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We present a brief review of literature related to blogs and news sites; our focus is on publications related to COVID-19. We primarily focus on the role of blogs and news sites in disseminating research on COVID-19 to the wider public, that is knowledge transfer channels. The review is for researchers and practitioners in scholarly communication and social media studies of science who would like to find out more about the role of blogs and news sites during the COVID-19 pandemic. From our review, we see that blogs and news sites are widely used as scholarly communication channels and are closely related to each other. That is, the same research might be reported in blogs and news sites at the same time. They both play a particular role in higher education and research systems, due to the increasing blogging and science communication activity of researchers and higher education institutions (HEIs). We conclude that these two media types have been playing an important role for a long time in disseminating research, which even increased during the COVID-19 pandemic. This can be verified, for example, through knowledge graphs on COVID-19 publications that contain a significant amount of scientific publications mentioned in blogs and news sites.
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Introduction

Blogs are important channels for dissemination of research (Woolston and Brown, 2018; Ross-Hellauer et al., 2020) and are increasingly created by various organizations, such as learned societies, universities, departments, and individual researchers. Blogging about research is considered as part of outreach activities by researchers, universities, and research-performing organizations (Cameron et al., 2016; Alperin et al., 2019). This could be influenced by the fact that higher education institutions are usually evaluated to a certain extent based on their online visibility (Aguillo et al., 2008; Belli and Gonzalo-Penela, 2020). Furthermore, media mentions of scholars are considered as an additional indicator for some rankings in higher education, particularly in specific academic disciplines, such as economics and business studies (BMBF, 2018). Discussions on the values and limits of these rankings are outside the scope of this review.

However, a vast amount of content is generated in blogs. As of January 2022, WordPress users generated 70 million new blog posts and 77 million new comments each month and “over 409 million people view more than 20 billion (WordPress) pages each month” (WordPress, 2022). WordPress is only one possible way to publish blogs among many other blog publishing tools, and it is an illustration of the wide use of blogs. In addition to blogs, news sites play an important role in science communication particularly by the typical mentioning of research outputs by journalists (NAS, 2017).

In this mini review, we frame blogs and news sites as scholarly knowledge transfer channels for the general public. This topic gains importance due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, as of January 2022 (WHO, 2022). Due to the far-reaching impact of research on the pandemic and vice-versa, it is, therefore, crucial to provide an example of how a fraction of knowledge on this essential topic is transferred online to the wider public. Such an analysis can be of relevance for several stakeholders, for example, researchers from various academic disciplines, science communicators, policymakers, and the wider public. Thus, the purpose of this review is to provide an overview on COVID-19 research and two altmetric sources as science communication outlets, namely blogs and news sites. To put blogs and news sites as altmetric sources into context, we also reviewed literature that had been published before the COVID-19 pandemic. We selected literature from relevant journals, conferences, and workshops in scientometrics, and enriched this review with further reports and websites on the topic.



An overview on blogs and news sites as altmetric sources

Altmetric aggregators track the interaction of diverse audiences with research outputs across various data sources, such as online social networks (OSNs), news sites, and policy documents. Initially proposed in the so-called Altmetrics Manifesto in 2010 by Priem et al. (2010), these online events are nowadays captured and collected by altmetric data aggregators. Altmetric.com is one of the largest altmetric data aggregators in terms of its use in scientific publications and studies. Other aggregators include Crossref Event Data (CED), PlumX, and the US Public Library of Science's (PLOS) article-level metrics (ALM), while other open-source projects developed visualizations of altmetrics (Hauschke et al., 2018).

Curated lists of blogs are tracked by several altmetric data aggregators, for example, Altmetric.com and PlumX. There is a distinction between blogs and microblogs, which refers to online social networks such as Twitter (Bornmann and Haunschild, 2018). Surprisingly, due to the high amount of news that is shared on Twitter, the online social network was even considered as news media itself (Kwak et al., 2010). Scholars have also investigated how news coverage of research outputs is related to citation rates, for example, in specific academic disciplines, such as biomedicine (Dumas-Mallet et al., 2020).



