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Acta Univ. Oul. B 182, 2021
University of Oulu, P.O. Box 8000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland

Abstract

Although an increasing amount of science communication is being conducted within and from
organizational settings, research on science communication in the organizational contexts is
limited. Underexplored research areas include the internal relationships and the collaboration
between communication professionals and researchers, who together constitute organizational
science communication. Against this backdrop, the field’s scholars have recently suggested an
‘organizational turn’ in science communication research with a more scholarly emphasis on
strategic communication and management of science-related communication from, about, and
within research organizations.

This qualitative interview study presents an empirically driven analysis that increases
understanding of the ways different orientations to strategic thinking appear in the contemporary
challenges of organizational science communication in general, and particularly in the
researchers’ and communication professionals’ perspectives on digital science communication.
The conceptual framework of the study builds upon theories related to the research field of public
communication of science and technology (PCST).

The thesis consists of three studies in one context, involving an inter-organizational BCDC
Energy Research project (2015–2021), based at five different academic organizations in Finland.
The studies present an analysis of semi-structured face-to-face interviews with researchers (n=17)
and communication professionals (n=15), with the help of thematic analysis and Scandinavian
institutionalism as analytical frameworks.

The study provides novel insight into the contemporary challenges of organizational science
communication and new knowledge on how different strategic orientations appear unevenly in
research organizations; the influences of the funding system on the practical execution of science
communication; and the potential to develop organizational capacity for strategic science
communication as community goals to enhance the collective impact.

The results of this study may be utilized when developing future research funding instruments,
science communication management, and resource allocation through clarifying the roles and
responsibilities of the actors.

Keywords: organizational communication, research funding, researchers, science
communication, social media, strategic communication





Koivumäki, Kaisu, Fragmentoitunut tiedeviestintä. Organisatorisen tiede-
viestinnän nykyhaasteet
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Acta Univ. Oul. B 182, 2021
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Tiivistelmä

Vaikka tiedeviestintää toteutetaan kasvavissa määrin organisaatioista käsin, tiedeviestinnän tut-
kimus organisaatiokontekstissa on kansainvälisesti ja Suomessa vähäistä. Niukasti tutkittuihin
aiheisiin lukeutuvat sisäinen yhteistyö ja suhteet tiedeviestintää toteuttavien keskeisten ammatti-
ryhmien — tutkijoiden ja viestinnän ammattilaisten — välillä. Tutkimusaukon paikkaamiseksi
alan keskeiset tutkijat ovat viime aikoina korostaneet tarvetta tiedeviestinnän tutkimukselle tut-
kimusorganisaatioiden kontekstissa strategisen viestinnän näkökulmasta, joita tämä väitöskirja
käsittelee.

Tämän väitöskirja lisää ymmärrystä siitä, millaista strategisuus on organisaatiolähtöisessä tie-
deviestinnässä nykyhaasteiden lomassa, erityisesti tutkijoiden ja viestinnän ammattilaisten näke-
myksissä digitaalisen tiedeviestinnän kontekstissa. Tutkimuksen näkökulma ja teoreettinen
lähestymistapa rakentuvat pääasiassa tiedeviestinnän tutkimukselle.

Väitöskirja koostuu kolmesta laadullisin menetelmin toteutetusta osatutkimuksesta, joiden
aineistona ovat vuonna kerätyt 2017 haastattelut viiden kotimaisen yliopiston ja tutkimuslaitok-
sen 17 tutkijalta sekä 15 viestinnän ammattilaiselta, jotka osallistuivat BCDC Energia -tutkimus-
hankkeeseen. Aineisto analysoitiin temaattisen analyysin avulla skandinaavisen institutionalis-
min analyyttisessä viitekehyksessä.

Tutkimus tuottaa uutta tietoa organisatorisista tiedeviestinnän nykyhaasteista ja erilaisten
strategisten orientaatioiden epätasaisesta heijastumisesta tutkimusorganisaatioissa; tutkimusra-
hoitusjärjestelmän vaikutuksista viestintäkäytäntöihin sekä mahdollisuuksista kehittää organisa-
torista kapasiteettia strategiselle tiedeviestinnälle yhteisöllisinä tavoitteina ja kollektiivisena vai-
kuttavuutena.

Tulokset ovat hyödynnettävissä tutkimuksen rahoitusinstrumenttien suunnittelussa sekä tie-
deviestinnän kehittämisessä resursoinnin, roolien ja vastuiden selkiyttämisen avulla.

Asiasanat: sosiaalinen media, tiedeviestintä, tutkijat, tutkimusrahoitus, yhteisöviestintä
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Expectations on the academic community for transparency and dialogue with the 
public are growing (Väliverronen, 2015). Increasingly, researchers are required to 
be directly involved in public engagement and communication activities, and to 
consider ways to generate impact from their research, both by institutions that 
support scientific research financially and by society as a whole. These 
expectations may be seen as drivers of an institutional commitment to support 
public communication and engagement (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019).  

Performance-based funding policies, focusing on the highest performing 
research groups, that are often required to include communication and impact 
generation in their activities, are spreading internationally. Funding systems’ or 
funding bodies’ influence on science communication has received little research 
attention (for exception, see Palmer and Schibeci, 2014), but they have been found 
to have an influence on the science communication activities of the scholars who 
are working in funded programs (Fähnrich, 2017). However, research has also 
noted that pressure from funders is ineffective in encouraging the researchers to 
take part in public communication and engagement of science and technology 
(Heidenreich, 2018). 

Impact statements are now required by many funders upon application, as well 
as the evaluation stage of research excellence (for example, REF in the UK). Impact 
statements offer potential opportunities to strengthen the value of public 
communication and engagement, but theoretical development with a focus on the 
impact of science communication is still developing (Schäfer et al., 2019). The 
impact agenda is influencing science communication perceptions to the extent that 
some researchers may lose sight of the integral role of research itself, as Wilkinson 
(2017: 12) found: 

There has been so much talk about impact that sometimes they [researchers] 
have actually got the message that impact is important, but we have to remind 
them that the REF isn’t only about impact, you’ve still got to get the good 
[research] papers out first. 

Scientific organizations need to meet the societal objectives of science 
communication, alike the aforementioned dialogue and impact expectations, while 
also promoting their organizational interests (Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020). Thus, 
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varying purposes of science communication are in force simultaneously as Trench 
(2017: 6) describes: 

University-based activity in science communication covers a wide spectrum 
from fully instrumentalized science communication serving narrow 
promotional purposes to science communication as an intellectual pursuit that 
serves self-awareness and reflexivity within higher education and research 
institutions. Most universities with an investment in science communication 
have activities at several points along that spectrum, sometimes in uneasy (or 
unrecognized) co-existence. 

For clarity, in contrast to the prominent conceptualization of ‘organizational 
communication’ comprising only the internal communications, processes, and 
relations within an organization, in this study’s scope, the concept ‘organizational 
science communication’ also covers the external, public communication from the 
scientific organizations and from researchers and communication professionals 
embedded in organizational contexts (Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020). 

Recently, strategic science communication (Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020; 
Schäfer et al., 2019) by universities’ public relations departments (Marcinkowski 
and Kohring, 2014) and individual scientists (Horst, 2013) has come into focus. 
With the increased interest in the strategic use of science communication from 
research organizations, some scholars see a different and more strategic role of 
communication entering the organizational stages of science communication 
(Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019; Schäfer et al., 2019).  

The focus of this study is to examine how strategic orientations in science 
communication appear within organizations in the researchers’ and communication 
professionals’ views. The importance and timeliness of the topic was enforced by 
significant scholarly support during the research process as many international 
publications (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019; Roberson, 2020a), including a special 
issue of the Journal of Communication Management (Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020), 
where one of this study’s articles was published, took up and emphasized the 
importance of studying the meanings of strategic science communication and the 
following practices. Similarly, the Journal of Science Communication announced a 
special issue to be published in early 2021, with a focus on the relationships of 
institutions, scientists, and science communicators (online and offline).  

This study follows the suggestion by Schäfer et al. (2019: 95): “Theoretical 
development in the field could be assisted by further imports of theories and 
approaches from various disciplines with which it is associated”. Despite the 
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extensive research in other organizations, strategic communication, and public 
relations management have rarely been analyzed in research organizations. 
Therefore, applying strategic communication and communication management 
research and literature in this context might prove analytically fruitful (Schäfer and 
Fähnrich, 2020).  

In the research field of corporate communication, “up to now, researchers have 
mainly been interested in the formulation process of a strategy by managers, but 
that does not give us any information of how strategy is carried out in practice” 
(Falkheimer et al., 2016: 156). Exploring how strategic thinking appears within 
academia, this study offers insight into organizations that may be pertinent and 
highly informative to the ongoing scholarly conceptualizations of strategic 
communication, because researchers, as members of research organizations, 
accommodate a duty to communicate about their work as part of their professional 
role (Davies, 2018; Peters, 2013; TNS BMRB, 2015). They also may communicate 
on their own, without necessarily considering their affiliations’ interests (Horst, 
2013). 

Surrounding the academia, fundamental changes in the media landscape 
influence organizational science communication. Other than the legacy media – TV 
and traditional newspapers – the role of online sources is increasing, which is 
visible in science communication research, where studies are moving away from 
legacy news media toward science communication online (Schäfer et al., 2019). A 
wide range of digital channels and online technologies – internet-based 
communication of any kind that allows institutions and scientists direct access to 
the public, such as via social media - have made research organizations and 
researchers independent of traditional news media to reach relevant publics 
(Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019).  

Moreover, “The digital developments in the field of science and science 
communication are so rapid that science communication research can hardly keep 
up with capturing all relevant outlets in which science communication takes place 
today” (Franzen, 2019: 612). For example, social media discourses may be 
characterized with the fusion of facts, entertainment, and various intentions; 
therefore, “it is increasingly important for our field to raise the question of which 
communicative processes may have contributed to changes in the cultural and 
social status of science” (Bucchi, 2017: 892). Science’s importance and value may 
need enhancing, particularly in the post-truth era, when other social forces may 
come to the fore. Research on misinformation suggests that the changes in wider 
societal contexts, including polarization, transformation of the media landscape, 
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and political drivers, that discredit institutions as ‘elitist,’ lead to alternative 
epistemologies that erode trust in facts and science to the extent where facts no 
longer matter (Lewandowsky et al., 2017). Acknowledging these changes, research 
efforts are needed to understand the influences of online communication 
environments on the nuances of public trust in science (Scheufele and Krause, 
2019).  

In order to fertilize the science communication research field as Schäfer et al. 
(2019) have suggested, and to breakdown the aspects that are relevant for this 
study’s context theoretically, this study has also adopted approaches from 
communication management research literature. It was found that, in other 
organizations, members of the organizations may strategically tweet about their 
organization and daily work activities, contributing to the organizational reputation 
as digital ambassadors (Dreher 2014; van Zoonen et al., 2014; van Zoonen and 
Treem, 2019). Furthermore, employees are increasingly perceived as active digital 
communicators for their organizations to the extent that it is now questioned 
whether role expectations have changed, where it is no longer just voluntary but a 
duty for employees to communicate, and accordingly, scholars have been inspired 
to further explore these questions empirically (Madsen and Verhoeven, 2019). 
However, no overview has been developed regarding what these changing online 
roles specifically entail for employees, while academics and professionals struggle 
to understand how employees are taking on roles that were traditionally the PR’s 
responsibilities and how organizations can encourage and enable employees to 
successfully execute these roles (Cassinger and Thelander, 2019; Madsen and 
Verhoeven, 2019). Empirical research on the new roles of communication 
professionals brought by digital communication, such as the coaching function, is 
also rare in strategic communication research (Zerfass and Volk, 2018; for recent 
exception, see Bergman, 2020). This study explores how these changes may emerge 
in organizational science communication to elucidate the contemporary 
organizational challenges. The focus is in the context of digital science 
communication, and in particular on researchers that tweet and blog on behalf of 
their joint research project with simultaneous affiliations in research organizations. 

As another neighboring field of communication research and practice, public 
relations (PR) is a term “most often used by academic researchers in 
communications and in the corporate world to refer to the communication 
management function of an organization” (Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014: 58). The 
concept of science public relations may be seen as ‘managing the trust portfolio’ 
for the entire scientific enterprise, and playing a vital role in cultivating public trust 
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in science and technology with research organizations’ communications (Borchelt 
and Nielsen, 2014). 

However, the critiques of science PR, see for example Marcinkowski et al. 
(2014), Weingart and Guenther (2016) and Weingart (2017), highlight that PR 
advances the organization’s interest; but so does all organizational communication 
and information provision according to Autzen and Weitkamp (2019), who note 
that the continued telling of stories about research and related matters on 
organizational websites and social media constitutes research groups and whole 
organizations over and over again. They claim that the rise of professionalized 
institutional public relations may be seen as accentuating the need for 
understanding organizational actorhood in science communication. Accordingly, 
this study attempts to explore intersections where there may be the potential to 
combine researchers’ and science communication professionals’ strategic goals and 
practices as actors of organizational science communication more clearly.  

When PR is to be seen as a function of entire research organizations – not just 
communication professionals working with science communication in the 
communication departments – communication researchers need to turn their 
attention to the seldomly studied internal relationship between researchers and 
communication professionals, and to its impact on science communication at the 
societal level: “Otherwise, we will have great difficulty in comprehending the 
contributions of PR to the public understanding of science and technology” 
(Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014: 67), and indeed so online. However, the collaboration 
between communication professionals and researchers, that constitute 
organizational science communication in practice, has remained underexplored 
(Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014; Watermeyer and Lewis, 2018). Understanding the role 
of PR in science communications will require a robust research effort, for example 
on the degree of disconnection between the planning and functional level of 
organizational science communication (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019; Borchelt and 
Nielsen, 2014).  

Even though research organizations have expanded, professionalized, and 
diversified their communication efforts in recent decades, until very recently, their 
role has escaped much of the dedicated research effort internationally (Autzen and 
Weitkamp, 2019; Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014). In the scant science communication 
research in this area, many scholars presume and some, such as Marcinkowski et 
al. (2014) in their landmark study, have shown that many research organizations, 
such as universities and research centers communicating about science-related 
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issues, have had a significant impact on the communication of many individual 
scientists and on science communication on a broader scale.  

In scientific organizations, “the increasing importance of science 
communication has also resulted in an active and growing community of science 
communication practitioners” (Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020: 2), but compared with 
other objects of science communication research, they have been less in focus 
(Schäfer et al., 2019). 

In sum, there are many contemporary challenges of organizational science 
communication, including those invoked by the current funding system, changes in 
organizational communication, and the fragmented nature of the online 
communication environment, causing transitions in the media ecosystem, 
professions, and actors. Such challenges argue for the importance of an empirically 
driven study, while there also seems to be a lack of applied research regarding 
strategic science communication. Besley (2020) and Peters (2020) warrant the 
science communication practitioners’ knowledge to develop the research field, and 
that communication researchers need to work with practitioners to identify 
potential research needs. This perspective underlies the scope of this research, with 
an applied focus originating in the realities of organizational science 
communication fields, while the study also carries theoretical implications. 

This is a summarizing study of this qualitative, article-based PhD thesis. The 
empirical approach of this dissertation is focused on data of altogether 32 long 
interviews with researchers and communication professionals. All the articles 
utilize this same interview corpus, where the interview topics formed rich data sets 
for each of the articles which explore their data sets from different analytical 
perspectives. Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) is employed as the basic 
analytical tool. In the process of this study, the use of thematic analysis was 
extended with Scandinavian institutionalism in article II. In article III, genre 
theoretical approach was employed together with thematic analysis. To provide a 
reflective metatext, and to increase the theoretical depth of the study, this 
summarizing report of the thesis bridges the sub-studies together with the help of 
the Scandinavian institutional framework. This approach was chosen because it 
allows a deeper understanding to the contemporary challenges and strategic 
organizational science communication. 

In this context, and alongside other national and international research policy 
and governmental regulators, who have instigated similar, ongoing processes 
(Zacharewicz et al., 2019), the Strategic Research Council (SRC) at the Academy 
of Finland is one example of a funder who has, since 2015, provided funding to 
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research projects aimed at finding solutions to grand challenges that require 
multidisciplinary approaches. ‘Interaction’ with society is of key importance during 
the course of the funded projects, and funding applications must include an 
interaction plan. The SRC also takes responsibility for projects' follow-up and 
impact assessments. The study reported here takes this large, pioneering, inter-
organizational, and temporal research funding scheme as its focus.  

Though SRC funding influences only a portion of the research conducted in 
Finland, according to Mustajoki (2017), it has an expanded impact on the wider 
academic community in Finland, where it has increased the awareness of different 
forms of impact that research may take, and therefore may have strengthened 
researchers’ motivations to embed impact-generation in the academic process.  

One of the SRC-funded interorganizational research groups, the ‘BCDC 
Energy research project’, provides the empirical backdrop for this study, while the 
context is not limited to the one project as such. The interviewees were 
simultaneously affiliated in their own organizations and joined their resources 
temporarily to work together for this project, while many also participated in other 
projects. The BCDC Energy project provides a platform and a viewpoint on science 
communication as an organizational and interorganizational practice in several 
organizations, and the interviewees considered their views from the project’s point 
of view, extending it towards the wider academic contexts as they know it. The 
perceptions of researchers and communication professionals provide material to 
analyze the role of strategic orientations in organizational science communication, 
presenting a range of organizational realities and cultures. This research is 
important as the context illuminates a national academic context influenced by 
increasing national and international performance-based funding policies, 
emphasizing communication, engagement, and impact activities within their remits, 
as there are shortages of research in this area (Rowe and Watermeyer, 2018).  

With its outcomes, this study contributes to the research fields of science 
communication, public relations, corporate communications, and strategic 
communication and management. This study also contributes with practical 
implications as the modes of organizational science communication collaboration 
to support strategic communication. 

1.2 The aim of this study 

The aim of this study is to present an empirically driven analysis aiming at 
increasing understanding of the ways in which different orientations to strategic 
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science communication appear in the contemporary challenges of organizational 
science communication in general, and particularly in the perspectives of 
researchers and communication professionals in relation to broader institutional 
context and complex, often contradictory, pressures.  

The main theoretical objective of the research is to contribute to the discussion 
regarding organizational science communication and strategic science 
communication. The main empirical objective of the study is to identify and 
analyze the existing impediments and enablers for strategic thinking in 
organizational science communication. 

The critical and the societally oriented theoretical orientations on the meaning 
of ‘strategic science communication’ manifest as different ways of strategic 
thinking and influence the practical execution of science communication in the 
organizational context. 

Therefore, the central perspective of this dissertation is the more practically 
oriented strategic science communication, which is rarely addressed. This 
dissertation seeks the impeding and enabling manifestations of the theoretical 
orientations of strategic communication on the practices of science communication 
in the organizational context. By reflecting the appearances of the different 
orientations and meanings of ‘strategic’, the ultimate aim throughout the thesis is 
to contribute to our field by encouraging further conceptualizations of ‘strategic 
science communication’ to guide the field more practically instead of mainly 
debating the correct motivation to communicate initiated by the critical scholarship.  

The outcomes of the research are expected to provide new knowledge to 
support and inform future research and organizational science communication 
practices of enabling, developing, and executing strategic science communication.  

To address the theoretical and empirical gaps identified in the previous section, 
the main research question guiding this study is presented as follows: 

How do different strategic science communication orientations appear in the 
science communication practices in the contemporary challenges of 
organizational science communication? 

The study consists of three articles focusing on key areas that can address and 
answer the main research question. Therefore, there are supporting sub-questions 
derived from each article formulated to cover the breadth of the study, respectively: 

Sub-question 1 (article I): How do organizations and funding bodies influence 
science communication motivations and practices?  
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Sub-question 2 (article II): What are the emerging challenges in researchers’ 
and in-house communication professionals’ collaboration?  

Sub-question 3 (article III): What kind of strategic thinking emerges in the 
digital academic discourse practices that the researchers create? 

1.3 An overview of the articles and structure of the dissertation 

This dissertation is based on three studies in one organizational and institutional 
environment, which are reported in two original publications and one manuscript 
submitted for the review process referred to as articles I, II, and III.  

