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The research landscape is changing 

 
 Over the last few decades, there has been a gradual shift in the principles 

which drive and govern science. 

 Innovation and research impact increasingly driving the research agenda. 

 Responsible Research and Innovation now becoming a priority.  

 New concepts and new principles prioritised: trans-disciplinary research, co-

production, co-design, knowledge exchange, multi-actor approach, 

transparency, accountability, science communication, public engagement. 
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What do these changes mean for the researcher? 

 Particularly important for the Bioeconomy: “Responsible Research and 

Innovation (RRI) is the on-going process of aligning research and innovation 

to the values, needs and expectations of society.” - Rome Declaration on 

Responsible Research and Innovation in Europe 

 “Macro-level changes in the policy, funding and governance impact on the 

micro-level of daily activities in academia, shaping and moulding how 

academics make sense of their work and their roles” - (Ylijoki & Ursin, 215) 

 

 New roles for the researcher: 

• They need to fully understand the societal impact of their research and 

ensure the value of their research for society. More than just economic 

impact of their research.   

• This will mean using different mechanisms and platforms to engage with 

different, non-academic audiences at all stages of the research process.  

» E.g. incorporating a multi-actor dimension to their research; using social media; 

engaging in policy workshops, etc.  
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But… publicly-funded researchers (mostly) 

work in a publications-driven culture 
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 The activities which embed the principles of RRI into day-to-day 
research life aren’t perceived to be formally rewarded or 
recognised.  

 Science communication; public engagement; industry 
interactions; policy interactions – how are these ‘formally’ 
rewarded within the academic setting? 

 

http://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjy496F0ZTSAhXrLsAKHSfPCpkQjRwIBw&url=http://www.sciencemediacentre.co.nz/2009/03/25/mits-opejn-access-push-for-scientific-research/&bvm=bv.147134024,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNFMXqRM4cncRvV8CVj9lmgOxPYP8A&ust=1487335060418748


It’s not a new debate… 

 The San Francisco Declaration on Research 

Assessment (2012) 

 The Leiden Manifesto published in Nature (2015) 

 The Metric Tide Independent Review in the UK 

(2016) 

 

 All call for a more critical approach in evaluating 

the impact of academic research and the use of 

‘responsible metrics’.  
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…but we do have new developments 

 Increasingly digital research environment has led to new 
opportunities for both demonstrating and evaluating 
research impact.  

Altmetrics: 

 A concept which strives to acknowledge the uptake and 
diffusion of research to a wider audience beyond academia. 

 Tracks news outlets, social media, bookmarking, blogs, and 
peer-review forums to provide data on all online activity 
concerning each article.  
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Research Objectives 

 If the aim of these new metrics is to make life easier for 

researchers, then it’s important to know:  

• What do researchers know about altmetrics?  

• Are they using them? Are they likely to use them?  

• What do they think about them? Do they like them?  

 

 Aim: Carry out a research study to engage researchers and 

understand their views on the topic of research evaluation 

and the introduction of new metrics into publicly-funded 

research. 
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Research Methodology 

• A mixed-methods study: collecting quantitative and 
qualitative data, with an emphasis on the latter.  

• A specialised online engagement software was used to 
collect data from 80 publicly-funded researchers 
working in the area of food in Ireland and the UK. 

• Closed and open-ended questions answered by participants  

• Allowed us to also present a video and blog article explaining the 
concept of ‘altmetrics’ to the participants and gather their initial 
reactions to this concept.  
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Gender 
Males  33 (42%) 
Females 46 (58%) 

    
Age 

18-35 28 (35%) 
36-55 42 (52%) 
56+ 10 (13%) 

    

Career Level 

Early Career Researcher 25 (31%) 
Mid-stage Career Researcher 43 (54%) 
Advanced Career Researcher 12 (15%)  

Discipline 
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 60 (75%) 
Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences 20 (25%) 

    
Country  

Republic of Ireland 34 (43%) 
United Kingdom 46 (57%) 

Study Sample (N = 80) 



General Attitudes to Altmetrics (n = 80) 

Preliminary Findings 11 

Attitudes towards altmetrics Yes No 

Are you familiar with altmetrics? 44%* 56% 

Do you currently use altmetrics? 13% 87% 

Do you think altmetrics are a good way of evaluating the impact of 

scientific research? 
69% 31% 

Do you think that altmetrics would be widely accepted in the scientific 

community? 
38% 62% 

In what context might you consider using altmetrics:   

Writing new funding proposals? 68% 32.5% 

Applying or interviewing for a new job or a promotion? 71% 29% 

Writing up progress reports or final reports for research funding bodies? 81% 19% 



Theoretical Framework of Analysis  

 Sensemaking framework (Weick et al., 2005)  facilitates an understanding of how 

people react to organisational change. 

 The concept of identity is a central component of the sensemaking framework.  

