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Abstract

In a context of transformation of the higher education institutions’ mission, there is a growing need for the academy to
respond to the needs placed both at the political and social levels, which has implications for the scholar’s expected
activity. The purpose of this paper is to analyse the growing importance, besides publishing and being cited, of having
visibility in the digital world. We conclude that this new dimension, which is being added to the success and legitimacy of
the scholar and his/her institution, will have probable direct consequences both on the form and on the contents of future
publications. The willingness of scholars to produce publications worthy of social visibility may foster a growing number
of publications that are attractive, perhaps less complex and more accessible to the “uninitiated”, what we call glamorous
publications.
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1. Introduction

In higher education, the scholar’s main functions are to teach, research and publish. It may even be asserted that one of the
critical dimensions of the scholar’s professional path is the assessment of his/her scientific productivity expressed in
publications (quantity and quality), as well as citations of his/her work.

However, we are currently witnessing the reconfiguration of the mission and functioning of higher education institutions,
which are imposing on their scholars the use of cognitive maps and the pursuit of action strategies in the institutional field
to manage this process. In this context, it seems that a growing social and political pressure to assess the social influence
and importance of the action of scholars and their employing institutions begins to emerge with increasing intensity.

One of the main strategies to boost the visibility of the social circulation of scientific knowledge is to focus on cyberspace,
namely social networks and blogs, among other virtual environments (Santos & Serpa, 2017).

On the basis of this assumption, this paper intends to develop a reflection on some possible consequences in the structure
and contents of scientific papers themselves, of what we believe is being materialised — the application of bibliometric
indicators to assess the social visibility of scientific papers in the digital context.

To this end, we begin by developing a brief analysis of the mission currently assigned to higher education institutions and
their scholars. Subsequently, we discuss the importance of publishing and being cited, so as to justify our hypothesis of the
growing importance ascribed to the digital social media attention by referring to some alternative metric indicators that
seek to account for this dimension. The paper ends with a discussion about the possible influences of this process, either in
the research process, or even in the way research will be reported in its final product, focusing our attention on the
scientific paper.

2. Current Mission of Higher Education Institutions and the Scholars’ Action

For a long time, higher education institutions were characterised by insularity, as being too isolated from the society that
financed them. However, their impact on society and on the surrounding economy are increasingly valued and scrutinised
(Santos, 2016; MUler, 2012; Ravenscroft, Liakata, Clare, & Duma, 2017), in a re-thinking of their roles besides teaching
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and research (Oertel & Sdl, 2017) — of service to society (Bartholomew, 2017).

The mission and the functioning context of higher education institutions is currently different, albeit there are variations
regarding their geographic location and their position in the world-system (Oertel & Sdl, 2017; Wallerstein, 2004).
Focusing our attention in Europe: “In a society in which knowledge plays an increasing role, European universities have
become essential actors. This has been reflected in demands to redefine their traditional missions and open the door to a
‘third mission’. Links with external partners become a central part of its mission and priority of science policy and higher
education” (Santos, 2016, p. 107).

In Europe, the mission ascribed to higher education institutions is shifting in the sense that this mission does not only
focus on teaching and research, but also on promoting the ability of “creating knowledge and, ultimately, to position itself
as a prominent institution that knowledge-based societies and economies are demanding” (Santos, 2016, p. 115).

Several factors act concurrently in this process of transforming the mission of higher education institutions: competition
between countries, economic competitiveness, social impact, and financial constraints, in an increasing and permanent
political, but also public scrutiny (Santos, 2016; Oertel & SAl, 2017; Bitetti & Ferreras, 2017).

This institutional reconfiguration leads to the need of seeking to analyse the social influence of higher education
institutions, as well as of each of their scholars individually, considering a certain re-legitimation of their action via their
social legitimacy, reputation and visibility, corresponding, to a great extent, to expectations (Oertel & Sdl, 2017). This
process is closely linked to the societal dynamics inherent in the high competition for funding, accountability and
institutional governance, implying a public process of assessment and an inherent reflection on institutional potentialities
and limitations, namely the extent of relationships of interdependence with stakeholders.

3. To Publish and Be Cited

A central component of science is communication, which is part of the knowledge construction process. Communication
involves three levels: horizontal communication between peers (legitimation); transversal communication between
science and society (dissemination); vertical communication between generations (teaching) (Pombo, 2000).

