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Single-author papers are increasingly rare in physics, except in the case of 
review papers.  Most of the papers you write over the course of your career 
will be done in collaboration with other researchers.  Today we’ll look at some 
of the benefits and challenges of collaborative writing. 
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from “Supplementary Guidelines on Responsibilities of Coauthors and 
Collaborators,” American Physical Society. Adopted by Council on November 10, 
2002. 

http://www.aps.org/policy/statements/02_2.cfm#supplementary_guidelines1

The APS guidelines on the responsibility of coauthors arose directly from the 
Hendrick Schön scandal at Bell Labs in 2000.  See “Report of the Investigation 
Committee on the Possibility of Scientific Misconduct in the Work of Hendrick
Schoen and Coauthors,” M. Beasley, S. Datta, H. Kogelnik, H. Kroemer, D. Monroe, 
September 25, 2002 - internal Bell Laboratories report, Bell Labs, Lucent 
Technologies. 

As a service to the community, the American Physical Society permanently archived 
the Beasley Commission Report at http://journals.aps.org/reports/ after 
Lucent/Alcatel removed it from their website.  <doi:10.1103/APS.Reports.Lucent>.
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Generally, those who contributed most to the success of the project, especially 
those who have solved major technical problems, should be coauthors; lesser 
contributors are mentioned in the acknowledgments section.

Ideally, authors are named in descending order of their relative contributions, but 
practices vary widely among research disciplines and groups.  Unless the list is 
obviously alphabetical, most readers will assume that the first author made the 
major contributions to the work and is the person to whom questions about the 
paper should be addressed.

Some journals are now requiring a detailed statement of the contributions that 
each author made to the work being reported.  See, for example, the 
“Contributions” section of “Aharonov–Bohm oscillations in a quasi-ballistic three-
dimensional topological insulator nanowire” Nature Communications 6, 7632 
(2016). 
http://www.nature.com/ncomms/2016/150709/ncomms8634/full/ncomms8634.h
tml#contrib-auth.
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This example is entirely fictitious.

This paper reports on the fabrication of multi-layered semiconducting CdSe
thin-film devices to exploit their tunable optoelectronic properties. 

Deciding the lead author is nontrivial; do you make it the most senior 
person, or the person who contributed the most important idea, or the 
person who did most of the work?  

Think about how future authors will cite it.  “The fabrication method 
pioneered by xxxx et al.” will sound ridiculous if you make one of the 
theorists (Bartholomew or Chambers) the lead author.
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Do these considerations change your ideas about who should be authors or  
what order individuals should be named in the author list?
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Multiple authors may make it difficult to maintain consistent tone, style, word 
usage.

Joining individually written segments in one document can result in a disorganized, 
poorly written mess unless one person has editorial control.

Many authors preparing the entire document is usually least efficient and most 
time-consuming.
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Some operating systems will open files with long file names but then will truncate 
them when the file is saved.  If you’ve devised a file naming strategy that includes 
important information in longer file names, that information may be lost if 
someone with a incompatible  system opens the file.
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“Spoke” routing
• Document goes to all members of the group at the same time.
• Members make their comments and return the document to the 

originator. 
• Faster turnaround.
• Somenone will have to incorporate all the comments into a single 

document for the next round.

“Ring” routing
• Document circulates to each member of the group successively.
• Each member revises the file, saves it under a new name, and passes it 

on to the next person in the group.
• File naming protocol very important.
• Considerably slower, as each person must wait for authors earlier in the 

chain to complete their work.
• As the document moves, authors at the end of the chain may not have 

anything left to add to the document and will start commenting on the 
comments.
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Limit the size of the team—eliminate upfront members who cannot, or will not, 
contribute.  

Consider mentioning some contributors in the “acknowledgments” section instead 
of making them coauthors.
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