Article I explored the intersections between the perspectives of researchers and 
communication professionals on the funders’ and organizational influences on their 
science communication objectives and practices in order to broaden understanding 
of how science communication was constituted and operated. The analysis shows 
that funders appear to be influencing the aims, assumptions, and cultures for 
science communication, at both organizational and individual levels.  The results 
imply a structural shift as the funders’ influences sometimes bypass the academic 
structures and organizations in which researchers are based, which were previously 
seen as a major influence on researchers’ media efforts (Marcinkowski et al., 2014). 
Article I detected interrelationships among research institutions, funding bodies, 
the market, and digital media spaces playing out (Cheek and Øby, 2019; Nærland, 
2016) at the level of individual actors: researchers and communication 
professionals. The brief nature of research projects and affiliations presenting the 
temporary organization (Janowicz-Panjaitan, 2009), brought by the performance-
based funding policies, were found to influence strategic planning of science 
communication on many levels. 

Article II aimed at further elucidating the challenges in the organizational 
collaboration between researchers and communication professionals. While the 
academic community takes on engagement online, the digital outreach may be an 
occupational challenge for researchers, and also suggests a shift in the 
communication professionals’ role. The results of article II highlight gaps in the 
evolving, mutual responsibilities, such as leaving the monitoring of research-
related societal discussions in between the two occupations. The ambiguous 
organizational settings revealed in article II cause impediments for strategizing 
science communication. In the results, the communication professionals were still 
regarded as being needed, but a role change towards coaching and aggregating 
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communication is welcomed. In article II, the generation of new networked impact 
through interorganizational research projects was introduced as well as the 
Scandinavian institutionalism as the analytical framework. 

In article III, many issues related to how academic discourses interact with the 
digital communication environment, and what the perceived, underlying wider 
agency is, such as the role of science in society, were investigated as the 
characteristics of the types of digital academic discourse practices and related 
considerations of the researchers. Research has been called to take into account the 
feedback effects of digital communication on scientific communities using, for 
example, mediatization frameworks at the micro-level of researchers (Schäfer et al., 
2019), which was in the scope of article III. Mediatization theorists Klinger and 
Svensson (2015) take media logic to the micro-level of actors, where occupational 
practices and norms are merged into blogs and social media platforms, while the 
logic of new media penetrates professional organizations. In the results of article 
III, achieving visibility and the ways this was linked to academic ethos 
encompassed the identified themes. 

Each of the three articles addresses the ways in which strategic orientations 
appear in the contemporary challenges of organizational science communication, 
reflected in this study through the institutional elements of Scandinavian 
institutionalism, presented in section 3.4.1, see Figure 1. 
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Fig. 1. Relationships between articles I – III, key actors, and relevant institutional 
elements in this study. 

This thesis consists of five chapters. After the introduction chapter 1, the theoretical 
background and earlier studies are presented in chapter 2 to outline the 
contemporary challenges of organizational science communication and to present 
the key theoretical orientations in the existing science communication literature 
regarding strategic communication. In chapter 3, research methodology is 
presented, and chapter 4 presents the results and discussion, including practical 
implications, research evaluation, and suggestions for future research. Conclusions 
are drawn from across the entirety of this research in chapter 5.  
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2 Theoretical background and earlier studies 

Science communication research 

Science and society relations have varied throughout the centuries. Efforts at 
improving public awareness and understanding of scientific knowledge have a long 
history; for example, in the enlightenment era, science was promoted amongst the 
public in places such as London’s coffee houses, where lecturers began to offer 
demonstrations with globes, orreries, and other instruments and to perform 
chemical, magnetic, and electrical experiments (Meyer, 2016).  

In what follows, the developments of the modern science communication 
research field are briefly described along the lines of Davies and Horst (2016: 35–
43, 228) in order to position the present study on the field.  

The progression from the one-way deficit model of science communication to 
dialogue and engagement serves as a sense-making narrative for science 
communication scholars and practitioners today. The starting point of this 
progression takes place in 1985 when the Bodmer Report on ‘Public Understanding 
of Science’ was published by the UK’s Royal Society. The report highlighted a lack 
of public understanding of science, and the main eventual thrust of the report “was 
directed at the need for scientists to learn how to communicate with the general 
public in all its guises, and to consider it a duty to do so” (Bodmer, 2010: 154).  

The following criticism of this report, and its assumptions about science and 
publics and the ‘deficit model’ or ‘one-way’ understanding of communication, then 
became a key narrative for the research field. The report was criticized for seeing 
the public as blank slates upon whom scientific knowledge could be educated and 
inscribed through accurate media coverage. The idea was that as the public became 
more knowledgeable, they would also become more supportive of science.   

The flaws in this approach were pointed out particularly by scholars from 
Science and Technology Studies (STS). Their research highlighted that a deficit 
model of publics ignores the knowledge that publics have and the ways in which 
they will bring these to interaction. This was made particularly clear in the UK 
throughout the 1990s, when there were public scientific controversies ranging from 
the development of ‘mad cow disease’ to concerns over the development and use 
of genetically modified crops. The sense that public trust in science was slipping 
made it clear that there was a need for dialogic methods in which lay knowledge, 
and public priorities were valued and seen as relevant to science. In response, the 
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2000s saw a wave of interest in science dialogue, engagement, and public 
participation in scientific agenda setting. Many of the terms and concepts that 
appear in it —‘deficit model’, Public Understanding of Science (PUS), and Public 
Engagement with Science (PES)— continue to be influential in discussions of 
science communication worldwide, while the field’s current understanding is 
accepting both the deficit and the dialogical approaches useful in varying cases.  

However, the deficit to the dialogue story tends to focus on scientists as 
communicators of science. This renders rather less visible other trends influencing 
PCST and actors involved, such as journalists, university PR officers, or other 
academic organizations and misses a large part of this ecosystem and its relations. 
Important debates take place on the wings of the research fields, such as those 
among the STS scholars. For example, the mediatization approach has recently 
made a strong impact, particularly in the field of political communication, and is 
also employed in the field of science communication research, many times in 
connection to the broader social and cultural context of neoliberal 
commercialization and marketization of research and universities (Väliverronen, 
forthcoming). 

Different paradigms in communication theory influence the interpretation of 
science communication. Related discussions seem currently to enter the field’s 
central discussions: communication understood as information transfer or as 
meaning-making. Other trends that are coming into the field’s focus are the 
fundamental changes driven by the digitalization of the media landscape and the 
varying actors’ communication practices that influence science-society relations 
and public trust in science. The stream of PCST research that this study contributes 
to is very recent: the growing interest in the organizational aspects of science 
communication, followed with a debate and a division between the field’s scholars 
as presented in chapter 2.2. 

Organizational science communication research 

Research on science communication in organizational contexts is rather limited, 
and only a few scholars from the field of communication management and strategic 
communication have explored science-related issues according to Schäfer and 
Fähnrich (2020). Therefore, they suggest an ‘organizational turn’ in science 
communication research, as well as a more scholarly emphasis on the cases that 
science-related communication of research organizations present for research on 
strategic communication and management of communication. Such an 
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interdisciplinary endeavor would benefit both sides (Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020); 
accordingly, this study takes up these challenges and integrates perspectives from 
various disciplines to improve the understanding of intersections between science 
communication, organizational contexts, and strategic communication.  

This study’s understanding and definition of what ‘organizational science 
communication’ means relies on Schäfer and Fähnrich’s (2020) conceptualization 
of science communication in organizational contexts. For the conceptualization, 
they map and organize approaches from science communication research, and 
analyses of communication in organizational contexts, in relation to the broad and 
interdisciplinary fields of communication management and strategic 
communication.  

Relevant for the purposes of this study is Schäfer and Fähnrich’s (2020) 
understanding of organizational science communication as actor-related, external, 
public communication from researchers, communicators, and scientific 
organizations. Also, in prominent definitions of science communication, the actor-
related perspective is prevalent, and “the communicators mentioned or implied in 
these definitions are generally scientific organizations or individual scientists (who 
are often embedded in organizational contexts)” (Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020: 142, 
emphasis in original). Drawing on, for example, Horst et al.’s (2016: 883) definition 
of science communication as “organized, explicit, and intended actions that aim to 
communicate scientific knowledge, methodology, processes, or practices in 
settings where non-scientists are a recognized part of the audiences”, Schäfer and 
Fähnrich (2020) present their delineation between communication from, about and 
in organizations. This, in addition to the actor-related perspective, further clarifies 
this study’s understanding and definition of ‘organizational science 
communication’:  

Firstly, the perspective of communication from organizations refers to the 
analysis of strategic communication from scientific organizations; and this study’s 
perspective illuminates the inter-organizational project context, where the 
researchers have simultaneous affiliation in research projects and research 
organizations.  

Secondly, in Schäfer and Fähnrich’s (2020) delineation, research that covers 
actor-related science communication about organizations is concerned with the 
public presence and representations of scientific organizations and science. A 
common conceptual reference point of this research is the mediatization of science, 
stating that scientific organizations aim at greater visibility in the media, and trying 
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to identify the extent and the drivers of such an orientation, also online, as in the 
present study. 

Thirdly, communication in science organizations focuses on research about 
embedding of the communication function within the organization, also including 
communication management. In Schäfer and Fähnrich’s (2020) view, this 
perspective draws attention to fundamental questions about the constitutive role of 
communication (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019) and the formation of organizational 
identity and sense-making (Davies, 2020; Davies and Horst, 2016), which are also 
apparent in this study’s articles. 

2.1 Contemporary challenges of organizational science 
communication 

In what follows, the challenges presented in the Introduction (1) section are 
elaborated from theoretical perspectives in order to systematically introduce the 
contemporary challenges of organizational science communication as the central 
theoretical focus of this study.  

The nascent phase of organizational perspectives in science communication 
literature cannot answer the main research question in full, and the study needs to 
focus on specific aspects of the contemporary challenges of organizational science 
communication presented below. These topics are chosen with the goal of 
identifying the immediate gaps in the relevant literature while contributing to 
practices. Among the many contemporary challenges of organizational science 
communication, this study focuses on those relevant for the context of this study 
invoked by the 1) current funding system’s influence on organizations and projects, 
2) changes in sense-making and organizational communication, and the fragmented 
nature of online communication environment causing 3) transitions in the media 
ecosystem, professions, and actors. Each of these aspects are introduced next. 

2.1.1 Research funding, research organizations, and projects 

Pursuing improvements in research performance by facilitating a more efficient use 
of the funding resources, competitive mechanisms are spreading across Europe. 
Performance-based funding policies, for example, support structural changes and 
focus on the highest performing research groups, and include communication and 
impact activities within their remits (Rowe and Watermeyer, 2018; Zacharewicz et 
al., 2019). 
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“Similar to project funding, the use of research performance based funding is 
progressively increasing at the cost of institutional block funding” (Zacharewicz et 
al., 2019: 108). The performance-based share of core government funding in 
Finland is high, and the reallocation of public research funding to competitive 
research funding has significantly changed the funding and structure of the national 
public research institutes over the past decade (OECD, 2017; Ministry of Education 
and Culture, 2018).  

While the neoliberal policies drive the restructuring and reshaping of 
organizational units, including disciplines, research networks, multi-sectoral 
groups, as well as universities as institutions themselves (Davies and Horst, 2016), 
funders increasingly encourage and require their beneficiaries to engage with the 
public and the media. More and more grant holders are required to develop a public 
communication strategy, and in doing so, they can get help from their organization’s 
information and press staff (Claessens, 2015). However, due to the restructuring of 
the organizations of science, tensions between science communication 
professionals and scientist-communicators are emerging (Davies and Horst, 2016: 
73): 

Science communicators employed by universities may seek to present a unified 
message, one that ‘sells’ the strengths of the organisation. The frustrations they 
feel, and the misalignments that can occur between their vision of public 
communication and that of university scientists, stem from a sense that lack of 
organisational identification is a problem for strategic communication goals. 
However, seen from a researcher’s point of view, there might be good reasons 
to most strongly identify with their discipline or the professional values of 
science.  

Research projects that typically last a limited range of time, provide prominent 
examples of temporary organization (TO), that have so far attracted limited 
attention and systematic theoretical development from scholars especially within 
the academic context (Janowicz-Panjaitan, 2009). Moreover, surprisingly little 
research to date has examined research group communication in particular (for 
exceptions, see Luzón, 2017; Olesk, 2019; Scheu and Olesk, 2018). Karmowska et 
al. (2017) found that difficulties can arise in TO’s with funding from multiple 
sources in reconciling potential goal ambiguity in different sub-projects and in how 
precarious temporariness is managed. As research is now often conducted in 
temporal projects, it may be argued that the varying funders’ communication 
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objectives and expectations influence the communication from the new, 
multifaceted structures of science organizations. 

2.1.2 Organizational communication and sense-making  

Schäfer and Fähnrich’s (2020) delineation between communication from, about, 
and within organizations serves the purposes of robust mapping of 
conceptualizations. However, the neoliberal policy-driven restructuring and 
reshaping of organizational units, (Davies and Horst, 2016) presented above, as 
well as the practical perspective, suggest a need for further nuancing in the 
understanding of communication in science organizations. 

For example, given that university researchers are one audience for university 
communications, it has been studied as not only directed at, and having impacts on, 
the outside world, but also performing the organization for itself as a form of auto-
communication (Cassinger and Thelander, 2019; Davies, 2020; Davies and Horst, 
2016). Drawing on organizational theorists, Davies (2020) and Davies and Horst 
(2016) further nuance Schäfer and Fähnrich’s (2020) conceptualization of 
organizational science communication on the level of ‘sense-making’ as the sum of 
different images of scientists, groups, and research organizations externally – as 
well as internally. The process of constructing organizational identities and 
representations are a deeply interwound process, and in Horst’s (2013: 762) words: 

Representation implies that science communication is a form of organizational 
communication, which enacts meaning and at the same time cocreates 
identities and images of science, scientists, and scientific organizations.  

Specific research projects may then be one example of sense-making, the creation 
of a temporary ‘organization’ around a group of researchers. It is possible that 
researchers are balancing different temporal affiliations and identifications for the 
many projects they are involved with, seeking to convey not only aspects of specific 
research projects, but also their disciplinary and institutional identities and 
representations that arguably influence the science communication they enact. 
Furthermore, it has been suggested that digital identity is a muddled interaction of 
perspectives with various contextual factors at play, whereby researchers take on 
situational, multiple identities within academic processes (Grand et al., 2016). 

Plurivocal organizations, such as universities, allow for divergences in sense-
making and multiple voices rather than achieving consensus (Casini and Neresini, 
2013; Edwards and Fredriksson, 2017); but specific challenges in strategic 
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communication concerning which aspects of a university should be highlighted 
may occur as Davies (2020) shows. In her analyses of the university 
communication campaign in Norway, the specific challenges of strategic science 
communication activities relate to the approaches that draw on the practices of the 
corporate sector, embodying the increasing market orientation within academia. 
For example, the increasingly corporate nature of universities and their 
communications was associated with the perceptions of practices coming from 
external expertise, such as ad agencies. This related to the assessments of the 
expertise of those in the university’s communications offices in the study of Davies 
(2020). She suggests that the value of communication is not just about value 
creation per se, but discerning and embracing the sometimes even controversial 
values at play. However, it has been noted (Falkheimer et al., 2016: 155) that 
“communication professionals in general have difficulties in describing the 
qualitative values of strategic communication”. They are urged to describe this 
value in economic terms with a traditional managerial logic that tends to reduce 
communication to a question of information distribution and media content 
(Falkheimer et al., 2016). 

The aspects presented above are also a part of this study’s context and the 
contemporary challenges of organizational science communication analyzed in this 
study as well as the shifts in the media ecosystem that are presented next. 

2.1.3 Transitions among the media ecosystem, professions, and 
actors 

The multifaceted nature of academia, presented above, resonates with the idea of 
embracing inconsistency introduced by Edwards and Fredriksson (2017) in the 
field of communication management research. Their general argument is that by 
embracing, rather than repudiating inconsistency, a more accurate, relevant and 
informed understanding of communication in and by organizations can be built:  

This, in turn, makes them better prepared to contribute to the development of 
a more realistic understanding of the role played by communication in 
organizations struggling to cope with the complex environmental challenges 
and issues that affect efforts to manage organizational identity, reputation, 
stakeholder relationships, and futures. (Edwards and Fredriksson, 2017, p: 5). 

Moreover, the blurring communication genres and media convergence brought by 
social media allow for post-modern theorists to challenge assumptions related to 
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the very concept of organization, based on fixed organizational structures. 
Accordingly, the field of strategic communication faces a challenge not only in 
coordinating and integrating the communication activities of organizations in 
practice. The challenges also extend to the development of a more appropriate 
approach to the fragmenting nature of communication and audiences, resulting as 
conceptualizing communication strategy as ‘emergent’ (Overton-de Klerk and 
Verwey, 2013), for example. Moreover, it has been suggested that communication 
strategy scholars might take a critical perspective and focus on paradoxes in the 
professional field, for instance, the conflict between traditional, fixed 
communication strategies and agile, emergent strategies (Zerfass and Volk, 2018). 

The proliferation of online communication, where organizations, 
communication professionals, and researchers may now operate (Peters, 2013), 
may be seen creating additional contexts, where there is potential for emergent 
strategies. “Organizations no longer control communication; instead, in the public 
debate on issues, groups and individuals compete equally for attention” (Vos et al., 
2014: 12). In response, corporate communication research has suggested the 
concept of an ‘issue arena’ and ‘issues management’ including monitoring the 
development of issues and how this relates to strategic practice (Luoma-aho and 
Vos, 2010) in the complexity of the digital communication environment. 

However, knowledge and understanding of the strategic role of social media in 
communication work is still developing (Tench et al., 2015), and organizational 
social media is shown to be used without an integrative framework or being 
strategically planned in organizations across a number of countries (Macnamara 
and Zerfass, 2012). The developments described above, allow the expectation that 
a rich variety of strategic approaches will appear in the context of this study, which 
supports the choice to employ explorative research approach. 

On the level of employees, in the research fields of corporate communication 
and management, it has been noted that the use of social media by employees to 
share messages about their organization offers a number of opportunities to broaden 
public communication efforts (van Zoonen et al., 2014). In fact, employees are an 
invaluable resource for organizations’ public relations in terms of the social media 
connections they have at their fingertips (Aula, 2016), functioning as digital 
ambassadors, who shape their organizations’ reputation with everything they do 
and say online (Dreher, 2014).  

It has been found that employees who more strongly identify with their 
organization are more inclined to use social media to represent their organizational 
communities (van Zoonen et al., 2014; van Zoonen and Treem, 2019). Lately, the 
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expectations on employees to act as communicators have been increasing to the 
extent that employees may be seen as the drivers of public relations online (Madsen 
and Verhoeven, 2019). As yet, from a science communication perspective, little is 
known about how this might occur in academic organizations. 

The proliferation of online media that creates ‘digital public spheres’ (Schäfer, 
2015) may make scientists more visible as public communicators (Schäfer et al., 
2019). However, reports on the percentages of the researchers using social media 
vary (Veletsianos et al., 2018), and scientists play a limited role in online debates 
(Schäfer, 2012). There is limited evidence of systematic changes in practice in 
terms of researchers’ use of digital communication tools (Grand et al., 2016), and 
it has been suggested that scientists’ participation in science communication via 
social media should be supported, manageable, and valued (McClain and Neeley, 
2014).  

Wider transitions in the media ecosystem, external to academia, influence the 
boundaries and relationships of established communication and media professions 
(Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019; König, 2020). Emergent online news values of 
instantaneity and ambience rival, for example, established journalistic news values 
and demand embracing the logics of new media spaces, which also influence 
professions with specific claims of knowledge production (Hermida, 2019), such 
as researchers. Among the polyphonic, and often controversial, digital 
communication, Bucchi’s (2013: 911) suggests that the “willingness to 
problematize one’s own definition of science communication” and underlying 
rationale is one of the keys to avoiding increased public distrust and sense of 
confusion.  

The characterizations of social media as a digital public sphere vary from a 
platform that enhances civic participation and quality of deliberative democracy, 
thus promoting active digital public engagement, to notions of the partisan, emotive 
discourses and online structures that generate fragmentation rather than cohesion 
(Edwards, 2018: 112–113). For discussing science, the online public sphere has 
been described as broken with incivility and trolling (Mendel and Riesch, 2018) 
that calls into play carnivalesque techniques that may offer fruitful spaces for 
participation, and thereby (re)building stable ethical and political positions for the 
academic communities. The presented transitions of the media ecosystem and 
professions deserve scrutinizing from the academic actors’ viewpoint. “Coupling 
analyses of communicators’ positions, aims, and strategies with analyses of their 
public or online representation would be illuminating” (Schäfer et al., 2019: 95), 
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also as an analysis of communication about science organizations, which article III 
of this study does.  

