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Librarians as advocates of social media for researchers: A social media 
project initiated by Linköping University Library, Sweden 

 

ABSTRACT 

Librarians at Linköping University help researchers keep abreast of developments in 

their fields and to increase the visibility of their work. Strategic, professional use of 

social media ought to be an essential part of a researcher’s communication strategy. 

This article investigates the level of awareness of the professional use of social 

media amongst LiU researchers. The investigation showed that use of social media 

was not significant, however a small number saw potential. The purpose of this 

article is threefold: first to evaluate the potential of using social media as a tool for 

communicating research outside LiU. Secondly, the article presents a study in which 

views of LiU researchers on social media were ascertained via seminar discussions, 

informal feedback and interviews. The study has a case study approach involving 

eight researchers. Thirdly, the article covers how LiU Library created a web-based 

information package to support researchers in social media use.   

 

Keywords:  Social media research support, Scholarly social media, Social media tools, 

Social media strategy, Academic libraries, Research support. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Linköping University Library (LiU Library) has used various forms of social media 

(Facebook, Twitter and Instagram) to interact with users over the last four years and 

as such has an expertise in social media tools: how they are used, their benefits and 

limitations. Furthermore, the Library’s role in analyzing the publication output from 

the University via bibliometric analysis and subsequent involvement with 

researchers’ publishing strategy, made us aware of the potential of social media as a 

communication tool for researchers. We saw an opportunity for Linköping University 

(LiU) to increase the visibility of its research, using social media as a communication 

tool. The aim of this article is to evaluate the potential of using social media as a tool 

for communicating research outside LiU. This article also presents a study of a 

project in which views of LiU researchers on social media were ascertained via 

seminar discussions, informal feedback and interviews.  

 

In 2014, LiU Library initiated a project in collaboration with the Communications and 

Marketing Division and the ICT studio (Information and Communication 

Technologies) at LiU, to develop a multiple approach to interact with researchers to 

identify the social media usage of LiU researchers. These departments also work 

with social media at LiU and as such were natural collaboration partners in the 

project and the creation of a web-based information package to support researchers 

in their social media use. During the autumn of 2014, we briefly examined the web 

sites of six major Swedish university libraries´ looking for web-based support on 

social media for researchers that could serve as an inspiration for our project. We 

could not find any examples of prominently placed services on any library web site. 

Outside Sweden, we were inspired by two guides; one created by Newcastle 

University Library, “Social media for research” 
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(http://libguides.ncl.ac.uk/socialmedia) and a guide by Mollett, Moran & Dunleavy 

(2011), “Using Twitter in university research, teaching and impact activities” 

(http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/38489/). 

 

As part of the library´s work with LiU´s bibliometrics analyses, members of the 

project group (staff from the department of Publishing Infrastructure and the 

Communications and Marketing Division), participated in some 45 seminars during 

2014 and 2015 presenting the analyses and equally addressing publishing strategy. 

As part of publishing strategy, ideas and techniques for making use of social media 

were presented. Each of these seminars was followed by a discussion session in 

which researchers´ views on the role of social media in a professional context was 

brought up, to ascertain their awareness and knowledge level. During the same 

period four open seminars were hosted by the authors of this article and two 

colleagues from the department of Publishing Infrastructure on research 

communication with a focus on new ways of publishing and distributing research 

using social media. 

 

Researchers and social media 

Keeping up to date poses a constant challenge for researchers. A part of this revolves 

around how communication channels in the research world (e.g. conferences, 

personal contact, e-mail etc.) are being complemented with social media tools such 

as LinkedIn, Twitter, blogs and scholarly social media platforms including 

ResearchGate and Academia.edu, to network, voice opinions and share journal 

articles. With the addition of these new communication channels comes the 

importance of building a brand and establishing a social media presence to stay 
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visible, in order to attract potential collaborators and funders (Bik & Goldstein, 2013; 

Tregoning, 2016).  

