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The purpose of this article is to examine the use of blogs as rools in scholarly
communication practice. The article is based on a case study of the Swedish
academic blogosphere. It starts with an overview of earlier research about
blogs which is followed by a presentation of earlier research on scholarly com-
munication practice. Disciplinary differences regarding the use of IC15 are
considered specifically. Sixty-seven Swedish academic blogs are investigared
using content analysis, supplemented by a webometric study of the same mate-
rial. The results indicate agreement across disciplines regarding the use of
blogs as tools. One conclusion is that blogs do not replace a previous form of
communication, but function as distinct interfaces between four arenas: the
university, the research field, the general public, and privaze life.
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Today, the blog is a standard type of communication tool on the web. In
addition, blogs are often written about and reported on in the media,
and in studies conducted in Sweden and the rest of the world concerning
Internet usage there is a clear trend towards an increase in the number of
blogs. In the latest reports about Swedes and their use of the Internet, the
percentage of the Swedish population that blogs varies between two and
five per cent, and the percentage that reads a blog at least once a week
varies between fifteen and twenty-six per cent (Bergstrom 2008; Findahl
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2008). In spite of these varying figures concerning how great a percentage
of the Swedish population has a relationship to the phenomenon of blogg-
ing, statistical studies show that blogs have become increasingly common
in the last few years, both with respect to maintaining a blog and following
or reading blogs. In this context, the blog is studied as a general
phenomenon. There are discussions of a blogosphere, which refers to a
specific part of the web consisting only of material from blogs, and there
are specialised search engines, such as Technorati,' and the analytic tool
Blogpulse,2 to help gain an insight into this world. Generally, an increase
in the use of the blog as a tool can be noted. Additionally, researchers and
academics have increasingly become visible in the blogosphere, e.g.
through services such as Scienceblogs3 from Seed Magazine, Nature's blogs,
that can be found in the magazine’s digital edition, and specialised search
engines for science-related blogs, such as Postgenomic.4

The general purpose of this article is to create a deeper understanding
of that part of scholarly communication practice that is being conducted
in the form of open digital communication represented by the blog.
With the advent of computer-mediated communication, new opportuni-
ties have been created for the practice of scholarly communication and
the bridging of social boundaries. The blog is well suited for making re-
search and science available to a wider audience. Within the area of sci-
ence and technology studies, there is a long tradition of studying how
science and the media interact, but also, and perhaps especially, the
general public’s relationship to science. In recent years, scholars have in-
creasingly problematised the model of communications that has previ-
ously prevailed in this field of study. They wished to abandon a simple
linear model of diffusion, and instead approach the relationship between
science and society from a socio-cultural perspective (Ekstrom 2004).
This means that great emphasis is placed on the interaction of communi-
cation with different target groups, different forms of media, and the
work of the scientists. The present article is based on a study of Swedish
academic blogs from such a socio-cultural perspective.

I am interested in the part of the blogosphere written by people in
the field of higher education in Sweden. This is an interesting example
because Swedish university colleges and universities have a special legal
duty in addition to teaching and researching, i.e., to ‘co-operate with the
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surrounding community and give information about their activities’ as
stated in the Higher Education Act (SFS 1992:1434, 2 §). As a result of
this, researchers in Sweden are expected to make their research visible as
well as available to a wider audience than that of their fellow scholars.
Recently, the Swedish IT-User Centre (NITA) conducted a survey on
Internet usage in the world of higher education in Sweden (Selg 2008).
As in the surveys mentioned above, the respondents were asked whether
they read blogs and if they had blogs of their own. In this survey it
turned out that a larger number of people cither read and/or maintained
blogs than in the studies whose selection was based on the entire Swedish
population. Half of all students/doctoral students read blogs, as did 25 %
of the researchers/teachers. It transpired that students/doctoral students
in the humanities made up the most conspicuous group of bloggers
(17 % of the students in the humanities who participated in the survey),
but it is also interesting to see that 10 % of all respondents from the
world of higher education maintain a blog, according to the NITA
project survey on blogs (Selg 2008). It is thus valuable to look closer at
the issues of how and by whom blogs are used as a part of the practice of
digital scholarly communication by studying the Swedish blogosphere
and the presence of academic blogs. The research questions posed in this
study are:

e Who writes academic blogs, which disciplines are represented,
and what types of blogs can be identified in the Swedish blogo-
sphere?

e How can blogs be located among the tools of scholarly commu-
nication practice?

