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Authorship Guidance in a 
 Federal Research Laboratory: 
A Case Study

products. Authorship and publication of these products is 
important not only to the research programs but also to the 
authors of these products, as authorship and publication 
infl uence their reputation, promotion, and funding support.

The authorship guidance developed by the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) National Exposure 
Research Laboratory (NERL) is presented here as a case study. 
Establishing an authorship standard in the Laboratory was 
of critical importance, as the Laboratory’s research products 
often involve collaborative efforts between the Laboratory’s 
scientists, other EPA scientists, EPA contractors, non-EPA 
colleagues, and cooperative and interagency agreement 
partners. Scientifi c and technical products resulting from 
the Laboratory’s research include books and book chapters, 
communication products, internal reports, journal articles, 
proceedings, presentations, published and unpublished 
reports, newsletters, and more.1

The Laboratory’s authorship guidance was developed 
based on results of a scientifi c literature search of 
existing authorship guidelines conducted in 2010 and 
was further refi ned through input from management 
and staff from throughout the Laboratory. The guidance 
established uniform criteria for authorship of scientifi c 
and technical products and addresses author order; equal 
contributorship; unique coauthorship issues, such as shared 
fi rst authorship, senior authorship, and group authorship; 
author responsibilities; authorship abuse; contributorship 
statements; acknowledgments; and dispute resolution. 
While this guidance is reproduced here with the consent 
of the Laboratory, the guidelines presented herein should 
not be construed as the current authorship guidance of 
this Laboratory or any associated laboratory or agency, as 
authorship convention is constantly evolving within and 
across disciplines.

Although much of the guidance on authorship and 
contributorship in the literature was initially formulated for 
biomedical publications, many of the underlying concepts 
and principles are applicable to all areas of science, and 
hence have been embraced by a number of other scientifi c 
fi elds as well. While not exhaustive, we feel the list of topics 
provided herein is a strong starting point for other scientifi c 
research organizations needing to prepare authorship 
guidance of their own.

Joseph E Flotemersch and Justicia Rhodus

Abstract
As science has become more specialized and collaborative, 
a need has emerged for research organizations to develop 
authorship guidance that can be shared and discussed with 
potential collaborators. We present the guidance developed 
for a United States (U.S.) federal research laboratory that 
collaborates with both governmental and nongovernmental 
colleagues globally. Topics included in the guidance were 
identifi ed during a review of existing authorship guidelines 
and discussions with laboratory scientists and managers. 
Criteria are presented that clearly defi ne what constitutes 
authorship, and guidance is provided for addressing author 
order, equal contributorship, unique coauthorship issues, 
author responsibilities, authorship abuse, contributorship 
statements, acknowledgments, and dispute resolution. 
While not exhaustive, this list of topics provides a strong 
starting point for other scientifi c research organizations 
needing to prepare authorship guidance of their own. The 
views expressed in this article are those of the authors and 
do not necessarily represent the views or policies of the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency.

Introduction
The executive branch of the United States (U.S.) Federal 
Government is responsible for enforcing the laws of the 
land. To effectively accomplish this mission, the government 
relies on a suite of federal research laboratories that 
reside in various executive departments and independent 
agencies. Critical to the success of these laboratory 
research programs is communication and the utility of their 
research to infl uence and impact decisions. Paramount to 
the communication of this research is the development and 
distribution of both oral and written scientifi c and technical 
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Authorship Criteria
Generally, the guidance discussed herein defi nes an author 
as someone who has made substantial contributions to the 
published research.2–10 For the sake of discussion, a “substantial 
contribution” is considered “intellectual” in nature.2,3 Adapting 
the criteria developed by the International Committee of 
Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE),5 the Laboratory’s authorship 
criteria defi ne an author as an individual who has contributed 
to the published research as follows:

1. Made substantial intellectual contributions to one or 
more of the following:

a. Conception and design (e.g., formulation of 
hypotheses; development of study objectives; 
defi nition of experimental, statistical, modeling, and 
analytical approaches)

b. Acquisition of data and modeling (e.g., nonroutine 
fi eldwork, such as adapting or developing new 
techniques or equipment necessary to collect essential 
data; nonroutine labwork, such as development of 
new methods or signifi cant modifi cation to existing 
methods essential to the research; literature searches; 
theoretical calculations; and development and 
application of modeling specifi c to the research)

c. Analysis and interpretation of data

2. Been involved in the writing or critical revision of the 
product to provide critical intellectual content

3. Read and given approval of the fi nal product being 
submitted for clearance and any subsequent revisions 
following requested revisions by editors and reviewers

All authorship guidelines examined in the literature required 
a contribution to criterion 1 or criterion 2 at minimum. In 
embracing the importance of intellectual contribution, 
both criteria were included in the Laboratory’s authorship 
guidance. With the credit of authorship comes responsibility, 
which explains criterion 3 requiring every author to approve 
the fi nal version of the work to be published. In meeting 
criterion 3, it is the explicit responsibility of the lead or fi rst 
author to initiate and maintain the inclusion of potential 
coauthors (i.e., those that have made a substantial intellectual 
contribution to the research) in all lines of communication for 
the project and in preparation of the project’s scientifi c and 
technical product(s). Excluding such contributors, whether 
through active exclusion or lack of initiative, is unethical 
and can result in a technical product that falls short of its 
potential. Any and all individuals who have met criteria 1, 
2, and 3, independent of their rank and affi liation, should 
be named as authors.4,5,8,10 Provided they fulfi ll these three 
criteria, authors may include federal employees, contract 
employees, non-EPA scientifi c colleagues, cooperative 

agreement and interagency agreement collaborators, and 
others. It should be noted the International Committee of 
Medical Journal Editors has since updated their authorship 
criteria to include a fourth criterion: agreement to be 
accountable for all aspects of the work in ensuring questions 
related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work 
are appropriately investigated and resolved.6

Contributions Not Meeting Authorship
Authorship should not be granted to those who do not meet the 
criteria for authorship. Providing routine assistance, acquiring 
funding, general supervision of research group members, and 
holding positions of authority (e.g., supervisory or management 
positions) are not criteria for authorship.2,3,5,6,8,11–16 That is, 
supervisors and managers who aid or support the research 
are not automatically granted authorship without providing 
a “substantial contribution,” as previously defi ned. Likewise, 
none of the following contributions, in and of themselves, 
meet the criteria for authorship:

• Providing a routine technical contribution (e.g., routine 
data collection, assistance in literature searches, 
technical writing and editing, routine data analysis, etc.) 

• Providing previously published data, instrumentation, 
or materials obtained from a third party3,10,17

Individuals who have made a routine technical 
contribution (e.g., laboratory technicians, data collectors, 
fi eld personnel, technical writers and editors, statisticians, 
or others who only perform routine data acquisition and 
analysis following the specifi c instructions of the research 
plan or standard operating procedure) but provide no other 
intellectual input to the research or scientifi c and technical 
product have not made a “substantial contribution.”3 To 
earn authorship, technical contributors must have made 
a substantial intellectual contribution to the research (as 
defi ned in criterion 1 above) and met the remaining two 
authorship criteria as well.17

Deciding where to draw the line between those who are 
worthy of authorship and those whose contributions are 
more appropriately named in the Acknowledgments is often 
a diffi cult aspect of publication.18 The authorship criteria 
defi ned here will help with this challenge. All individuals 
who have assisted in the work reported in the scientifi c and 
technical product, but do not meet the criteria for authorship, 
should be recognized in the Acknowledgments.2–6,8,10–14,16–19

Guidance on how to acknowledge these contributors is 
discussed in the section on Acknowledgments.

Establishing Authorship and Authorship 
Order
As science has become more specialized and collaborative, 
transdisciplinary research has become more common, and 
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multiauthored publications have become the norm across 
scientifi c disciplines.18,20–23 In fact, the National Academy 
of Sciences reported that the average number of authors 
per article increased more than twofold (from 3 to 7) in the 
past 30 years, with some journal articles having “more than 
15 authors or no named authors at all, just a consortium 
representing a group of authors.”22 To help mitigate issues 
of authorship, the development of preliminary publication 
plans is advised.