In sum, according to the presented literature, which is relevant for the context 
of this study, the complex contemporary challenges of organizational science 
communication include pressures from the current research funding system, related 
structural changes in research organizations, as well as the proliferation and 
fragmented nature of the online communication environment, which blurs the 
boundaries of professions and actors in knowledge production. The many 
challenges suggest a need for multifaceted understanding of strategic orientations 
in science communication, which is presented next. 

2.2 Science communication and strategic communication 

Until very recently, the aspects of strategic communication have received little and 
scattered attention in science communication research. However, a division can 
currently be observed across two main, contended orientations or strands in the 
research literature regarding the understanding and meanings of the interrelated 
concepts of ‘strategic’ in science communication and science public relations.  

While the scientific organizations strive to meet the politically fostered societal 
objectives of science communication, they also promote their organizational 
interests (Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020). This has led to frequent criticism of the 
strategic communication and public relations activities of scientific organizations 
(Marcinkowski and Kohring, 2014; Weingart and Guenther, 2016; Weingart and 
Joubert, 2019). This in turn has aroused an orientation to defend the societally 
oriented science public relations activities in the organizational context (Autzen 
and Weitkamp, 2019; Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014; Roberson, 2020a). Schäfer and 
Fähnrich (2020) warrant research on how scientific organizations might address 
and overcome the divisions of the purposes of science communication, and this 
study aims to profit from and contribute to the integration of strategic 
communication and science communication approaches.  

In this thesis, the concept of ‘orientation’ is mobilized to identify the divergent 
meanings that are articulated in the literature and identified in the researched data. 

In what follows, the different theoretical orientations and the dynamics 
between them are elaborated in order to systematically breakdown the different 
approaches that form the key theoretical choices and analytical categories of this 
study. 
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2.2.1 Critical orientation on strategic science communication  

Many science communication scholars have critical concerns about the 
promotional culture (Väliverronen, forthcoming) and promotional interests that 
adversely affect the institution of science as a whole, contending that the use of 
science PR produces ‘institutional propaganda’ (Weingart and Guenther, 2016). 
Weingart and Joubert (2019) express concerns regarding the blurring of the 
distinctions of promotional and educational communication objectives in order to 
uphold the very integrity of science and its communication. 

Normalization of neoliberal ideology and forms of market logic now affect 
sectors not formerly thought of in market terms, such as education and media; while 
other ideas, such as collective welfare or common good, are often absent from 
public and organizational discourse and dismissed with hegemonic, market-based 
arguments (Edwards, 2018: 13). Related to this, wider science policies and trends, 
such as marketization and mediatization, influence science communication in its 
social contexts. The changing landscape of knowledge production, along with the 
neoliberal market-oriented competition for public funds, is altering institutions and 
resulting in profound effects on how organizations communicate about science 
(Davies and Horst 2016, 104–105). Weingart and Joubert (2019) contend that there 
is a gap between ‘motives espoused’ by science policy and the motives which are 
then ‘enacted’ by the respective organizations and departments.  

“Mediatization of academic institutions, understood as the adaptation to the 
criteria of public attention, is a PR strategy to enable universities to survive and 
thrive in an artificial competition for financial resources” Marcinkowski and 
Kohring (2014: 5) state. According to Nærland (2016), to pass by the 
oversimplification of one social institution colonizing another, mediatization 
should be understood in the light of more complex interrelationships among, for 
example, the research organizations, funding bodies, and the media. The media may 
be seen as an arena where the universities compete for visibility, raise profiles, and 
lobby for funding, thus the media as such may be seen as influencing the 
governance of higher education institutions (Friedrichsmeier and Marcinkowski 
2016). Marcinkowski and Kohring (2014) describe the strive for visibility and 
public attention, in which science at large is engaged, as a seemingly ‘unity’ of 
actually competing organizations. These characterizations bring forth the 
competitive nature of academia, which resembles the communicative environments 
of other organizations in different sectors. There are various overlaps between 
organizational communication and science communication, such as the internal 
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incentives and pressure organizations employ to ensure external communication 
activities (Marcinkowski et al., 2014; Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020).  

On the level of individual researchers, when they participate in digital science 
communication, researchers do not merely act as representatives of science but 
often also represent their specific organizational interests (Horst, 2013) and self-
interests among the precarious academic employment (Chubb and Watermeyer, 
2017). They also may base their judgment of success partly on whether their 
message has reached funders, as well as the management of their own organization 
(Peters, 2013). Studies also suggest that scientists believe in the role of social media 
in promoting public visibility and further future research funding (Koh et al., 2016, 
Scheu and Olesk, 2018).  

The impact agenda may encourage take-up tokenistic research communication 
(Wilkinson and Weitkamp, 2016: 233) for securing future research funding, 
resulting in hyperinflated impact claims that may jeopardize the interface between 
science and society (Watermeyer and Lewis, 2018).  

Furthermore, Communication to gain quantified attention through performance 
and impact measures is now enabled by social media, which may be seen as a 
channel that lacks quality control and raises questions of trust in the medium, where 
sources and genres of information merge with promotion and opinion (Weingart 
and Guenther, 2016).  

The integration of promotional thinking into daily life has become so 
ubiquitous and matter-of-fact that we may not even be aware of it. Nonetheless, 
it constitutes fertile terrain for public relations to influence the ways in which 
society and culture are organized. (Edwards, 2018, p: 4). 

Therefore, a socio-cultural approach to public relations research is warranted 
(Edwards, 2018: 4).  

However, most communication experts within the scientific community work 
in communication units, public relations departments and similar units of the 
universities, research organizations, and centers, where the primary goals are about 
helping the organization by attracting donors, ensuring taxpayer funding or revenue, 
and recruiting students, rather than advancing the overall scientific enterprise 
(Besley, 2020). Concerned voices amongst the existing literature observe the 
communication professionals’ drivers in practicing science communication, 
potentially originating in underlying mediatization and marketization trends 
(Besley et al., 2018; Nærland, 2016; Marcinkowski and Kohring, 2014; 
Watermeyer and Lewis, 2018; Weingart and Joubert, 2019; Weingart and Guenther, 
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2016). The critical strand of science communication research has connected the 
strategic aspects to science public relations in a manner that even triggers reminders 
that ‘strategic’ should not be interpreted as any form of dishonest communication 
(Besley et al., 2018). 

Relatedly, the post-truth information environment is particularly challenging 
as it has the potential to undermine the positive impact that public relations 
professions could have on society and culture (Edwards, 2018: 223). 

While science communication research and critiques have focused on the 
organizational level (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019), there has been few attempts to 
address the manifestation of strategic communication on the individual, micro-level 
of researchers and communication professionals that this study explores.  

2.2.2 Societal orientation on strategic science communication 

As mentioned above, while the nexus between science communication and its 
organizational contexts has been explored to a surprisingly limited extent, it 
nevertheless has been dismissed by the critics of organizational and strategic 
science communication scholars, who have labeled it as one-sided ‘propaganda’ 
(Roberson, 2020a; Schäfer and Fähnrich, 2020). Recently, an opposition towards 
these critics has assessed their arguments: “These critical perspectives tend to argue 
that strategic, ‘corporate-ized’ communication — in particular, public relations — 
undermines the value and communicative standards of science“ (Roberson, 2020a: 
2).  

Among others, Autzen and Weitkamp (2020) and Roberson (2020a) discuss 
literature from public relations research to challenge the idea that science public 
relations is solely concerned with corporate, promotional communication, 
described in Weingart and Guenther’s (2016: 1) provocation that led to debate 
among science communication scholars in the Journal of Science Communication:  

On the one hand the very term of science communication has been captured by 
many different actors (e.g., governments, PR experts, universities and research 
institutions, science journalists, and bloggers) apart from scientists themselves 
to whom science communication means different things and whose 
communication is tainted by special interests. 

In counterarguments, science communication practices cannot be encompassed by 
the previous untainted idyll of science that has a one-dimensional distinction 
between truth-seeking and instrumental communication, according to Irwin and 
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Horst (2016). They concluded that because different publics have specific values, 
the relationship between changing scientific communities results in an evolving 
new ecology of science communication.  

The debate over science public relations, accompanied with the critical 
conceptualizations of the meaning of ‘strategic’ in science communication, has 
developed into accusations of some scholarly viewpoints causing a disservice to 
science communication with unnecessary division between science communication 
and public relations, while both work within a challenging communication 
environment, struggling “to attract the attention and engagement necessary to 
enable proper dialogue and interaction from relevant publics” (Roberson, 2020a: 
7).  

Roberson (2020a) contends that instead of negative criticism, science 
communication has something to learn from public relations. She notes that the two 
already share many common features: both seek to reach publics who are, in some 
sense, linked with the issue at hand:  

By doing so, through specifically designed communication activities and with 
key outcomes in mind, they [science communication and public relations] are 
unquestionably driven by strategic intent (p. 7). In this sense, science 
communication as public relations can contribute more than the merely 
celebratory, uncritical, and myth-making contributions (p. 4). 

In practice, public relations and science communication-focused roles and parallel 
purposes within research organizations can sit side-by-side and share functions 
(Davies and Horst, 2016; Roberson, 2020a; Shipman, 2014). In fact, “Science PR 
has been present as long as the academy has told science stories in public and we 
might dare ask whether we should turn the picture upside down and begin to 
perceive science communication as public relations rather than to see public 
relations as a subset of science communication” (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019: 480). 

The landmark study of Borchelt and Nielsen (2014) on science public relations 
serves as one of the bases of the current organizationally oriented science 
communication literature. Their concept of science public relations as ‘managing 
the trust portfolio’ has mobilized many of the recent approaches to organizational 
and strategic science communication (see, for example Autzen and Weitkamp, 
2019). “By the trust portfolio, we mean the principal relationships that exist 
between the organization and its many stakeholders” (Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014: 
62). Moreover, at the societal level: “Management of the trust portfolio goes 
beyond the trust engendered between the organization per se and its publics; it helps 
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the organization manage the trust portfolio for the entire scientific enterprise” 
(Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014: 66), not just one’s own affiliated organization or 
researchers alone. In their view, socially responsible scientific organizations help 
cultivate public trust in science and technology, and play a vital role in finding ways 
to allay public mistrust in, and wariness of, science and scientists. 

Quite the opposite to the approaches described by the critics of science PR is 
that the establishments of science, such as universities, research centers, and 
institutes, are increasingly taking on responsibility for the legitimization of the 
‘institution of science’ as well as the legitimization of knowledge and expertise in 
general (Brass and Rowe, 2009; Davies and Horst, 2016: 119). This reflects science 
communication scholars’ concerns regarding changes to the public reception of the 
epistemic authority of science (Cortassa, 2016). 

Borchelt and Nielsen (2014) portray PR professionals – if empowered by 
management – in science organizations as those that can help their organizations 
understand what it means to be socially responsible and help contribute to the social 
commitment of the organization. Apparently, this view is rather distant from 
concerned voices among the critical scholars presented above.  

The societally oriented conceptualizations of organizational science 
communication (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019) share characteristics with some of 
the theorizations of the management of organizational and strategic social media 
communication. Both can benefit from emphasizing reflective thinking involving 
the public view of the organization, and helping all the organizations’ members to 
become sensitive to social expectations and communicatively competent to respond 
online (Macnamara and Zerfass, 2012).  

Responsible science communicators cannot be narrowly focused on the self-
interest (Roberson, 2020a) and opinions of the group they represent; they must be 
able to negotiate the often-conflicting communicative ideals and obligations 
inherent in complex communication situations (Priest et al., 2018a: 7). The post-
modern approach to public relations also claims that in a world of constant change, 
public relations should be freed from its narrow definition of corporate 
communication, because public relations has the ability to contribute to activating 
the voice for communities and for science communication to connect with 
audiences beyond the elite (Roberson, 2020a).  

In a wider perspective, the division between the critical and more positive 
scholarly perspectives on strategic organizational science communication reflects 
the typically divergent, and in some views outdated, modernist approaches to 
marketing communication, public relations, and corporate communication in need 
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to reflect the convergence that is required for managing the increased 
communication complexity (Overton-de Klerk and Verwey, 2013). In a thoroughly 
mediatized society, it is increasingly difficult to separate the roles and motivations 
of science communication actors (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019).  

By investigating how the different meanings and understandings of strategic 
communication appear in research organizations, it allows this study to bring forth 
a fresh perspective on what stands out as an intricate, contemporary practice and a 
contribution to the rich picture already developing. 

2.2.3 Practical orientation on strategic science communication  

The central perspective of this dissertation is the practically oriented strategic 
science communication. This study seeks the impeding and enabling manifestations 
of the theoretical orientations of strategic communication on the practices of 
science communication. The more practically oriented understanding of strategic 
communication that is presented next, is less discussed in the literature on an 
individual, as well as on the organizational, level.  

On the individual level, it is yet unclear how ‘strategic’ researchers are in their 
communications; for example, Wilkinson and Weitkamp’s (2013) findings confirm 
earlier notions that researchers remain relatively unplanned in their dissemination 
strategies, reacting to opportunities for dissemination rather than developing 
strategies for communications.  

While social media may be perceived as an important ‘digital public sphere’ 
(Schäfer, 2015), its undefined practices and unspoken cultural codes of 
participation have been seen as some of the reasons why social media has not been 
fully accepted within academia (König, 2020). In the discourses of new media, 
researchers may be construed as superior and bureaucratic, and they may need to 
try to avoid communicating something they do not intend to communicate, for 
example coldness or non-relevant ways of looking at issues, and instead write in an 
engaging way, highlighting the meaning of research (Dudo and Besley 2016). In 
this perspective, a strategic approach could emphasize building excitement for the 
audiences about science by choosing language that resonates with what individuals 
are already thinking about, or highlighting common ground between scientists and 
non-scientists (Besley et al., 2016, Dudo and Besley, 2016; Jarreau, 2015).  

This line of thought is combined in this study with the perspective where 
conscious regulation of automated linguistic behavior is difficult, as it is learned 
tacitly, for example, in becoming an expert in an academic field (Kellerman, 1992). 
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Although communication cannot not be strategic, most linguistic strategies are 
automated in their acquisition and enactment, and used implicitly and 
unconsciously alongside the intentional and thoughtful strategic communication 
(Kellerman, 1992). Relatedly, as Priest (2018) brings forth, both ‘strategic’ and 
‘democratic’ forms of science communication goals appear on a continuum, but in 
the field of science communication it is not commonly recognized or discussed as 
to whether it is possible to do both. Sometimes the strategic goals seem ethically 
justifiable, for instance regarding climate change. It follows, then, that the idealized 
vision of the purpose of public communication can leave both the science 
communicator and message recipient somewhat oblivious to underlying, perhaps 
even unintended, strategic effects (Priest, 2018).  

In the enactment of the unconscious strategies lays the potential for 
problematic practices of science communication. As in Bucchi’s (2013) suggestion, 
digital science communication also requires “most of all, a more active and 
competent actor, capable of discerning quality” (p. 911), for example with the 
concept of style, which allows us to deal with the issues of digital science 
communication without necessarily imposing uniformity and standardization that 
flattens quality to chief criterions of, for example, accuracy in ‘transporting the 
message’ or adherence to scientific sources.  

Communication professionals can also train employees in other organizations 
(Madsen and Verhoeven, 2019; Zerfass and Volk, 2018) as well as in research 
organizations to think more consciously, reflectively, and strategically about their 
public communication efforts (Besley et al., 2016; Claessens, 2015). This requires 
clarifying their goals, objectives, and tactics (Besley, 2020) and developing an 
understanding of how to use specific tactics to ultimately have the long-term 
desired effects (Besley et al., 2018). However, science communication training 
commonly has had less focus on theoretical topics and an over-emphasis on 
practical skills that inadequately attend to the strategic, even managerial, selection 
to set appropriate strategic objectives and goals as the critical first stage in any 
effort to communicate effectively (Dudo and Besley, 2016; Dudo et al., 2020).  

Among the few attempts to address the manifestation of strategic 
communication on the individual level, Besley et al. (2018: 712) conceptualize 
“strategic science communication as planned behavior” in order to find the 
variables that predict scientists’ engagement activities (Dudo et al., 2014).  

Later Besley (2020) warrants a move away from individualistic, ad hoc 
communication and toward developing organizational capacity for strategic science 
communication. Discussions about science communication often focus on how 
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individual scientists can become more effective communicators (Besley, 2020), 
which is highly relevant in the context of social media, but in his view more 
importantly: 

The scientific community collectively needs to organize in ways that help 
achieving the set science communication goals. Grassroots efforts of individual 
scientists working on their own could still occur, but the hope would be that 
the scientific community would try to find ways to build on community goals 
and enhance the collective impact (Besley, 2020, p. 159).  

While on the organizational level, the research centers are engaged in an intense 
search for new strategies and activities able to enhance the long-term impact and 
effectiveness of science communication, there is a general lack of awareness of the 
existing different models (Casini and Neresini, 2013). This can be regarded as a 
gap present at the research-centers and institutional levels, while actual 
communication activities may be enacted without being part of a broader strategy 
(Casini and Neresini, 2013). Relatedly, not much light has been shed on how well 
online or other communication activities are operated from the perspective of 
research organizations (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019; Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014). 
Furthermore, little research effort in the field of communication management has 
been placed on the perspective of organizational communication comprising what 
all the organization’s members say and do – not only what the communication 
professionals communicate (Falkheimer et al., 2016). 

These delegations of communication activities also relate to the fact that 
science communication can be organized in different ways within a collective 
through, for example, integration and specialization models (Davies and Horst, 
2016: 85). In the literature, a tendency exists to prefer close collaboration between 
communication departments with the scientists (Claessens, 2015; Ho et al., 2020; 
Pinto et al., 2017); for example, because the more often PR professionals ask for 
news items, the stronger the effect on scientists’ self-initiated and PR-assisted press 
releases (Marcinkowski et al., 2014). However, the press office has no formal 
influence on the academic staff, and they can only promote communication 
activities, as the researchers enjoy pronounced autonomy, making researchers 
“notoriously difficult members from the point of view of the organization’s 
management” (Rödder, 2020: 177). 

The conceptualizations of strategy in the vast research field of strategic 
communication range from discussions on whether “communication, by its very 
nature, cannot not be strategic” (Kellerman, 1992: 288, emphasis in original) to 
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whether strategic communication encompasses all communication that is 
substantial for the survival and sustained success of an entity (Zerfass et al. (2018).  

From strategic communication research, where also other non-hierarchical 
institutional contexts and roles of individual employees as communicators are 
discussed, Schäfer and Fähnrich (2020) introduce relevant definitions to the PCST 
research field. They emphasize the importance of intentionality and the pursuit 
towards organizational goals as a more or less planned and managed activity. For 
example, they bring forth Zerfass et al.’s (2018) definition: “Specifically, strategic 
communication is the purposeful use of communication by an organization or other 
entity to engage in conversations of strategic significance to its goals" (Zerfass et 
al., 2018: 493). 

In the context of this study, it is also purposeful to detect whether and where 
the intentional strategic thinking emerges on the individual and organizational 
levels of science communication. Therefore, it is relevant to follow public relations 
scholars Russell and Lamme’s (2016) definition, introduced to the field of science 
communication research by Roberson (2020a). Their joint argument is that, in 
public relations activity, we should consider the strategic intent of the actors by 
investigating whether “communication tactics are employed with a specific 
outcome in mind, and activities are not random, but actively selected based on the 
results a communicator hopes to achieve” (Russell and Lamme, 2016: 744). 
Following and discussing these recently introduced definitions of strategic 
communication also contributes to the theory building of the research field of 
science communication.  

The dimensions of configuring the meanings of strategic science 
communication can be observed across the two main, contentious strands apparent 
in the research literature presented in sections 2.2.1 and 2.2.2. They focus primarily 
on the aims of science communication, whether they are promotionally or societally 
originated and oriented. The third view, presented in this section, focuses on the 
more practically oriented strategic aspects of science communication on individual 
and organizational levels. As it is unclear how the presented perspectives and ideals 
emerge in the organizational realities and play out in the occurring science 
communication, a more nuanced understanding of the strategic orientations that 
influence the practices of science communication requires research effort. This 
study aims at elucidating how these strands appear in the organizational context 
and science communication practices.  