In this article, the Swedish blogosphere provides the foundation for a
case study of how blogs are used in a scholarly context. I will begin by
providing a survey of earlier blog research, and then describe my theoreti-
cal point of departure relative to research about the practice of scholarly
communication. Next follows an account of the methods I have used,
i.e., a content analysis of sixty-seven Swedish academic blogs and a webo-
metric study. The results and an analysis thereof can be found under two
separate subheadings referring to the two research questions at issue. In
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the conclusion it is established that the academic blog can be seen as an
intermediary interface between four contexts: the university, the research

field, the general public, and the private sphere.

Previous Research on Blogs

The advent of blogs as a part of the Web has meant that a significant
amount of research has been conducted on blogs. Different types of blogs
have been studied focusing on genre (Herring ez al. 2004; Miller &
Shepherd 2004), the blog as a creator of identity (van Doorn, van
Zoonen & Wyatt 2007; Huffaker & Calvert 2006), and special areas of
interest making an imprint on the blogosphere, such as politics (Drezner
& Farrell 2008) and journalism (see e.g. Bruns & Jacobs 2006, 9-32).
There are also studies that show how blog content can be used to say
something about trends and important issues in debates of various kinds
(Thelwall 2007). In addition to the producers of blogs, the readers have
been studied as well, for instance why a reader chooses to follow and read
certain blogs (Karlsson 2000).

There are, however, not a particularly large number of studies about
research or science and blogs, or of studies focusing on the differences be-
tween various blog communities. In contradistinction, articles that dis-
cuss the blog as a tool for academic scholars appear in the literature about
research that deals with blogs as a phenomenon in general. In this con-
text, the blog is rather a part of the research process, and the scholars
who describe the use of blogs also themselves take part in the blogging.
Mortensen & Walker (2002) write of how blogs became an important
part of their everyday research routine, because a significant part of their
research was conducted online and their blog helped them to stay fo-
cused. Aimeur, Brassard & Paquet (2005) discuss how blogs become a
part of the creation of knowledge in interdisciplinary networks.
Todoroki, Konishi & Inoue (2006) write about the possibility of using
the blog as a lab journal in their field. The person who has progressed the
furthest is probably Lilia Efimova (2008), who not only uses the blog as a
research tool but also attempts to combine the writing of her blog with
the academic writing of her doctoral thesis.

Luzén (2009) has studied the function of links in academic blogs by
extracting links from fifteen academic blogs. The study showed that links
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can be used for several different purposes. The writer of a blog can,
through hyperlinks, connect the blog to the blogs of others, either by
comments in his or her own blog posts on the contributions of other
bloggers, or by adding blogs of interest to a so-called blog roll.” Filter
blogs are based on the writer’s interest in relevant ‘stories’ within a parti-
cular field of interest. In addition, blog writers are often interested in
what other people write about their blog posts, or in blogs that link to
their own blogs. There is an on-going activity of linking at different
levels of the blogosphere, just as on the rest of the Web. In Luzén’s stu-
dy, the links are brought to the forefront as strategies of, e.g., mutual
creation of knowledge or identity. Link structures have also been studied
from the perspective of their importance to the formation of networks or
a sense of community in blogs. For example, research has been conduc-
ted where blog rolls have been studied as signs of a spirit of community
among bloggers (Bachnik ez /. 2005; Lin & Halavais 2004). The clusters
that are created can be based on demographic or geographical factors. At
the same time, other research has addressed the issue that many blogs are
not linked at all (Kumar ez a/. 2004). Aimeur, Brassard & Paquet (2005)
compared blogs to radio in their ethnographic study, wherein the writers
of the blogs under investigation claimed that although they expected to
be read, they did not necessarily expect comments from or interaction
with their readers. In contradistinction, there are studies that have paid
particular attention to how a blog is intended to create a sense of affinity
with others (Chin & Chignell 2006; Efimova & de Moor 2005); and
Wei (2004) used the phenomenon of the blog ring’ as her starting point
when studying norms and practices in a community of blogs on knitting.