Preliminary Publication Plans
Early in the research, the lead investigator or project 
chairperson should discuss with collaborators who is 
expected to contribute to the research project, what 
their role in the research is, publication plans, potential 
authors for scientifi c and technical products, publication 
leads, and potential authorship order.24–26 All contributors 
to a research project should be aware of the authorship 
criteria and have a complete understanding of the type 
of work worthy of authorship. This upfront communication 
is especially important for avoiding authorship confl icts 
later in the project, and gives contributors outside of the 
Laboratory the opportunity to recognize this guidance and 
discuss authorship issues with their organization. If outside 
collaborators are bound by their organization’s authorship 
guidelines and policies, this would be the time to reach 
agreement on how inconsistencies can be resolved.

The publication plans for a research project may be 
documented at an early stage of the process, but it is 
important to recognize initial authorship and authorship 
order can (and likely will) change as the research progresses 
(see section on Common Reasons for Change in Authorship). 
These initial decisions should be revised, as necessary, to 
ensure that fi nal authorship and authorship order refl ect 
the actual contributions of all contributors.24,25,27 However, 
once the list and order of authors have been established 
initially, no changes can be made without the consent of the 
research contributors.10,14,27

Authorship Order and Equal Contributorship
Authorship order is based on the level of contribution 
put forth by each author, with the fi rst (primary) author 
listed having contributed most to the work and coauthors 
listed in descending order of contribution.10,23,27–29 The 
exception to this is when a “senior” author is listed last in 
the byline and designated by a footnote. To establish the 
level of contribution made by each author, we recommend 
determining what percentage of the work was performed 
by that individual (i.e., assigning a percentage of the 
contribution to each author). Authorship order is a collective 
decision of the research collaborators,16 and depending 
on the scope of a particular project, several scientifi c 

and technical products could be planned, each involving 
different authors and/or different authorship orders.24

As a result of the emerging trend in transdisciplinary 
research, it is becoming more common that two or more 
coauthors could have contributed equally to the work. In 
cases of equal contributorship, this may be indicated by 
a footnote to the byline or author list, with a caption that 
reads, “These authors contributed equally to this work.” 
Designations of equal contributorship, and authorship order 
in general, only refl ect the relative contributions of authors. 
However, contribution statements may be used to disclose 
each author’s contributions and discern the value of those 
contributions to the research (see section on Contributorship 
Statements).

Common Reasons for Change in Authorship
Changes to authorship and authorship order established 
early in a research project can entail adding additional 
authors, eliminating individuals initially identifi ed as authors, 
or rearranging authorship order. Authors may be added 
to a scientifi c and technical product if (a) the project has 
expanded in scope, (b) the added individual possesses the 
expertise necessary to complete the research or address 
major concerns expressed by a reviewer of the publication 
or product, or (c) a contributor who was initially not expected 
to meet the criteria for authorship becomes signifi cantly 
more involved in the product and now meets the authorship 
criteria.26,30

Likewise, an individual initially expected to serve as an 
author may be eliminated from the fi nal authorship of a 
scientifi c and technical product because the author did not 
contribute to the project as originally expected and no longer 
meets the criteria for authorship. If the actual contributions 
of authors differs signifi cantly from those originally expected 
or if an author accepts increased responsibility or delegates 
a portion of his or her responsibility to other authors, the 
authorship order should be revised to refl ect the actual 
contributions of each author.

Unique Coauthorship Issues
Authorship credit is a critical issue in research publication 
and can have major career implications for those involved. 
As the number of scientists involved in collaborative 
research endeavors increases, unique issues are arising 
regarding recognition of authors, both in terms of refl ecting 
contributions and in terms of publication records.23 This 
includes identifi cation of fi rst and senior (last) authors and 
use of group authorship.

