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How do political scientists use online tools as part of their scholarly work?
Are there systematic differences in how they value these tools by field, gender, or other
demographics? How important are these tools relative to traditional practices of political
scientists? The answers to these questions will shape how our discipline chooses to reward
academics who engage with “new media” such as blogs, online seminars (i.e., webinars),
Twitter, and Facebook. We find that traditional tools of scholarship are more highly
regarded and used more often than any new media, although blogs are considered most
important among new media. However, we also find evidence that these webinars are used
and valued at rates comparable to traditional tools when they are provided in ways that
meet political scientists’ needs. Finally, we observe that women and graduate students are
substantially more likely than men and tenure-track academics to report that webinars

and online videos are important sources of new ideas and findings.

ournal articles, books, conferences, lectures, and seminars

have been basic tools to communicate knowledge for cen-

turies and are staple resources for academics. In the past

decade, these traditional instruments have been supple-

mented by new tools that make use of modern technol-
ogy: blogs, online videos and seminars (i.e., webinars), and social
media including Twitter and Facebook. Political scientists must
decide as a discipline how they will choose to value contribu-
tions made through these new media relative to their traditional
counterparts. For example, is blogged scholarship as “serious”
or “important” as an essay in an edited volume? How does a
scholarly web lecture compare with a conference presentation as
a research and service contribution? Should creating an online
teaching tool used by thousands of people a year count in one’s
promotion and tenure package?

In this article, we study how blogs, online videos, and social
media are being used by political scientists as tools of scholarship.
Our aim is to provide descriptive information useful for evalu-
ating the importance of these tools to the scholarly community:
how often new media are used, how scholars evaluate their utility,
and the purposes for which they are valued. Although we do not
seek to test any particular theory, we can determine whether there
are systematic differences in how political scientists value new
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and traditional tools of scholarship by field, gender, seniority, and
other demographics. We believe that this information will help
us determine how decisions about the importance of new media
could impact diversity in the field and facilitate the education of
the next generation of scholars.

Four findings of our study stand out as especially important.
First, blogs are a commonly utilized and valued tool for academic
discussion and the dissemination of new ideas in political science.
Second, although at present online seminars (i.e., webinars) and
videos are used less often than blogs, there is substantial latent
demand for topically relevant resources of this type, which are
widely used when made available. Third, women are more likely
than men to report that online and offline modes that maximize
personal interaction (i.e., webinars, Facebook, conferences, and
small groups) are important for learning about ideas and research
findings; they rate impersonal exchanges (e.g., blog posts) as less
important when compared to men. Finally, graduate students are
substantially more likely than tenure-track academics to report
that online videos and webinars are important sources of new
ideas and findings.

Based on our findings, we speculate that the discipline would
benefit from a greater focus on producing online videos and webi-
nars. We also surmise that investing in these tools would dispro-
portionately benefit the next generation of political scientists in
graduate school, as well as underrepresented groups in the disci-
pline. We find that online videos and blogs are currently not as
important to scholars as search engines and the traditional tools
of scholarship (e.g., journals and conferences). However, data
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from a cross-sectional survey of the discipline and from usage pat-
terns for two widely used online political science resources lead us
to believe that there is a large current audience with potential for
significant future growth.

proportion of time spent on research, teaching, and other activi-
ties) and 36 questions about their experience with and interest in
various online and offline tools of academic work. The full survey
questionnaire is included in the online appendix.

Based on our findings, we speculate that the discipline would benefit from a greater focus on
producing online videos and webinars. We also surmise that investing in these tools would
disproportionately benefit the next generation of political scientists in graduate school, as well

as underrepresented groups in the discipline.