Altmetrics as knowledge transfer channels

In general, medicine belongs to one of the main subject categories in Altmetric.com, CED, and PlumX with regards to news and blog sources (Ortega, 2020). As this subject also includes research on COVID-19, it might be promising to study blogs and news sites as knowledge transfer channels. Altmetrics as knowledge transfer channels were discussed at an international conference in 2019, and we adopted this term for this review (Ortega and Esquinas, 2019).

The similarity of topics from scientific publications (e.g. in the research area of Big Data) that are mentioned across various Altmetric.com sources, such as in blogs and news sites, is another area of interest for scholars (Lyu and Costas, 2021). Additionally, a study has been carried out to calculate the time that it takes until a registered Digital Object Identifier (DOI) from the bibliographic database Crossref is reported for the first time in an Altmetric.com source. Blogs and news sites seem to be among the altmetric sources, where such a report happens relatively fast compared to other sources, that is “within the first few days after publication” (Fang and Costas, 2020).

There might be multiple reasons for mentioning a research output in a blog post and a news article, and these reasons can even differ within the same blog or news site. For example, the research outputs mentioned in the news media based on their value is a research topic in journalism studies (Badenschier and Wormer, 2012; Tunger et al., 2018; Prados-Bo and Casino, 2021). Another topic of interest is how users select news and how this selection can be influenced (van der Sluis et al., 2012). The way in which the media reports about COVID-19 is a topic of interest in several studies, for example, to find out how preprint research is described by news outlets (Fleerackers et al., 2021).



The relation of blogs and news sites as altmetric sources

Furthermore, the coverage of different altmetric data aggregators varies, and they track different lists of blogs and news sites. Due to such differences among altmetric data aggregators, their coverage has been compared in several research projects (Zahedi and Costas, 2018). Generally speaking, blogs and news sites are closely related, for example, the content that is used in blogs often stems from news sites (Nuernbergk, 2014). There are also several examples, where a certain topic was first discussed on a blog, and later picked up by news sites, or where bloggers fact checked the content of news sites (Scott, 2008), an evaluation that is also called gatewatching (Bruns, 2016). While this led to a transformation of how news are reported, some hurdles still exist (Bruns, 2016). For example, bloggers need to set up their own blog or join an existing blog as an author (Bruns, 2016). Another requirement is to constantly provide new blog posts for a longer period (Bruns, 2016). What is more, the distinction between blogs and news sites is not always crystal clear, as blogs that report news are also sometimes called news blogs (Bruns, 2016). Furthermore, blogs are not a genre as such, but rather consist of several sub-genres (Lomborg, 2009). Another type of blog only disseminates articles of interest from other sources (Bruns, 2016), and such types of blogs are typically also included as altmetric sources. Concerning blogs, evaluation of other sources and dissemination of information seems to be more common practices than reporting (Bruns, 2016). News sites also exchange articles with each other. Going back in time, this exchange started as early as in the seventeenth century, when the first printed gazettes in Europe developed a way of exchanging information (Colavizza et al., 2015).

Considering the relevance of blogs, a content analysis of these altmetric sources has been suggested by scholars (Shema et al., 2015; Barata, 2018; Fraumann, 2020), an approach that is also used to study other altmetric sources, such as Twitter (Araújo, 2020). This approach entails the identification of communities of attention (Haustein et al., 2015), that is, a network of users that engage with a research output online, for example, by retweeting it. Several studies have been carried out to unveil the underlying data on blogs that also contribute to altmetric counts (Shema et al., 2014, 2015; Fraumann et al., 2015; Barata, 2018).