Science works with significant databases and metadata, composed of various formal and informal means of information
registration and retrieval, such as books (manuals, dissemination), journals (articles, reviews), theses, research reports,
working papers, presentations in congresses, conferences, and teaching. In this process of scientific production and
communication, the repositories add to the unrestricted sharing of knowledge produced and to the consolidation of a new
paradigm: Open Access (Autran & Borges, 2014; Gomes, 2013; Tenopir et al., 2016).

The paper is the central formal medium in this process of scientific production and communication, accounting for the
scholars’ scientific activity, wherein argumentative strategies of persuasion are developed and the interpretative principles
privileged by the authors and legitimised by the peers are presented. Several authors claim to be a stylistic fiction that
accentuates the traces of objectivity and disinterest by decontextualizing research, requiring a code that is as unambiguous
as possible and that aims at building consensus (Amatria® & Merlo, 1999; Ziman, 1972).

However, due to scientists’ interest in originality, an attitude of non-iteration of scientific work developed by peers is
fostered, and scientists generally just determine their consistency, plausibility and utility, and trust in the ethos and
integrity of peer-competitors and in the competence and experience of peer reviewers (Amatria® & Merlo, 1999).

One of the key elements in the assessment of the functioning of higher education institutions is the importance of
publishing and being cited (Hermanowicz, 2016; Bornmann, 2017; Naude & van Biljon, 2017; Tenopir et al, 2016), both
at the institutional level of the academy and at the individual level, in terms of the scholar him/herself.

A. At the institutional level

The quantity and quality of a higher education institution has always been demonstrated, to a great extent, by its
scientific production and R&D activities, which influence the institution’s assessment, attractiveness, media and social
image, social legitimacy, and ability to compete for projects, among others.

Currently, there is a need, on the part of higher education institutions, to maximise resources in an increasingly
competitive world, demonstrating their quality through educational indicators, but also through clear and objective
research and publication indicators (MUler, 2012).

B. At the individual level

The scholar has been essentially defined by his/her ability for teaching and researching, translated into the publication
component, implying that “Four themes emerge from these narratives. To publish successfully, academic writers need: (1)
to be discourse analysts; (2) to have a critical competence; (3) to have writing fluency; and (4) to be emotionally
intelligent” (Badenhorst & Xu, 2016, p. 1).
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Therefore, scientific productivity, embodied in its dimension of publications, is currently critical in academic life (Cadez,
Dimovski, & Groff, 2015; Tenopir et al., 2016). This scientific productivity is fundamental both at the individual level for
academic professional assessment, for employability and even for access to funding resources for research projects, and
at the collective level for the prestige and assessment of the institutional quality of higher education and/or research
institutions:

Authors employed by academic institutions have at least two important reasons for publishing their research in
peer-reviewed journals. On one level, publishing research that has been peer-reviewed is the most common method
for an author to establish ownership over an idea and helps build his or her reputation. On another, an author’s
peer-reviewed publishing record is among the only quantifiable means by which to assess research productivity, as
well as the value of his or her contribution to scholarship. Decisions about tenure and promotion, future funding,
and even the quality of the author’s home academic department are largely based on this peer-reviewed publication
record (Tenopir et al., 2016, p. 1).

The pressure to publish is so great that Nygaard (2017) even mentions that

The current discourse on research productivity (how much peer-reviewed academic output is published by faculty)
is dominated by quantitative research on individual and institutional traits; implicit assumptions are that academic
writing is a predominately cognitive activity, and that lack of productivity represents some kind of deficiency (p.
519) [emphasis added].

Besides a quantitative perspective that focuses on the number of publications, another factor involved in this pressure to
publish is the acknowledged quality of the journal where manuscripts are published (considering factors such as the
journal’s reputation and its indexing) (Imasato, Perlin, & Borenstein, 2017; Kaba, 2015; Lee, Yap, Lim, & Tam, 2012;
Tenopir et al., 2016; Omer, 2015), as well as the number of citations reached by a particular author/article (Lee et al.,
2012).

This takes place in a context in which a model of digital publications is being consolidated, in an open access system, in
which the reader has, free of charge and just having access to the Internet, full access to articles published by an
increasing number of journals (Miguel, Oliveira, & Gr&io, 2016).