DATA SOURCES AND COMPARISONS WITH PRIOR WORK

Our data originate from the following three sources:

« an Internet-based survey of political scientists in the most

research-active departments in the United States

+ viewership data collected as part of the International
Methods Colloquium (IMC) project, an online seminar
series of research talks and roundtables related to political
methodology
readership data collected by The Political Methodologist (TPM),
the newsletter of the Society for Political Methodology
(i.e., the American Political Science Association’s organized
section for methodology)

Survey Data

In August 2015, we used SurveyMonkey
to distribute a questionnaire to an e-mail
list of 9,840 political scientists. The
list was created by manually collecting
e-mails on websites from the following

Figure 1

A 100-

Figure 1 shows demographic characteristics of the survey
respondents, which included roughly equal numbers of tenure-
track academics and graduate students.+ As expected from our
sampling frame, the sample’s representation of non-tenure-track
academics, emeritus faculty, and political scientists working in
industry was much smaller and possibly unrepresentative. The
sample included generous proportions of faculty working in
comparative politics, American politics, international relations,
and methodology.s There was substantially less representa-
tion of political scientists in public policy and political the-
ory, leading to caution in generalizing to these findings from
our respondent pool. As expected, the age distribution skewed
young, given that graduate students comprised a substantial
proportion of the sample and tended to have a compressed age

Demographic Descriptors of Survey Respondents
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range relative to those in other positions. In our sample, 62.1%
identified as male.

To further assess the representativeness of the sample rel-
ative to the population of political scientists, we compared
the demographic characteristics of our survey respondents
to those of a 2015 membership survey for the American Polit-
ical Science Association (APSA).¢ In general, the survey closely

least among political scientists interested in (quantitative)

methodology.

DATA FROM THE POLITICAL METHODOLOGIST

In late 2013, TPM started a WordPress blog to run alongside its
biannual print edition.” WordPress collects detailed statistics
about the number of unique visitors to each article and to the

...greater acceptance of blogs as a forum for scholarly discussion within the academy presumably
lends legitimacy to blogging as an academic activity by encouraging scholars to blog more,
thereby communicating with journalists and policy makers.

approximated the gender distribution of APSA membership but
skewed substantially younger and contained a disproportionate
representation of graduate students relative to faculty members.
For example, whereas only 13% of APSA respondents reported
being younger than 30 years of age, slightly more than 28% of
respondents in our survey stated that they were younger than
30. In addition, compared to the APSA sample, a substantially
larger proportion of our sample identified as having an inter-
est in methods. This discrepancy may be in part because the
APSA survey allowed respondents to indicate only one subfield,
whereas our survey allowed them to select

multiple options. e
igure 2

INTERNATIONAL METHODS
COLLOQUIUM DATA

blog as a whole (WordPress.com 2016). These statistics provide a
direct measure of interest in blogged academic research from the
political-methodology community. It also provides insight about
what types of blog posts attract the most interest.

COMPARISON WITH PRIOR STUDIES

Our project is distinguished from prior work in two important
ways. First, although political scientists have written frequently
about blogging and using social media as an academic, much
of this work studies these activities as strategies to engage with

Experience Working with Online Tools

Attend Web Seminar

Collaborate with Coauthor Host Guest Lecture in Class

The International Methods Colloquium

is an online seminar series that hosts peri- (mean: 2.03]

[mean: 3.27} [mean: 1.46}

odic research presentations and roundtable
discussions by political methodologists; it
is supported by a grant from the National
Science Foundation. Attendance at these
seminars is freely available to the public,
including the possibility for real-time ques-

S .

tions and answers as well as discussion among
multiple participants (International Methods

Online Video in Class

Present Web Seminar Read a Blog Post

Colloquium 2016). The IMC began host-
ing talks in spring 2015, and has hosted
a total of 41 presentations as of January
2018. After each live seminar concludes,
the video is uploaded to YouTube for later
viewing.

The GoToWebinar software used for

—

Response
6: Once a Week or More
5: 2-3 Times a Month
4: Once a Month

. 3: A Few Times Per Year

. 2: Rarely
. 1: Never

mean: 1.4

—

mean: 4.24

|

live broadcasts in these three seasons

tracked the number of participants (includ- Send Tweet/Facebook Post

Use Online Video to Learn Write a Blog Post

ing audience members) in each session
(GoToWebinar 2016). The minimum num-
ber of participants was four (i.e., the speaker,
moderator, and two production assistants),
although on at least one occasion only one
production assistant was present. YouTube
also tracked the number of video views over

the lifetime of each video (YouTube 2016a;
2016b). These tracking statistics provide
insight into the size of the audience for
research-related video presentations—at
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policy makers and the larger public beyond political science
(Carpenter and Drezner 2010; Farley 2013; Farrell and Drezner
2008; Farrell and Sides 2010; Gruzd, Staves, and Wilk 2012; Klunk
2012; Lynch 2016; McKenna 2007; Nyhan, Sides, and Tucker 2015;
Sides 2011; Walt 2010) or as a teaching tool to educate students
(Sjoberg 2013). By contrast, this article primarily discusses how
political scientists use blogging, social media, and webinars as
tools for scholarship, including learning about new findings and
updating their own research toolkit.

