
 

From public outreach to peer review,
scientists find value in social media

December 13 2016, by Kelly April Tyrrell

Social media has erased many of the boundaries between leaders and the
people they represent, between experts and the lay public, between
scientists and nonscientists. It has enabled people to communicate
directly and interact in unprecedented ways.

At the University of Wisconsin-Madison, a survey of 372 scientists
engaged in biological or physical science research shows that scientists
are increasingly using social media to communicate with nonscientific
audiences.

Nearly 75 percent of the scientists surveyed at UW-Madison between
April and June 2016 believe that nonscientists add valuable perspective
to discussions about scientific research, which came as a surprise to
Dominique Brossard, professor and a leader of the group that
administered the survey, the Science, Media and the Public research
group (SCIMEP) in the UW-Madison Department of Life Sciences
Communication. A report from the survey is published on the SCIMEP
website.

"Scientists think lay audiences have something important to say," says
Brossard. "It really reflects the reality of complex science today, where
often there are ethical dimensions to consider."

At the same time, the SCIMEP team found scientists at UW-Madison
are also using social media more often to communicate with their peers.
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"The norms are changing," says Brossard. "UW-Madison is representing
this quite well."

Indeed, a non-UW-Madison study published in October in the journal 
PLOS One shows that scientists from a variety of disciplines around the
world report that while they have not widely adopted social media, they
believe there are numerous advantages to using it in their work.

Partnering with the Morgridge Institute for Research, the UW-Madison
team approached its survey with an interest in how scientists view social
media communication around sensitive topics like synthetic biology and
gene editing. They were also interested in how scientists view the role of
social media in conducting post-publication peer review of scientific
studies. The survey was partially inspired by a case in 2010 in which a
scientific study claimed to have discovered a bacterial species that
incorporated the element arsenic into its genetic material, alluding to
extraterrestrial life, says Kathleen Rose, the SCIMEP graduate student
who compiled the report. Shortly after the "arsenic life" study published,
a blog post from another scientist in the field disputed the claims.
Heated conversation ensued on Twitter.

Brossard and Rose were co-authors of an analysis of that case, which
was published earlier this year and examined how social media
influenced the fate of the controversial study once it became public.

"We know the peer-review system is flawed and this may be a
mechanism that is fixing, like a crowd-sourced correcting mechanism,"
Brossard says.

Rose adds that they were curious whether scientists at UW-Madison
viewed social media as a place "where they can go to discuss and find
other people and build up that post-publication peer review."
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The survey reveals that one in four of the responding scientists think that
scientists should use social media to comment on the validity of
scientific findings after publication. Another 54 percent neither agreed
nor disagreed with this statement and Brossard finds this particularly
interesting.

"More than half of scientists are ambivalent that peer review is always
right," she says, noting that many scientists may not have thought before
about social media as a tool for post-publication peer review. "We may
have planted a seed. Surveys can get people to think about something
they may not have thought about before."

The survey also asked UW-Madison scientists how they believed using
social media impacts their reputation and scientific credibility. Despite
SCIMEP research that shows otherwise, only 17 percent of respondents
agreed that social media increases their citation rates, a measure of their
impact in the field, while nearly half did not agree or disagree.

This ambivalence, she says, "is usually a sign that things are changing."

According to the survey, for scientific purposes, 78 percent of the
responding scientists frequent Wikipedia anywhere from more than once
a week to at least a few times a month, half never use Facebook, just 35
percent ever use Twitter and very few use Reddit. Others use
ResearchGate, YouTube, blogs and podcasts with variable frequency.

Just over 40 percent talk to reporters about their research at least a few
times a year or more, and nearly three-quarters engage at least a few
times a year in public outreach efforts related to their field.

More than three quarters of respondents at UW-Madison also believe
scientists should be actively involved in political debates around
scientific issues like synthetic biology.
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"Scientists are willing to engage with lay audiences; they want to
engage," says Brossard. "It's not just scientists in the Ivory Tower
anymore."

The survey shows that scientists at UW-Madison by and large believe the
public is interested in what they have to say about science on social
media. However, a majority report that using it is too time-consuming.

Respondents were overwhelmingly male (70 percent) and relatively far
along in their careers. The mean number of years since they earned their
doctorate was just over 23.

Brossard was heartened to learn that 34 percent of respondents say they
pay attention to the social science underlying science communication.

"That's amazing," says Brossard, who trained as a biological scientist
before transitioning to study the science of science communication.
"Fifteen years ago, it was really hard for a social scientist to have
credibility when talking to a physical or biological scientist."

Better study of science communication may be on the horizon. On
Tuesday [Dec. 13, 2016], the National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine issued a report on effective science
communication, compiled by a committee co-chaired by Dietram
Scheufele, professor in the Department of Life Sciences Communication
with Brossard and member of SCIMEP. The report identifies what we
currently know about effective science communication and proposes a
research agenda to better understand how to improve it, particularly
around contentious issues like climate change, stem cells, and vaccines.

Rose and Brossard say they would like to help normalize scientists' use
of social media and help them see their peers are also using it
productively and in meaningful ways. And they would like to understand
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what happens when scientists do use social media.

"Does it change your view of the public? Does it change the way you see
your own research? Does it make you more creative? What's the
impact?" Brossard asks. "It's not just to do it to say that you do it, does it
actually change you as a person, as a researcher in your relationship with
society? That's what I find fascinating. Most research is focused on how
does it affect the public, but how does it impact the scientist?"

To illustrate, she shares an experience she had serving on a public panel
focused on gene editing held at a local science festival last year. One of
the panelists remarked to her, "Wow, the public is asking super hard
questions!" Brossard says. "Not all of them were technical questions, but
they were profound questions," she says. "I'm sure this person was
transformed by the experience and maybe that makes his research a little
more meaningful. That's what we would like to see ... I know that it has
changed me."

  More information: Kimberley Collins et al. How Are Scientists Using
Social Media in the Workplace?, PLOS ONE (2016). DOI:
10.1371/journal.pone.0162680
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