 

International studies show that some researchers are active users of social media 

tools and that the numbers are increasing, but the majority still remain hesitant 

(Lupton, 2014; Mas-Bleda, Thelwall, Kousha & Aguillo, 2014). A researcher should 

consider social media as a communication tool since it is becoming more common 

that universities and funding agencies, especially in the US and the UK, are convinced 

that outreach activities are important both for promoting and explaining research to 

the public (Scott, 2013; Wilkinson & Weitkamp, 2013). Further, Bik and Goldstein 

(2014) adds “A growing body of evidence suggests that public visibility and 

constructive conversation on social media networks can be beneficial for scientists, 

impacting research in a number of key ways” (p. 1). Academic success is frequently 

measured in terms of impact and where there is evidence that increased distribution 

of one´s publications leads to increased impact, researchers are more likely to use 

social media as a communication tool. 

  

BACKGROUND/CONTEXT 

In Sweden there are 48 universities and university colleges. Most universities in 

Sweden are publicly funded, Linköping University being one of them. 

LiU is located in the south of Sweden. It is a multi-campus university with four 

campuses, located in three different cities. The university has approximately 27 000 

students, 4 000 employees of which 300 are professors and 1 300 PhD students. It is 

one of Sweden’s larger universities. LiU, which recently celebrated 40 years as a 

university, has four faculties; Arts and Sciences, Medicine and Health Sciences, 

Educational Sciences and Science and Engineering. LiU has strong internationally 



5 
 

recognized research environments in materials science, information technology and 

disability studies. LiU has four libraries, located on the different campuses, and has 

100 employees, 70 of these are librarians. Linköping University Press, an open access 

publisher, is part of the library as well as the department of Publishing 

Infrastructure. Subject librarians and the department of Publishing Infrastructure 

provide research support at LiU.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Studies show (e.g. Bik & Goldstein, 2013; Liang et al., 2014; Lupton, 2014; Van 

Noorden, 2014) that social media offers great potential for researchers to help them 

keep up to date with new developments in their field and to distribute their research 

output. Reaching wider audiences helps researchers increase their visibility and 

ultimately the impact of their research. Liang et al. (2014) state that “Being cited or 

mentioned on Twitter could be a new sign of one’s academic impact” (p. 776).  

 

Social media strategy 

Having a social media strategy is helpful in achieving the aim of increasing visibility 

and impact. A well-formulated strategy helps to establish contact with the “right” 

people while networking and identifying the most appropriate social media tools to 

distribute one’s research. It should identify target groups and establish objectives to 

identify the most effective channels to use, depending on purpose or agenda (Bik & 

Goldstein, 2013).  A researcher needs to know who their audience is. If the desired 

target group is not using the same communication channels the strategy will fail and 

will need to be modified (Woolman, 2014). Further, by identifying risks or potential 

pitfalls, unnecessary stress can be avoided (Lupton, 2014). 
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A social media strategy will also help manage a researcher’s social media return on 

investment (ROI) (Schaffer, 2013); researchers invest their time in social media, 

making it crucial that their time is well spent (Woolman, 2014). Besides defined 

objectives, also mentioned by Bik and Goldstein (2013), Schaffer (2013) writes that 

tactics and metrics are essential in a well-formed social media strategy in order to 

manage and make sense of social media activities. Frequently reviewing and 

optimizing a social media strategy is a necessity since social media tools keeps 

changing, as well as methods of use. 

 

Setting up a social media strategy 

 Schaffer (2013) refers to the PDCA cycle, as a suitable tool for setting up a social 

media strategy with an action plan. PDCA stands for: 

 Plan, referring to social media strategy 

 Do, referring to implementation of the strategy 

 Check, referring to analyzing  

 Act, referring to adjust strategy 

 

After a social media strategy has been created with defined objectives, target groups 

and choice of tools to use, implementation of the strategy takes place. One needs to 

set up measurable goals which have to be analyzed. If the desired outcome is not 

achieved the strategy needs to be adjusted. The cycle is infinite and has to be 

repeated many times during the process. While Schaffer’s (2013) book is written for 

the marketing and business sector much of it applies to the research community and 

for research communication. 
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Social media tools and scholarly social media platforms 

“Social media” covers a wide range of resources and choosing which to use is not 

self-evident. It is better to use fewer social media tools than too many but there are 

no “rules” about which ones to use (Schaffer, 2013). Research has however been 

carried out on which tools are most preferred by researchers. 3 500 researchers 

from 95 countries participated in a survey conducted by Van Noorden (2014). The 

result from the survey concluded that researchers preferred Twitter as a 

professional communication channel rather than Facebook which many found was 

more suitable for personal use. Twitter was primarily used to follow discussions, to 

comment on research and post work-related content. The survey also showed that it 

was common for researchers to create professional profiles with scholarly social 

media platforms such as ResearchGate and Academia.edu for networking with peers 

and to discover articles in their fields. Researchers also showed an interest in 

tracking metrics such as views and downloads from their account (Van Noorden, 

2014).  