We consider using online tools for research purposes as com-
plementary to using them for outreach and teaching. For exam-
ple, greater acceptance of blogs as a forum for scholarly discussion
within the academy presumably lends legitimacy to blogging
as an academic activity by encouraging scholars to blog more,
thereby communicating with journalists and policy makers.

Second, most prior studies of blogs, online videos/webinars,
and social media as research tools draw inferences from small-
scale intensive interviews (Acord and Harley 2012; Dawson and
Rascoff 2006; Esposito 2013; Maron and Smith 2008; Papalexi
et al. 2014). The few extant large-scale surveys mostly employed
convenience samples of large and heterogeneous groups of aca-
demics from many locations and disciplines (Gruzd and Goertzen
2013; Ponte and Simon 2011; Procter et al. 2010; Rowlands et al.
2011). By contrast, our survey specifically studied the research-
active community of political scientists in the United States and
used a sampling frame targeted to this group.? Consequently, our
study makes a novel contribution of particular interest to the dis-
cipline of political science.

DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS
We begin by describing the self-

reported experience of our survey
respondents with online tools figure 2
depicts responses on a six-point scale
to the question “About how often do
you use online tools as a part of your
work in the following ways?” The nine
possible experiences listed in the fig-
ure are summarized as follows: 82.0%
of respondents engaged in at least
one new media activity as part of their
work “once a month” or more and
68.1% engaged in at least one activity
“2-3 times a month” or more.

Figure 3
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The most commonly performed online
activity covered by our survey was
reading a blog post. Our question
asked specifically about “blog post[s]

related to your academic work” rather

2000 -

than non-academic content or con- °

tent in unrelated fields. The modal
respondent in our survey reads an aca-
demic blog post “once aweek or more.”
On average, respondents reported
reading academic blog posts between
one and two to three times a month.
Our survey’s responses for blogs
matched well with readership data
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collected from TPM; these data are shown in figure 3. The findings
show steady growth in TPM’s page views from September 2013
(i.e., the first month for which data are available) to June 2016,
with the readership leveling off after this point to about 4,000 page
views a month. By comparison, as of August 1, 2016, the e-mail list-
serv of the Society for Political Methodology had 3,258 members.

From this information, we infer that blogs are an increasingly
important source of information for political scientists. However,
we should not yet overstate the importance of blogs relative to
other more traditional tools of scholarship. This point is empha-
sized by political scientists’ self-reported importance scores for
sources of new ideas and research findings. Our survey respond-
ents rated nine different sources on a five-point scale (i.e., 1=not
at all important; 5=extremely important); their ratings are shown
in figure 4.

Figure 4 reveals that search engines and one-on-one/small-group
conversations with colleagues were rated as the most important
sources of information, with the modal respondent rating them
as “extremely important.” Journals and conferences also were
comparatively high-rated sources of information, with the modal
respondent rating them as “important.” In our survey, blogs had
not yet achieved this level of importance. Respondents were
roughly equally likely to report that blogs were “slightly important,”
“somewhat important,” and “important,” with an average rat-
ing of 2.91 on the five-point scale. However, blogs were rated as
considerably more important compared to other online sources
(i.e., webinars and social media).

Data from TPM indicated that not all blog posts were of equal
interest to the scholarly community. Apparently, blogs provide

Page Views from The Political Methodologist
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a source for practical advice and/or discussion of “inside-baseball”
issues of disciplinary importance rather than an outlet for orig-
inal research findings. Of the 10 most-viewed posts on TPM
between September 2013 and August 2016, five were either tech-
nical or career advicev; the remainder consisted of commentaries
on issues of disciplinary significance. By far the most popular

resources have a role in scholarly work: the modal respondent
used an online video to learn a new skill or collaborate with a
coauthor “a few times per year.”

