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Abstract
[Purpose/Significance] To investigate the awareness of social networks among
Chinese and foreign researchers, and to conduct a comparative study on the
purposes, motivations, and needs of academic workers in using social networks.
[Methods/Process] Using a questionnaire survey method, data on awareness,
usage motivations, and access information regarding social networks were col-
lected from 707 respondents from major domestic universities, and the survey
results were compared with Nature’s research findings. [Results/Conclusions]
The results show that the usage rate and awareness of academic social networks
among Chinese researchers are not very high. Domestic researchers tend to pre-
fer socially-oriented websites, while using academically-oriented websites less
frequently. Among foreign mainstream ASNS platforms, Chinese users have a
certain level of awareness of ResearchGate.
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Abstract
[Purpose/Significance] This study investigates Chinese and foreign re-
searchers’ awareness of social networks and compares the purposes, motivations,
and needs of academic workers using social networks. [Method/Process]

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202307.00553 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202307.00553
https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202307.00553


Using questionnaire surveys, we collected data on 707 respondents from
major domestic universities regarding their awareness of social networks, usage
motivations, and access patterns, and compared these results with findings from
Nature. [Results/Conclusion] The results show that Chinese researchers’
usage rate and awareness of academic social networks are not particularly
high. Domestic researchers tend to favor socially-oriented websites, while
using academically-oriented sites less frequently. Among foreign mainstream
ASNS platforms, Chinese users demonstrate a certain level of awareness of
ResearchGate.
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The rapid development of social media has transformed how people interact,
access, and share information. Social Networking Sites (SNS) are Web-based
services that enable individuals to build connections, construct personal profiles,
and view others’ profiles [1]. Researchers can use SNS to expand their profes-
sional networks, learn from peers, locate experts to solve problems, and identify
potential collaborators, with academic communities being specific users of these
professional SNS platforms. Academic Social Networking Sites (ASNS) refer to
online services, tools, or platforms that help researchers establish professional
networks with peers and support their research activities, including platforms
such as ResearchGate, Academia, and Mendeley. In general, researchers visit
both general-purpose social networking platforms like Twitter and Facebook,
as well as specialized academic social networking platforms to share academic
resources, exchange ideas, follow peers’ research, track recent trends, and build
professional networks.

The academic use of social networking sites has attracted increasing attention.
In May 2014, Nature conducted a survey on social networking tools, investi-
gating researchers’ purposes, motivations, and needs for using social networks
[2]. Building on this research, we conducted a comparative analysis with Chi-
nese researchers’ usage of social networking tools. This study’s significance lies,
first, in providing guidance for constructing academic social platforms in China.
Compared with foreign platforms, China’s academic social platforms lag in both
social functionality and resource openness, and bridging this gap requires un-
derstanding Chinese users’ awareness and needs regarding academic social plat-
forms. Second, although academic social platforms are becoming increasingly
popular among academic communities and playing a growing role in scientific
collaboration formation, comprehensive research on users’ cognition of these
platforms remains limited. This paper aims to explore and identify Chinese
researchers’ usage patterns across different academic social platforms, clarifying
their awareness, needs, and motivations for using academic social platforms.
The survey questionnaire helps understand Chinese researchers’ awareness and
usage of academic social platforms, and through horizontal comparison, reveals
obstacles and challenges Chinese researchers encounter when using academic
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social networking platforms.

2. Related Research Progress
Existing research indicates that researchers’ usage of academic social platforms
is relatively low. H.M. Bik’s 2013 study showed that only 2.5% of researchers
in the UK and US had created Twitter accounts [3]. In 2013, Li Lingli et
al. investigated academic social network usage on Academia, finding that student
groups constituted the main user base, with limited participation from other user
roles [4]. Spanish scholar J.L. Ortega proposed the penetration index concept
in 2015, calculated as the number of users who established profiles on an SNS
platform from an institution divided by the total number of faculty members
at that institution. His research found that Spain’s CSIC had an overall PI
of 39.2%, with variations across research fields—humanities and social sciences
and natural sciences reached the highest PI at 53%, while biology and materials
science were lower at 31.4% and 35.2%, respectively. The institution’s PI values
across various ASNS platforms were: RG (54.9%), GSC (21.4%), Mendeley
(12.8%), and Academia (10.7%) [5].

In 2017, Zhang Yaokun et al. surveyed 378 Chinese Changjiang Scholars
on four academic social websites—ResearchGate, Mendeley, Academia, and
Xueshuquan—finding that the overall registration rate of Chinese high-impact
researchers on major academic social networks did not exceed 50% [6]. Beyond
low usage rates, several studies indicate uneven user distribution across plat-
forms. For example, humanities scholars primarily use Academia [7], computer
and information scientists prefer GSC [8], and ResearchGate has become the
target platform for biologists. In 2011, A.C. Bullinger et al. concluded that the
boundaries between most ASNS were becoming increasingly blurred [9].