In the presented literature, an overarching tension exists between a “grand 
impact narrative” of long-term strategic orientation to the societal impact of science 
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versus an “instrumental narrative” of short-term instrumental emphasis and 
measurable impact incited by the funding instruments. However, as Irwin and Horst 
(2016) remind, a science communicative act can serve many purposes, and there is 
no reason to question science communicators’ enthusiasm to engage the publics to 
scientific knowledge, while at the same time building up visibility for instrumental 
benefits. To be clear, the purpose of this thesis is not to ethically evaluate the 
different purposes of science communication. The purpose is to detect whether and 
how impediments and enablers (such as any sort of ‘intentionality’ or societal duty 
to communicate) of practically oriented strategic science communication exist as 
organizational capacity to enhance the collective impact as community goals 
(Besley, 2020). 

2.2.4 Translation of ideas in organizations: Scandinavian 
institutionalism 

As this study examines how existing sets of beliefs and practices are challenged by 
new forms and scripts (Scott, 2014: 114), it stands as a study of institutional change, 
where organizations are affected by their environments and are also capable of 
responding in various ways, as institutional forces both shape and are shaped by 
organizational actions.  

Institutions comprise regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive elements 
that, together with associated activities and resources, provide stability and 
meaning to social life . . . In this conception, institutions are multifaceted, 
durable social structures, made up of symbolic elements, social activities, and 
material resources (Scott, 2014, pp. 56–57). 

To unpack how strategic orientation unfolds in research organizations, we turn to 
Scandinavian institutionalism, commonly referred to as translation theory, focusing 
on how ideas move from time to time and place and how they become embedded 
in local organizational settings (Scott, 2014). 

Ideas become altered, transformed, and edited as they move from one 
organizational context to another; thus, ideas travelling under the same label, such 
as ‘strategic communication’, may differ substantially in different organizations. 
On the other hand, ideas may be labeled differently, while their dynamics remain 
the same (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017). For example, there appears to be 
similarities in some conceptualizations of strategic science communication and 
societal impact generation emphasized by many research funders. 
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Organizations are usually occupied by a variety of professional groups that 
interpret and act upon ideas differently, such as mediatization and strategic thinking 
(Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020: 172): “Different professions are guided by different 
norms, values, and standards, and they mobilize different interpretations and 
valuations”. This is a major reason why ideas unfold unevenly among organizations 
and also on the level of different settings in one and the same organization. For 
instance, researchers translate ideas by giving priority to academic ethos that may 
differ from the approaches taken by communication professionals (Fredriksson and 
Pallas, 2020; Pallas et al., 2016). How the different orientations towards strategic 
science communication unfold unevenly among research organizations from the 
viewpoint of the central groups in focus is a key agenda in this study. Therefore, 
this study targets the researchers’ and communication professionals’ perceptions 
and practices. It may be argued that there are differences in how the two groups 
understand and translate the ideas of strategic orientations through their value 
systems (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020).  

Likewise, the idea that the logic of the media is perceived subjectively, and 
therefore research on mediatization processes should examine the understandings 
of the media rather than the actual media (Nölleke and Scheu, 2018), this study 
investigates the perceptions of organizational and strategic science communication 
on the seldomly studied micro-level of individuals and the influence of these 
perceptions on their digital actions. The micro-level perceptions are studied 
qualitatively to identify common patterns and to link the results to meso- and 
macro-level phenomena (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020; Pallas et al., 2016). 
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3 Research methodology 

3.1 The rationale for the research methodology and design 

This study utilizes a qualitative-driven methodology for researching the different 
strategic orientations in the organizational science communication context. More 
specifically, the study combines thematic analysis, genre theoretical approach, and 
Scandinavian institutionalism with a critical realist approach.  

The research builds on a critical realist understanding that “although many 
things are real, they are real in different ways or modes” (Fleetwood 2005: 199; 
Karvonen, 1999). Critical realist philosophy derives from the understanding that 
there is a world outside of the human mind, and entities can exist independently of 
our identification of them (Fleetwood, 2004; Fleetwood, 2005). However, many 
critical realists also acknowledge that human knowledge is partly a social 
construction (Sousa, 2010). 

In some traditions, critical realism has been positioned within the empirical 
realism of positivism. This study follows the lines of critical realism in the context 
of organizational studies, where it is employed as a relatively new position and still 
developing to better reflect the complex social and causal configurations of 
phenomena (Vincent and O’Mahoney, 2018). The influence of different 
institutional forces could also be studied from a social constructivist approach. 
However, the critical realist approach applied in this study follows the attempt to 
offer a more fruitful alternative than the distinction between the social 
constructionist ontology associated with postmodernism, subjectivist, inductive, 
and interpretive approaches, and the empirical realist ontology associated with 
positivism, objectivist, and deductive approaches, which are typically aligned with 
quantitative empirical methods (Fleetwood, 2004, 2005; Vincent and O’Mahoney, 
2018). 

This study can be seen as descriptive, as its purpose is to provide a picture of 
the phenomena as it occurs. It also entails features of an exploratory study as the 
study seeks to explore aspects of a phenomenon of which not much is known about 
in the research literature (Gray, 2004).  

According to Sousa (2010), critical realist science strives to discover the nature 
of the world, including entities’ powers, liabilities, and tendencies, and so it 
increases the human ability to explain the occurrence of events. Accordingly, 
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critical realist researchers aim to understand and make sense of, that is, describe 
and explain, the many-sided world one inhabits.  

As entities can exist without someone constructing them, the idea also 
encompasses tacit knowledge; for example, there are rules of the workplace that 
exist independently of articulable knowledge but not of tacit knowledge (Fleetwood, 
2005). Therefore, beyond direct observation, it is also possible to posit other 
potential mechanisms that may be neither manifest nor readily observable, but that 
still have an effect on and, accordingly, a key commitment to critical realist research 
in that there are deeper levels awaiting discovery (Vincent and O’Mahoney, 2018). 
The role of social sciences is to seek, identify, and describe the conceptions of 
agents engaged in social practices (Bhaskar, 2008: 253). 

Critical realist scholars aim to develop tentative, descriptive, and explanatory 
accounts of causal powers, mechanisms, and configurations at work, underlying the 
observed and experienced phenomena of interest (Sousa, 2010) also in this study. 
Causality in the critical realist approach pertains to the production of change. 
Critical realism recognizes that causes can be unobservable and immaterial and 
therefore resistant to observation, experimentation, measurement, or quantification, 
because they exist in the extra-material, discursive part of the world. Critical 
realists emphasize the complexity of social life and its explanations, as 
multicausality prevails in the world under mutable contingencies, tendencies, and 
countertendencies at work (Sousa, 2010).  

As the tendencies and causes can be resistant to direct observation (Vincent 
and O’Mahoney, 2018), the interview method was deemed appropriate, with the 
intention of eliciting interviewees' accounts of their perceptions, understandings, 
and interpretations (Mason, 2004).  

This study is focused on researchers’ and communication professionals’ views 
and uses the dissertation process as an important opportunity, in particular, to give 
voice to the science communication professionals that are an under-researched 
group, although science communication research literature makes many 
assumptions concerning them, see section 2.2.1.  

The interactional interview dialogues followed the different interviewee’s 
perspectives, reflecting Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009) argument that: “the process 
of knowing through conversations is intersubjective and social, involving 
interviewer and interviewee as co-constructors of knowledge” (p. 18).  

According to Vincent and O’Mahoney (2018), holding research knowledge on 
the world’s causal mechanisms, configurations, and prevailing contingent 
conditions, scholars are often capable of assessing the causal efficacy of co- and 
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countertendencies at work, hence potentially providing highly qualified predictions 
about the likelihood of the occurrence of certain events. They claim that the 
knowledge obtained in one context about a single case is not confined to the 
boundaries of the case itself but is theoretically transferable across a class of cases 
with common antecedents. Therefore, qualitative critical realist researchers and the 
descriptive findings of this study seek to develop knowledge that serves 
transferable generalizations that can be reapplied in analyses of similar institutional 
settings, which are many within academia under current funding regimes in Europe, 
and the funding of large-scale research projects show no signs of abating at the 
international level. 

Matching the research methodology with the research context  

The philosophical perspective of the study goes hand in hand with the selection of 
methods. The dichotomy between the positivist and social constructionist 
approaches is by critical realist theorists seen to be theoretically flawed, because it 
is based on an assumption that some data should be ruled out simply on the basis 
of whether it is appropriate and consonant with the general orientation of the 
approach (Vincent and O’Mahoney, 2018).  

Critical realist scholars seek to overcome the dualism of objectivism or 
subjectivism by distinguishing between ontology (what is real) and epistemology 
(what we know) by combining epistemological relativism and ontological realism 
(Vincent and O’Mahoney, 2018). For many critical realists, the emergent stratified 
nature of social reality means that a wide range of qualitative research techniques 
is necessary for richer conceptualizations (Sousa, 2010; Vincent and O’Mahoney, 
2018). Existing theory can be an invaluable tool in developing a deeper 
understanding: 

As different theories emphasize different aspects of mechanisms that are 
simultaneously implicated in a pattern of events, retroduction implies a 
commitment to theoretical pluralism, at least at the outset of an investigation. 
Multiple theoretical lenses can be considered for what they tell us about the 
various and stratified influences that are affecting the things we observe. (p. 
14). 

Accordingly, this study discusses the data through different theoretical approaches. 
Qualitative research techniques are employed in this study in accordance with the 
specific objectives of the study (Sousa, 2010). 
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The critical realist knowledge needs to be, to some extent, practically adequate 
as Sousa (2010) states. According to him, scientific knowledge, besides describing 
and explaining the world, informs and guides practice within the world.  

Besley (2020) and Peters (2020) also note that the communication researchers 
need to work with the science communication practitioners’ knowledge to develop 
the research field to identify potential research needs, which underlay the aims of 
this study, as the author works as a communication professional in a research 
organization. Thus, engagement with existing literature primed the interview topics, 
which were also guided by the interviewer’s knowledge of the context, and because 
of the lack of relevant research literature as presented in sections 1 and 2. 

The interviews were semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with researchers 
and communication professionals. A sequence of questions was planned in advance, 
and to enable reliable data comparison, the interview questions remained broadly 
consistent. They were still flexible enough to follow up particular areas and allowed 
unexpected themes to emerge (Mason, 2004), thus engendering rich, descriptive, 
and explanatory accounts. The dialogues were ethnographic interviews in the sense 
that they followed an ongoing relationship and contact in the field, whereby the 
interviewer was herself involved in the wider project, extending the possibility for 
rapport between the parties (Mason, 2004). However, as some of the discussed 
topics were related to the activities of the interviewer, some ‘expected answers’ 
cannot be excluded. For minimizing this effect, the interviews were conducted at 
the end of the interviewer’s involvement with the group, and her role was made 
clear and explicitly discussed at the beginning of each interview. 

Reflexivity denotes all efforts to critically expose the social context in which 
knowledge is created, developed, and assessed (Sousa, 2010); accordingly, in order 
to raise confidence in this study’s interpretations and validity, declarations of the 
author’s involvement with the group and inevitable subjectivity is acknowledged. 

In a qualitative approach, research aims for sensitivity instead of objectivity, 
recognizing that professional knowledge may blind or enable researchers’ 
analytical apparatus to see connections within the data (Corbin and Strauss, 2015). 
As the author is herself a communication professional and had ongoing 
involvement with the study’s case project before the research interviews and 
analysis were conducted, it was particularly important to reflect on how this 
position of situated researcher affected the produced knowledge. Corbin and 
Strauss (2015) provide thought processes for this. These include the following: an 
expert researching the area under review needs to be an instrument in, and not the 
focus of, what emerges; carefully discern and compare the author’s background 
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knowledge against data, never losing sight of the data themselves. Frequent 
reflection comprised that it is not a researcher’s perception of an event that matters, 
but what interviewees are saying. 

On the other hand, background, knowledge, and experience not only enable 
researchers to be more sensitive to concepts in data but also enable them to see 
connections between concepts. Professional knowledge can enhance sensitivity as 
a researcher moves along in the analysis: it is the professional experience that 
enables her to dig beneath the surface and respond to data (Corbin and Strauss, 
2015). Moreover, choosing a research problem through the professional experience 
route may be a more valuable indicator of a potentially successful research 
endeavor than a more abstract source (Corbin and Strauss, 2015). 

The dual role of the researcher could be elaborated not only to discuss this as 
a threat to the validity that was avoided with certain procedures, but also to 
highlight the potentials of this emic position of the researcher, although in recent 
years, clear-cut distinctions to the etic position has begun to collapse, rendering 
emic–etic perspectives a continuum rather than a fixed position (Whitaker, 2017). 

The emic is concerned with collating insider accounts which explore actions 
primarily in terms of the actors’ self-understanding, and constructs are devised from 
insider accounts gathered in interviews. In contrast, the etic approach often starts 
with theory that may hold less local resonance for participants inside the setting 
being studied, while the conceptual schemes and categories are regarded as 
appropriate by the community of scientific observers (Whitaker, 2017). This study 
strives to balance on this continuum and explore whether the theoretical 
orientations to strategic science communication find correspondence among the 
interviewees, and how their knowledge may contribute to science communication 
and other fields of communication studies. 

This also resonates with the discussions of engaged and reflexive sociology 
building on both by calling attention to the two-way travels of knowledge 
production. For example, the scholarship of STS ‘making and doing’ is about 
scholars learning by using involvement to problematize their own intentions and 
actions in projects. (Downey and Zuiderent-Jerak, (2016).  

In the critical realist approach employed in this study, changes in knowledge 
and practice usually go hand in hand, through reciprocal confirmation (Sousa, 
2010); therefore, the practical aim of this study is, based on the results, to provide 
a model to enhance organizational science communication practices. 

The richness and thickness of the data corpus, particularly through the 
presented analytical approaches, allow material for several research articles, and 
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may be used in future research. As a practice of reflexivity, saturation is more than 
a matter of no new categories or themes emerging as it also denotes a development 
of categories (Corbin and Strauss, 2015). Therefore, for the theoretical and practical 
aims, as well as scope of this study, the relevant themes discovered and presented 
in section 4 were sufficiently developed. 

The Scandinavian Institutionalism’s relevance to the study  

This summarizing report presents synthesis and conclusions by combining results 
from the research articles. The purpose of this study suggests that adopting the 
Scandinavian institutional perspective is a suitable framework that allows an 
additional and productive approach to the articles and provides a firm analytical 
backbone for the analysis to answer the main research question.  

This study explores how the two professional groups reflect and act upon ideas, 
thereby introducing diversity into the motives, representations, and understandings 
of science communication and also to the ways in which actors interact with other 
organizational professions when they are preparing to communicate. Also, for this 
reason, Scandinavian institutionalism is suitable, as it allows the examination and 
comparisons in relation to members of other professional groups across 
organizations (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020; Pallas et al., 2016). 

Scandinavian institutionalism has mostly been addressed and developed by 
Scandinavian researchers, which further argues for its suitability for this study, 
which is conducted in Finland. Recent studies employing Scandinavian 
institutionalism also allow the argument for its potential contribution to the field of 
science communication research: Pallas et al. (2016) examined researchers’ and 
communication professionals’ mutual views on mediatization, and Lövgren (2017) 
studied universities’ communication units’ work with social media, with a 
constructivist outlook. In fact, these are two of the very few qualitative, interview-
based comparisons between researchers and communication professionals, while 
quantitative survey-based studies also remain rare (for exception, see Yuan et al., 
2019).  

Therefore, the employment of the Scandinavian institutional framework also 
strives to introduce and further elaborate the framework for future uses in the field 
of organizational science communication research, as its scholars have requested 
imports of theories and approaches from various disciplines to assist the field’s 
theoretical development (Schäfer et al. (2019). As for critical realism, as mentioned 
above, multiple theoretical lenses, including institutionalism, can be combined to 
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be “transferable generalizations that can be reapplied in analyses of similar 
institutional settings” (Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2018: 14).  

3.2 Research context 

This research focuses on the inter-organizational BCDC Energy Research project 
(2015–2021), based at five different academic organizations in the north and south 
of Finland. Funded by the Strategic Research Council (SRC) at the Academy of 
Finland, this interdisciplinary research project on renewable energy involves 
approximately 40 researchers and 15 communication professionals across five 
organizations. The inter-organizational project provides the empirical context and 
is a prominent example of a temporary organization (Janowicz-Panjaitan, 2009) 
that typically lasts a limited time and has multiple funding sources (Karmowska et 
al., 2017). The SRC funds research that is likely to have societal impact, and the 
strategic research themes are approved by the Finnish Government. The projects’ 
interaction plans must describe the goals, means, stakeholders, and implementation 
of the interaction activities in detail, including social media. Every six months, the 
metrics on the activity and scale of the funded projects’ research and interaction 
activities and impact narratives are monitored. The SRC develops impact 
evaluation with the European Commission and international peers, such as the 
UK’s Research Excellence Framework (REF). 

The BCDC Energy Research project’s science communication activities were 
organized across its five work packages (WP), emphasizing researchers’ tweeting 
and blogging, with the support of the communication professionals in their 
affiliated home organizations, including the author of this study. A loose network 
of these communication professionals was established to provide support for this 
project amongst numerous other projects with other funders partnered by their 
organizations. The majority of researchers had no previous experience in blogging 
or tweeting in their professional roles.  

The empirical work is focused on one project, but the context is not limited to 
the one project as such. The specific project entails five organizations, multiple 
research fields, and professional levels, which expands the empirical scope of the 
dissertation. The interviewees were simultaneously affiliated in their own 
organizations and joined their resources temporarily to work together for this 
project, while many also participated in other ongoing projects. Thus, the BCDC 
Energy project provides a platform and a viewpoint on science communication as 
an organizational and interorganizational practice in several organizations, as the 
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interviewees considered their views from the project’s point of view, extending it 
towards the wider academic contexts as they know it. 

3.3 Research interviews 

A pre-questionnaire, contextualizing the interviews and the interview guide, was 
inspired by previous science communication studies. The pre-questionnaire was not 
meant to function as an exhaustive list or quantitative data, but served as a thought-
provoking tool for the interviews and as such is not included in the analysis.  

The articles present a qualitative analysis of semi-structured, face-to-face 
interviews with researchers and communication professionals. “Data corpus refers 
to all data collected for a particular research project, while data set refers to all the 
data from the corpus that are being used for a particular analysis” (Braun and Clarke, 
2006: 57). The empirical analyses draw from a corpus of altogether 32 interviews 
with researchers and communication professionals. All the articles in this 
dissertation utilize this data corpus, and explore it from different analytical 
perspectives. The interview topics formed the different sequences for the interviews 
resulting in rich data sets for each of the sub-studies. The interviews lasted on 
average for nearly two hours (54–132 min). They were held at their place of work 
or in workplace coffee rooms, during June–August 2017. 

The interviews were structured around the main topics: the aims, values, 
participation, and organizational support for science communication. It included 
questions such as “What should the goals of science communication be like in 
society?”; “For what purposes should researchers in general use online/social 
media?”; “What kind of topics are important for science communication training, 
why?”. Additionally, concepts such as ‘branding’ and ‘representation’ were 
discussed. The questions were similar for both groups, though the communication 
professionals were also asked about the relationship between the research projects 
and their organization’s communications. For the purposes of article III, the 
researchers were asked to select, read, and analyze their own or another researcher’s 
blog posts and tweets related to the BCDC Energy Research project. Questions for 
the researchers included: “What does the text do?”; “Assess how effective and 
appropriate the metaphors and style of the text are for representing science,” and 
“Why?”  

This study was one of the project’s interaction research team’s works that the 
project members were informed of during the founding phases of the overall project. 
Invitations to interviews for this study were emailed, and the participants gave their 
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consent for the interview data to be used for research purposes according to the 
ethical principles of research in the humanities and social and behavioral sciences 
and the Finnish Personal Data Act. 

All the interviewed researchers (n=17) had participated in the project’s 
communication activities by blogging or tweeting. Their fields included the 
sciences (n=3), social sciences and humanities (n=3), economics (n=5), and 
information technology (n=6) from five different research organizations. Five of 
them were professors or leaders of their research units or the project’s WPs; four 
had post-doc positions; and eight were doctoral or project researchers, all in all 
comprising five nationalities. Although some differences between disciplines, 
professional age of the interviewees, and by gender were detected, more detailed 
characterizations were not the focus of this research, as for example disciplinary 
differences are well researched elsewhere, see for example Ho et al. (2020) and 
Peters (2013).  