 

Another survey showed similar results. 711 academics from the UK, Australia/New 

Zealand, the US, continental Europe and Canada were surveyed and Lupton (2014) 

found that those who used social media in a strategic way saw benefits such as the 

opportunity to start professional networks and to promote and share their own 

work. Speed of communication via social media platforms was noted by respondents 

as a major advantage. Difficulties with the boundaries between their private and 

professional lives when using social media in a professional setting were also 

reported. Concerns were raised that they might undermine their professional 

reputation if being too personal.  The surveys indicated that the most common tools 
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used by researchers is a combination of Twitter and ResearchGate and/or 

Academia.edu. 

 

Researchers’ choice of Twitter as a communication tool is also supported by other’s 

findings. Yeo et al. (2014) surveyed tenure-track scientists at the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison and found that “Scientists who perceived social media as 

effective communication tools were more likely to use Twitter” (p. 1). Further, Yeo et 

al. (2014) made a comparison between Twitter and Facebook, and found that 

researchers prefer Twitter. This, speculates Yeo et al. (2014), is because researchers 

find Twitter to be a more professional application, thus agreeing with Van Noorden’s 

(2014) findings. Yeo et al. (2014) adds that ResearchGate and Academia.edu are 

tailored online communities for researchers, making Facebook superfluous.  

 

Early-career vs senior-career researchers 

Findings from a small study (Nicholas et al., 2015) suggest that early-career scholars 

have more to gain by using emerging platforms (eg. ResearchGate/Academia.edu). 

The reason for that could be that early-career researchers are not yet as established 

as senior researchers due to fewer active years in the profession. Another 

explanation for this could be because early-career academics to a large extent are 

the ones that are pushing the transition to (Cyber-) Science 2.01 forward and thus 

know how to handle Web 2.0 better than their later career colleagues (Nentwich & 

König, 2014).   

 

 

                                                           
1 Cyberscience 2.0 is a related term to Science 2.0 referring to scientists using web 2.0 tools such as social 
networks (Nentwich & König, 2012) 
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METHODOLGY 

The study has a case study approach. Yin (2004) refers to a case study as a small 

qualitative study where multiple methods often are used “…to produce a first-hand 

understanding of people and events” (p. 3). We carried out approximately one-hour-

long, informal, one-to-one interviews with eight researchers at LiU who use social 

media professionally. The eight were between 30 and 60 years old, two of them 

were women. One of them is doing a PhD, three were early-career researchers, 

having obtained their PhDs within the past eight years. The other four were senior-

career researchers and had finished their PhDs more than ten years ago. They were 

active in disciplines such as computer and information sciences, life sciences, social 

sciences and humanities. All of the researchers had teaching duties at their faculties.   

 

The interviews were held during the autumn of 2015 and were conducted by the 

authors of this article. Researchers were selected by the preferences of subject 

discipline, age and gender, although it should be noted that at the point when 

candidates were being looked for, there were relatively few researchers actively 

using social media for research. Ten researchers who use social media were 

contacted by e-mail and eight responded, agreeing to be interviewed. The other two 

declined due to other engagements. The following open questions formed the base 

of the interviews:  

 Which social media tool or scholarly social media platform do you use? 

 How did you select which tool or platform to use and which not to use? 

 How long have you been using social media? 

 How much time do you spend using social media per week? 

 For what purpose do you use social media? 

 Which target groups are you targeting? 
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 Have you used a social media strategy when setting up a tool or platform? 

 Do you receive any response on your research from visitors to your social 

media tool or scholarly platform? 

 Compared to your colleagues, to what extent is your commitment to social 

media? 

 Do you receive enough support from the University on using social media? 

