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2 AIMS OF THE RESEARCH SKILLS EXCHANGE PLATFORM

The purpose for developing a platform to enable researchers to exchange skills and knowledge is to
widen the impact of the HYDRALAB+ project beyond our existing community of facility providers,
researchers and users. The key purpose of the platform is to enable physical modellers to share
experimental results, observations and publications as well as providing a forum to ask questions
and advice from other researchers in the community. In addition, an important objective was to
reach beyond the members of the HYDRALAB community within the EU and to engage with
researchers elsewhere in the world. Also, it was considered that the platform should be accessible
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and attractive to the Next Generation of Researchers so that we can focus support and advice at
those who are in an early stage of their career

3 POTENTIAL COMMUNICATION PLATFORMS

To enable effective exchange of research results and providing support and advice to a very broad
community, we evaluated a number of different communication platforms to deliver our objectives.

3.1 THE HYDRALAB+ WEBSITE
The HYDRLAB+ website could be developed to facilitate and support discussion groups and to deliver
news items. Discussion groups could be themed to support different issues that researchers
experience and to address questions and problems encountered during experimental work. Similarly
news items can be used to advertise key results and there would be the potential to solicit news
items from a broader community of researchers.

The biggest disadvantage would be that it is difficult to attract users from outside the HYDRALAB
community to engage with and use the website without an extensive advertising programme. It
would be hard to publicise the discussion boards to a wider community of researchers and it is likely
that they would mainly serve the existing researchers within HYDRALAB. The discussion boards
would also require moderation and input from a range of different experts within HYDRALAB and
this may lead to inconsistencies between different discussion groups and variations in the quality of
support provided.

Figure 1 The Hydralab website. http://hydralab.eu/
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3.2 LINKED IN
Linked In provides a platform for professionals to connect with other professionals in their
community. It is possible to use Linked In as a platform to share ideas by posting articles and news
stories with the ability for interaction and commentary from other users. This would give the
opportunity to share expertise and results. It is particularly useful for sharing information within an
existing community of professionals.

The most significant drawback with Linked In is that the focus is on users that are already connected
with each other and it is difficult to reach beyond the existing community that are linked together.
We also found that there is only limited participation on LinkedIn within the HYDRALAB community
which would make it difficult to get engagement with our existing community. Currently there are 85
members of the HYDRALAB+ group on Linked In, but there is very limited traffic to the group page
and limited engagement with the topics posted.

Figure 2  The HYDRALAB+ group page on LindedIn. https://www.linkedin.com/groups/4343030

3.3 RESEARCH GATE
Research Gate is a platform aimed at academics to share research projects and publications. It also
provides forum opportunities to ask questions and share knowledge and expertise. A particular
strength of Research Gate is that members of the community can list their publications and make
these accessible to other participants in the network. This has significant advantages for sharing
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academic knowledge. The platform also provides opportunities to post details of research projects
and to post questions.

Research Gate is however a closed community and is only accessible to registered users. This is a
particular disadvantage for publicizing results beyond an academic community. Also, not all
academics participate in the network and some are unwilling to join the network. Also, when making
a research project page on Research Gate, it has to be linked to a lead organizer and whilst other
members of the project can be joined as members of the group it cannot stand alone from an
individual’s page on Research Gate. Also, it is possible for anyone to create a project with the same
name therefore it is potentially difficult to control and monitor the content.

Figure 3 The HYDRALAB+ project page on Research Gate. https://www.linkedin.com/groups/4343030

3.4 TWITTER
As part of the strategy to engage with a wider community beyond the members of HYDRALAB, we
had already started to use Twitter as a means to communicate to a broader audience. Twitter only
allows brief messages of 280 characters (140 characters until November 2017), but these messages
can contain links to websites, images (up to 4 pictures) and videos. Therefore, it is possible to use
Twitter to share publication, via a link and also to easily share experiences and ask questions. This
can be enhanced by using images and videos. It is also possible to link messages together using a
common ‘hashtag’ which indicates the topic or theme of a message posted on the platform.

As with other platforms, not all members of the HYDRALAB community actively use Twitter, however,
as part of the strategy to publicise HYDRALAB Access project, all user groups were asked to use
Twitter to communicate what they were doing during their experiments. Two key advantages of
Twitter is the large user base which extends well beyond the academic community (319 million users
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https://eu.usatoday.com/story/tech/news/2017/10/26/twitter-overcounted-active-users-since-
2014-shares-surge/801968001/) and that tweets are available to view even if you are not registered
as a Twitter user.

