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Good afternoon, my lightning talk today is based on my library masters’ dissertation at the University of Sheffield, supervised by Professor Stephen Pinfield. I’m currently Research Support Librarian, and before my current role, I was based in the academic library sector, and was very interested in discussions around humanities research and felt that there was a gap in the literature in terms of the perspectives of researchers in the humanities themselves. My research therefore aimed to go back to understanding humanities researchers’ motivations regarding different scholarly communication formats, including both formal and informal channels of communication.
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Methodology

• Semi-structured interviews (in-person, online)

• English Literature researchers from four UK universities

• Thematic analysis of the dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2022)

• Limitations: small sample size, recording issues
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I carried out a qualitative study based on seven semi-structured interviews with English Literature researchers across all career stages, based across four UK universities. I then carried out coding and thematic analysis on the dataset (based on Braun and Clarke’s work), using interview transcripts.
The main limitations were the small sample size, and some early issues with recording quality of in-person interviews. This led me to do more of the interviews over Teams as you could control the environment more.




Considerations when sharing their research

• Audience

• Maximising the impact

• Publication timescales

• Prestige

“I think it's mostly, you know, scope, 
the size of the audience it reaches, 
and prestige, really” (Early 
modernist 2). 
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Researchers consider multiple competing factors when deciding how to share their research: their research question, the audience they hope to reach (both in size and ‘fit’ for their research topic), the optimum venue to maximise the impact of the research, and publication timescales. However, the most important factor is the prestige of a particular format or venue, with researchers targeting the ‘top’ publishers or journals in their field. This tends to be the overriding consideration for researchers’ scholarly publishing activities, given incentives around career progression and research assessment activities.




Considerations when sharing their research

• Audience

• Maximising the impact

• Publication timescales

• Prestige

“Prestige is a big issue because it's 
not just prestige. It's not snobbery. 
It's that it's linked to some kind of 
quality guarantee.” (Victorianist 2). 
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Audiences for scholarly research

• Scholarly community

• Broader public audiences

• Interdisciplinary audiences

“I've written four of them 
[monographs] now and of those, two 
would cross over wider public interest 
beyond my immediate field and two of 
them are more confined to my field.” 
(Victorianist 2). 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The researchers I spoke to typically considered their primary audience to be within the scholarly community, partly due to the economics of scholarly publishing, with most research outputs prohibitively expensive for readers without institutional affiliations. However, approximately half of the participants had recently engaged in writing for a broader public audience, whether for a trade press, as a guest blog or in literary journalism. Researchers spoke positively of their experiences of writing for audiences beyond their immediate disciplinary community.



Audiences for scholarly research

• Scholarly community

• Broader public audiences

• Interdisciplinary audiences

“Chiefly in the scholarly community for 
sure. But it is quite an interdisciplinary 
audience […] other disciplines looking 
at relationships between print and/or 
technology and broader culture.” 
(Modernist 1). 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The researchers I spoke to typically considered their primary audience to be within the scholarly community, partly due to the economics of scholarly publishing, with most research outputs prohibitively expensive for readers without institutional affiliations. However, approximately half of the participants had recently engaged in writing for a broader public audience, whether for a trade press, as a guest blog or in literary journalism. Researchers spoke positively of their experiences of writing for audiences beyond their immediate disciplinary community.




Perceptions of different types of formal 
publication

• Monograph

• Journal article

• Book chapter

• Critical edition

“[…] start with a book, get that out early on, 
maybe two strong articles around it, preferably 
on two different subjects and you go from 
there” (Victorianist 2).
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Presentation Notes
Researchers had differing perceptions of the various publication formats in the humanities, with rigorous peer review acting as a stamp of quality control for more prestigious formats. The monograph and the journal article are ‘gold standard’ publication formats in the humanities, bringing with them the greatest levels of prestige, particularly when published by renowned university presses or ‘top’ journals. However, while the monograph remains essential for early career researchers, there are early signs that it may be lessening in appeal for established researchers due to falling readerships. The book chapter (particularly in a handbook-style work) is perceived less favourably by assessments of research quality, though they are still an important format within the humanities’ scholarly ecosystem. The critical edition is seen as a vital format to scholarly communication within the humanities, with a key role in the long-term scholarly record. 
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• Monograph

• Journal article

• Book chapter

• Critical edition

“I can't get my head round the circularity of the 
argument that there are small sales, so it has to 
be expensive, and so there are small sales, and 
so it's expensive.” (Early modernist 1). 
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Perceptions of different types of formal 
publication