 

RESULTS  

Our project to identify social media usage by researchers at LiU identified the 

following key themes:  LiU researchers’ opinions on social media as retrieved from 

seminar discussions, Reported benefits with social media amongst interviewed LiU 

researchers, Choice of social media communication channels, Social media and 

impact, Limitations identified in interviewed LiU researchers’ social media strategy 

and Support in using social media. These findings will now be explored. 

 

LiU researchers’ opinions on social media as retrieved from seminar discussions 

In essence, the majority of the researchers we talked to at the seminars we hosted 

had not thought about using and hence did not really understand how to use social 

media effectively in a professional setting but were curious enough to take part in 

the discussions. Social media was seen as: 

 Time consuming 

 Too difficult to learn  

 Having irrelevant audiences 

 Being for private rather than professional life  

 Having too short a message length (referring to Twitter) 

 



11 
 

Concerns were also raised as to whether social media activity really increases the 

impact of a research publication. One researcher saw social media in a professional 

setting as highly unreliable and preferred traditional communication channels.  

 

Reported benefits with social media amongst interviewed LiU researchers  

The eight researchers that we conducted informal interviews with were positive 

towards social media, and had already adapted social media tools and found that it 

was worth the effort. The researchers had being used social media in a professional 

capacity for between 6 months and 6 years. The estimated time of usage per week 

was between 30 and 60 minutes.  All estimated that they were more active on social 

media compared to their colleagues. 

 

A senior-career researcher argued that it is important to serve as a good example for 

students and junior researchers and to be where they are. Having started using 

social media a year previously he believed it was necessary to be responsive and 

open to changes in the academic world. He also stated that social media presents 

excellent opportunities to get in touch with researchers internationally. 

Another senior-career researcher noticed that early-career researchers often use 

social media to a greater extent than senior-career researchers. The PhD student 

reported noticing that other PhD students often use social media as a way to gather 

information and to build a professional network which was similar to others findings 

(Lupton, 2014, Nicholas et al. 2015). 

 

Choice of social media communication channels  

We observed that the interviewed LiU researchers often used Twitter or scholarly 

social media platforms like ResearchGate or a combination of both, similar to others´ 
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findings (Lupton, 2014; Van Noorden, 2014). The most common purpose they gave 

for using social media was to monitor their field by following other researchers and 

to find interesting articles. Three responded that they took part in discussions and in 

an active way worked on boosting their online presence and their research. They 

reported sometimes receiving responses from other researchers after posting 

content. 

 

Social media and impact 

Two of the researchers we interviewed were interested in how social media activity 

around a publication can be used as a measure of its impact. They described 

traditional bibliometrics (e.g. counting citations to a publication) as slow and saw 

potential with using measures of social media activity discussing a publication 

because of its relative speediness. One, however, mentioned that discussions in 

social media can be a bit shallow and often involve much broader audiences than 

only academics, raising questions as to whether measuring the impact via social 

media was equivalent (and meaningful) to measuring via more traditional 

techniques. Another researcher went so far as to suggest that the Swedish system 

for research funding might start to look at researcher´s impact in social media. 

 

Limitations identified in interviewed LiU researchers’ social media strategy 

Objectives, target group and professional identity 

Most of the researchers we interviewed had to some extent defined an objective 

and thought about which social media platform to use and which target group they 

wanted to address. Some were more interested in reaching the general public, some 

the scientific community and some both. There were however some important 

elements missing in their social media strategy. Five reported having problems 
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finding their professional identity, using social media professionally versus privately 

on their chosen platforms. They tried to keep their private and professional lives 

separate by having different accounts for private and professional use. One started 

to use Twitter for personal use and then expanded to using it professionally. 

Another dimension added to this was difficulties with identity when representing 

themselves versus their research group. They noticed that other researchers seemed 

to struggle with their professional identity too, i.e. the same concerns respondents 

reported in the survey by Lupton (2014).  We found that a common way to promote 

a specific research group or a journal was to create an account for that specific 

reason.  

Engage audience, plan content and identify risks 

Few seemed to have a strategy on how to get to know and engage their audience, 

how to plan content accordingly and how to identify risks. Our findings show 

similarities with a study by Wilkinson and Weitkamp (2013), reporting “…the notion 

that researchers remain relatively non-strategic in their dissemination strategies.” (p. 