Figure 4 The HYDRALAB+ project profile page on Twitter. https://twitter.com/hydralabplus

3.5 EVALUATING THE COMMUNICATION PLATFORMS
After reviewing the potential communication platforms, the most significant limitation of the
HYDRALAB website, Linked In and Research Gate was the difficulty in reaching an audience beyond
the existing membership of the HYDRALAB community. In addition, ownership and control of the
content on these three platforms would remain with an individual or a group of people who had
been authorized to post or control content, therefore interaction with other researchers outside
HYDRALAB was likely to be limited.

After testing communication options on each platform, it became clear that Twitter had two
potentially significant advantages. Firstly, if a hashtag could be established then ownership would
not be restricted and anyone interested in sharing expertise could be involved with equal status.
Secondly, the potential user base was significantly larger than other communication platforms but
there was no barrier of membership required to view content.
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4 ESTABLISHING AN ONLINE COMMUNITY TO SHARE RESEARCH

EXPERTISE

To establish an online community on the Twitter platform to enable us to share research expertise it
was necessary to establish a hashtag that would be memorable and that would be followed and
used by a wider academic audience. Originally we tested using hashtags linked to the Joint Research
Activities (e.g. #JRA1Recipe, #JRA2Complex etc.), however these were not taken up by other twitter
users and were only useful to communicate results and output from the HYDRALAB project. In an
attempt to build a broader number of followers we also started a more generic hashtag
‘#FlumeFriday’. This had two key advantages: (1) it could be used by anyone interested in physical
modelling (‘flume’ being a direct link to generic laboratory facilities used for physical modelling); and
(2) the direct link to Friday established a regular weekly placeholder for posts to help establish
frequent communication and a community feel by ensuring a high frequency of posts on a given day
of the week.

The aim of the #FlumeFriday twitter hashtag was publicised to share insights and expertise from all
types of physical modelling experiments and to build an active online community of to support
hydraulic experimentalists. In addition the wide potential reach for the #FlumeFriday hashtag
provides an opportunity are to improve the communication of scientific results to the public and to
increase societal involvement into laboratory activities. The generic nature of the hashtag has
encouraged worldwide participation, as well as encouraging posts from many different types of
experiment. In addition, the #FlumeFriday hashtag has brought together scientists involved in
experimental work from many different disciplines, including, but not limited to, geologists,
geographers, biologists, engineers, geochemists, and sedimentologists and hydrographers.

4.1 GROWTH OF THE #FLUMEFRIDAY COMMUNITY
Figures 5a-c show how the participation in the #FlumeFriday hashtag has grown over a period of 2
years. The number of tweets posted using the #FlumeFriday hashtag has increased from 125 in
August 2016 to 623 and over the same period the number of contributors has increased from 42 to
203. Timeline deliveries were greater in April 2017 than either August 2016 or August 2018 which
suggests that at certain times tweets with the hashtag have been distributed to a significantly
greater number of users. This occurs when tweets are retweeted by users with large numbers of
followers. What is more important in terms of the readership and following of the #FlumeFriday
hashtag is that the reach has increased from 52,083 to 388,152, even when the number of timeline
deliveries was halved in the period April 2017 to august 2018 there was a doubling in the measured
reach of tweets containing the #FlumeFriday hashtag. Reach is an important measure since it counts
‘engagement’ with the tweets, i.e. users have to click on the tweet in order for it to be counted in
‘reach’ statistics.
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(a)

(b)

(c)

Figure 5 Info graphics showing the activity on the #FlumeFriday hashtag in (a) August 2016, (b) April 2017, and (c) August
2018.
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4.2 EXAMPLES OF HOW #FLUMEFRIDAY IS USED TO SHARE RESEARCH EXPERTISE
Posts to #FlumeFriday are frequently used to share details about their innovative and novel
approaches to experimental modelling as well as interesting and unusual results. Most posts include
images or videos which encourage engagement. Posts are encouraged each week and researchers
share ideas on methodologies, instrumentation and techniques. Some examples of posts are shown
below in Figure 6.

Figure 6 Examples of tweets using #FlumeFriday hashtag.
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5 FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

One of the greatest successes of the #FlumeFriday hashtag has been the participation of researchers
from outside the HYDRALAB community. Most of the tweets, content and discussion is from users
who are not directly involved in HYDRALAB. We plan to continue to grow #FlumeFriday to develop a
larger online community and share expertise more widely. The plans for future developments are
given below.

1. We will highlight physical modelling publications each week to give greater exposure to
research results. Recent experiments suggest that these tweets are very popular and will
help publicise physical modelling research.

2. We aim to develop more discussion through twitter. This can be difficult to initiate, but the
following has grown sufficiently that we can expand this function of tweets using the
#FlumeFriday hashtag.

3. We have applied to run a conference session following the #FlumeFriday theme at EGU2019.
If the session is accepted, we will use this to further publicise the community and expand the
reach. This will ensure that we get even greater engagement beyond HYDRALAB+ members.


