
Societal impact and open research
Results of a joint partner investigation (SpringerNature, VSNU,UKB)

Henk van den Hoogen, Maastricht University Library

Timon Oefelein, SpringerNature

LIBER 2021



1

Introduction and research questions 2-4

Overview of Work Stream 1 5-7

Overview of Work Stream 2  8-18

Key takeaways WS 1-2 12

Overview of Work Stream 3 19-26

Key takeaways WS 2-3 27

Project contacts 29

Table of Contents



2

A joint investigation into the social impact of research..
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Research questions and project structure 

•“What is the societal impact of 
scholarly publication and how can we 
best capture it?”

Work 
Stream 1 

•“How do OA formats perform when 
compared to non OA formats? What is 
the impact on non-academic sector?”

Work 
Stream 2 

•“What tools can we recommend to 
researchers to maximize societal 
impact of their research?” 

Work 
Stream 3

Image Credit: Courtesy NASA/JPL-Caltech. Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Project managers and coordination  

High Level Steering Committee

• Harry Blom, Springer Nature
• Carrie Webster, Springer Nature
• Prof. dr. K.M. (Koen) Becking, VSNU, 

and President of the Executive Board 
of Tilburg University

Project Lead: Timon Oefelein, Springer Nature
• Maurice Vanderfeesten, VU Amsterdam Library
• Jürgen Wastl and Mario Diwersy, Digital Science 
• Markus Kaindl, Springer Nature 
• Nicola Jones, Springer Nature 
• Jos Franssen, Maastricht University

Project Lead: Harald Wirsching, Springer Nature
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• Lucy Frisch, Springer Nature 
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• Mithu Lucraft, Springer Nature
• Harald Wirsching, Springer Nature
• Maurice Vanderfeesten, VU 
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1. Basic definition of “societal impact of research”

2. Definition: SDG-relevancy, usage data, altmetric data and survey data

3. Create SDG classifier, we sub-contracted Digital Science:

─ Start five goals: Nr. 3,4, 7,11,16

─ For each goal: keyword search string based on UN’s SDG targets and indicators

─ Search strategy was conservative, favoring “precision” over “recall “

─ Generated training set for Machine Learning 

─ Quality Assurance via SN editorial network including several NL academics

─ Classified NL content between 2010-2019, approx. 600k items, with 40k SDG results

4. Prototype dashboard for initial analysis of Open Access 

5. Main filters: OA format; institutional affiliations, policy, altmetric data, etc.

6. In second dashboard we added Counter usage, all SDGs 17 goals, content from all countries

7. Secure rights and permission to publically release data

Work Stream 1 
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Rapid prototype SDG dashboard of NL publications 

Source: https://www.springernature.com/gp/researchers/sdg-impact

https://www.springernature.com/gp/researchers/sdg-impact
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Free SDG dashboard of global publications (119 million items)
https://app.dimensions.ai/discover/publication
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1. Completion of SDG classifier triggered Work stream 2

2. WS2 focused on four tasks: 

• Creating THE final dashboard covering 17 SDG goals

• Analyzing all data points, including regression analysis

• Conducting additional qualitative survey work

• Published all results in a White Paper, which includes 
both the bibliometric analysis as well as survey data.

Open for all: exploring the reach of open access 
content to non-academic audiences DOI: 
10.5281/Zenodo.4143313

3. Digital Science also did some global SDG benchmarking, 
published in their White Paper.

Work Stream 2
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Source: “Results of a bibliometric analysis of research content contributing to the Sustainable Development Goals”, Springer Nature 2020. 
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SDG content (2015-2019) by publication format
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data source: 
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SDG content (2017) by OA status, usage and altmetric attention

OA Status # Springer Nature
Documents only

Avg. # Downloads Median # 
Downloads

Regression
Downloads

Non-OA (Sub) 22,192 898 507 100%

Gold: Fully OA Journal 8,379 2,489 1,699 286%

Green OA 3,556 1,081 620 132%
Gold: Hybrid OA 1,707 4,049 2,368 422%
Bronze OA 989 1,400 676 201%

OA status # Docs Avg. Alt.
Score

Avg. # 
Twitter

Avg. # 
News

Avg. # 
Policy

Regression
Alt Score

Non-OA (Sub) 191,739 2.51 1.72 0.13 0.01 100%

Gold: Fully OA Journal 61,176 6.51 4.55 0.41 0.02 182%

Bronze OA 44,096 8.44 4.84 0.64 0.02 196%
Green OA 31,241 11.48 7.68 0.73 0.04 151%
Gold: Hybrid OA 30,671 7.81 5.48 0.52 0.03 243%

Source: “Results of a bibliometric analysis of research content contributing to the Sustainable Development Goals”, Springer Nature 2020. 
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• Overall, SDG classifier works well, some limitations due to an imperfect training set and 
conservative initial search approach.