Additionally, another study compared the mentions of publications on blogs and news sites among three altmetric data aggregators, namely PlumX, Altmetric.com, and Crossref Event Data (CED) (Ortega, 2020). CED also provides an Application Programming Interface (API) that may be used by others to build their own scientometric data services (Hauschke et al., 2018). Publications on blogs and news sites seem to be mentioned less frequently compared to other altmetric sources, and Altmetric.com has the highest coverage compared to the other data aggregators (Ortega, 2020). The variance between altmetric data aggregators in altmetric sources, such as blogs and news sites, fuels an ongoing debate in scientometrics (Bar-Ilan et al., 2019). Unlike PlumX and CED, Altmetric.com seems to be the only one that captures older events, that is, links to blogs as early as 2005 (Ortega, 2019). Data aggregators, such as Altmetric.com, decide on the sources to be included in their coverage (Meschede and Siebenlist, 2018), and thus, control the information flow as gatekeepers, which can also be observed in other networks (Belardinelli, 2019). Nevertheless, Altmetric.com also provides the possibility for users to suggest news sites, blogs, public Facebook pages, and YouTube channels as additional data sources via an online form1, as of 17 January 2022. According to Tunger et al. (2018), there is a need to include more altmetric sources that relate to economy or policy areas.



Availability of data sources during the COVID-19 pandemic

Our literature review focused on studies that discuss blogs and news sites as altmetric sources. The global health crisis led to new research initiatives from several disciplines. For example, public datasets are being studied, such as publications on COVID-19 and the previous coronavirus publications from a scientometric perspective (Porter et al., 2020; Colavizza et al., 2021); existing knowledge graphs are being extended (Turki et al., 2021); or sentiment analysis on science news are being conducted (Ferreira et al., 2020). Meta-research on COVID-19 is considered as an emerging research field, given its impact on research and researchers around the world (Colavizza, 2021). In general, the response of academia to public health crises is a research topic in scientometrics (Zhang et al., 2020), while the role of open access and international scientific collaboration during such emergencies has been discussed in several studies (Belli et al., 2020; Homolak et al., 2020). Strikingly, 210,183 publications on COVID-19 have been reported in the bibliographic database Scopus, as of 1 August 2021 (Ioannidis et al., 2021).

On top of that, the mentions of research publications in news sites and blogs, among other altmetric sources, have been extensively analyzed during the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, to make use of the smaller time window compared to citation counts (Boetto et al., 2021). Boetto et al. (2021) conclude based on PlumX data that blogs and news sites are two of the altmetric sources that can be used to detect early scholarly communication on COVID-19, in addition to Twitter and Facebook. Furthermore, Colavizza et al. (2021) analyzed the COVID-19 Open Research Dataset (CORD-19) from a scientometric perspective on 1 July 2020, a dataset of 169,821 COVID-19 and coronavirus publications. The authors identified news (222,996 mentions) and blogs (29,119 mentions) as the sources that directly come after Twitter (5,868,992 mentions), when COVID-19 publications are mentioned on the Internet. The higher mentions of publications in news compared to blogs might also signal the importance of the topic for the wider public.

Compared to the other above-mentioned altmetric data aggregators, Altmetric.com seems to have the highest coverage in blogs and news sites, among others (Ortega, 2018). Given the limited space of this review, we provide only an overview of this dataset. Still, we would like to stress that a comparison of various data aggregators is instructive, such as conducted, for example, by Ortega (2018, 2019, 2020). Altmetric.com has included blogs as a category since October 2011 (Altmetric.com, 2020a), and it tracks over 15,000 academic and non-academic blogs via Rich Summary Site (RSS) feeds (Altmetric.com, 2020a,c). This number also changes depending on how many blogs are curated by Altmetric.com. The blogs are updated daily, and if a link to a ‘scholarly output' appears in a blog, the blog is harvested (Altmetric.com, 2020c).

News sites have been harvested by Altmetric.com since October 2011, and a new retrieval process has been in place since December 2015 (Altmetric.com, 2021a). News sites are also called mainstream media outlets by Altmetric.com (Altmetric.com, 2020b). Altmetric.com regularly harvests over 5,000 English and non-English news outlets (Altmetric.com, 2020a,b). Similar to the list of curated blogs, this number also changes regularly based on the curation efforts by Altmetric.com, for example, if users suggest new sources. This curated list is harvested in real-time by an unknown third-party provider directly via APIs or RSS feeds (Altmetric.com, 2020c, 2021b), although the full list cannot be downloaded directly from the public website. Hence, it is suggested to use the API to retrieve this list. The third-party data provider searches for direct hyperlinks to scholarly outputs in news articles. Furthermore, Altmetric.com uses text mining to search the news articles for mentions of scholarly outputs. To be tracked, the news article “must include at least the name of an author, the title of a journal, and a publication date” which is then matched with metadata in the Crossref API (Altmetric.com, 2020d). There is a difference between the harvesting frequency of these sources. News sites are harvested in real-time, while blogs are only harvested daily (Altmetric.com, 2021b).

