
Boyle lab authorship guidelines 

revised fall 2021, based in part on authorship guidelines from the Tingley lab, discussions with colleagues and mentors, 
and input from current and past graduate students and post-docs 

Deciding who is listed as an author, the order of names, and many related factors that surround publishing 
can be complicated because publications are a key currency of the trade. At the same time, practices, and 
cultural norms vary across disciplines, across labs within the same discipline, and are ever-evolving as the 
ways we do science changes. This document is meant to provide some guidelines and expectations useful 
to current, past, and future students. It should help you understand how to make authorship decisions on 
projects you lead, and help you understand the circumstances when your contributions to other projects 
merit authorship, and what my expectations are of you regarding authorship. There are never hard-and-fast 
rules that can apply to every situation, so I stress that these are guidelines—a starting place that ought to 
be discussed and adjusted as needed to each situation.  
  
Guiding principles: 

• Policies should give credit where credit is due. Inclusivity and equitability should be at the forefront 
of all decision making. We strive to provide frequent opportunities for junior lab members to put in 
the work required to merit co-authorship, and thus gain the experience of scientific publishing.  

• Authorship should be a truthful reflection of contributions; wrongfully excluding or including people 
on authorship lists constitutes a form of academic fraud. 

• Communication is key; for each paper, discuss and agree early in the planning process. Then revisit 
when a project expands or shifts in new direction to include or exclude pieces not anticipated at 
first and/or at the writing stage. Ideally, the agreements will be captured in written form as an 
MOU which all parties can revisit as needed.  

• Contributions come in many kinds and in many amounts. Not all authors are fully aware of the 
contributions of others. Some combination of types of contributions and amount of contribution of 
various types constitute the basis for the policies below. The best way to find out about 
contributions from different people is to ask them to evaluate their contributions in the context of 
this document. 

• Contributions of technicians do not typically merit authorship unless that technician has also 
contributed in other ways to the project and there are agreements in place, either at the time of 
hiring or developed later that clarify authorship expectations. We distinguish technicians who are 
paid to do a job—collect data—from junior scientists who participate in research activities (usually 
paid but sometimes unpaid) with the hope of participating in aspects of the work beyond data 
collection. 

• Data do not belong to any of us but instead to the funding organizations and university. Once 
papers are published and data are made available publicly, then typically, by virtue of publishing, 
we all relinquish “claim” to future use of those data.  

• We have a civic and moral obligation to publish publicly funded work in a timely fashion.  
• The journals we publish in may have authorship rules that differ from our own. In such cases, we 

must decide to either publish elsewhere or add/remove people. Ideally, the choice of the journal 
and the discussion corresponding to relatively early in the writing process should co-occur. 

When should authorship be discussed and agreed-upon? 

It is easy to say that authorship should be established at the outset of a project. However, due to the murky 
origins of some projects that ultimately turn into publications, and the fact that as ideas develop, new 
contributions are required, rarely is it enough to discuss and agree just once. When a project is initiated and 
fleshed out enough to understand the kinds of contributions it will require, then formalizing an author 



agreement is an excellent early step. Try to have a discussion with each relevant person face-to-face (or 
zoom!) if you can. That will reveal more than you can glean from the perceived ‘tone’ of an email. You can 
modify then use the authorship memorandum of understand template stored in the Boyle lab shared 
dropbox folder to formalize the agreements. As the project develops, some folks may end up contributing 
less than anticipated and other new ones may join the effort. At a minimum, you should revisit that 
document as analyses are being completed and writing is well underway. Because it is awkward to remove 
people who initially were included on authorship MOUs, it is critical to be as explicit as possible about what 
you expect from each person in that initial document—both in terms of products and timelines. Failure to 
make contributions according to the agreed-upon timeline can be the basis for re-visiting the question with 
someone for whether they will remain on authorship lists or not. When someone’s contributions don’t 
reach the bar for authorship, but they have participated in key ways, their contributions should be clearly 
acknowledged in the acknowledgement section. 

What type of contributions merit authorship? 

The old Boyle Lab guidelines broke contributions down into these five categories and stated that authors 
should have contributed to at least two of the following: 

1. formulation of question, development conceptual framework, and design of project 
2. executing the plan (collecting data in field or lab or library) 
3. analysis 
4. writing all or large parts of the manuscript  
5. funding (including paying for technicians, getting the grant that supports the graduate students 

&/or data collection efforts, writing reports) 

The Ecological Society of America removes the funding aspect (#5), and states that authorship may be 
claimed if someone makes a “substantial contribution” to any of items 1 through 4. Animal Behavior 
requires that contributions be specified using this terminology/taxonomy: 
https://www.elsevier.com/authors/policies-and-guidelines/credit-author-statement  

Some lists also include the additional items including the following: 

6. reviewing and editing the ms 
7. creating, curating, managing key databases 
8. writing code to do new types of analyses (separate from analyses themselves) 
9. interpreting results 
10. providing access to site and providing traditional/local expertise on indigenous lands or in foreign 

countries, especially where there is a history of colonialism  
11. running specialized assays on expensive equipment that are hard to do well 

