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Author identification

Be Unique,
Get a Number!
At a time when all of us are identified by 
numbers in someone’s database, an out-
standing exception concerns scientific pub-
lications. Although our other numbers may 
not cross national borders, entries in our 
social security, income tax and bank ac-
counts should only correspond to the one 
‘me’ thanks to a suitably long 
and complex number (or letter/
number code) that is assigned 
to just one person. However, 
this is not the case with our sci-
entific publications – unless you 
happen to have a name that re-
ally is in itself unique within the 
world of STM (scientific, tech-
nical and medical) publish-
ing, the chances are that eve-
ry time your name is searched 
for in PubMEd or another bibli-
ographic database, the match-
ing list of papers, book chap-
ters, etc. will be an amalgam of 
your own and several other similarly-named 
scientists. 

Indeed, the situation can become quite 
complex – consider, for example, that some 
40% of Vietnamese have the family name 
‘Nguyen’, that transliteration of Asian 
names from scripts like Chinese can give 
dozens of different spellings for the same 
name, that different journals use different 
formats for author names or that marriage 
and divorce can result in the same person 
appearing under multiple names…

Several solutions have been proposed 
to resolve exactly ‘who is who’ in the STM 
literature and all of them require research-
ers to get a number (otherwise known as 
a ‘unique author identifier’), whether by 
choice or obligation. The two largest com-
mercial services are ResearcherID, run by 
Thomson-Reuters, and Scopus Author Iden-
tifier from Elsevier. The commercial inter-
est for these companies comes from their 
own need to solve this problem – they both 
have large online STM databases: ‘ISI Web 

of Knowledge’ and ‘Science Direct’, respec-
tively, and are equally frustrated by the un-
certainties over author identities. Both have 
developed ‘disambiguation’ software which 
tries to use additional ‘metadata’, such as 
authors’ addresses, co-authors, citations 
and research domains to refine the lists for 
each author name but these systems aren’t 
perfect. Elsevier employ curators in their 
Asian offices who carry out additional data 
searches in order to manually assign publi-
cations to the correct person.

Further interest comes from the grant-
funding authorities who would like to have 
an easier and more reliable means of trac-
ing what grant applicants have already pub-
lished and what they subsequently publish 
using the funds they receive. At the nation-
al level, some countries have already de-
veloped such ID systems. For example, all 
researchers in the Netherlands have been 
assigned Digital Author Identifiers since 
2007. Similarly, the US National Institutes 
of Health (NIH), the world’s largest funder 

of biomedical research, wants to 
better track what its grant hold-
ers are publishing.

However, standardising all 
these demands remains a prob-
lem. The latest solution is now 
being proposed by CrossRef, the 
non-profit Digital Object Iden-
tifier (DOI) Registration Agen-
cy. Launched in 2000 as a coop-
erative effort among publishers 
to enable cross-publisher cita-
tion linking in online academic 
journals, it is now used by eve-
ry major academic publisher. It 
already assigns a unique DOI to 

millions of items from a variety of content 
types, including journals, books, working 
papers, technical reports and datasets. The 
proposal is that it should now perform a 
similar service for the authors, managing 
their Digital Author Identifiers (DAI). But 
encouraging authors to get a DAI is the next 
problem and what is to be done with the 
existing STM database? Will someone go 
back through the last decades retrospec-
tively identifying formerly active authors 
or assigning posthumous DAIs?   -JG-

Paul the Postdoc
Research is waiting! Waiting until 
the autoclave has cooled down – 
waiting until the cultures have 

grown – waiting until the
enzymes have reacted – ...

  ... the centrifuge –
         the column –
               the cycler – 
                    the gel –...

God, how fast could
science proceed if it 
wasn‘t for all those

experiments!