• Monograph

• Journal article

• Book chapter

• Critical edition

“[…] a significant quality difference between 
journal articles where that process of peer 
review is happening, and many book collections 
where it doesn't happen with the same 
intensity” (Victorianist 2). 
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Perceptions of different types of formal 
publication

• Monograph

• Journal article

• Book chapter

• Critical edition

“[…] it's part of the scholarly imperative to 
make the materials that I use available as 
widely as possible, or at least as available to the 
specialised community that I publish for, so that 
they can see what I'm looking at.” (Modernist 
1).
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Role of informal channels of dissemination

• Blogs and social media

• ‘Blogs don’t count’

• Heritage institutions

• Aural formats

“[…] useful in terms of publication 
opportunities, finding conferences, and 
just making connections as well. [...] And 
academics all seem to be on Twitter.” 
(Modernist 2). 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Researchers use informal channels of dissemination, including blogs and social media, in their scholarly communication practices, however they are keenly aware that these formats are unlikely to be rewarded by systems of academic reward, despite measurement of ‘impact’ in research assessment activities. Researchers spoke enthusiastically of collaborations with theatres and heritage institutions, such as museums, libraries, and galleries, highly valuing these institutions’ expertise for combining academic content with public outreach. Aural forms of scholarly communication (including podcasts and audiobooks) are seen as an area of potential growth, both in informal and formal scholarly communication.
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• ‘Blogs don’t count’
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“Because it doesn't count for, in the end 
it counts for very little.” (Victorianist 2). 
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Role of informal channels of dissemination

• Blogs and social media

• ‘Blogs don’t count’

• Heritage institutions

• Aural formats

“… they totally understand how to 
cater to both worlds [...] I've done a 
couple of videos for museums, and 
they'll ask me questions, I'll say 
something and then they'll say, ‘Yes 
[name], that's very nice, you know, 
well done. But could you perhaps use 
less jargon?” (Victorianist 1) 
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Role of informal channels of dissemination

• Blogs and social media

• ‘Blogs don’t count’

• Heritage institutions

• Aural formats

“I think it would be a really 
interesting step forward for more 
academic publishing to think 
about the audiobook revolution, 
which has been a big driver of 
nonfiction sales, trade nonfiction 
sales.” (Early modernist 1).
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Contextual factors

• Career development

• Research assessment

• Career stage

• Open access

“… for me research is driven, not just by 
kind of my interests, but also an eye on 
kind of career progression and career 
security.” (Victorianist 1). 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Contextual factors play a significant role in researchers’ decision-making processes about research dissemination. Career development and hiring panel requirements, closely linked to the incentives around research assessment activities to publish high-quality research, are key to researchers’ thinking about their research dissemination. Early-career researchers are especially affected by these pressures, though all researchers are motivated by the career incentives of the reputation economy. Researchers have mixed views towards open access, with support for the principle of widening research to a broader audience but concern regarding the implementation of open access within the humanities. This is a developing area, and the coming years are likely to see a hybrid landscape of scholarly publishing in the humanities.




Contextual factors

• Career development

• Research assessment

• Career stage

• Open access

“I think there's been a big change in 
the REF as well in that there's been 
more emphasis on higher quality 
publications rather than lots of kind of 
like less high-quality publications.” 
(Modernist 3).
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Contextual factors

• Career development

• Research assessment

• Career stage

• Open access

“I notice with more senior colleagues 
[…] they might do less narrow, like 
traditionally academic forms of writing, 
when they have a bit more kind of 
security.” (Modernist 3). 
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Contextual factors

• Career development

• Research assessment

• Career stage

• Open access

“… we'll be kind of looking at a hybrid 
ecology of scholarly outputs going 
forward, and it's gonna be messy and 
quite unresolved for a number of years. 
[...] It's a really tough one - because you 
need to get the money somehow. That 
circle still needs to be squared” 
(Modernist 1). 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Contextual factors play a significant role in researchers’ decision-making processes about research dissemination. Career development and hiring panel requirements, closely linked to the incentives around research assessment activities to publish high-quality research, are key to researchers’ thinking about their research dissemination. Early-career researchers are especially affected by these pressures, though all researchers are motivated by the career incentives of the reputation economy. Researchers have mixed views towards open access, with support for the principle of widening research to a broader audience but concern regarding the practicalities of implementing open access within the humanities. This is a developing area, and the coming years are likely to see a hybrid landscape of scholarly publishing in the humanities.
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