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Deciding authorship on scientific publications can be complicated because practices and cultural 

norms vary across disciplines and even across labs within the same discipline. This is especially 

relevant in ecology, where standardized guidelines are lacking, and a diversity of options exist 

for deciding authorship and author order. In this SOP, we outline a set of criteria to be used by 

SHARP investigators in authorship determinations. These criteria are presented as guidelines, 

because a common set of expectations is important to maintain mutual satisfaction among co- 

authors. We recognize, however, that some flexibility will be required, and communication is 

essential to the process. Before all else, remember conversations regarding authorship for 

each manuscript should happen early, frequently, openly, and inclusively. A conversation 

should be expected when the paper is first conceived and should be revisited periodically as 

each project develops.  

Importantly, we recognize that authorship serves two functions. Not only does authorship give 

credit to those who have provided key intellectual contributions to the development of a piece of 

research, but by agreeing to be an author, a person takes responsibility for the content and 

conclusions in the final published work. SHARP researchers should also seek opportunities to 

give more junior members the opportunity to take on authorship roles, or to lead papers, by 

engaging them in ways that would warrant authorship. 

I. Responsibilities of Authors 

It is the primary author’s responsibility to reach out to potential coauthors when a paper is first 

conceived so that anyone who might warrant authorship has an opportunity to participate in the 

development of the paper from the beginning. A good way to do this is to develop a "one-pager" 

outlining (briefly) the basic plan for the paper. This document should include: 

• a list of potential co-authors and their roles (i.e., the rationale for why each should be a 

coauthor, and what is expected of them), 

• the primary question(s) the paper will address, 

• the data sets that the paper will use, 

• brief discussion about any potential overlap with other SHARP papers (to ensure that we don’t 

scoop each other!), 

• target journals (to the extent that they are known). 

 

Anyone listed as an author should be allowed: 

• A fair opportunity to read and comment on the manuscript. If prospective authors do not 

respond within a reasonable amount of time, they should be removed, barring exceptional 

circumstances. At later stages (e.g., post-submission revisions), the response could be as 

simple as “manuscript is good to go”, as long as the author acknowledges and approves the 

content. The primary author should give at least 2 weeks (ideally 3-4 weeks for the initial 

draft) for the response period and should specify a date by which comments are due. 

• The right to request that they be removed as an author for any reason and at any stage, 

including a personal judgment of failure to cross the threshold for effort (see below). 

• The change to approval the final draft of the MS before publication. No one should ever be 

an author on a manuscript where they did not approve the final submitted draft (note that 

many journals have this requirement). A coauthor cannot, however, use their right to 

approval to prevent submission of a paper – if they are uncomfortable with aspects of the 



paper and the lead authors choose to move ahead without making changes, then dissenting 

authors can exercise their right to remove themselves from the authorship list. 

 

The lead author (or corresponding author, if a SHARP PI takes over the role of shepherding a paper 

through publication) should provide all co-authors with: 

• A digital version of the final submitted draft. 

• News of all significant correspondence with the editor/publisher. 

• The opportunity to assist with revisions (ideally giving coauthors at least a week to 

comment). 

• A digital version of all revisions submitted for publication and the responses to reviewers. 

• Page proofs and the opportunity to comment on them (recognizing that the timeline on 

page proofs can be short, so coauthors cannot expect more time than the journal allows). 

• A final pdf of the published paper. 

 

II. Authorship Criteria 

Authorship on a manuscript is warranted when a researcher has made a substantial contribution 

to the manuscript in question (not SHARP research as a whole), as defined by any of the 

following: 

• Conceiving of ideas and/or study design and/or analytical approach – this involves 

actively contributing to discussions about the research that leads to the paper throughout 

its development. For example, someone who plays an active role in the experimental 

design of a study, or the development of data collection protocols would meet this 

criterion. 

• Analyzing data. 

• Interpreting results. 

• Writing of the manuscript (or sections). 

• Design and ongoing management of critical databases ultiple lab groups (e.g. survey and 

demographic database, historical abundance estimates spreadsheet). 

• Obtaining and administering funding (e.g., proposal writing, grant management, and 

project reports) – this would include students and postdocs who write grants that support 

key parts of the work and partners who co-develop funding sources with SHARP PIs.   

In addition to one of the items above, all authors are expected to contribute to the reviewing and 

editing of draft manuscripts in order to retain authorship on a paper.  

 

Under most circumstances, involvement in data collection alone would not warrant authorship, 

although people involved with supervising field crews are frequently also involved with idea or 

protocol development in ways that meet the first criterion on the list above. Anyone who has 

contributed at this stage and wants to be involved with later stages of a paper should reach out to 

the lead on the paper or to the responsible PI to ensure that they are included in future discussions 

(see also Offer Further Involvement, below). 

Other things are important to keep in mind (expanded upon in the sections below) 

• A conversation is necessary for each manuscript 

• Consider thresholds of effort 

• (“could the study have been done without this person’s contribution?”) 

• Offer further involvement 

• Use inclusion to deal with uncertainty 

(“better to be inclusive than to exclude”)  

• Invite alumni to participate when appropriate 

• Primary authors and their advisors will make the final decision on authorship 



• If you think you should be a co-author on a paper, approach the lead author and PI using this 

SOP as a structure for the discussion, and ... 

