
 

Scientists behaving badly (on social media)

June 3 2015, by Brett Buttliere

  
 

  

Operant conditioning is well established and suggests individuals will continue
behavior that is rewarded (for instance with favorites, retweets, or replies).
Credit: Psychology Notes Headquarters

It is generally undisputed that Twitter and other social information
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exchange websites are changing the landscape of science and
communication. The value that these platforms offer is probably best
evidenced by how much time the average user spends on them. For
example, the average Twitter user is on the site 14 minutes per day,
while the average Facebook user spends more than 55 minutes per day
on the site .

While Twitter and Facebook have mostly been touted as a most excellent
tool for discovering new literature and collaborations, it is frustrating
when scientists are personally attacking one another, rather than actually
debating the scientific ideas, on social media.

Though this aspect of these services has been talked about far less, some
have begun asking for civility. You can see my own pleas on Facebook
and on Twitter.

The goal here is to more officially and explicitly point out that these
problems exist and to suggest some ways by which we can solve these
problems for the improvement of all involved.

The problem

It is far too often that discussions between scientists break down into
petty debate about how an idea is expressed, or where it is expressed,
rather than the idea itself. The practice does not seem to be limited to
any single field, as I have seen it everywhere (just look in your own
newsfeed and you will find examples of this).
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The problem is that attacking how, or where, an individual expressed an
idea is not a good argument; these are #AcademicAdHominems and one
of the fallacies of irrelevance. Attacking the individual expressing the
idea is neither constructive nor productive, and I would go so far as to
say that they are actually harmful to the scientific social media
"environment". Unfortunately, these tweets are oftentimes the ones
getting the most discussion!
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Though I know of no strong research on this relationship in academic
Twitter thus far (I am working toward it, please email or comment if you
know of one or want to help!), there are other examples from the
literature that are suggestive of this notion. For instance, it has been
shown that the longest discussions in the BBC forums are generally the
most negative and that the most active users are also the most negative. It
has also been shown that negative reviews of books and movies are
longer and contain (subjectively rated) more useful information for
readers, with readers even reading more negative reviews. See here and
here.

There are arguments to be made that negative information is more useful
than positive information, especially in science; but I would say there are
there are at least three reasons why this sort of discourse is a problem for
science:

1. It hinders the discussion's progress, distracting from the real
(scientific) issues.

2. It deters others from joining the discussion, because they are
afraid of speaking up.

3. It sets a bad precedent for others who do join on how to discuss
productively.

Science is not politics. It is not the media industry. I believe science has
a responsibility, as the greatest endeavor humans have ever taken part in,
to do better by being better, more effective, communicators.

Probably the main thing is to remember that we are setting a behavioral
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example for everyone else, all of the time. It is important that the
'leaders' of the community set a good example from the beginning,
rather than trying to go back and fix the bad norms later.

We can solve these problems… by using science!

I don't think it's useful to just complain about something without putting
forward a potential solution to the problem. Here the main thing is that
we can apply scientific theory, especially Psychology, to optimally
understand the problems in science communication (on social media),
and to design the most effective solutions.

Although the application of psychological science to the process of
science has been happening in small ways for some time, it is starting to
happen to a greater extent and applying more fundamental theories to the
process, rather than demonstrating problems.

For instance, one of the basic tenants of Psychological Science is
Operant Conditioning; the idea that individuals will repeat and continue
a behavior that is rewarded. Humans are intelligent, and people (at least
unconsciously) recognize that they are getting favorites, retweets, and
replies for being mean or petty. We see this playing out in real time on
Twitter. Even a week later Taleb's prejudgements of Psychology are still
being favorites and retweets, and I am still talking about Gilbert's faux
pas, even though it happened over a year ago.

There are many ways to apply science to the situation, but here, I will
make three suggestions that are relatively well established in the
literature.

1. Notice this behavior in your own tweets. Nobody is perfect, but
we can all work to reduce the number of times we attack the
scientist instead of the science. Recognize that people are taking
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cues as to how to act from you, and if you are not a good
example, you are a bad example.

2. Notice #AcademicAdHominems in other researcher's tweets, and
be intentional with your Twitter behavior.This behavior is often
not undertaken without reason, so pay attention to why this
individual is engaging in this behavior: Is it because the person
finds it easier to disparage the person rather than their
viewpoints? Is it due to jealousy (for instance after a PLOS
article gets featured or a paper published in Nature)? Could they
be trying to impress another by ridiculing a common enemy?
There are numerous reasons for this suboptimal behavior and
understanding the motivations can help us inform our response.

3. Be a constructive, positive, example. You are an example for
others and others are taking cues on how to behave from you.

This is not always easy, but the research suggests that ridicule is simply
not the most effective persuasion. To quote a recently published review
of the literature on the subject, the most important antecedents for
effective and persuasive online communication are: 'argument quality,
source credibility, source attractiveness, source perception and source
style'.

Overall, it seems like the best way to convince another person of your
idea or suggestion is to state the idea so simply and clearly that they
wonder how they ever thought differently. This may not get the most
favorites or retweets right now, but if we all are good examples, it will
improve scientific discourse on social media.

The bottom line is that your scientific arguments should be able to speak
for themselves, without needing to attack where, how, or who expressed
the idea.
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