In addition to the reviewed literature on blogs and news sites above, we conducted a query in the COVID-19 Altmetric.com in-house database from the Center for Science and Technology Studies (CWTS). The data from Altmetric.com used in this query is updated up to 21 January 2021. The database was created at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. The related Altmetric.com in-house database is described in more detail in previous studies, for example, by Lyu and Costas (2021). We counted the overall amount of blogs and news sites in the database. The query resulted in 541,649 news and 63,288 blog mentions, totalling 604,937 mentions in both altmetric sources. This leads us to conclude that there is a high amount of mentions of COVID-19 related publications in blogs and news sites.

Apart from the specific COVID-19 CWTS Altmetric database, we also queried the total number of publications that were tracked on blogs and news sites in the overall CWTS Altmetric database. The World Health Organization (WHO) characterized COVID-19 as a pandemic in a media briefing on 11 March 2020 (WHO, 2020). We consider this media release as an event that might have increased science communication on several online sources, including on blogs and news sites. From 10 March 2019 until 10 March 2020, there were 104,547 unique publications tracked on blogs and 177,697 unique publications on news. From 11 March 2020 until 11 March 2021, these amounts increased by around 12% to 116,650 unique publications on blogs, and by around 19% to 211,828 unique publications on news sites, respectively. As such, we conclude that the number of publications that were tracked by Altmetric.com on blogs and news sites increased slightly during this period. However, it is impossible to test if this increase would have also happened within the same year without a pandemic.



Further available data sources

Obviously, in addition to Altmetric.com, there are several other news tracking services, although Altmetric.com provides some different features, such as linking to the research outputs themselves (Altmetric.com, 2020e). For example, apart from the well-known Google News, there is also the European Media Monitor, which tracks “thousands of news sources in over 70 languages”, is updated every 10 minutes, and can be followed via RSS feeds. The service was developed by the European Commission's Joint Research Center (EC, 2022). Further studies retrieve news coverage of publications from the Factavia database that provides access to global news, among others (Prados-Bo and Casino, 2021). Furthermore, how news are presented in Google Search or other search engines is a research field in itself (Ørmen, 2016). Another source of interest in the altmetrics sphere with regards to news is EurekAlert!, a press release aggregator by the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS). This particular news site is also studied as part of the Altmetric.com portfolio (Bowman et al., 2019). The advantage of the Altmetric.com dataset is that it includes blogs and news sites in one file, which can be imported to and analyzed in relational databases, such as Structured Query Language (SQL). Still, we suggest analyzing various data providers to get a broader picture of blogs and news mentions.



Discussion

Taking into account previous studies, we argue that blogs and news sites have always been playing an important role in disseminating research, and this role became more prominent during the COVID-19 pandemic. We consider a direct comparison between publications before the COVID-19 pandemic and during this global health crisis as infeasible since this event is a disruptive phenomenon (Fassin, 2021). While it will only be possible to understand the whole picture of the role of blogs and news sites in disseminating research on COVID-19 after the end of the pandemic, the sheer amount of reported publications on COVID-19 calls for a brief overview of this topic which we provided here. We expect that researchers and practitioners from various disciplines as well as science communicators, policymakers, and the wider public can benefit from such an overview. While we mainly focused on blogs and news sites as altmetric sources due to the limited space of this mini review, several other sources can be considered for further reviews on the role of knowledge transfer channels during the COVID-19 pandemic. We would also suggest to study the amount of altmetrics sources that have been added during the pandemic by altmetric data aggregators.

What is more, how public health topics are captured by blogs and news media needs to be evaluated on an ongoing basis. In particular, when new global crises emerge, this topic is essential to study science communication from a different angle. How will the role of certain blogs and news sites change? What role will these two altmetric sources have in the future? We only covered a minor aspect of this research area and encourage other researchers to continue on this path.
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