The interviewed communication professionals (n=15) had positions which 
varied from supporting communication roles alongside their core tasks, to full-time 
communication officers, and half of the professionals were in managerial roles. All 
were connected to the project and together form a group of interviewees that may 
be characterized as representatives of an organizational science communication 
ecosystem. The group represents all of the interviewed researchers’ affiliated 
universities and governmental research institutes on the levels of faculties, centers, 
and central communication units, as well as interviewees from a peer project, 
strategic partner, associated science communication agency, funding body, and the 
Finnish Government. Three of these professionals also had other positions as 
researchers.  

3.4 Analysis 

All the interviews were conducted and audio-recorded by the author, two of them 
as videocalls, the majority in Finnish and three in English. Interviews were 
transcribed verbatim by an assistant. Thematic analysis was used as a method for 
identifying and analyzing patterns of meaning and the ways broader social contexts 
underlie those meanings (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Clarke and Braun, 2014). 
Although existing conceptualizations were used to organize data into codes, 
insights deviating from existing literature drew analytical attention and generated 
clusters of codes that assisted in the construction of major and sub-themes when re-
reading and reviewing the themes at the second level of the thematic analysis. 
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The analysis combines the descriptive and interpretive levels of thematic 
analysis to examine the underlying ideas in order to interpret, organize, and make 
interconnections between themes, with conclusions drawn from across the whole 
analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Clarke and Braun, 2014). As Braun and Clark 
(2006: 81) emphasize: “it is important that the theoretical position of a thematic 
analysis is made clear”. They state that thematic analysis can be used within 
different methods, and that the ‘contextualist’ method, sitting between the two poles 
of positivism and constructionism, is characterized by theories such as critical 
realism. It can be used together with thematic analysis acknowledging “the ways 
individuals make meaning of their experience, and, in turn, the ways the broader 
social context impinges on those meanings, while retaining focus on the material 
and other limits of ‘reality’” (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 81). Accordingly, as 
mentioned above, and to clarify the focus of the analysis on the level of interview 
transcripts, this study follows the critical realist scholars’ aim to develop tentative, 
descriptive, and explanatory accounts of mechanisms and configurations at work, 
underlying the observed and experienced phenomena of interest (Sousa, 2010), see 
section 3.1. The analysis process involved iterations between the empirical data, 
coding process, and existing theory, and through revisions of the original codes and 
their interrelations, key themes were identified.  

This dissertation includes three publications and this summarizing study. The 
use of thematic analysis has evolved and improved from focused use to extensions 
to Scandinavian institutionalism and combination with the genre theoretical 
approach to foster the beneficial interaction of the analytical lenses and increase 
analytical depth in the process of the study, which is presented next. 

In article I, thematic analysis, as described above, was employed as the main 
analytical method. Coding of the objectives of science communication was 
anticipated from the research literature, as well as the role of organizations as to 
what the researchers prefer representing. The emergent patterns clustering around 
the flexibility of organizational structures and underlying conceptualizations such 
as duty were inductively analyzed. The role of funders was also identified as 
relevant during inductive coding. 

In article II the analytical framework was extended with Scandinavian 
institutionalism, which was introduced and applied. To systematically scrutinize 
the types of challenges in researchers’ and communication professionals’ 
intersections emerged, Scandinavian institutionalist framework’s elements were 
used to observe, analyze, and describe the different aspects of the challenges in the 
focus of article II, and in which ways the challenges emerged. The detected sub-
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themes were organized to major themes, according to the elements of artifacts, 
symbolic systems, relations systems, and routines (Pallas et al., 2016); Scott, 2014). 
For the purposes of article II, artifacts and symbolic systems were combined into 
an analytical category of ‘organizational and societal roles’ to help detect in the 
data challenges in the ways in which the production of science communication 
artifacts (e.g., blogs and tweets) changes from the viewpoint of symbolic systems 
of expectations, values, and organizational and societal duties underlying the 
production. The element of relational systems helped to identify challenges related 
to the changes in the interplay and modes of collaboration between the researchers 
and communication professionals as ‘relationships’; finally, routines were detected 
and described as the ‘changing working practices and strategies’.  

In article III, Kjellberg’s (2014) genre theoretical approach was employed with 
thematic analysis in the analytical framework to systematically scrutinize how the 
digital academic discourse practices emerged. The framework included aspects that 
can be used to describe and organize the sub-themes’ characteristics based on 
‘form’, ‘content’, and ‘purpose’. The form described how the communicative 
purpose is structured visually and verbally, with the content describing the 
addressed topics. The purpose was used to describe the shared, recurring 
communicative aim and underlying wider social agency. The process was described 
as the researchers’ perceptions of enacting digital academic discourse practices.  

Working systematically with a large data set was managed with Nvivo11 
software and memo-writing. Determination of the reliability of the coding frame 
with inter-rater reliability scores was not sought, as coding was understood as an 
active and reflexive process, with no one correct procedure, inevitably bearing the 
mark of the coder (Clarke and Braun, 2014).  

3.4.1 Scandinavian institutionalism as an analytical framework 

With the help of the Scandinavian institutional framework the key aspects in 
research articles that are most relevant for the purposes of the overall study were 
detected. To be able to understand how ideas associated with strategic science 
communication are understood and transfer among organizational contexts and 
positions, this study applies as an analytical framework Scott’s (2014: 96) four 
different carriers of institutional elements: relational systems, routines, artifacts, 
and symbolical systems applied in Scandinavian institutionalist approaches.  

How and to what extent the ideas are edited varies by the type of ‘carrier’. 
Carrier does not refer to the simple transmission of an idea, practice, or an artifact 



62 

but emphasizes that rules, norms, and beliefs also flow across boundaries of time 
and space, bearing institutional elements (Scott, 2014: 95):  

It is readily apparent that carriers are important in considering the ways in 
which institutions change, whether in convergent or divergent ways. They 
point to a set of fundamental mechanisms that allow us to account for how 
ideas move through space and time, who or what is transporting them, and how 
they may be transformed by their journey.  

Carriers appear in research literature associated with a variety of labels, including 
diffusion of innovation, technology transfer, organizational learning, and 
intermediaries, where a theme observed across all of these areas is that “carriers are 
never neutral modes of transmission, but affect the nature of the message and the 
ways in which it is received” (Scott, 2014: 95). 

To guide and enhance the quality of the analysis, the research articles were 
systematically organized around and analyzed with the help of the concept of 
institutional elements: relational systems, routines, artifacts, and symbolic systems 
(Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017, 2020; Scott, 2014), introduced below, which 
structured how the analysis approached the main research question. 

The articles’ results were firstly analyzed, categorized, and combined into 
thematic accounts representing the four types of carriers of institutional elements. 
The articles were treated individually, each categorized as mainly focusing on one 
of the four categories: article I on relational systems; article II on routines; article 
III on artifacts; and descriptions of symbolical systems were observed in all articles, 
see Figure 1. However, it is acknowledged that the different aspects cannot be 
analyzed in isolation from each other, which is obvious in some parts of the analysis. 
The focus was put on identifying, describing and analyzing patterns in how the 
strategic orientations and related organizational challenges were understood from 
the viewpoint of the two professional groups.  

The second iterative step compared the two groups’ perceptions of different 
carriers by and within which the various strands of strategic orientations were 
translated in research organizations by organizational members who are embedded 
in different situations and professional preferences. This analysis, presented in 
section 4, shows whether, among whom, and in what ways strategic orientations 
appeared in the contemporary challenges of organizational science communication. 

The definition of the concept of carriers of institutional elements are based on 
Fredriksson and Pallas’ (2017, 2020) and Scott’s (2014) formulation, adjusted for 
the analysis and analyzed in this study as follows: 
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– Relational systems, section 4.1 
– Routines, section 4.2 
– Artifacts, section 4.3  
– Symbolic systems, section 4.4 

“Institutional categories and norms shape, and are shaped by, shifting relational 
systems” (Scott, 2014: 99). Relational systems are made of social networks, where 
individuals, groups, and organizations act as nodes, opinion leaders, bridges, and 
liaisons. These networks include formal, as well as informal, connections and 
function as an infrastructure for information exchange between actors (Fredriksson 
and Pallas, 2017, 2020). Relational systems include notions of whom organizations 
need to create and maintain relationships with and what value these relationships 
need to be infused with. Relational systems also may include identities, 
interpersonal, and inter-organizational links and structures (Lövgren, 2017: 58; 
Scott, 2014: 99); and linkages with external interest groups may be part of relational 
systems (Pallas et al., 2016). In this study, the relational systems were mainly 
detected in article I. 

Routines are patterned actions and procedures encoded in repetitive activities 
based on actors’ tacit knowledge. They include schematic, as well as performative, 
aspects and thereby hold both a general idea of what to do, how to do it, when to 
do it, as well as specific actions taken by specific actors at a specific time 
(Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017). Routines are to be understood in terms of specific 
prescriptions about how organizations ought to be set up, how they should allocate 
their resources, how they should respond to their media environments, and what 
activities and ‘standard operating procedures’ organizations are expected to 
perform (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020). For the purposes of this study, the routines 
were especially looked at in article II. 

Artifacts refer to ideas about what types of materials organizations are expected 
to produce and distribute in order to assist the organization in performing its tasks 
and responsibilities (Pallas et al., 2016), but the concept also covers how these 
materials ought to be written, formatted, and distributed (Fredriksson and Pallas, 
2020). Artifacts are tangible objects, such as tools, equipment, and technologies but 
also different types of products and materials. These objects are by no means 
determined in how they are about to be interpreted and used, rather the opposite. 
People tend to maintain a level of flexibility in their understanding on how to 
interact with artifacts. Media has become a field with high levels of technology, 
and the production of communication materials does reassemble the production of 
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news and digital contents. News products, such as texts and images, are also 
examples of artifacts (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020). Artifacts include material 
culture and contain important material aspects: objects signifying standards or 
possessing symbolical value, e.g., websites (Lövgren, 2017; Scott, 2014), but their 
meaning and use can vary over time and space. The introduction of the same 
technology may produce different effects on the practices of uses, as well as on the 
organization structures incorporating them. Mechanisms, such as interpretation and 
translation, can be applied to artifacts, as well as other types of carriers (Scott, 
2014), and studied, for example, as adaptions of the media logics recognized in the 
mediatization literature in Pallas et al. (2016) and article III, which studied the 
digital academic discourse practices that the researchers create. 

Symbolic systems include stories, instructions, laws, and other forms of 
discourses that suggest motives and principles behind media-related activities 
(Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020) as rules, values, and discourses regarding a social 
phenomenon. These rules and values are to a certain extent “external” to actors and 
inscribed and codified in laws, regulations, and standards but to a certain degree 
also subjective, internalized cognitive frames formulated as expectations, concepts, 
and principles. Regarding media, “it is evident that many concepts infusing modern 
organizations are interlinked with an idea rooted in communication in general and 
media in particular. How organizations are categorized, described and valued and 
whether perceived as successful or not, is often evaluated from a media related 
stand point” (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017: 10). In this study’s analysis, various 
types of symbolic and subjectively internalized schemata and values underlying the 
production and distribution of digital science communication were observed in all 
the articles. 
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4 Results and discussion 
The following chapters 4.1–4.4 present the research results and related discussion, 
starting with presenting the relevant contemporary organizational challenges of 
science communication in accordance to the categories of Scandinavian 
institutionalism as the analytical framework: relational systems, routines, artifacts, 
and symbolic system. The analysis of the interview data allowed the identification 
of key themes in each category outlined in Figure 2. Against the backdrop of the 
presented contemporary challenges of organizational science communication, the 
following chapter 4.5 will identify and analyze how different professional groups 
understood and translated strategic orientations.  

4.1 Research funding system and strategic orientation (Article I) 

In order to answer the first research sub-question, “How do organizations and 
funding bodies influence science communication motivations and practices”, the 
findings of article I are reflected here from the viewpoint of relational systems. 
They are made of networks, including formal and informal connections and 
functioning as an infrastructure, where individuals, groups, and organizations act 
as nodes, opinion leaders, and liaisons that carry ideas and institutional elements 
(Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017, 2020).  

Article I shows the relational system as an interplay among the actors: the 
researchers’ and communication professionals’ perceptions of the funding bodies’ 
expectations. The results allowed for detection of 1) the funding system's differing 
influences on researchers and communication professionals, and 2) the temporality 
of organizational structures as the key themes.  

4.1.1 Funding system and the aims of science communication 

The funding bodies appear to form a significant actor that both groups take into 
consideration in their communication motivations and practices in differing ways. 
In terms of relational systems, the strategic orientation appears as directions of with 
whom the researchers and communication professionals need to create and 
maintain a relational system and what values and dependencies these relationships 
are infused with (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017, 2020).  

The researchers’ strategic orientation towards the funders was visible in the 
results of article I, showing that the funders appear to be influencing the aims, 
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assumptions, and cultures of organizational science communication. According to 
article I, sometimes this appeared in an artificial nature, for example, in the case of 
grant applications and monitoring of the communication efforts as gaps between 
‘motives espoused’ by science policy and the motives, which are then ‘enacted’ like 
Weingart and Joubert (2019) also described. This resembles the origins of 
overhyping in a similar vein as Watermeyer and Lewis (2018) found, potentially 
contributing to a decrease in the academic community’s respect for science 
communication. The results of article I allow to agree that science communication 
has been tainted by ‘interests’, not only on the level of the organizations, as 
Weingart and Guenther (2016) stated, but on the level of researchers, who are not 
merely advancing the overall scientific enterprise but also representing their 
organizational identifications, as found by Horst (2013), and self-interest to ensure 
employment, as Chubb and Watermeyer (2017) noted. 

Whereas the landmark study of Marcinkowski et al. (2014) showed that 
researchers’ willingness to go public was influenced by organizational aspects and 
expectations, article I in this study shows that the influence originates in the 
perceived funding policies’ expectations. This allows the suggestion that this 
structural shift may place new demands on communication professionals to act as 
organizational ‘gatekeepers’ in a similar vein to the Lo et al. (2019) findings that 
reported communication professionals preventing overhyping of research by 
researchers.  

Different groups within organizations understand and translate ideas, such as 
strategic thinking, differently through their value systems (Fredriksson and Pallas, 
2020). A notable difference and contrast between the two analyzed groups in this 
study was observed as the communication professionals’ tendency to ally with the 
funding bodies. They more frequently and clearly expressed their support to 
funders’ goals for societal impact than the researchers, seeing the drives for 
communicating scientific knowledge and results beyond academia as constructive. 
The communication professionals thought of the funding bodies’ communication 
goals and expectations as promoting increased science communication amongst the 
Finnish academic community, and also furthering resources, as the funders’ 
influence – through projects – triggers researchers to create positive 
communication practices. In fact, the communication professionals find funders’ 
incentives a particularly helpful tool to compel science communication activities 
over the researchers’ communication activity far more powerfully than the 
communication units would otherwise be able to apply alone, as one communicator 
described:  
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Communicator 33, project: “It’s the funding that made this [science 
communication] possible . . . There is no way I could see this realizing into any 
greater action without this funder . . . Researchers are positive – not just 
fulfilling another funder’s requirement but quickly creating positive practices, 
implying that researchers support this. And they really take action.” 

This contrasts previous research which has found funders’ pressures ineffective 
(Heidenreich, 2018). As researchers have been described as “notoriously difficult 
members from the point of view of the organization’s management” by Rödder 
(2020: 177), the findings of article I imply effective influence of the funding bodies 
on science communication activity through the relational system within academia. 

4.1.2 Temporal structures, purposes, and fragmented 
communication  

Relational systems also include organizational structure and identities (Lövgren, 
2017), and relatedly, article I shows that the researchers’ organizational 
identifications and representations are optional and governed with flexibility due 
to the shifting, temporal organizational affiliations. This supports suggestions 
where researchers’ digital identities can become muddled (Grand et al., 2016) 
among researchers working with multiple projects. The competitiveness within 
academia and the proliferation and shortness of research projects identified in 
article I connect with and strengthen the previous findings on the researchers’ 
tendency to focus on serendipitous, short-term objectives, often superseding the 
drive towards larger societal goals as strategic communication (Besley et al., 2018; 
Wilkinson and Weitkamp, 2013).  

Furthermore, according to article I, numerous externally funded research 
projects partnered by the research organizations are operating with competing 
agendas, often dispersing rather than drawing together key messages. In amongst 
these challenges, communication professionals seek to create links and coherence 
amongst the various communication efforts in order to create some level of clarity 
for the public and the stakeholders who may be following the occurring science 
communication. While acknowledging the multifaceted nature of academia, some 
communication professionals in article I worried that this dispersion could be 
perceived as fragmentation of scientific knowledge. This finding contributes to the 
discussion on inconsistency (Edwards and Fredriksson, 2017), by highlighting the 
thin line between approaching inconsistency as a fundamental characteristic of 
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organizations and communication or seeing it as an implication of difficulty in 
organizing communication. 

Article I answers the first research sub-question as well as supports the overall 
dissertation by showing, on the level of the relational system, that the differences 
in strategic orientations appear differently and unevenly in the intersections 
between researchers and communication professionals. According to the 
conclusion of article I, the general effect of the routes in which public 
communication and engagement is perceived and funded within academia, as a 
temporal project structure, may create differing strategic communication goals and 
challenging structural dynamics, potentially resulting in the presentation of 
fragmented images of research to the public. 

4.2 Strategic orientations and changing occupational routines 
(Article II) 

In answer to sub-question 2, “What are the emerging challenges in researchers’ and 
in-house communication professionals’ collaboration?”, the results of article II are 
interpreted here as the changing organizational routines (Fredriksson and Pallas, 
2017, 2020). Article II highlights ambiguous organizational settings and changes 
between the two professions’ collaboration routines in identified key themes of: 1) 
changes in the interplay and modes of collaboration between the two groups; and 
2) changing working practices and strategies. 

4.2.1 Changes in the interplay and modes of collaboration 

In article II, researchers note that they sometimes get absorbed in their research 
work and wish that the communication professionals would help them recall the 
bigger picture of the societal relevance of conducted research. However, at the same 
time, the communication professionals trust the researchers to be following the 
societal discussions online relevant to their research, as one communication 
professional put it: 

Communicator 31, university: ”Absolutely, we count on the researchers to 
know where the relevant discussions for them are happening; if this is not the 
case, we really need to think.” 

This reveals a gap between the two professions’ responsibilities and seems to leave 
the monitoring of strategic issues online (Vos et al., 2014) unmanned. Furthermore, 
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the results of article II describe how the researchers are not able to offer up news 
topics, because they are too absorbed in their own topics and, therefore, don’t 
recognize the newsworthy potential. In turn, the communication professionals may 
not recognize the hidden news value among numerous research topics in the 
faculties that may be left falling into a gap between the two occupations. Routines 
of the two groups, based on actors’ tacit knowledge, don’t seem to align their 
general ideas on how and when to generate and validate information (Fredriksson 
and Pallas, 2020; Pallas et al., 2016). Thus, the blurring occupational routines seem 
to suggest that both groups view mutual, evolving roles in incompatible ways as 
suggested by Falkheimer et al. (2016) and reveal unclear areas of responsibilities.  

In terms of prescriptions of routines, the two groups differ in regarding how 
they should respond to their media environments and what activities and standard 
operating procedures they are expected to activate, including the performative 
aspects (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020). Restrictions to participation appeared 
among researchers as deeper uncertainties regarding unspoken, thus challenging, 
cultural codes of participation online, along König’s (2020) suggestions, here 
connected to the researcher role. In some researchers’ views, this could be described 
as a cross-draught between the importance of participation in online discussions, 
but being uncomfortable with managing the new digital roles, discussed in article 
II as their online persona in line with Grand, et al.’s (2016) study. 

4.2.2 Changing working practices and strategies 

In article II, researchers invite an organizer into the communication professionals’ 
changing roles, as simple routines and clear responsibilities may release the 
communication potential of a research group, supporting notions that scientists’ 
participation in science communication via social media should be manageable 
(McClain and Neeley, 2014). The researchers would allow communication 
professionals to aggregate the communication of the scattered topics of a faculty to 
avoid potential cacophony, but not to lead the researchers’ communication, 
resembling Rödder’s (2020) notion of communication professionals being 
proportioned to exercise indirect influence without control. In the data, researchers’ 
communication activities are dependent on the scientific lead’s recognition, which 
is crucial for the researcher’s activity, as was stated by Borchelt and Nielsen (2014) 
and Dreher (2014).  

