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– I am sorry to admit that 
popular communication still has 
a low status in academics, says 
Lena Gustafsson. This is sad, 
since I consider the researcher 
in applied sciences to be 
obliged to communicate what 
they have achieved also outside 
the universities.
Lena Gustafsson is Professor in 
conservation biology at the Swedish 
University of Agricultural Sciences. 
With almost 40 years of experience 
both in basic and applied research, 
she has seen a shift towards more 
and more emphasis on the internal 
academic publication. 
 Research communication is not a 
one-way information transfer. Lena 
Gustafsson stresses that a researcher 
who communicates with public, 
practitioners and decision makers gets 
a lot in return.
 – With a dual communication we 
get insights in the target group’s needs 
and problems. This will give us a 
basis for identifying relevant research 
problems, she says.

Lacks metrics
If communication is not rewarding for 
the academic career, who or what is it 
to blame?
 – Well, I think we all are part of the 
problem. Researchers, universities and 
funding agencies count only peer-
reviewed articles and scientific impact, 

”Put pressure on the researchers to communicate” 
which can be measured. Popular 
communication lacks metrics today.
 But it doesn’t need to stay this way, 
she says. With most communication 
being made over the Internet, we 
have plenty of ways to measure how 
a result is spread in social media and 
press. Number of downloads, likes, 
retweets and media citations are at 
least possible to measure. The true 
impact on the society is trickier to 
catch. But, we have put so much effort 
into finding metrics for science, then 
we should put also some work into 
society impact.

Funding agencies can put more 
pressure
She believes that the funding agencies 
could demand more. Currently, there 
is usually a requirement to add a 
communication plan in the research 
application, but after the project, 
nothing is evaluated.
 She gives an example. The 
project Smart Hänsyn (“Smart Tree 
Retention”) is soon about to report 
to the funding agency Formas. It 
has been a 20 million SEK budget 
project with 5 PhD students. The only 
demand for popular communication 
is the 6,000 character summary in the 
initial application. When the project 
is finally reported, nothing is required 
about popular communication.
 – I think that the agencies should 
put more pressure on the researchers 

to communicate and also evaluate 
what has been done. A minimum 
could be to summarize a scientific 
paper at least shortly in a national 
language. With such a summary, 
it is possible to make the results 
more spread outside the academic 
community – to the press and in 
social media.

A trial run with a project
Going back to Smart Hänsyn, Lena 
Gustafsson and collaborators are now 
launching a report with scientific 
findings on effects of tree retention. 
The report includes summaries of 
studies on the tree retention practice 
made in the Nordic and Baltic 
countries, synthesized into themes 
with practical advices. 
 This report will be a trial run of how 
the information is spread. Each of the 
chapters is released one by one with 
press releases and communication on 
Facebook and Twitter.
 – We will try to measure the 
impact of the releases by looking 
at downloads, social media flow 
and press citation. At least, we 
hope to learn something on how 
communication can become more 
efficient, she says.
Contact: Lena Gustafsson
lena.gustafsson@slu.se
Read more:“Smart Tree Retention”, 
Syntheses of tree retention practices (in 
Swedish)
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http://www.slu.se/institutioner/ekologi/research/naturvardsbiologi/naturhansyn-i-skogsbruket/smart-hansyn1/smart-hansyn/