This increasing number of available journals (Imasato et al., 2017) hinders a conscious and informed choice of where to
publish. This is because the journals’ indexing, being a very important element in the attempt to frame the quality of a
journal in a controlled way, besides being many and suffering shifts over time, are not indisputable.

In sum, both journals’ indexing and the number of citations attained by an author or an article are important, although
there are several calls for attention to the fact that

These large-scale measurements either substitute or supplement evaluation performed by colleagues qualified as
specialists in a certain field of research. The so-called citation-indexes count as one among other measurements.
And to say it very shortly, the whole idea is that your scientific work is evaluated in accordance with the amount of
citations you get from other writers, or in accordance with the citation-impact of the journals in which you publish.
This might at first glance seem rather harmless —it might indeed be defended on the ground that it is more
objective than the subjective evaluation by peer-reviewers. It is, however, not that harmless. Firstly, because these
measurements seem to turn quality into quantity and secondly, because the measurements are used as basis for
allocating resources in form of annual budget to an Institute, as well as assigning rewards and securing
foundation-money. Thirdly, this development in scientific evaluation may have grave consequences when applied
especially to the humanities where in most cases it does not give meaning to evaluate research on a quantitative
basis (Gammelgaard, 2016, p. 1).

Despite some issues that may be the target of criticism, “No doubt, bibliometrics has come to stay” (Gammelgaard,
2016, p. 5).

This situation leads to increasing pressure to publish (Silva & Al-Khatib, 2017), with the dominance of the English
language as the lingua franca of science, since it increases the possibility of being cited (Bitetti & Ferreras, 2017).

This importance of publishing and being cited takes place in a context of the rise of the Open Access publication model,
which allows the reader to have immediate and free access to the publication. However, it entails that someone — the
author, his/her institution or some sort of funding — takes on the costs (charge or fee) of this publication mode. This
model is being built also with political support and is increasingly used, despite the consideration of various aspects and
the existence of some weaknesses, such as quality control and who pays for the publication, as well as the existence of
salami publications (Burchardt, 2014; Silva & Al-Khatib, 2017). It seems that this Open Access model will become the
dominant model of scientific publishing, notwithstanding deep quality differences between publications (Rae, Hincks, &
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Stephens, 2017). Hence the importance of using bibliometric indicators in the assessment of scientific production, which
we will address hereafter.

The increasing trend towards the use of bibliometric indicators, which generally assess the influence of a given paper in
the scientific world for personal, professional and institutional assessment, has consequences in terms of funding, both for
the functioning of the institutions and for the submission of applications to funding sources for research projects (Mali,
2013; Gammelgaard, 2016): “The impact by scientists in academia is currently measured by citation based metrics such
as h-index, i-index and citation counts. These academic metrics aim to represent the dissemination of knowledge among
scientists rather than the impact of the research on the wider world.” (Ravenscroft et al., 2017, p. 1). Thus, the
measurement of the influence of these publications in the scientific arena is made through the verification of impact
indicators, despite their limitations (Konkiel, 2016; Ivan, 2015; Gammelgaard, 2016; Herteliu, Ausloos, lleanu, Rotundo,
& Andrei, 2017; Fabry & Fischer, 2017; Lazaroiu, 2017; Wesel, 2016; Ravenscroft et al., 2017), which is even more
evident in the area of social sciences (regarding Sociology, cf. Hermanowicz, 2016; Bornmann, 2017; Franco-Lopez,
Sanz-Valero, & Culebras, 2017).

However, in this new context of pressure and social scrutiny, the social attention given to strategies for the diffusion and
dissemination of science in the public space starts being considered in a specific way. That is what we will address in the
next section.

4. Digital Media Social Attention — Altmetrics

It is undisputed that science is heavily reliant on society as a source of funding (Koohy & Koohy, 2014), which increases
the need to be cited and also to show the impact of each researcher’s work (Cress, 2014; Yu, 2017; Chen, 2016), in a
context of greater political and social pressure for public scrutiny, in a logic of “demonstrable return-from-investment”
(Naude & van Biljon, 2017).

This happens in a context where scientists continue to struggle to communicate their success and work among the public
in general (Smith, 2017).

The digital world has greatly changed the context of action of both institutions and scientists in the way and in the need to
communicate (Perovic, 2016; Liu & Adie, 2013; Smith, 2017).