SHARED FIRST AUTHORSHIP
As discussed previously, the fi rst author of a publication is 
the person who has contributed most to the work, which 
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often includes contributing the most to writing the scientifi c 
and technical product.10,23, 27–29 Because of the implications 
of fi rst authorship for employment, promotion, funding, and 
award potential, the increase in transdisciplinary research 
has produced a rising trend in shared or multiple fi rst authors 
(also referred to as co–fi rst authors or joint fi rst authors). 
In cases in which two or more individuals are identifi ed 
as fi rst author, a footnote can be used to designate equal 
contributorship, as described in the section on Authorship 
Order and Equal Contributorship.2,26,27,31,32

While the use of shared fi rst authorship can be used 
to accurately recognize and credit individuals for their 
contributions, care must be taken to ensure the pressure to 
publish does not lead to abuse of this designation. It is also 
important to note that numerous issues regarding co–fi rst 
authorship are still yet to be resolved within the general 
scientifi c community. For instance, while equal contribution 
can be designated in curricula vitae (CVs) by a footnote 
or similar method, review of a CV for fi rst authorship may 
not detect this designation. Likewise, many bibliometric 
databases and counting methods are not currently capable 
of recognizing additional byline information about equal 
contribution and accurately allocating publication and 
citation credit.33 To minimize confl icts over these issues, 
alphabetical order has often been used in listing equal 
contributors, but this option creates a permanent and unfair 
bias towards those whose last names appear early in the 
alphabet. A frequently used alternative is to use random 
selection (e.g., fl ip of a coin) to select authorship order. If 
several scientifi c and technical products are planned for the 
research project, another option is for co–fi rst authors to be 
listed in different authorship orders for each. If authorship 
order is based on alphabetical or random order, this should 
be noted in a footnote to the byline or author list. 

SENIOR AUTHORSHIP
In many scientifi c disciplines, the last author in the byline 
or author list also has major signifi cance, and many times 
is thought to have made the second most important 
contribution, behind that of fi rst author.19,23,27,31,32 This 
individual, often referred to as the “senior” author, is 
typically the senior member of the research team—the 
senior scientist who served as the driving force intellectually 
(and possibly fi nancially) behind the concept, organized 
the project, and potentially provided guidance throughout 
execution of the research. Senior authors are also sometimes 
the head of a research group, laboratory, or department 
under which the research was conducted; or a mentor or 
advisor to more junior scientists who are conducting the 
research.19,23,27,32 In many cases, these senior scientists are at 
a point in their careers where they are able to conceive of 
more research projects than they can execute themselves. 

In order to implement the research in a timely fashion, these 
research concepts are often passed down to junior scientists, 
who take ownership of the project, execute the research, 
and assume the role of fi rst, second, etc. author(s) for the 
project, depending on their contributions to the research. 
The senior individual serves to conceive of and organize the 
project and may provide guidance through to completion. 

It is important to recognize individuals who make these 
types of substantial contributions to the concept and design 
of a research project, either in the byline (as a senior author) 
or in the Acknowledgements section (as a contributor), 
depending on whether the criteria for authorship have been 
met. That is, senior authorship is not automatically bestowed 
on senior scientists, but rather should depend on their 
contributions to the work in light of the authorship criteria.27

Awarding authorship to a senior scientist, department or 
laboratory head, or mentor who does not meet the criteria 
for authorship is an abuse of authorship (see section on 
Authorship Abuses).2,10,19,27 Senior individuals who aid 
or support the research do not get an automatic right to 
authorship without providing a “substantial contribution,” 
as previously defi ned.

Like fi rst authorship, senior authorship has implications 
for career development, funding, and award potential. 
Without the recognition of senior authorship, senior 
scientists may feel pressure to identify themselves as fi rst 
author (even though they did not perform the majority 
of the work) or shelve the project until they have time to 
implement it themselves. Also important to note in the case 
of senior authorship is that citation credit could be lost if a 
large number of coauthors exist for the product. Buehring et 
al. found that the signifi cant increase in author numbers per 
publication has led to limits being placed on the number of 
authors allowed in cited references.32 Consequently, when 
the author list is truncated, the last position in the byline 
(e.g., the senior author) may be left off the citation.32

As in the case of multiple fi rst authors, the increase in 
transdisciplinary research has produced a rising trend in 
shared or multiple senior authors. Because of this trend and 
the lack of a standardized position for the senior author in the 
author list, it is suggested senior authorship be indicated by 
a footnote to the byline or author list (when applicable), with 
a citation that reads, “senior author.” Not all journals observe 
the “senior author” category, however (e.g., Environmental 
Science & Technology [ES&T]); ES&T uses the term 
corresponding author, which in most cases encompasses 
the roles of both senior and corresponding author (personal 
communication with Barbara Booth, Assistant Editor of ES&T).

