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Connecting with society through 

social media and blogging
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Embracing the digital public sphere 

• Open science in the social media era is: 

• Finding pertinent researchers more easily  
• Discussing methodology and theory 
• Engaging in social debates as an expert 
• Interacting with interested citizens and organisations 
• Explaining ongoing experiments
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Crowdsourcing science
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galaxyzoo.org
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patientslikeme.com
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pubpeer.com



The challenges

• Copyright vs. open access  
• Confidentiality 
• Competitiveness 
• Time constraints 

• Being wrong 
• Being ignored 
• Being yelled at 
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Source: Bik, H. M., & Goldstein, M. C. (2013). An introduction to social media for scientists. PLoS biology, 11(4), e1001535. 



It is a cold, wild Internet out there
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More than 88% of scientists and engineers said 
that they were aware of it — slightly more than 
had heard of Google+ and Twitter — with little 
difference between countries. Just under half 
said that they visit regularly, putting the site 
second only to Google Scholar, and ahead 
of Facebook and LinkedIn. Almost 29% of 
regular visitors had signed up for a profile on 

This does not surprise Billie Swalla, an evolu-
tionary biologist and director of the University 
of Washington’s Friday Harbor Laboratories. 
Swalla says that she and most of her colleagues 
are on ResearchGate, where she finds the lat-
est relevant papers much more easily than by 
following marine-biology journals. “They do 
send you a lot of spam,” she says, “but in the past 
few months, I’ve found that every important 
paper I thought I should read has come through 
ResearchGate.” Swalla admits to comparing 
herself to others using the site’s ‘RG Score’ — 
its metric of social engagement. “I think it taps 
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REMARKABLE REACH
More than 3,000 scientists and engineers (below) told Nature about their awareness of various giant social 
networks and research-profiling sites. Just under half said that they visit ResearchGate regularly. Another 
480 respondents in the humanities, arts and social sciences were less keen on ResearchGate — see charts at 
go.nature.com/fjvxxt.
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What do scientists do on social media?



Source: Richard Van Noorden (2014) Online collaboration: Scientists and the social network, Nature, 512. 

60%

0

40

20

100%

0

50

25

75

100%

0

50

25

75

60%

0

40

20

10

30

50

70
%

1
2

3
4

5

6

78

9

10
11

12

13
1

2

3
4

5

6

78

9

10
11

12

13
1

2

3
4

5

6

78

9

10
11

12

13
1

2

3
4

5

6

78

9

10
11

12

13
1

2

3
4

5

6

78

9

10
11

12

13
1

2

3
4

5

6

78

9

10
11

12

13

How do you
use this site 
professionally?

Approximately 
how often do 
you visit this 
site in a 
professional 
capacity?

How long 
have you had 
a profile on 
this site?

1. Do not use
 professionally
2. Curiosity only; 
 not maintaining profile
3. In case contacted

Each wedge in the circular charts 
corresponds to a question on the 
right. The answers are grouped by 
the intensity of user engagement 
they imply: low (green), medium 
(yellow) and high (blue).

4. Track metrics
5. Discover jobs
6. Discover peers 
7. Discover recommended
 papers

13. Follow discussions
12. Comment on research
11. Actively discuss research
10. Share links to authored content
9. Post (work) content
8. Contact peers

330 regular visitors

TWITTER
283 regular visitors

ACADEMIA .EDU
1,589 regular visitors

Once a week
Once a month

RESEARCHGATE
198 regular visitors

MENDELEY
389 regular visitors

LINKEDIN
340 regular visitors

FACEBOOK

Once a day

Longer than 
2 years

Between 1 
and 2 years

Less than 
1 year

“Mainly, a source of stress every time an 
e-mail pops in showing that my colleagues/ 
competitors are publishing more than myself.”
AGE 35–44, PROFESSOR, BRAZIL

“It is the only useful community website for 
research purposes.”
AGE 55–64, PROFESSOR, HUNGARY

“Has led to invites to referee papers/external 
assessments.”
AGE 45–54, POSTDOCTORAL FELLOW, 
UNITED KINGDOM