Perhaps the reason that political scientists do not use online
video resources is not because they are not interested but rather
because it is difficult to find high-quality resources targeted to

Perhaps the reason that political scientists do not use online video resources is not because
they are not interested but rather because it is difficult to find high-quality resources targeted
to researchers’ interests and that are convenient for scholars to use.

post was a piece by Leeper (2013) about creating high-resolution
graphics for manuscripts that will appear sharp and clear when
printed in a journal or book.x

Collaboration and Learning via Online Video

Figures 2 and 4 appear to indicate that, at present, online vid-
eos and seminars play a secondary role as tools for scholarship
in political science. The modal respondent to our survey “never”
attended a web seminar or used an online video or guest lecturer
in class, rating them as “not at all important” as a source for
new ideas and research findings. However, online video-based

Figure 4
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researchers’ interests and that are convenient for scholars to use.
Figure 5 indicates that our modal survey respondent is “inter-
ested” in “learning about new research findings” and “receiving
feedback on [his or her] own work” via online video resources;
however, figure 2 indicates that they rarely do so. This conclu-
sion is consistent with Procter et al.’s (2010, 4052) conclusion
that “among occasional users, there is considerable enthusi-
asm [for new technologies] that has not yet been translated
into routine use.”

Our survey provided information about the features that
high-quality online videos and webinars should possess. We
asked an array of questions pertaining to “what
factors would make [the respondent] more or less
likely to attend a webinar/online presentation.”
The responses for all nine questions are available
in the online appendix.= Of the nine factors ana-
lyzed, two stood out as particularly important in
determining whether respondents would attend:
(1) a presentation on the topic relevant to the
respondent’s core interest; and (2) the availabil-
ity of a recorded video that can be viewed at any
time. Videos relevant to a researcher’s core inter-
est, with a recorded video available for viewing
at any time, made almost all survey respondents
“much more likely” or “somewhat more likely” to
view an online presentation.

The data from the IMC project provided
insight about how a source of high-quality online
research seminars will be used by the scholarly
community. The number of participants (includ-
ing speakers, moderators, and staff) in each IMC
presentation is shown in figure 6. The numbers
indicate that live attendance at an IMC seminar
is typical of what we might expect for attendance
at a conference panel for a subfield meeting.
However, unlike a conference panel, these semi-
nars are widely used after the fact: a seminar with
a live audience of =30 people can expect ~200
subsequent views on YouTube. It even may
be the case that this relationship is nonlinear:
a live audience three times larger than the pre-
vious example (=90) is predicted to receive a far
larger number of views (i.e., almost 1,500). How-
ever, the small number of data points with >45
attendees makes any inferences in this range
tentative at best.
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proportion of work time spent teaching. The
estimated coefficients from our models are in the
online appendix.+

Although the raw coefficients were not par-

Figure 5
Interest in Video-Based Online Resources for Types of
Scholarly Work
Collaborate Debate Feedback
[mean: 3.42} [mean: 2.98} [mean: 3.25}

Response
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B 2: siightly int.

. 1: Not at all int.

ticularly informative, we observe a statistically
significant relationship between males and lower
importance ratings for webinars, Facebook, con-
ferences, and small groups but higher importance
ratings for blogs.»s A substantive interpretation
of these coefficients is facilitated by figure 7. As
in our descriptive results, we focused on the per-
ceived importance of blogs and webinars (i.e., the
two “new media” tools rated as most important
in figure 4). We compared blogs and webinars to
conferences, a venerable and important mode of
scholarly activity. Figure 7 shows the predicted
probability of each importance rating for confer-
ences, blogs, and webinars/videos separately for
men and women; independent variables other
than gender are held at fixed values.®®

Model Research Software
[mean: 3.59} [mean: 3.35} [mean: 3.43}
Teach oo oo oo oo oo oo oo oo oo o o o

SEE PSS SESS S S

o\o o\o o\o o\o o\o o\o

SES' LSS
Reported Interest in Using On-Line Tools in Each Category

The strong live-attendance numbers of the IMC seminar,
and even stronger delayed-viewing statistics for IMC record-
ings, combined with our survey results leads to two conclu-
sions: (1) there is a strong latent demand for topically relevant
video-based online resources; and (2) making recorded videos
available for viewing at any time is an important part of meeting
that demand.

