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Cloning Facebook’s phenomenal success 
has not proved easy for scientists eager 
to develop a network focused on shared 

research interests. The number of scientific 
networking websites is growing, but none has 
emerged as a ‘go-to’ system. 

The indifference could stem from several fac-
tors: lack of confidence in individual networks; 
concerns that personal data might be sold on; or 
the fact that no one site provides tools or features 
valuable enough to lure a majority of busy scien-
tists. Despite the proliferation of networks, a big 
question remains, says Laura James, chief oper-
ating officer at the Centre for Applied Research 
in Educational Technologies at the University of 
Cambridge, UK. What can they offer that more 
established sites, such as Facebook, don’t?

A number of science networks are attempt-
ing to answer that question by offering extra 
features. ResearchGATE, based in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, has launched private fee-based 
accounts to give institutions or companies their 
own sub-communities. “Activity levels in the 
sub-communities are much higher” than in 
the network at large, says Ijad Madisch, chief 

executive and co-founder of the website. He 
says that companies want a communication 
solution — and ResearchGATE is happy to pro-
vide it. According to Madisch, the website has 
created 30 sub-communities so far, and has a 
total of 700,000 members around the world, the 
most yet achieved by any science network, he 
says. At its launch in May 2008, ResearchGATE, 
like most such sites, focused on attracting single 
users — but in future, it will also cater to the 
needs of sub-communities, says Madisch. 

Some scientists may be wary of sharing too 
much, which probably hinders network adop-
tion. “There is tension between collaboration 
and competition inherent to science,” says 
James. “How willing will users be to share advan-
tageous information, even with their closest 
collaborators, when they are still competing for 
grants?” Users may also be suspicious of a site’s 
commercial intentions. “How these networks 
are monetized, and how their user communities 
will feel about the business models that emerge, 
remains to be seen,” says James. The creators of 
Mendeley, a social network that also hopes to 
attract institutions and companies, have vowed 
not to sell identifiable personal information.

Aspects of some social sites have spiked in 

popularity — notably, virtual events. Greg 
Cruikshank, chief executive of the networking 
site LabRoots, based in Yorba Linda, Califor-
nia, says that his company started BioConfer-
ence Live, a series of online-only events, last year 
with much success. The first show, in Novem-
ber 2009, had more than 10,000 attendees, who 
were given access to 70 sessions at which they 
could question speakers (in future, Cruikshank 
expects closer to 40). They could also browse a 
virtual lobby, exhibit hall and exhibitor booths. 
“Although LabRoots does a bit of everything — 
from news feeds to events directory, jobs board 
and blogs — what distinguishes us is the virtual-
event arm of the business, and we’ll continue to 
push that,” says Cruikshank.

top-DowN or bottom-up?
The bells and whistles vary, but all the sites have 
the same aim: enhancing collaboration. To that 
end, an open-source networking movement is 
afoot. Rather than creating buzz among users 
and building a community from the ground up, 
the creators of freely available research-network 
software — such as VIVO, developed at Cornell 
University in Ithaca, New York, with a US$12.2-
million grant from the National Institutes of 

C o l l a B o r at i o n

Social networking seeks critical mass
There are myriad social and professional networking options for scientists. But, so far, none 
has proved infectious enough to go viral.

Networking websites offer an increasing number of features, including virtual conferences, to entice researchers.
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Health, and Harvard Catalyst Profiles, 
run by the Harvard Clinical and Trans-
lational Science Center in Boston — are 
among those working to forge a network 
of scientists by wooing whole institutions 
to adopt their platforms and upload pro-
files of their faculty members. “Openness 
is a big deal as VIVO carves out its niche,” 
says Mike Conlon, the site’s director.

This approach is gaining traction. On 
9 October, the US Department of Agricul-
ture (USDA) was the first federal agency 
to join the 14 academic institutions  
worldwide that contribute to VIVO’s 
21,000-member network. Harvard Cata-
lyst Profiles has more than 30,000 users, 
from institutions including Harvard Uni-
versity and the University of California, 
San Francisco. “We believe that data used 
in networks need provenance and struc-
ture — some kind of hosting institution 
or scientific society verifying the credibil-
ity of data,” says Conlon. Sharon Drumm, 
a staff officer for the USDA Agricultural 
Research Service in Beltsville, Maryland, 
says that the USDA wants VIVO to con-
nect its 3,500 researchers with the hope of 
fostering collaborations, providing a sin-
gle information repository for the public 
and allowing prospective retirees to pass 
on institutional knowledge.

Conlon cautions that some networking 
sites simply ingest publicly available data, 
creating profiles of people who aren’t 
users. Sites with no checks on data run 
the risk, he says, of offering less valuable 
information. James suggests that a high 
enough proportion of fake profiles could 
undermine entire sites. In principle, the 
VIVO and Profiles models are more reli-
able, because they use vetted data.