Looking specifically at digital social networks, they are currently critical at various levels for higher education
institutions, such as “to establish trusting relationships with their students and target audience, to strengthen corporate
image, to achieve greater recognition, to promote the brand and to improve competitiveness in the sector”
(Lacayo-Mendoza & Pablos-Heredero, 2016, p. 144).

However, at the individual level, the differences in the use of the Internet cannot be forgotten, for example in the use of
social network websites among and even within the same generational, gender, socio-professional, ethnic group, etc. for
several reasons (Neves & Rente, 2017; Rambaree & Knez, 2017; Antheunis, Van den Abelee, & Kanters, 2015). In an
illustrative summary, “A critical use of the Internet can increase access to different forms of capital (e.g., social capital)
and resources that allow the user an informed, effective and safe use of the network, while an uncritical use may embody
a number of disadvantages for the user, which include the inability to assess the reliability of online information” (Neves
& Rente, 2017, p. 109).

These differences in individual competences also exist, although with specificities in the case of scientists, in the
development, in social media, of the impact of each researcher’s work (Cress, 2014; Yu, 2017).

The influence and dissemination of science in social digital media is an increasingly important dimension in the
aforementioned social scrutiny: “Research councils and investors now expect research scientists to plan for and
demonstrate the impact of their work. Attempting to understand and maximise the impact of research should be beneficial
to scientists, not only as a requirement of funding, but also because it would help increase our understanding in terms of
how scientific findings can benefit human society and the environment” (Ravenscroft et al., 2017, pp. 1-2). This kind of
impact beyond academia proves to be “very difficult to detect, understand and measure” (Ravenscroft et al., 2017, p. 2).

There are bibliometric indicators, such as the well-known journal impact factor, that intends to account for the journal’s
influence in the scientific milieu, focusing on the number of citations (van Leeuwen & Wouters, 2017). Yet, in addition
to presenting limitations (e.g., Moed, 2016; Naude & van Biljon, 2017; Chen, 2016), such indicators do not account for
the dissemination of science in society.

The desire of several actors to measure the social influence of science justifies, in part, the emergence of new indicators
for the assessment of researchers and institutions and has motivated forms of assessment of this specific impact that may
be designated by “altmetrics” or alternative metrics (Onyancha, 2017; Potter, 2016; Ravenscroft et al., 2017). Some
examples of these indicators are Altmetrics, ImpactStory, Plum Analytics and PLOS Metrics (Potter, 2016), which
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generally record the social attention given to a particular paper or any other digital object (Konkiel, 2016; Onyancha,
2017). This social attention can be translated into the sharing of the research piece in digital social networks such as
Facebook and Twitter, in comments, likes, tweets, blogs, etc. (both the discussion of technical aspects of alternative
metrics and their advantages and limitations fall outside the scope of this paper [Cf. https://www.altmetric.com/
about-altmetrics/what-are-altmetrics/; Fabry & Fischer, 2017; Potter, 2016]).

Several journals and publishers are incorporating some of these indicators in the assessment of scientific documents
(Bornmann, 2017), which is visible from the user’s standpoint. This happens — and particularly with Altmetrics — because,
to some extent, it is possible to “use Altmetrics to document the societal impact of their published research” (Silva &
Al-Khatib, 2017, p. 67; Konkiel, 2016; https://www.altmetric.com/about-altmetrics/what-are-altmetrics/). Or, also, the
very recent information that Scopus will incorporate PlumX Metrics in the sense of “provid[ing] insights into the ways
people interact with individual pieces of research output (articles, conference proceedings, book chapters, and many more)
in the online environment” (Beatty, 2017).

Yet, we should bear the following call in mind: “Altmetrics can be a reaction to the rising pressure to indicate other kinds
of impact and may supply hints of concern from a broader public or some particular publics. The diverse altmetrics can
be a sign of distinct degrees of impact” (Lazaroiu, 2017, p. 310).

These indicators also have weaknesses (Ravenscroft et al., 2017) and are not immune to manipulations: “Altmetrics are
also far from immune to manipulation, often without the elaboration required to manipulate citations. Social media can
amplify small signals and mass tweets, mentions or likes are easily purchased. The value of a mention can be elusive,
mentioners may be anonymous or hidden behind an alias, and heavily mentioned titles often feature quirky titles or other
attributes that may not indicate academic merit” (Potter, 2016, p. 71).