I see #6—the careful editing of at least one pre-submission draft—as a duty of all authors, regardless of 
their other contributions. Indeed, most journals ask the corresponding author to vouch that #6 is true 
before submission. #s 7 & 8 I see as part of the execution of the project, and #9 as part of the writing 
process, but some may find it useful to separately quantify these things. For #10 to work with the rest of 
these guidelines, the contributor would have to play some other role as well, and therefore important to 
incorporate from the earliest stages of project development. See this paper for discussion of such 
situations: https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/2688-8319.12060 ) Sometimes people 
do things like isotope assays or sequencing for a fee, and sometimes they will do them at no fee or a 
reduced fee but only if they are authors. That situation would require some difficult decision making and 
potentially a request for that lab to write parts of methods or results or both.  

https://www.elsevier.com/authors/policies-and-guidelines/credit-author-statement
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/2688-8319.12060


In discussions during fall 2021, consensus among past and current lab members seemed to build around 
the need to have contributed substantially to at least 1 of #1-4 as per the ESA guidelines, but also to 
contribute (maybe to a lesser extent) to at least one other of the 1-5 list.   

Thresholds of effort 

What is “substantial effort”? A potentially useful question is “Could this project have occurred without the 
contributions of this person?”. If the answer is yes, then perhaps their contributions do not meet the bar to 
merit authorship. On the other hand, even answering this question is fraught. Consider, for example, nests 
found by a team of technicians supervised by a PhD student. A few years after the PhD student left the lab, 
another student wishes to use those nests in along with others collected by other teams supervised by 
other graduate students. As part of the long-term project funded by the PI, nests would be found in each 
year by a team led by someone, whether it was that particular grad student or someone else (because the 
grant was formulated in such a way to ensure there would be $$ to pay crews for several years to collect 
exactly those data). The answer to “Could this project…” is, thus, often not obvious.   

In such cases, I think it is advisable to go back to the motivation for collecting those data. If they were part 
of a long-term dataset, it is likely that the data would be collected whether that particular student was 
there or not. However, if the data were collected by the grad student to answer a question of their own 
designing, separate in some way from the objectives of the long-term data collection efforts, then they will 
more likely pass that threshold of effort, especially if ~30% or more of the data in the project come from 
them. Don’t forget that contributing data alone does not merit co-authorship under these guidelines, 
however. That would be odd—many journals require that data be made public upon publication which, by 
definition, means that other people can then use that data again for new purposes. When someone’s data 
contributions clearly place them in over the threshold in one category, you should have a discussion with 
them up front about authorship and ask them if they are willing and able to make the additional 
contributions you would find useful from them. The decision to ask for additional contributions is ultimately 
the first author’s in consultation with Alice. I should take into consideration the capacity for former 
students to dedicate time to the new project, in part as evidenced by progress on publishing their own first-
authored manuscripts based on their graduate work.  

Regarding datasets generated by this lab so far, I see the capture, resighting, nest, ibutton, vegetation, and 
most of the bug sampling data from Konza to constitute long-term data not specifically collected for any 
one students’ project. Similarly, the winter banding data from Konza, and the community-level capture data 
from Costa Rica are datasets not falling under one students’ domain. For each of the following students, I 
note the datasets that I consider to be collected for the purposes of their individual projects in the years 
they were present, and not part of a bigger effort [please let me know if you disagree with any of this or 
think other pieces should be added!]: 

Emily Williams; plasma metabolite data & bug sampling in 2014, telemetry data 

Mark Herse; all the survey data that went into Mark’s thesis 

Sarah Winnicki; all GRSP, DICK, EAME, and BHCO nesting growth data, nest camera data, parentage and 
relatedness (genetic) data from aggregation ms   

Elsie Shogren; all behavioral & experimental data from Volcan Tenorio, Z:A ratio data from 7 populations 

All students so far (other than Mark) have also used datasets coming from data collected as part of previous 
or larger/longer-term efforts. While the graduate students certainly contributed to building those and 
overseeing the field crews, they also benefited from the assistance from the help of those technicians on 



data collection efforts specific to their individuals project which would not have been possible if it were not 
for the larger efforts within the lab.  

How to handle situations when people do not do what they agreed to 

Unfortunately, we all over-commit. Every one of us will fail to meet deadlines at some point; most of us do 
so repeatedly. I believe we should treat each other with understanding and compassion, and default to 
giving each other the benefit of the doubt and cutting each other slack. However, publication of 
manuscripts, especially those led by junior scientists, are time sensitive and crucial for progress to the next 
career stages. Therefore, there will be limits to how long it is reasonable to wait for contributions before 
giving up and revisiting authorship decisions. When you commit to contributing, you must make good-faith 
efforts to adhere to deadlines if possible. When you miss those deadlines, you must attempt to decide what 
is feasible for you and ask the lead author for as short an extension as is reasonable to achieve the goals 
while maintaining other aspects of your life. You should be willing to bow out of projects if you find yourself 
unable to complete the tasks you agreed to do. This is important for achieving the publication of publicly 
funded data in a timely manner and the careers of other junior scientists. As a lead author, you must be 
willing to initiate such discussions when the contributions of others hold you up, and your efforts to 
accommodate delays have not resulted in completion of the task. Alice will help with this if necessary. Such 
situations will be greatly facilitated by detailed and explicit MOUs, updated as needed throughout the 
project. As always, good communication on everyone’s part is key. 