 Second generation of the filter: expanded results for SDGs 2,9,14,15.

• Open Access SDG-research has a strong wider impact.

 Additional study: how academic content is picked up by policy makers and 
governments 

• Goals with a low count include: No Poverty, Zero Hunger, Gender Equality and Life Below 
Water

• Open Science: many practical challenges. But with right planning and training, they can be 
overcome. 

• Project outcomes support VSNU policy on research evaluation

• Partnership was a huge success. By joining forces and working together, progress can be 
made.. 

Key takeaways and lessons learned (WS1-2)
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In conclusion so far

OAP does matter for usage and attention!

• Downloads OA pubs is 2,7 (fully OA) or 4 (hybrid OA) higher than 
subscription based pubs

• Average Altmetric attention score is 1,7 (fully OA) and 2,1 (hybrid OA) 
higher than subscription base pubs

• Citation score data are lacking behind
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Qualitative analysis non-academic usage  

User Survey
5,994 respondents, reading SN-content
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OA significantly benefits non academic users

Total of 52% users are able to access full text of subscription content, from 
which Halo/General users (62%) experience more difficulties

Halo/General users benefit most from OA publications
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Motivations for reading
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Motivations for reading
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Citation score of OA

Number of downloads and attention score is higher from OA 
pubs, but citation scores lack behind

Core academic users cite/reference the content more, where 
Halo/General users tend to share the full text content with others

=> OA Publishing needs to be part of Rewards and Recognition

journal type Citations average

subscription 100%

Gold OA, Hybrid 83%

Gold OA, Full 90%
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Work Stream 3

Helping researchers maximizing societal impact

Building a best practice Societal Impact Toolkit for researchers, focused on the 
specific needs of researchers (in the Netherlands), working on individual SDG’s.

Input:

Survey (2019); > 9.000 respondents worldwide (based on Springer 
Nature’s mailing lists of researchers worldwide): 

`how do researchers consider impact’

Testing the results against Dutch practice, via interviews and workshops
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Survey on societal impact

Results:

• Academic impact is leading;

• Social impact: disciplinary different focus
SSH/LSM (policymakers, practioners,  
patients, general public) vs
Engineering/Physics (industry)

• Increasing social impact
conference; scientific social networking, 
publishing OA,
social media

Greatest effects on social impact:
OAP, scientific social networking
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Survey on societal impact

Support and attitude towards societal impact

• Quarter of respondents didn’t receive any support
• Most common types of support are financial or communications support, e.g. 

press release or media coverage

Suggestions
• Funding should be tied more closely to societal impact (60%), especially 

according to younger researchers, 
• Supporting services for researchers
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Survey on societal impact

Reasons for societal impact

Researchers, esp. younger ones, 

view social impact

as a moral responsibility
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Survey results available as x17 Infographics
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Impact support mechanisms in Netherlands
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New blog post on societal impact

x12 interviews 
so far, see 
project 
webpage
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Helping researchers maximizing societal impact
Review and specification of survey results for Dutch situation by:

Case study interviews with societal impact experienced researchers (VU , UM)

Workshops early career researchers (VU, UM)

• discussing social impact (possibilities)

• conducting dedicated societal impact plans

Resulting in a Societal Impact Toolkit
https://springernature.turtl.co/story/societal-impact-toolkit/?teaser=yes

• What societal impact is and how important it is to researchers

• Methods researchers use to maximize societal impact

• How to engage and communicate for impact

• How to evaluate societal impact, and much more

https://springernature.turtl.co/story/societal-impact-toolkit/?teaser=yes
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Lessons learned, Takeaway message

• OAP really matters: for halo/general readers, but also for core readers; 

• Policy attention for societal recognition is essential for further uptake of 
OAP and increase societal impact;

• Young researchers see it as their moral responsibility to maximize 
societal impact; they are the ones to go for;

• Support on possibilities of societal impact is needed: awareness, tools, 
services/skill training;

• Collaboration between commercial publisher and academia was fruitful 
and productive, with lots of engagement and full commitment.



Thank You! 

H.vandenhoogen@maastrichtuniversity.nl
Timon.Oefelein@springernature.com

www.springernature.com/SDGimpact