In 2011, O. Almousa classified users and identified usage patterns on the
Academia platform. At that time, while user behavior research existed for
social platforms like Twitter and Facebook, academic social platform user
behavior research remained in its infancy [10]. Philosophers and anthropolo-
gists were the most active users on the platform, with faculty and graduate
students showing similar usage patterns. Further, M. Thelwall downloaded
resume information from 30,167 philosophy users to study gender differences
in academic social website usage, finding no significant gender differences in
research reading behaviors [7].

A.Mas-Bleda et al. studied the performance and usage behaviors of European
highly-cited scholars on Google Scholar, Microsoft Academic Search, Mendeley,
Academia, LinkedIn, and SlideShare, selecting 1,517 highly-cited scientists from
21 disciplines across 22 European countries from the ISIHighlyCited.com plat-
form, dividing disciplines into engineering, physics, medicine, life sciences, and
social sciences. The results showed that if scientists registered on one social plat-
form, they were more likely to create personal profiles on additional platforms,
particularly in life sciences and engineering [11].
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Deng Shengli from Wuhan University analyzed disciplinary differences in user
reading behaviors on academic social networks, finding significant differences
in reader identity and affiliation fields. ResearchGate showed higher document
reading counts than Mendeley generally, with soft disciplines like social sciences
showing greater relative advantages in document reading, while hard disciplines
like physics showed lower consistency [12].

Academic social networks have become a research hotspot in library and infor-
mation science, with academia producing a series of representative literature
focusing primarily on development status, usage needs and service functions,
operational performance, research performance, and altmetrics, with less explo-
ration of deeper patterns. Research on academic social network user behavior
primarily selects researchers from universities and research institutes as survey
objects—the main gathering places for researchers. Selecting comprehensive
universities or research institutes as survey objects ensures representativeness to
some extent. Based on existing research, this study first uses questionnaire sur-
veys to investigate Chinese scholars’ awareness, usage, motivations, and needs
regarding academic social networks, comparing these with existing findings on
foreign scholars’ cognition and usage motivations for SNS.

3. Questionnaire Design and Distribution
3.1 Questionnaire Design

The questionnaire primarily explores how Chinese scientists and scholars use
social networking platforms to support their career development. The survey
consists of three parts: 1. Basic information, including research interests, age,
education, and professional title; 2. Social network registration and access infor-
mation, including registration and visit frequency, whether they have a personal
website, and how often they update personal profiles; 3. Researchers’ cognitive
usage motivations for social networks, including purposes, motivations, needs,
and satisfaction levels.

The survey of social network awareness uses a three-level scale with options
representing users’ awareness levels: “aware and visit regularly,” “aware but do
not visit frequently,” and “unaware.” The surveyed social networking platforms
include Twitter, Facebook, Frontiers, Academia.edu, ResearchGate, LinkedIn,
BioMedExperts, Google+, Mendeley, Pubchase, MyScienceWork, Google
Scholar, Microsoft Academic Search, ORCID, ResearcherID, Figshare, MLA
Commons, Baidu Scholar, DXY.cn, Xiaomuchong, ScienceNet, and Scientist
Online.

Drawing on comprehensive literature regarding usage motivations, this survey
examines nine motivations: having registered but not purposefully maintaining
a profile; regularly maintaining a profile to establish research connections; post-
ing work-related content; discussing research issues and expressing opinions;
seeking job opportunities; searching for funding opportunities; searching for
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and contacting senior researchers in one’s field; following discussions on other
academic issues; and tracking personal academic performance.

Finally, two 5-point Likert scale questions collect overall user satisfaction: (1) “I
think I should use these platforms to do more to promote my research”; (2) “I do
not think registering on such platforms is very important for a researcher.” Re-
sponse options of “strongly agree,” “agree,” “neutral,” “disagree,” and “strongly
disagree” represent users’ overall satisfaction levels with social networks.

3.2 Questionnaire Distribution and Recovery

The questionnaire was edited through Wenjuanxing and distributed via
email and WeChat to user groups at universities nationwide, receiving 707
responses between May 10 and May 25, 2018. In terms of age distribution,
the top three age groups were 35-44, 25-34, and 18-24. Among respondents
aged 45 and above, the number decreased with age, with those aged 55+
comprising only 2.4% of the total. Regarding education, master’s students
accounted for 41.7%, doctoral students 38.9%, and undergraduates 20.2%.
In professional titles, students were the largest group at 42.7%, followed
by associate professors/associate researchers/senior professionals at 23.7%,
lecturers/assistant researchers/intermediate professionals at 20.5%, while
professors/researchers/principal professionals, junior professionals, and post-
doctoral researchers comprised only 13.1% combined. By discipline, humanities
and social sciences accounted for 41.7%, engineering 31.1%, sciences 14.8%,
medical sciences 8.4%, and agricultural sciences the smallest at 4.0%.