The blogosphere is temporally dependent, and the communities that
manifest themselves there are different from other online communities
because they do not share a common location. For this reason, it is im-
portant to problematise the blogosphere and not see it as a homogenous
and stable phenomenon. Herring ez al. (2005) investigated the differen-
ces in the conversation in the blogosphere using social network analysis.
The renown of the individual blog proved to be an important factor, as
did the fact that it can be said to belong to the so-called ‘A-list’, i.c., a list
of the most popular blogs measured in terms of the greatest number of
inbound links. A-listed blogs are often central in networks, but clusters
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of close-knit blog groups also exist. The conclusion of Herring et al. was
that the connections between blogs vary relative to, among other things,
subject-matter. It is clear from the study conducted by Herring ez al. that
there are many blogs that are not part of the conversation. Efimova & de
Moor (2005) also studied blogs as conversation, but included other parts
of the socio-technological context as well. By studying a specific conver-
sation, different atticudes to writing, linking, and commenting emerged,
and thus it became clear how the various practices of conversation differ
from one another (Efimova & de Moor 2005). It is also possible to say
that a blogging practice is created by the maintenance of a blog. Schmidt
(2007) takes four components as his point of departure when describing
how a blogging practice is generated in groups with a common under-
standing of the use of the blog as a tool. The four components that inter-
act in a blogging practice are a blog episode that is created in a particular
situation, rules for the use and publication of blogs, relationships both as a
way of being seen and in terms of their social nature, and a code that
governs technical requirements.

An account has been provided above of research that describes blogs
and the practices that surround them. The blogosphere and the interact-
tion among blogs can be illustrated by studying the links between blogs.
Academic blogs have, however, only been studied to a limited extent. I
thereby take as my point of departure how the practice of blogging can be
described by way of a minor selection from the blogosphere, and how this
approach makes possible a study of how a particular context, i.e., the aca-
demic context, is mirrored in the use of the blog as a communication tool.

Scholarly Communication Practice

In scholarly communication practice the social and the epistemic’ are
connected. Becher & Trowler (2001) have studied the academic culture
of twelve different disciplines, or perhaps rather the academic cultures of
these disciplines. The fact that there is not merely one culture within the
academic community, but several on-going and interfoliated cultures, is
an important distinction to make. Becher & Trowler assume that there is
an interplay between a discipline’s epistemology and its culture, which is
well in accordance with Knorr-Cetina’s (1999) concept of epistemic cul-
tures. In Becher and Trowler’s terminology this can be expressed in terms
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of researchers being socialised into a discipline by means of its #ribal cul-
ture and its ‘geographic’ area, the inzellectual territory within which they
will be working. There are, within a discipline, social aspects: a discipline
can be convergent, thus displaying strong agreement regarding what
counts as good research, or divergent, with a looser unity and a lack of
clear limits regarding what constitutes the discipline’s research area.

Becher and Trowler also define the environment of which the
discipline is a part as either urban or rural. An urban discipline takes its
starting point in a carefully defined problem and limited research mate-
rial. This discipline has a high competition factor and exhibits a cumuli-
tive and close-knit operation. A rural discipline covers a wider range of
material where the problems are not clearly demarcated. In such a
discipline, research is overlapping and pluralistic in its expression, with
few given frames. Becher and Trowler describe the intellectual or
epistemic preconditions in terms of two dimensions: soft/ hard and basic/
applied research. Examples of these broad groupings include physics as a
science with hard basic research; history as soft basic research, enginee-
ring mechanics as hard applied research, and educational science as soft
applied research.

Fry (2006) problematises the fact that we use the concept ‘discipline’
when discussing scientific culture despite the fact that there are often sig-
nificant differences even within each discipline, and points out that it
may be necessary to study a speciality or its experts closely in order to ob-
tain full understanding of the scientific culture in question. At the same
time, disciplines are important in relation to economic allocation and
evaluation, which makes it of continuing value to look also at the more
overarching structures in the study of research praxis. Kautto & Talja
(2007) have shown how Becher and Trowler’s classification can be used
for analysis, thereby making it possible to study variation also within
individual disciplines.

Scholarly communication in a digital world cannot, in other words,
be understood in only one way. The multiplicity of scientific or academic
cultures is manifested in differences in social organisation, methods,
techniques, and epistemic preconditions, which results in different ways
of using information and communication technology (ICT) (Fry & Talja
2004; Kling & McKim 1999). Computer-mediated communication

(>



HUMAN IT REFEREED SECTION

opens up new possibilities for how science is practiced and how earlier
boundaries can be bridged. In a study of e-Science within gender studies,
Wouters & Beaulieu (2006) used Knorr-Cetina’s concept of episternic
culture as a point of departure. Beginning with the traditional definition
of e-Science, for instance in heavily computer-controlled projects, they
then illuminate what e-Science may look like in a humanistic/social sci-
ence framework. They thereby show how the significance conferred on e-
Science and the meaning given to it are of importance to the develop-
ment and use of digital media and networks in the discipline in which
their usage is based. Wouters & Beaulieu’s conclusion is that ICT can be
said to reconfigure the practice in a discipline, but it can also be given
different meanings depending on the cultural horizon from which the
increased use of computers is viewed. Fry (2006) draws a similar parallel
when pointing out that the norm that is valid for a certain type of e-Sci-
ence, e.g. in the form of strict rules and standardisation needed in order
to be able to conduct large-scale studies, can come into conflict with the
scholarly character of the humanities, which Becher and Trowler describe
as rural.