Thus, although the usage and importance ratings for online
seminars and videos lag substantially behind those for blogs and
traditional tools of scholarship, we believe that these resources
have significant potential for future growth in political science.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS OF THE SURVEY RESULTS

Our final task was to determine whether certain types of politi-
cal scientists are more or less inclined to consider online tools an
important resource for their scholarly work. Therefore, we created
a model that predicted survey responses to the question “How
important would you say the following sources are for you in
terms of hearing about new ideas and research findings related to
your work?” for several online tools (i.e., blogs, webinars/online
videos, Facebook, and Twitter) as well as traditional sources
(i-e., conferences, journals, and small groups of colleagues and
students). These raw data are depicted in figure 4. The dependent
variable is ordinal with five levels. We therefore used an ordered
probit regression using the polr function in the MASS package
in R (Venables and Ripley 2002). We predicted responses using
gender, field of expertise or interest,”s current position, and

https://doi.o&}ﬁ)ﬂ(ES/S@QWSQ%U%OWO Published online by Cambridge University Press

According to our model, women were about
7 percentage points less likely than men to rate
awebinar as “not at all important” (i.e., 43.3% for
women, 50.7% for men). Women were also about
g percentage points more likely than men to rate
conferences as “extremely important” (i.e., 30.0%
for women, 20.6% for men). By contrast, women
were 3 percentage points more likely to rate blogs
as “not at all important” compared to men
(i.e., 15.7% for women, 12:7% for men). Although
our research design was not set up to determine
why these differences exist, we observed that what
conferences, webinars, small groups, and Face-
book have in common (and blogs do not) is that they encourage
interpersonal interaction among scholars. Our findings are espe-
cially interesting in light of Procter et al.s (2010, 4044) conclu-
sion that “there is a gender bias” in users of Web 2.0 technologies
for scholarly communications, “with men making up two-thirds
of frequent users, while women make up a slight majority in
non-users.”

We note another interesting finding: relative to tenure-track
faculty members, graduate students were more likely to rate webi-
nars/online videos and Twitter as important sources of ideas and
findings.” As shown in figure 8, graduate students were more
than 10 percentage points less likely to rate webinars as “not at all
important” (i.e., 50.7% for tenure-track academics, 39.9% for grad-
uate students); this difference was distributed over the higher
categories of importance (i.e., 21.1% of graduate students rated
webinars and videos as “somewhat important” relative to 15.9%
of tenure-track academics). There also were differences between
tenure-track academics and people in other positions (e.g., those
working in industry). However, our confidence in these meas-
urements is considerably diminished because our survey’s sam-
pling frame was not designed to systematically sample those
populations.

CONCLUSION: INVESTING IN THE FUTURE OF SCHOLARSHIP
IN POLITICAL SCIENCE

To summarize our findings, political scientists have limited expe-
rience with, but substantial interest in, using online tools as a part
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Figure 6
International Methods Colloquium, Attendance versus YouTube
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of their work. Other than search engines, blogs were the most
widely used and important online tool that we studied. However,
traditional tools of scholarship (e.g., conferences and journal
articles) are (on average) still considered by political scientists
to be more important than online tools such as blogs, webinars,
online videos, and social media. Conversely, certain segments of
the discipline (i.e., women and graduate students) were more
likely to believe that webinars and online videos are important
sources of ideas and information relevant to their work. More-
over, the reason why political scientists are not likely to use
online video resources may be more related to the availability
of high-quality and topically appropriate resources rather than
alack of latent demand (which we measured as being relatively
high).