• When confronted with change in an organisation, members of that 

organisation will make sense of that change by considering what it means for 

them and for their identity.  

• When confronted with a potential change to how research is evaluated within 

academia, researchers will consider “what does it mean to be a researcher” 

and what does this change mean for my identity as a researcher?  

• Does this change pose a threat or an opportunity for my identity as a 

researcher? 

 We analysed our qualitative data through a sensemaking and identity lens 

to explore how the introduction of altmetrics is perceived by researchers to 

threaten or support their perceived roles and responsibilities as 

researchers.   
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“Scientists want to demonstrate 

/ understand their impact as 

comprehensively as possible.” 

– Male, Senior Research Position, 36-

45 years old, STEM. 

 

 

 

“How we do research - from 

conception and design to 

disseminating 

findings/translating findings 

into research policy and 

practice is changing, and 

methods of evaluating impact 

need to change, and move with 

the times also.” – Female, Post-

grad student, 36-45 years old, AHSS. 

 

 

 

  

“We  need to be able to capture 

all impact rather that only 

academic scholarships ones.” – 
Female, Senior Research Position, 46-

55 years old, STEM. 

 

Frame of Reference: The Metrics Debate 

 Participants made sense of altmetrics through the 
lens of “the metrics debate”.  

 Affect (emotion) a strong accompaniment 
throughout this discourse. 

 A strong sentiment that impact is multi-faceted 
 research evaluation needs to reflect this. 

Preliminary Findings 
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• Frustration – current system is not fit-for-purpose. 

• Optimism – positive about changes that will come 

about with new developments.  

• Cynicism – impact is ‘fuzzy’ therefore hard to 

imagine what system could ever be perfect.  

• Caution – need to ensure we still retain a system 

which prioritises research ‘quality’. 



Perceived identity of the researcher  Altmetrics:  

Perceived threats 

Altmetrics:  

Perceived opportunities 

The Knowledge Producer 

Carry out high quality, rigorous science 

 

• Threatens the reputation of science  

• Approach is not based in rigour  

The Communicator 

Make science more accessible to diverse audiences 

 

• Provides recognition for this 

role 

The Expert 

Be recognised as an expert in a scientific area 

 

• Provides recognition for the 

researcher 

The Contributor to Change 

Have a positive and ‘real’ impact on society 

 

• Doesn’t demonstrate ‘real’ impact 

Age • Viewed as an opportunity for 

the ‘next generation’ 

Academic Discipline • Research that doesn’t easily 

capture public attention 

disadvantaged 

• ‘Popular’ research at an 

advantage 

Preliminary Findings 
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What does altmetrics mean for my identity as 

a researcher? 



Discussion 

 Altmetrics is very much on the agenda.  

• The European Commission’s Directorate-General for Research and 

Innovation has created an Expert Group on Altmetrics to consider the 

value of altmetrics under the European Open Science Agenda.  

• Almost all journals are now tracking and displaying altmetrics for articles 

on their websites. 

 

 Appetite for change is evident in our study. 

• BUT, from the researcher’s perspective, it is far from conclusive that this 

change should be in the form of altmetrics.  

• The majority of our participants were not even vaguely aware of their 

existence.  

• Some important opportunities, but some serious threats perceived. 
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The researcher of the future 

 Measure what we value 

• Issue highlighted by our participants of different approaches for different disciplines is 

important. Some metrics are more favourable for certain disciplines.   

• Need to remember the complexity of impact  - no one-size-fits-all (Rau et al., 2013).   

“Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything that can be 

counted counts” 

 

 Researcher of the future 

• Identity is important for the researcher. Identity is shaped in part by reward and 

recognition.   

• Research evaluation system will impact researchers’ willingness to assume ‘new 

identities’ and new roles and responsibilities in the changing research landscape.   

• We need to consider what specific skills, competencies and roles do we want the 

researcher of the future to have?  

• What action do we need to take now to support this?   

 

Rau, H., Goggins, G., & Fahy, F. (2018). From invisibility to impact: Recognising the scientific and societal relevance of interdisciplinary 

sustainability research. Research Policy, 47, 266-276.  
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Final Thoughts 

 If we expect researchers to deliver impact for the bioeconomy… 

 …then there needs to be on-going attention and critical reflection 

given to the way we evaluate research impact.  

 This is important within and across research institutes / universities / 

funding structures.  

 Co-creation of solutions is vital: need to ensure that the researcher 

is actively involved in this debate and any actions taken.  

 Responsible Research & Innovation: Anticipation, inclusivity, 

reflexivity and responsiveness – these principles are supposed 

to be embedded in bioeconomy research.  

 Our findings indicate that these principles apply to the 

development of research evaluation structures and policies 

also. 
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Thank You! 

 A special thanks to the 80 researchers who gave 

willingly of their time to take part in this study.  

 

 This study was funded through the European 

Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 

programme.  

 

 aine.regan@teagasc.ie  
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