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Are two authors better than one? Can writing in pairs affect the readability of academic blogs?

James Hartley & Guillaume Cabanac

Abstract. The literature on academic writing suggests that writing in pairs leads to more readable
papers than writing alone. We wondered whether academic blog posts written alone or in pairs
would vary in style. We collected a corpus of 104 posts published with the LSE Impact of the Social
Sciences blog. We found no differences in average sentence length between single- and co-authored
posts. However, the posts written in pairs were slightly less readable than the single-authored posts,
which challenges the current view on the advantages of writing in pairs.
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In an earlier (unpublished) study we examined the readability of blogs written by individual men and
women and published on the LSE Impact of Social Science Blog
(http://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences). In the event we found no significant differences
between them. However, in view of the current interest in the effects of writing alone versus writing
with others (see links below) we extended our study to compare the readability of academic blogs
written by single and pairs of academic authors.

Our method in this present study was to continue that used in our earlier research. Indeed we have
used the data from that first enquiry to provide our measure of the readability of blogs of individual
authors. In this paper, however, we have added to these data the new data that we have obtained
from examining blogs written by pairs of authors (see online supporting information).

In both of our studies our procedure was to download an appropriate blog, delete any headings,
lists, illustrations and extraneous information (such as notes on the authors) and to use the
https://readability-score.com website to calculate the Flesch readability score (Flesch, 1948) of the
remaining text. The data for the single authors were obtained between May 2012 and June 2013
and those for pairs between July 2013 and April 2016 — indicating that there are many fewer pairs of
authors writing blogs than single ones.

Table 1 shows the results that we found. An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare
average sentence lengths in blogs authored by individuals versus by pairs of authors. There was no
significant difference in average sentence lengths of single-authored blogs (M = 23.2 words, SD =
4.4) and blogs written in pairs (M = 23.6 words, SD = 5.7); t(102) = -0.41, p = 0.685. These results



suggest that these blogs had similar average sentence lengths regardless of whether or not they
were written by single or pairs of authors.

A second independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the readability scores of the blogs
authored by individuals versus those by pairs of authors. Here there was, somewhat surprisingly, a
significant difference between the readability scores of the single-authored blogs (M =41.3, SD =
11.8) and the blogs written in pairs (M = 35.9, SD = 9.9); t(102) = 2.51, p = 0.013. These results
suggest that the blogs written by the single authors were easier to understand than their
counterparts written in pairs, an unexpected result.

Table 1. Mean Flesch readability scores and standard deviations for the blogs written by 52 single
and 52 pairs of authors, together with mean average sentence lengths (in words) and standard

deviations.
Flesch Scores® Average sentence lengths (in words)
Singles Pairs Singles Pairs
Mean 41.3 35.9 23.2 23.6
s.d. 11.8 9.9 4.4 5.7

'Flesch scores range from 0-100 and higher scores indicate that the text is easier to read.
However, see Hartley (2016a) for difficulties in measuring readability.

How do these results compare with findings from other studies of writing in pairs or groups? In point
of fact we know of no studies of the actual readability of texts produced by different numbers of
authors, despite the considerable discussion about the advantages and disadvantages of writing with
others. Table 2 summarises some of the main points of this wider discussion.

Table 2. Advantages and disadvantages of different ways of writing in pairs. (See, e.g.,
Hartley, 2008; Hartley, 2016b; Hartley & Cabanac, 2015; Hu, Chen and Liu, 2014; Speck,
Johnson, Dice and Heaton, 1999; Thelwall & Sud, 2015; Zhao, Zhang and Wang, 2014.)

Advantages
Each person may act as editor for the other
Each person may have different skills/knowledge that can be pooled together

When an article is written by partners with different nationalities one (preferably a native of
the language of the publication) is better placed to check the language



Writing in pairs with different writing abilities may be helpful for novice writers
New technology facilitates working together from different countries and institutions

Papers by joint-authors are often cited more than papers by single ones

Disadvantages

Problems arise if colleagues don’t agree

Production can be slowed down if one person has many other commitments

Problems arise if the work of one of the authors is not as competent as that of the other
There may be potential hassles over who will be designated first author

As readers/researchers we do not know from the finished article who contributed what
(although today some journals do provide this information)

Indeed, the possibilities for different kinds of co-operation are numerous and generally these are not
reported in the authors’ publications. Here are some:

No real collaboration — one author writes it all and the other(s) agree(s) to it

Different authors write different parts according to their expertise, and the lead author is
responsible for the whole

Some authors exchange drafts sequentially, but some work together on the same screen (via
the wonders of new technology)

The conventions for listing the names of the authors differ in different countries and
different disciplines (Frandsen & Nicolaisen, 2010). In Psychology, for instance, it is usual to
put the lead author first, whereas in some subjects (e.g., Maths) it is conventional to put the
authors in alphabetical order, and in others (e.g., Medicine) it is conventional to put the
senior author last.

There are other, perhaps unexpected, findings from studies of co-authorship. Hartley (2003) and
Lewison and Hartley (2005), for instance, reported that:

1. The more authors there were (in science journals) the longer (on average) were the titles of
their papers.

2. The more authors there were (in science journals) the longer (on average) were the lengths
of their papers; and perhaps more surprising:



3. Single authors (in science journals) used colons in their titles significantly more than did pairs
of authors or groups - until the number of authors reached 12 or more - and

4. Single authors (in Psychology) acknowledged the help of colleagues and referees more than
did pairs or groups of authors.

Currently it is frequently suggested that articles written by pairs or groups of authors are cited more
than articles written by single authors (see Gazni & Thelwall, 2014; Hartley & Cabanac, 2015;
Thelwall & Sud, 2016) but we are of the view that many of these studies have not been adequately
controlled (Hartley 2016b). Furthermore, as suggested by Bornmann & Haunschild (2016), if two or
more authors share a publication, then it seems likely that each of them will individually cite this
paper in other articles, thus increasing the number of citations to the original paper.

Now that joint writing is facilitated by new technology we anticipate an even greater upsurge in the
number of multi-authored papers. However, based on the results presented here, we do not
anticipate that blogs written by joint authors will be any easier to read than those written by single
ones!
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