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Plastic surgery is a competitive specialty among medical students. Applicants to
Plastic surgery tend to have above average USMLE steps 1 and 2 scores and
higher reported involvement in research. Because of the steep competition for
PGY-1 integrated program positions, we hypothesized that temptation exists for
applicants to falsify parts of their applications, particularly those parts that are
difficult to verify such as pending publications. In order to assess the frequency of
this phenomenon, our study focuses on not only the frequency in a single group
of applications, but also its trend over time and factors associated with it by
evaluating the application cycles that each began in 2010, 2011 and 2012.

A retrospective analysis of the Texas A&M, Baylor Scott and White Integrated
Plastic Surgery applications from the 2010-11, 2011-12, and 2012-2013
application cycles was performed. Two reviewers (NRU, NW) manually and
independently searched for each of the articles in the following databases:
Medline, Scopus, Clinical trials, Google scholar. We utilized searches of all the
authors, the applicant and various key words from the reported publication title
to attempt to identify any title changes and small changes in author order or
publication. If the article could not be identified by the primary review a
secondary review by a specialized Medical Librarian was performed. No limitation
in terms of language was used. Each reviewer noted whether a publication could
be found and the author order. For a reported publication to be marked as
‘Ghost’ or ‘Misrepresentation’ both primary reviewers had to agree.
A ghost article was defined as one in which the listed author was not named in
the authorship list of the claimed publication. Alternatively the submitted piece
could not be found at the time of the review. For the earliest applicant group this
was 7 years after application and for the newest 5 years.
Misrepresentation was defined as claiming to be first author when actually
named later in the authorship list.
The statistical analyses will be reported using summary tables. Statistical tests
were 2-sided at the alpha=0.05 significance level and 2-sided 95% confidence
interval were used. Categorical variables were summarized by counts and by
percentages of subjects in corresponding categories. In order to take into account
repeated measures from the same applicant (e.g. more than one ghost article),
data was analyzed with the use of generalized estimating equations (GEE), a
multivariate analogue of linear regression for multiple publications.

All 392 applications from the years 2010, 2011 and 2013 were included, a 
total of 150 from 2010-11, 123 from 2011-12 and 119 from 2012-13. The 
number of manually reviewed reported publications was 2124. The greatest 
number were distributed in peer reviewed journal articles/abstracts 1187 
[55.89%], followed by peer reviewed online publication 805 [37.90%], peer 
reviewed journal articles/abstracts other than published 70 [3.30%] and 
lastly, peer reviewed book chapters 62 [2.92%]  . (
“Ghost” status was found for 234 reported publications out of 2124 which 
constitutes 11.02% of the pool. “Misrepresentation “was found in 21 articles 
[0.99%]
The overall rate of  “ghost authorship” at our institution during those 3 years 
was found  to be [34.44%] or in 135 applications out of 392, followed by 
misrepresentation in 5 applications  [1.28%]. The rate “ghost” authorship 
through 10-13 had no significant difference between years (p=0.19)
The different publication types were strongly correlated to “ghost” status, 
with peer reviewed online publications the highest at 43.7%, peer reviewed 
journal articles/abstracts (other than published) 32.1%, peer reviewed book 
chapters 22.2% and peer reviewed journal articles/abstracts 14% (p=0.0001).
Interestingly, most AD “ghost” applicants had only 1 [61.19%] or 2 articles 
[22.39%] where AD occurred. On the other hand, we found a subset of 5 
[1.28%] applicants who had 6 or more AD papers. 
A multivariate linear regression was used to evaluate for each author type, 
type of publication and year of publication. A total of 2124 publications were 
included in the final analysis. This analysis yielded a significant association for 
first author status and publication type, with p-values of 0.0005 and <0.0001
respectively (Table 4).

Academic dishonesty is present in Plastic Surgery applications and the trend
remains similar through the years. Characteristics associated with ghost
publications are not being first author and not publishing a standard peer-
reviewed manuscript/abstract.

Trend of ‘Ghost’ publication by years 2010-2013*
Authorship Year

2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 Total
Applicants without 

“Ghost”

percentage%

92
23.5%

87
22.2%

78
19.9%

257
65.6%

Applicants with “Ghost”

percentage %

59
15.0%

35
8.9%

41
10.5%

135
34.4%

Total applicants

percentage %

151
38.5%

122
31.1%

119
30.4%

392
100%
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