On the level of routines, the need for organization may be understood in terms 
of specific prescriptions about how organizations ought to be set up (Fredriksson 
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and Pallas, 2020). In this sense, the data brought forth unclarities in how the 
communication work should be arranged in the fragmented research organizations, 
as the communication professionals reported challenges in their attempts to 
coordinate or integrate the communication activities similar to previous research 
(Davies, 2020; Overton-de Klerk and Verwey, 2013; Pallas et al., 2016). The 
communication professionals in this data also have to maneuver among internal 
complexities as a prerequisite to outreach brought forth by previous studies (Autzen 
and Weitkamp, 2019; Lo et al., 2019; Rödder, 2020) among numerous projects 
highlighted in articles II and also in article I. Communication professionals in 
article II also reported lacking resources, as in Pinto et al. (2017), that may cause 
coherent views getting lost between communication team members or 
organizational sectors.  

In article II, researchers clearly regarded strategic planning of science 
communication as the duty of others, resembling previous findings of outsourcing 
(Casini and Neresini, 2013; Heidenreich, 2018) and were not willing to attend to 
laborious strategic thinking over the goals of public communication, for example 
in training, as previous studies have suggested (Besley et al., 2018). Distancing 
from strategic thinking reflects earlier notions of science communication activities 
(Casini and Neresini, 2013) and organizational social media communication 
enacted ad hoc, rather than being strategically planned (Macnamara and Zerfass, 
2012). Furthermore, many communication professionals’ views resembled the 
scholars' notions of the unsuitability of traditional organization-centric forms of 
strategic communication with the philosophies of the openness of social media 
emphasized by Macnamara and Zerfass (2012) and Zerfass and Volk (2018), and 
understood communication strategy rather as ‘emergent’ (Overton-de Klerk and 
Verwey, 2013). In these results, strategic orientation, understood as building 
capacity to reach long-term desired effects with researchers’ (Besley et al., 2018) 
and community communication (Besley, 2020), is not likely to transform to 
routines understood as patterned actions and procedures encoded in repetitive 
activities (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017).  

The conclusions in article II allow the answering of the main research question, 
in that the contemporary challenges of organizational science communication 
include incompatible routines, lack of resources, and ambiguous organizational 
settings between the two groups. The data don’t seem to underlay prerequisites for 
effective organizing nor strategizing science communication. This suggests a 
disconnection between the management level and the actual communication 
activities of the organizations’ members warranted by Autzen and Weitkamp (2019), 
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Borchelt and Nielsen (2014) and Davies (2020). Thus, in answering to the main 
research question, article II brings forth gaps in digital science communication 
between ideals and the unused potential of the scientific community and 
organizational realities. This allows the questioning of the academic institutions’ 
capabilities to take part in societal discussion as a strategic organizational practice. 

However, answering the main research question on a more positive note, an 
interesting aspect appeared in article II, as communication professionals described 
working with the interorganizational research projects. The projects allow the 
forming of new collaboration networks among organizations’ communication units 
and enable joint, strategically planned communication efforts and routines beyond 
the one-organizational contexts. 

4.3 The role of strategic thinking on the level of discourse 
practices (Article III) 

To provide answers to sub-question 3, “What kind of strategic thinking emerges in 
the digital academic discourse practices that the researchers create?”, the outcomes 
of article III are reflected here as artifacts. Artifacts denote objects that signify 
standards and possess symbolical value and material culture (Lövgren, 2017; Scott, 
2014) of digital science communication. The concept of artifacts refers to ideas 
about what types of materials organizations are expected to produce, but also covers 
how these materials ought to be written, formatted, and distributed (Fredriksson 
and Pallas, 2020). Article III then, describes how researchers reflect their process 
of creating new digital academic discourse practices while they compose and 
analyze their blogs and tweets. The researchers’ perceptions formed a scale ranging 
from traditional deficit-style informing to progressively adjusted practices of using 
captivating means that are common in the use of new media. These include 
buzzwords and clickbait, which were interpreted to imply an attempt to diminish 
the gap between science and the public, following Peter’s (2014) suggestion to 
connect the abstract world of science to concepts from the everyday world. In the 
results of article III, achieving visibility, and the ways in which this was linked to 
academic ethos, encompassed the identified discourse practices.  

Article III helps this study to approach the main research question by 
pinpointing the patterns of the emergence of strategic thinking in 1) the digital 
academic discourse practices, and 2) the researchers’ strategic awareness regarding 
their processes of creating.  
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4.3.1 Digital academic discourse practices 

Although building trust was not explicitly discussed by researchers in the results of 
article III, some researchers justified their deficit-informing-oriented digital 
academic discourse practices with a sense of keeping things real. Some also wished 
to awaken and remind the public about the actual state of things and what is possible 
according to known science. Some expressed a tendency to challenge common 
sense or general standpoints that are not well justified with facts. Such purposes 
may be interpreted as the intentions of reinforcing trust in epistemologies, where 
facts still matter (Lewandowsky et al., 2017), with a sense of restraining hype.  

However, many researchers in article III explained that the environment forced 
stylistic decisions, such as brief wording that casts an advert-style in tweets. 
Furthermore, minor but clear evidence of hyping did appear as rather confident 
promises of future outcomes of the research. This sort of promotion resembles 
understandings of hype in a performative role constructing expectations and 
technological futures, as described by Davies and Horst (2016) and Roberson 
(2020b). But hype also may be seen as eroding trust in science, and reflection on 
the findings of article III, suggests that the rhetoric of funding proposals’ impact 
sections may penetrate into the public science communication, conveying potential 
with hyperinflated impact claims to jeopardize the interface between science and 
society, as the study of Watermeyer and Lewis (2018) warned. 

4.3.2 The level of strategic awareness 

Article III also analyzed the researchers’ strategic awareness regarding their 
process and considerations while they produced their blogs and tweets. The results 
highlight the way in which many researchers perceived their process of creating 
blogs and tweets as rather unintentional and implicit. Some researchers consciously 
analyzed their texts and writing process in retrospect, realizing a lack of such 
awareness during the writing. This illustrates the differences in consciously 
acquired communicative strategies from those that are automated and made tacitly 
in Kellermann’s (1992) definition. For example, a number of researchers had 
difficulties in clearly differentiating the goals and intentions of the online contents 
of others, but also their own blogs and tweets: whether they were to represent 
science, inform, softly advocate, or entertain. It seems, that during the production 
of digital artifacts, conscious strategic thinking does not always emerge. 
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As people tend to maintain a level of flexibility in their understanding on how 
to interact with artifacts and the production of communication materials, 
particularly in a field with high levels of technology, the concept of artifacts also 
incorporates how the process of the production of communication contents is 
reassembled (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020; Scott, 2014). The researchers, for 
example, preferred amateurish pictures and graphics to stand out and emphasize 
authenticity rather than thematic stock images. They also reassessed the purposes 
and role of science and expertise, potentially implying that it is possible to widen 
the normative rhetorical space of science communicators along Bucchi’s (2013) 
suggestion, for example with the iconic embodiment of social media discourses, a 
cat video, as one researcher described: 

Researcher 16, sciences: "This cat video is a pretty good example of not 
crossing into bad taste, since it relates to this internet world. Most people surely 
understand the analogy, it works."  

The digital discourses require adjustments of the conventional academic forms to 
more playful online discourses (Mendel and Riesch, 2018). This and the 
competitive digital media environment seemed to encourage researchers’ stylistic 
trials in this study, and prepared the groundwork for an unprejudiced attitude 
toward digital practices, reflecting Aristotle’s (1997) and Puro’s (2006) notion of 
neutrality in communication techniques, which can be utilized for any intention. 
This supports recent suggestions to further conceptualize mediatization (Koh et al., 
2016) also as a strategic resource beyond adaptation as Eskjær (2018) claimed. 
However, many researchers’ strategic thinking was accompanied by careful 
assessments of their writing process, and cautious use of new media features that 
need consideration and rehearsal in order to fit the academic ethos into the digital 
academic discourses. The results of article III also mirror the practical balancing 
between complexities of ethical standards prevalent in academic communication 
practices (Davies, 2018; Priest et al., 2018b), and in particular, in the contemporary 
challenges of organizational and digital science communication. 

Introduction of a technology as an artifact contains important material aspects, 
but also produces different effects on the interpretation, translation, and practices 
of the uses of that same technology (Scott, 2014: 178) also among research 
organizations’ researchers and communication professionals. This was apparent 
also in article II, where the researchers’ and communication professionals’ 
conceptions were divided: parts of both groups regarded social media as a trivial 
media and others as an important digital public sphere. The strategic role of social 
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media was seen still remaining in its developing phases, as Tench et al. noted in 
2015, while small steps were also taken towards more tactical alliances and roles 
choreographed with one researcher and her organization’s communicator in Article 
I, reflecting previous literature on researchers’ (Koh et al., 2016) and employees’ 
(Dreher 2014; van Zoonen et al., 2014; van Zoonen and Treem, 2019) strategic 
social media use. This finding corresponds with the idea of also ascribing 
organizational actorhood to researchers (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019), which this 
study had set out to explore. 

4.4 Science, society, and strategic orientation (Article I, II and III) 

Contributing to all the sub-questions and main research question, symbolic systems 
were identified and analyzed in all of the study’s articles. Symbolic systems include 
rules, values, and discourses regarding a social phenomenon. These rules and 
values are, to a certain extent, ‘external’ to actors and inscribed and codified in 
standards and “it is evident that many concepts infusing modern organizations are 
interlinked with an idea rooted in communication in general and media in particular” 
(Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017: 10). Symbolic systems are also subjective, 
internalized cognitive frames, formulated as expectations, concepts, and principles, 
and observed in this study as the key themes of: 1) motives and expectations of 
science communication, 2) principles underlying representations, and 3) societal 
positioning of science and society online.  

4.4.1 Motives and expectations 

In article I, researchers and communication professionals identify subtly different 
sets of drivers in their science communication practices. While researchers are 
increasingly being called upon to participate in social media discussions in the 
contemporary era of alternative truths (Howell et al., 2019), the legitimization of 
science was a key motive for both researchers and communication professionals. 
However, in the results, the researchers’ responses were often described as rather 
reactive, unplanned, and without a strategic eye, as Wilkinson and Weitkamp (2013) 
found, too. 

The differences in motives, values, and expectations on the symbolical level, 
highlighted in article I, help to answer the main research question by suggesting 
that differences between the two groups emerge regarding the reactiveness and 
proactiveness of participation on the societal ‘issue arenas’ (Luoma-aho and Vos, 
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2010; Vos et al., 2014). The differing values and expectations were formulated as 
the communication professionals made stronger statements than the researchers 
about the need to cultivate public trust in science and technology beyond one 
organization’s stakeholders (Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014) by addressing topics, 
which are of heightened public attention. This echoes previous findings that 
“communication scholars prioritize ‘showing that the scientific community cares 
about society’s well-being’ higher than scientists” (Yuan et al., 2019: 115). This 
may be due to the professionals’ increased awareness of the external 
communication environment, as their professional field is closer to the media and 
the idea of organizations today being categorized, described, valued, and evaluated 
symbolically from a media-related stand point (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017). 

4.4.2 Principles underlying representations 

The main research question is answered, reflecting the results of article II on a 
symbolic system level through the principles behind researchers’ media-related 
activities and the internalized rules of representations, and how the communication 
professionals interpret and accommodate their work accordingly. 

Article II showed that communication professionals tend to minimize their 
communication requests from researchers, as they recognize the researchers’ 
balancing among academic demands and lack of timely resources, as other studies 
show (Ho et al., 2020; Davies, 2018; Rose et al., 2020). Many communication 
professionals described their motivational attempts sometimes as a struggle with 
the lack of communication culture that Bucchi (2013) and Claessens (2015) have 
brought forth. The researchers in this study do not necessarily object to 
participating in science communication, and they recognize that it belongs to their 
role, despite perhaps not participating, as in the Entradas et al. (2019) study. But as 
science communication is not explicitly assigned to the duties of researchers, the 
researchers in article III experienced the general expectations only as vague 
recommendations. They were mainly willing to understand duty, as employers’ 
assigned task and time allocation, and less from the perspective of societal duty, 
partly confirming Ho et al.’s (2020) findings. Article II further elaborates the 
aspects of the concept of researchers’ ‘duty’ to communicate. Article I also showed 
that the organizational expectations regarding science communication had not 
always reached researchers, who were left not knowing what was expected in terms 
of blogging or social media, leaving them the autonomy to react to the expectations 
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depending on who was asking. There was evidence of a tendency to respond to 
requests of such project affiliation that temporarily provides employment. 

These dependencies were reflected in that the communication professionals 
also abstained from or courteously requested, as Rödder (2020) also noted, support 
for the outreach activities of their organization or colleagues online, because they 
knew they might be perceived as too wide and corporate. This mutual 
predisposition contributes to that communication professionals have to be content 
with researchers’ participation in communication activities only if they find the 
time or interest. This resembles specific challenges in strategic communication in 
the process, as well as in the content, regarding the selection of which aspects of a 
university should be highlighted, echoing the current market-orientation of research 
organizations in line with Davies’s (2020) work.  

Article II discusses its results in relation to the scholarly suggestions of 
employees increasingly acting as drivers of public relations online (Dreher, 2014; 
Madsen and Verhoeven, 2019; van Zoonen et al., 2014; van Zoonen and Treem, 
2019). Reflection on the results allow for the conclusion that although the goals of 
researchers, projects, and organizations align, the findings don’t correspond to the 
ideas of a community’s members communicating as ambassadors online (Dreher 
2014; Madsen and Verhoeven, 2019; van Zoonen et al., 2014; van Zoonen and 
Treem, 2019) for science or its organizations, reflecting the researchers’ 
internalized rules of representation on the symbolic level. 

4.4.3 Science and society online  

Article III shows, on the symbolic system level, how researchers understand the 
position of science on the ‘digital public sphere’ (Schäfer, 2015). The symbolic 
system includes discourses regarding a social phenomenon (Fredriksson and Pallas, 
2017). In article III, new adjustments of discourses and symbolic framing in 
artifacts did appear in strategic fashion, thus contributing to answering the main 
research question. 

Scientific communication and academic discourse may be characterized by 
precision, epistemic modality, and informativeness (Molek-Kozakowska, 2017), 
which were apparent in the results of article III. Such characteristics may be 
construed in unintentional ways, such as coldness or irrelevance (Dudo and Besley, 
2016). Just as strongly, a strive for visibility was apparent in these data, contributing 
as a driver to the creative recombinations of the academic discourse with the 
perceived digital discourses, and also conveying a goal to position science as a 
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dialogical actor in the digital sphere. With a sense that the social relevance of 
science is not self-evident, as Szymanski (2016) stated, the researchers regarded 
appealing familiarities, metaphors, and images as suitable for creating a sense of 
‘dialogicity’ (Kuteeva and Mauranen, 2018). For example, a blog about a 
researcher’s summer house’s solar panels, without strictly scientific substance, was 
discussed and justified by many researchers in article III with the effect the text had 
in terms of humanizing science. In another example, retweeting and commenting 
on a commercial company’s tweets were seen to lessen the gap between scientific 
research and professional audiences to display academic research as realistic and 
relevant as the company’s activities. Article III describes how researchers, in 
strategic fashion, follow Szymanski’s (2016) suggestion of engendering the 
relevance of research by closing the gap between reality and science: 

Researcher 26, information technology: “It [science] is criticized by companies, 
who say that scientists always talk about this dreamy world, where it is not 
implemented, it is not reality at all; but, for example, some tweet like this 
[connecting academic research with Google] shows that what you are working 
on is realistic and it is really implementable or that it is really doable or it will 
really change the real world.” 
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Fig. 2. An overview of the results, outlining the contemporary challenges of 
organizational science communication, analyzed as institutional elements. It builds the 
answer to the main research question; How do different strategic science 
communication orientations appear in the science communication practices in the 
contemporary challenges of organizational science communication?  

4.5 The appearances of strategic orientations in organizational 
science communication  

This study has identified how the contemporary challenges frame organizational 
science communication from the perspectives of relational systems, routines, 
artifacts, and symbolic systems (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2017, 2020; Scott, 2014). 
The identified contemporary challenges form the backdrop for the analysis of how 
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the different strategic science communication orientations appeared in these data. 
Across the presented research literature, three main strands of strategic orientations 
were observed. The following section presents key outcomes and following 
arguments drawn from the entirety of the research to further discuss and synthesize 
how the strands of understanding strategic thinking as promotionally and societally, 
as well as practically oriented on the individual and organizational practices, appear 
between the two professional groups’ interpretations, in order to answer the main 
research question: How do different strategic science communication orientations 
appear in the science communication practices in the contemporary challenges of 
organizational science communication? 

4.5.1 Promotional and societal orientations  

On the level of relational systems, the results show that the values that are pursued 
with strategic thinking in the researchers’ motivations and practices give priority to 
the perceived expectations of the funding bodies. This is in interesting conjunction 
with the communication professionals’ tendency to ally with the funding bodies. 
The contrast in these results is that, although the funders’ demands often aim at 
societal impact, the perceptions of their demands may be blurred as representing 
the marketization of science, enacted by the market-oriented competition for public 
research funding, as suggested by the critics of science PR-related strategic science 
communication (Marcinkowski and Kohring, 2014; Watermeyer and Lewis, 2018; 
Weingart and Joubert, 2019; Weingart and Guenther, 2016).  

Thus, based on these results, it may be argued that instead of the individual 
funding bodies’ aims, the problematic emergences of the strategic science 
communication seem to lay on the level of systemic influences of current research 
funding. 

Accordingly, minor tendencies of hyping, which emerged in the researchers’ 
digital academic practices as digital artifacts in these results, allow for the 
interpretation that the embodiment of marketization of science enacted in the 
perceptions of the funding bodies demands, intertwine and may encourage take-up 
tokenistic research communication for securing future research as Wilkinson and 
Weitkamp (2016) suggest. In line with Watermeyer and Lewis’s (2018) notions, the 
hyperinflated impact claims derived from the funding proposals’ discourses seem 
to penetrate into the artifacts carrying communication and representations of 
science with potentially adverse consequences on the science society and public 
trust issues. Promotional thinking may be integrated into daily thinking in such 
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ubiquitous and matter-of-fact ways, so that the actors may not even be aware of it 
(Edwards, 2018: 4). This may play out in unexpected ways in the relational system, 
as the results of this study suggest that new expectations may be placed on 
communication professionals to act as organizational ‘gatekeepers’ fending off 
promotional communication – rather than being driven by the marketization of 
science, which is the prevalent concern in the existing critical science 
communication literature on the motivations of science public relations actors 
(Besley et al., 2018; Nærland, 2016; Marcinkowski et al, 2014; Watermeyer and 
Lewis, 2018; Weingart and Guenther, 2016, 2019).  

Moreover, and resembling previous findings (Yuan et al., 2019), these 
communication professionals also made stronger statements than the researchers 
about societally oriented communication, engaging with society for cultivating 
public trust in science and technology (Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014) and proactively 
addressing topics on the ‘issue arenas’ (Luoma-aho and Vos, 2010). The 
legitimization of science could be identified as a key motive also among researchers, 
albeit often this was described as participation in social media discussions (Howell 
et al., 2019) rather reactively and unplanned, hence without a strategic eye 
(Wilkinson and Weitkamp, 2013). 

The communication professionals’ tendency to ally with the funding bodies’ 
societal goals, was found in article 1, as mentioned earlier in section 4.1.1. 
Communication professionals found funders’ incentives a particularly helpful tool 
to compel science communication activities over the researchers’ communication 
activity. Thus, from a professional’s perspective, there were positive outcomes and 
enabling influences from the funding bodies’ promotion of science communication. 
But again, there is the threat that the uneven share of promotional and societal 
orientations among the researchers and communication professionals may blur and 
lead to misunderstandings between them. 