Based on our findings, we surmise that the discipline would
benefit by investing in the creation of more online tools for schol-
arly work. Although at present political scientists consider
most online tools less important than journals, conferences, and
in-person interactions with colleagues, our usage data from the
IMC and TPM is evidence that even the current demand for
scholarly blog posts and webinars is still strong. Moreover, the
substantial interest expressed in our survey for video-based
online resources indicates that there is potential for significant
growth in the utilization of these resources if they are created.
The results of our survey, especially as shown in figures 7 and 8,
lead us to speculate that webinars and online videos would be of
particular importance to those who will play an important role in
the future of our discipline: women and graduate students.
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We also note that the importance
of a resource is at least partially
endogenous to availability. It is dif-
ficult to believe that webinars are as
important as conferences when webi-
nars are so much rarer. At the same
time, webinars may not be offered if
they are perceived as undervalued—a
catch-22. The experience of the IMC
indicates that if this cycle is broken,
these resources are utilized at rates
comparable to traditional methods
(e.g., conference panels). Moreover,
participants seem to like what they
see: our survey respondents who par-
ticipated in IMC talks rated them
highly (the modal evaluation was
“very good”) and were “very likely” to
attend the IMC again.:8

Asnoted by Acord and Harley (2012,
381), “an understanding of sharing
practices should be put in the context
of the primary drivers of scholarly
communication behavior, which, in
competitive institutions, are career
self-interest, advancing the field and
receiving credit and attribution.”
90 Based on the results of Ponte and

Simon (2011, 153), blogs and profes-

sional social networks are currently

considered almost irrelevant for eval-

uating researchers in the disciplines
they survey. If we want to encourage the provision of high-quality
online tools of scholarship, we may have to be more generous
in rewarding these types of activities when they appear on
curricula vitae.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096518000070
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NOTES

1. These departments are listed by the APSA at www.apsanet.org/Resources/For-
Students/Institutions-That-Grant-PhDs-In-Political-Science.

2. We repeated all of our analyses on a sample that excludes IMC participants
because their solicitation might result in oversampling people who are
interested in using online tools and might include scholars from outside of
the United States. The results, which do not change any of our fundamental
conclusions, are presented in the online appendix.

3. We began with 912 observations. We excluded any respondent who did not answer
any questions. We also excluded one respondent who stated that his current
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10.

11.
12.

13.

Figure 7

Model Predicted Importance of Online Tools, by Gender
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position was “Giant Possum.” Among the remaining participants, 14 answered only
the first question (i.e., about how often they viewed IMC presentations).

. Our survey asked respondents to identify as tenure-track assistant professors

or as tenured associate/full professors. However, we consolidated these two
categories into “tenure-track academics” to maximize the sample size in the
new single category.

. Note that these categories were asked non-exclusively; respondents could

indicate as many subfields of interest and expertise as they wished.

. The results are shown in the online appendix figure 9. We obtained results of the

APSA survey from Teka Miller, who provided the demographic characteristics
of this survey in response to our e-mailed request.

The blog is available at http://thepoliticalmethodologist.com.

. A few political scientists from outside of the United States entered the sample

because we included IMC participants in our survey. However, our qualitative
results are robust to the exclusion of all IMC participants (see the results in the
online appendix).

. The five blog posts are “Making High-Resolution Graphics for Academic
Publishing”; “What Courses Do I Need to Prepare for a PhD in Political
Science?”; “Building and Maintaining R Packages with devtools and roxygen2”;
“A Checklist Manifesto for Peer Review”; and “Student Advice: Should I Go to
Graduate School? If So, Where Should I Go?”

Table 1 in the online appendix lists the titles of the 10 most-viewed posts
between September 2013 and August 2016 alongside the page views that they
accumulated during this period.

See figures 10, 11, and 12.

The model in the figure 6 inset uses a simple linear model, whereas the main
model adds squared and cubed terms of webinar attendees to predict YouTube
views. As shown in the figure, the predictions of both models are similar when
the number of webinar attendees is <45.

Note that survey respondents could indicate more than one field of expertise or
interest; therefore, these categories are not mutually exclusive.

https://doto%ﬂ&S/S@QMQ%&OWO Published online by Cambridge University Press

14. These coefficients are listed in table 2.

15. The gender difference in the importance rating for blogs becomes statistically
insignificant in the analysis excluding IMC participants. See table 3 in the
online appendix.

16. For figures 7 and 8, the gender variable is set to “male”; all field variables are set
to zero; position is set to tenure-track academic; and time teaching is set to 30%
whenever the variable in question is not depicted in the graph.

17. They also differ from tenure-track faculty in several other ways—for instance, in
rating small-group discussions as more important and journals as less important.
We focused on findings that relate specifically to online tools.

18. See figure 13 in the online appendix for more details.
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