GROUP AUTHORSHIP
The number of collaborative publications involving large 
numbers of investigators working under a single group name 

CONTINUED
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is on the rise in the sciences, particularly in the life sciences.23 
Group authorship may be appropriate for scientifi c and 
technical products when a large group of researchers has 
collaborated on a project, such as in the case of integrated, 
transdisciplinary research or development of a framework 
document or white paper. In the case of these large 
collaborative products, there may not be enough space to 
list all of the collaborators in the byline or author list, and not 
all collaborators may meet the authorship criteria; therefore 
it is necessary to determine how to communicate credit 
for these group efforts and identify responsibility for the 
product’s contents.4–6,16,34,35

In group authorship products, the group should identify 
all individuals who meet the authorship criteria, the group 
name, and the preferred citation.2,5,6,16 There are essentially 
two group authorship models;4,16,34,35 The Figure provides 
sample byline and citation examples for each:35 

1. Authorship in which each person in the group meets 
authorship criteria. In this case, the group name is listed 
as the author, with author names appearing in the byline 
and/or elsewhere in the product for proper indexing of 
author contribution.

2. Authorship in which a select subgroup of the whole 
meets authorship criteria. In this case, the group name 
and individuals who meet authorship criteria are named 
as authors. Nonauthor group members are identifi ed in 
the Acknowledgments. 

Tscharntke et al. suggest using alphabetical order when 
listing the authors of a group in the byline or elsewhere 
in the publication to avoid confl ict or disharmony in the 
group.23As mentioned previously, using alphabetical order 
creates a permanent and unfair bias towards those whose 
last names appear early in the alphabet, and if used should 
be noted by a footnote to the author list.

Final Authorship and Authorship Order
The contributors to a research product must work together 
to make informed decisions regarding authorship and 
authorship order. Prior to publication, the publication lead is 
responsible for obtaining written authorship agreements from 
all authors, verifying that each individual meets the criteria 
for authorship, agrees with the contributions attributed to 
their name, and accepts responsibility for the intellectual 
content of the scientifi c and technical product.14,30,36 The 
agreements should at a minimum contain:

• the author’s name, affi liation, and contact information; 

• the title of the product; and 

• a brief paragraph stating the author (1) meets the 
criteria for authorship, (2) agrees with the contributions 
attributed to their name in the scientifi c and technical 

product and the percentage of contribution assigned, 
(3) gives fi nal approval of the fi nal submitted product, 
and (4) accepts responsibility for the intellectual content 
of the scientifi c and technical product.

Should contributors fail to come to a collective decision 
regarding authorship and author order, mediation may be 
required to resolve the dispute (see section on Dispute 
Resolution).

Authorship Responsibilities
All Authors
During preparation, review, and revision of scientifi c and 
technical products, authors are responsible for providing 
timely input regarding their specifi c contribution(s). In 
addition, all authors are responsible for the accuracy, 
editorial quality, and intellectual content of the product, 
and should be able to publicly describe the work detailed 
in the publication.4–6,9,14 Authorship carries with it substantial 
credit, but also carries weight in allegations of research 
misconduct.4,37

Publication Lead/First Author
It is the primary responsibility of the publication lead (i.e., 
the fi rst or primary author) to manage and coordinate 
the scientifi c and technical product from draft to review, 
clearance, and publication. The fi rst author, in some 
instances, may delegate these tasks to others (e.g., the 
corresponding author, senior author, etc.), but still maintains 
overall responsibility for these tasks. Ultimate responsibility 
for the work and the validity of the product’s contents 
rests with the fi rst author. In consultation with the other 
contributors, the publication lead assumes responsibility for 
(and should be able to articulate the reasons for) coauthors 
and acknowledgees determinations and establishment 
of authorship order.38 The fi rst author must also ensure all 
contributions are accurately represented in the fi nal scientifi c 
and technical product and the results and interpretation of 
input provided are consistent with the contributor’s intent.38

