20.  
Matheson A. Attribution , advocacy , disposable authors , corporate 
ghosts and cultural assimilation: new themes in the ethical critique of 
commercial medical literature. The Write Stuff 2016;25:25–30.  
Matheson A. The Disposable Author: How Pharmaceutical Marketing Is 
Embraced within Medicine's Scholarly Literature. Hastings Cent Rep 
2016;46:31-7. 
Matheson A. Ghostwriting: the importance of definition and its place in 
contemporary drug marketing. BMJ 2016;354:i4578.  
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MMMMM… 



Distracted by ghostwriting survey 
Another article was describing practices not in line with 
GPP 

Badly phrased or bad practice? 

We didn’t notice it until later 
Would’ve been nice to have a heads up… 

Hard to respond to accusations with an article in the same 
issue stating that 34% of EMWA/AMWA members were 
still participating in undisclosed roles 
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WHY DIDN’T WE RESPOND TO MATHESON’S THE WRITE 
STUFF ARTICLE? 



OUTCOME SWITCHING 
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Ghostwriting: Unacknowledged writers who make 
substantial contributions (falling short of authorship) are 
ghostwriters 
Ghost authors: Individuals who satisfy authorship 
criteria but are not credited 
Honorary (or guest) authors: Authors who do not 
satisfy authorship criteria but appear in the author byline 

Apples and pears, or not fruit at all! 
Vera-Badillo FE, Napoleone M, Krzyzanowska MK, Alibhai SMH, Chan A-W, 
Ocana A, et al. Bias in reporting of randomised clinical trials in oncology. Eur J 
Cancer 2016;61:29–35.  
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DEFINITIONS 



THE TRUTH IS OUT THERE, 
YOU JUST HAVE TO KNOW WHERE TO LOOK… 
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X 



DAMNED IF YOU DO 

BMJ blog: Richard Lehman’s journal review 
http://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2015/06/08/richard-lehmans-journal-review-8-june-2015 

Article 

Manuscript 



DAMNED IF YOU DO 

MedPage Today, August 2015 
http://www.medpagetoday.com/PublicHealthPolicy/HealthPolicy/53057 



DAMNED IF YOU DO 

Not Ben 
Goldacre 



LIES, DAMNED LIES AND STATISTICS 
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REVISITING SOME STATISTICS 
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ARTICLE REACH: BAD NEWS TRAVELS FURTHEST 

49 NEGATIVE articles 
have Altmetric scores 
Mean 32.1 
Median 15 (1–153) 

11 NEUTRAL articles have 
Altmetric scores 
Mean 19.9 
Median 4 (1–118) 

6 POSITIVE articles have 
Altmetric scores 

Mean 11.5 
Median 9 (2–34) 27 

69 
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THANK YOU! 
ANY QUESTIONS? 

 

JACKIE MARCHINGTON, PHD, CMPP 

DIRECTOR OF GLOBAL OPERATIONS 

 

JACKIE.MARCHINGTON@CAUDEX.COM    CONTACT@GAPPTEAM.ORG  

 

CAUDEX 

A MCCANN HEALTH COMPANY 
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