• When in doubt, talk it out! 

 

Consider Thresholds of Effort 

Ultimately, the primary author must have some leeway in making authorship decisions and 

ensuring that a certain minimum threshold of contribution has been made. When the level of the 

contribution to a particular manuscript is unclear , the deciding question becomes “could the study 

have been done without that specific person’s contribution and/or did that contribution change the 

final manuscript in an important way?”  

 

The following examples and considerations might help guide decisions about whether the 

threshold has been met: 

• Although participation in data collection alone does not generally warrant inclusion, the 

collection of all or most of the data used in a paper might (and probably would if the data is not 

already published).  

• Similarly, if a researcher is collecting a significant  amount of data for a study that is not their 

own, and did considerable extra work that they would not otherwise have done, then the case 

for authorship increases (i.e., a field season’s worth of extra logistics and data collection more 

clearly warrants authorship than a couple of days of fieldwork) 

• The suggestion to change a small detail in an analysis probably does not warrant authorship, 

but the suggestion to use an entirely different (and better) method, or providing help to 

implement a method, might. 

• Correcting a few typos in a manuscript probably does not warrant authorship, but rewriting 

entire sections in ways that improve clarity or add key insights, might.  

• If a person’s contributions were unique to them, rather than simply things they did because 

they were the person who was hired to do something that had already been planned out, then 

authorship is more likely to be warranted. 
 

Offer Further Involvement 

In instances when someone has contributed to a project in some way, but it is unclear whether they 

have passed the threshold of effort, it is the primary author’s responsibility to reach out to the 

contributor early in the process and have a conversation about further involvement that would 

remove any ambiguity about whether authorship is warranted. In some cases, this might be 

achieved by involving the person with the writing process, but reaching out earlier in project 

development is preferable. If you think data collection efforts are significant enough to warrant 

authorship, then invite the person to participate in study design, analysis, and/or writing.  That way 

the authorship invitation is unambiguous due to their further involvement, even if you invited that 

involvement because of anticipated data collection efforts. 
 

Use Inclusion to Deal with Uncertainty 

Recognize that the contribution of effort is a gradient with clear endpoints, so there will likely be 

situations where it is unclear even if the preceding guidelines are followed. If there is any 

uncertainty in gauging the contribution, it is better to be inclusive than to exclude, and it is better 

to talk directly to the contributor explicitly. A quick conversation made in a spirit of inclusion can 

almost always improve the situation for everyone, both for this manuscript and for future 

collaboration. Thinking about authorship early in the process will generally avoid the need for 

awkward conversations later. That being said, if you do this work for long enough, you will almost 

certainly be on both ends of that awkward conversation at some point, so try to be understanding. 

Everyone accidentally overlooks important contributions occasionally, so be open to the 

conversation when it does happen.



 

Invite Alumni to Participate when Appropriate 

As we continue to use data collected by SHARP members who have moved on (including students, 

PIs, and other research staff), we need to give them credit for their prior work. If their data and 

ideas have already been published in another form and their papers (or thesis/dissertation) can be 
cited, this may be enough. Authorship may be warranted or offered, however, under several 

circumstances. First, if they were involved in the conception of the ideas in the new manuscript, 
their inclusion would be warranted. Second, if the new manuscript is based largely on the data (or 

conceptual groundwork) of a single person (similar to the rules for contemporary contributors, 

could the analysis be completed without their contributions?), authorship should be considered. If 
the previous work of SHARP alumni passes the threshold of effort test for any reason, the burden 

is on the PI who is most involved with the paper to ensure that the lead author is aware of the 
alumni’s contribution, preferably early in the process. If alumni respond positively and stay 

involved, then they should be authors on the new work. Alumni are responsible for deciding to 
stay engaged and following through with their involvement. Importantly, alumni should 

understand that if they do not respond to inquiries about authorship, historical SHARP data can 
still be used, but they will not be included as authors. This same approach may be followed for the 

advisors of SHARP alumni who oversaw prior work if they pass the threshold for inclusion on a 

new paper especially when the advisor played a substantial role in the development of the earlier 
work. 

 

III. Author Order 

The order of authors on publications will follow the practice of first-last author emphasis. The 

first author will be the person who did the majority of the work, carried out the study, and will 

often be a graduate student, postdoc, or the primary writer of the manuscript (e.g., in the case of 

unpublished thesis chapters that are thoroughly rewritten by a student’s advisor before 

submission). The last author should be the person in whose lab the work was centered. “Credit” 

or “importance” is attributed to authors in the following order: first, last, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, etc. Final 

decisions regarding author order ultimately lie with the first author, in consultation with their 

advisor. Authors that disagree with the draft author order, however, should feel comfortable 

voicing their concerns so that there can be an open discussion. More importantly, primary 

authors should ask specifically for co-authors to approve the final order. Whenever possible, the 

first full draft of the manuscript should also include a draft list of authorship to help prompt its 

review. 

 

IV. A Living Document 

Expectations for authorship are a set of evolving cultural mores. This means that 1) they must be 

taught anew to each set of graduate students early in their involvement with SHARP and 2) the 
guidelines in this document should be revisited and updated regularly – at least every few years as 

part of the annual all-hands meeting. 