In the definition of scholarly communication practice I also include
communication that takes place ‘outside’ the research community. It is
to our advantage to study phenomena that could illustrate a broader view
of scholarly communication in order to achieve a deeper understanding
of what research practice looks like. As previously mentioned, a tradi-
tional model of scholarly communication is the diffusion model in a linear
form, where popularised information is disseminated to a broad and un-
informed general public. Models of this kind have been severely criticised
(Ekstrom 2004; Lewenstein 1995). Several alternative models have been
developed instead, where communication within the research communi-
ty and popularised communication are not differentiated. From such a
perspective, one can see that the same rhetorical means are available re-
gardless of the audience (Hilgartner 1990). The possibilities for commu-
nicating with a wider audience than the one consisting of colleagues in
the research community have varying degrees of legitimacy in different
disciplines. For instance, the difference is significant between a field such
as history, with a strong tradition of amateur involvement, and a field
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like chemistry, with its pronouncedly specialised language (Becher &
Trowler 2001).

A large part of scholarly communication is, however, of an informal
character, such as conversations, email, or contributions to discussion lists
(Becher & Trowler 2001). Often, a part of informal everyday practice in
the scientific context tends to disappear in formal communication, both in
communication with the general public and among research colleagues.
An example of this is highlighted when Knorr-Cetina (1999) describes the
writing of an article, detailing how actual work in the laboratory
environment is peeled away when presented in the form expected in a
scholarly article. Also when Latour (1987) discusses the black box of sci-
ence, where scientific results and the work from which they have emerged
are separated, it is possible to see how informal practice is lacking in formal
communication. Latour believes that when something has been accepted
as a fact, its inception will be concealed in the black box. As a resul,
scientific work will be impermeable and invisible even to other researchers.

In conclusion, the practice of scholarly communication of different
disciplines varies, and the discipline in question is thus important for
how scholarly communication and the use of ICT in various contexts can
be understood. One important aspect with respect to scholarly commu-
nication is that a significant part of it is informal. In the analysis, I will
primarily discuss how these differences are expressed in urban and rural
sciences, in line with Becher and Trowler’s argument.

Method

In preparation for this investigation of academic blogs in Sweden, collec-
tion of data was begun in January, 2008. The starting point was a parti-
cular search engine for Swedish blogs where one can register one’s own
or somebody else’s blog in order to make it searchable. The search engine
is run by the Swedish newspaper Affonbladet and is called Bloggportalen
(The Blog Portal);® it contains a short description and a classification
into categories for each blog. During the first stage of the collection of
data there were approximately 20,000 blogs registered. Because the idea
of Bloggportalen is that individual bloggers register their blogs themselves,
and describe them according to the requirements of the search engine,
each person adds the categories they find appropriate and representative
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for the content of the blog. The 401 blogs that were listed under the
category heading of ‘science’ were scrutinised. Each blog was investigated
separately, and an assessment was made as to whether it met the selection
criteria that had been drawn up. According to these criteria, it should
first of all be possible to determine from the information supplied in the
blog that it was written by a person or persons active within the field of
higher education in Sweden and involved in research or university-level
teaching. Secondly, the blog should have been updated during 2007 in
order for it to be selected. Out of the 401 blogs in the list, thirty-five met
both of these criteria. This is partly because the registration in Blogg-
portalen is done by private individuals, and even blogs that only peripher-
ally deal with science can be found in that category. In addition, blogs re-
main in the portal even if they are no longer functional or being updated.

By way of a snowball method, which was used in order to locate
additional blogs, the next step was to go through the blog rolls of the
thirty-five blogs and assess them using the same criteria. In this way,
several more blogs that met these criteria could be identified. This proce-
dure was repeated with the blogs that were added after the first survey of
blog links until it was no longer possible to identify new blogs. A total of
seventy-eight blogs were included in the first selection. The reason why
there are not more than forty-three blogs in addition to the first thirty-
five is because a large number of the blogs did not make use of a blog
roll. Almost half of the first thirty-five blogs did not have a blog roll. Also
among the new blogs that could be identified from these blog rolls were a
number which did not make use of the possibility of listing blogs of inte-

rest. In addition, many bloi rolls contained links to bIOﬁs outside the

field of