6) However, all researchers reported that an increasing awareness that they needed 

to be more strategic in order to obtain the best result. One of them said that only in 

the past few years had he begun to fully realize the potential impact of social media.  

 

Support in using social media 

Despite having elements missing in their social media strategy the eight researchers 

saw themselves as having enough knowledge regarding social media and felt that 

they were not in any immediate need of support on how to use it professionally. 

Two researchers had however been in contact with the Communications and 

Marketing Division seeking guidance in setting up accounts. One researcher believed 

that for colleagues who are unfamiliar with social media tools, support could be 
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highly beneficial. The same researcher was of the view that LiU does not see social 

media as a serious and professional communication channel.   

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Researchers are often short of time and communicating their research is often given 

little priority (Wilkinson & Weitkamp, 2013). Learning new forms of communication 

such as Twitter takes a certain amount of time, engagement and strategy. Thus 

many LiU researchers were unwilling to start using social media in their profession. 

The researchers we interviewed prioritized social media, and saw several benefits 

although some concerns were raised regarding their professional identity in social 

media. It is not hard to grasp why researchers struggle with their professional 

identity, when they are their own brand name and at the same time need to be 

aware that they are representing an institution. Issues with identity for the 

researchers we talked to were probably due to not  establishing which tone of voice 

they should use and how they should express themselves when wanting to be 

professional and yet at the same time showing a bit of personality.   

 

There is a growing trend amongst funding agencies in the US and in the UK towards 

looking at outreach activities. One of the researchers we interviewed speculated that 

the Swedish system for research funding might start to look at researcher’s impact in 

social media. If methods that measure universities’ interaction and involvement in 

society as a whole are developed it will be important for researchers to make use of 

communication channels beyond the traditional journals and academic book 

publishers.  
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Libraries and research support 

As social media tools and scholarly social media platforms like ResearchGate are 

becoming more frequently used by researchers, they need guidance on creating an 

action plan such as the PCDA cycle, a social media strategy (i.e. learning how to 

define objectives and target groups, planning content accordingly and identifying 

risks) and best practice on distributing research through these channels. 

“Communication training and resources for researchers could better support them 

to plan, devise and support communication approaches in creative ways.” (Wilkinson 

& Weitkamp, 2013, p. 6).  Academic libraries can play an important part in this, as 

many already provide researchers with bibliometrics and advice on publishing 

strategies. Since many researchers remain skeptical towards social media, libraries 

need to help researchers to think of social media as a useful tool that can lead to 

increased visibility and impact and not just something that is time-consuming. Ward 

et al. (2015) state that librarians could help or guide researchers to create profiles on 

scholarly social media platforms like ResearchGate or Acamedia.edu and offer 

support on copyright issues, journal policies etc. when uploading material to these 

platforms.  

 

Social media and networks for researchers (a LiU web resource) 

In the light of given facts, that researchers either need guidance or need to be 

encouraged to use social media, we began to think about how LiU Library could offer 

support to LiU researchers. We decided to create a web-based information package 

together with the Communications and Marketing Division and the ICT studio which 

we call Social media and networks for researchers, http://www.bibl.liu.se/publicera-

och-sprida/sociala-medier?l=en&sc=true. Since many researchers struggle with time 
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pressure, we wanted to make the threshold low by providing step-by-step guides to 

get started with social media.  

 

The web-based information package contain sections on how researchers can use 

social media to best distribute publications and gain visibility, and how they can use 

social media to network and monitor their field. It contains specific chapters on 

Twitter, LinkedIn, Wikipedia, blogs, ResearchGate and Academia.edu. There is a 

section with model examples of researchers in Sweden and internationally that use 

social media for research communication, linking to their various social media 

profiles. The web resource is simply to inform, support and inspire those LiU 

researchers that are curious about social media as a tool for research 

communication.  

 

Based on our findings, we recommend that academic librarians who want to support 

researchers in using social media 1) Find relevant collaboration partners at the 

university, 2) evaluate the awareness and knowledge about social media among 

faculty and 3) set up a communication strategy for the project. Given the limitation 

of the study further work will be needed. A future project could be to investigate 

potential difference in usage between genders and differences between early-career 

and senior-career researchers. It is our belief that especially early- career 

researchers, could benefit from use of strategic, professional use of social media to 

network and to disseminate their research output. 
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