“I have been able to post old papers which 
otherwise would be inaccessible to people.”
AGE 55–64, PROFESSOR, UNITED STATES

“Primarily still a reference manager for me. 
The social component is less important.”
AGE 35–44, RESEARCH SCIENTIST, CANADA

“Fairly useful as a documents clearinghouse 
for lab group.”
AGE 25–34, POSTDOCTORAL FELLOW, 
UNITED STATES

“Extremely useful in conference settings.”
AGE 35–44, RESEARCH SCIENTIST,
UNITED STATES

“Great way to keep up-to-date on what is 
happening NOW in the research community.”
AGE 45–54, HEAD OF ACADEMIC 
DEPARTMENT, UNITED STATES

“Mainly useful for job hunting.”
AGE 25–34, PHD STUDENT, UNITED STATES

“It is too much like Facebook — fluffy forwards 
and such that are not scientific or related to 
professionalism.”
AGE 45–54, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, 
UNITED STATES

“Facebook has zero credibility in my 
professional life.”
AGE 35–44, STAFF SCIENTIST, 
UNITED STATES

“The (invitation-only) groups for professional 
astronomers and pulsar astronomers have 
become vibrant discussion fora.”
35-44, RESEARCH SCIENTISTS, 
UNITED STATES

IDLE,  BROWSE OR CHAT ?
Nature asked a subset of regular visitors to social networks how they used the sites professionally. (Each person was asked 
to tick all activities that applied.) The results suggest that Facebook is not widely used professionally; that researchers on 
Twitter are very active and social; and that many users of Academia.edu and ResearchGate signed up in case someone 
wants to contact them — but are not chatty themselves. Full results are available at go.nature.com/jvx7pl.

the answer lies with the social sites’ burgeon-
ing communities of users — the famed ‘net-
work’ effect. “If you post on ResearchGate, you 
are reaching the people who matter,” he says. 
But Titus Brown, a computational scientist at 
Michigan State University in East Lansing, 
is concerned about the sites’ business plans 
as they seek to survive. “What worries me is 
that at some point ResearchGate will use their 
information to make a profit in ways that we 
are uncomfortable with — or they will be 
bought by someone who will do that,” he says.

Madisch says that ResearchGate will not sell 
its user data, and that it already makes some 
money by running job adverts (as does Aca-
demia.edu). In the future, he hopes to add a 
marketplace for laboratory services and prod-
ucts, connecting companies and corporate 
researchers to academics (28% of the network’s 
users are from the corporate world, he says). 

Price talks about providing institutional analyt-
ics to universities as well. But analysts including 
Auclair argue that the sites have limited earning 
potential, because they are targeted at a much 
narrower demographic than Facebook or Twit-
ter. “What’s most likely is the networks that have 
critical mass get acquired and those that don’t 
will die,” she says (although Madisch says that 
being bought out “would be a personal failure”). 

Mendeley’s acquisition by Elsevier last 
year left the site better placed to become a 
global platform for research collaboration, 
says Reichelt, because it intersects with 
other Elsevier products such as the Scopus 
database of research articles. Much of the 
collaboration done using Mendeley is pri-
vate, but the firm does allow other computer 
programs to automatically pull out useful 
anonymized public information — such 
as which papers are viewed most by which 

researchers. Neither Academia.edu nor 
ResearchGate yet offer this service, although 
Madisch says that he is developing it. 

“I think at some point there will be one 
winner in this race,” says Madisch. Or — as 
Nature’s survey suggests is already happening 
— different disciplines might favour different 
sites. Some analysts argue that despite their 
millions of users, massive social academic net-
working sites have not yet proven their essen-
tial worth. “They are nice-to-have tools, not 
need-to-have,” says Auclair. But Price says that 
the networks are on the front line of a trend 
that cannot be ignored. “We saw the changes 
in the market, and we could see that academics 
wanted to share openly. The tide is starting to 
turn in our direction.” ■