For comparative study, Nature distributed questionnaires via email to over
10,000 researchers, receiving 3,500 responses from 95 countries.

3.3 Questionnaire Reliability Analysis

The study verified questionnaire reliability by calculating Cronbach’s alpha co-
efficient. The overall questionnaire reliability coefficient 𝛼 was 0.855, with all
subscale reliability coefficients 𝛼 exceeding 0.725.

4. Comparative Analysis of Chinese and Foreign Academic
Workers’ Social Network Cognition and Usage
4.1 Analysis of Academic Workers’ Social Network Awareness

Figure 1 [Figure 1: see original paper] presents the analysis of domestic and
international academic workers’ awareness of mainstream social networks. Na-
ture’s survey results show that among foreign researchers, LinkedIn as a profes-
sional job-search website has awareness levels consistent with Google Scholar,
both exceeding 90%. ResearchGate, as a dedicated academic social website,
is well-known among researchers, with over 88% of respondents aware of the
platform—second only to Google Scholar and higher than tools like Twitter and
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Facebook. Among regular ResearchGate users, 29% have registered and created
profiles on the platform.

Regarding Chinese academic workers’ awareness of social networks, results are
generally consistent with foreign patterns: nearly 70% of respondents know
Google Scholar, 50% know LinkedIn, and ResearchGate awareness stands at
36%. However, in overall SNS awareness, domestic scholars lag behind foreign
scholars, particularly in regular visits, showing a significant gap with foreign
researchers.

4.2 Usage Motivation Analysis

Figure 2 [Figure 2: see original paper] analyzes usage motivations between do-
mestic and international users. Among Chinese respondents, the top three mo-
tivations are: acquiring and downloading others’ academic achievements (41%),
following discussions on other academic issues (35%), and discussing research
problems and expressing opinions (20%). Among foreign respondents, the top
three motivations are: posting work-related content, searching for and contact-
ing senior researchers in one’s field, and following discussions on other academic
issues—all within the 40-50% range.

Nature’s survey indicates researchers have varying purposes and motivations
for using social websites. ResearchGate and Academia are primarily used for
contacting collaborators and uploading papers, Mendeley for finding new papers,
and GSC for viewing citations.

Chinese research users’ needs and motivations for academic social websites focus
primarily on retrieving and downloading academic resources. Analysis results
across different education levels, professional titles, and disciplinary fields all
show that users emphasize acquiring academic information resources through
academic social network platforms, while showing lower demand for more im-
portant academic social website functions and services such as research collabora-
tion and online communication. Additionally, foreign scholars utilize academic
social website functions more fully, valuing academic sharing and online commu-
nication functions, whereas Chinese research users’ engagement with academic
social networks remains at the information acquisition stage, requiring improved
utilization of ASNS platform functions.

4.3 Access Duration and Frequency

Figure 3 [Figure 3: see original paper] statistically analyzes users’ experience
with academic social networks. The results show that 30% have over two years of
experience and 30% have less than three months; those with 1-2 years and those
with more than three months but less than one year each account for about 20%.
This indicates that academic social networks are gradually gaining popularity
among scholars. Regarding visit frequency, most users access platforms at least
once weekly, while those who never visit account for 19.54% of all respondents.
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Nature respondents show significant variation in SNS access duration and fre-
quency: 40% visit dedicated academic social websites at least weekly; about
10% visit at least daily; over half have used ASNS for more than two years.
Respondents show more prominent usage on public social media like Twitter
and LinkedIn, with most users visiting at least daily.

4.4 Overall Satisfaction Analysis

The questionnaire collected overall user satisfaction through two questions: “I
think I should use these platforms to do more to promote my research” and “I
do not think registering on such platforms is very important for a researcher,”
with responses on a 5-point scale. As Figure 4 [Figure 4: see original paper]
shows, both domestic and foreign respondents affirm SNS tools’ supportive role
in research, with over 70% considering SNS very important for researchers.
Among Chinese respondents, those holding neutral attitudes are generally higher
than foreign respondents, consistent with the finding that Chinese scholars have
lower SNS awareness than foreign scholars.