VIVO hopes to link profiles with not 
only publications or grants, but also the 
most important thing that scientists share 
— data. “Right now data are the stepchil-
dren of this thing,” says Conlon. Linking 
data sets to people would allow potential 
collaborators to see what others can offer, 
he says.

But the existence of a network of pro-
files, even a vetted one, doesn’t necessarily 
mean that researchers will use it as more 
than just another database. “I think there’s 
a difference between scientists actively 
using a network and simply signing up all 
the scientists in an institution,” says Men-
deley chief executive Victor Henning.

It is clear that no single site will meet all 
scientists’ needs. What isn’t clear is which 
combination of sites will. “Scientists are 
not really interested in social networking 
as an end in itself,” says Henning. “They 
network to boost productivity.” ■

Virginia Gewin is a freelance writer in 
Portland, Oregon. 

Francesca Malfatti, a postdoctoral researcher 
at Scripps Institution of Oceanography in San 
Diego, California, received the International 
Recognition of Professional Excellence prize in 
August from the International Ecology Institute 
in Oldendorf, Germany. The award honours 
young ecologists who make breakthroughs. 
Malfatti explains how she and her mentor found 
an unexpected relationship between microbes.

How did you get a post in the United States?
I was born in Trieste, Italy, and spent my summers  
collecting shells along the Adriatic Sea. I 
decided to study marine biology at the Uni-
versity of Trieste. I got a six-month grant from 
the Italian embassy in the United States, and 
could take that money anywhere in the United 
States. My mentors at Trieste collaborate with 
Farooq Azam, a marine ecologist at Scripps 
who specializes in microbial food webs, and 
he agreed to host me. We established a rapport 
and he has kept me on through my PhD and 
postdoc studies.

How did you make a breakthrough discovery?
My research advanced significantly when  
Dr Azam received money from the Gordon and 
Betty Moore Foundation in Palo Alto, Califor-
nia, to buy a US$250,000 atomic-force micro-
scope. Using this tool, we were able to conduct 
our investigations at different resolutions, and 
discovered an unexpected relationship between 
bacteria that were thought to be complemen-
tary, yet isolated from one another. 

Was it difficult to confirm your findings?
It took about a year and a half to understand 
how best to use the atomic-force microscope. 
Once I mastered it, I found co-occurrence of 
heterotrophic bacteria and cyanobacteria. It 
took another three months of more-quantita-
tive measurements to validate the discovery. 

Why is this an important discovery?
It changes how we perceive bacterial life in the 
open ocean. Cyanobacteria are primary produc-
ers, and get energy from the Sun; hetero trophic 
bacteria are the major consumers of cyanobacte-
ria. Our hypothesis is that cyano bacteria photo-
synthesize part of the organic matter taken up 
by heterotrophs in a more tightly coupled, possi-
bly symbiotic, system than we realized. This has 
implications for carbon cycling in the ocean.

Why did you apply for the award?
Dr Azam nominated me. In his 30 years of stud-
ying marine microbial systems, he had never 
thought that heterotrophs and cyanobacteria 

would be associated for any part of their life-
times. He thought finding such an unexpected 
relationship was worthy of the award.

Why are you moving on from working with him?
We will continue until I leave Scripps at the 
end of 2011. We have a solid working relation-
ship, but we decided to diversify. He thinks it 
is best for my career and education that I see 
another lab or institution. So far, we have writ-
ten down 21 wide-ranging ideas that we both 
think should be tackled.

How will you decide how to divide the work?
Luckily, there is so much to do that it will be 
easy to avoid overlap or competition. We are 
trying to be pragmatic about who can do what 
type of research. For example, if I end up doing 
another postdoc or become a starting profes-
sor without much start-up money, I probably 
won’t be able to do certain kinds of experi-
ments, such as those that require atomic-force 
microscopy. 

What sort of impact do you hope your research 
will have?
Dr Azam impressed upon me the need to create  
better models of dynamic ecological systems 
to serve policy-makers and humanity as a 
whole. Understanding the ocean helps humans 
because so many biogeochemical processes 
occur there. I hope my efforts help to build up 
an accurate ocean-based model of the planet 
that might help society both predict and safe-
guard against any impacts of climate change.

Do you feel pressure to follow up with another 
breakthrough?
No. My brain doesn’t work that way. We already 
live in a very competitive environment. I am a 
self-motivator, and doing science well is good 
enough. Not everybody can win a Nobel Prize, 
but we still need strong science. ■
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turNiNg poiNt
Francesca Malfatti
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