Richard Van Noorden is a senior reporter for 
Nature in London.
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Source: Richard Van Noorden (2014) Online collaboration: Scientists and the social network, Nature, 512. 
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Nature asked a subset of regular visitors to social networks how they used the sites professionally. (Each person was asked 
to tick all activities that applied.) The results suggest that Facebook is not widely used professionally; that researchers on 
Twitter are very active and social; and that many users of Academia.edu and ResearchGate signed up in case someone 
wants to contact them — but are not chatty themselves. Full results are available at go.nature.com/jvx7pl.

the answer lies with the social sites’ burgeon-
ing communities of users — the famed ‘net-
work’ effect. “If you post on ResearchGate, you 
are reaching the people who matter,” he says. 
But Titus Brown, a computational scientist at 
Michigan State University in East Lansing, 
is concerned about the sites’ business plans 
as they seek to survive. “What worries me is 
that at some point ResearchGate will use their 
information to make a profit in ways that we 
are uncomfortable with — or they will be 
bought by someone who will do that,” he says.

Madisch says that ResearchGate will not sell 
its user data, and that it already makes some 
money by running job adverts (as does Aca-
demia.edu). In the future, he hopes to add a 
marketplace for laboratory services and prod-
ucts, connecting companies and corporate 
researchers to academics (28% of the network’s 
users are from the corporate world, he says). 

Price talks about providing institutional analyt-
ics to universities as well. But analysts including 
Auclair argue that the sites have limited earning 
potential, because they are targeted at a much 
narrower demographic than Facebook or Twit-
ter. “What’s most likely is the networks that have 
critical mass get acquired and those that don’t 
will die,” she says (although Madisch says that 
being bought out “would be a personal failure”). 

Mendeley’s acquisition by Elsevier last 
year left the site better placed to become a 
global platform for research collaboration, 
says Reichelt, because it intersects with 
other Elsevier products such as the Scopus 
database of research articles. Much of the 
collaboration done using Mendeley is pri-
vate, but the firm does allow other computer 
programs to automatically pull out useful 
anonymized public information — such 
as which papers are viewed most by which 

researchers. Neither Academia.edu nor 
ResearchGate yet offer this service, although 
Madisch says that he is developing it. 

“I think at some point there will be one 
winner in this race,” says Madisch. Or — as 
Nature’s survey suggests is already happening 
— different disciplines might favour different 
sites. Some analysts argue that despite their 
millions of users, massive social academic net-
working sites have not yet proven their essen-
tial worth. “They are nice-to-have tools, not 
need-to-have,” says Auclair. But Price says that 
the networks are on the front line of a trend 
that cannot be ignored. “We saw the changes 
in the market, and we could see that academics 
wanted to share openly. The tide is starting to 
turn in our direction.” ■

Richard Van Noorden is a senior reporter for 
Nature in London.
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Define your priorities

13

Generalist Vs specialized networks

Conversation Vs VISIBILITY



Social media workflow & toolbox
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Tweetbot

(                     )



Build your digital persona

• Private vs. professional life 

• Be yourself 

• Use common sense 

• Think before you post

Source: Bik, H. M., & Goldstein, M. C. (2013). An introduction to social media for scientists. PLoS biology, 11(4), e1001535. 
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But wait, blogging still rocks!
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Your home on the internet

Find others with similar interests 

Participate in the community 

Know your audience 

Produce timely, accurate and engaging content 

Be original, creative 

Strive for quality
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19neurodojo.blogspot.com



20qualpolicomm.wordpress.com



21
www.cafe-sciences.org



22blogs.scientificamerican.com
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recherches.ulb.ac.be



How to blog

• Find your public, adapt to their language 
• Tone: relaxed, subjective, with space for humor 
• One key idea per article  
• Rigor and quality 

• Planning ahead is key 
• Weekly rhythm is ideal, but… 
• Group blogging is a joy! 

24



Blog in context

• Find your blogosphere 

• Announce your posts on social media 

• Follow others: RSS, Google Alerts 
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Best practices
• Practice first! 

• Images and videos? 

• Guest bloggers 

• Foster comments, respond to them 

• Link to others, engage in the conversation 

• React to news in your field 
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thank you!
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