In this study’s findings, it appeared that the communication professionals tend 
to courteously request communication activities from researchers, because 
communication professionals recognize the researchers’ balancing among 
academic demands, employment, and lack of timely resources (Ho et al., 2020; 
Davies, 2018; Rose et al., 2020). But communication professionals also abstain 
from support requests to researchers for the online outreach activities of their 
colleagues or organization, because they knew they might be perceived as too 
corporate. Here, we see how the critical perspectives of strategic, ‘corporate-ized’ 
communication, and public relations undermine the value and communicative 
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standards of science (Roberson, 2020a) on the level of a symbolic system, here in 
turn internalized by the communication professionals.  

These novel outcomes form the first key contribution of this study, allowing 
the argument that due to the relational system in this academic context, the 
promotional orientation, as well as the societal orientation, of strategic science 
communication among the two organizational groups appear in unexpected ways 
in comparison to the prevalent suggestions in the existing critical science 
communication literature. 

This uneven and unexpected share of the effects of the promotionally and 
societally oriented strategic orientation gives reason to reaffirm previous 
suggestions regarding science communication professional communities: they are 
an important topic to our field that certainly deserve further study (Davies and Horst, 
2016, 95). They have been under-researched (Schäfer et al., 2019), and in the 
limited literature, they are described in somewhat polarizing ways: with concerns 
regarding their drivers in practicing science communication, potentially originating 
in underlying mediatization and marketization trends (Besley et al., 2018; Nærland, 
2016; Marcinkowski and Kohring, 2014; Watermeyer and Lewis, 2018; Weingart 
and Joubert, 2019; Weingart and Guenther, 2016), or on quite the opposite lines of 
managing the trust portfolio of science (Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014.) 

These findings also echo the need to reflect the convergence that is required 
for managing increased communication complexity and to transcend the narrow, 
divergent, and outdated conceptualizations of public relations and corporate 
communication (Overton-de Klerk and Verwey, 2013) to free the academic 
institutions’ capabilities to take part in societal discussion as a strategic 
organizational practice. Furthermore, the findings align with the need to associate 
researchers’ and organizational actorhood in science communication (Autzen and 
Weitkamp, 2019).  

Societally oriented strategic thinking was also manifested in that some of the 
researchers justified their informing-deficit style among the digital discourse 
practices and artifacts with a sense of keeping things real and reminding the public 
about the actual state of things. Thus, their deficit-informing digital communication 
style could be, in addition to its negative effects proposed in research literature 
(Dudo and Besley, 2016), also interpreted here as the intentions of reinforcing trust 
in epistemologies where facts still matter (Lewandowsky et al., 2017). This also 
allows strategic science communication to be seen as societally oriented digital 
public relations conducted by the researchers who are well capable of creating more 
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than the merely celebratory, uncritical, and myth-making contributions anticipated 
by the critics of science public relations (Roberson, 2020a).  

Another result, pointing to societally oriented strategic thinking, was clearly 
visible in how researchers framed science in society on the symbolic system level. 
This was visible in their artifacts as they strived for visibility and composed their 
blogs and tweets to incorporate a goal of positioning science as a dialogical actor 
in the digital sphere. With a sense that the social relevance of science is not self-
evident, the researchers appeared to be following Szymanski’s (2016) suggestion 
of engendering societal relevance in strategic fashion, by diminishing the gap 
between science and the public and connecting the abstract world of science to 
concepts from the everyday world (Peters, 2014) or retweeting and commenting on 
a commercial company’s tweets to lessen the gap between science and reality.  

In these results the appearance of societally oriented strategic thinking in 
science communication is identified in unexpected and agile ways, even combined 
with cues that seem to originate from the be promotional orientation inherent in the 
rapidly developing digital media discourses. A lesson learned is to allow a fresh, 
unprejudiced perspective on what may stand out as an intricate societally oriented 
strategic practice. 

4.5.2 Strategic individual practices 

The practically oriented strategic thinking was detected in this study. Many times 
it did not appear on the individual level of researchers. This was manifested in that 
many researchers perceived their process of creating blogs and tweets as rather 
unintentional and implicit, illustrating the differences in consciously acquired 
communicative strategies from those that are automated and made tacitly 
(Kellermann, 1992). Thus, during the production of digital artifacts (Fredriksson 
and Pallas, 2020), specifically employed communication activities with key 
outcomes were not always on the minds of researchers. Therefore, the existence of 
their strategic intent (Russell and Lamme, 2016; Roberson, 2020a) is questionable. 
It seems to be that the strategic thinking studied in this research does not always 
emerge when contents are created in an implicit mode. This reflects Besley’s (2020) 
notion of inadequate identification of communication objectives being one of the 
key problems of strategic science communication.  

Moreover, related to unspoken cultural codes of participation (König, 2020), 
uncertainties regarding acting in digital roles online appeared among researchers. 
Taken to a more generic level, these findings regarding the unaware and uncertain 



83 

nature of some of the content creation of science communication convey potentially 
problematic digital representations of science. This is because the created digital 
stories bring the institution into being over and over again regardless of the 
scientist’s perception or unawareness of the role he or she played in the 
communication process (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019), whether unintentional or 
consciously strategic. The outcomes of this study reinforce Bucchi’s (2013) 
suggestion of the “willingness to problematize one’s own definition of science 
communication” and the underlying rationale as one of the keys to avoid increased 
public distrust and sense of confusion. 

However, there were also many researchers who enacted a more strategic 
approach in their digital practices, as for example by building trust and excitement 
through tailoring messages and highlighting common ground with the public 
(Besley et al., 2016; Dudo and Besley, 2016). The results in article III also 
illuminate how this practically oriented strategic awareness and thinking gradually 
emerges in the creation of the academic digital discourse practices. This shows 
researchers as active actors with the capability – also implying a more general 
potential in the academic community – to utilize the features of modern media for 
a variety of purposes (Scheu and Olesk, 2018).  

An extended scope elevates these novel results to argue that creative 
communication potential exists in the practical strategic thinking emerging in the 
digital academic discourse practices.  

Combined with the understanding of researchers as actors (Klinger and 
Svensson, 2015), who are capable of not just adapting to, but strategically utilizing 
(Eskjær, 2018) digital media logics and creating artifacts and representations of 
science as hybrid genre mash-ups (Lievrouw, 2011), these findings provide a 
theoretical contribution to the mediatization studies, which supports recent 
suggestions to also further conceptualize mediatization (Koh et al., 2016) as a 
strategic resource beyond adaptation (Eskjær, 2018) as a positive effect of digital 
mediatization enabling practical strategic thinking — as an addition to the prevalent 
critical perspectives on mediatization. 

4.5.3 Strategic organizational practices 

The practically oriented strategic science communication on the organizational 
level seems to face various contemporary challenges in these results.  

The performance-based funding of research projects (Zacharewicz et al., 2019), 
including communication and impact activities within their remits (Rowe and 
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Watermeyer, 2018), show no signs of abating at the international level. This 
suggests endurance in the conditions causing fragmentation of the organization of 
science communication, as numerous research projects are operating with 
competing agendas, often dispersing rather than drawing together key messages as 
shown in these results. They contribute to the scarce research of temporary 
organization (Janowicz-Panjaitan 2009), in line with Karmowska et al.’s (2017) 
findings that goal ambiguity and precarious temporariness can arise in temporary 
organizations with funding from multiple sources.  

This was illuminated in this study’s findings, where the temporal project 
structure, the competitiveness and limited time spans of research project affiliations 
within academia could be identified to cause differing strategic communication 
goals and challenging dynamics. These findings reinforce previous findings of the 
researchers’ tendencies to focus on serendipitous, rather than strategic, thinking on 
communication (Wilkinson and Weitkamp, 2013), often superseding the strive 
towards larger societal goals (Besley et al., 2018; Besley, 2020). 

In these findings, researchers take on multiple identities and representations of 
various affiliations (Davies and Horst, 2016; Davies, 2020) situationally, making 
digital identity a muddled interaction of perspectives, as in Grand et al.’s study 
(2016). The optionality here seems to point to social media for professional, 
personal, and reputational purposes (van Zoonen et al., 2014; van zoonen and 
Treem, 2019) and somedialization that fundamentally changes reputation 
management (Aula, 2016).  

In these results, the temporality of affiliations and representations caused by 
the current funding regime, appears to be an impediment for the practical strategic 
orientation as building capacity to reach long-term desired effects with researchers’ 
community communication as warranted by Besley et al. (2018) and Besley (2020). 

Together with the findings highlighted in section 4.5.1 these novel findings 
provide the second key contribution of this study as insight into the influences of 
the funding system on the execution of science communication in the research 
organizations, which are surprisingly seldomly addressed in science 
communication studies. 

On the level of routines, the researchers in this study allow communication 
professionals to organize the communications of research projects to release the 
members’ communication potential as well as of a faculty to avoid potential 
cacophony. However, the communication professionals reported challenges in their 
attempts to coordinate or integrate the communication activities of the fragmented 
research organizations and numerous projects to draw some level of coherence and 
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clarity for the public and stakeholders. The communication professionals in this 
study acknowledge, as Rödder (2020), that researchers’ media attention cannot be 
ordered, as researchers enjoy pronounced academic autonomy. Some professionals 
worried that the internal, structural dispersion may be reflected in public 
communication as fragmentation of scientific knowledge. Strategic communication 
as a purposeful use of communication by an organization to engage in 
conversations of strategic significance (Zerfass et al., 2018) doesn’t seem to find 
very supportive organization and coordination structures within academia; as such, 
strategic science communication doesn’t seem to be very manageable (McClain 
and Neeley, 2014). 

The contemporary challenges of organizational science communication 
include ambiguous organizational settings and routines. In the rapidly changing 
media landscape and expectations, these two groups constituting organizational 
science communication tended to view mutual, evolving roles and routines in 
incompatible ways as Falkheimer et al. (2016) suggested. Unclear areas of 
responsibilities appeared, leaving the practical, strategic monitoring of societal 
issues online to participate in (Vos et al., 2014), unmanned.  

The outcomes allow for the argument that the conceptualizations of governing 
organizational social media as functions of all the organizations’ members, not just 
that of communication professionals (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019; Borchelt and 
Nielsen, 2014; Falkheimer et al., 2016; Madsen and Verhoeven, 2019; Macnamara, 
2012), don’t seem to realize in this academic context. This is the third key 
contribution of this study, and although some positive, and enabling signs were 
seen, the presented contemporary challenges cause many impediments to recent 
calls for moving away from ad hoc communication and toward developing practical 
organizational capacity for strategic science communication as community goals to 
enhance the collective impact (Besley, 2020). 

All in all, in the practical perspective on strategic science communication, these 
results question the idea of strategic thinking entering the stages of organizational 
science communication (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019; Schäfer et al., 2019). As a 
contribution to the strategic communication research field, where other non-
hierarchical institutional contexts and roles of individual employees as 
communicators are also discussed, this study describes a variety of impediments of 
the collective strategic thinking for further analysis. 

These results also provide contributions to the public relations and 
communication management fields. They add to the scant research dealing with the 
processes and practices related to employees’ participation in their organizations’ 
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social media public relations efforts (Cassinger and Thelander, 2019), and also 
illuminate how the changing media ecosystems blurs established occupational 
boundaries as suggested by Autzen and Weitkamp (2019) of actors with specific 
claims of knowledge production. This study shows in which ways the 
communication professionals’ occupation changes when other employees are 
expected to fulfill more and more communication roles that were previously the 
communication professional’s responsibilities that Madsen and Verhoeven (2019) 
noted.  

As a positive aspect, inter-organizational, externally funded research projects 
seem to engender new collaboration networks and routines formed between the 
organizations’ communication units. They seem to enable a new kind of practical 
and societal strategic thinking in and beyond the one-organizational settings 
(Borchelt and Nielsen, 2014) to new inter-organizational structures with different 
societal sectors, together engendering ‘networked impact’. These 
interorganizational structures and routines incorporate the potential for fruitful 
contexts to integrate the socio-cultural perspectives in science public relations and 
research warranted in recent science communication (Besley, 2020), science public 
relations (Roberson, 2020a), and public relations research (Jelen-Sanchez, 2017). 
In addition, rather than differentiating, the integration of the socio-cultural 
perspective with the functional work in the research organizations’ context alike 
this study (Edwards, 2018; Jelen-Sanchez, 2017) would provide potential 
contribution to the research field of public communication of science and 
technology and beyond. Another potential field for fruitful mutual contributions is 
the Scandinavian institutionalism approach, as its usability for analyses of 
organizational science communication was reaffirmed in this study, where it helped 
to detect the specifics of institutional relationships and those between occupational 
groups within organizations. 

On a symbolic level, these findings portray contemporary scientific 
communities’ relations to wider society relations, also as a sociological 
phenomenon (Davies and Horst, 2016). As shown in these results, the institutional 
ideas, such as conceptualizations of strategic science communication, unfold and 
influence the different organizational groups through different settings in an 
organization (Fredriksson and Pallas, 2020; Pallas et al., 2016; Scott, 2014) in 
uneven ways, and on some occasions unexpectedly in terms of concerns in the 
extant research literature. The tension between academic and professional staff 
suggests that it can be the process, as much as the content, of university 
communication that is controversial; thus, this study confirms the suggestion that 
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the value of communication is not just about value creation per se, but discerning 
and embracing the sometimes even controversial values at play, and understanding 
the dynamics circulating the strategic science communication (Davies, 2020).  

Overall, the study develops a deeper, novel understanding of the thoughts of 
the researchers and communication professionals on how strategic orientations in 
science communication are configured and interwound in the organizational 
contexts. The study can be used to exemplify the modes of science communication 
collaboration, and the outcome of the research allows for the proposal of a model 
for organizational science communication collaboration, which is presented in the 
next section. 

4.6 Practical implications and contributions 

The need to understand organizational actorhood in science communication has 
been accentuated in the literature (Autzen and Weitkapm, 2019), and this study 
sought to explore intersections that may be helpful to combine researchers’ and 
science communication professionals’ aims and practices in organizational science 
communication. 

The internal, organizational complexities this study has shown emphasize the 
value of collaboration between the researchers and communication professionals to 
facilitate science and society relations in the digital public sphere. The following 
implications are derived from this study’s results and are made out of a desire to 
build on current professional expertise and efforts of the communication 
professionals and researchers. The practical implications seek to support the actors 
in managing the contemporary organizational challenges and enhancing strategic 
science communication as building community goals and collective impact. This 
study contributes with practical implications as the proposed modes of 
organizational science communication collaboration to support strategic 
communication, see Figure 3 below. 
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Fig. 3. Practical implications of this study: The modes of organizational science 
communication collaboration to support strategic communication. 

Strategic collaboration – researchers and communication professionals 

Is science communication perceived as public relations or are public relations 
placed as a subset of science communication, Autzen and Weitkamp (2019) ask. 
This may be a question contributing mainly to the theorization of the field. However, 
as Trench (2017) noted, the spectrum from fully instrumentalized science 
communication to science communication as an intellectual pursuit, to societal 
reflexivity, occupies organizational science communication sometimes in 
unrecognized co-existence. The outcomes of this study support notions of a need 
for more and variegated value creation of organizational communication 
(Falkheimer et al., 2016) also in research organizations. However, the current study 
also shows that the shared, but finely different, reasons for science communication 
expressed by researchers and communication professionals, may play out 
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unexpectedly among research organizations’ symbolic and relational systems, 
routines and artifacts.  

These findings suggest that there is a need for increased understanding between 
researchers and communication professionals, and that any form of organization 
seeking to more firmly establish strategic science communication practices and 
collaboration within its boundaries may wish to conduct some foundational work 
to develop a clear understanding as to the motivations for communication amongst 
its staff. Considering and discussing the process would help the clarification of the 
underlying values (Davies, 2020) and setting of joint goals of science 
communication. 

“Communication practitioners in general contend with a low occupation status” 
(Falkheimer et al., 2016: 143) and have difficulties in describing the qualitative 
values of strategic communication. But if they are to promote science 
communication in research organizations, they need to declare the value of 
communication (Falkheimer et al., 2016), such as engaged researchers that realize 
strategic science communication. Among the increased communication complexity, 
there is a need to transcend the narrowing and outdated conceptualizations of public 
relations (Overton-de Klerk and Verwey, 2013) to free the academic institutions’ 
capabilities for taking part in societal discussion as a strategic organizational 
practice. 

Connecting – approachable 

From the viewpoint of practically oriented strategic science communication on the 
individual level, this study showed that many researchers perceive their process of 
creating blogs and tweets as rather unintentional and implicit. For example, some 
researchers lost sight of clearly differentiating the goals and intentions of the online 
contents of others and also their own, and uncertainties regarding acting in their 
digital researcher roles online appeared. Thus, the lack of strategic thinking in the 
researchers’ digital practices reinforces the suggestion to problematize one’s own 
rationale of science communication as one of the keys to avoid an increased sense 
of confusion (Bucchi, 2013). 

However, there were also many researchers who enacted a more strategic and 
creative potential in their digital practices. They broadened their enactment of 
varying styles (Bucchi, 2013), social purposes (Luzón, 2017), and relevance 
(Szymanski, 2016) of science to adjust to the more playful digital discourses 
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(Mendel and Riesch, 2018). Thus, there also exists creative communication 
potential in the practical strategic thinking among researchers. 

This suits well the growing expectations on all members of organizations to 
play the roles that communication professionals traditionally served. Although it is 
not suggested that “communication professionals are now relieved of these duties 
altogether” (Madsen and Verhoeven, 2019: 155), this study’s findings and 
communication management research propose coaching and training to become a 
greater part of the professionals’ work (Madsen and Verhoeven, 2019), ultimately 
enabling the entire organization to communicate (Zerfass and Volk, 2018), also 
within academia (Trench, 2017). 

It is likely that not all scholars will feel comfortable performing new digital 
roles (Grand et al., 2016). In this study’s interviews, the communication 
professionals were regarded highly relevant, side by side supporting the researchers. 
This study’s researchers welcomed motivation, encouragement, and even some 
urging for digital action from the communication professionals. Some need to feel 
comfortable enough to ask for help for their new media troubles, and adapting their 
role to social media persona. This would require proximity, and many interviewed 
communication professionals wish to be easily approachable on demand.  

Thus, these results and previous literature prefer close collaboration between 
communication departments with the scientists (Claessens, 2015; Ho et al., 2020; 
Marcinkowski et al., 2014; Pinto et al., 2017). This would seem helpful to clarify 
some of the contemporary challenges of organizational science communication, 
which appeared in this study also as gaps and unclear areas of responsibilities 
between researchers and communication professionals. But these results signal 
organizational distances in many ways and places between the researchers and the 
in-house communication professionals. Often, the differing organizational settings 
and resources allow only varying opportunities to maintain regular contact with 
researchers (Marcinkowski et al., 2014; Pinto et al., 2017). 

Organizing – manageable  

While traditional organization-centric forms of strategic communication would be 
in direct conflict with the philosophies of openness and participation of the new 
media and academic autonomy, perhaps ‘governance’ (Macnamara and Zerfass, 
2012) or aggregating would offer a management framework for research 
organizations where the community goals, collective impact generation, and 
society at large could be advanced.  
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Further, a number of researchers and communication professionals in this study 
and scholars have suggested incentivizing researchers’ communication efforts as 
part of science’s systems of reward (Davies, 2018; Grand et al., 2016; Ho et al., 
2020).  

In the face of the ambiguities of digital communication and roles, the ‘crisis of 
mediators’ (Bucchi, 2013) is present in this study, also opening new prospects for 
sensemaking and communication management; therefore, communication 
professionals ought to have great potentials among the current transitions of their 
roles (Falkheimer et al., 2016). 

It has been suggested that in order to support scientists’ participation in science 
communication via social media, it should be manageable and valued (McClain 
and Neeley, 2014). Public relations research suggests a strategic management 
approach, strong commitment from the (research) director, and for example 
establishment of social media teams, ongoing training, and measurement would be 
helpful (Dreher, 2014). Establishing simple routines and clear responsibilities may 
also release the communication potential of a research group. 

Such governance was also experienced as an important way of support after an 
experiment with the studied group of researchers, which is presented next to give a 
concrete example of what the concept of manageability could mean in practice, for 
instance. Following a joint schedule of a routine, the research teams were given a 
Blog&Tweet-turn of one month. During that month one team delivered a minimum 
on one blog and two tweets per week with retweets and comments on stakeholders’ 
posts. The teams chose topics freely about their research representing the project’s 
and funder’s overall communication goals.  

Before the scheduled turn, the communication professional invited the team to 
informal discussions to ease the adoption of new roles. Then the posts were edited 
and problems solved together. After the turn, many researchers were interested in 
the analytics data of the reach of their posts. This compared to direct positive 
recognition of their work. 