Chinese research users’ needs and motivations for academic social websites focus
on retrieving and downloading academic resources. Analysis across different user
attributes shows consistent emphasis on acquiring academic information through
these platforms, with lower demand for research collaboration and online com-
munication. Foreign researchers utilize academic social website functions more
comprehensively, valuing academic sharing and online communication, while
Chinese users remain at the information acquisition stage, requiring enhanced
utilization of ASNS platform functions.

Compared with foreign research, literature surveys indicate that academic so-
cial network usage rates, initially low, are gradually increasing, suggesting these
platforms are gaining popularity among scholars. However, foreign researchers
show stronger awareness and usage of international mainstream academic so-
cial networks than Chinese scholars, whose awareness and usage are relatively
weaker—related to language barriers, restricted access to foreign websites, and
poor system stability.

5. Problem Analysis of Chinese University Users’ Aca-
demic Social Website Usage
5.1 Usage Barrier Analysis

Research on social networks’ academic support functions originated from re-
searchers using Web 2.0 tools and social media service platforms for informa-
tion resource sharing and academic communication. These tools and platforms
have broadened traditional academic networks based on academic publishing,
significantly shortening academic communication cycles.

Although non-academic social networking platforms are increasingly popular for
researcher communication and collaboration, they present problems and limita-
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tions when building professional networks. Research users struggle to establish
boundaries between personal and professional lives on such platforms, result-
ing in privacy loss and necessitating multiple platform accounts [13]. In-depth
analysis of 140 non-users from this survey shows that most (69.77%) had never
heard of academic social networks. Other reasons include: too busy (19.53%),
unable to find platforms meeting personal needs (17.67%), concerns about per-
sonal information leakage (10.7%), skepticism about academic social networks’
usefulness (5.58%), concerns about misuse of personal research achievements
(5.12%), perceived inconvenience (4.19%), distrust of academic social networks
(2.79%), and unwillingness to communicate and share with others (0.93%).

Additionally, China currently lacks internationally influential, specialized, com-
prehensive academic social networking platforms. While Baidu Scholar provides
maximally open resource sharing, it lacks interactive features essential to social
networking, and other platforms overemphasize Q&A services. This also con-
tributes to Chinese users’ low awareness of academic social networks.

5.2 Cognition and Usage Motivation Issues Requiring Improvement

Literature surveys show academic social network usage rates, initially low, are
gradually increasing, indicating growing popularity among scholars. Chinese
research users’ utilization of academic social websites correlates with user role
distribution: males show higher usage 倾向 than females; younger groups higher
than middle-aged and elderly; students higher than faculty; doctoral students
higher than master’s and undergraduates; professors, students, and postdocs
generally higher than other professional titles; agricultural and engineering fields
higher than other disciplines; and those with overseas study experience higher
than those without.

Chinese scholars show relatively high usage frequency, indicating increasing re-
searcher dependence on academic social tools for broader academic communi-
cation. Most users report that their primary purpose is acquiring academic
achievements, related to the fundamental research activity of reading refer-
ences. However, usage rates among Chinese university users require further
improvement. Compared with foreign research, Chinese scholars show lower
awareness of international mainstream ASNS platforms. Foreign researchers
frequently use Google Scholar and ResearchGate, while Chinese scholars’ aware-
ness and usage of international mainstream academic social networks are rela-
tively weak—related to language barriers, restricted access to foreign websites,
and poor system stability.

Regarding usage needs and motivations, Chinese scholars exhibit a phenomenon
of emphasizing acquisition while neglecting interaction: they focus more on ac-
quiring academic information resources, while foreign scholars utilize academic
social website functions more fully, valuing academic sharing and online com-
munication. This indicates Chinese university users remain at the information
acquisition stage, requiring improved utilization of ASNS platform functions.
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In summary, Chinese research users’ engagement with academic social websites
remains primarily at the academic resource acquisition stage, with limited uti-
lization of more important functions and services such as research collabora-
tion and online communication—related to low awareness of international main-
stream ASNS and the scarcity of specialized domestic academic social websites.
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Abstract: [Purpose/significance] This paper investigates the cognition of Chi-
nese and foreign researchers on social networking, and makes a comparative
study on the purpose, motivation and needs of academic workers using social
networks. [Method/process] Based on questionnaires, users’ awareness of social
networks, use motivation, and access information from 707 Chinese respondents
are collected. The results are compared with the investigation from Nature.
[Result/conclusion] The result shows that Chinese scholars are not very aware
of the use of the SNS, and tend to use Google Scholar. In foreign main SNS
platforms, Chinese scholars have a certain degree of awareness of ResearchGate.
In addition, Chinese scholars mainly use SNS to acquire academic information
and less for more important functions, such as research cooperation and com-
munication.
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