Timely publication of graduate student projects 

Publishing your own, lead-authored research is the #1 most important thing you can do to advance your 
career. Even if you have no intention of continuing in academia, it matters to employers across the board 
that can follow through with projects to completion, write clearly, and do quality work that passes the 
scrutiny of peers. You should care about publishing your thesis/dissertation chapters far more than getting 
the initials of your degree to put after your name. 

There are other reasons to place publishing high on the agenda that have to do with professional 
responsibility. Graduate students at K-State are fully funded while completing their degree. In addition to a 
stipend during the academic year, students receive tuition waivers, summer salary, supplies, access to 
equipment, transportation to do the field work, often sample analysis, and the costs of attending 
professional meetings. That money comes from grants, either directly to me, or via the department or 
other entities. When all is said and done, we invest about $60-70K/year in each student (including overhead 
and benefits), not counting the professors’ salary/time invested in working with students. A key part of the 
demonstration that this investment was worth it comes from publishing. The department, graduate school, 
college of Arts & Sciences, university, LTER, NSF, and any other agency that contributed financially 
somehow expects that the research you do will not go to waste… which is what happens when it never gets 
published. That is partly why we place so much emphasis in publishing your work. It is your duty to do so—
your part of the bargain. That is why I feel that offering a former student the opportunity to do additional 
work on someone else’s project to meet the bar for co-authorship should be reserved for those who have 
either finished publishing their own K-State research or are making steady, dependable progress towards 
that goal.  

I am also mindful of the need to balance the professional development of current and past students—I do 
not think it fair to a current student to deny them the opportunity to do their whole project and force them 
to offer parts of it to others if they don’t want to. In previous publishing guidelines, I included something 
about what would happen to projects if the student was not able to make progress toward publishing 
within a year or two of leaving (i.e. they would forfeit first authorship if they made no progress for long 



periods of time). I now think that strict rules with time limits are not compatible with the first two guiding 
principles nor with a desire to forgive each other’s chronic tendency to over-commit.  

Author order 

The significance of author order varies substantially among fields. In ecology, evolution, conservation, and 
related fields, the first author is typically the person who did the majority of the work from start to finish 
and usually the primary manuscript writer. Students should expect to be lead authors on all papers forming 
the core of their graduate work. In our field, it is common for the last person on an author list to be the 
“senior” or anchor author; that person usually mentors the lead author, helps oversee the whole process, 
and is also engaged at each step. If there are more than two authors, some people attach importance to 
the order of names in the middle (decreasing “importance” the farther down the list), while others do not. 
Authorship contribution statements can clarify the ways that author order was determined. It is not 
uncommon for less important order decisions to be assigned using some game of chance, a bake-off, or 
alphabetization. Decisions regarding author order ultimately lie with the first author in consultation with 
the PI, and primary authors should explain the basis for order decisions and ask specifically for co-authors 
to approve the final order. 
 
Some projects are published with a designation that the first two authors shared equally in the project. 
Those shared first authorships are somewhat problematic for tallying typical citation metrics but can be 
useful in understanding contribution when explained on people’s CVs. I have never been in a situation 
where shared first-authorship has come up, and it seems desirable to try to avoid it if possible. One possible 
solution might be to have two main contributors take lead and senior author positions.  
 
Anyone listed as an author must be given a fair opportunity to read and comment on the manuscript. 
Except under unusual circumstances, if prospective authors do not respond in a reasonable amount of time, 
they should be removed. The response could be as simple as “manuscript is good to go”. The lead author 
should give at least two weeks for the response period and should specify a date by which comments are 
due. Two corollaries of this guideline are (1) anyone has the right to request removal as author from a 
paper for any reason, including a personal judgment of failing to meet the threshold of effort, and (2) 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). It is the primary author’s responsibility, as corresponding 
author, to 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 
• A digital version of all revisions submitted for publication and the responses to reviewers 
• Page proofs and the opportunity to comment on them 
• A final pdf of all published papers 

 
Corresponding authors are the people that go through the actual submission process and, most 
importantly, commit to answering questions about the ms or dataset for years into the future. It is common 
for the first author to be the corresponding author. However, if a student intends to shift fields following 
graduation, or is otherwise not comfortable being responsible for answering questions for several years 
hence, then typically, the senior author takes on this responsibility. Because the main thing here is 
“correspondence”, the email address provided should be something that everyone expects the author to 
have access to for years to come.  
 
Final thoughts 



It is unlikely that any policy will completely satisfy everyone. This document attempts to reconcile the 
points of view expressed in writing and verbally during the second half of 2021. No doubt, as our field 
continues to change, so too will the practice of publishing. A resounding, recurring theme in all of our 
conversations has been to communicate early and often. Thus, if you disagree or have questions about 
anything here, please let me know! While we may not manage complete agreement on all issues, I am 
committed to continuing listening and being open to new approaches.  