According to the researchers, the communication professionals trigger positive 
science communication attitudes to concrete action by gently pushing the 
researchers forward and reminding them of their joint routines. They also stressed 
the equality of the reached visibility and division of labor as benefits of the turn-
taking routine. 
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Sharing – networked impact 

The results show, on the level of relational systems that the researchers’ motivations 
and practices tend to give priority to the perceived communication demands of the 
funding bodies. Although the funders’ demands often aim at societal impact, the 
meaning of these anticipations may be blurred with perceptions of the funders’ 
status to embody the marketization of science enacted by the market-oriented 
competition for public research funding.  

On the other hand, the communication professionals find funders’ incentives 
as particularly helpful to compel researchers’ science communication activities far 
more powerfully than the communication units would otherwise be able to, 
implying positive influence of the funding bodies. More and more grant holders are 
required to activate their communication strategies, and in doing so they can get 
help from their organization’s communication units (Claessens, 2015). However, 
this demands resourcing, and it is not always clear as to where the resources are 
expected to come from. 

Thus, greater coordination and consideration of joining forces and sharing 
resources on various communication and engagement infrastructures, such as 
media monitoring and impact assessment, might be fruitful between funding bodies 
and research organizations. As publications constitute the most important form of 
communication in nearly all academic research, and the classification for 
publication types encompasses and directs the entire higher education sector in 
Finland, science communication professionals could provide expertise in the 
classification’s development to also support science communication and 
engagement activities.  

The creation of clearer awareness, guidance, and management around the 
motivations to communicate, as well as methods to maintain and balance individual 
and institutional identities, may also be fruitful in the inter-organizational projects 
involving varying funding initiatives. Potentially, mutual communication 
collaboration and sharing between the funding bodies and research organizations 
could be helpful in decreasing the fragmentation of science communication that the 
communication professionals were concerned about in this study. 

Another fruitful mode of sharing seems to occur in the new collaboration 
networks and routines brought by the externally funded inter-organizational 
research projects. Between different organizations’ communication units connected 
by the joint project, they seem to form collaboration networks across societal 
sectors allowing for a new kind of practical and societal strategic thinking. This 
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requires constant invention of new operations, practices, and connections, and 
seems to engender ‘networked impact’. 

4.7 Research evaluation and suggestions for future studies 

This qualitative interview study aimed at increasing understanding of the ways 
strategic orientations appear in the contemporary challenges of organizational 
science communication with a descriptive approach.  

Qualitative research criteria differ from those in quantitative studies with 
positivist assumptions, which are discarded by many qualitative researchers (Braun 
and Clarke, 2016). For example, Corbin and Strauss (2015: 302) don't feel 
comfortable using the terms ‘validity’ and ‘reliability’ when discussing qualitative 
research, because they carry too many quantitative implications; they instead prefer 
‘credibility’, which indicates that findings are trustworthy and believable in that 
they reflect research participants', researchers', and readers' experiences, while 
being but only one of the possible ‘plausible’ interpretations possible of the data. 

For other qualitative researchers, selection of the techniques for demonstrating 
validity depend upon contextual factors and the purpose of the research. Reflected 
with the criteria Gray (2004: 342) suggests for qualitative research, this study’s 
design systematically built the investigation in the sub-studies to form a coherent 
whole and gave voice to research subjects that are seldomly studied. Demonstrating 
prolonged engagement and contact in the field, the interviewer was herself involved 
in the wider research project context preceding the data gathering. This extended 
the rapport between the parties (Mason, 2004) and the researcher’s sensitivity for 
the topic and interviewees, to increase the ‘credibility’ of findings (Corbin and 
Strauss, 2015: 304). This resulted in the in-depth quality of the interview dialogues 
and quotes, which were provided as verbatim transcriptions in the study’s articles. 
Working systematically with a large data set was managed with Nvivo11 and 
memo-writing (Corbin and Strauss, 2015). Inter-rater reliability scores were not 
performed, as coding was understood as an active and reflexive process that 
inevitably bears the mark of the researcher (Clarke and Braun, 2014). The presented 
evidence supported following interpretations, while the analysis also explored rival 
explanations, allowing the study to provide rich and thick descriptions (Gray, 2004).  

Other criteria, which is relevant for this study, is acknowledging the 
researcher’s perspective (Corbin and Strauss, 2015; Gray, 2004) and adopting a 
reflexive stance, through which the researcher’s influence on the research process 
throughout its course is critically reflected and repetitively checked in the 
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researcher’s interpretations. Reflexivity denotes all efforts to critically expose the 
social context in which knowledge is created, developed, and assessed (Sousa, 
2010). Accordingly, in order to raise confidence in this study’s interpretations, the 
author’s involvement with the group and inevitable subjectivity is also 
acknowledged. To minimize related effects, the interviews were conducted at the 
end of the interviewer’s involvement with the group. The author’s multiplied role 
was made clear and explicitly discussed at the beginning of each interview. The 
following quote gives an example of what the reflexive stance taken meant in 
practice, how the interviewer’s role was discussed openly with the interviewees, 
and how her role raised some pertinent discussions during the interviews: 

Interviewer: “[Describing previous findings] … that researchers don't relate so 
much to the university but to their own communities.” 

Researcher 36, IT: “Oh, they relate to who pays, nowadays I'm telling you.” 

Interviewer: “You know what, I get these answers, and I really have problems 
with how I’ll come up with these results that don’t shed a very positive light 
on the university and researchers nowadays, and I'm terrified. I'm the one trying 
to communicate about this community . . .” 

Researcher 36, IT: “I really don't see the problem… behind the scenes of what 
is science, like the praxis of sciences, and I guess it's always been like this.” 

Qualitative researching is a rich and robust field, and its research methods have 
their own sets of judgment criteria, while general qualitative research assessment 
criteria can also be applied for the exploratory and qualitative ethos of much of the 
thematic analysis method (Braun and Clarke, 2016) employed in this study. The 
interview analysis in this study’s articles followed the phases of thematic analysis, 
carefully considering its rigor and relevance criteria (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Also, 
to avoid premature closure of data analysis, sufficient time was allocated for the 
analysis (Vaismoradi, 2016). 

Another issue to consider is that a thematic analysis has limited interpretative 
power beyond description if it is not used within an existing theoretical framework 
anchoring the analytic claims (Braun and Clarke, 2006); accordingly, this study 
applied Scandinavian institutionalism as an analytical framework. Scandinavian 
institutionalism proved to be suitable for the purposes of this study that explored 
how different professional groups introduce diversity of their motives and 
understandings of communication and also to the ways in which actors interact with 
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other organizational professions when they are about to communicate (Fredriksson 
and Pallas, 2020; Pallas et al., 2016).  

As a basis for generalization, qualitative analysis is more likely to be 
suggestive than conclusive, and rather than to generalize, we can see if the findings 
can be transferred from one context to another according to (Gray, 2004). The 
empirical work was conducted in one project's context. Although the interviewed 
project members present a range of organizational realities and cultures, the context 
limits the generalizability of the findings in a global context and, in the context of 
such other funding instruments that do not have particularly high demands when it 
comes to reporting and dissemination of results. However, this study is important 
as it is one of the rare ones to illuminate an academic context influenced by 
increasing international performance-based funding policies which emphasize 
communication and impact activities within their remits. Such funding is also 
illustrative of a wider trend throughout Europe, where pursuing improvements in 
research performance, funders are frequently facilitating more efficient and 
competitive use of their resources by focusing on the highest performing research 
groups (Zacharewicz et al., 2019). Future research on other similar contexts is also 
needed.  

However, nested in the metatheory of critical realism, the results of this study 
may further contribute to understanding the mechanisms underlying the 
phenomena under study. As discussed in the methodology section, critical realists 
claim that whenever holding sound knowledge on the world’s causal mechanisms, 
configurations, and prevailing contingent conditions, scholars are often capable of 
assessing the ‘causal efficacy’ of co- and countertendencies at work, influencing 
the inquired phenomena, hence possibly providing ‘highly qualified’ predictions 
about the likelihood of the occurrence of certain events according to Vincent and 
O’Mahoney (2018). The descriptive findings of this study are transferable 
generalizations that can be reapplied in analyses of similar institutional settings, in 
which there are many within academia under current funding regimes in Europe. 
The funding of large-scale research projects shows no signs of abating at an 
international level, and therefore the research projects are worthy of continued 
research. More specifically, this study’s insights of contemporary challenges 
framing science communication and strategic orientations from the viewpoint of 
researchers and communication professionals are likely to be present in 
organizational and inter-organizational contexts more generally. These findings can 
then be used as a basis for building further explanations of the particular 
configuration in other similar structures.  
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In the critical realist approach, as well as describing and explaining the world, 
scientific knowledge needs to be, to some extent, practically adequate, informative, 
and able to guide practices within the world, as changes in knowledge and practice 
usually go hand in hand (Sousa, 2010). Furthermore, scholars of the research field 
of public communication of science and technology have noted a lack of applied 
research regarding strategic science communication. Besley (2020) and Peters 
(2020) notes that communication researchers need to work with practitioners to 
identify potential research needs, which underlay the aims of this study. The 
outcomes provide a model to support and inform the future research and 
organizational science communication practices of enabling, developing, and 
executing strategic science communication. These practical contributions 
symbolize that this study addresses and sufficiently fulfills the relevant validity and 
reliability aspects of practically adequate qualitative research. This study can be 
used to provide better insight into demonstrating the contemporary challenges of 
organizational science communication and strategic science communication.  

It is acknowledged that the outcomes of this study are exploratory. The 
theoretical limitations relate to the various approaches that were introduced, 
discussed, and combined in an effort to provide more effective insight as the 
theories resonated with different patterns in the data (Vincent and O’Mahoney, 
2018). In future research, more high-level abstraction, systemic and longitudinal 
research may be fruitful. 

In terms of methodological limitations, the general question of saturation 
concerns all qualitative research, and researchers must evaluate whether the 
conducted analysis has reached a sufficient level of saturation. It did so for the 
scope and purposes of this study, while the limitations of the analysis need to be 
accepted and many related aspects are left to be discovered in future studies (Corbin 
and Strauss, 2015). This study’s methodological limitations relate to the consistent 
use of methods, and in future studies, action research and organizational 
ethnography could further nuance the interrelationships of the related aspects. 
However, based on the experience of this study, the element of interviewing should 
be consistently present in future studies, as it sheds light on the perceptions of the 
actors, and as Fleetwood (2005) and Sousa (2010) reminded, some causes remain 
resistant to observation. 

This study utilizes qualitative-driven research methodology with generality 
that can inform the expected implications in future situations and future theory 
building. For wider prevalence and generalizability of these results among the 
academic community, quantitative approaches would be useful.  
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Future research 

Future research is needed for further conceptualizations of strategic science 
communication on different levels of the science enterprise and among the 
contemporaneous plurivocal and consistency goals (Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019; 
Davies, 2020; Edwards and Fredriksson, 2017). Deepening the understanding of 
the challenges in the collaboration between researchers and in-house 
communication professionals in building the strategic organizational science 
communication would contribute to the research and practice of our field. Further 
examination of the drivers of science communication in organizational and 
institutional environments are warranted to discuss the unnecessary division 
between the critical perspectives on promotionally oriented science communication 
and socially oriented science communication and science public relations, while 
both work within a challenging communication environment, struggling to attract 
the attention necessary to enable dialogue and interaction with relevant publics 
(Roberson, 2020a) of society.  

Furthermore, this study also suggests grounds for future research on 
communication professionals’ roles, both in research organizations and in working 
with researchers, particularly in social media and digital contexts. In addition, as 
researchers accommodate a duty to societal communication, the research 
organizations may be highly informative contexts to the ongoing scholarly 
conceptualizations of strategic communication online.  

This study offers a starting point for critical reflection on the issue of 
organizational structures, mediatization, and the role of funding infrastructures. To 
build a more complete picture, it would be useful to conduct further investigation 
and give voice to funders about the intentions, practices, and impacts on science 
communication from their viewpoint.  

Scandinavian institutionalism proved its usability to systematically deepen the 
analysis in this study, and its employment is recommended as a suitable framework 
for future analyses on organizational science communication and institutional 
relationships. 
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5 Conclusion 
This qualitative interview study aimed at presenting an empirically driven analysis, 
increasing the understanding of the ways strategic orientations appear in the 
contemporary challenges of organizational science communication in general, and 
particularly in the viewpoints of researchers and communication professionals in 
relation to broader institutional pressures in the context of digital science 
communication. Among the many contemporary challenges of organizational 
science communication, this study focused on those invoked by the current funding 
system, and the changes of communication environment, causing transitions in the 
media ecosystem, professions, actors, and discourses. 

Thematic analysis was used as the basic analytical tool for identifying and 
analyzing patterns of meaning, and the ways broader social contexts impinge upon 
those meanings in research interviews with researchers and communication 
professionals in five different organizations, joined together in a research project. 
The project provided a viewpoint on science communication as an organizational 
and interorganizational practice in several organizations, illuminating a national 
academic context influenced by increasing international performance-based 
funding policies, emphasizing communication, engagement, and impact activities 
within their remits.  

To unpack how strategic orientations unfold in research organizations, 
Scandinavian institutionalism, commonly referred to as translation theory, was 
employed.  

This study took up the challenge of integrating perspectives from various 
disciplines, encouraged by the recent developments on the research field of PCST 
and critical realist metatheory. This dissertation provides a reflective metatext to 
benefit from and contribute to the research fields of science communication, public 
relations, corporate and organizational communications, and strategic 
communication and management. 

The study took an organizational, actor-centric perspective, with analyses 
emphasizing the researcher’s point of view with simultaneous affiliation in research 
projects and research organizations. The focus on the communication function 
between researchers and communication professionals, including aspects of 
managing organizational science communication, was also highlighted with the 
communication professionals’ viewpoints.  

This study has described how promotional, societal, and practical orientations 
to strategic thinking appear in the research organizations as researchers’ and 
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communication professionals’ perceptions, understandings, and practices in the 
contemporary challenges of organizational science communication. The different 
strategic orientations were observed in the research organizations’ context along 
the four routes introduced in Scandinavian institutionalism: relational system, 
routines, artifacts and symbolic system. Reflected through these elements, strategic 
orientations unfolded unevenly, as the two groups of actors that constitute 
organizational science communication interpreted and argued for or against 
different aspects of strategic thinking as they understood them in relation to their 
professional associations and responsibilities. They also expressed ways of 
interacting and comparisons in relation to members of each other’s professional 
groups.  

The results show that although the increasing funders’ communication 
demands often aim at societal impact, the perceptions of their aims may be blurred 
as embodying the marketization of science, enacted by the market-oriented 
competition for public research funding. Thus, based on these results, it may be 
argued that instead of the individual funding bodies’ aims and related demands, the 
problematic emergences of strategic science communication seem to lay on the 
level of the current research funding’s systemic influences. Pressuring researchers 
to produce research with impact leads to communication, but this can take a range 
of forms and can be influenced by the promotion-oriented strategic thinking in 
unanticipated ways. 

The way in which public communication of science is funded and perceived 
within academia along the temporal project structure may create differing strategic 
communication goals and challenging dynamics. The competitiveness and limited 
time frame of project affiliations may strengthen researchers’ tendencies to focus 
on serendipitous, short-term thinking of communication, often superseding the 
pursuit of larger societal goals. A more positive outcome of the funders’ influence 
was found among the communication professionals, who more frequently and 
explicitly than researchers align with the funders’ aims for societal impact. 
Communication professionals see the funders’ influence as promoting and enabling 
increased science communication amongst the academic community – through 
projects – triggering researchers to also create positive communication practices 
more powerfully than the communication units would otherwise be able to apply 
alone. 

Differences between the groups also appeared in strategic orientation regarding 
the reactiveness and proactiveness of participation on the societal ‘issue arenas’. 
Societally oriented strategic thinking appeared more frequently and clearly among 
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the communication professionals' views on science communication. It was also 
observed in the evolving digital academic discourse practices of the researchers, as 
they found various ways to enhance the social relevance of science and to position 
science as a dialogical actor in the digital sphere. Furthermore, the informing-
deficit digital communication style was credited with a novel reinterpretation, as it 
was used with the intention to awaken and remind the public about the actual state 
of things and what is possible according to known science, with a sense of keeping 
things real as opposed to negative hyping.  

Practical strategic orientation played out on individual and organizational 
levels. The individual researchers’ process of creating blogs and tweets sometimes 
unfolded as rather unintentional and implicit, without strategic thinking. Taken to 
a more generic level, this unaware nature of some of the content creation of science 
communication conveys potentially problematic digital representations of science. 
However, there were also many researchers who enacted a more strategic approach, 
implying that creative communication potential as practical strategic thinking also 
exists in digital academic discourse practices of the researchers; as in this study, 
many of them appeared as actors capable of strategically utilizing digital media 
logics to create considered representations of science. 

Researchers in this study would allow communication professionals to trigger 
communication activity with simple routines and aggregate the communication of 
scattered topics of a faculty to avoid potential cacophony. However, the 
communication professionals reported challenges in their attempts to coordinate or 
integrate the communication activities of the fragmented research organizations 
with numerous projects or even draw some level of cohesiveness on the occurring 
science communication as a prerequisite to strategic practicalities at the 
organizational level. Some professionals worried that the internal dispersion may 
be reflected in public communication as fragmentation of scientific knowledge.  

Challenges also appeared as unclear areas of responsibilities between 
researchers and communication professionals. The two groups tended to view 
mutual, evolving roles and routines in incompatible ways, leaving the practical, 
strategic monitoring of societal issue arenas online unmanned.  

The contemporary challenges of organizational science communication 
include ambiguous organizational settings illuminated in this study. The results of 
this thesis allow the conclusion that although the goals of researchers, 
communication professionals, projects, organizations, and the funding bodies align, 
the presented contemporary challenges of the academic community at large cause 
many impediments to conceptualizations and practice of organizational social 
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media communication efforts as functions of all the organizations’ members, not 
just those of the communication professionals. 

A novel positive outcome of this study is that the interorganizational research 
projects brought by the current funding regime were found to form new 
collaboration networks and routines among organizations’ communication units. 
They seem to enable a new kind of practical and societal strategic orientation 
beyond a one-organizational setting to new inter-organizational structures with 
different societal sectors. This in turn engenders ‘networked impact’ and the 
potential for the integration of functional and socio-cultural perspectives in science 
communication practices and proposes fruitful contexts for future research on 
public communication of science and technology. 

As practical implications, this research has illuminated how scientific 
organizations on the level of researchers and communication professionals might 
address and overcome the related organizational challenges. A model of the modes 
of organizational science communication collaboration in the pursuit of 
contributing to the integration of strategic communication and science 
communication approaches was provided.  

The study confirms the scholarly suggestions that discerning and embracing 
the sometimes even controversial values at play in the process, and the content of 
science communication in the organizational contexts, is a central challenge for 
practice, management, and research into contemporary strategic science 
communication. 

The multifaceted nature of academia encourages embracing rather than 
repudiating inconsistency for a more relevant and informed understanding of 
communication in and by organizations to better prepare them to cope with the 
complex environmental challenges and futures. However, based on this study, there 
seems to be a thin line between plurivocal inconsistency and dispersed 
organizational science communication governed with internal, sometimes 
unacknowledged, complexities of coordination and management. It needs to be 
considered whether scientific communities are to engage in digital science 
communication in a totally responsive, unmanaged way with fugacious objectives 
as fragmented science communication.  

Enhanced interaction between the institutional and organizational sub-systems, 
together with associated activities and resources, may provide stability and 
meaning to science communication and social life at large. The results of this study 
may be utilized when developing more effective future research funding 
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instruments and organizational science communication management and resource 
allocation through clarifying the roles and responsibilities of the actors. 

Science communication and public relations at a professional level in the 
research organization has expanded for many reasons, one being that 
communicating efficiently in a highly competitive and fragmented media 
environment is difficult. If the hope would be to effectively and strategically 
communicate science with the academic community collectively, instead of 
fostering fragmentation, those involved in or enabling such efforts would try to find 
ways to build on community goals and enhance the collective impact of the 
scientific enterprise and science as a societal force – among others. As Besley (2020: 
159) noted: “Then we need to organize ourselves in ways that help make such goals 
possible . . . We can do better”. 
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