However, it should be stressed that there is not necessarily a direct relationship between the impact on online social
networks and scientific quality. For example, articles with more provocative or attractive titles may have higher online
social impact values, and not due to their intrinsic scientific quality (Poplasen & Grgi¢, 2016). Even within the scientific
field there are differences, for example, and articles in the scientific area of social sciences, humanities, medical and life
sciences tend to have the highest values (Syamili & Rekha, 2017).

The complementary combination of varied metrics that assess beyond the scientific impact through the number of
citations of an article, for example, being aware that what they measure is not the same, emerges as an intrinsic need of
rigor in this domain of the kind of individual, but also institutional, impact of the digital scholarly communication
(Syamili & Rekha, 2017; Liu & Adie, 2013; Poplasen & Grgi¢, 2016). Furthermore, there is the need for a quantitative
but also a qualitative analysis, in order to have a better understanding of the impact in question, as well as of its reasons
(Liu & Adie, 2013).

5. Discussion

The greater “visitability” and social visibility of scientific publications in cyberspace may boost the affirmation,
simultaneously, of “scientific culture” as a citizen’s right (Gonglves, 2004), and of a more reflexive conception of
science, which has the purpose of analysing critically what it does (its possibilities, its limits, its procedures), so as to
assess the conditions under which it does so, as well as the effects of its activity (Costa, 1992). There is a focus on
reflexive iteration and the subsequent potentialities of this reflexivity, i.e., the ability of scientists to reflect on themselves
and on the cognitive assessments of the “uninitiated”, shaped by their different positions in the scientific field, the
inherent scientific authority and the search for the maximisation of scientific profit: the attainment of the recognition of
peers-competitors (Bourdieu, 1976).

The knowledge and representations that people, groups and societies possess and use, often referred to as “common
sense”, are, in modern societies, increasingly shaped by the discourses produced by the various sciences. This social
appropriation of the knowledge developed by sciences has a return effect by provoking a permanent re-thinking of topics
and conceptual elaborations (Almeida, 1994).

All this results in the need to foster scientific literacy, but also media literacy as the ability to access, understand,
critically analyse and even produce a message (Perovic, 2016) of a scientific nature also in the digital world (Santos &
Serpa, 2017).

Given this growing relevance of the dissemination and visibility of scientific discourses in social digital media, it seems
important to identify, in line with Woolgar (1980), several elements that may enhance the structuring of a scientific text
and its reading. A first element regards the preliminary instructions, namely the location in a specific scientific journal,
the titles of the paper and the abstract. The location of the paper provides information on the institutional affiliations of
the authors and the support obtained for its production. The titles, abstract and epigraphs allow readers to identify the
relevant categories and main lines of argument in the text. A second element refers to the externalisation mechanisms,

62



International Journal of Social Science Studies \ol. 6, No. 10; 2018

which provide the image of the phenomenon under study from the use of certain theoretical and methodological
procedures, disavowing any argument that the object under study is the result of the idiosyncrasy of an individual or a
specific social group. A third element refers to the driving mechanisms, which allow the identification of previous ways
of seeing and doing, giving the reader a framework of the author’s current research and options. A fourth element regards
the sequencing mechanisms, which allow to order events in the narrative, refusing other potential paths and highlighting
other events that are deemed significant (Woolgar, 1980; Espinosa, Garc &, & Albero, 1994, pp. 562-563).

If this pressure of metric indicators, related to the increasing development of cyberspace, takes on a great centrality,
direct effects may occur, both on the form and on the contents of future publications. The search for social visibility may
lead to an increasing number of attractive publications, perhaps less complex and more accessible to lay actors. It will
involve the tendency to publish papers socially more “saleable”: “If altmetrics turn out to be a fashionable standard of
academic attainment, as a result a lot of authors will write anything is required to generate attention to their pieces,
boosting their altmetrics values and surpassing others. The measure may be excessively straightforward to have any
legitimate validity or meaning.” (Lazaroiu, 2017, p. 310). This aspect was already emphasised by Liu and Adie (2013, p.
155), who pointed out, among other subjects, the areas of sexuality, psychoactive drugs and human psychology as
examples of topics of “such as ‘sexier’ papers with abnormally high altmetrics”. This is what we call, provocatively,
glamorous publications.
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