Corresponding or Communicating Author
The corresponding author (sometimes also referred to as 
the communicating author) is responsible for submitting the 
scientifi c and technical product and serving as the point of 
contact for all communications with the publisher (revision, 
review, release of proofs, etc.). The corresponding author 
is responsible for relaying details about the publication 
process to other authors of the product and incorporating 
and representing all author changes. The name and email 
address of the corresponding author is often noted in the 
scientifi c and technical product, as he or she serves as a 
point of contact for any inquiries. After publication, the 
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Figure. Group Authorship Byline and Citation Examples.35
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corresponding author manages all communication and 
correspondence regarding the product on behalf of the 
publication’s coauthors. The corresponding author does not 
have to be the fi rst author or senior author of the scientifi c 
and technical product, but should be an author who is able to 
answer questions about and provide materials related to the 
conduct of the study. In cases where the responsibilities of 
corresponding author are shared, each individual serving in 
this role should be identifi ed as such. Listing more than one 
corresponding author may also be desired on collaborative 
products involving authors from different organizations, or 
when the fi rst corresponding author is not a permanent 
Laboratory employee and a more long-term point of contact 
is warranted.

Authorship Abuses
The literature identifi es several common abuses of 
authorship that either diminish the signifi cance of, or 
fail to recognize, author contributions: honorary or 
gift authorship, guest authorship, ghost authorship, 
and surprise authorship.2,11–1316,17,19,36 Honorary or gift 
authorship is authorship credit given to someone who has 
not contributed directly to the work but is in a position to 
expect or demand authorship (e.g., the head of a branch or 
division, or someone who helped to obtain funding).2,8,10,19 In 
contradiction to honorary authorship, which is often offered 
out of a sense of obligation, guest authorship is offered 
to an individual whose name is expected to increase the 
credibility of the research and the likelihood of publication, 
even though others did the work.2,11,12,19 Guest authors make 
no discernible contributions to the study and, therefore, do 
not meet the criteria for authorship. Ghost authorship is the 
failure to give authorship credit to an individual who meets 
the authorship criteria.2,12,13,39 All individuals who have made a 
substantial contribution to the work reported in the scientifi c 
and technical product should be acknowledged as an author 
if they meet the criteria for authorship. If these individuals 
do not meet all the authorship criteria, they should be listed 
in the Acknowledgements. Surprise authorship occurs when 
an individual unknowingly fi nds their name on the byline of 
a publication without having contributed to the work and/or 
accepted responsibility for the publication’s content.36

Efforts must be made to protect the integrity of scientifi c 
and technical products from these abuses of authorship. 
Establishing and enforcing criteria for authorship and 
requiring contributorship statements are two practices that 
can help to reduce these abuses.

Contributorship Statements
The purpose of contributorship statements is to have each 
author and contributor personally affi rm his or her role in 
the research (from its inception to publication), to disclose 

publicly the contribution(s) that he or she has made, and to 
gain what has been described as “public responsibility for 
content.”9,11,19,40–44 The concept is for all contributors to disclose 
their specifi c contributions to the scientifi c and technical 
product (i.e., work conducted) and for this information to be 
included as a footnote to the byline or in a designated author 
contributions section for authors, or in the Acknowledgments 
section for nonauthors.8,9,19,44 When necessary, the publication 
lead is responsible for obtaining contributorship statements 
from all contributors to the scientifi c and technical product. 
All contributors to the scientifi c and technical product 
should discuss and agree on the contributions that will be 
disclosed for each individual. The Table identifi es examples 
of general research contributions.4,25,38 Contributors may list 
more than one contribution, and more than one contributor 
may have contributed to the same aspect of the work.9,44

Contributorship statements should be sent to the publication 
lead.

Contributorship statements in scientifi c publications are 
akin to a credit list, like those used in the fi lm industry, but 
it is important to distinguish a contributorship statement 
from the credits listed at the end of a fi lm, which indicate 
an individual’s title, rather than the work that was done.43,45

It is imperative that the work actually done be disclosed if 
honorary, guest, and ghost authorships are to be eliminated. 
Clear contributorship statements also allow readers and 
editors to know which contributors were responsible for 
which aspects of the research and who can be contacted 
for more information about different parts of the work.41,44,45 

In addition to removing the ambiguity surrounding 
author contributions, these contributorship statements also 
perform a number of other functions:

• Support fi nal determinations of authorship and author 
order24,25

• Reduce abuses of authorship44

• Meet journal or society publishing requirements4–6,8–10,46–50

• Provide clear information regarding an individual’s 
contributions for consideration in promotion or funding 
evaluations41,44

Although varying authorship standards exist between 
scientifi c organizations and disciplines, the practice of 
contributorship statements enables the standards that have 
been applied for authorship to be open to public scrutiny 
by colleagues, editors, and readers.40 This practice will not 
eliminate all abuses of authorship, but it does promote open 
discussion of who contributed what, and those individuals 
who would typically abuse the system will have to do so 
publicly. 

The practice of disclosing contributorship provides 
accountability for work, which can be especially diffi cult in 
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transdisciplinary and multicenter research projects. With 
regard to multiauthored, collaborative research projects, 
this practice may result in a large increase in the number 
of authors for a scientifi c and technical product, but this 
is appropriate recognition for those who make substantial 
contributions to the research.17,44 Suggestions on how 
to address authorship in collaborative group products is 
presented in the section on Group Authorship. 

With the increase in collaborative, interdisciplinary 
research efforts, there has been a long-acknowledged need 
for a system to properly attribute credit and accountability 
in the publications resulting from these efforts.19 In 2014, 
a multistakeholder group met that need by developing 
the CRediT Taxonomy—a 14-role contributor taxonomy—
for use in scientifi c publications.44 This contributorship 
taxonomy has since been adopted by the CellPress and 
PLOS families of journals.47,48
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those now required for clearance of many laboratory’s 
scientifi c products; and other notices.4

Like authorship, written permission should be obtained 
from individuals before their names appear in print in the 
Acknowledgments.4–6,14,16 Like contributorship statements 
and authorship agreements, the publication lead is also 
responsible for ensuring written permission is obtained 
from all nonauthor contributors whose names will appear in 
the scientifi c and technical product, when necessary. These 
agreements should be received in writing and should meet 
the following requirements:

• the contributor’s name, affi liation, and contact information 

• the title of the product 

• a brief paragraph stating the contributor (1) agrees 
with the contributions attributed to their name in the 
scientifi c and technical product and (2) gives permission 
for acknowledgment in the product

Dispute Resolution
Disagreements and confl icts over the assignment and 
ordering of authors are common because of the incentives 
and rewards associated with authorship, especially in the 
case of fi rst authorship. Contributors to the scientifi c and 
technical product should fi rst attempt to resolve any dispute 
over authorship issues themselves, through the careful 
consideration of the guidance contained in this document. 
However, if a contributor considers the outcome of this 
process to be unsatisfactory, the individual may request 
assistance from management to facilitate resolution. If 
resolution is unattainable with the assistance of direct 
management, the dispute should be elevated up one level of 
management. The publication lead, in consultation with the 
individuals serving in these management roles, will have the 
fi nal authority to resolve the dispute. If the dispute involves 
coauthors from different organizations, management from 
involved organizations should be included in discussions to 
reach resolution. 

A number of resources are available to assist in resolving 
these types of authorship disputes and other issues involving 
publication ethics, such as those offered by the Committee 
on Publication Ethics (COPE; publicationethics.org).

Conclusion
Regardless of how carefully and comprehensively prepared, 
no guidance on authorship will resolve all issues. Rather, 
authorship guidance should serve as a tool for those 
navigating the often contentious topic of authorship. 
Authorship convention is constantly evolving in response to 
the dynamic nature of publishing within and across scientifi c 
disciplines. For example, there is currently little concurrence 
among journals on how issues such as group, senior, and 

shared fi rst authorship are handled. As a result, specifi c 
guidance on these topics is diffi cult to fi nd. However, 
providing recommendations on how such issues might be 
handled is benefi cial in the interim until such concurrence 
is reached. Final authorship guidance for an organization 
should be clear and concise but not overprescriptive so as 
to interfere with an organization’s ability to deal with unique 
authorship situations. And any guidance on authorship 
should be viewed as a living document that will require 
periodic updates as new issues are identifi ed and authorship 
convention evolves. 
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